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This paper explores the fundamental meanings of deconstruction 
in fashion design and has the aim to investigate deconstruction 
in feminine ideal. It also stresses other thoughts of deconstruc-
tion in terms of philosophy through Jacques Derrida, architecture 
and philosopher Peter Eisenman and how deconstruction can be 
applied to find parallels between its setting and the setting it is 
compared to. Since the 1960s, deconstruction is a term that has 
been interpreted within many fields and traversed across different 
media. Influential Japanese designers have used the term in their 
works, juxtapositioning them to traditional Western ideas to cre-
ate clear contrasts between stereotypical and categorised percep-
tion and unconventional interpretations. During the 1980s, de-
signers such as Rei Kawakubo and  Yohji Yamamoto explored the 
term to subsequently create a great distress in the fashion field. 
Their designs were examples of archetypes evoked from the past 
and presented as newborn strangers or dismantled ghosts. These 
designers investigated the mechanical functions of each archetype 
as they sought to find the meaning of each garment to later rein-
terpret its traditional essence. Also, they questioned the relation-
ship between body and garment, raising thoughts of whether or 
not the bearer of the garment was personified to the garment’s 
traditional significance. The deconstructed element chosen for 
investigation in this project consists of a personification of the sil-
houette of the  1870s dress. This personification is discussed in 
terms of social and moral standards and constrictions as well as the 
political function of the dress. The fact that you could deconstruct 
a 1870s dress is clearly a way to take a historical archetype from 
its traditional meaning and place it into a new context. Similar to 
Jacques Derrida, the works of deconstruction in fashion design 
discuss our assumptions of archetypes and whether or not these 
archetypes can ever lack of historical or individual meaning. The 
constant dialogue with the past is a catalyst to reinterpret stand-
ardisations in fashion design through questioning the conformity 
of archetypes. 
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SLOPE JACKET
KYLIE TROUSERS
The Slope Jacket consists of a digital pixel print 
on fused polyester crèpe. The sleeves are 
fused twice in order to give shape. The sleeve 
setting strives towards centre front with an 
exaggerated curve to highlight the construc-
tion. Digital prints from the Slope Jacket de-

rive from the Victorian jacket and skirt. The 
Kylie Trousers consist of the same polyester 
crèpe and have a digital pixel print deriv-
ing from the Victorian skirt. The part of the 
bum is fused twice for reinforcement to give 
shape with the polyester bonings.
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SHAPED NECK FACING 
SECURED IN SEAM ALLOWANCE 
WITH 1-NEEDLE STITCH 

CHAIN STITCH

TWISTED SIDE SEAM AT 
SLEEVE

HEMS FOLDED AND 
ATTACHED WITH FUSING 
TAPE

STYLE INFO: DUALITY SWEATER  DEP: JACKETS   WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.21 STYLE INFO: DUALITY SWEATER  DEP: JACKETS   WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.21

2
SHAPED FACING SECURED  
WITH 1-NEEDLE TOP STITCH 

SIDE SEAM 
MANIPULATION 

HEM FOLDED AND 
ATTACHED WITH 
FUSING TAPE

BONINGS COVERED IN 
LIGHT COTTON TAPE WITH 
2-NEEDLE TOP STITCH

2-NEEDLE TOP STITCH

2-NEEDLE TOP 
STITCH

CHAIN STITCH

STYLE INFO: BUM SKIRT  DEP: SKIRTS   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20 STYLE INFO: BUM SKIRT  DEP: SKIRTS   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20

DUALITY SWEATER
BUM SKIRT

The Duality Sweater consists of a digital pix-
el print on sleeves. These are made of fused 
polyester crèpe. The sleeve setting strives to-
wards centre front with an exaggerated curve 
to highlight the construction. Digital prints 
from the Slope Jacket derive from the Victorian 

skirt. The brocade fabric is woven with lurex 
and polyester yarns with colours deriving 
from the Kylie Trousers.  The bum skirt con-
sist of the same fused polyester crèpe and 
have a digital pixel print deriving from the 
Victorian skirt. 
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3 DARTS

INVISIBLE ZIP, 
50 CM DOWN

FOLDED HEM ATTATCHED 
WITH FUSING TAPE

CF SLIT

FOLDED EDGE ATTAT-
CHED WITH FUSING TAPE

BOUNDED EDGE 
WITH BOUNDED 
SEAM

BONINGS COVERED IN 
LIGHT COTTON TAPE WITH 
2-NEEDLE STITCH

STYLE INFO: KIM DRESS  DEP: DRESSES   WOMENSWEAR   DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.25 STYLE INFO: KIM DRESS  DEP: DRESSES   WOMENSWEAR   DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.25

KIM DRESS
The Kim Dress is made of a woven brocade fab-
ric consisting of polyester and cotton yarns. It 
is fused in order to give shape to the bum. The 
dress is constructed with the help of foil  and 
is worked closely to the mannequin. Digital 
prints derive from the Victorian skirt and is 

here shown as a tight fitted top attatched to 
the rest of the dress. All pattern pieces of the 
top are there to give shape to breasts and  to 
enhance this part. The digital print consists 
of polyester crèpe and is fused in order to 
reinforce the shape.
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2-NEEDLE TOP 
STITCH

POLYESTER BONINGS 
THROUGH SEWN PANELS

BOUNDED EDGE IN SHELL 
FABRIC WITH BOUNDED 
SEAM

DARTS REINFORCED BY 
BONINGS

SIDE ZIP

STYLE INFO: BUM CORSET  DEP: CORSETS   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20 STYLE INFO: BUM CORSET  DEP: CORSETS   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20

ZIP

SHAPED NECK FACING 
SECURED IN SEAM ALLOWANCE 
WITH 1-NEEDLE STITCH 

HEMS FOLDED AND 
ATTACHED WITH 
FUSING TAPE

CHAIN STITCH

DART DART

STYLE INFO: QUEEN VICKY BOMBER DEP: JACKETS  WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20 STYLE INFO: QUEEN VICKY BOMBER DEP: JACKETS  WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20
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BUM CORSET
QUEEN VICKY BOMBER

The Bum Corset is made of a woven polyester 
brocade fabric. The polyester bonings are 
sewn in panels with an inner cotton fabric 
to reinforce the shape. Digital prints of the 
Queen Vicky Bomber derive from the Victorian 
skirt and is here shown as a tight fitted jack-

et with oversized sleeves. The digital print 
consists of polyester crèpe and is fused twice 
in order to reinforce the shape. The sleeve 
setting strives towards centre front with an 
exaggerated curve to highlight the construc-
tion.
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5 HEMS FOLDED AND 
ATTACHED WITH 
FUSING TAPE

BONINGS COVERED IN 
LIGHT COTTON TAPE WITH 
2-NEEDLE TOP STITCH

2-NEEDLE TOP 
STITCH

BOTTOM HEM FOLDED 
AND SECURED WITH 
1-NEEDLE TOP STITCH

FIXED LINING

WELT POCKETS  
WITH 1-NEEDLE TOP 
STITCH AT SIDES

STYLE INFO: BUM COAT  DEP: OUTERWEAR   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20 STYLE INFO: BUM COAT  DEP: OUTERWEAR   WOMENSWEAR  DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20

BUM COAT
The Bum Coat is made of a woven brocade fab-
ric consisting of polyester and cotton yarns. It 
is fused in order to give shape to the bum. The 
dress is constructed with the help of foil  and 
is worked closely to the mannequin.  Digital 
prints of the Bum Coat derive from the Vic-

torian skirt and is here shown as oversized 
sleeves. The digital print consists of polyes-
ter crèpe and is fused twice in order to re-
inforce the shape. The sleeve setting strives 
towards centre front with an exaggerated 
curve to highlight the construction.
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DUALITY JACKET
KYLIE TROUSERS
The Duality Jacket consists of a digital pixel 
print on fused polyester crèpe. The sleeves 
are fused twice in order to give shape. The 
sleeve setting strives towards centre front 
with an exaggerated curve to highlight the 
construction. Digital prints from the Duality 

Jacket derive from the Victorian jacket and 
skirt. The Kylie Trousers consist of the same 
polyester crèpe and have a digital pixel print 
deriving from the Victorian skirt. The part 
of the bum is fused twice for reinforcement 
to give shape with the polyester bonings.
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INVISIBLE ZIP

SHAPED NECK FACING 
SECURED IN SEAM ALLOWANCE 
WITH 1-NEEDLE STITCH 

SIDE SEAM MANIPULATION 

HEMS FOLDED AND 
ATTACHED WITH 
FUSING TAPE

BONINGS COVE-
RED IN LIGHT 
COTTON TAPE 
WITH 2-NEEDLE 
STITCH

2-NEEDLE STITCH

2-NEEDLE STITCH

CHAIN STITCH

STYLE INFO: HER HIGHNESS DRESS   DEP: DRESSES  WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20 STYLE INFO: HER HIGHNESS DRESS   DEP: DRESSES  WOMENSWEAR DATE OF CREATION: 2013.05.20

HER HIGHNESS DRESS
Her Highness Dress is made of a woven bro-
cade fabric in the sleeves consisting of poly-
ester and cotton yarns. It is fused in order to 
give shape to the sleeves. These are oversized 
with an exaggerated sleeve setting that strives 
towards the centre front. The dress is con-

structed with the help of foil  and is worked 
closely to the mannequin. Digital prints 
derive from the Victorian skirt.The digital 
print consists of polyester crèpe and is fused 
in order to reinforce the shape.
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of architecture during the late 1960s, fashion designers “picked up on 
the ‘construction’ in ‘deconstruction’ as it applied to their own visible 
fields” (Cher Potter, 2010).  Unlike theorists who stressed the mechani-
cal side of deconstruction, Rei Kawakubo refers to the precepts of “[set-
ting] traditional rules for tailoring and fashion” through dismantling 
forms (ibid). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Another example of Rei Kawakubo’s work is the Spring/Summer col-

Similar to the critique of  commercial-
ism through the punk era, designers such 
as Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto  
“seemed to incarnate a similar distress in 
relation to Western fashion” (Cher Potter 
2010). These designers challenged tra-
ditional clothing through “ragged edges, 
irregular hemlines, crinkled fabrics and 
ill-fitting layers” (ibid) (Figure 2) to bring 

The term deconstruction has various meanings and interpretations. 
The philosopher Jacques Derrida, cited by Ulf Poschardt (2001), 
described deconstruction as a way to “destroy western metaphysics, 
thus creating space for new thought processes after the fortresses of 
the old terms and categories had fallen”. A deconstructed object or 
archetype is directly proportional to the setting in which the decon-
struction takes place. This setting is of a specific time frame and de-
constructing it would be ”an opportunity to reconsider the nature of 
dialogue in the past, and the disciplinary boundaries and hierarchical 
relations that have underpinned these dialogues” (Alison Gill, 1998). 
In order to fully deconstruct an object you must fully understand the 
traditions and basis of the selected archetype and reinterpret its ele-
ments. Hence, the framework of the selected archetype is the founda-
tion in which its interrelationships are put to discussion. The systems 
and principles to each object are to be considered as necessities with 
certainties of its architectural rule.  

For example, the architect and philosopher Peter Eisenman inves-
tigated the basic fundamentals within the grammar of architecture. 
Quoting Derrida, Eisenman mentions that “architecture is a locus of 
the metaphysics of presence” (Ian Hartz, 2012) in which deconstruc-
tion can take form if you could strip its past classifications and codes 
to reduce it from its traditional meaning. You could regard an object 
and its structure to investigate the superfluousness of its content. Per-
haps there are parts that serve no purpose? Perhaps these parts can 
consequently be removed to create “a paradox between the [arche-
type] and its purpose, making it a signifier” (Ian Hartz, 2012). 

Deconstruction is a method that has frequently been investigated 
within fashion design.  For example, during the last thirty years, the 
designer Rei Kawakubo has underscored the method in her previ-
ous works with her brand Comme des Garçons (figure 1), refining 
the grammar of deconstruction within fashion design (Cher Potter, 
2010). Although deconstructionism within fashion design in a world 
of capitalist construct can be questioned, Rei Kawakubo’s “takes 
clothes to their undoing – this being the nature of deconstruction” 
(Ulf Poschardt, 2001) and are examples that can be interpreted to 
debate the basis of deconstruction methods (figure 1). 

Rei Kawakubo uses two sources in which the deconstruction takes 
form. One source is from geometrical shapes, such as the cubist 
sculptures. Another source is the subcultural punk in which arche-
types are questioned in terms of beauty, ugliness, value and worth-
lessness. Juxtapositioning these two sources and performing a some-
what surgical operation to the garments is a way to find the inner core 
of each archetype. 

As Jacques Derrida challenged deconstruction in its non-visible fields 
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Figure 1. Deconstruction of the tailored jacket by Rei Kawakubo /Comme des Garçons

Figure 2. Autumn Winter 
1990-91, Victorian Dress, Rei 

Kawakubo /Comme des 
Garçons

the secrets and codes of garments to their surface. Comme des Gar-
çons’ autumn/winter collection of 1990-91 debates Western traditions 
in terms of material and silhouette, questioning the Western idea of a 
wedding dress through deconstruction (figure 2). 

The way of practicing deconstruction is closely related to the critique 
of fashion systems and the “operations of clothing as a frame for bod-
ies and, potentially the influences of fashion as a mechanism, structure 
or discore” (Alison Gill, 1988). Clearly, the fashion industry with its 
supporting infrastructure “bring regular changes to men’s and wom-
en’s clothes and bodies” (ibid) and are in turn connected to the distress 
shown in Kawakubos’s designs, especially as fashion is the general mod-
ern condition of all Western clothing.

lection of 2010 titled Tomorrow’s Black (figure 3), where archetypes 
such as the tailored jacket have been dismantled and sewn back to-
gether with small pieces coming from various tailored jackets. The 
work of deconstruction could be viewed as a sequence of tryouts 
within exploring the fundamental meanings of a tailored jacket and 
an auto-critique of the hierarchies to it. 

As Alison Gill states in her article,  “[a]t one level, the word ‘decon-
struction’ suggests a simple reversal of construction and therefore, 
at this common-sense level, a reading of clothes that look unfin-
ished, undone, destroyed as ‘deconstructed’ fits” (1998). Thus, the 
work of a traditional garment maker with the goal of a finished gar-
ment “will not find [deconstructed] fashion startlingly original or 
more than a reversal of this practice of the garment-maker” (ibid).  
However, the chosen archetype, such as the tailor jacket, is in its 
process of deconstruction hierarchically questioned.

Next, Yohji Yamamoto’s works are “results of [his] principle of par-
ing down a garment to reveal what he calls ‘the beauty that remains 
after excess has been eliminated’” (Carla Sozzani, 2002) (Susannah 
Frankel, 2010). Similar to deconstructionism in architecture, Yohji 
Yamamoto investigates the relationships of garment construction 
and the setting in which that construction belongs, thus eliminating 
it from its stereotypical categorisation. 

In Yohji Yamamoto’s designs the Japanese expression is evident 
throughout his work as he challenges the true function of traditional 
clothing. Carla Sozzani quotes the designer in the book 30 Years of 

Japanese Fashion where he states that “clothes should be made from 
the back, and not the front. The back supports the clothes and so 
if it is not properly made, the front cannot exist” (2010, p. 187) 
(figure 4). 

 

The methods of deconstructing garments in fashion design are apparent in 
the works of Junya Watanabe “who refuses to reside in the world of conven-
tion, preferring to push the boundaries of construction and form with his 
experimental collections” (Susannah Frankel, 2010). Watanabe uses hybrid-
isation as a form of deconstruction as he crossbreeds Western traditional 
clothing by reassembling cuts, details and panels as a semiotician (Angelo 
Flaccavento, 2012). Moreover, Junya Watanabe’s works can be interpreted 
as sequential at parts with his Spring/Summer 2010 collection, which was 
“an entire collection of tailored trousers suits, each one discreetly different 
from the next” (Susannah Frankel 2010) (Figure 5). The sequential changes 
made to the tailored jackets link back to the work of Kawakubo as the de-
constructions made reveal both heritage and innovation. 

As reviewers have regarded the collection, Watanabe’s work stands for 
“the steady processing of his theme [which] drew the eye to the detail: 
the hip darts that made jackets just slightly in front; the way he occasion-
ally switched the grain of fabric to cut a narrow trouser on the bias” (Sa-
rah Mower, 2009). Revealing what is traditionally to be concealed, such as 
darts and pleats is  a way to question the system of the tailored jacket. It is 
also an investigation of hierarchies in menswear tailoring by putting classic 
details into another setting and on an opposite gender. 

Moving on, the works carried out by Martin Margiela and his brand Maison 
Martin Margiela are clear portrayals of deconstruction as a way of “un-
doing” fashion, “where this ‘un-’ tarries with the impetus merely to make 
anew by inflecting this making through a history of its pursuit” (Alison Gill, 
1988).  The concept of deconstruction is significant for the comprehen-
sion of Martin Margiela’s fashion statement. Alike Yohji Yamamoto and Rei 
Kawakubo, Martin Margiela challenges the roots of archetypes and takes up 
the deconstructional methods where the Japanese designers left off (Harri-
et Walker, 2009). He is known for using materials that to Western traditions 
are associated with trash or waste and incorporates them into his designs to 
break barriers of what is conventional and unconventional, of what is for-
mal and informal. For example, “a shoulder bag was stitched into the arm-
pit of a dress, a purse onto the front of a skirt” (ibid) stresses the reins of the 
conceptual design that Yohji Yamamoto and Rei Kawakubo also challenged. 
As in the work of Junya Watanabe, the construction of the garments and 
their secrets thereof are revealed as “Margiela returns our attention from 
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Figure 3. Tomorrow’s Black by Rei Kawakubo/ Comme des Garçons

Figure 4.  Yohji Yamamoto - 
focus of the back

Figure 5. Junya Watanabe Spring/Summer 2010

Similar to Peter Eisenman, who investi-
gates the fundamental constructions of ar-
chitecture, Yohji Yamamoto questions the 
“two columns [that] support the weight of a 
structure that only requires one” (Ian Hartz, 
2012). Furthermore, in his article about 
Peter Eisenman (2012) Hartz describes 
that “these paradoxes [are to be] central 
to the role of deconstruction” where Yohji 

Yamamoto, Rei Kawakubo and Peter Eisenman take distance from labelling 
stereotypes and allowing associations to societal traditions. 



the question of fashion’s future to the garment and what it does” (Alison 
Gill, 1998). The fact that he uses archetypes to deconstruct them from 
their stereotypical meaning is similar to the works of the Japanese de-
signers “not only in their undoing the structure of a specific garment, in 
renouncing to finish, in working through subtractions or displacements, 
but also, and above all, in re-thinking the function and the meaning of the 
garment itself ” (Flavia Loscialpo, 2010). Similar to the subcultural punk, 
Martin Margiela uses deconstruction methods in clothing to question 
taste, ugliness and beauty.  His work, however, “represents [...] a reaction 
to and a critical reflection on traditional tailoring methods and paragons 
of body consciousness” (ibid) (Figure 6). In addition to this, the dressed 
body is a personification of the physical and cultural territory where our 
identity and individuality take place. As Flavia Loscialpo states, “what 
deconstruction fashion tends to show is how absence, dislocation, and 
reproduction affect the relationship between the individual body and a 
frozen idealization of it” (2010).

Furthermore, the particular ethic driving the work of designers such as 
Rei Kawakubo, Yohji Yamamoto, Junya Watanabe and Martin Margiela is 
“clearly motivated by the refusal to be pervaded by the idea that fashion 
has to change and reinvent itself continuously” (Flavia Loscialpo, 2010). 
For example, these designers use archetypes from the past to reassemble 
and dismantle them from their original significant meaning, neglecting 
fashion trends or directions within fashion. Additionally, they keep a con-
stant dialogue with the past which is precisely why it “allows Yamamoto, 
Kawakubo, Margiela, among the others, to point to new landscapes” 
(Flavia Loscialpo, 2010).

Going back to what Eisenman stated about the columns of a support-
ing structure, questioning the purpose of each garment would be one 
way of disassembling and deciphering them. According to Margiela, “the 
garment is an architecture that ‘fits out’ the body, and thus he shares 
an architectural inquiry into the process and mechanics of construction” 
(Alison Gill, 1998). Consequently, it rises questions about the systems in 
garments. What are the elements and codes of a  T-shirt?  What is needed 
in order for a Victorian dress to signify its connection to the past? 

Working with a single archetype would give room to clearly show the 
difference between the dressed body as a personification of the physical, 
cultural territory along with our identity and the absence and disloca-
tion of the individuality. What I find interesting in deconstruction is this 

last notion, that deconstructed garments, or archetypes if you will, 
are dislocated and absent from their past setting or hierarchies.  Thus, 
deconstruction leads to an unidentification and fundamental concerns 
of “what is dress? What is a garment? What is the relationship between 
body and dress?” (Thornquist, 2012).  It also evokes questions of what 
the definitions of a dress are and how directly proportional one arche-
type is to its environmental setting. 

An archetype that would be of interest to deconstruct is the Victo-
rian dress from the 1870s. The dress derives from the era of British 
Queen Victoria (1837 - 1901), who stood for close family bonds and 
great invention. It was also an era of social classes and gender spheres 
where women were dominated by their sexuality, and were expected 
to fall silently into the social mold and ideals crafted by that time. 
Women’s clothing began to mirror their function as “[their] fashions 
became more sexual - the hips, buttocks and breasts were exaggerated 
with crinolines, hoopskirts and corsets which nipped in the waist and 
thrust out the breasts” (Lynn Abrams, 2001). The social division of 
men and women was a categorisation of function and a matter of hier-
archy where “[t]he female body was dressed to emphasise a woman’s 
separation from the world of work” (ibid). This is evident by women 
wearing dresses that were reminiscent to interior furnishings and con-
veys the feminine ideal as a walking symbol of social function - wife, 
mother and domestic manager. 

The reason why this dress is interesting for deconstruction is due to 
the fact that it morally stands for women’s choices and conformity in 
life and also presents an ideal of the era that consists of several sym-
bolic and political layers.  

To understand the basis of the 1870s dress it is important to investi-
gate the time and setting in which the dress took form. Being a 19th 
century woman was a matter of either Madonna or whore portrayal, 
as social deference and religious conformity was encouraged during 
most of the 19th century. “[F]amilies and social structure were large 
and patriarchal” (Institute of Historical Research, 2001), yet permit-
ted roles outside the family by giving women a choice of education 
and employment. Subsequently the role of the woman in the Victorian 
home was “the desired image of the ‘fairer sex’ as pure and submissive” 
(Frances Fowle, 2000). 
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Figure 6. Maison Martin Margiela
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“Man must be pleased; but him to please
     Is woman’s pleasure; down the gulf
Of his condoled necessities
     She casts her best, she flings herself.
How often flings for nought, and yokes
     Her heart to an icicle or whim,
Whose each impatient word provokes
     Another, not from her, but him;
While she, too gentle even to force
     His penitence by kind replies,
Waits by, expecting his remorse,
     With pardon in her pitying eyes;
And if he once, by shame oppress’d,
     A comfortable word confers,
She leans and weeps against his breast,
     And seems to think the sin was hers;
And whilst his love has any life,
     Or any eye to see her charms,
At any time, she’s still his wife,
     Dearly devoted to his arms;
She loves with love that cannot tire;
     And when, ah woe, she loves alone,
Through passionate duty love springs higher,

     As grass grows taller round a stone.”PRELUDE
I. A Wife’s Tragedy

CONVENTRY PATMORE, 1854
(Coventry Patmore, 2003)



Figure 7. Traditional 
Victorian bustle, ca 
1870. Victoria & Al-
bert Museum, London, 
UK. 

“women’s re-
luctance to 

abandon the 
corset was 

closely related 
to their interest 
in fashionable 

dress”

The painting, Woman’s Mission: Companion of Manhood, drawn 1863 by 
George Elgar Hicks (figure 8), presents a situation of marital social 
rules. As Frances Fowle describes it “Hicks uses the picture’s setting 
to reinforce the notion that [the woman] is a dutiful wife in every 
way. She is clearly able to run an efficient and comfortable home.” 
This is visible through the table being neatly set for breakfast along 
with the fresh flowers on the mantelpiece. The woman in the painting 
is “attractive and well groomed, but not frivolous in appearance. Her 
concern is solely for her husband’s welfare and well being” (Frances 
Fowles, 2000). Hicks portrays the husband in a melancholic state 
where he has just received a letter with a black-edged envelope that 
has been tossed to the ground. The news of the death of someone 
close to him puts his dutiful wife in the role of “the companion of 
manhood” (ibid), comforting her husband in his grief. 

Another example of female portayal is in Coventry Patmore’s  poem 
The Angel in the House (1854-63) which describes “the term angel in 
the house [...] in reference to women who embodied the Victorian 
feminine ideal: a wife and mother who was selflessly devoted to her 
children and submissive to her husband (page 5). 

Next, the portrayal of the submissive woman is depicted in the paint-
ing of Augustus Leopold Egg and his work Past and Present, No. 1 (Fig-
ure 9). The painting is “typical of the social moralist pictures that were 
popular in Victorian art” (Frances Fowle, 2000).  The theme of the 
painting is the husband’s discovery of his wife’s infidelity and the con-
sequences she must face. The setting of the painting gives hints of a 
clear hierarchy within their relationship, as she “lies prostrate at her 
husband’s feet, while he sits grimly at the table” (ibid). A miniature 
of the wife’s lover is crushed under the husband’s foot as he holds 
a letter from the lover, a clear evidence of his wife’s adultery. The 
children are playing with cards, or more accurately, a house of cards 
that is ultimately collapsing, symbolising the collapse of the couple’s 
marriage. Apart from many symbols in the painting, such as the split 

apple - also symbolised as the forbidden fruit - the open door which un-
derscores the wife’s decision to leave, “[t]he position of her arms and the 
bracelets round her wrists give the impression that she is shackled” (ibid).  
Frances Fowles (2000) describes this situation by quoting Carline Nor-
ton, “an early feminist [who] wrote, ‘the faults of women are visited as 
sins, the sins of men are not even visited as faults’” (ibid), conveying the 
role of the female during the mid 19th century.

Consequently, during this period the shape and style of women’s clothing 
contained the moral ideas and standards present from the lower to the 
higher classes of Great Britain. The dress shown in Figure 10 is a dinner 
dress from 1876 (see following page). The high neck and completely cov-
ered body, reinforced by the corset underneath, underscores the social 
deference and obedience to conform to the moral and social values of this 
time.This dress stands for social conformity according to the standards 
of the Victorian age. Supported by the bustle and the corset paradoxes 
abound the view of the Victorian corsets, “as in the contention that [these] 
could tailor an image of virginal purity as well as suggest sexual arousal or 
availability” (Susan K. Freeman, 2004). You could interpret the aim of this 
dress which could be to completely cover the female body, yet enhancing 
the female figure in an exaggerated way through the bustle and corset 
underneath. Moreover, the function of the dress was connected to social 
status as it is regarded that “[f]ashion during this period [...] appeared to 
be one mode through which an individual might enhance his/her social 
position [...][and]came to be used as a form of social control” (Warwick 
university, 2010). In the lecture notes from Warwick University, there is 
a quote from R.J. Cruikshank describing the woman during the Victorian 
age. It is stated that

Figure 8. Woman’s Mission: Companion of Manhood, 1863, 
by George Elgar Hicks

Figure 9. Past and Present, No. 1. Augustus Leopold Egg
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“[w]oman in the abstract was as radiant as an angel, as dainty as a fairy - she 
was a picture on the wall, a statue in a temple, a being whose physical pro-
cesses were an inscrutable mystery. She was wrapped by the Victorians in 
folds on folds, and layers on layers of clothes, as though she were a Hindu 
idol. She was hidden in the mysteries of petticoats; her natural lines were 
hidden behind a barricade of hoops and stays; her dress throughout the cen-
tury emphasised her divorce from reality” (Warwick University, 2010)



The moral and social constrictions of the Victorian age are reminiscent 
to those existing today within fundamentalist regimes. Ironically, the 
ideas of the Victorian age also consist of contradictions regarding the 
female gender, as she is kept captive as a threat to put societal changes 
in conflict, yet also portrayed as an angel-like character. During this age, 
the ultimatums given to women concerning social obedience is physi-
cally shown in the form and the use of the dress - “[n]o wonder man 
prescribes her sphere. She needs his help at every turn.” (Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton) (Warwick University, 2010).

Belgian designer Martin Margiela and the Japanese designers mentioned 
earlier questioned the relationship between the body and the garment, 
raising thoughts of whether the bearer of the garment was personified 
to the garment’s traditional significance. The Victorian age stresses this 
fact, as the bearer of the 1870s dress is a personification of the social 
constrictions that this dress symbolises. 

The 1970s Victorian dress chosen for deconstruction consists of particu-
lar elements that are fundamental for its silhouette and form. One of the 
key elements is the bustle (figure 11), that exaggerates the female derri-
ere. The bustles were worn separately from the dresses and were varied 
in size and material. They were mainly “associated with Victorian male 
patriarchy, sexual repression and uptight, suffocating morality” (Melissa 
Virag, 2008), with the attempt to modify the female silhouette to a state 
in which the opposite sex could not distinguish what is manufactured 
or not. The large circumference of the dress was replaced with the idea 
of decorating the female sexuality by a “new shape [that] had an asym-
metrical profile [as] the gowns that went on top of the bustles embraced 
this new found release from cross-sectional symmetry” (ibid). By the 
1860s the dresses varied in shape and size as “more subtlety was used in 
the putting of the gored panels, giving rise a whole evolution of diverse 
shapes” (Janet Arnold, 1972). 

The development of the industrialisation during this time made it pos-
sible to manufacture dresses in numerous ways as “[a]t the beginning of 
the 1860’s the pattern shape of the skirt changed from a straight length 
of fabric, with the fullness pleated or gathered in at the waist, to gored 
panels. These early gores were cut diagonally across a straight lenght 
of fabric as a means of giving fullness without wasting material” (ibid). 

Thus, the skirt achieved a full width at the hem without any bulk or ex-
cess fabric at the waist. Due to the industrialisation and the fact that the 
rise of the sewing machine reduced the cost of labour, corsets and bus-
tles became a shift in fashion. Although still in constrain, women could 
choose to tight lace the corset or alter the size of her bustle. 

In her book, The Corset: A Cultural History, Valerie Steel (2001) “lays waste 
to that doctrine by documenting the extent to which women, not men, 
have historically policed the ideals of femininity, often in spite of the ob-
jections of bewildered men” (Christina Larson, 2006). Although it could 
be argued that the modification of the female silhouette was a conse-
quence of the societal structures of that time, “[m]any men, especially 
doctors, warned women of the dangers of lacing corsets too tight and 
some advised not wearing a corset at all” (ibid). 

Despite the fact that the corsets could imply several consequences wom-
en persisted in wearing them, neglecting “[t]he alleged symptoms ranged 
from the rational (impaired breathing and circulation) to the pseudo-
scientific (heightened hysteria and melancholy) to those characteristic 
of the premodern obsession with reproductive well-being (the inabil-
ity to breast-feed properly and the danger of miscarriage or deformed 
offspring)” (ibid). The corset facilitated a damaging association between 
beauty and virtue, as a slender waist and a controlled upright posture 
joined sides with discipline and refinement. It was argued that “[l]adies 
who abandoned their stays were scorned as both lazy and immoral” 
(ibid), an argument that was supported by most women in this particu-
lar era. Because of the fact that the social construct was supported by 
women in some extent, “[t]he cultural weight placed on propriety and 
respectability made it difficult for women to abandon the corset, even 
if they wanted to” (Valierie Steele, 2001).  Valerie Steele (2001) argues 
that “[w]ithin the family, the patriarch usually deferred to his wife’s or 
even his mother’s authority in deciding how the females of the family 
should be dressed” (ibid), pinpointing the responsibilities and demands 
of females in female portrayal.

The paradoxes in the Victorian feminine ideal is closely connected to 
the idea of gender today as “[b]odily modification as a mark of feminine 
[...] identity has deep and ancient tribal roots. Some of the older prac-
tices (i.e. corset wearing, foot binding) have mostly been abandoned, 

Figure 10. Dinner dress, 1876. Figure 11. Bustle, 1870 Figure 12. Yohji Yamamoto, bustle, 1986
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“No wonder man 
prescribes her 

sphere. 

She needs his 
help at every 

turn.”
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
Warwick University, 2010.



while others (i.e. genital mutilation, piercing, tattooing, scarification, 
circumcision) are continuing” (Ivana Milojevic, 2008). In her article, 
Ivana Milojevic (2008) states that:

Consequently, the cultural practices in which these polarities  are af-
firmed develop larger segregations and divisions of gender in private 
and public spheres. Historically, the feminine ideal is deeply connected 
to the private sphere “primarily in charge of child rearing, housekeep-
ing, health care and education” (ibid). The clear contrast between the 
feminine private sphere and what is regarded the masculine sphere is 
stressed by the fact that  “men have been in charge of higher socially 
desired positions, dominating decision making and the monetised, 
professional public sphere” (ibid).
 
Similarly, Simone de Beauvoire’s main thesis of the book The Second Sex 

(2006) revolves around the idea that woman has been “held in a rela-
tionship of long-standing oppression to man through her relegation to 
being man’s ‘Other’” (Shannon Mussett, 2010). Simone de Beauvoire 
explains the fact that the self is in great need of otherness in order to 
define itself as a subject.

Throughout the fashion industry, women are often objectified and 
placed into categories, subjected to the otherness similar to the one 
Beavoire explains. The fashion industry effectively modifies the por-
trayal of feminine ideal by altering trends. For example, a “jacket with 
cape sleeves, although revealing the breasts on the runway, would look 
chic in the conference room in the real world” (Suzy Menkes, 2010), 
pinpointing the setting and type of female.

The fact that designers incorporate muses to their collections is a vec-
tor to alter the courses and tendencies within feminine portrayal. For 
example,  “[t]he Haider Ackermann woman has always seemed a dis-
tant, poetic figure, enveloped in a mist of the designer’s imagination” 
(ibid) - an evident hint of trend, if not ideal and gender, direction. 
The systems within fashion, within an idealised form, consist of seams, 
“these seams, by being the ‘traces’ of both history and innovation, are 
the condition of the impossibility of seamlessness as a fixed objectified 
ideal” (Alison Gill, 1998). 

Regardless of any era, “clothes are ‘figured,’ literally animated, as a 
[presentation] of body. One need only think of the shop-window man-
nequin whose often abstract presentation of bodies does little to hinder 
the clothes animating themselves; the clothes in this instance bring the 
mannequin to life” (ibid). 

It is clear that the paradoxes in feminine ideal fundamentally challenge 
the societies we inherit. My deconstruction of the 1870s dress is an 
attempt to investigate the feminine ideal that the dress rests on. Techni-
cally, the making of the deconstruction will begin in reconstruction, as 
it is significant that the chosen Victorian dress is made in accordance to 
its function. 

The Victorian use of bonings and reinforcements to enhance the sil-
houette will be used to come closer to the expression and form of the 
dress. To wear the reconstruction is a way of coming closer to the form 
through a personal experience, a personified study of the silhouette and 
in what way it affects the body. These techniques will in turn be a part 
of the deconstruction, highlighted, deformed and revealed. 

In addition, the deconstruction will function as a way to investigate the 
parallels of the ideals of the Victorian times and the way we perceive 
this female silhouette in today’s society. The deconstruction of this his-
torical form is deeply connected to the time and setting in which it 
takes place with the Victorian corset and bustle as two elements chosen 
for deconstruction.Thus, the new expression for the ideal is an impor-
tant study of parallels between how we percieve the female figure and 
how the history of the feminine ideal is of a hereditary construct.  ‘[T]he category of the otherness, therefore, is necessary in the con-

stitution of the self as a self. However, the movement of self-under-
standing through alteriy is supposed to be reciprocal in that the self 
is often just as much objectified by its other as the self objectifies it. 
What Beauvoir discovers in her multifaceted investigation into wom-
an’s situation, is that woman is consistently defined as the Other by 
man who takes on the role of the Self’ (ibid).
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“Modern medicine and health science have allowed for physical manipu-
lation of both female and male bodies towards (place- and time-specific) 
perceived ideals of femaleness and maleness. Reproductive organs are 
thus manipulated and/or enhanced – as is overall body appearance – 
asurgery. The rates of plastic surgery in the western world – mostly 
to enhance one’s desirability and appeal to the other sex – have been 
continuously on the rise. These practices are most commonly entered 
into in order to fit the norm of perceived feminine/masculine beauty 
and thus affirm the female–male polarity.”

“It is clear 
that the 
paradoxes 
in feminine 
ideal fun-
damentally 
challenge 
the socie-
ties we in-
herit.”
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METHOD

The design method carried out in this project originates in the recon-
struction of the 1870s dress. As Clemens Thornquist (2010) writes in 
his book Artistic Development in [Fashion] Design, “[t]o research historical 
costume in its original context through deconstruction and replication” 
can be a way to investigate a particular form or shape. According to 
John Chris Jones (1980) “[o]ne of the simplest and most common ob-
servations about designing, and one upon which many writers agree, 
is that it includes the three essential stages of analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation. These can be described in simple words as ‘breaking the 
problem into piece’, ‘putting the pieces together in a new way’ and 
‘testing to discover the consequences of putting the new arrangement 
into practice’”. With this notion, the primarily  stage of reconstruction 
was in the analysis of the making with the help of Jean Hunnisett’s book 
Period of Costume (1988). The Victorian dress chosen derives from the 
book and consists of pattern pieces of a jacket and a skirt and is made in 
order to investigate silhouette alterations of waistline and lower back. 
In addition, it is necessary for the design process to be a part of and feel 
the bodily changes in order to observe how the silhouette is personally 
experienced. 

In their article, Eva Brandt and Thomas Binder (2007) describe design 
research as “works [that] are put on trial and evaluated as prototypical 
instances of a larger programmatic approach” adding to the fact that the 
process of a reconstruction may lead to design developments. Further-
more, they state that “[t]he easiest way to go for each researcher may 
appear to be to adopt ‘conventional’ strategies borrowed from research 
communities outside design research” (ibid), justifying the importance 
of observational and practical studies of existing examples as a method 
of learning.

The bustle and corset are borrowed items from 1st year students at 
The Swedish School of Textiles. These modify the body to fit the dress 

(figure 13), stressing the ideas of hierarchies in the silhouette of the 
dress. Without the corset and the bustle the dress cannot be worn and 
is therefore dependent on the shape it rests on. The pattern pieces of 
the skirt consist of straight lines, formed like triangles, sewn together 
to create fullness in the hem. The jacket is reinforced with polyester 
bonings with high neck and long sleeves that completely cover the tor-
so. The sleeves are formed and constructed in accordance to a slightly 
bended shape to highlight the desired form.  Wearing the outfit was an 
attempt to understand and discover in what way the outfit could change 
the appearance through highlighting body parts, in turn underscoring 
the fact that “creative practice has the potential to be research” (Michael 
Biggs, 2004) and that it is important to put the dress on trial. 

Because of the fact that the corset and bustle shape the silhouette of the 
1870s fashion it is understandable that “women’s reluctance to abandon 
the corset was closely related to their interest in fashionable dress” and 
the social status that the dress enhanced (Valerie Steele, 2001).

Furthermore, the dress is made of cotton with a checked pattern in or-
der to see the seam and pattern directions of the garment more clearly.  
Tightening the corset enhances the waistline with the help of the bus-
tle. Despite the fact that the bustle is foldable bodily movements such 
as bending or slouching are obstructed. In general, the corset makes it 
difficult to take deep breaths or to make any rapid movements. In terms 
of form, it merely functions to reinforce a straight and steady posture 
and to add to the side silhouette. 

Wearing the reconstruction, the corset decreased the circumference of 
the waist by ten centimetres and was only possible to wear for 40 min-
utes because of its constraining properties. The physical control applied 
to the body was an important aspect of the project in order to develop 
design and silhouette ideas. As the shape of the body is transformed 

Figure 13. Reconstructed Victorian dress from Jean Hunnisett’s book Period of Costume.

THE AIM OF THE WORK IS 
TO DECONSTRUCT THE 

FEMININE IDEAL IN 1870S 
DRESS TO EXPLORE 

TODAY’S PORTRAYAL OF 
FEMININITY.



‘To most people, ‘’Victorian dress’’ conjures up visions of hourglass sil-
houettes and leg-o’-mutton sleeves worn by belle epoque beauties like Lily 
Langtry.'

'’Let each dress worn by a lady be suitable to the occasion upon which she 
wears it... Never wear a dress which is out of place or out of season... It is in 
as bad taste to receive your morning calls in an elaborate evening dress as it 
would be to attend a ball in your morning wrapper,'' reads a passage from 
the Ladies Book of Etiquette, 1879.’

Early Victorian fashion highlighted: [Final Edition]
Gerston, Jill. The Ottawa Citizen [Ottawa, Ont] 15 Dec 1988: D9.
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By deconstructing the 
pattern pieces you could 
question and in turn de-

construct the very idea of 
this particular femininity.

into an ideal different to the one today, the “Victorian dress conjures 
up visions of hourglass silhouettes” (Jill Gerston, 1988) achieving an 
artificial shape.

Despite the alteration of the waist and posture the corset underscores 
sensual parts that in turn provide a higher physical self-esteem. Connect-
ing the notion to the Victorian times it is clear that “since most women’s 
socioeconomic lives depended on marriage, it was understandable that 
their mothers and grandmothers should want to maximize both their 
physical ‘beauty and their reputation for propriety’” (Valerie Steele, 
2001). The proposed femininity, enhanced by corsetry “conveys now, 
as it has done in the past, a multiplicity of meanings for both wearers 
and observers, and that what was once viewed as a symbol of female 
oppression has now come to be seen as a sign of female empowerment” 
(Lynn Sorge, 2002), giving prominence to the contradictions in female 
portrayal.

Furthermore, the pattern pieces in Jean Hunnisett’s book Period of Cos-

tume (1988) were scaled up to actual sizes and used as a collage method 
in order to deconstruct the idea of the Victorian dress (figure 14). These 
pattern pieces from the reconstruction have been distorted and warped 
in such a way to question and examine hierarchies in the dress. What 
are the perceptions of tight-lacing in Victorian dresses? To what extent 
does femininity need fullness of skirts and corsetry? What is the reason 
for the specific system of layering and covering? Can these systems be 
questioned through distorting the idea of the silhouette and would in 

turn the distortion and deconstruction of the silhouette deconstruct the 
very ideal of the Victorian female? 

The checked pattern on the sketches derive from the actual grid in 
the book, used to simplify the magnification of the pattern pieces. This 
checked pattern has in turn been used to convey the deconstrcution of 
each garment and the placement of each pattern, developed into a digital 
print. Subsequently, the digital print of the grid is an attempt to motivate 
the work of the deconstruction. As Alison Gill (1998) states in her arti-
cle, the secrets shown in a garment is a way to “[share] an architectural 
inquiry into the process and mechanics of construction”, with the de-
construction performing an “auto-critique of the fashion system” (ibid). 

Primarily, the digital print was used as paper prints to present design 
ideas by working two-dimensionally on the mannequin. Working digi-
tally and two-dimensionally was a way to “[afford] more time to experi-
ment, explore, and create” (Melanie Bowles, Ceri Isaac, 2012). In turn, 
the pattern pieces have been collaged according to their traditional pur-
poses in some cases, yet also combined together as the back and front 
pieces of the Victorian dress are juxtaposed. Similarly, the skirt patterns 
are used as pattern pieces for dress and alternative skirt ideas in order to 
dismantle and subvert apparent unities.

As mentioned earlier, the matter of hierarchies in the Victorian dress 
are apparent as the bodice and skirt are dependant on the silhouette 
they are resting on. This silhouette, consisting of the bustle and corset 

Figure 14 Pattern pieces of  Victorian jacket, used for reconstruction - from the book Period of Costume by Jean Hunnisett.



are excluded in this example to investigate the pattern pieces modi-
fied and adapted to fit this feminine ideal. By deconstructing the pat-
tern pieces you could question and in turn deconstruct the very idea 
of this particular femininity. Are these elements proportional to each 
other? As Ian Hartz (2012) stated about Peter Eisenman’s deconstruc-
tion philosophy, deconstruction can take form if you could strip an 
archetype of its past classifications and codes to reduce it from its 
traditional meaning. The pattern pieces used in this example all rest on 
a different feminine ideal than to the one during the Victorian times. 
Consequently, as these ideals clash, a paradox between them and their 
purposes underscore contrasting ranks and systemisations in womens-
wear through specific time frames.

Working on the mannequin, the paper prints developed design ide-
as for a digital print with “greater freedom of experimentation [...]
[by] prints engineered specifically to fit within a garment” (Melanie 
Bowles, Ceri Isaac, 2012). Collaging the pattern pieces together be-
came an attempt to benefit from “the four main advantages over tra-
ditional printing: speed of transition of the design onto the fabric; the 
ability to print intricate details and millions of colors; the possibility 
of producing very large scale images [and] lessened impact on the en-
vironment” (ibid). With a digital print, there would be no limit to the 
images of the distortions and deconstructions reproduced using inkjet 
and transfer printing technology.  

In terms of construction, the pattern pieces from the book Period of 

Costume were distorted and morphed together in Photoshop to break 
the order of the fit of jacket and skirt. Consequently, these patterns 
were developed into alternative garments, using the bustle as the 
main inspiration. Incorporating the bustle with the garments was an 
attempt to give shape to what the bustle actually was used for - en-
hancing the silhouette with a larger derriere. 

Although the derriere has been wiggling its way into public conscious-
ness for some time “[a]fter almost five years of Kylie perking it up, like 
a peacock’s plume [...] and Beyonce Knowles demanding if we were 
ready to handle “her jelly”, vocal appreciation of women’s backsides 
is no longer seen as somewhere in between bra strap-snapping and 
admiring references to Bernard Manning on the Richter scale of social 
mores” (Hadley Freeman, 2005). However, the fashion direction is 
accepting and embracing the female anatomy. Hussein Chalayan with 
“the skirt-trouser, a pair of narrow pants with the shortest, crotch- 
skimming skirt attached across the bum, all-in-one” is one of the de-
signers eager to attend to the phenomena with his 2009 Autumn/
Winter collection.

Moving on, the method of construction was to drape and construct 
from the bum instead of having drapes deriving from shoulders and 
down, which is a common method of draping. Naturally, the form of 
the silhouette originates from the bustle, making the starting point 
of the construction method apparent. In addition, the use reinforce-

ments such as boning and fusing were used in order to work closely to 
the traditions of corsetry. These reinforcements have been used through-
out garments such as bums, jackets, dresses and trousers to highlight and 
shape the silhouette. 
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To begin with, the sketches below (Figure 15) are early figurative inves-
tigations of the elements that provide a Victorian silhouette. First, the 
drape of the back, functions as the form that adds to the side silhouette 
of the dress. Second, the lower part of the corset is added to the form 
in order to play with the idea of corsetry as a patch-on element, yet also 
to enhance the waist and pelvis. The last element is the high neck, here 
depicted as a high wooden collar to render the social conformity that 
the dress stands for.

The white fabric corresponds to an unconventional material and is used 
as a canvas and a contrasting component. 

These three elements were the starting point of the project, prior to 
the reconstruction, functioning as highlighted sections of the Victorian 
dress and a sketching method to come up with design ideas. 

DEVELOPMENT

Figure 15. Saina Koohnavard. Early sketches in degree work
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While sketching two-dimensionally, underlined elements such as 
the pelivs contributed to alternative experiments of accentuation. 
Figure 16 above shows a dress constructed with two pattern pieces 
and a fold on each side of the lower back, emphasising the shape of 
the lower part of the corset and in turn the pelvis line. In this exam-
ple, the main focus of the construction was this fold, leaving the rest 
of the dress as a base of practicing experimentations. In terms of 
fabric, the khaki coloured cotton was used instead of calico in order 
to see shadows, crinkles and directions of the seams more clearly. 

Another example of highlighting the features of the corset was in 
the making of a jumpsuit (figure 17). Working directly on the man-
nequin, plastic foil was wrapped over the stand as an alternative way 
of pattern cutting in order to sculpt and shape the jumpsuit. The 
horisontal and vertical lines represent the seams of the garment, 
later cut out and placed on fabric as pattern pieces (figure 18).  
Each pattern piece was numbered and marked in order to match the 

following pattern piece. The construction method with the plastic foil be-
came a fast draping technique where seams and patterns could be altered 
quickly and was also used later in the development process of construc-
tion. 

Moving on, the accentuation of the hip and pelvis line derived from the 
centre back of the jumpsuit, where a shape of a thong is visible. The thong 
represents an alternative approach in highlighting the derriere. Instead of 
working with volume and scale, as in the bustle, the thong underscores the 
shape of the bum through the directions of the seams and pattern piec-
es. Depending on the placement of the seams, you could alter the size of 
cheeks and overall posterior, deceiving and misleading the eye. 

Futhermore, the base of the jumpsuit rested on the three elements dis-
cussed earlier. As seen in this example, the high collar is kept to completely 
cover the torso. the pelvis line is marked and rendered through the thong 
shape of the back, which in turn serves as a bustle substitute. 

Cont. page 43

Figure 16. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Pelvis dress

Figure 17. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Jumpsuit.
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Figure 18. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Jumpsuit pattern pieces.



42

Adding the trousers to the bodice, the jumpsuit was made in uphol-
stery fabric in order to investigate form and shape with unconven-
tional material.Figure 19 above depicts the bodice of the jumpsuit 
placed on the mannequin. The sleeves were constructed in a similar 
manner with the plastic foil serving as a sculpturing element. With 
the stiffness of the fabric, the use of bonings and other reinforce-
ments were neglected, as stitching down the seam allowance pro-
vided enough support to the shape. 

As shown in the example above, the trousers are visibly attached to 
the thong in the back, continuing below the bodice with a fly under-
neath. The bodice has an invisible zip on the centre front and hangs 
loose over the trousers, this to underscore the pelvis line with an 
apron-like shape. 

Consequently, the experiments performed prior to the reconstruc-

tion were merely observational studies and figurative works. As the ex-
periments were carried through it became obvious that in order to fully 
deconstruct the shape of the 1870s dress a full reconstruction needed to 
take place. Additionally, as the reconstruction was performed (see Method 
chapter) the idea of the bustle developed into a derriere, functioning as a 
starting point of draping and constructing garments. The derriere, as men-
tioned earlier, embodies the concept of the project, rendering a somewhat 
ridiculed objectification of the bustle. In turn, it was of great importance 
to build and make a cast (figure 21) of the shape in order to create a start-
ing point of the construction. Furthermore, the molded form was placed 
on the mannequin in such a way to exaggerate its angle on the stand, this 
to highlight the bum even more. 

Holding on to the unconventional materials, the distorted pattern pieces 
of Jean Hunnisett’s book Period of Costume (1988) were used to experiment 
with the given shapes. Primarily, the pattern pieces were draped in such 

Figure 19. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. The making of the jumpsuit.

Figure 20. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment.Cast. Figure 21. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experi-
ment. White dress with black outlines.

Figure 22. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experi-
ment. Silver dress with same pattern pieces as white 
dress.



a way that the shape of the derrière only consisted of two mirrored pat-
tern pieces and additional darts to highlight its form. The black outlines 
of the pattern pieces of the white dress (figure 20) were drawn in order 
to get a visual understanding of the patterns and how they interact with 
each other.   However, as the experiment was carried through it became 
clear that the shape of the bum was unsuccessful in terms of form. The 
construction difficulties concerning shaping the derriere in one pattern 
piece were apparent and an evaluation of the choice of material was made. 
Possibly, the shape of the form depended on the weight and stiffness of the 
fabric. As a result, the following experiment was carried through with the 
same choice of pattern pieces and technique, yet with a material different 
to the one used earlier (figure 22). Nonetheless, the new silver dress per-
formed in a similar way concluding the fact that the construction method 
to shape the derriere was dependent on an alternative solution. 

Thus, the construction techniques used earlier with the use of plastic foil 
were resumed and functioned as a new attempt to shape the form. Also, 

it became apparent that the use of bonings and reinforcements were 
needed in order to frame and mold the bum. Using only transparent 
plastic tape on the cast, the desired shape was drawn and later cut out 
and placed on calico. Excess darts and placements of bonings were 
marked and subsequently sewn in place. As the form was completed it 
was placed on a pair of wide trousers that were designed with a width 
reminiscent of the  fullness of the 1870s skirt (figure 23). Although the 
richness of the Victorian skirt is much more emphasised the placement 
of the bum gave direction to the side seam of the trousers, indicating a 
similar direction to the one in the skirt. 
The fact that the side seams were not completely vertical, the experi-
ment with the trousers was a successful tryout in terms of letting the 
molded form decide and govern the garment. Connecting this no-
tion to the discussion of the hierarchies in the Victorian dress, it is the 
molded form that holds dominion and in turn controls the hang of the 
rest of the garment. 

Figure 23. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Trousers.

Figure 24. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Shaping a corset.

Deconstructed pattern pieces.
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Moving on, Figure 23 below demonstrates a complementary tech-
nique in pattern construction when shaping a corset. Similarly, the 
use of transparent plastic tape was a successful attempt to quickly 
assemble the so-called bum corset. Overall, the design represents the 
two elements in the Victorian dress that shape its silhouette and is 
here used as an early illustration of the factors that constitute the 
feminine ideal. 

The construction technique was later carried out through the entire 
project combined with the pattern pieces of Jean Hunnisett’s book 
Period of Costume. The deconstructed pattern pieces from the book 
were merged together with the molded bum and shaped into various 
garments such as the early skirt experiment shown in Figure 25.

Distorting and warping the pattern pieces, the lineup altered in terms of 
colour and shape, resulting in more organic silhouettes and forms. The 
colour alterations mainly derive from the process of distorting the pattern 
pieces in Photoshop, yet are also modified in terms of contrast, brightness 
and saturation in order to enhance the pattern pieces. 

Accessories such as stockings and boudoir caps were added during the 
sketching phase in order to personify the lineup. Boudoir caps were worn 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries to protect the coiffure while undergo-
ing the arduous process of dressing or to cover undressed hair.  Here it is 
used as an accessory element to play with the idea of dressing in layers of 
garments and the need to protect the hair, when in all cases the garments 
have zips and fastenings that do not require much effort to put on.

Figure 25. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Skirt.

Figure 26. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Early linep.

The stockings, seen in Figure 26 have the idea of a brocade embellishment, 
yet with a thick print incorporated in the shoes - a reinterpretation of the 
Victorian shoe. Also, the pattern of the stockings is a modernised version 
of the brocade used in the Victorian dress. The strong cyan colour is con-
nected to an abnormal blueness of the skin that is medically a sign of poor 
oxygen intake, a figurative pun portraying the character and the state she 
is in in her shoes.  

As the experiments progressed, corsets were incorporated in the collec-
tion. In general, the silk corsets were meant to be used as accessories as 
they would hang freely from shoulders with metal buckles with adjustable 
straps (figure 27). Initially, the design of the corsets were close to an actual 

reconstruction, yet was altered in terms of shape at the pelvis line 
in order to modernise the garment. Also, combining the prints with 
leather was an attempt to represent the thicker skin, connecting it 
to the Victorian era where larger breasts were a part of the feminine  
portrayal. 

Moreover, the outfits consisted of several layers to convey the social 
deference of the Victorian time, where the body is completely cov-
ered. In the first example in the lineup (figure 28), the covered body 
is juxtaposed to the corset, digital print and leather apron to play with 
what should be revealed and concealed. The leather apron is a direct 
translation of the Swedish word förkläde - a person whose presence 

Figure 28. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Early linep.

Figure 27. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Silk corset.
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makes a meeting socially acceptable - and symbolises the thicker skin 
mentioned earlier. 

In terms of symbols, additional prints were added to the collection, 
here depicting variations of feminist attributes such as digitalised vagi-
nas, representing the female sex. 

Working closely to symbols was a way to stimulate the design process 
and the pursuit to display the core of the project. However, as the design 
process extended, other symbols replaced the feminine ones bringing 
attention to contrasts and comparisons. 

Despite the fact that the collection represented the idea of femininity, 
it was also believed that masculine symbols in sports should be incor-
porated in order to highlight certain elements. In turn, sportswear ele-
ments from American football were included, with shoulder pads being 
the traits of manhood (figure 29). In addition to being the epitome of 
physicality, professional football players represent an American ideal of 
masculinity, here used as a contrasting method to highlight the chosen 
focal points of the 1870s dress that represent the female figure.

Some tops in the lineup are sleeveless for arms to move freely with pat-

tern pieces deriving from the Victorian jacket in the dress chosen for re-
construction. The sloping shoulders derive from the portrayal of women 
in Victorian art, an idealisation of the female body that is kept within this 
silhouette. Whilst the top is sleeveless for arms to move freely without 
constrain the sloping shoulders deprive freedom of movement, putting 
the two elements in conflict.

The posterior is smaller in width to show variations of the bum, yet is 
slightly angled and formed in such a way to convey the 1870s silhouette. 
It is incorporated in trousers, which consist of pattern pieces from the 
skirt part of the Victorian dress. Figuratively, the skirt parts have been 
formed into trousers to convey the transformation of the garment to 
trousers, an allegory where the opposite sex wears a garment that once 
belonged to the male closet. 

Nevertheless, as the  lineup continuously altered in terms of symbolism  
the general idea of the project faded and was discomposed with em-
blems and motifs. The focal point of the collection was to deconstruct, 
not to embellish or garnish with figuration. Hence, the fundamental 
shapes and forms of the collection were revisited and amended in order 
to rediscover the initial starting points. 

Figure 29. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Lineup with elements of masculinity.
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Figure 30. Third Bum Corset tryout. Working closely to the mannequin using paper tape as an alternative way of pattern construction.

Figure 31. Third Bum Corset tryout. Pattern pieces from cut off the mannequin. 



Figure 32. Third Bum Corset tryout. Toile made in black cotton and polyester bonings. 

Accordingly, the third Bum Corset tryout made it evident that elements 
such as corsets as accessories and masculine elements of American 
football should be excluded from the collection to preserve consist-
ency and  coherence throughout the work. To avoid the heaviness in 
terms of material and symbolism, the lineup was altered yet again to 
come closer to the preliminary concept (figure 33). Still reserved are 
the sloping shoulders and the forms of the posteriors in each garment. 

The boudoir caps and painted brocade shoes are also kept to incorpo-
rate the traditional material with the rest of the prints. The only corset 

kept within the collection is the so-called Bum Corset and serves as the key 
representation of the ideal. 

The fifth outfit consists of digitally printed trousers and a dress that is 
partially constructed with bra hoops. The fact that the project concerns 
the bosom in addition to the posterior is also a significant aspect when 
investigating this ideal.

Following examples are tryouts and garment constructions of lineup pre-
sented below. 

Figure 33. Saina Koohnavard, degree work experiment. Altered lineup.

Dress with single bra hoop draped on the mannequin. 
The bra hoop, alike the construction of the bum, 

decides the seam directions of the garment.



Side view of Her Highness Dress in toile fabric with a full 
bum.  The entire dress is reinforced with fusing with 
polyester bonings in sleeves and bum.

Back of Her Highness Dress in toile fabric with full bum.



Side view of Her Highness Dress in toile fabric with a 
full bum.The dress is open in the left side for fitting. 
The entire dress consists of pattern pieces from the 
Victorian dress, here distorted and warped in order to 
fit the body. 

Front view of Her Highness Dress in toile fabric with a 
full bum. An invisible zip is later placed on the centre 

front. 
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Front  view of digitally printed dress with a half bum 
in the back. The dress consists of pattern pieces from 

the Victorian jacket and skirt, here collaged together to 
play with the ideas of hierarchies in the dress



Side view of dress in early construction process.

Back view of dress. The half bum consists of polyester 
bonings and is fused to strenghten the material. Pattern 
pieces of the Victorian skirt are draped to the shape and 

hangs freely.



Working with the cast. Construction of Bum 
Coat with aluminium foil.



General garment fittings were made before adding additional finishing. 
As in the reconstruction, the garments are worn in order to feel the 
bodily changes. The fullness of sleeves and sloping shoulders alter the 
shape of the front silhouette and affect bodily movements in terms of 
posture. Also, the modified silhouette highlights similar elements to 
the one in the Victorian dress. However, the exaggerated form of the 
bustle is transformed into a different shape blunt enough to replace the 
bustle in a candid manner.

Placing the images of the garments together was also an important 
observation in terms of editing. Although the boudoir caps and paint-
ed brocade shoes were still missing, the brocade Bum Corset needed 
an additional brocade  garment intergrated to the collection. Also, 
the bra hoop dress was inconsistent in terms of form and drape and 
either needed to be edited in terms of lenght or a substitute garment. 
Furthermore, the seventh outfit was still under construction in terms 

of design and making. Outerwear pieces such as coats and materials 
thereof could perhaps lift the collection regarding shape. 

Supplementary designs were drawn to complete the collection in or-
der to have outfits that could represent and gather the forms depicted 
in the previous garments. These forms, then, would connect the de-
constructed pattern pieces and put these in contrast to what is tra-

ditionally associated to the Victorian dress in terms of material. As 
the contrast between the brocade corset and the jacket allowed the 
garments to have a past and present dialogue it was decided to edit 
the collection to highlight the digital prints and brocade. 
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As the fitting progressed and new editing possibilities came forth, it 
was decided to incorporate the brocade to add to the work of decon-
struction. The new lineup is a summary of deconstructing feminine 
ideal with traditional elements associated to those particular moral 
beliefs.    In general, the brocade represents the fabric choices for most 
Victorian dresses and was in this case integrated with the distorted 
pattern pieces to set a contrast between the pixelated, digitalised pat-
tern and the traditionally conventional. To combine these elements 
together, disconnecting them from the harmony of only using only 
one of the elements, allowed the garments to function as two factors 
having a dialogue. 

As many Victorian dresses consist of brocade fabric, in the examples 
above this very particular embellishment is abbreviated to display what 
it truly consists of - pattern pieces. When incorporating the brocade 
material in the sleeve, corset and coat this particular element with the 
codes and classifications of the Victorian dress conjures up a relation-
ship between the present and the past. The digital print is candid and 
outspoken whilst the brocade is tactful and reserved and too rooted 
to its traditions. 



Black and yellow brocade in progress. Lilac and blue lurec brocade.
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RESULT DISCUSSION AND 
FURTHER ANALYSIS 

OF THE WORK.



The project explores how deconstruction can be applied to fashion and 
whether the setting of fashion throughout different eras can discuss simi-
larities in terms of shape and conformity. Using key elements to highlight 
the silhouette has been the base of the construction as the derriere serves 
as a starting point for the drape, pattern and textile. This process of 
working closely to the body through sculpting has lead to an alternative 
method of constructing garments as well as challenging traditional cuts, 
darts and seam directions. Also, as “fashion’s clothing of the body affects 
physical, cultural and ontological changes” (Alison Gill, 1998) question-
ing  the relationship between the body and the garment has been of great 
focus as the posterior cast has rendered bodily modifications in the search 
of what could be perceived as manufactured or not. 

As the process has evolved the traditional method of pattern cutting and 
construction has taken part of the deconstruction. You could argue that 
this new method has been proportional to each silhouette and the work 
of each garment. However, as the prints and pattern pieces are distorted 
and warped, the pattern of the brocade fabrics are not. Perhaps this ele-
ment could deviate from its classical route through thick pigment print-
ing, pixel embellisments and three dimensional ornaments. Because of 
the fact that all textiles are flat in their woven structure the texture of 
padded or embroidered brocade could have served as a contrast to the 
rest of the elements. This contrast could then lead to a clearer perception 
of the dialogue between the digital pixel print and the woven traditional 
brocade. Yet, the flatness in structure and the representation of the pat-
tern pieces in the pixel print demonstrate a great potential in enhancing 
and displaying the deconstruction methods used in all garments. 

By working closely with a historical era such as the Victorian has not only 
lead to a deeper understanding of the heritage of pattern constructions 
but has also given each silhouette an advantage in form through recon-
struction, observation and interpretation. The parallels drawn between 
the silhouette of the Victorian era and the one depicted in the music in-
dustry of today are similar in terms of highlighting the derriere. Hadeley 
Freeman (2005) argues in her article that “although tight hipster jeans do 
show off a woman’s bum, bustles actually hide them. Moreover, a woman 
who wears a skirt with a cushion to give her a bum suggests she doesn’t 
actually have a bum herself ” meaning that there is a matter of revealing 
or concealing this specific body part. Nevertheless, the bustle may hide 
the derriere but suggests an ideal that women strived towards while the 
visible bum of today embraces the liberation of dressing. In contrast, both 
eras advocate norms. Although high fashion generally appreciates bony 
protrusions, the round female anatomy brought to this collection could 
be seen as a critique to this matter. Also, the skinniness of today is of 
another type of bodily modification no different to the reasons behind 
the ideal woman of the past. However, as large categories such as fashion 
and music meet the women portrayed in the music industry of today vary 

in shapes and sizes. The female anatomy of singer and rapper Nicki 
Minaj and singer Beyoncé Knowles are more embraced than frowned 
upon. It could be argued that the fashion and music industry serve as 
two different frames with different rules and traditions, yet when we 
talk about women in politics or music the fashions represented serve 
as a media of communication. The fashion industry has never been as 
dependent on celebrities prior to Marilyn Monroe, Madonna or Lady 
Gaga and never before has most of the focus landed on these women 
in terms of their bodies and who to dress for success.

In sum, like language, fashion is powerful and uncontrollable. Both 
resist definition.  The legitimate problems of conformity and its cri-
tique are shown in this collection. You could argue that time may 
contribute to changes which is true in many cases in terms of fashion. 
Yet as we move on to the next era time makes it evident that fashion 
is of a hereditary construct. The social and moral standards of each 
garment derive from a certain part of history, later altered through 
time, reinterpreted and placed into a new context. This notion adds 
to the fact that each archetype is dependent on its past and the clas-
sifications and traditions connected to it. As in the process of decon-
struction, comparing garments from different eras could be a way 
to find parallels between each and every setting. To investigate the 
mechanical functions of each garment is a way to seek their meaning 
to later reinterpret their essence. Despite the fact that the female 
anatomy presented in this collection is a matter of a comparison be-
tween two time frames, the introduced silhouette and shape perform 
as a critique to fashion with the help of fashion. The presented femi-
ninity is a mock up of how fashion is genetic and transmitted through 
norms and ideals that may be difficult to escape from. The given sil-
houette of the project is an attempt to try to get to grips with curves, 
even if the only curves this project can conceive of are made of cloth. 
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In her degree work This Heaven Gives Me Migraine, Karolina Persson  
investigates the effects of Trompe l’oeil and how it can be applied to 
fashion in a three dimensional deception of the eye. The focal point of 
the project is to comment on fashion with the help of fashion and to 
break habitual traditions of chosen archetypes. Her aim is to explore 
the relationship between surface and garment through experimenting 
with garments and materials that imitate each other.

In overall, Karolina has succeeded with her collection in terms of de-
tails, material choices and archetypes to abstract in order to convey 
the Trompe l’oeil effect. The use of prints, quilting techniques as well 
as lazer cutted lace are some examples of how she has worked with 
Trompe l’oeil and the fact that the phenomena is dependent on mate-
rial experimentation and manipulation. This caricature of fashion that 
is created with these material manipulations could however have been 
reinforced and exaggerated in terms of varieties in material choices. 
As Karolina mentions in her degree work report, it is believed that 
‘in order to create a stronger effect on the viewer, further abstrac-
tion of the main theme would be necessary’ leaving the observer with 
questions of what could have been more abstracted or exaggerated to 
deceive the eye. 

One of the garments chosen to abstract in one of her examples is the 
pink knitted sweater. Karolina states that this sweater in particular 
is connected to the ‘typical furry feminine knitted sweater’ and that 
‘the choice of pink was made since it is associated [to the garment]’. 
The way she has played with Trompe l’oeil in this example is through 
a quilt technique using fleece as her main material. You could ques-
tion the level of abstraction in this example by challenging the use of 
colour. Where does the Trompe l’oeil start or end? Can the phenom-
ena be applied to colour tones and shades? Is it possible for this pink 
feminine colour to be made into a caricature as well? 

As in the example of the tailored jacket, Karolina has exchanged stere-
otypical materials, details and colour choices with fleece, incorporat-
ing the buttons and pockets into the material. Successfully, she analy-
ses the traditional elements of this particular archetype and chooses 

certain elements to enhance its conventional existance. In this example, 
the caricature of the stereotypical masculine tailored jacket is questioned 
in terms of traditions and codes in fashion. Placed on a female body, this 
effect is additionally supported as the silhouette and form of the tailored 
jacket dominates the model. 

In terms of coherence, the collection is successful in terms of colour and 
silhouettes. Karolina has managed to work cleverly with the archetypes 
chosen and there is a range of archetypical garments depicted in the col-
lection. The use of materials such as plastic lace and fake fur work well 
together as they underscore the contrasts needed to deceive the eye. 
There is humour and criticism in this collection, factors that are appreci-
ated and needed to render the Trompe l’oeil. 

The craftmanship in prints and quilt effects are rewarding to the expres-
sions in each garment, cunningly applied to accessories such as shoes. 
Also, Karolina’s experimental tryouts in shape and form are profitable as 
she has sculpted most of her shapes to find exaggerated silhouettes that 
challenge the stereotypical garment. 

Futhermore, the composition of the collection is strong in terms of using 
contrasting materials in several outfits. The silhouettes could however 
been varied to work with Trompe l’oeil as as an element of revealing and 
concealing the body. Perhaps the effect could have been applied to gar-
ments such as underwear to play with the idea of nudity, as most of the 
garments cover the female body. 

To conclude, the high level of material manipulations and experimen-
tal tryouts have lead to an interesting investigation of three dimensional 
Trompe l’oeil. Karolina is clever when it comes to working with non-
traditional materials and breaks the conventions of classical stereotypes 
in archetypes. The garments chosen to abstract would have been inter-
esting to see combined with more surprise elements such as reincorpo-
rating accessories such as scarfs or necklaces with garments to reinforce 
the Trompe l’oeil effect. 
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The altered lineup made to add to the critique consists of some ele-
ments that could be included in the collection. One of the elements 
is to work with nudity as one element of the Trompe l’oeil, with a 
print of naked body and outlines of a collar pieces added to play with 
traditions in garments. Another element is the accessories, such as the 
necklace on the black and white dress. The necklace is printed on top 

of the dress and continues in the back to play with the idea of surfaces and 
what is real and what is not. The brown printed fringes have been added 
as hats to play with what is original and not. Also, the last outfit depicts 
another type of nudity as it deceives the eye in terms of the three dimen-
sional effect. Where does the body or silhouette start in the top? What is 
the body and what is the garment?
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