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DENIM: FASHION’S FRONTIER
Nia Groce

With new exhibition Denim: Fashion’s Frontier, New York City’s Fashion Institute of Technology’s (FIT) museum explores the importance of denim with a journey through its fashion evolution from the 19th century to the present day. Viewers are taken through a visual guide of over 70 artefacts, including multiple work-wear and haute couture garments. 
The exhibition chronicles key phases in each era that influenced denim’s importance at that point in history, from humble beginnings as a commodity, work-wear piece to its rise as a luxury symbol in the 1990s, to its contemporary use by modern-day designers. Levi Strauss & Co., for example, is a fundamental brand that exemplifies the cotton-based fabrication throughout history, especially with its 501 jeans on display, arguably the framework for the original five-pocket jean. 
As the collection moves into the 20th century, further examples show expanded outfitting uses in the mid 1900s including ‘western wear’ and ‘play wear,’ two lifestyle genres that emerged during interwar periods. Post-WWII, the exhibit continues breaking down denim’s progression including its association with a rebellious ‘biker gang’ in the 1970s into its transcendence as a luxury item as exhibited by Calvin Klein’s ‘designer’ jeans and European brand Fiorucci’s ‘safety jeans’ from the 1980s.

By the 1990s, the multifaceted fabrication had catapulted its way as a staple item of hip-hop culture. Designs from Tommy Hilfiger and Claude Sabbah illustrate the period. The final section sheds light on today’s current, post-modern deconstructed takes on denim such as Junya Watanabe’s denim evening gown, as well as pieces from eco-brand EDUN. Overall, the exhibition not only fluidly chronicles denim’s maturity through the fashion cycle along the years, but also draws attention to the historical events and cultural movements that shaped the life of denim within each era. 
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