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Photographer: Izzy Schreiber
D’Antidote captured the bright and energetic athleisure style of Korean fashion.

CHAPTER 1

FASHION WORLD TAKES NOTICE OF A K-POP STAR

Paris Fashion Week 2012—While the paparazzi were busy taking photos of celebrity guests and regular street-style stars who made their way into the venue, a crowd started screaming and running toward one guy whose hair was entirely dyed a striking shade of pink. He walked with ease and familiarity as he sat front row at the Rick Owens show, wearing oversized specs, a formfitting black knit sweater, jeans with gold studs, a garish belt, dressed-up sneaks, and lots of silver bling piled one on top of the other. His style was no doubt eccentric and his sartorial sense unique, but his cool nonchalance and mysterious aura made him look like he fit right in. His style was incredibly rebellious as he stood out among the Western crowd who were dressed impeccably from head to toe. Everyone, including the exclusive fashion set, was intrigued, whispering, “Who is that guy?”

His name is G-Dragon or GD, one of South Korea’s most popular rappers and leader of the boy band Big Bang, whose two-day debut in the Paris couture season would signal the beginning of his permanent status on the radar of high-fashion designers, magazine editors, and street-style photographers.

Back home in South Korea and all over Asia, he is anything but obscure. He is recognized as an artist whose music is as avant-garde as his fashion. “I think Korean style is becoming more and more diverse, and people are starting to gain a lot of interest, so I’m having fun seeing the new styles and trying them on,” GD said in an interview with Dazed.

Since his entry into the big league of Fashion Week shows, GD has forged friendships with Virgil Abloh (who was then a budding streetwear designer, now creative director of Louis Vuitton), designers for brands like Balmain, Givenchy, Thom Browne, and, most importantly, one of the most acclaimed designers of our time—Karl Lagerfeld of Chanel.

So it wasn’t a surprise when Lagerfeld introduced GD to the world as one of the new members of his circle of favorite muses that includes Cara Delevingne, Diane Kruger, and Sarah Jessica Parker. The Business of Fashion (BoF) wrote: “When Karl Lagerfeld included G-Dragon in a group photo at the latest Chanel couture show alongside international A-listers like Kristen Stewart and Julianne Moore, it helped elevate the Korean rapper’s status as an ‘it boy’ even higher.” In 2017, the same publication named GD as one of the BoF “500 People Shaping the Global Fashion Industry.”

THE RISE OF K-POP AS A TRENDSETTER

Back then, Korean music and its corresponding style were not considered “cool,” and Korean fashion hadn’t yet found its identity. The 90s pop stars tried to dress like typical suburban kids from the West: in low-rise, oversized jeans, mismatched colors, and a whole lot of hair spray.

Two decades ago, Korean food like kimchi, bibimbap, and samgyupsal and beauty products like BB and CC Creams were alien to the rest of the world. But these were introduced to the international scene through K-Dramas that are dubbed in different languages and distributed with English subtitles.

Korean American writer Euny Hong, author of the book The Birth of Korean Cool: How One Nation Is Conquering the World through Pop Culture, recounts South Korea’s rags-to-riches story and how it transitioned from being one of the world’s poorest and least fashionable countries to being the cultural superpower that it is today.

Aside from the major political changes and modernization that South Korea was able to accomplish at a rapid pace, its entertainment industry was also rising to the occasion. Hong writes, “K-dramas are soft power in action; they subtly and overtly promote Korean values, images, and tastes to their international audience.”

She added further that in Taiwan, “the airtime devoted to Korean dramas was getting so out of control that in 2012, Taiwan’s National Communications Commission called upon a Taiwanese network to reduce its primetime showings of Korean programs and increase the number of hours devoted to non-Korean shows.” Latin American countries have also caught on to the trend, perhaps “because of their emotional similarity to telenovelas.”
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