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Traditional craft through the passage of time

Singapore’s Asian Civilisation Museum (ACM) does not only exhibit historical
artifacts. Eight sets of garments created by contemporary Singaporean
designers are currently on display at the museum in an exhibition titled
#SGFASHIONNOW. It showcases how "new" garments made in the Little
Red Dot has embodied traditional tailoring and handcraft skills of all ethnic
groups in Singapore, echoing the core theme of the museum's curatorial
spirit.

The co-curators of this exhibition are five BA(Hons) Fashion Media and
Industries graduates from LASALLE College of the Arts. Under the guidance
of lecturers and experts from ACM, Celestine Wong, Gabrielle Yeo, Felicia
Toh, Jessica Suwito and Guo Li Le planned the exhibition and also arranged
a series of online and offline guided activities to accompany the museum’s
educational programme.

Four of the eight exhibited garments, mostly from emerging local designers or
brands not known by mainstream consumers, were chosen by said young
curators. This lends a diversified perspective to the exhibition as visitors will
be able to understand how the younger generation views traditional garments.

Contemporary interpretations of the traditional cheongsam

The most eye-catching garment was a cheongsam inspired by Jing costumes
of Chinese opera. It is part of the Anthropology of Cultural Dementia collection
designed by Baélf Studio, which is helmed by Lionel Wong and his partner
Jamela Law. The long cheongsam has three-dimensional ornaments that
appear like vertebrae from a distance and looks like something out of science
fiction.

Curator Celestine Wong explained that the designer used 3D printing
technology to re-create intricate, glistening dragon scales on the cheongsam
and extended the complicated interlocking patterns outwards in order to
convey the momentum of impending flight. “Traditionally, Jing costumes are
made for male characters but Baélf boldly applied it to women's clothing to
demonstrate how we are equal to men today’s era,” she added.

When asked about their curatorial decisions, Celestine explained how they
first tried to think of a clothing that best represented Singapore but were soon
met with obstacles due to the country’s rich and diverse culture.

“There isn’t a single look that can summarise Singapore so we started
thinking about the mutual influence of craftsmanship on various ethnic
costumes. This eventually led to the highlighting of contemporary
interpretations, applications and transformations of traditional craftsmanship
and the dress from Baélf is a good example," she shared.
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Another surprising garment on display is a kebaya from Indian fashion
boutique Stylemart, which began business in the1950s as a tailoring shop.
Kavita Thulasidas, the granddaughter of the brand founder, inherited the
family business in 1999 and advocated for the integration of multicultural
elements, encouraging Indian customers to bravely blend different cultural
motifs in their wedding dress designs. In the case of Stylemart’s kebaya, its
gara sari features traditional Parsi embroidery that were created in India
before being pieced together in Singapore.

The curators also particularly identified with Hu Ruixian’s vision to integrate
the cheongsam into every day, modern life. As one of Singapore’s new
generation of cheongsam designers, a piece from her boutique Studio HHFZ
was selected for the exhibition. It features a print, drawn by Singaporean
illustrator Ly Yeow, of curvaceous girls hugging hearts and hopes to convey a
message of self-love to women.

Curator Gabrielle Yeo explained: “Ruixian’s designs also has deep pockets
and this breaks away from the traditional cheongsam. It is made for a modern
woman’s daily use as she is now able to keep mobile phones, red envelopes,
masks and other personal belongings in her dress. This enhances the
practicality of the cheongsam greatly.”

The final cheongsam selected by LASALLE’s graduates was created by
Letitia Phay and Jade Swee, who co-founded the high-end brand Time Taken
to Make a Dress. Originally created in conjunction with the Chinese Cultural
Week 2017, it subsequently caught the attention of actress Constance Lau
who wore it to the Hollywood premiere of Crazy Rich Asians in 2018.

The piece not only retains the stand-up collar of the traditional cheongsam,
but also incorporates modern elements such as see-through fabrics and floor-
length tassels, which accentuates the small waist and tall frame of the wearer.
"The skirt is dyed a gradient white to red in order to symbolise the transition
from past to present," shared Gabirielle.

(Only a portion of the original article was translated)
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