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Abstract 

This project, “Wearable and Moveable 

Architecture,” was conducted in the author’s 

design studio for second-year students in the 

fall semester of 2009. Students examined 

fashion design from an architectural point of 

view. Four key concepts were the focus 

throughout the design processes: the visual, 

the body, the tectonic, and the temporal and 

ephemeral. Students investigated architectural 

implications of their designs. 

Introduction: Architects’ Fascination 

with Fashion 

Architects always have used fashion as a source 

of inspiration. The reasons are a complex matrix. 

They can be literal, conceptual and cultural. 

Architects’ endeavors to establish links with 

the world of fashion both enrich and critique 

architecture’s own discourse. 

Fashion and architecture provoke tensions 

among mundane and idealized social constructs. 

High fashion and high architecture both elevate 

mass culture and make the arts tangible. 

Transcending the fabrics and structures and 

magnifying everyday culture, fashion designers 

and architects transform realities into artistic 

manifestations that balance high and low 

values. 

In Parallel with the idealistic desire for 

manifestation, both high fashion and high 

architecture display a tendency towards 

imagining and establishing the privilege of 

exclusiveness and a status of cultural 

superiority. A modern house pivoted on a cliff 

exemplifies the same unattainable beauty as a 

novel masking of female corporeality on the 

catwalk. Approaching an exclusive beauty, both 

fashion designers and architects can be 

suspected of narcissism. 

In the field of architecture, fashion has been 

referred to literally and metaphorically both 

as a practice and as an idea. A literal example is 

the Curtain Wall House (Tokyo, 1993-1995), 

designed by Shigeru Ban. Architect Ban 

challenged the idea of the curtain wall by 

literally using fabric to wrap an inner layer of 

sliding glass doors. The curtains provide needed 

privacy for the house. Meanwhile, the formless 

fabric of the curtains weakens the conventional 

preconception of architecture as being rigidly 

formed.  

Besides literally using fabric in 

architecture, a number of contemporary 

architects adopt visual impressions of textiles, 

such as folding and draping, in the forms of 

their work. Diller, Scofidio + Renfro designed 

the skin of the Eyebeam Institute of Art and 

Technology in New York to mimic continuous 

folds of fabric. Folding, as an idea derived from 

fashion, is then given an architectural 

extension as a way to transform from interiority 

to exteriority and back.  

Further, fashion becomes the content of 

architecture in the design of fashion stores. In 

many cases, fashion stores are given 

appearances just as prestigious as that which is 

sold inside the space – high fashion. Architect 

Gluckman Mayner designed Helmut Lang’s outlet 

on Greene Street, in New York City, in such a 

minimal way that the store was almost empty. 

Stripped of merchandise, the store space 

challenges its main function as a store, but its 

appearance resembles that of a gallery space. 

Interestingly, Mayner designed Lang’s store in 

between his existing commitments of art gallery 

relocation projects. Another example of 

prestigious fashion architecture is OMA’s Prada 

Epicenter in New York City. It is designed not 

only as the container of the objects of desire, 

but also as a potential performance space, a 

gallery, and perhaps a laboratory of public 

activities. Exclusiveness is exaggerated in 

unusual architectural elements, such as the 

large-scale Prada wallpaper, and the intimate 

scale of a button that adjusts the opacity of the 

glass door of the changing room. 

Beyond desires and social ideologies, fashion 

and architecture share a wide area of 

conceptual common ground. The conceptual 

intersections between the two disciplines 

include identity, site, body, movement, 

structure, skin, and construction. However, 

fashion and architecture relate these aspects 

on different scales. Fashion pronounces the 

character of the body inside the garment; 

architecture often manifests the identity of 

events in a space. The site of fashion is the body; 

architectural experiences are based on the 

body. Fashion incorporates body movements; 

architectural space engages body movements. 



Fashion is given form by operations on fabric, 

such as pleating, folding, and draping; 

architecture is realized in materials and 

tectonics. Simply put, the relationship between 

fashion and architecture is deeper than merely 

a fascinating skin. 

A Fashion Project 

Drawn by a fascination with fashion, the author 

conducted a studio for second-year students in 

the fall semester of 2009, “Wearable and 

Movable Architecture.” The objective was to 

examine architectural concepts on the close-to-

body scale and through the lens of fashion. The 

intended explorations in this project are both 

literal and conceptual. To a certain extent, the 

project is reminiscent of Da Vinci’s machines and 

Theo Janson’s moving creature at the beach. The 

mechanical quality of the garments blurs the 

boundary between fashion and machine, 

illustrating architecture on a small scale. 

The site for the fashion project was a 120-

foot long and 12-foot wide breezeway 

connecting the three buildings at our 

architecture school. Each student picked an 

electronic sound piece to map the spatial 

characteristics of the breezeway. Body 

movements were used to express the rhythms of 

the sound pieces and the spatial characteristics 

of the site. Students experimented with 

individual movements, such as extending, 

contracting, bending, squatting, falling and 

swirling, as well as with the flow of movements, 

such as progression, climax, continuity, and 

interruption. By choreographing movements, 

students identified spaces in between their 

bodies and the site. These spaces determined the 

enclosed volumes and possible transformations 

of garments to be designed. Looking for 

moveable structures to realize the initial 

concepts of garments, students researched 

biomorphic examples, such as wings, human 

spines, and snake skeletons. These structures 

were elaborated in materials and construction. 

At the end, the project concluded in a runway 

performance at the breezeway. 

This paper will focus on four elements of 

inquiry: the visual, the body, the tectonic, and 

the temporal and the ephemeral. These four 

elements exemplify larger philosophical issues 

of space, embodiment, construction, and time. 

The four elements will be examined through the 

lens of space and in relation to broader 

discourses both in fashion and in architecture.  

The Visual 

Fashion illustrates the pleasure of looking and 

being looked at. Beautiful models in elaborate 

garments walk on the elevated platform like 

moving sculptures on a pedestal. Because of the 

relative distances and positions between the 

audience and the fashion, the actions of looking 

and being looked at become a spatial dynamic. 

The perceptions of the audience derive not only 

objectively from the form of the fashion but 

also subjectively from the manner in which the 

fashion is presented. Therefore, in the case of 

fashion, the visual is a spatial issue. 

The visual as spatial is not an unfamiliar idea 

in architecture. Moving visuals have been 

practiced in many architecture pieces, such as 

the moving views when approaching the 

acropolis and the promenade in Le Corbusier’s 

Villa Savoye. Spatially, the difference between 

the visual in fashion and the visual in 

architecture is that between interior and 

exterior space. Fashion is usually perceived 

from the outside as an object. Architecture can 

be perceived both from the outside and the 

inside. To a certain extent, interiority dominates 

architecture because one can never be outside 

space. 

The visual elements are iterated and re-

iterated in this fashion project on various 

scales and from multiple points of view. 

Students are given the site, namely, the 

breezeway connecting the architecture 

buildings. The site is the place of performance 

and is examined in relation to the performer’s 

body, the audience’s points of view, and the 

camera’s points of view. Constructing visual 

attention, students walk in the breezeway, 

observe the space, and explore ways to engage 

the space with the route of the walk, body 

movements, and transitions among movements.  

After the students have developed a 

schematic idea, the visual of the performance of 

the garment is designed in relation to the site 

instead of the static object. Students 

choreograph how the garment is revealed and 

transformed as an object as well as how such 

revelation and transformation are associated 

with the site. Unlike a stage for which there is a 

front and a back, at the site of the breezeway 

the viewpoints are from all directions. Thus, 

the revelation of both the garment and the body 

that carries the garment is spatial rather than 

elevational. Further, the spatiality and 



transformation of the garment enable an 

interchange between the interior and the 

exterior of the piece. The viewpoints are from a 

depth rather than merely at the surface (Figure 

1). 

 

Figure 1. Seeing and Being Seen in Space 

 

The Body 

Fashion both contains and emphasizes the body. 

The body is the site of fashion. Form-fitting 

garments accentuate the continuous curvature 

of the body. Some other garments are more 

architectural in that the designs are dictated by 

the exterior appearance of the form, but not by 

the shape of the body. For example, Issey 

Miyake’s design between 1968 and 1998 used 

abstract volumes of garment to mask the body. 

Pockets and layers of spaces are formed in 

between the body and the surface of the 

garment. 

Maureen Connor’s sculptural work in 1981 

used reed paper and silk to make enclosures of 

surfaces. Connor’s work is in between fashion 

and architecture. The scale of the work is close 

to fashion. The anthropomorphic form of the 

work highlights the absence of the body. The 

object itself is architectural in that it is built 

to define a space. 

In architecture, the human body is the 

carrier, the conductor, and the receiver of 

spatial experiences. Space is constructed 

around the body. Spatial conditions stimulate 

the body and waken the awareness of its own 

existence. A chair can be an architectural state 

in a close-to-body scale. The seating, the back, 

and the armrests are formed in such a way that 

the physical object of the chair contains the 

body. Some architectural interior spaces are 

designed in similar ways. Their forms are like 

bubbles pushed by the body. In addition, the 

body can be both the subject and the object of 

architecture. Biomorphic buildings mimic the 

form of an organism. They crawl around in the 

boxy urban fabric as if to execute a secret 

mission to take it over. 

While carrying out this project, the students 

were invited to use their body movements to 

establish spatial relationships with the site, to 

determine the form of the movable garment, and 

to feel their own bodies in movements. Students 

moved their bodies in ways of extending, 

contracting, bending, straightening, and moving 

fluidly or rigidly. They felt the inner forces 

that form the postures, such as gentle versus 

aggressive, passive versus active, and sometimes 

neutral. They observed flows of forces in terms 

of continuity versus interruption and looked 

for progression and climax. Key body movements 

were defined in verbs, such as swirl, drag, 

float, extend, weave, twist, open versus close, 

and fold versus unfold. Space around the body 

was defined through these movements. The outer 

skin of the space then became the initial form of 

the garment. In addition to key movements, 

transitions among them were explored so that 

possible transformations of the garment could 

be designed (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. The Body’s Movement Determining the Form 

of the Garment 

 

In giving form to extend body movements, one 

may have two approaches: the biomorphic and the 

geometric. The biomorphic is nature. The 

geometric is an abstraction of nature. On one 

hand, prosthesis can be one form of the 

biomorphic body. The goal of prosthesis is to 

mimic and enable as closely as possible the 

original movements of the missing body parts. 

Biomimicry can provide another example. To 

Extend wings from a human body is to facilitate 

the movement of flying. On the other hand, 

extensions and movements of the body can be 

read in terms of lines and planes, as modern 



dancer and choreographer William Forsythe 

sees them in his work. To Forsythe, the tip of a 

hand forms a line from the starting point to the 

end point of the movement. An arm sweeping 

forms a plane from its initial to the end 

position. The students explore the biomorphic 

and the geometric forms. The garment both 

extends the body and transforms the body. The 

corporeality of the body is investigated. 

The Tectonic 

The making of fashion dictates the visual of 

fashion and its forms relative to the body. The 

three methods of pattern creation are distinct 

in their relationship to the body. The drafting 

method is the most remote from the body. 

Patterns are created via measurements in 

straight lines and curves on flat pattern paper. 

The flat-pattern method uses muslins as a mimic 

of the real body and the drapery of lightweight 

materials. Draping uses real fabric on the 

muslins because it is nearly impossible to 

predict how the fabric reacts to the contour of 

the body and its own gravity, elasticity, and 

flexibility. 

Ways of manipulating the fabric gives form to 

fashion, such as pleats, ruffles, godets, 

gathers, and gores. On the level of detailing, 

stitching techniques complete the joints among 

the pieces of textiles and fabric. The emergence 

of laser-cut technology in fashion leads to not 

only a revolution of surface patterns but also 

the “hanging” and “fringing” effects of fashion. 

As a result, a layer of space is vaguely defined 

around the garments. 

The making of architecture dictates the 

formation of architecture. Tectonics has 

constantly been a force of architectural 

evolution, from the ancient forms of Gothic 

architecture, to the modern structure of a free 

plan, to the contemporary digital fabrication. In 

the “Wearable and Moveable Architecture” 

project, the tectonics of architecture are 

examined on the scale of the joint, especially 

the joints that enable transformations of the 

garment. Two issues are present in this study: 

material and movability. How materials are put 

together is a core architectural issue. However, 

architecture is in most cases immobile, with the 

exceptions of audacious explorations such as 

Santiago Calatrava’s works. Therefore, the 

tectonic aspect of the project both aligns with 

and extends architectural practice. Students 

studied biomorphic examples to understand how 

movements can be realized in a movable 

structure. They also studied ready-made joints 

from Home Depot and used them to as a 

parameter for the design and the making of the 

garments. 

Students used rigid materials for the 

skeleton of the garment and flexible materials 

to create tension that stabilized the structure 

at certain points of transformation. In other 

words, all the materials used in the project 

were structural, if not always, then at some 

time. Glue was not used in any of the 

connections. Interestingly, not many types of 

joints were used. The three types of joints that 

were used the most were ties, friction joints, 

and bolts and nuts. Although the garments 

presented various form transitions, the 

elemental movements of the joints were limited: 

rotation and sliding. Combinations of the two 

movements created countless variations and 

illustrated the beauty of simplicity (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Materials and Joints of Garments 

 

The Temporal and the Ephemeral 

The presentation of fashion is temporal. Either 

on the catwalk with the background of barcode 

techno music or in the street with the 

background of everyday life, garments move 

with the movements of the body. The garment is 

given life by the body, becomes an extension of 

it, and constantly transforms in time. 

Temporality can be iterated as 

transformation – forming in time. Hussein 

Chalayan’s 2007 spring summer collection 

presented a series of transformer dresses. 

Electronic devices were embedded so that they 

gradually changed the garments from one form 

to another on the model’s body. Through 

expansion, contraction, and rotation, dresses 

became coats and skirts become gowns. In the 

last piece of the show, the dress completely 

disappeared from the model’s body. In 



architecture, Tom Kundig’s projects, such as 

Chicken Point Cabin, Delta Shelter, and Rolling 

Hut draw parallels to Chalayan’s collection. In 

both projects, mechanical devices were 

installed to enable the houses to transform. A 

20- by 30-foot window could be opened and 

closed from the living room. The exterior of the 

shelter could be completely shut. The huts 

were on wheels, which challenged the very 

foundation of architecture of being grounded. 

Meanwhile, fashion has ephemeral elements. 

It is a reminder of the fragile mortality and the 

failure of enduring human desire. In 1995, in 

Comme des Garçons, Silvia Kolbowski and the 

architect Peter Eisenman built video 

installation. The video simultaneously showed 

catwalk footages of the newest collections and 

of previous designs that are nearly forgotten. 

The project, Like the Difference between 

Autumn/Winter ‘94/’95 and Spring/Summer ’95, 

presents fashion’s immediate occlusion of its 

past. 

The project demonstrates experiments in 

Temporality, both in the rhythm of sound, and in 

the transformation of the garments. Students 

were asked to find a sound piece that 

rhythmically and atmospherically connected 

their bodies and the site, potentially expressed 

the wearable architecture, and provoked the 

excitement they felt about the anticipated 

fashion show. Time was registered in the 

rhythms of the sound pieces and mapped in the 

gradual revealing of the garments (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Transformations of the Garments 

 

Transformations of the garments emphasize 

the ephemeral of appearance. Among the 

changing forms of a garment, no individual 

moment can summarize what the garment is. To a 

certain extent, the transitions among the 

moments are more telling than the paused 

moments. Overall, when the show is over and 

the garments are detached from the body, the 

movements of the garments are only suggested 

through the mechanics of the joints. 

Conclusion 

The “Wearable and Moveable Architecture” 

project invited a visit to the intersection 

between fashion and architecture. It called for 

a variety of references, including modern 

dance, biomorphic examples, and fashion, as well 

as installation and architecture details. 

Students studied modern dance pieces to 

understand body movements in space and music; 

they examined biomorphic examples to 

understand the relationship between joints and 

movements; they analyzed fashion examples to 

understand the close relationship between a 

structure and the body; they investigated 

installation and architectural details to 

understand the tectonics of materials. The 

“Wearable and Moveable Architecture” project 

not only addressed the relevance of fashion to 

the study of architecture on multiple levels, 

but also illustrated how architectural 

education could benefit by connecting to other 

disciplines. 

The climax of the project was the fashion 

show. In music, students turned into mysterious 

models hiding and revealing themselves behind 

their garments. The garments looked like armor, 

harnesses, or additional limbs. They moved with 

and transformed the body. The performance was 

seen by the audience from various perspectives, 

but could not be seen by the students 

themselves. They experienced the performance 

through body movements, feeling the extensions 

of the body, and the connection they tried to 

establish with the site – both the architectural 

site of the breezeway and the fashion site of the 

body. The visual aspect of fashion is minimized 

from the students’ point of view. The experience 

of architecture through fashion is expanded. 
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