Haunted couture transforms runway into a reflection of societal fears and resilience

[image: ]
Fashion is often a reflection of the currents running through society, and this summer's trend—dubbed "haunted couture"—is a haunting yet enchanting expression of our collective anxieties and aspirations. As explained by fashion editor Rachel Tashjian in her newsletter, Opulent Tips, the look captures the spirit of the times, presenting an ethereal aesthetic that has emerged as a dominant theme across recent fashion weeks. This trend, showcased in Dior’s Resort 26 collection, features spectral gowns entwined with a ghostly narrative in their accompanying film, Les Fantômes du Cinéma.
At a recent show held in Rome, Maria Grazia Chiuri presented her final collection for Dior, where a strictly all-white dress code for female attendees complemented an array of ghostly designs on the runway. Each look seemed to embody a tantalisingly ethereal quality: from a white tulle gown that appeared to float to a high-necked dress intricately beaded to mimic snakeskin, Chiuri's designs were both otherworldly and deeply resonant. The culmination of the runway performance, highlighted by garments that evoked images of spectral figures, captured the zeitgeist more profoundly than simple fashion statements.
Haunted couture is characterized by various stylistic elements reminiscent of past trends: think the obsession with bloomers, underwear-as-outerwear, and the nostalgic appeal of cottagecore, all presented with a decay-inspired edge. The styling conveys chaos yet holds an allure—we see exposed bra straps, worn nighties, and dresses that balance between avant-garde and intimate. This concept of "sexy matron" serves not just as a visual statement but as a commentary on contemporary issues, such as existing inequalities and a collective yearning for rebellion against oppressive forces. 
Catherine Spooner, a fashion scholar from the University of Lancaster, suggests that haunted couture is steeped in historical references, drawing parallels to significant periods like the French Revolution, when societal upheavals redefined clothing norms. She points out that figures like Marie Antoinette inadvertently shaped today’s narratives around underwear worn as outerwear. Moreover, the narrative of Miss Havisham from Charles Dickens' Great Expectations resonates strongly in current designs, with its portrayal of a jilted bride trapped in a haunting atmosphere that mirrors today’s fashion landscape.
Events like Australian Fashion Week also underscored these themes. Designers such as Courtney Zheng and the duo Nicol & Ford channelled spectral motifs through their creations. Zheng’s collections featured sheer fabrics revealing more than they obscured, seamlessly blending historical inspiration with contemporary aesthetics. The translucence of these garments created a visual metaphor for the overarching theme of erasure—a deliberate commentary on the current socio-political climate, echoing concerns about the rollback of rights for gender-diverse communities.
Yet, this ghostly garb is not devoid of hope or agency. Amid the haunting imagery, Spooner highlights that these intimate garments can serve as tools of subtle rebellion. While they may evoke feelings of nostalgia and loss, they also encapsulate a spirit of defiance. In a world marked by uncertainty, haunted couture stands as a testament to resilience and empowerment, transforming the lingering ghosts of the past into symbols of transformation and reclamation.
As fashion continues to evolve amidst global shifts, haunted couture emerges not just as a fleeting trend, but as a profound statement interwoven with cultural narratives, societal fears, and the timeless desire for self-expression. This summer, the runway becomes not just a display of clothing, but a stage for the dance between history and modernity, seeking to redefine how we perceive beauty and identity in a world that often feels both enchanting and foreboding. 
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