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STITCHING

TOGETHER

THROUGH AN INTENSE MENTORSHIP OF SIX UP-AND-COMING DESIGNERS, THE CHICAGO

FASHION INCUBATOR IS SOLVING ISSUES WITHIN THE MIDWESTERN FASHION INDUSTRY.

WORDS BY LILY SPERRY + PHOTOGRAPHY BY POLINA OSHEROV + DESIGN BY MEGAN BROYLES

Each year, Chicago’s four design schools turn out more than 200 fashion designers—about the

same number as newly graduated lawyers from the University of Chicago. Yet, in the advent of

recent budget cuts and a lower perceived priority on the needs of the art and fashion industries,

these designers are often left in the dust, forced to either move or attempt to make their name in a

city more often defined by its windiness than any source of fashion scene.

There’s no lack of talent.

There’s no lack of ambition.

There’s no lack of training.

So why is it so hard for the industry to sustain itself?

The Chicago Fashion Incubator, located on the 11th floor of the historic Macy’s on State Street, is

an almost decade-long attempt to tackle this question. Originally sparked by former Mayor Richard

M. Daley’s fashion initiative in 2005, which put a spotlight on the fashion industry’s significance to

job development and economic growth, the incubator officially opened in late summer 2008. Since

then, it has churned out dozens of designers, some have gone on to great attention -- bridal designer

Kate Pankoke, a 2010 alumna, appeared on both seasons 11 and 12 of Project Runway, while some

have abandoned the fashion industry entirely.

However, in the midst of a changing administration and city budget cuts, the incubator is very

much not what it once was. Executive Director Tonya Gross has only been at the incubator since

midsummer, and the space was completely cut off from city funding late last year. However, the

former lead at the Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events Fashion Focus Chicago program,

Gross brings with her a deep insight into the industry and what it profoundly lacks—which, in her

words, is “the activation of community.”



“The fashion industry is not limited to just the designers,” she said. “It encompasses far more:

the retailers, those who work in retailers; the beauty industry in its entirety; and more. We need

to collaborate. We need to lift up our industry.”

Gross is deeply invested in the program, with an almost mother-like relationship with the six

designers, one of whom is a recent Indiana University graduate, another, a mother herself.

“One of the important things that we need to be doing is creating pipelines for designers who

choose to stay here,” she said. “We know that everyone is aspiring to be a successful designer, but

it’s really about the actualization of: what does that mean, exactly?”

In the incubator, the process of actualizing these dreams comes in many forms. Designers are

paired with seasoned mentors who guide them through everything from managing buyer relations

to retail sites. True to the name, all six share a workroom. The cutting tables are draped in intricate

pattern clips and fabric snippets,. While the state-of-the-art space is almost always occupied by at

least a handful of its designers, the atmosphere is nothing like the hyper-stressful frenzy of Project

Runway or its reality TV peers. Instead, designers, mentors and patternmakers mingle and work in a

form that could be described as an activation of community, lending a sense of hope to the future

of the local industry they currently occupy. While the designers are from all walks of life, it seems as

if they are all in similar points in their careers—not quite ready to completely quit their day jobs and

focus solely on a clothing line, but still passionate and aspirational in their goals.

Masha Titievsky is a prime example of this delicate balance of work and aspiration. Though

she works in retail twenty hours a week at Lacoste, the womenswear designer still makes time to

work in the incubator most days. “I knew eventually I wanted to started a line, but I didn’t think that

I would want to start it this soon until I entered the incubator,” she says. “Most of my life is here, and

when I’m not here, I think about what I should be doing here.”
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“THE FASHION INDUSTRY

IS NOT LIMITED TO JUST THE

DESIGNERS, IT ENCOMPASSES

FAR MORE: THE RETAILERS,

THOSE WHO WORK IN RETAILERS;

THE BEAUTY INDUSTRY IN ITS

ENTIRETY; AND MORE. WE NEED

TO COLLABORATE. WE NEED TO

LIFT UP OUR INDUSTRY.”



By the end of this October, Titievsky, who is in her second year at the incubator, will have produced a full collection, one that she hopes will attract buyers

and local boutique owners.

But for those like Conner Writt, a first year, this presentation is more out of

reach—at least, for the time being. Writt just graduated from Indiana University’s

Kelley School of Business in 2015 and, prior to discovering the incubator, was at a

loss at how to enter the industry without compromising his intrinsic design sensibilities. It wasn’t that he lacked experience; he started designing sneakers in high

school, a passion that soon led him to collaborate on a line with Converse at just

21 years old. But, when offered a design position at Macy’s after interning at their

corporate headquarters, he turned it down. It just didn’t feel right. “I always wanted

to have the opportunity to create my own line,” he says. “I truly don’t think that I

would’ve been able to get that opportunity this soon if it weren’t for the incubator.”

Writt has an astute sense of what his future plans are. Though, if you ask

him where, exactly, his professional streetwear line will take him, he’ll answer with

a nervous grin: “All I know is that I need to be close to every aspect of the product—the manufacturers, the fabric suppliers,” he said. “And if this perfect storm

comes into the city and I can design out of Chicago, then great.”

For the sake of the city’s industry, we sure as hell hope he does.
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