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It was a warm August morning in New York City, 1971. The ladies 
of Park Avenue began their days. Coiffing their hair, they perused 
newspapers flashing headlines about President Nixon and the war in 
Vietnam. Among them, former Vogue Society Editor Margaret Case. 
Dressed in a sharp ensemble appropriate of a decade’s loyal Vogue 
staffer, she sat at her desk penning off letters to those she loved. Laying 
down her pen she approached the window of her luxury apartment and 
jumped, fifteen stories to the ground. Seconds later her body lay in the 
courtyard of 550 Park, one of the most coveted and notorious buildings 
on the Avenue. 

Ms. Case had been fired from her post at Vogue three weeks before 
her suicide. It was an unceremonious affair. On the first of the month 
she had strolled into her office like any other day in the 43 years she had 
been with the magazine, to find a group of men removing her desk from 
its station. “They were not very good at letting people go” legendary 
Vogue editor Diana Vreeland wryly recalls in her autobiography (DV, 
HarpersCollins). 

Like Ms. Case, Mrs. Vreeland had been fired as Vogue’s Editor in 
Chief a few weeks earlier, marking the end of era. Once, the famously 
bold and romantic Vreeland had captured the spirit of a drastically 
changing world in the pages of Vogue. Hired from Harper’s Bazaar 
in the 1962 she entered her executive role at a time when great 
revolutions rocked our world: political, social, sexual, and artistic. It 
was the Youthquake, and although she was nearly sixty at the time, 
the divine Mrs. V acutely interpreted the pulse of the new generation, 
so much so that Vogue at the time became the engine of the revolution.

Her wildly imaginative spreads were about more than just clothes 
or gorgeous imagery. She famously quipped, “I mean, a new dress 
doesn't get you anywhere; it's the life you're living in the dress." And 
that was the life she celebrated in Vogue, replacing articles on how to 

bake a cake for editorials about art, music, nightclubs, travel, society 
and culture. She built a picture of the lives women could lead in their 
new clothes in this new world, transforming the publication from the 
“sleepy” society rag it once was into the benchmark of style and culture 
it represents to this day. 

And although it all came at a cost, a big cost — the cost of going to 
the ends of the earth to find the perfect setting, the perfect model, the 
perfect landscape to do a shoot — it was worth it. You don’t find spreads 
like hers anymore in today’s magazines. Mrs. Vreeland pursued her 
visions with vigor, price be damned, “She was the most expensive thing 
I think that the Newhouses ever had… she cost a fortune, it didn't 
matter to have 500 orchid plants to be shipped to Alaska for a shoot — 
that was perfectly normal for her.” (The Eye Has to Travel).

And while the boom economy and radical enthusiasm of the 1960’s 
had allowed for this dramatic flair, by the 70’s economic downturn had 
impacted the publication’s budget and the once ecstatic indulgence 
of its readers. By 1971, Vogue had plateaued and its royal family, 
the Newhouses, pinpointed the problem. Though often criticized for 
dismissing brilliant and loyal executives like Case and Vreeland, 
the family was in the magazine business, and the business needed a 
change. 

This however, provided no solace to poor Margaret Case nor Diana 
Vreeland. Having lost her husband four years prior, the loss of her job 
devastated a then 70 year-old Mrs. Vreeland. In the wake of Ms. Case’s 
suicide, Cecil Beaton, photographer and friend to both iconic editors 
remembered, 

“I made Diana Vreeland, against her will, talk about the situation 
at Vogue. It seems a state of desperation has set in and there [was] still 
general guilt about the way they behaved.” 

At the time, this was truly a scandal, one that 
is still sadly overlooked and quite tricky to unearth. 
After all, it doesn’t paint a pretty picture of one of 
the most notorious families in publishing. Never 
married, Ms. Case was nearly 80 when fired from 
Vogue. Staffers there weren’t the only ones concerned 
about the similarities between Case and Vreeland. 
A general air of anxiety for dear Diana permeated 
the community of socialites, politicos, designers, and 
artists whom she had befriended over the years. 

It was Mrs. Vreeland’s lawyer, Peter Tufo whom 
she had hired to negotiate her exit from Vogue, who 
took the lead in preventing another tragedy. Over 
lunch at the Veau D’or, he discussed the Diana 
dilemma with Ted Rousseau, the then Curator in 
Chief of the Metropolitan Museum. As it turned 
out, Mr. Rousseau sympathized and had a dilemma 
of his own. Having lost much of its popularity in 
the late 60s, the Met had shut down its Costume 
Institute, the branch of the museum that housed its 
collection of fashion. Rousseau needed someone to 
give the department a jolt; and who better than the 
ever-creative wildly available, Diana Vreeland?

And so, crisis averted, Mrs. Vreeland’s fate, and 
consequently that of the Costume Institute were 
sealed. The prophetic former fashion editor proved 
to be the perfect remedy to the antiquated blight the 
department had suffered. With 10,000 dollars in a 
very hush-hush expense account, Mrs. Vreeland 
redefined the concept of the fashion exhibition, 
showcasing the work of designers with the respect 
and grandeur other Met curators displayed the Old 
Masters. She produced over a dozen imaginative, 
fantastical exhibitions each receiving massive public 
attention, attracting millions of visitors each year to 
a department previously only visited by a handful 
of specialists. Diana Vreeland put the Costume 
Institute on the map. 

Her death in 1989 left the museum and the 
world a dazzling legacy. To this day, fashion 
exhibitions at the Met and beyond continue to draw 
record-breaking crowds. In 2011, Harold Koda, 
current Director of the Costume Institute and one 
time intern to Mrs. V, staged Savage Beauty, a 
retrospective of the work of Alexander McQueen. 
The hauntingly sophisticated displays in this and 
all Koda exhibits, serve as tribute to Mrs. Vreeland’s 
ability to communicate the cultural values of high 
fashion to the public. In its brief 3 months on display, 
Savage Beauty became among the top 5 attended 
exhibitions in the museum’s history and the most 
attended fashion exhibition; testimony to the public 
embrace of fashion as art.

Window displays for 
Bergdorf Goodman.

Clockwise from top left: Vreeland at 
work; Vogue editorial, 1956; Vreeland 

at the MET; The Great Fur Caravan, 
Vogue 1966, photography by 

Richard Avedon.
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Vreeland at the MET.
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Broadening our understanding of Mrs. Vreeland’s influence, today, 
we see fashion’s staging as an art form extends far beyond the walls 
of the museum. Window displays in luxury retail stores from Fifth 
Avenue to Orchard Road evoke drama, fantasy, and artistry that 
rivals even the most spectacular exhibitions of fashion in museums. 
Lauded by the New York Times as, “decadent, intellectual art pieces 
that tickle both street crowds and museum snobs alike,” the sublimely 
elegant window installations of Bergdorf Goodman in particular, ooze 
the divine Mrs. Vreeland. Even Bergdorf executive Linda Fargo has 
expressed a desire to have her displays mounted in a proper gallery. A 
confession to which Bill Cunningham, the famed fashion photographer 
aptly replied, “Oh child, why would you do that? You have the best art 
gallery in all the world.”

And indeed Bergdorf’s does function like any commercially 
successful gallery. Spanning an entire block of Fifth Avenue and 
boasting two nearly 20-foot windows around the corner on busy 57th 
Street, BG displays enchant the public, while its clientele represent 
a much smaller, more exclusive group. Like any respected gallery, 
Bergdorf’s profits from its iconic reputation to draw in new clients while 
cashing in on existing buyers’ trust. As in the art world, competition is 
fierce among luxury retailers, and exclusivity remains a trademark of 
the Bergdorf’s store policy, especially when it comes to young talent. 
In the recent film, “Scatter My Ashes at Bergdorf’s,” which chronicles 
the glitzy history of the iconic department store, Marc Jacobs likens 
himself to a young artist aspiring to sign with a gallery, recalling as a 
young designer,  “[Bergdorf’s] was the place I wanted to see our work 
hanging.” 

Once dismissing even luxury mannequins of the day as “rather 
creepy,” (preferring custom figures for her displays), luxury retailors 
have followed Mrs. Vreeland’s lead, merchandizing fashion as an art 
form. But it wasn’t until recently, in a surprising new twist, that the 
fashion industry began mimicking the art market in a most fascinating 
parallel. Following the trajectory of a respected art piece, luxury fashion 
goods have now developed a strong presence in auctions. While art has 
enjoyed a prosperous secondary market since the 17th century, now we 
have begun to see a rise in highly respected purveyors of a secondary 
market in fashion. Heritage Auctions, the world’s largest collectibles 
auction house, launched a luxury fashion category in 2010 in response 
to, “the emergence of collectors,” reports Matthew Rubinger, Director 
of Luxury Accessories. While art words like “provenance” and “limited 
edition” seep into the vocabulary of these new collectors, their perception 
of an item’s value in the secondary market has become affected by the 
status of a brand’s Creative Director. In their first offering since Marc 
Jacobs left this post at Vuitton, Heritage noticed a jump in bids for his 
work at auction, “Some of the best figures for Vuitton came in late 2013 
after [Jacobs] announced his resignation… The same thing happens at 
Christie’s when a painter dies.” 

Certainly celebrity Creative Directors like Raf Simons and John 
Galliano are almost as familiar to the press today as the Kardashian 
Krew, but Marc Jacobs’ celebrity stands out as an essential element in 

the romance between fashion and art. As Rubinger described to me over 
tea in his Park Avenue office, “His collaborations with contemporary 
artists get a ton of attention at auction, as they have in world for the 
last 10 or 12 years.” Of course, artists and designers have a history of 
collaborating, think of Elsa Schiaparelli and Salvador Dali, or Andy 
Warhol and Yves Saint Laurent. But these collaborations produced 
miniscule collections, destined for the closets of a few wealthy bohemians. 
Today, major luxury labels collaborate with world-renowned living 
artists to create multimillion-dollar partnerships, scaling worldwide 
and transgressing traditional art/fashion boundaries. 

The experiment began in 2001 when as newly appointed Creative 
Director, Jacobs collaborated on a modest collection of handbags with 
artist Steven Sprouse for Louis Vuitton. Together, they created a 
graffiti version of the classic luggage label’s monogram, which had in 
years past, become increasingly associated with cheap knock offs. The 
collaboration reinvigorated the brand, resulting in sold-out editions 
around the world and increased demand for similar products. In 2003 
and 2005 respectively, Jacobs worked with “Superflat” artist Takashi 
Murakami, on two back-to-back collaborations, scaling each project 
worldwide.  To accompany the launch of the eye-popping manga 
inspired collection, the Brooklyn Museum hosted a major retrospective 
of Murakami’s work, complete with a Louis Vuitton boutique within 
the halls of the exhibition. Vuitton profits soared and Jacobs forged 

on, releasing a line designed with appropriation artist Richard Prince 
in 2008. 

When the recession hit that same year, the luxury market suffered 
tremendously. Sales of luxury goods fell 17.9 percent in October 2008 
from the previous year, according to SpendingPulse, with declines 
continuing through May 2009. That year, luxury consumers across 
the globe reported wanting “more” from their luxury retail experience 
according to the Altagamma Consumer Insight report. In the US and 
Europe where the recession severely impacted national economies, 
consumers sought out “longevity” and “value.” They were looking for 
pieces with a past and a future, items that had “investment quality for 
a fair price.” While in China, where the recession had a lesser impact 
on the economy, consumers reported they still looked to buy products 
“for status… show[ing] no signs of logo fatigue.” 

Discrepancies between the US-European & Chinese markets 
provide global brands with constant challenges. Appealing to the two 
largest communities of consumers of luxury goods, across cultures, 
economies, languages and tastes, proves a difficult and expensive 
task. Nevertheless, luxury-artist collaborations proliferated through 
the worldwide economic crisis. In China, where luxury consumers still 
sought out status-sealing designs that proudly boast luxury logos, the 
reduction of an artist’s work to essentially just that, a logo, works. In 
the US and Europe where consumers expressed concern for being or 
appearing frivolous, the incorporation of art into an item reinforces its 
cultural and collectable significance. Collaborations imbue “value” and 
“longevity” in their products by so directly associating with art. For 
both markets, the shopping experience becomes more closely related 
to the cultural experience, especially when the store is decked out in 
the artists work and galleries and museums host collaborative events. 

By the first half of 2011, mega luxury conglomerate LVMH, 
whose brand portfolio beyond Louis Vuitton includes Dior, Fendi, and 
Givenchy, to name a few, reported sales growth of 13%, earning $14.9 
billion. In that same time, PPR (now Kering), whose realm includes 
Gucci, Yves Saint Laurent, and Sergio Rossi, reported sales growth of 
an astounding 23%. At a time when the economy continued to force 
apparel stores to slash prices and Wal-Mart shoppers, affected by 
price increases of a few pennies, ceased to buy staple food items like 
milk, luxury retailers were doing BETTER than they were before the 
recession. 

Responding to the recession was tough, and few pre-recession 
strategies survive, regardless of industry. It is remarkable that the 
partnership of fashion and art not only weathered the storm, but 
blossomed. Calvin Klein and Ellsworth Kelly, Berluti and Maarten 
Baas, Diane Von Furstenburg and the Andy Warhol Foundation, Dior 
and Sterling Ruby, Margiela and Baptiste Debombourg, Prada and 
Damien Hirst, Lisa Perry and Robert Indiana, Kenzo and Mauricio 
Catalan — to name a few! — have collaborated on everything from 
handbags and clothing to mannequin designs, runway shows, jewelry, 
sunglasses, and charity t-shirts. As profits rise, these collaborations 
show no signs of slowing down. 

Yayoi Kusama Louis Vuitton, released in 2012, stands as the 
largest artist collaboration launched by any luxury goods or fashion 
house to date, including ready-to-wear, leather goods, sunglasses, 
shoes, watches and jewelry. 460 Louis Vuitton stores in 64 countries 
boasted massive installations of Kusama’s psychedelic polka-dot 
schemes in their windows. Vuitton worked with the artist to develop 
seven special concept stores at Printemps in Paris, Selfridges in London 
and Isetan Shinjuku and Dover Street Market in Tokyo. Meanwhile, 
an accompanying exhibition of Kusama’s work, supported by Vuitton, 
travelled to the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the Tate Modern in London, 
the Reina Sofia in Madrid and the Whitney Museum in New York.  

The impressive breadth and scale of these collaborations in large 
part owes thanks to luxury money. In 2013 luxury goods sales exceeded 
318 billion USD, according to Euromoniter’s Luxury Goods Report, with 
spending projected to increase 35% in the next five years. The majority 
of these profits are shared among the 4 major luxury conglomerates: 
LVMH, Kering (formerly PPR), Richemont, and Swatch Group, which 
control nearly 80% of current market share. Corporate consolidation 
since the late 80’s, when Bernard Arnault established LVMH and 
transformed the luxury brand name into a financial asset, has rendered 
the luxury market one of the most profitable global industries to date. 
The luxury business has money the contemporary art market, despite 
its recent record-breaking sales, could hardly dare to dream of. 

Infiltrated with this kind of money, the art world is looking more 
like the big business the fashion industry has come to represent. It 
is increasingly reliant on luxury sponsorships to continue to produce 
exhibits, events, and art fairs at the scale consumers have come to 
expect from the art world. Galleries aspire to profit earning levels 

Richard Prince in 
collaboration with Marc 

Jacobs for Louis Vuitton.
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Marc Jacobs portrait for Vogue US.

Takashi Murakami for Louis Vuitton.
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“I MEAN, A NEW DRESS DOESN'T GET YOU ANYWHERE; 
IT'S THE LIFE YOU'RE LIVING IN THE DRESS.”

— DIANA VREELAND

of the Gagosian Empire, with 12 branches 
across the globe, as well as several “pop-up” 
spaces, paralleling a high-end fashion house. 
Artists like Damien Hirst and Jeff Koons, 
increasingly resemble Creative Directors 
and branding has become a central theme in 
more traditional art media, (like Murakami’s 
paintings of the Louis Vuitton logo). Paired 
with the increase in population of high net 
worth individuals, record-breaking sales of 
hyper branded contemporary art have been 
criticized as overblown; the works classified 
as “kitsch,” intellectually cheap ploys created 
to appeal to a new assumingly undereducated 
art buyer. However, perhaps along with their 
accompanying handbag, these highly branded 
works appropriately represent our times. 

Reflecting on the initial aspirations of 
the Vuitton-Murakami collaboration in 2005, 
Marc Jacobs resolved, “What it showed the 
art world and the fashion world was that we 
together could create the landscape of this 
actual world that we live in… and I think that 
was proven by the overwhelming response 
to these products that we created.” The 
“overwhelming response” Jacobs mentions 
is a relatively new tool we can use in order 
to determine cultural significance. Because 
of the massive sample size of the products 
of the union between fashion and art, take 
for example, sales of the Murakami-Louis 
Vuitton bag, a global picture emerges. One 
can see how entire continents respond to the 
exact same item in the finite measure of dollar 
signs, something that is much more difficult to 
see in the art world, despite the prolific factory 
style production of artists like Damien Hirst 
or Jeff Koons. 

These pieces and their proven appeal 
cement the concept of fashion as art 
championed by visionary Mrs. V, not only in 
the underwhelming and obvious reality that 
an artist has participated in the design, but 
more significantly in their ability to reflect “the 
landscape of this actual world.” As big money 
entangles the relationship between art and 
fashion, the products of their union reflect the 
globalizing, corporatizing, rich getting richer, 
consumerist, gloss of our era. The massive 
popularity of these collaborations represents 

a dilution of art culture for global appeal 
while at the same time, in their global appeal, 
embodying the often-conflicting economic and 
cultural values of the most powerful nations 
of our era. They stand as cultural artifacts of 
the superficial while ironically satisfying the 
consumers search for “value.” They invert, 
subvert, and pervert our concepts of high 
and low culture while candidly reminding us 
that without the infusion of luxury money, 
the contemporary art world would look very 
different than it does today.

In 1971, in an effort to preserve fashion’s 
newly revered place in culture, Diana 
Vreeland established the Met Ball: the annual 
fund-raising gala which to this day draws 
Hollywood stars, socialites, models, musicians, 
business tycoons, and politicos from all 
corners of the world to the museum, boasting 
a red carpet which rivals the Oscars or the 
Grammy’s.  Though initially resented by the 
more academic museum staffers, the Met Ball 
continues to provide the Costume Institute 

with enough funding in one night to remain 
the only self-sustaining branch of the museum. 
As luxury money provides global exposure and 
support for the art world today, by bringing 
representatives of celebrity, big business, and 
fashion, to the museum, Mrs. Vreeland was 
able to produce exhibitions at a new scale, 
with new exposure, and which predicted with 
astounding accuracy, the potential stature 
and richness of the partnership between art 
and luxury today. 

As the art world profits from an injection of 
luxury money, the fashion industry acquires 
more integrity and legitimacy from the 
association with art. Consumers of luxury 
goods’ artist collaborations, can be almost 
certain that their pieces will have a significant 
place in the future; an achievement to which 
women have aspired long before Marie-Helene 
de Rothschild, upon seeing the collection at 
the Costume Institute, cried to her dear friend 
“Oh, God, Diana, if my clothes could be kept 
like these!” 

Yayoi Kusama for Louis Vuitton.

Above: The decor at the MET Gala.
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