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Rihanna stunned the red carpet at the Met Gala in 2015 when she arrived in a striking yellow 

cloak. Everyone wanted to know one thing: who designed it? That night the designer, Guo Pei, 

received so much recognition numerous brands and designers wanted to work with her. Two 

years later, her rise to fame has led to her first US solo museum exhibit at SCAD FASH Museum 

of Fashion + Film in Atlanta.  

 

The exhibit, “Guo Pei: Couture Beyond,” features more than forty gowns, accordant footwear, 

and accessories from various collections by Guo. “The exhibit took two years of communication 

for everything to come together,” Rafael Gomes, director of Savannah College of Art and Design 



 

fashion exhibitions, says. “It was difficult because Guo Pei cannot speak English, so we had to 

translate our correspondence as best as we could. A lot of things got lost in translation.” In spite 

of the complications, Rafael and Alexandra Sachs, texecutive director of SCAD FASH, 

assembled a breathtaking exhibit for Guo. Since opening night in September, the museum has 

received more than 3,000 visitors. “Our visitors come in expecting to see the famous Rihanna 

dress but realize the designer has so much more to offer,” Sachs says. “It’s the wonderment and 

awe that draw people in.” 

 

Walking into the exhibit, visitors travel through Chinese culture and traditions. Each dress has its 

own incredible story. For instance, “Magnificent Gold,” shown below, from Guo Pei’s Samsara 

collection, took more than 50,000 hours to create. “The dress is made out of 24K gold and is 

covered with gold powder,” Gomes says. “It is a representation of the sun. The tail of the dress 

represents a phoenix, which is a symbol of femininity.”  Similarly, another dress, shown below, 

from Guo Pei’s Legend of the Dragon Collection, is an homage to her grandmother. Guo told 

Gomes about her grandmother having to burn all of her clothes but managing to save flowers 

from her wedding. “Guo Pei sewed the flowers onto the dress and is used an imperial theme for 

the design,” Gomes says. “The dress was shaped and painted entirely by hand.” Essentially, the 



 

dress captures all of the bedtime stories her grandmother used to tell Guo as a child. The designer 

brought those stories to life through colors and lavish designs.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Gomes and Sachs, the Guo Pei exhibit is ground-breaking. The process of putting the exhibit 

together took some time and forced Gomes and Sachs to purchase custom mannequins. “The 

dresses were so heavy and the shoes were so tiny that we had to order new mannequins to fit 

each one,” Gomes says. “Once we had them, the dresses fit perfectly as well as the shoes.” 

Receiving the dresses from China posed challenges. They arrived in crates and coffins with rods 

to hold them in place. Some items even arrived just a day before the exhibit opened due to the 

travails of getting things through customs. “We worked all night and did not give up,” Sachs 

says. “Guo Pei was very specific about how she wanted things and where each dress should be 
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placed in the museum. We acted fast and tried our hardest to be flexible.”  With the help of their 

staff and Guo’s guidance, Gomes and Sachs worked round the clock to ensure the exhibit looked 

satisfying and Guo was impressed. “We made the gallery have dramatic lighting in order for 

visitors to get the full effect,” Gomes says. “The less light, the more sparkle.” The exhibit is 

filled with mirrors so that visitors can catch sight of the dresses from all angles, spot the gold 

shining, and notice the intricate details and embroidery. 

 

“Guo Pei: Couture Beyond,” which runs until March 4, 2018, provides not only a look at the 

famous Rihanna cloak but also explains the story Guo wants to tell and share with the world. The 

Chinese culture beams through her gowns. Gomes and Sachs are working with Guo to create the 

first English language book about her work.  

 

Gomes says, “The dresses are priceless and irreplaceable.” 

 

Guo Pei’s fashions are the prized gems of the fashion world.  


