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This book is dedicated to Carl Erickson, René Bouché, Marcel Vertès, René Gruau and  Antonio Lopez. The masters.
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Foreword


A letter from Christian Lacroix
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Translation


David Downton is like an Oriental calligrapher. In the subtle inflections of his ‘writing’ there are no gratuitous movements and he restores in just a couple of measured, skilful and overlapping strokes and discreet highlights the quintessence of life, the ideogram of the mind, the light in someone’s eyes, that ‘mirror of the soul’; he resurrects the striking expression of an icon who suddenly emerges from the humid paper in just a few small pools of diluted greys interspersed with red or black. The calligram of a contemporary idol, the poetry of a woman, not just a model.


David Downton has the magical gift of restoring a movement, an attitude, the impeccable precision of a fabric, in a few smooth touches that are elegant and intelligent; restoring a posture, a ‘je ne sais quoi’, which for centuries and centuries will speak of the spirit of our times, the tastes of today, the end of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first century. He will remain the translator, the perfect emissary, of these decades bridging two millenniums, just as Constantin Guys illustrated the fashions of the Second Empire and Bérard and Gruau illustrated those before and after the Second World War.


David Downton’s technique captures all the looks of today, their outline and their sophistication, with paradoxical realism; his pictograms speckled with gouache, watercolour and ink turn them into abstract forms without a single superfluous stroke. For he never lapses into prowess for the sake of prowess or artificial tour de force. There is nothing mannerist about his manner, he inspires admiration without affectation. David Downton really is a thaumaturge† with a style as light as air and as powerful as water.


† a worker of marvels or miracles


CHRISTIAN LACROIX, 18 August 2014
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The Varnished Truth


A conversation with David Downton


Q: WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOURSELF PRINCIPALLY AS A FASHION ILLUSTRATOR, OR A PORTRAITIST?


A: I try not to label myself. The great fashion artists I revere, Eric, Bouché, Antonio, Gruau and Vertès, were multi-skilled and worked across many disciplines; they painted murals; designed for the theatre, opera and ballet; made portraits, posters and prints; wrote and illustrated books. Had they been alive today, they would probably have directed videos and been pioneers of the digital revolution. I don’t think the idea of a label occurred to them.


Q: IT’S INTERESTING THAT THE NAMES YOU MENTION ARE ALL FROM THE ‘GOLDEN AGE’ OF FASHION ILLUSTRATION, BETWEEN 1930 AND 1970.


A: Well, it is the era I love and return to for inspiration. It was a time of enormous freedom for fashion artists. They had such verve, such pitch-perfect timing, and they were masters of line. I have always been obsessed with line and the properties you can invest in it. To my mind, they were artists first and foremost; artists whose subject was fashion. Personally, I don’t think there is a frivolous subject for art… though I am happy to say there are plenty of frivolous artists. Fashion illustration is only superficially superficial.


Q: WHAT DO YOU MEAN?


A: Just that it holds a mirror to the times in which it is made. I think fashion illustration is every bit as evocative as fashion photography; an Antonio Lopez drawing from the 1970s or a Gruau from the 1940s can stand alongside an Avedon or a Guy Bourdin.


Q: WERE YOU ALWAYS OBSESSED WITH FASHION?


A: I was never obsessed with fashion. I grew up in rural Kent surrounded by orchards. It was not a household much interested in style; it was a sporting household. My father was a gifted cricketer who had played at county level; my brother went on to play for the English team and later ran the English Cricket Board; my sister was never off a horse; and my mother, as is so often the way, held it all together.
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