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In December last year, Balenciaga launched their Autumn/Winter 2021 collection using an 
interactive online video game, Afterworld: The Age of Tomorrow. Garments were showcased 
within the post-apocalyptic world created by Demna Gvasalia, referencing classic video 
game archetypes and their historically informed counterparts. Gvasalia wanted to 
communicate a sense of optimism for the future, and the possibilities for wonder and 
adventure within the initially dystopic-seeming urban-chic world of Planet Gvasalia. Vogue 
UK described it as “an elegant and perfectly-timed study of existentialism in the digital era.” 
The runway show itself was subsequently presented through VR headsets that had been 
shipped to the invitees’ doorsteps. Attendees sat virtually amongst a fictional crowd of 
highprofile guests in a dark void in which models emerged, strutting under individual 
spotlights before disappearing again.   
   
The introduction of digital technologies into the mainstream fashion industry have 
previously been viewed with reticence and doubt. However, the pandemic changed that 
dramatically. Everyone was suddenly isolated in their homes, unable to gather for the 
glamorous spectacle of events that colour the fashion calendar.    
Augmented (AR) and Virtual Reality (VR) are immersive medias that allow fashion to retain a 
sense of fashion as social event in a locked down world. Every iteration of immersive media 
serves to “communicate a desire for whatever an “unmediated” experience of presence is 
assumed and imagined to be.” AR and VR are the latest iteration of experimentation with 
immersive spectatorship that began in the nineteenth century. VR headsets can be viewed 
as merely an individualised, mobilised equivalent of the circular room of camera obscura. 
They create a sense of being ‘present’ at something, yet also overwhelmingly reinforce the 
sense of isolation that can be pervasive in a post pandemic world. OBSIDIAN (1) are 
exploring the possibility of a more democratic, social VR experience. Using Occulus’ 
technology they have created a posthumanist landscape with fashion installations that users 
can explore. Reminiscent of a science fiction sandbox game, users can freely exist in this 
virtual space.   
   
Balenciaga and many other ventures into digital fashion thus far incorporate the futuristic, 
sci-fi qualities of these technologies in their visual design. An aesthetic of futurism informed 
by decades of speculative science fiction classics in film and literature have given us tropes 
such as the sleek, surgically pristine, monotone palette of whites and chromes as 
immortalised in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey 1968, contrasted with the Mad 
Max (2) inspired grungy, post-apocalyptic patchwork of obsolete technologies in a world 
that could not sustain them. Both allude to a humanity whose relationship to the objects 
they create grows increasingly distant and depersonalised.   
   
ROSANNA LI suggests an alternative to a cold, destructive, depersonalised ‘futurism’ that 
taps into our warmer energies. Using the materiality of clothes as a bridge between our 
present realities and our past stories, she imagines a future aesthetic of colourful, eclectic 
material legacies. Our current engagement with diversified technology demonstrates an 



affinity for bright colours and cheeky referentiality - thus the popularity of sparkly filters and 
memes. Imagining a future informed by these same tendencies is not a stretch.    
For Li, the digital filters are fashion - they are a form of ornamentation for the body used for 
the purpose of self-expression. Digital fashion clothes the user within the online space. As 
designer Paula Sello tells The Guardian “...the tech allows people who like changing outfits 
quickly – fast fashion essentially – to wear things they could not in reality, whether that’s 
fire or water.”   
   
Online representation becomes much more of a consideration the more time we spend 
online. Fashion is beginning to learn this, with many brands jumping on board and making 
their collections accessible as clothing options on popular video games such as Animal 
Crossing and The Sims. Burberry streamed their runway show on Twitch, an Amazon-owned 
video gameplay-focused livestreaming platform with a 2.5 million average viewership at any 
given moment. For these streamers, their digital game avatars are the influencers.    
   
OSCAR KEENE and ALEX BEATTIE (LOW LEVEL ANGEL) use digital modelling to explore the 
potentialities of fashion design in a virtual environment. Digital rendering is a new skill set 
that burgeoning designers may seek to master if the fashion industry maintains and invests 
in this new stream of digital content and does not require as much upfront investment in 
studio space and materials for upcoming designers. The digital realm represents a new space 
for experimentation that is not (yet) bogged down by the conventions of the fashion 
runway/showcase.    
   
Keene embraces the fluid boundaries of the digital space in their collection. As they 
describe, “objects created here do not exist and are given form and function by the 
designer, the viewer, and the software, and preconceived and learned notions about the 
behaviour of physical materials.” NIRMA MADHOO explores a similar idea in FUTUREBODY, 
which embraces the cyborgian quality of the CGI body. Work is required from the viewer to 
parse what they see in the digital space and imagine it in its potential physical form. 
Beattie’s avatars also toy with the absence/presence of the body. Like a three-dimensional 
fashion illustration, light and negative space blur the line between where the garment 
begins and where the body ends. In the virtual all-black void the intangible body renders a 
prototypical feel to the presentation of the collection - these garments exist in the liminal 
space between concept and tangible garment.    
   
In the ongoing discussion of sustainability and fashion, digital fashion represents a form of 
fashion consumption that can exist separately from the exploitative fashion systems 
currently in place. However, it is still a form of consumption.  Big tech has its own slew of 
environmental and human rights issues - from cobalt mine casualties to questionable factory 
working conditions and the overarching design of planned obsolescence. Trading the 
environmental damage of textile production for that of technology can not be seen as the 
sustainable solution we are looking for.    
   
Even on an interpersonal level, there are limitations and questions regarding the degree that 
digital technologies should mediate our lives. The notion of ‘Zoom fatigue’ - engaging in the 
rituals of dressing up and curating an appropriate backdrop space, merely to be sat at home 
in front of a laptop for hours engaging in a sick form of performative attentiveness is a 



technological shortcoming that speculative futurism and science fiction did not prepare us 
for. HIBALL taps into a sense of neoliberal inspired dread in their film REDOUBT. Using 
photogrammetry to create a fragmented aesthetic, directors Stanton Cornish-Ward and 
Alexandra Kirwood embrace the sense of intangibility of our experience of these digital 
technologies. In the online space, our presence becomes ephemeral and disjointed, creating 
a familiar yet uncanny parallel world. Day after day staring at all-too-familiar spaces in 
solitude, the stir-crazy imagination, of its own volition, begins to defamiliarise the mundane 
opting for the surreal.    
   
It is interesting then, to juxtapose REDOUBT with MAXIMILIAN BISHOP and JOSEPH 
HADDAD’s work Replica, a fashion film featuring garments from the Pihakapi S/S 2019 
collection. Completed prior to the pandemic, the film taps into a sense of isolation that has 
now become all too familiar. The film toys with the intimacy between the camera and the 
subject, a nameless protagonist and his mitotic ‘shadow’.Hadadd and Bishop and Hiball 
share a fascination with underground spaces. Our conception of time is heavily shaped by 
our perception of natural light. Underground, time is flattened with the absence of light. The 
simultaneous ecological extremity and resilience of deserts allows them to exist outside our 
globalised, metropolitan temporal systems. Replica features current fashion, set in an 
existing location, yet it evokes speculative post-apocalyptic futures.    
   
At the end of the day, technologies, digital or otherwise, are flawed and unsophisticated. It 
takes a lot of invisible human labour for it to give the illusion of elegance. No technology will 
ever match up to the sophistication of human cultures. Advancements in digital animation 
have shown us that often, it is a stylised reality that feels more visceral than any attempt at 
a one-to-one rendering of real life. Stylisation offers a heightened reality which often feels 
more sincere. Digital technologies are merely an additional tool to help designers and artists 
express this sincerity.   
   
(1) OBSIDIAN is a collaborative working with VR comprised of members Nirma Madhoo, 

Kiara Gounder, Jason Stapleton, Ponz.   
   
(2) George Miller, Mad Max 1979 Warner Brothers, Village Roadshow pictures.    
   
   
   


