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past several thousand dollars 
for some pieces. But none of Lids 
would be worth anything, Albert visual dimensions recede into 
tells me, if it does not arrive a t the the round of its material

that Albert's entirely Chinese staff
stores on time, 
might nut accept 1 
sell them. They're ru

If knowing how to move clothes is 
as essential to its value as know-
ing how to make clothes, what 
does Uris suggest about fashion as 
an aesthetic object? Since at least 
1903, when French couturier Paul 
Poiret established his own house 
and insisted on chiiraclerizing 
his work as art. we have become 
accustomed to seeing the designer 
as a creative agent and fashion as 
Die articulation of their cultural 
imagination. As critics, we tty  to 
find traces of this culture in the 
garment’s form and style. Ibis end 

of beauty and luxury. In this bullt- 
not-beseen space, clothings

innovation involved in the work 
of warehousing, and to see it as an 
art form that challenges how we 
think about a concept like "Asian 
fashion." Lafayette 148 is undoubt-
edly making "Asian fashion”—their 
entire company relies on diosporic 
practices reaching from Asia to 
the U.S. and beyond. Yet none of 
this is apparent in the hnmd’s 
Styles. There are no m andarin col-
lars, frog closures, and the like in 
their coUectiotis. It’s built, instead, 
into the brands very architecture, 
in its netw ork of Asian labor and

ie and deeply luynl io them. Mr. St 
ip had recently died when I spoke I' 
id Deirdre. I could hear the sense c 
ft loss in the softening of her voice.



mr. before it can be displayed. We 
lend not to see our clothing as 
biotic materioL but fur, leather, and 
other luxury fabrics wore once liv-
ing flesh. They retain these lively 
properties. Shoes must be kept al 
cooler temperatures, much like the 
way we refrigerate onr meats. Fur 
produces unpleasant odors if not 
properly housed. That $5,000 dollar 
^hearting coat would not, in other 
words, look well-made without 
Albert mid his team

Workers at the warehouse see 
and touch each garment, like 
the sewers and pattenmiakers 
who understand the properties of 
clothing, how fabric folds and falls, 
these workers hone in on the stuff 
of fashion—<m the qualities that 
make it difficult or easy to wrin 
kle, tear, w arp, and even mL Their 
job Is to preserve these goods. 
Conservation is an art form that 
requires the most intimate knowl-
edge of an objects composition. 
These workers are not incidental 
to  the cratt of clothing; they often 
know these garments more inti-
mately than designers themselves. 
I he traces of their imagination arc 
everywhere in the warehouse.

’ the lost decade, Albert has 
■ everything he can to ensure 
Lafayette 148's clothes arc 

ruined. From the ingenious 
□m-built shelves and shipping

l t£  tOU ITS stand-e pa
Ing by. Everything is done to move 
clothes at maximum speed. The 
company' now flies its goods across 
the Pacific, rather than using the 
far slower shipping method. They 
maintain their own trucks to pick 
up deliveries from the airport 
They have Invented new ship-
ping crates: metal boxes that are 
buili in Shantou and d^tarded 
in Brooklyn, which allows 3,000 
pieces of clothing per box to hang 
without wrinkling. Several crates 
arrive each morning and evening.

Xian is a picker. Her job is to pull 
do  thing from the racks and deliver 
them to the packaging orca. A scan-
ner now tells her exactly where to 
find them, but before the barcodes 
arrived, she searched for them her-
self. thumbing through each piece 
to find the right one. In a typical 
day. she walks about 5 miles, back 
and forth, up and down die aisles, 
arms draped in dresses.

Xian is short and slight but she 
moves very quickly. There is no 
explicit quota to fill and no time 
limit on cadi order, but Xian knows 
speed is key. Her legs oblige, its the 
clothes UiHt are less accommodat-
ing. Different sizes look the same. 
Color variations are not always 
clear. Sweaters arrive folded anti



individually wrapped in plastic, 
which easily slips when stacked. 
Albert has manufactured shelves 
that tilt ever-so-slightly upwards 
in order to contain these slippery 
piles. But the picker must approach 
it carefully. Gravity is relentless.

Standing near the delivery’ areas 
where the crates from Shantou 
also arrive, several packers await 
Xian’s delivery. They fold the gar-
ments neatly, pressing it with their 
hands to create the perfect form, 
line each outgoing box with a thin 
sheet of paper emblazoned with 
the brands name. Albert says, with 
surprising gravity, that the plastic 
mailing bags used by many other 
online retailers are not allowed in 
his warehouse. Instead, packers 
seal boxes with the brands logo, 
managing to tape them in perfectly* 
straight lines. They repeal this doz-
ens of times per hour. W ien the 
delivery trucks finally arrive, each 
packer is surrounded by a tower of 
boxes, perfectly wrapped gifts that 
have traveled the world.

If we only look at the visible gar-
ment. it is hard to see the kind of 
knowledge and imagination that 
pervades the warehouse, or to rec- 
ognize how important this atten-
tion to the materiality of fashion 
is for Ldaw tte 148. The brand 

commands its high-end prices 
liy promoting not its design but 
its fabric and craftsmanship. At a 
meeting with its design team, the 
stall spoke repeatedly about the 
quality of their materials. ‘Touch 
this cashmere:" "Here, feel this 
leather." This loo is publicized on 
their website “Cashmere from 
Lore Piana. Printed silks from 
Como. Italy. Cotton from Reggiani. 
shearling from Spain and clas-
sic wool from Botto Giuseppe.” In 
addition to sourcing their fabrics 
only in Europe, and mainly in Italy, 
the brand claims to have had their 
own artisans trained by "a team of 
European craftspeople’ who can 
help them “achieve an extraordi-
nary mastery of the technique" and 
"painstaking feats of handcraft that 
takes years to perfect."

This advertised intimacy with 
European couture allows 
Lafayette 148 to burnish its rep-
utations os purveyors of luxury. 
Or, as a Fortune Magazine head-
line put it, to occupy the singu-
lar status of "A ‘Made in China 
Hctailer That Makes Clothes Like 
Milan," Alberts warehouse is cen-
tral to this.' It allow's Lafayette

2. Icn Wteczner. “A ‘Made in
( hina ReUulcr that M.ikes Clothes 
Ukv Milan." Fortune Magazine.
October 3 ,20 IS. Accessed ah  
h ttp«  fortunexom  ’2U W 10,03 

148 s various visions of itself—a 
European luxury house, an 
American fashion firm, a  “Made 
in China retailer"—to co-exist by 
maintaining the infrastructure 
that makes this global movement 
possible.

We know that fashion is global. To 
begin to grasp this, we only need 
to ask how a country like England, 
which clothed itself almost solely 
in the wools of local sheep, became 
the engine of an industrial capital-
ism predicated on the manufacture 
of cotton textiles. In Die Empire o f 
Cotton, the author Sven Beckert 
offers a fascinating account of the 
importance of cotton in motivat-
ing England's conquest of India, 
but many others have written 
about the global reach of the gar-
ment industry—the ways it has 
pulled material, labor, and aes-
thetic resources from far across the 
world, often violently so, into what 
we now call a global supply chain. 
This system both makes fashion 
production possible and poses the 
central problem for the industry.

A decade ago, the quintessential 
Italian brand Prada made head-
lines by announcing that it would 
now begin manufacturing in China. 
“Sooner or later it will happen to

china-factory lidav etI n-14BA 

everyone because [Chinese m an-
ufacturing J is so good." Miuccla 
Prada told the Wall Street Journal 
in 2011. adding that the Chinese 
are particularly good at making 
shoes? For decades, brands like 
Prada haw  staked their reputa-
tion (and prices) on the assumed 
quality of Italian craftsmanship. 
Think about the iconic status of 
Italian-made shoes, imagined hav-
ing been stitched painstakingly’ 
by the skilled hands of a mod-
ern-day Geppetto, and you get a 
sense of how this works. Miuccias 
admission of Chinese mastery in 
shoemaking was in this sense as 
shocking as it was prescient.

Louis Vuitton and other couture 
houses have since all followed 
suit, turning European fashion 
into "Asian m ade' clothing. Ai the 
same time, so-called Italian fash-
ion itself has changed, as Chinese 
firms have flooded the country, 
taking over formers mills and fac-
tories in cities like Prato. These 
firms have relocated to Prato so 
their clothes can claim to have 
been "Made in Italy," even as they 
bring workers, materials, and 
machines from home. This move

X Christina Ptm wk'llu, "Prada is Making 
l-'ashion in China." the  Wail Street louriiaL 
June 21.2011. A ree'Jed at.* https://WWW.
wsj conv'iutudes'SBI0(X)i4240527(Kl3()42 
3120157M036809t.7866692-



bus p rom pud to Italian state to 
tighten reigns on the use of the 
"Made in Italy" label, prohibiting 
under Article 517 of its Code of 
Industrial Property any labeling 
that "may mislead the purchaser 
os to the origin or quality of the 
work or product." 'Ihere is some 
irony in the fact that this provi-
sion was instituted even os Italian 
firms continued to migrate to Asia 
to access its high-skilled and low- 
waged workers.

The result lias been a fragile truce 
in the fashion industry, between the 
need to reconstitute Europe as the 
site of couture and the recognition 
of Asias centrality to fashion pro-
duction. To talk about fashion now 
is inevitably to talk about Asia But 
invoking lilts place makes it diffi-
cult to sustain the myth that we can 
identify the value of a garment by 
asking where and how it is made: 
by hand or machines, in Paris or 
Phnom Penh. It makes it hard 
to continue to believe that fash-
ion is somehow magical, made of 
Piumtom Threads" —in the title of 

Paul Thomas Andersens film about 
yet another brilliant and difficult 
couturier—and existing outside of 
a changing geopolitical. economic, 
and cultural order, ft we cannot 
keep up these fantasies, what hap- 
pens to die value of fashion?

ram Albert's warehouse, we see We tend to think of the warehouse

that fashion is a  material 
whose value is always in flux 
Clothes can spoil. When Albert 
says that garments can be "ruined," 
he does not mean, of course, that 
they can no longer be used. only 
that they have no or decreased 
exchange value. But it is this kind of 
deterioration, this loss of economic 
value, that preoccupies the entire 
global fashion industry most. At 
a time when we are glutted with 
clothes, thanks to the increased 
speed of production, retailers have 
a very* small window to sell clothes 
at full price—no m atter where or 
how they ore made. After a few 
weeks, sometimes days, they are 
discounted or removed from the 
shelves altogether. Retailers strug-
gle with how to rid themselves of 
billions of dollars w orth of unsold 
clothes, which, if discounted, 
can damage their brand, and if 
destroyed, costs time, labor, and 
money.

Seeing clothing in this way—as 
unstable matter—helps us to recog-
nize how fashions value is shaped 
at multiple locations in the supply 
chain. It is not inherent to the gar-
ment itself Rather, this value is acti-
vated by various actors, who turn 
stuff into aesthetic objects through 
creatively making, using, and. most 
crucially, moving clothing.

wlwt French theorist Mare 
,;ge called a  “non-place." These 
■re spaces, like the airport or train 

atinn, where most people sim- 
ly whizz through, if they enter 
it all. Of course, workers in these 
ion-places don't dash: they spend 

uours each day. week after week, 
making it possible fur others to 
move. Albert's warehouse la u tran-
sit hub, but is not simply transitory. 
Like those other non-places, it too 
is abuzz with life.

[here is always a  faint smell of rice 
in the air. In a  small comer of the 
massive space, there is a makeshift 
kitchen with a large rice cooker. 
Rice is provided every day to the 
sta ll "The smell reminds me of 
home," I hear Xian say. Eating 
together is im portant Al the fac-
tory in Shantou, a whole fluor is 
reserved for workers to e a t A tall 
green plant stands near the ware-
house kitchen. Someone has been 
tending to I t  despite the lack of 
light, it thrives. There are signs 
written in Chinese throughout 
the space. Most ore informational. 
One, near the kitchen counter, 
lays Happy A w  Year, leftover from 
months ago, Albert tells me. Signs 
of life intrude in this tomb for 
dothing, turning this place of work 
into something like home. Eating 
together is a way of being together, 
a  way of knowing each other as 
more than workers moving fast to 

move tilings faster.
Albert remembers Mr. Sui fondly. 
This warehouse does not look 
so different from the old factory 
in Chinatown where they once 
worked together. Bigger with more 
racks, but not so different he says. 
I'm sure he’s right These an* both 
Asian diasporic spaces, the mate-
rialization of a China of Albert and 
Mr. Sui's imaginat ion. In both these 
places, they are making ‘Asian fash-
ion." using their creative knowledge 
and cultural networks to bring 
dothing to life. Ous is of course a 
different notion of “Asian fashion." 
one that dc-emphasizes the visibil 
ily of clothing and the centrality of 
the designer. One that finds traces 
of diasporic cultures not just in a 
particular style, but in the care of 
the garment, and the world made 
so that il can move.


