Clever fabric manipulation turned
billowing silk ruffles and voluminous layers
into stormy clouds and rippling waves.
As a collector of fashion history and as a
Fashion Anthropologist, I am fascinated
by the limitless resource nature provides,
the incredible versatility in her story, and
the sheer wonder of her power on fashion.
How each designer manipulates and
reinterprets nature gives us the rich
diversity that is fashion today. I am
extremely fortunate to own a collection of
garments and accessories that can bring
to life this important aspect of fashion’s
history.

Charlotte Smith, Fashion Anthropologist and
Owner of The Darnell Collection
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FLORA & FAUNA: THE NATURE OF FASHION
For millenniums, nature has been a resource
that has heavily influenced fashion. When
you think about it, nature has had some
sort of affect on every aspect of fashion
design, from textiles to prints, from dyes
to embellishment, from construction to
silhouettes. Nature can be referenced as
subtly as the colour (Ruby, Honeysuckle,
Mahogany, Aquamarine, Sand, Tobacco,
Mint, Gold, and Lilac, to name a few) and
as bold as actual natural materials being
stitched or woven onto a garment such as
a dress by Alexander McQueen made from
razor-clam shells he collected on a Norfolk
beach. “There is no better designer than
nature”, Alexander McQueen is quoted as
saying.
Of course, the earliest reference of nature
entwined with fashion was the very basic,
practical use of hide and fur worn by
Neanderthal man that was draped over his
body and tied together with strips of hide
similar to how we wear belts today.

INTRODUCTION
The Darnell Collection of international
couture and Ready-to-Wear is recognised
as one of Australia’s finest. Passionately
maintained and nurtured by Charlotte
Smith, the Collection is a treasure trove
of fashion trends and influences spanning
more than three centuries.
It is with great enthusiasm that the Blue
Mountains Cultural Centre has worked
with Charlotte over many months to
curate this exhibition that celebrates the
way in which nature has inspired and
influenced many of the world’s greatest
fashion designers. What better place
than the Blue Mountains to showcase the
beauty of nature revered through couture,
jewellery and textile.
Flora & Fauna: The Nature of Fashion is
categorised into six themes: Lace,
Embroidery, Printed Textiles,
Embellishments, Flora and Fauna as

Material and Woven and Textured Textiles,
resulting in a diverse exhibition that
surveys many of The Darnell Collection’s
finest pieces. The majority of the
garments and accessories have not
been exhibited before, with the show
highlighting some of Australia’s most
recognised and celebrated designers
such as Akira, Beril Jents and the Blue
Mountains own Jenny Kee.
I thank Charlotte for opening the Darnell
Collection to Blue Mountains City Art
Gallery audiences and commend Flora &
Fauna: the Nature of Fashion to anyone
with an eye for fashion and an
appreciation of great design.
Paul Brinkman
Director – Blue Mountains Cultural Centre

In 2000 BCE the stylised acanthus
flower was a typical Greek motif that was
embroidered on the border of togas.
Jump to the late 1500s when Queen
Elizabeth I wore sumptuous silk gowns
made from Jacquard weaves depicting vines
and trellised flowers.
Along with dresses made from floral fabrics,
Marie Antoinette enjoyed adorning her
exaggerated pouffe with stuffed birds,
animals and plumes. She artfully placed
these in her hair and created a frenzy
among devoted fashion followers.
This penchant for objects sourced from
nature continued into the Edwardian era
when society ladies wore ‘Garden hats’
decorated with real twigs, dried flowers and
leaves. The ongoing use of exotic feathers
and birds caused concern for their welfare
and the Plumage Society (which later
became the Royal Society for the Protection
of Birds) was founded in 1889. Women had
to resort to farmed or farmyard feathers for
millinery decoration.

Nature’s part in the history of dyeing is also
fascinating. In the 14th Century, Aztecs and
Incas in Peru crushed Cochineal beetles to
make deep, rich red dye. For centuries
following, plants like Madder, Indigo and
Woad were ground to a paste and used to
dye clothes. In A Quaker Woman’s Cookbook: The Domestic Cookery of Elizabeth
Ellicott Lea written in the early 19th Century,
it was recommended to ‘boil peach leaves
when they are turning yellow in the fall, with
a little alum’ while ‘onion skins boiled with
alum’ make a good yellow for woollen cloth.

When Queen Victoria married Prince
Albert in 1840, she wore a cotton net veil
onto which handmade lace flowers were
appliqued. Over this she wore a crown
of orange blossoms. Incorporating fresh
or waxed orange blossoms, a symbol of
fertility, into bridal attire quickly became a
Victorian tradition. But lace wasn’t just for
weddings. Edwardian ladies of wealth
enjoyed elaborate and costly dresses
made of lace.
One of the finest dresses in The Darnell
Collection is an Irish crochet cotton lace
tea gown made by Anna Dunlevy of
Cincinnati, Ohio. An intricate profusion of
leaves, vines and flowers connected by
delicate picot netting reminiscent of
spider webs, completely made by hand
using the finest crochet hook and thread,
covers this elegant gown. It would have
cost a small fortune at the time and
wowed everyone who saw it.

Technology in textile design has also
played a part in the reinterpretation of
nature. Roller and block prints, screen and
stencil prints, direct and resist prints join
cutting-edge digital prints. Mary
Katrantzou, a Greek born designer who
graduated from St. Martins College of Art
and Design in London in 2008, is a
master of digital printing and Trompe
L’oeil photographic overlaying. She has
the rare acknowledgment of being
considered a game changer in the fashion
industry of the 21st Century.
This year, Chanel, Dior, Dolce & Gabbana,
and Giorgio Armani, among others, sent
garments down the catwalk made from
luxurious fabrics that were printed and
appliqued with motifs as varied as wild
flowers, blousy English roses, fern fronds,
butterflies, Birds of Paradise, coastal
sunsets, starry nights and bountiful
wisteria blooms.

