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If the lectures and discussions on Saturday had considered some of the practical limitations of gold and the political problems engendered by such a potent signifier of wealth and distinction, those on Sunday reflected more broadly on the potential of gold to create awe and wonder in worlds both real and imagined. 

In the world of make believe, Maggie Wood, Project Officer for ‘Shakespeare by Design’, considered the use of gold in the costume collection of the Royal Shakespeare Company. Various images of golden garb were shown, including Allan Howard’s Farrah-designed Henry V costume from 1975, which is the most ostentatious of the RSC’s garments; Maggie described it as ‘absolute bling’. She explained how costume designers frequently use golden dress to reflect a character’s singular status on stage, or more subtly, to signify the heightening or hollowing of their moral and political authority during the course of a play; the latter technique was employed by Isamu Noguchi in his designs for King Lear, performed in 1955. Unfortunately, the Space Age designs of this production were generally considered to be more distracting than directional. The difficulty of conceiving clothes for fiction were highlighted by Colleen Hill, Associate Curator of Accessories in The Museum at FIT New York, who considered the role of gold in fairy tales, a subject that will be explored further in her exhibition ‘Fairytale Fashion’, which opens at FIT’s museum in January 2016. Colleen explained how prominent golden clothes and dress accessories were frequently replaced in preference for other colours and materials when fairytales were adapted for the Silver Screen. Cinderella’s golden dress became blue when the story was reinterpreted by Disney and Dorothy’s gold hat, festooned with diamonds and rubies, and able to summon the winged monkeys, was removed entirely from Hollywood’s retelling of the Wizard of Oz. 

The fissure that can exist between fiction and fact was tackled most directly by Professor Maria Hayward, whose lecture on the gold in Henry VIII’s wardrobe began by considering the – rather more-accurate – costumes in the BBC’s adaptation of Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall. In this particular case, recreating reality may have been easier, certainly less costly for the BBC, because Maria explained that Henry wore little gold after the late 1520s. Gold was worn on great festive and diplomatic occasions – the Field of Cloth and Gold is perhaps the best example – but Henry preferred clothes of velvet and satin. Here, we were reminded of the political limitations of gold, for ‘luxury’ did not have positive connotations in the sixteenth century and even for a monarch of Henry VIII’s status and ambition, less was very often more, in dress if nothing else. Whilst too much gold might be a bad thing, afternoon lectures by Dr Jane Malthus, Senior Lecturer in the Design Department of Otago Polytechnic, New Zealand, and Professor Diane Maglio from Berkeley College Larry L. Luing School of Business, New York, emphasised the, seemingly universal, desire people share to possess at least some gold.

Jane Malthus explained how the commercial and cultural fortunes of Otago were buoyed by the discovery of gold. The town became an importance centre for New Zealand’s gold trade, as evidenced by many surviving garments, including a wedding dress from 1883 and several couture gowns from Paquin and Douget that were commissioned in the early twentieth century. If the discovery of gold had the power to transform the fortunes of a town, Diane Maglio explained how the rebranding of gold in 1950s-America did much to empower male consumers. Jubilant advertising campaigns extolled the cultural and historic significance of gold to men, who were encouraged to pair the gold and metallic threads in their clothing with the upholstery in their homes and cars. The appeal of gold yarn seems to have been particularly important in California, possibly because of its association as the ‘Sunshine State’. 

It was appropriate that the concluding lectures of the day, and the conference, offered a broader perspective on the potential uses of gold and glamour. Joanne Morton, PhD student, Senior Lecture in the School of Design at De Montfort University and ‘metal horticulturist’, considered the potential of gold when combined with new chemical and electrical processes. She observed that where gold had been flattened around people’s hair in 2000BC, in 2015, plasma coated threads, nano technology and micro-alloys were creating new clothing possibilities for the metal, the sensual, tactile and aesthetic qualities of which endure, even if the form and manner of gold is now very different to what had been worn by princes and fairy-tale princesses. Of course, vogues and cultural values do not always change in tandem and Professor Amanda Vickery of the University of London used women’s dress in Georgian England to remind us all of the importance of modesty. The letters and dress of Elizabeth Parker and her circle highlight the dilemmas of remaining fashionable and glamorous at all stages of the life cycle, especially for women, who were considered old when they entered their thirties! The sartorial strictures of the royal court also tended to run counter to the realties of the aging process, which added a further anxiety. Amanda and Joanne’s lectures did much to remind us of Roland Barthes’ verdict on gold, which he considered a stubborn and cruel metal, dull even. ‘Pure gold, whose usefulness was almost entirely self-referential, became superlative gold, absolute richness’. It was inert, and so unchangeable. Ultimately, he concluded the power of gold lies in the fact that it changes us.

