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Abstract 

This thesis explores artistic and unconventional ways of designing clothes, focusing on the 

debate of fashion and art as related fields by analyzing the relationship between sculptural 

form and fashion through the works of Iris Van Herpen and Rei Kawakubo. This thesis 

examines their work from different angles, from conceptual methods to technical 

experiments, to determine the principal factors that distinguished them from other 

designers. Exploring their backgrounds, traditions, customs how they influence their 

design. Their methodology and the realization of their designs, techniques, and tools. This 

thesis concludes by drawing those studies with a brief historical description of fashion 

designers and dressmakers into further research, suggesting new insights on the 

relationship between fashion and other art forms such as architecture and the relationship 

between the body and clothes. This study suggests that the answer to whether fashion is art 

depends on a shared understanding of society and individuals.   
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Introduction 

 

The inspiration for indulging myself in the research for this thesis is nothing more than a 

desire to explore artistic, unconventional ways of designing clothes focusing on the debate 

of fashion and art as related fields. In this thesis, alternative ways of understanding and 

defining fashion will be explored while suggesting fashion as an art form beyond 

traditional wardrobe functions. I will analyze the works of Iris Van Herpen and Rei 

Kawakubo, who are highly recognized as prominent innovators in the fashion industry 

because they disregard any customary fashion norm. Their designs are often referred to as 

avant-garde and wearable art. Kawakubo adopts an abstract approach to conceptualizing 

her designs, such as crumpling paper to create skirts, padding, and exaggerating 

silhouettes that distort the body’s natural shape. Van Herpen draws incentives from 

unexpected and unexplored areas to create novel textiles and materials through progressive 

technology.  

This thesis will analyze their work from different perspectives, from conceptual methods 

to technical experiments, to determine the principal factors that distinguish them from 

other designers. The first section of this paper focuses on how their backgrounds, 

traditions, and customs influence their designs. Going into the second section, I will focus 

further on the methodology, how they draw inspiration. The third section goes deeper into 

the realization of their designs, tools, and techniques. The thesis concludes by 

concatenating all the studies, facts suggesting new eclectic insights on the relationship 

between fashion and arts as form exploration. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

6 

 

1. Rei Kawakubo 

1.1 Background 

Since 1981 Rei Kawakubo has been on a mission to challenge our perception of beauty by 

proposing alternatives to normative beauty standards, helping us expand our visual 

language. When daytime power dressing and ultra-feminine evening wear were in vogue 

magazines, colourful colours dominated the fashion scene. Kawakubo debuted her first 

collection at Paris Fashion Week with oversized black coats, loose-fitting silhouettes, and 

garments with random holes in them. The general public and critics had mixed feelings 

about the collection; some were left speechless and amazed, while others used the word 

barbaric to describe it. In an interview with Judith Thurman in 2007, Kawakubo stated her 

intention was never to start a revolution instead to show something she thought was 

beautiful and was proud of. It just happened that her idea of beauty was different from 

everybody else’s.1 

Kawakubo studied Japanese and Western art at Keio University, where her father was a 

professor. After graduation, she started working at a chemical company in the 

advertisement department, freelancing as a stylist. As a result of dissatisfaction with her 

responsibilities in the department, added with the frustration of not being able to find the 

right clothes for her clients, she started designing clothes which she would later sell under 

her label Comme des Garcons.2 Because she had no formal training in fashion design, 

Kawakubo’s creative process is entirely different from an archetypal designer with an 

education in fashion design. She does not approach garment construction through the 

established convention of dressmaking and tailoring. She is unaffected by any traditions 

and preconceptions aligned with technical elements of fashion designs, which generally 

result in forms that violate the fundamental characteristic of a garment. She pursues her 

intuition and reactive solution that encourages the unexpected and the spontaneous in each 

of her collections.3 

 
1 Koda, H., Lavin, S., Miro, M., & Thurman, J. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo. (Detroit:  Museum of Contemporary Art Detroit. 

2008), P.58. 
2 Polan, Brenda, Tredre, Rogers. The Great Fashion Designers. (New York: Berg, 2009), P.175. 
3 Koda, H., Lavin, S., Miro, M., & Thurman, J. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo. P. 30. 
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1.2 Concept and method 

Kawakubo’s approach to design and clothing is like a never-ending quest for the new, 

uncover the unknown, and experiment with the not yet seen and felt, like many current 

designers attempt to accomplish. She does not look back into the past for inspiration, focus 

on revival of past trends or stick to classic clothes that are easily put on and off. She 

refuses to be influenced by passing trends, insisting that her creativity must come from 

inside, starting from zero. According to her, just because the torso has two arms, there is 

no reason why a jacket could have none or more than three sleeves. Experimenting with 

the relationship between the body and the clothes is a big part of Kawakubo’s design 

process. From textile choices to simple details such as how the garment moves with the 

body, whether it flows or standstill, how the silhouette changes as the wearer walk and 

turns. Avoiding repetition is one of her main goals when designing a collection. Therefore, 

she strives to use new techniques that she has not tried before, which can be quite 

challenging. She finds it boring when things are easily accomplished. What keeps her 

going is the excitement of achievement after hard effort and pain. Her passion for working 

with complex patterns and doing things the hard way is remarkable.4 

Japanese culture embraces imperfection and irregularity that has a significant influence on 

Kawakubo’s designs. Their aesthetic comprises two concepts: Wabi, which refers to 

simplicity and imperfection and Sabi, which means rusty, beauty that comes with time.5 

These aesthetics relate to the beauty that arises from the incompleteness of kawakubo’s 

garments. Her designs often include asymmetry, misplaced details. The garments often 

appear to be constructed upside down and inside out. They have an unfinished look that 

emphasizes the flawed and the incompleteness quality, thus challenging the notions of 

perfect. She finds the latest machines that make clothing nowadays are creating uniforms 

with perfect texture. She enjoys it more when there is something off, not quite perfect. 

Instead of always using the machine, the best way to get the result she needs is to do it by 

hand or even lose a few screws of the machine so they cannot function and do precisely 

what they are supposed to do.6 

 
4 Koda, H., Lavin, S., Miro, M., & Thurman, J. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo. P. 59. 

5 Parkes, Graham, Loughnane, Adam. „Japanese Aesthetics.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 12 December 2005. Accessed 

21. October 2021 from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/japanese-aesthetics/ 

6 Tran, Huang. „Rei Kawakubo. Perfect Imperfection“. Neu Fashion. Accessed 21 October from 
https://www.neueluxury.com/feature/rei-kawakubo/  

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2018/entries/japanese-aesthetics/
https://www.neueluxury.com/feature/rei-kawakubo/
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Being from a post-war Japanese generation that grew up in a society simultaneously 

embracing western culture, the tension between those dual identities is apparent in her 

designs, a hybrid of West and East. While western fashion has always been about dressing 

the body, Kawakubo chooses to go in the other direction. She drapes and wraps fabrics 

around the body, foregrounding the general rules of form and shapes. Rather than dressing 

the body, she focuses instead on expanding it, making it part of the garments.7 

 

1.3 Textile and material 

In the 80s, Kawakubo’s colour pallet was comprised of grey, white, and dark colours. The 

colour black quickly became synonymous with her aesthetic. The dark theme was 

omnipresent in her collections which she considered one of her weakest points and 

mistakes. Throughout the years, she gradually grows into using more colours. In 1988 she 

showed her fall collection, which was dominated by rich red colour she stated is the new 

black [Figure 1]. Her use of colour continues to expand in her Spring 1996 collection titled 

Kaleidoscope. The models walked the runway in colour blocked patterns, mix-match 

stripes looking like they were wearing the rainbow. The models had purple, blue, and 

green hair, seen as if they were made out of a candy-floss machine [Figure 2]. 

  

Figure 1: 

Comme des 

garçons 

Fall1988 

show. Photo 

by Daniel 

Simon & 

Gamma-

Rapho  

Figure 2: 

Comme des 

Garcon, 

Spring 1996. 

Photo by 

Conde Nast 

Archive. 

 

 
7 Kawamura, Juniya. The Japanese Revolution in Paris Fashion. (Oxford: Berg, 2004), P.129. 
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The colour red appeared again in her spring 2015 collection with roses and ribbons made 

of different shades of red and white hues, patented leather strings looks like they are 

falling apart, but that is simply an illusion caused by the construction techniques. Some of 

the garments appeared to like tapes layered on top of each other and not sown. [Figure 3,4] 

while others do not like clothes at all. A discovery one will make while exploring the 

works of Kawakubo. A clear concept of her is designing clothes that dost not look like 

clothes, but an object or things one can wear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3,4: Comme des Garçons spring 2015.  Photo by Yani Vlamos.   

For her Spring 2000 collection, she incorporated more layering in her garments. The 

models were in ballerina tights stuffed with layers of chiffon. Weary-looking olive-green 

army jackets broken down and reconfigured to create flowing skirts and rumpled jackets 

with displaced shoulders [Figure 5]. Her  Fall 2000 collection titled Hard and Forceful 

featured a suit ensemble where the jacket is placed over the coat instead of commonly 

worn. Instead of placing the belt at the waist, she put it across the chest [Figure 6]. 

Although the tailoring was quite traditional, the altered proportion and the transformed 

relationship between those pieces compel us to examine each piece’s function and 

meaning. It is not the first time Kawakubo has challenged the notion of western dressing. 

In her 1999 collection, she used tweed, a traditional fabric worn in the country during 



 

10 

 

winter used in outerwear. She uses the material in defiance of its natural properties, 

creating pieces that fail to keep the body warm.8  

 

 

 

Figure 5: Comme 

Des Garcon, 

Spring 2000, 

Ready to wear. 

Photo by JB 

Villarea 

Figure6: Comme 

Des Garcon, Fall 

2000, Ready to 

wear. Photo by 

Conde Nast 

archive 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps her most famous collection yet called Dress Meets Body, Body Meets Dress of 

Spring-Summer 1997. She introduced the world to a new aesthetic. She showed a series of 

blue, red, and white stretch gingham fabric that exaggerated and modified the body in 

unsettling places such as the back, belly, and shoulder by placing big, padded bean-shaped 

pillows arranged asymmetrically and diagonally under the fabric [Figure 7]. Her designs 

from the Dress meet Body collection caught the attention of choreographer Merce 

Cunningham who used those garments for a dance piece titled Scenario. To him, the 

collection recalled a student in a coat with a backpack, a woman with her child on her side, 

or the newspaper boy with a crossbody bag. Shapes we see every day.9 With this 

collection the fashion critics call like it or lump it, Kawakubo tries to series the body from 

another perspective, refashioning the relationship between body and dress, between skin 

and materials. 

 
8 Fukai, Akiko. Fashion in colors. (New york: Assouline, 2005), P.202. 
9 Koda, Lavin, Miro, Thurman. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo, P. 34. 
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Figure 7: Comme Des Garcon, Spring 1997, Ready to wear. Photo by Conde Nast archive 

 

Since the sixteenth century, corsets have been a figure to control the waist. Crinolines and 

panniers exaggerate and extend the lower part of the body.10 Although Kawakubo is not 

the first designer or dressmaker to play with the notion of body modification, she added a 

twist to it. She continued experimenting with the idea of proportion, deconstruction, and 

modification of the body in her Fall 2017 collection titled The Future of Silhouette, which 

appeared to be a homage to her Dress Meets Body, Body Meets Dress collection. The 

models walked the runway in what seems to be an exaggerated version of her dress meets 

Body dresses. They were armless pieces made of white wadding, geometric black and grey 

shapes that seemed like they were made of cotton waste that had been shredded and 

mixed. Synthetic silver insulation materials resembling aluminium and brown paper 

looked crumpled and then draped into the body [Figure 8].  

Kawakubo has been designing with arguably the most radical concept, focusing on objects 

for the body rather than clothes. Many of her designs sometimes lack sleeves; for example, 

her Fall 1995 runway was filled with pieces with sleeves sewn into the dress and no holes 

for the arms restricting the upper body of any movement. Many are missing waistlines and 

necklines; her fall 2015 collection was composed of massive silhouettes with no rational 

pattern but cutting-edge tailoring techniques [Figure 9]. The fact that Kawakubo designs 

 
10 Steele, Valerie. „The Corset: Fashion and Eroticism. “ Fashion Theory 3, no. 4 (1999): 449-743. doi:10.2752/136270499779476054. 

P. 463. 
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and methods are not easy to comprehend is one of the reasons the fashion industry idolizes 

her. 

 

Figure 8: Comme 

Des Garcon, Fall 

2017, Ready To 

Wear. Photo by 

Kim Weston 

Arnold  

Figure 9: Comme 

Des Garcon, Fall 

2015, Ready To 

Wear. Photo by 

Yannis Vlamos  

 

 

 

 

 

2. Iris Van Herpen 

2.1 Background 

Iris Van Herpen is known for creating ethereal designs that question the relationship 

between fashion and art, primarily through advanced technology such as 3D printing, laser 

cutting, novel methods, and the use of unexpected materials. Her designs frequently test 

the boundaries of wearability, from rigid skeletal sculptures to body-conforming garments. 

Similar to Kawakubo, Van Herpen is not from a family of artists. She grew up in a small 

village outside of Amsterdam, her father worked for a local branch of the Dutch Water 

Authority, and her mother was a dance teacher. Growing up, her family had no television 

nor computers, and it was not until her twenties that Van Herpen bought herself her first 

computer. She took painting lessons and studied ballet in her teenage years. She spent 

most of her spare time outside nature and had no particular interest in fashion or designs. 

After moving to the city and getting to experience fashion and clothing, she instantly knew 

she wanted to be part of the creative world and go to art school, but could not decide on 

fashion, painting or sculpture as they are all tactile. She realized that with fashion design, 
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it is possible to sculpt and paint. It is an ideal way to focus on the body while doing 

handwork, bringing together everything she enjoys. Van Herpen studied fashion design at 

Artez Art Academy in Arnhem. After graduating, she interned at Alexander McQueen in 

London, where she was introduced to esoteric materials and practised handworks such as 

intricate beading and embroidery.11 

In 2007, she started her label where she introduced the first-ever made fully 3D print 

garment and has been impressing us since with her innovative designs. She produces about 

100 pieces a year, some purchased by renowned women and actresses, while much of the 

rest ends up in museum collections or retrospectives. Van Herpen sees herself as an artist 

who works in fashion as opposed to a fashion designer who is an artist.12   

 

2.2 Concept and method 

Throughout her career, Van Herpen has been mesmerized by movement and fluidity. Her 

vision is guided by the way the female body moves. She is susceptible to the limitations 

and capabilities of the human body. Having been a ballerina, she understands that the body 

is constantly moving and how crucial it is to clothing design. The element of movement is 

infused in every aspect of her design process, using that as an emblematic force enables 

her to create garments that extend from the body, sculpting forms and multi-dimensional 

silhouettes. The idea of designing a collection that eludes gravity, or one that could be 

shown on the moon or somewhere else where gravity is not constantly pushing against the 

material amazes her.13 Van Herpen has professed that the human body is necessary for her 

designs, although some look rather unwearable as if they were not made for it. Her works 

are perhaps designed for the body we are accustomed to, but it is all but a platform point 

of her sculptural and avant-garde designs.14  

Van Herpen’s work is deeply embedded in nature. Having spent more of her younger 

years outside, she had taken in every aspect of her surroundings. Earth and its multi-

textural forms, its beauty and mystery are where she draws inspiration. Elements of water 

 
11 Koek, Ariane. „Iris van Herpen on 10 years of pushing the boundaries of fashion and technology.” System Magazine, 10. December 

2017. Accessed 10. November 2021 from https://system-magazine.com/issue10/iris-van-herpen/  

12 Iris Van Herpen. Official website About the Maison Accessed 17 October 2021from https://www.irisvanherpen.com/about/the-
maison?  

13 Mead, Rebecca. „Iris van Herpen’s Hi-Tech Couture.“ The New Yorker, 18. September 2017. Accessed 17 October 2021 from 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/09/25/iris-van-herpens-hi-tech-couture  

14 Iris Van Herpen Official website. „About Ms Van Herpen“. 

https://system-magazine.com/issue10/iris-van-herpen/
https://www.irisvanherpen.com/about/the-maison
https://www.irisvanherpen.com/about/the-maison
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/09/25/iris-van-herpens-hi-tech-couture
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and air, their transformation into liquescent and translucent shapes. For instance, the 

immense properties such as the force and fluidity behind water that help create its 

crystalline formations are characteristics that flow into her designs. She has taken interest 

in lesser-explored territories within nature, such as the natural texture and shapes of 

woods, sound waves, kinetic movement and cymatics patterns. Through biomimicry, she 

can visualize and materialize those magnetic forces and properties that shape our 

environment. She aspires to show society how extraordinary nature is through the power 

of dress. She is not one for fetishizing past trends, heritage techniques and is not interested 

in creating new images based on old ones. She has an eagerness for the unknown and a 

drive for discovery. Her focus is on transformations wrought by technology and how they 

can change our understanding and perspective on what is possible through fashion.15  

In the previous years, technology has mainly been used in pharmaceuticals and relation to 

sci-fi aesthetics. Van Herpen uses technology to catch natural phenomena such as organic 

form and sound waves instead of following that trend. In her view, technology does not 

decrease the value of man-made creations but can make them more expressive and 

inventive. 16 Van Herpen uses science and technology as her primary stimulus to her 

designs. Her work unites those elements with intricate artisanal craftsmanship, whether by 

shaping a dress through electromagnetic weaving or hand sewing diamond beads into fine 

leather. 17  

In the beginning, after creating her label, everything was made by hand. At some point, 

she realized that handwork had its stops. She had mastered that way of work and could not 

go beyond. She plunges herself into 3-D printing after discovering how architects use it for 

modelling, amazed by the possibilities and detailing it can do. In her eyes, she is not 

replacing craftsmanship, handwork with machines and technology but finds that 3D 

printing can teach her a great deal about hand techniques.18  

In 2014 Van Herpen launched her Ready-to-Wear collection, which displayed affordable 

and simplified versions of her extravagant designs. She translated the complex structure 

and her sculptural shapes into flourishing trim and details. „It was an extraordinary 

 
15 Koek, Ariane. „Iris van Herpen on 10 years of pushing the boundaries of fashion and technology”. 

16 Givhan, Robin. “Iris van Herpen’s astonishing designs don’t look like ‘clothes.’ They look like the future. „The Washington Post, 9 
November 2015. Accessed 20. October 2021 from https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/iris-van-herpens-astonishing-

designs-dont-look-like-clothes-they-look-like-the-future/2015/11/09/43bad698-776b-11e5-b9c1-f03c48c96ac2_story.html  

17 Mead, Rebecca. „Iris van Herpen’s Hi-Tech Couture”. 

18 Givhan, Robin. „Iris van Herpen’s astonishing designs don’t look like ‘clothes.’ They look like the future.“ 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/iris-van-herpens-astonishing-designs-dont-look-like-clothes-they-look-like-the-future/2015/11/09/43bad698-776b-11e5-b9c1-f03c48c96ac2_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/iris-van-herpens-astonishing-designs-dont-look-like-clothes-they-look-like-the-future/2015/11/09/43bad698-776b-11e5-b9c1-f03c48c96ac2_story.html
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experience, but the commercial world does not allow me to be as experimental as I prefer 

to be.” She said. Fashion is about quality and sustainability, not quantity; developing 

textiles and materials and creating wearable art is her main objective.19 

 

2.3 Textile and material 

In 2010 Van Herpen made her debut at Paris Fashion Week with her Capriole Collection, 

which was inspired by the feeling she felt before and during a free-fall parachute fall 

parachute .„ All my energy is in my mind, and I feel as though my head is shaking through 

thousands of bends,” she said. She translated that feeling through dresses made of 

translucent white acrylic material that writhe around the body [Figure 10]. In the same 

collection, she introduced the first fully 3D printed garment, a skeleton dress made of 

synthetic polymer, which resides today at the Metropolitan Museum of Art [Figure 11]. 

She used children’s umbrellas which she took apart and draped around the body, keeping 

the original shape of the umbrella but adding in her own translation so that the model did 

not look that they were literally wearing an umbrella on the runway.20 “I think the biggest 

potential is in materials. I really think materials can revolutionize fashion in the future,” 

she says. „Personally, I am not interested in having a lot of technology on my body, so it 

will have to be embedded very cleverly.” Rather than creating futuristic multitasking 

garments such as a backpack with recyclable water fuse, Van Herpen has chosen to 

develop innovative fabrics and work with unconventional material instead.21 

 
19 Koek, Ariane. Iris van Herpen on 10 years of pushing the boundaries of fashion and technology. 

20 Dutch Profiles. „Dutch Profiles. Iris Van Herpen.“ Video, 6:58. Accessed 22 October 2021 from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vZktNvLCaI&ab_channel=DutchProfiles  
21 Mead, Rebecca. „Iris van Herpen’s Hi-Tech Couture”.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9vZktNvLCaI&ab_channel=DutchProfiles
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Figure 10: Iris Van Herpen, 

Fall 2011, Couture. 

Translucient acrylic dress. 

Photy by Michel Zoete. 

Figure 11: Iris Van Herpen, 

Fall 2011, Couture. 3D 

Printed Skeleton Dress.  

Photy by Michel Zoete 

 

 

 

 

Throughout her life, Van Herpen has been surrounded by water, her childhood home was 

by a lake, and her current atelier in Amsterdam is surrounded by water. Therefore, she has 

developed a fascination with water. „I have always been fascinated to work with materials 

that I cannot control, like water or air or energy,” she said. In 2013 she collaborated with 

photographer Nick Knight who captured images through high-speed shots of black and 

white water splashing against a naked body. Van Herpen tries to replicate the varying 

shapes of the water splash in a mesmerizing transparent piece of acrylic material heated 

with a hot air gun that she stretched and shaped with pliers [Figure 12].22 

In 2015 Van Herpen showed her Magnetic Motion collection, which was inspired by her 

visit to the Hadron Collider, the world’s largest particle accelerator at the CERN 

laboratory based in Geneva. In this collection, Van Herpen worked with architect Philip 

Beesley and artist Jolan van der Wiel. She translated the emotions she felt at her visit into 

her work. The results included a translucent dress made from laser-cut acrylic mesh that 

resembles an ice sculpture, structured leather fixed with silicone pins functioning like 

armor around the body [Figure 13]. They added metal powder mixed with flexible rubber 

to silicon then placed magnets to shape it into spiky forms. They designed shoes from 

resin mixed with iron filings subjected to magnetic forces to distort their surface.23 

 
22 SHOWstudio. „SHOWstudio: splash! - Iris Van Herpen: Interview.” Video, 1:07:48. Accessed 13 November 2021 from 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wg1ekAOBY20&ab_channel=SHOWstudio   

23 Thomas, Dana. „Iris van Herpen designs for nature. “ The New York Times, 1 October 2019. Accessed 20. October 2021 from 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/01/style/iris-van-herpen-fashion-netherlands.html  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wg1ekAOBY20&ab_channel=SHOWstudio
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/01/style/iris-van-herpen-fashion-netherlands.html
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Figure 12: Iris van 

Herpen, Fall 2011, 

Couture. “Water 

Dress„ Photo by 

Michel Zoeter. 

Figure 13: Iris van 

Herpen, Spring 2015, 

Couture. “Ice Sculpture 

dress „  Photo by Yanni 

Vlamos 

 

 

 

 

 

Her 2012 collection titled Micro, inspired by scientific photographer Steve Gschmeissner 

who used Scanning Electron Microscope technology to unveil the mesmerizing world of 

micro-organisms and specimens chemically fixed to preserve their genetic structures. 

Intrigued by the fact that those creatures exist and live amongst us, yet we know so little 

about their world, led her to design a collection of pieces made of chemically produced 

snakeskin, pieces with form refer to eccentric tentacle shapes, cell structures complete 

with multi-heel fang shoes [Figure 14].24 

After using 3D printing for quite a while, Van Herpen collaborates with Architect Neri 

Oxman to further develop the technology of 3D printing to make garments more flexible. 

In her spring 2013 collection titled Voltage, she introduced the first fully flexible printed 

dress made of fused material that looks like something struck by lightning in a constant 

vibration [Figure 15].25 

 
24 Iris Van Herpen official site. Micro. Accessed 22. October 2021. https://www.irisvanherpen.com/collections/micro/behind-the-

scenes-3  
25 Iris Van Herpen official Website. Voltage. 

https://www.irisvanherpen.com/collections/micro/behind-the-scenes-3
https://www.irisvanherpen.com/collections/micro/behind-the-scenes-3
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Figure 14: Iris Van 

Herpen, Spring 

2012, couture. 

Photo by 

Pixelformula.com.  

Figure 15: Iris Van 

Herpen, Spring 

2013, Couture. 

Photo by Michel 

Zoete.  

 

 

 

 

In her Fall 2014 collection titled Biopiracy, Van Herpen continues experimenting with 

materiality. While the silhouettes were relatively simple, she made 3D-printed materials 

that looked like pieces from nature. Some resemble light feathers, cotton fibre, and other 

sea shelves and water bubbles [Figure 16]. In the Spring 2019 collection titled Shift Soul, 

the garments seem weightless. They looked like a assemble of clouds, fire and the deep 

blue sea flowing around the model’s bodies [Figure 17]. Van Herpen’s clothes might often 

appear weightless, delicate and on the verge of transformation, but that is simply an 

illusion of the result of intelligent thinking and complex engineering. When asked by 

Gregory Alice in an interview for the New York Times magazine whether all those serious 

scientists and tech types ever roll their eyes at her curiosity in technology and science. She 

replies  

I think that if I would make very commercial clothes, I would get that feedback,” she 

continues. “The funny thing is that I often meet people who say, ‘I am not interested in 

fashion normally, but it is interesting what you do.’ I think that they realize how much work 

there is in fashion and that there can be an element of its art. 
26

 

 
26 Gregory, Alice. „Iris van Herpen’s intelligent design.“ The New York Times, 8. Aprile 2015. Accessed 17. October 2021 from 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/08/t-magazine/iris-van-herpen-designer-interview.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/08/t-magazine/iris-van-herpen-designer-interview.html


 

19 

 

  

Figure 16: Iris Van 

Herpen, Fall 2014, 

couture.  

Figure 17: Iris Van 

Herpen, Fall 2013, 

Couture. Photo by 

Michel Zoete. 

3. Comparison 

One cannot think about clothing without automatically linking it to the body, as clothing 

has typically been related to functions like cover or adornment for the body. It is 

considered a means of communication, through clothing, society and individuals can 

identify status, rituals, gender, and beliefs. Some scholars have stated that the primary 

function of clothes is to preserve and package the body.27 In Van Herpen’s work, a 

garment is no longer just a dress, a container or the body’s packaging. It is part of the body 

where the fabrics appear to be an extension of the skin because sometimes the lines 

between where the dress ends and where the body began is no longer apparent. Like 

Kawakubo’s designs, she combines the materials to form and shape the body to create a 

new look, a new reality from the one we are accustomed to. 

Some fashion critics believe that without a human body wearing the clothes, they are 

lifeless. Elizabeth Wilson stated there is something oddly off about clothes in museums 

watching the living observer as clothes are part of our living-moving selves, so they need a 

 
27 Barile, Nello, Satomi Sugiyama. “Wearing Data: From McLuhan’s „Extended Skin” to the Integration Between Wearable 

Technologies and a New Algorithmic Sensibility. „ Fashion Theory 24, no. 2 (October 2018): 211-27. 

doi:10.1080/1362704x.2018.1514847. P. 218. 
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body to stay alive.28 When looking at Van Herpen garments, I feel like they can easily be 

placed in a room as an installation or decoration without evoking that feeling of it missing 

something. However, those garments do come alive on the body because of how the 

shapes and the material move and how the properties in the garment change. For 

Kawakubo’s designs adding the body is a bonus; even though they are not 3D printed, 

those garments do not require a body with the shapes and forms she creates and how she 

manipulates the fabric. They can stand independently and have their own identity. Based 

on general rules and definition of clothes, her designs do not fit under that category 

because usually there is no bust or waist darts, neck and sleeve holes, or any indication 

that says how one should put them on. 

Art and fashion have a complex relationship, the famous and long asked question of 

whether fashion is art has been continuously asked. I am not the first one and undoubtedly 

will not be the last to wonder about this notion. Before I further explore the answer to that 

question, I want to briefly look back into the history of fashion designers and the art of 

dressmaking, how they went from makers to designers. Before 1900 couturiers and 

seamstresses were not considered artists and creative individuals. It was not until Paul 

Poiret pronounced himself a fashion designer and aligned his works with other artistic 

practices such as contemporary painting and sculpture that fashion designers were 

regarded as artists.29  

Art critics and fashion writers have debated the question of whether fashion is art for over 

decades. Those on the con side argue that fashion is frivolous, fleeting, and feminized, 

ultimately making it commercial. According to Richard Martin, an art historian and 

costume curator. The difficulty of considering fashion design as an art form is not simply 

tied to its functionality and its association with the feminine world. Its contribution to 

cultural devaluation in the last three decades when feminist and post-feminist artists 

exploit clothing to address the issue of body, sexuality, gender, and identity makes it 

ordinary and not worthy of being categorized as high art. 30 When looking at Kawakubo’s 

work, I would say that there are no apparent gender roles in her garments. What defines 

clothes as feminine or masculine, such as the waistline, length of the garment, silhouette, 

and cut-out placement, are not apparent in her designs. Thought I cannot say the same for 

Van Herpen, as she emphasizes that her garments are designed for the female body. 

 
28 Wilson, Elizabeth. Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity. London: I.B. Tauris & co Ltd. 2003. P. 1. 
29 Polan, Brenda, Treder, Rogers. The Great Fashion Designers. P. 
30 Koda, Lavin, Miro, Thurman. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo. P. 22. 
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Whether drawing inspiration from nature and its living creature or architecture, her 

designs encircle the female body. That can be seen clearly in the patterns, the colours she 

chooses, and the fabrics’ manipulation. While her clothes can be categorized as sculptures, 

they can also be placed under dress defined by social and standard definitions.  

The pro side has claimed fashion is indeed art because, like other art forms, fashion 

requires creativity and mastery of techniques, in the case of Van Herpen and the creation 

of materials. Kawakubo and Van Herpen are both making garments that fit on the body 

and can be seen as part of the commercial world, but at the same time, these garments 

could easily have their place in art museums. They are not concerned with creating a 

collection for the consumers and buyers but rather creating work of art and mastering their 

own techniques that can be used in conceptual and practical ways in any other field apart 

from fashion. Multiple art critics considered clothing as a decoration for the body by 

stating that art cannot be functional. Nevertheless, currently what is considered art is 

expanding. For example, photography taking the roles of painting, the most famous of all 

architecture, all created with function in mind. 

Martin thinks that fashion is condemned to be subordinate status to architecture which is 

considered a masculine form of art because of its enduring aesthetics consistent with the 

traditional definition of high arts.31 Analogies between them have been made for over a 

decade now and mainly for corporal reasons. Both form shelter to the body and serve this 

function with greater or lesser artistic aspiration—each doing similar things with structure, 

materials, and form. There is a parallel play between the world of architecture and 

clothing, and this model can be used to describe the work of Kawakubo as well Van 

Herpen’s.32 While architects and fashion designers are both working with the body, they 

pay attention to different aspects of the human body. Architects are more focused on the 

circulation of the human body, the surrounding spaces, while fashion designers care more 

about the details, the dynamics of the body, the material covering it and the intimate 

relationship between body and material. Van Herpen And Kawakubo look to architecture 

for inspiration and are very much involved in the architectural world. Van Herpen says 

that she does not see a difference between architecture and fashion that they can talk to 

each other, if it were not for her interest in architecture, she would not have been 

introduced to 3D printing, which is known for. 

 
31 Koda, Lavin, Miro, Thurman. ReFusing Fashion: Rei Kawakubo. P. 19. 
32 Ibid. P. 39. 
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Fashion designers and artisans from other fields, especially architects, have been 

collaborating for a long time mainly because of their interests in shapes and space. Several 

architects have been involved with the fashion industry, many fashion designers have a 

background in architecture. Architect Zaha Hadid for example has a fashion label 

producing parametric accessories [Figure 18].33 Footwear brand United Nude was 

launched by architects Rem D. Koolhaas and shoe designer Galahad Clark [Figure 18]. 

Both have collaborated and worked with Van Herpen.34 This proves that fashion and 

architecture are interchangeable, indicating that those fields rely on each other to be 

innovative. If this is so, why should one be recognized as high art, the other not.? 

 

Figure 17: Zara 

Hadid, Silver. 

Necklace. 

Figure 18: United 

Nude x Iris Van 

Herpen, spring 

2012.  

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis aimed to examine and explore artistic and unconventional ways of designing 

clothes. Study the debate of fashion and art as related fields. I chose to analyze the work of 

Iris Van Herpen and Rei Kawako to support my research. Van Herpen who uses 

technology as her tools combined with handcraft. She draws inspiration from unexplored 

parts of nature such as soundwaves, magnetic forces, micro-organisms and even the shape 

of water. Being a ballerina trainee, she is fascinated by how the body moves and designs 

with that concept in mind. Her clothes often look weightless, the shapes and the texture of 

the materials look like they are on the verge of transforming into something else. Rei 

Kawakubo defied traditional sartorial construction methods, eliminating the need for 

 
33Zara hadid official wesite. Accessed 10 November 2021 from https://www.zaha-hadid.com/  
34 United nude official wesite. Accessed 10 November 2021 from https://unitednude.eu/pages/about  

https://www.zaha-hadid.com/
https://unitednude.eu/pages/about
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conventional darts or seams. She established the concept of objects one can wear 

compared to garments based on the Japanese aesthetic of wabi-sabi, favouring simplicity 

and imperfection. She uses the deconstruct to construct techniques in her designs, creating 

unusual garments differing from the West’s standard construction methods. Both designers 

have played with the relationship between the body and clothes and the idea of body 

modification. Van Herpen with her 3D printed skeleton dress and Kawakubo with her 

Body meet Dress and the future of silhouette collections. The designers have demonstrated 

that fashion design should not be constrained by established rules, standard concepts, or 

the human body’s shape. They have proposed new techniques, approaches to fashion 

designs and clothing construction. 

The discussion between critics and the general public about whether fashion is art has 

been circling for quite a while. They are a pro side who agree that fashion is indeed an art 

form. After all, it has the same quality as other art forms, such as architecture, because it 

demands creativity and preeminent techniques, and those on the con side argues that 

fashion is too commercial and functional to be art. Other researchers’ work has proven that 

fashion can be categorized as many things. From a wearer and an individual point of view, 

fashion is a visual language, a way of communicating feelings and emotions visually, 

whether consciously or not. From a fashion designer point of view and based on the 

findings within this thesis, my position is placed in-between, leaning towards the pro side. 

As mentioned throughout this thesis, what is considered the norm of art currently 

expanding and what defines art depends on society’s shared understanding and beliefs as a 

whole and on the individuals. Most designers design for a specific group with a certain 

motif that relies on the commercial side of fashion. In the case of Van Herpen and 

Kawakubo, the intertwining of colours, patterns, textures, and shapes that create a garment 

carries the same elements of painting and architecture, which are considered art and have 

been around for hundreds of years. In this case, the body is the canvas. Kawakubo and 

Van Herpen are painters and architects. Their focal point is to experiment, discover and 

master new techniques that can be used in any other field. Their designs propose 

unconventional concepts and methods and different thinking concerning the relationship 

between the body and clothes. 
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