Episode 2-Print versus online-Interview with Dr Laura Gardner-Podcast-2025

0:00
Welcome to RMIT University Library's podcast that aims to provide a space for teachers, researchers, and students to share their thoughts on the latest issues that matter to the university community and the library.

0:15
Today's episode continues our ongoing series exploring the topic of print versus online.

0:21
Michelle Matheson, a teaching and research librarian at RMIT University, is joined by Doctor Laura Gardner, a leading academic and practitioner in fashion, communication and media.

0:32
Together, they discussed Laura's thoughts on print versus online and much more.

0:37
We acknowledge the people of the Woi wurrung and Boon wurrung language groups of the eastern Kulin Nation, on whose unceded lands we're broadcasting from.

0:49
Before we have a look at the topic that we're going to discuss today, can you tell us what your role at RMIT University is?

0:57
Yeah.

0:58
So my role at RMIT in the School of Fashion Textiles is a lecturer and I as part of that I work yeah largely as a teacher with the Bachelor of Fashion Design Honours students and some of the Master of Fashion Design students.

1:15
So as well as that, I also do research and engagement activities and within that space, my specialisations of research are I guess printed matter, fashion publishing, fashion communication, looking at the kind of interfaces through which fashion is communicated.

1:35
I'm especially interested in the kind of experimental margins.

1:38
So not necessarily just industrial fashion media and publications we might recognise like Vogue or Harper's Bazaar, but kind of more experimental or artistically motivated projects.

1:52
And, and I'm often working with students with with these materials and, and looking at how, yeah, these kinds of projects can be useful as pedagogical tools for thinking about how emerging designers and recent graduates and studio based practitioners can communicate their work or think about fashion in the communication space.

2:14
You mentioned a little bit about that.

2:16
your interest is pretty much in the printed matter and in writing, fashion writing in particular.

2:25
Can you tell us a little bit more about what you mean by that

2:28
experimental fashion space or publication space?

2:34
Yeah.

2:34
So experimental is a term I use quite often to describe some of the ways in which small press marginal fashion publications work.

2:47
But maybe to take a step back from that and to give some context to some of these terms I use marginal, experimental or critical.

2:57
This all kind of arose from a, I studied fashion originally.

3:02
I then worked in publishing, in art publishing and then came to RMIT and studied a PhD and and my PhD looked at or was it was researched through a creative project called Mode and Mode, which was a is a small press fashion publication and experimental kind of as defined through as I kind of define it through mode and mode is a way of working when you don't know the you don't have a perceived outcome.

3:32
So we don't have a strict format.

3:35
Every issue is different.

3:36
It responds to the subject of the issue, which is actually kind of fundamentally at odds with how industrial fashion media works.

3:45
It's very conventional.

3:46
It follows quite a strict format of, you know, if you think about something like Vogue, it doesn't really vary from its graphic kind of formula and the sorts of the formula of the content and the, you know, the advertising, the the way that the editorial works.

4:03
So, yeah, so experimental is one way that we sort of differentiate from perhaps industrial fashion media, but that's of course not to say like anything can be experimental and experimental can be explored in mainstream or in industrial context.

4:20
But yeah, kind of almost mean, a little bit like a science experiment.

4:23
We don't know where it will take us.

4:25
We view each issue quite openly.

4:28
And so I often use that to describe in the writing I do about other publications, how often small scale or yeah, these kind of small press publications operating kind of on their own kind of agendas that that aren't sort of working in a way that they're trying to perpetuate or showcase or keep producing fashion.

4:51
They're actually maybe more about creating spaces for critical discourse on fashion.

4:56
For instance, publications like Vestoj or Viscose, which are two journals that are really interesting or like the experimentation of or artistically motivated project of zines where you know, which has been kind of explored by like fashion designer Susan Cianciolo, who's working in a very arts art kind of based way or yeah.

5:19
So these terms are kind of they kind of have emerged me through kind of the study of these these projects and my own in practice.

5:28
I might ask one follow up question because I was going to ask you about Mode and Mode.

5:33
Yeah.

5:34
And really just in relationship to the, to the topic, broad topic of these podcasts that we're doing, which is that print v online, I'm really interested in like is that a print publication Mode and Mode. It is that but actually did do one digital issue.

5:53
We've done 9 issues, 8 have been in print, like in short, you know, short runs, short print runs of around 500.

6:02
Yeah, we printed them and distributed them ourselves, self distributed.

6:06
So very much a DIY project.

6:08
But yeah, we did do one digital issue where it was almost like a mirror publication.

6:14
We had two publications together on screen where you could kind of Scroll down and read both at the same time.

6:19
So I'm not kind of, I'm my research kind of really lands in printed matter and I'm really passionate about the kind of formal conditions of printed matter.

6:31
But I think digital media can be have the same kind of materiality and it's, it's just a different space and, and can also be used kind of conceptually and experimentally for sure.

6:43
But yes, we have kind of really been a project that's largely about exploring printed matter and the, you know, everything that goes into that in terms of how you make that publication.

6:55
I love the limitations of printed matter. What do you what do you see as a challenge in that environment?

7:04
Well, yeah, I guess what I meant by limitations to the limitations to printed matter are, you know, the choices you make that go into that kind of material object.

7:13
But there are of course, many other limitations to printed matter, like expensive postage and getting it out there and having to the, you know, the physicality of that can be both a challenge and be interesting.

7:30
But I, I get really excited by, you know, choice of paper or how things are bound and, and the kind of politics of that as well.

7:39
Like the choices that maybe an industrial magazine makes or a brochure at a supermarket are all kind of connected to their conditions of production, their intentions as a publication.

7:51
And that's, you know, they're immediately recognisable to anyone for all of those kind of materiality reasons.

7:58
So I think, and I guess that's what I think is so important about the kind of physical object with publishing and important to consider when we talk about media is, is not just the content and the aesthetics of it, but the kind of choices that are being made.

8:12
Like how something is printed is all, they're all kind of connected.

8:17
And I think, yeah, to think about these objects holistically.

8:20
And you have to do that when you publish.

8:22
You have to think about what paper can we afford, where can we print?

8:26
What size should it be, how long should it be, you know, not make it too heavy or big because that'll be expensive or, you know, colour printing is expensive.

8:35
So all of these things or how to bind something when you know, you don't have much money or so all of these decisions go into the kind of these objects and in a really interesting way that, yeah, I think is kind of exciting.

8:49
And also, yeah, I love kind of talking to students about that too and, and getting them to think about that because it's similar to how you might think about producing garments or clothing.

8:59
You kind of have to make these decisions about fabric and construction.

9:02
And.

9:03
And there is a lot of parallels and synergies between the printed object as a kind of form and the politics of that too, as well as the kind of way that we produce fashion and different settings.

9:15
So you've obviously got a real keen interest in like text and writing and the physical and all of that.

9:21
How do you, how do you see this, you know, that perspective impacting, say, on a library collection?

9:27
I noticed that you had an exhibition fairly recently that was about writing clothes in Norway.

9:36
Can you tell us a little bit about that exhibition, how came to be about and what it was about?

9:42
Last month I was in Oslo and Europe more broadly travelling around, but I worked on an exhibition in in Oslo at the International Library of Fashion Research, which is a essentially a library of fashions printed matter developed by Elise By Olsen, who has worked as an editor.

10:02
And sort of kick started this project working with the National Museum in Norway with some support and finding a space in Oslo and threw some donations from brands and a large donation of look books and magazines from from a donor.

10:20
So which is where we held an exhibition titled Writing Clothes, which I co-curated with Jeppe Ugelvig, a curator and art historian and editor of the publication Viscose.

10:31
The International Library of Fashion Research has a really amazing collection of fashion printed fashions, printed materials probably like from the last sort of 20 years or so.

10:42
And we base the exhibition mostly kind of constituted from pieces in that collection and used an exhibition space below the library to show the exhibition.

10:52
And the exhibition correlated with an issue of Viscose that I was the guest editor for.

10:59
It was called TEXT.

11:01
It's a 6th issue, but also exploring the same thematic of, of text in fashion in both of those instances in the, the exhibition Writing Clothes and in the issue of Viscose, which I've been working on with, with Jeppe for the last year or so.

11:19
Looking at the role, the history of and practise of, of writing.

11:23
So from a journalistic perspective through to the way kind of art has written about fashion from a kind of bit of a distance or kind of toyed with fashion in criticism through to, you know, contemporary writing practises in industry.

11:40
And the kind of state of fashion criticism, which is still a kind of emerging discourse around fashion criticism as a form.

11:49
And then also looking at experimental poetic practices.

11:53
So projects like our own academics here, Chantal Kirby and Ricarda Bigolin in D&K use writing in a really interesting way.

12:02
Or Shanzhai Lyric, which are a kind of research practise that look at translation as a kind of form of fashion text.

12:13
And so putting that all together in a mixture that really isolates fashion writing as a form.

12:19
We put so much focus and brands and publications invest heavily on image making.

12:25
And often the writing is this kind of secondary or less important part of the way fashion is communicated.

12:33
Yeah, Our intentions were to kind of bring that up and look at what that's doing and what's going on there and in what's text doing in the process of seasonal fashion, but also how can that be kind of undone or messed with through experimental practices.

12:49
The exhibition also covered kind of fashion journalism as a kind of history, which is also really interesting.

12:56
I think as a form of writing, it has a very particular quality that's unlike other industries where historically it's been quite a practice that's been largely dominated by women.

13:08
And perhaps that's one of the reasons why it has been overlooked as a kind of form and given kind of a critical discourse.

13:16
But it also has this really interesting kind of quality.

13:18
It's like often very conversational and pithy and kind of fast paced and almost like the writer is talking to the reader like a confidant or yeah, it's very direct.

13:29
So we see that in kind of writers like Elizabeth Hawes or Dan Freeland who had this like, incredibly charismatic way of writing for Vogue and these.

13:39
Yeah, that we've also wanted to bring forward and sort of say, look at this.

13:42
And the issue of Viscose was a mixture of commission text, essays, criticism, experimental writing and poetry, as well as reprints.

13:53
And that all came together in a in a printed edition.

13:56
And it's really beautiful.

13:58
And then the exhibition, yeah, as I mentioned, we, we put together artefacts in the in the library and there was sort of publications and, and some kind of press releases.

14:10
We had some videos and digital works as well, some garments with text on them.

14:15
Just looking at the whole, the whole, you know, kind of picture of the ways that text can be presented to us.

14:22
But also kind of in we were interested in this idea of isolating text in an exhibition setting, which is, you know, usually exhibitions in fashion are about the image or the garment.

14:34
They're about the visual.

14:35
And we really like this idea of looking at the kind of, you know, other things around that, the publications and, you know, the writing making that the subject.

14:45
So to, to get to your question about how can institutions work with printed materials, when I've seen when I've been to other educational institutions like LCF in London during this this trip recently for the exhibition I mentioned, I was also at a university in Basel, which teaches fashion.

15:07
And the International Library of Fashion Research itself is really looking at the printed materials of fashion and different media and the different ways you can now advertise as a brand.

15:19
But printed matter is still really important, I think, especially in luxury fashion.

15:23
Yeah, I think in industry there is still an immense value placed on print,

15:29
print media. Brands still produce printed matter.

15:32
Look books, press materials in addition to digital, and they do it because it has perhaps a more expressive capacity or luxury, you know, capacity to convey luxury because of, you know, the object itself and the kind of rarity of that.

15:50
And then I think it's also to have materials and a kind of diversity of print materials in a library exposes the students to diverse approaches.

16:02
And that might be, you know, an archive of Vogue or Bazaar where they can go right back into history and look at how images were made then, you know, in the past or, and to have primary source material in, in the as maybe inspiration or reference material for their own designing or image production.

16:25
And that's super important in a kind of context where images are kind of being circulated through algorithms, algorithms where we're seeing the same images again and again.

16:36
And I think we're becoming over exposed to images and certain aesthetics.

16:40
So it gives a gives students a chance to kind of break out of that and to do primary research, which can be difficult online.

16:48
It's not, you know, there's of course amazing ways of of doing that.

16:52
And then it's also like I think I noticed in the universities I mentioned that I visited, there is a impetus in collecting publications that might be independent or smaller scale that don't exist online that are only in print.

17:08
And that exposes students and researchers to publication in the content of publications that is only available in the sort of format of the book and might not be available to them online.

17:20
So and also the the choices of formats of those kinds of publications.

17:25
So which are kind of exploring, you know, in the in the case of the issue of Viscose I've been working on recently, every issue of Viscose  changes completely.

17:35
Its aesthetics, don't, reimagined in response to the subject.

17:40
So the issue I worked on around text really was mostly black and white looking at text being the kind of main protagonist of the issue and the and letting the image kind of be subsidiary, although we did have some really beautiful images in the issue.

17:58
So, yeah, for those kind of multiple reasons above, I think both, you know, the the industry and then also the kind of importance of these materials to to show researchers and students and what the form of a book can do.

18:16
And I'm really interested in histories of artists publishing and and kind of alternative and DIY publishing that have been theorised and documented.

18:27
And those histories have been shown show these these forms of publishing as interesting not just for their content, but for their, you know, their themselves as an object.

18:39
That's really interesting.

18:40
I use these as as a teacher, I bring materials in and I talk to students about them, but also available for students to be able to look out and explore is is super important.

18:51
I might just ask, not a provocative question, but it's just harking back to this print versus online idea.

18:58
Can you see a time at the university where there wouldn't be any need for a print collection?

19:05
Yes.

19:05
To the question of whether I can see a time that there might not be any printed manner or print material in a library.

19:14
I guess I would very much hope that does not, that future does not happen.

19:22
I think I don't know that it's always productive to look at these two mediums as at odds with one another.

19:32
I think it's so important.

19:34
I think printed materials are so important and being valued in kind of around the world in institutions and they have immense artistic and critical and experimental capacities.

19:49
But so does online, and there's amazing artists publishing online and and the sort of medium of the screen as a as something to be explored and played with.

20:02
To have everything purely online would be an absolute loss.

20:07
It would be a real reduction to just consume information through a screen.

20:11
And I think even if you look at the example of like Vogue magazine, which is of course the full archive is on Proquest.

20:18
And I've been working quite a lot with that on another project that looks at fashion text.

20:22
And I've been observing the text in through that platform and it's very clunky.

20:29
You really can't read it like a magazine.

20:32
It's amazing.

20:33
And it's, you know, it's, I'm doing things with it that I could not do with the physical publication.

20:38
But it's really different to the like actual experience of sitting flicking through a magazine and the tactility of that.

20:46
And they just work really differently print and online.

20:50
And they should always be, they should always coexist.

20:53
And it shouldn't be one over the other.

20:55
They both are, you know, they both have different capacities and they're both immensely valuable.

21:00
Like, yes, I'm, you know, as a researcher, I use, I barely pick up a scholarly book.

21:06
I'm always using the online, the online kind of catalogue and, and reading books online because it's far more efficient.

21:15
But then the subject of my research is often these printed materials and the and looking at them as objects, as material objects and studying them.

21:25
And that's also where my practise is.

21:27
So it's, I think it's just about how we use both of these together and not.

21:35
I think it's incredibly reductive to think that one can exist without the other.

21:40
Of course we didn't have digital media decades ago, but now they coexist and we need to work with both of them.

21:47
And they're both incredibly important.

21:50
And I'm not an anti online person.

21:53
It's I use it constantly, the library catalogue and and the online research materials.

21:59
And they're really effective for that, for that kind of way of working.

22:04
But some things don't exist online.

22:07
And they're also interesting because they don't exist online.

22:11
So we need to have both.

22:14
So I don't see a future for purely online materials.

22:19
And I hope that we don't go there.

22:21
One thing I kind of didn't talk too much about is the book I'm currently working on, which is about it's basically a survey of experimental and marginal printed matter in fashion over the past, since the 90s basically.

22:39
So it is a focus on printed media partly because of that kind of historical lens.

22:45
And there's not a great deal of what I term marginal fashion publications that are purely online, but that project's an evolution of my PhD, which use Mode and Mode as a central research method, but also looked at other marginal fashion publications.

23:01
And, but it's sort of evolved into, and I'm finalising the writing for this book to, to submit to Bloomsbury.

23:10
I'm working with a publisher for it.

23:13
And it's a it's basically a thematic study of different marginal publications and the way that they kind of work.

23:22
I use Michel de Certeau's term tactics, this idea of working within conditions of restriction, working on limited budgets, limited audiences, and they really kind of have these innovative, innovative effects.

23:37
Yeah.

23:37
That project is really a look at printed publications over the last few decades that are working not totally outside of, but at the fringes of the industrial fashion system.

23:50
So I'm looking at really small scale practises and studio based practises and writing about them and their printed artefacts they make.

23:59
So, yeah, that is really a project that advocates for this space around this space around the industrial fashion that I'm exploring called the margins as a a space that works kind of dialectically with industrial forces.

24:14
So fashion is kind of always moving forward and and producing and and it's it's media is very much connected to that production.

24:23
It's it's an industrial fashion magazine is showcasing each season and that's wanting making us want to buy the, you know, new collections.

24:32
But marginal pop fashion publications are doing other things.

24:37
They might be publishing fashion criticism.

24:39
They might be in one of the chapters I'm writing about publication garments where Anouk Beckers has made a publication that you can literally unfold and put on your body and wear as a garment.

24:50
Or Our Rags magazine, which is a publication made up of pulped garments through this process of making rag paper that they then printed a fashion magazine onto.

25:02
So I'm, I'm talking about publications that really take a conceptual extreme of what a fashion publication is or some kind of alternative critical vision about what it can do.

25:16
So that that book is really about documenting, theorising the publications that are, we're all working at the fringes of the fashion system and, and doing really interesting things.

25:26
How do you ensure that publications like that, that they're preserved and that they are, you know, like available for, you know, for for students and researchers like yourself?

25:39
Are they, are they, is that something that's actively being done?

25:43
I mean, I guess maybe this international library is doing it.

25:46
Yeah.

25:47
Is that an issue? that is that is absolutely an issue.

25:50
And so the issue of how to preserve and make sure there's marginal fashion publications, which are naturally very ephemeral, short, you know, short print runs, really localised audiences and things sell out and they don't exist anymore kinds of ways of working.

26:09
So I, I think in that's, that is where institutional libraries can really step in and, and, and collect these projects so that they are not owned in, by one person, but can be accessed by many students and Mode and Mode is being collected in a few institutions like LCF.

26:28
So it's available, I guess, for students.

26:31
And to maybe talk about this kind of idea through the project of Our Rags magazine, which I mentioned earlier, which was produced in a really limited print run, they made 69 copies.

26:42
Because of the laborious nature of of making this publication, they basically had to.

26:49
It was based on a workshop where they collected discarded garments.

26:52
They had to cut them all up, cut off their tags and hardware to be able to process them in a paper mill in Amsterdam that had been making paper for 600 years.

27:03
They processed them into pulp.

27:04
They made them into sheets of paper.

27:06
They printed them in two different ways because of the very uneven texture of the paper.

27:12
So they did this huge kind of laborious process.

27:16
It also received government funding, which is important for these kinds of projects too that don't make it.

27:20
They're not about a commercial profit.

27:23
It was really important for Elisa van Joolen and Aimée Zito Lema, who are the two artists that produced the publication,

27:32
that it gets collected by institutions.

27:34
Otherwise it doesn't get seen in a way apart from there's of course images online and they're really good, but it's, it's not the same as seeing it as a physical artefact.

27:44
I, I think it's really important that institutional libraries collect these kind of almost like artists publications in fashion so that students can learn from them.

27:55
And then they can be kind of shared more widely than maybe whoever was around at the time it might have been sold or launched or whatever, which can sometimes be really small audiences and and ensure that they have a kind of they live on and get sort of properly historicized in the same way that, you know, there's so much material on artist publications.

28:16
And that's kind of a Canon in and of itself because it was collected and because it was kind of written about and documented and then put in exhibitions and it turned into a discourse through those acts of collecting and preserving.

28:31
So, yeah, I think it's I think it's really important.

28:35
Laura, what do you currently reading?

28:37
What am I?

28:37
Do you mean research publications or what am I currently reading?

28:42
Well, I'm currently doing a lot of reading for this book project I'm working on.

28:46
So reading a lot around artist publishing and, and fashion media and and communication materials, as well as the marginal fashion publications I'm looking at and the articles and these and the kinds of texts they're publishing.

28:59
I was going to ask you if you're reading them in print or online, but it sounds like it might be a bit of a mix.

29:05
It is a mix.

29:06
It's when I can have it in print, I buy the publications and I or I have them or I've done publication swaps with other publishers or, but if, if that's not available, if it's like a publication from the 90s, for instance, there's a collective called Bernadette Corporation and their publication made in USA is now incredibly rare and it's like $1000 on the market.

29:30
So I, there's PDFs of those of those publications.

29:35
So where possible, I try and and read these publications in print and also online.

29:41
But I do read a lot of my news sources online.

29:45
I listen to a lot of podcasts and sometimes my reading and listening is really outside of fashion as a break from some of that.

29:55
So I really enjoy economics podcasts and writing of in a totally different space.

30:01
So yeah, it jumps around a little bit.

30:06
We'd like to thank Doctor Laura Gardner for making this podcast possible today.

30:11
Also, the RMIT University Library podcast team, which includes Michelle Matheson, Sophie Langley, Sam Stolke and myself, Steve Tapping.

30:20
You've been listening to the RMIT University Library podcast.

30:23
Thanks for tuning in.
