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Fashion writing is everywhere, and that leads to some fundamental questions: Who are the people writing about fashion? Where are they writing it? And for whom? And then, once you’ve found the answers to those questions, how do you set about becoming a good fashion writer yourself?

In putting this book together, we had two central aims: to offer a guide to fashion writing and to provide guidance on how to produce it. For the latter, we provide practical support for generating ideas and writing excellent copy, as well as ways to keep you thinking about what you do, how you do it and for whom. But first, the context. Let’s start with traditional journalism.
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Dior Magazine No. 26, 2019 – subtitled ‘The Beauty of Gesture’.





FASHION JOURNALISM

Fashion journalists work in editorial teams, creating stories that are published in newspapers and magazines, and in the broadcast environments of television and radio. These media outlets generate revenue from circulation (people buying the title), from advertising and, in the case of digital broadcasters, subscription revenue. Fashion journalists also publish on social media platforms and websites (which may or may not be associated with a print media title).

Even with a primary role on a print magazine or newspaper, a fashion journalist may also produce stories for the accompanying website, and use social media to both promote and source stories. These same journalists may also produce video content for the websites and, in some cases, still photography too. If the primary role is as a broadcast fashion journalist, that person will appear on television in fashion packages, or reporting on fashion-led news items, for example, but their tasks will also include creating shorter video pieces for the broadcaster’s website, writing for their website, and posting and researching on social media.

Professional journalists may also play a part in the fashion teams that create photoshoots – the set-piece photographyled features that produce cover images and ground-breaking fashion photography. That’s not an area covered in this book, but it’s worth mentioning as another potential element. Here, the fashion journalist may be the shoot’s creative director and/or the stylist, or even a collaborator, working on creating a concept with freelance stylists and photographers. Writing does have a role on shoots too, though, in the form of enticing headlines and accurate captions. If you ever intern or have a work placement with an editorial fashion team, the role you’ll most likely be given will be in the fashion cupboard – administering the receipt and return of garments sent in for fashion shoots.

So, what makes a fashion journalist? Journalists are, firstly, trained to be journalists – they’re familiarized with the tasks, activities, conventions and procedures of that role, with the aim of consistently producing a quality product. This training largely takes place in university settings at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, in media companies (who may train their new recruits) or sometimes in private training environments.

But the professional journalist’s role doesn’t just rest on having the appropriate skills; it’s also underpinned by a particular set of values. Accuracy is critical, honesty is essential, and legality is not negotiable. Alongside these, balance – presenting all sides to a story and publishing opposing views – is crucial. These ethics characterize the trained journalist, and they apply to fashion journalists as much as any other. Although journalists and journalism are often criticized, the upholding of these principles is vital. They are the reason why – particularly in an era of fake news and misinformation – the public still has faith in professional journalism, and continues to look to reliable outlets for information.

Another key aspect is quality control. Fashion stories start with ideas, and your ideas will need to be approved by a fashion editor before you generate your story. Your copy – the words you write – will then be subject to multiple checks before publishing; this checking will be carried out by editors, subeditors and production staff. Any images that accompany your work will be subject to a similar quality-control process.

As you can see, there’s much overlap of roles within fashion journalism. You might be a writer who also broadcasts, or a broadcaster who also writes, and you’ll likely also post on social media, which in its turn also provides a tool for researching future stories. This book, however, focuses on writing – whether for print or online outlets.

FASHION WRITING AND CONTENT CREATION

So, what about fashion writing as a specialism beyond journalism? The core difference here is that you may be creating stories for editorial or commercial environments – hence, working outside the established fashion-team model, and unconstrained by the mores of traditional journalism.

For example, you might be a freelance fashion writer selling stories to media outlets – paid either by the word, or with a fee for a finished story. Or you might run your own website, working alone without the support of editorial and production teams, generating your own stories and publishing them directly. If you have expertise in a particular field of fashion, that may help you generate a loyal audience, which will then bring you an income through advertising and sponsorships, at which point you’ll become known as an influencer. You might be writing and you might, potentially, be styling photoshoots, too. You might also create video.

While the scope of this book is limited to the written word, it’s worth taking a quick glance at the exciting world of writing for broadcast – both the audio and moving-image varieties – as many of you will find your working days tilting in those directions. As short-form videos rack up ever more views and draw in ever more revenue, media titles and brands are working to catch up with the individuals and small teams of creatives that have led the way in this arena. If you’re prepared to present pieces to camera – scripted or unscripted – then that will swell the job prospects ahead of you. Likewise, the ability to host a podcast, with a considered format, quality content and lively guests, will help set you apart from other writers. While the eventual output in both cases will be audio or video, you still need the ability to write a script – a written narrative. But as specialist skills, these are topics for another tome ...

As a fashion writer, you might also be commissioned by brands or retailers to write evocatively about their product on websites and social media platforms. If you’re producing copy for a commercial outlet – for a brand, for example – you’re essentially performing the same function as a copywriter. In the past, this was associated with advertising and marketing; now it has an editorial spin. And, of course, you could also work for a content agency – either directly or as a freelancer. A content agency works with brands, and indeed individuals, to manage their online presence – just like a PR or marketing agency, but specializing in digital media (both websites and social media).

Additionally, there are actual writing jobs on fashion brands’ e-commerce sites. Here the fashion writer creates garment descriptions – short pieces that require a high level of skill, weaving the story of the brand, its values and the garment together in very few words.

Lastly, content creation tends to apply to social media platforms, and often tends to apply to commercial content. Such content is largely image-led. Images may be still or moving, accompanied by succinct writing that conveys a message with clarity, and it may draw on the full array of social media tools, from avatars to augmented reality. The aim, ultimately, is to create sales through the entertainment value of social media and the creation of a community.


FASHION WRITING ROLES

Fashion journalists work independently of brands, while content creators may be independent or largely commercial. Both categories include fashion writers, and the roles can overlap.
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One of the keys to getting a story right, whatever field you’re in, is understanding who your audience is and what they want. Working on a heritage print publication as a new jobber, for example, you’re likely to find that your audience is a little older – potentially much older – than you. Nonetheless, you must develop a deep understanding of the stories they’ll appreciate – stories that are as much entertainment as they are information. At the other end of the scale, if you’re largely operating on social media, your audience is more likely to be your own age. But are you working for a brand that resonates with you or, again, do you need to dig into its values to come up with niche-interest posts?

As you progress, it’ll become clear that fashion writing is a serious endeavour, interwoven with politics, economics, cultural theory and much more, which makes it a rewarding career. But how on earth do you get there?
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Comme des Garçons’ Ready to Wear Autumn/Winter show at Paris Fashion Week, March 2023.



MYTH, REALITY AND SOMEWHERE IN BETWEEN

Once upon a time it all seemed easy. All it took for a young fashion writer to make their name was a sharp wit, a heavy dose of charm and an encyclopaedic knowledge of fashion. Armed with such gifts – both natural and studied for – they would sneak into a fashion show and pen a searing report, which would somehow find its way into the hands of a hard-nosed and influential editor. Said editor would snarl and cuss before offering a surly approval. The writer, buoyed by this low-key endorsement, would narrow their eyes, nod serenely and wink at the camera. A career was born.

The problem with once upon a time, of course, is that it never really happened. Nonetheless, you can see what we’re alluding to here – a myriad of movies, TV shows and novels have given many an aspiring fashion writer a fantasy path to tread. And although few of them would admit to seeing it as anything more than naïve wish-fulfilment, the ghost of the fantasy yet clings, and many hopeful writers embark on their careers willingly in thrall to a myth. They hope to sip champagne on yachts, rub shoulders with celebrities, dine with models and work on photoshoots. They expect to hobnob with creatives and trot the globe – all on someone else’s expenses. Perhaps they’ll go to press preview parties every week, enjoy sneak peeks at next season’s collections, sit front row at catwalks and be gifted with endless freebies?

The thing is, all of that is entirely reasonable. It genuinely is. The catch, though, is that it’s only part of the deal. Many long hours of lonely research, multiple demands for rewrites, bylines that never materialize, and numerous days spent trying to think of different ways to describe the same silhouette, colour or fabric are all also very much a part of the contract. And that’s even before we get into the hours spent networking with people who then quit their jobs, or the grinding toil of assisting on shoots, lugging samples to and from a studio, making sure nothing gets lost – or stolen – and then returning all the samples to 15 separate locations when everyone else is finished for the day.

Then there’s the seemingly endless stream of press releases that all proclaim that this product is going to revolutionize the fashion system and save the planet from the industry’s rapacious effects. And you have to sift through them all, fact-checking them and rewriting them, all in an attempt to impress or please an editor who barely acknowledges you and just keeps sending demands for quickly turned around copy. Then the copy that, despite all of your best efforts, is subedited into a barely recognizable form by the time it’s published.

Then there’s the pay, which – to begin with at least – may not be anywhere near enough to support a life in any of the major hubs that best support a career in fashion.

Where does this leave us? On the one hand, there’s searing glamour, travel and a dizzying social scene. On the other hand, there may be long hours and relatively low pay (though one hopes that some of the more exploitative practices – including long unpaid internships – are now a thing of the past).

Fashion writing, it seems, sits somewhere between these twin poles of incredible excitement and jaded despondency – even if the latter is often presented in terms of bohemian charm. You enjoy access to a world of wonders and also experience disillusionment and drudgery. Your head may be in the stars, but your feet, no matter how well heeled, could still have to tramp through the gutter – at least to begin with.

Still interested? Good. If you practise the skills presented in this book, and work to improve them, you can look forward to some success in this arena. But before we zoom in that close, we should also look in the mirror, for it’s important to try to discern our own positionality. Who are you? Where do you come from? Where do you want to go? What do you stand for? Do you have strong political or cultural views?
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Off-White’s Womenswear Autumn/Winter show at Paris Fashion Week, February 2022.



These are potentially difficult questions, but it’s important that we all address them because they point to the media trend that’s now reshaping the landscape: decentralization. In other words, while once there was a clear centre to fashion writing, that’s no longer the case. Or, if it is, then that centre’s pull has weakened, and its authority has eroded. From bloggers and influencers to YouTubers, e-tailers, independent ’zines, content agencies and creators, the mediators of information have splintered into myriad ciphers, offering a thousand different ways of looking at fashion beyond the once-dominant picture offered by national newspapers and glossy magazines. Individual writers are a part of that fragmentation, and many have decoupled themselves from employers, with junior and senior writers alike working to curate their own portfolios, vying to occupy a position in the media landscape, whether they’re freelance or not.

This matters because it means there are now so many different ways to view and interpret fashion. Therefore your own take on it – whatever that is – has plenty of room to find voice and audience. So, whether you’re writing for finance or fun (or both), we urge you to step back and assess why you want to write about fashion at all.

To put that another way: What, in your view, is the point of fashion writing? It could be to digest and dissect; to work as watchdog and change-maker; to celebrate and critique; to influence; or to philosophize (to uncover the whys and wherefores of how we dress and what that says about us as individual and communities). Taken like this, fashion can be a route into understanding profound truths about the world and the humans that inhabit it because it responds to the world culturally and economically and politically.

Indeed, while it’s been known for specialist journalists on other beats, be they politics, economics, art, sports or motoring perhaps, to denigrate fashion as fluffy or unimportant, it’s undoubtedly true that fashion can be a site for big thoughts – perhaps more now than ever before. Look, for instance, at how brands are expressing themselves in multi-platform contexts that refract, refine and redefine the meaning of fashion itself. These questions prod at what it means to exist in space and time, our definition of reality, and how that definition may be troubled as we explore new spaces both online and off.

Then again – and this is an important point too – it’s also a perfectly reasonable strategy to admit to yourself that your urge to write about fashion is entirely fuelled by a desire to dive wholeheartedly into the indulgence and enjoyment of beautiful things. For, although it’s a craft that is fundamental to human existence, fashion has always been at least partly about bringing joy to that existence.

HOW TO BECOME A BETTER WRITER

Whatever your approach – and although it won’t always be easy – this book will hopefully help you to achieve the improvements you want to make. The six chapters that follow, which are detailed below, take you through the skillsets required to become a competent fashion writer while also putting in place some of the knowledge that will elevate your writing.

Along the way, we’ve checked in with a series of experts to conduct some Q&As on the process of fashion writing, focusing on how that task is evolving, how to write about certain aspects of the business, and how to approach the role of a writer. These can be found at the end of each chapter, allowing you to tap into the expertise of professionals situated in different markets, who are at different stages of their careers and who have different agendas. What emerges is that, while there are radically different ways to approach fashion writing, each of these writers prioritizes sourcing new insights and relaying them to their audiences – wherever they may be – with a combination of substance and style. And, crucially, they remind us that writing about fashion is also enormous fun!




	Chapter 1 looks at the role of the fashion journalist – how and why it developed, and the ethics that surround it.




	Chapter 2 covers the fundamental story types that you can produce as a fashion writer, from news to features to interviews. It also provides plenty of tips on achieving that elusive quality already touched upon: style.




	Chapter 3 will help you get to grips with writing about fashion by exploring the very items you’ll be assessing – from pattern, fabrics and silhouettes, through to garments and whole collections.




	Chapter 4 focuses on the people you’ll work with as a fashion writer, both within the media and in the fashion world.




	Chapter 5 looks at what drives content, helping you to generate original and compelling stories.




	Chapter 6 looks at the changing landscape of fashion writing, from contributing to e-commerce sites to becoming a freelancer operating in emerging media environments.
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