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Abstract: This dissertation analyses the existing link between the creative and formal universes 

of Architecture and Fashion Design, observing how the first influences the second.  

Apparently these two disciplines do not seem to have any kind of connection, however, both 

were created by Man as a way of responding to his needs, thus having the human body as the 

main centrepiece. Both have as guidelines the measurements and proportions of the human 

body and share the aim of protecting it. They are also influenced by the historical context, 

showing a similar evolution over the years, despite the use of different materials and scales. 

Recently, the intersections between these two disciplines benefited greatly from the 

technological development which encouraged the exchange of contents and techniques 

between architects and designers. 

Using the concepts of geometry, structure, volume, construction/deconstruction, pleating and 

draping as parameters of analysis between the two languages this dissertation focuses firstly on 

the work developed by the designers Cristóbal Balenciaga and Rei Kawakubo and secondly on 

the work done by Alves/Gonçalves and José António Tenente, having them as case studies. 

Therefore, the research carried out allows us to see Fashion Design as Architecture on a body. 

Keywords: Architecture, Fashion Design, Construction, Alves/Gonçalves, José António 
  Tenente 

1. INTRODUCTION

Over the years, the History of Architecture 

and the History of Fashion Design have 

been written as two integral parts of the 

same chapter, where different cultures, 

religions, wars, revolutions, beliefs, 

technology, construction, techniques and 

materials have influenced the architectonic 
styles and the clothing of each era. 

Consequently, we can perceive a 

parallelism between these two universes 

throughout their evolution. 

The relationship between Fashion Design 

and Architecture has been a subject of 

study over the years. Recently, this led to 

several publications in different formats 
such as dissertations, articles, books and 

catalogues of exhibitions. Among them, we 
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underline Pattern Cutting: The Architecture 

of Fashion by Pat Parish and Skin + 

Bones: Parallel Practices in Fashion and 

Architecture, this last one being a result of 

an exhibition. However, they all focus on 

international examples while the present 
dissertation has an emphasis on the 

influence of Architecture in Fashion Design 

in Portugal, choosing Alves/Gonçalves and 

José António Tenente as case studies. 

Nowadays we are living in a period of 

constant innovation and evolution, where 

the life span of objects tends to be shorter 
and shorter. The technological 

advancements occur at an impressive 

pace allowing the development of new 

techniques, materials and procedures. 

Technology also allows the exchange and 

flow of information among different sectors, 

such as Architecture and Fashion Design, 
to be done faster and at a global scale. 

Doors have been opened to new forms of 

Architecture – especially in ephemeral 

manifestations – where, as in Fashion, 

creativity starts to test its limits. 

Consequently, they are closer to each 

other, not only conceptually but also 

formally and technically. Both extend their 
areas of work and meaning, debating the 

concepts of space, body and clothing  by 

seeking new forms and volumes. 

Therefore, this research intends to 

understand the conceptual, technical and 

aesthetic affinities between Architecture 
and Fashion, that is, where and how the 

influence of architecture is mirrored in the 

work of various designers. In order to 

achieve this, an analysis of their 

definitions, methodologies, vocabulary, 

grammar and techniques was conducted, 

focusing mainly on the concepts of 

Wrapping, Pleating, Printing, Draping, 

Folding, Weaving, Cantilever and 

Suspension. 

Knowing the major importance of Cristóbal 

Balenciaga (1895-1972) and Rei 

Kawakubo (1942, the second founder of 

the brand Comme des Garçons), the 

dissertation analyses how they represent 

two different perspectives of construction 

and deconstruction of Fashion seeking 
new silhouettes and forms in space. The 

analysis continues with the selected case 

studies (Alves/Gonçalves and José 

António Tenente), two main references in 

Portuguese Fashion recognised as two 

examples of a body of work were 

architecture plays a key role. The objective 
was to understand how Architecture 

influenced the designers’ way of thinking, 

their design, their creative process and 

how drawing played an important role 

throughout the conception of the outfits. 

Was also important to identify how Fashion 

influences their values and how it reflects 

their architectural sensibility. 

The methodology adopted consisted in a 

bibliographical research, a study of the key 

elements that reveal the influence of 

Architecture in Fashion Design and an 

analysis of the case studies thereby 

leading to the conclusions. In order to 
obtain detailed information regarding the 

case studies, interviews of both designers 

were conducted. 
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2. THE UNIVERSES OF
ARCHITECTURE AND FASHION

Architecture is inevitably linked to science 
due to the techniques used in the 

construction and development of the 

building’s function. It is also connected to 

arts because of the importance of 

aesthetics associated with the form of the 

building as well as to sociology due to the 

way of dwelling, related to behaviours and 

relationships between individuals. In turn, 
Fashion Design is the application of the 

inherent characteristics of the design on 

the universe of garment, where the 

communication is done through the formal 

language of clothing and Fashion defies a 

constant renewal (Leal, 2017, p.15). 

As previously mentioned, the human body 
assumes a role of great importance in both 

disciplines, acting as a mutual starting 

point. Architecture works towards 

protecting several bodies – being the 

building itself considered a "third layer of 

the skin". The garment, in turn, is 

considered a "second skin" since it 
protects one body, acting as a protective 

shield from any threat to which it is 

exposed (Hodge, Mears and Sidlauskas, 

2006). Thus, the existing space available 

to be occupied by the body itself can be 

seen as a “living” space, even if at variable 

scales (Leal, 2017). Buildings and clothing 

occupy and give different forms to this 
living space. In addition, they also express 

identity, whether personal, religious, 

cultural or political (Hodge, Mears and 

Sidlauskas, 2006). Consequently, they are 

used as a form of social stratification. 

Due to the difference in scale and 

functionality of the objects developed in 

both disciplines, the materials used in 

designing them are also different. 

Architecture relies on rigid, resistant and 

durable materials while in Fashion Design 
lighter, softer and suppler materials are 

preferred (Leal, 2017). However, 

technological advances have made it 

possible to creatively explore more 

identical materials between both 

disciplines. 

Figure 2.1. Architectural installation made of synthetic 

fibre. Vertical Landscape (2010), Ryo Yamada. 

Source: https://openhousebcn.wordpress.com 

The creative process also helps to bring 
the universes of Architecture and Fashion 

Design closer together. Both begin to work 

on two-dimensional materials which, in 

turn, will undergo transformations, 

acquiring complex three-dimensional forms 

throughout the process (Parish, 2018). 

The geometry created with dots and 

dashes, lines, planes, shapes and angles 

turns out to be a very notorious and 
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important meeting point between 

Architecture and Fashion Design. This is 

what makes the design of a building or a 

piece of clothing possible, by combining its 

various components. These components 

can exist in two and three dimensions, 
being the latter used for the creation of 

volumes. 

The structure of a building is the set of 

elements that support it, such as pillars 

and beams. In Fashion Design, it 

corresponds to the set of elements that 

allows the construction of the garment. In 
both, the structural elements are 

responsible for creating the shape and the 

volume of buildings and clothing. 

Volume, in turn, is a concept intrinsically 

associated with structure, since it is 

defined by the structural system. In 
Architecture the pillars and beams, as part 

of modern construction, are examples of 

what delimits the space occupied by the 

building, that is, its volume. In turn, in 

Fashion Design, volume is obtained in 

garment through external elements that are 

introduced to it, such as the previously 

seen crinolines, or cutting and sewing 
techniques used to create different 

silhouettes in space. 

Knowing that building construction is 

mainly based on structure, and that this will 

later allow the placement of other 

constructive elements; the same happens 
with a garment. Considering a piece of 

clothing as a result of a “construction” 

process during which certain elements 

have been used in order to shape its 

structure. These elements enable the 

creation of a garment of a certain shape, 

hardness and volume, to which it is 

possible to add different constructive 

elements.  

In both Architecture and Fashion Design, 

deconstruction is used as a means of 

defying the concepts of form, function, and 

beauty (The Museum of Contemporary Art, 

2008). Deconstruction in Architecture is 

characterised by defragmentation and 

sharp lines that escape from the linear and 

rectilinear design (Leal, 2017). In Fashion 
Design it refers to pieces that appear 

unfinished, in which the seams are visible, 

where certain elements such as locks, 

pockets, openings or transparencies cause 

a disturbed reading of the piece. It is also 

associated with the oversize and the break 

of the body form. 

Given the proximity between the universes 

of Architecture and Fashion Design, it has 

become increasingly common to share 

construction techniques between both. 

Several architects’ use pleating, draping, 

wrapping and weaving, as a mean of 

working hard materials in order to simulate 
flowing forms. In turn, various fashion 

designers use engineering-related 

techniques such as cantilever and 

suspension in order to create complex and 

sculptural pieces through soften materials 

(Hoge, Mears and Sidlauskas, 2006).  

Likewise, the use of digital printing in both 

disciplines allows the addition of sculptural 

forms seen in different ways depending on 

light and time. 
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3. CRISTÓBAL BALENCIAGA

During the 40’s, Balenciaga opened an 

haute couture atelier in Paris which was 
notoriously known for the success of his 

first collection (Buxbaum, 2005). His 

cylindrical (barrel line) and coccoon-

shaped silhouettes marked the beginning 

of the idea of fashion as an architecture on 

a body, being Balenciaga the architect. 

New shapes and volumes were achieved 

through fine sewing techniques; the waist 
was no longer accentuated, the body had a 

different kind of freedom of movement and 

the back became a prominent element by 

adding volume to this disregarded area 

(Arzalluz, 2010). The 50’s were crucial to 

Balenciaga as they were years of formal 

experimentation and research that led to 

him finding his own style, and language  by 
creating clothing that became timeless 

icons. After these years of experimenting, 

the 60’s translated into a period in which 

the work of Balenciaga was already 

consolidated, giving space for fine-tuning 

its construction process. 

Balenciaga is considered the architect of 

haute couture due to his knowledge and 

the fact that he mastered several fields of 

sewing, drawing, materials and spatial 

construction. Identically, the architect deals 

with problems of planning, form, colour, 

harmony and proportion. Balenciaga 

dominated each of these fields, producing 
sketches, choosing, cutting and sewing 

fabrics, combining accessories, 

supervising each collection. For him, 

perfection was achieved through 

proportion, adjustment, finishing and 

presentation (Miller, 2017). In addition, it’s 

important to note the constructive 

character of his pieces, where the body is 

the starting point for their creation but the 

silhouette of the final set is manipulated; 

when abstracting from the body of the 

woman, new forms and volumes are 
achieved, making the final piece more 

sculptural and, consequently, more 

architectonic. The body in motion 

increased also the abstract character of 

clothing conceived as sculptural forms in 

space. 

. 

Figure 3.1. Balenciaga’s Rose Dress, Paris (1967). 

Source:https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/sea 

rch/714673 

The analysis of Cristóbal Balenciaga’s 

work allowed an understanding of the 

sculptural and architectural character 
assumed by his clothing. He was and 

continues to be a crucial reference for 

many fashion designers, in particular for 

those that value the structural component 

of clothing. 
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4. REI KAWAKUBO

Known for the way she transformed 

Parisian haute couture in the 1980s, 
Kawakubo’s anti-fashion movement was 

named as such due to its avant-garde 

collections. Deconstruction, asymmetry, 

lines and the excessive use of black colour 

characterized such collections. Although 

these characteristics went against the 

established trends, they ended up 

becoming a trend themselves (Fogg, 
2011). In 1969, she created the brand 

Comme de Garçons and quickly 

conquered the Japanese market. In the 

80's she moved to Paris and was noticed 

by the Parisian fashion system (Buxbaum, 

2005). Due to the way she builds her 

pieces, Rei Kawakubo is also known as an 

architect of clothing, creating structures, 
shapes and volumes that the body inhabit. 

Due to the space exploration and her close 

relationship with Architecture, she quickly 

became a key example for the present 

dissertation. 

Throughout the years, the founder of 
Comme des Garçons has shown  a special 

taste for construction and the techniques 

involved in it (Fury, 2017). In order to reach 

the level of almost self-sustainability of her 

pieces, she has shown a very deep 

knowledge of Architecture. 

The analysis of Rei Kawakubo's work led 
to an understanding of a different path of 

architectural reference, related to 

deconstruction. The desire to go beyond 

the limits of the understanding of clothing 

as it was designated and known made her 

consider it an object to be "inhabited" by 

the human body. Its coordinates are 

distinguished by their dimensions (often 

oversized) and by their shapes and 

volumes. 

Figure 4.1. Comme des Garçons’ Spring/Summer 

collection (2017). Credits: INDIGITAL.TV 

Source: https://www.businessoffashion.com/fashion-

week/2017ss/comme-des-garcons/collection/

5. STUDY CASES

The duo Manuel Alves (1952) and José 
Manuel Gonçalves (1961) is known for the 

sophistication, elegance and constant 

search of ways to innovate the construction 

and structure of clothing. This architectural 

spirit is part of the DNA of the brand and 

makes them an undeniable national 

reference (Duarte, 2003). 

6



Following the presentation of his first 

collection in 1986, José António Tenente 

opened his first shop in Largo do Carmo, 

Lisbon, in the late 90's (Duarte, 2003). 

Having Balenciaga as one of his main 

influences and the knowledge he acquired 
during his Architecture degree, it is 

possible to find his collections rationality 

achieved by contrast, shape and volume. 

Geometrical games and the exploration of 

spatiality are visible in his work and are a 

result of drawing. This fundamental step in 

his creations is of extreme importance for 

Tenente, being the greatest input to his 
creative process (Duarte, 2009). 

Figure 5.1. Alves/Gonçalves, runway show – October 

2018.Source:https://www.portugalfashion.com/pt/edic

ao/portugal-fashion-ss19/desfiles/alves-goncalves/ 

By analysing the professional career of the 

duo Alves/Gonçalves and José António 

Tenente it is possible to see how 

Architecture influenced their work. Even 

though the duo didn’t have a degree in 

Architecture, they have always considered 

crucial their interest, knowledge and 

mastery of several artistic areas, being 

Architecture one of them. José António 

Tenente, on the other hand, having an 

academic degree in this field of study is 
then able to use the knowledge gained 

during this period of his life in his 

profession. As mentioned before, for him 

the design is considered the key element 

for the creation of its coordinates. The duo 

Alves/Gonçalves, on the other hand, 

focuses mainly on the mannequin. 

However, through modelling, pleating or 
draping, the influence of Cristóbal 

Balenciaga leads to the creation of 

coordinates of architectural features that 

reinvent the feminine silhouette. 

Figure 5.2. José António Tenente, FW collection 

2009/10. Source: ModaLisboa archive  
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The classical structure present in both 

case studies, the geometry as a regulating 

element of its creations, the taste for 

minimal cut together with the inherent 

sophistication of both brands – translated 

by techniques shared with Architecture 
such as printing, draped and pleated, as 

mention – make it possible to verify a clear 

interrelationship between Architecture and 

Fashion Design. 

6. CONCLUSION

Throughout this dissertation it was 

possible to observe how Architecture and 

Fashion Design have evolved over the 

years in an identical way. Technological 

evolution has allowed these two artistic 

universes to come closer together, not 

only regarding the techniques used in 
construction but also in the way of 

creating and communicating. Textile 

materials have been used in many cases 

by both disciplines and, although in 

different ways, they have both been 

seeking to innovate. In order to do such, 

they have embraced certain 
characteristics that went against what was 

previously known and to what had been 

defining it until that point. The clothes 

developed were constructed thus being 

considered as architectural. Once an 

approximation between both areas has 

been reached in terms of the materials 

used, with ephemeral Architecture being a 
clear example of this, one future 

hypothesis of study could be proposed. 

This would be to work on the possibility of 

developing a project that would allow the 

individual to "dress his own house." That 

is, to construct a piece of clothing that, 

through a certain mechanism could be 

transformed into a three-dimensional 

installation, allowing a greater autonomy, 

security and nomadic life. 

In conclusion, the conceptual, formal and 
aesthetic similarities – in terms of creative 

process, techniques and resources used, 

purpose for which they are created and 

increasingly in the materials used – make it 

possible to consider Fashion as 

Architecture on a body. 
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