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Known for ‘their exaggerated silhouettes and noteworthy runway
performances’,34 Viktor & Rolf’s haute couture designs often centre on
provocation and the carnivalesque. Take for example the potentially
deterritorializing function of the collection ‘Atomic Bomb’ (Fall/Winter
1998-99), which photographers Inez van Lamsweerde and Vinoodh Matadin
helped cast and style. Viktor & Rolf stuffed the garments with large balloons
or padding, resembling the mushroom cloud shape of a nuclear bomb. They
showed the colourful clothes twice, once with the balloons or paddings, and
once without them, the ‘anticlimax’ as they dubbed the designs, now hanging
Joosely in large folds around the body and festively enhanced with garlands.
The designs thus integrated the elements of festivity and war, indicating the
confusion whether people would ‘either be partying or become victims of
weapons of mass destruction’ % in the approaching millennium. Clearly, the
collection echoes Kawakubo’s ‘Dress Becomes Body’ collection as it is
similarly characterised by the deformation of the body’s shape.*® As I have
argued elsewhere, the collection is an exploration of the potential function of
clothes to deterritorialize the familiar form of the body, and especially of the
idealized body shape circulating in contemporary consumer culture.”’
Deforming the body through padding is a recurrent element in Viktor & Rolf
designs, which is important in understanding how ‘the process [of becoming]
also has the power to deterritorialize bodies from certain dominant modes of
stratification’.>® This kind of fashion pushes the limits of what a body can do
and what it can become. Deterritorialization is a logistical precondition for a
process of becoming, which unsettles the familiar territory of demarcated

van Herpen. I take the example of Viktor & Rolf here because they are the most
famous contemporary Dutch designers.

* Angel Chang, 2010. ‘Entry on Viktor & Rolf.” In: Valerie Steele (ed.), The Berg
Companion to Fashion. Oxford: Berg, p. 710.

35 Amy Spindler and D.J. Siersema, 2000. Viktor & Rolf Haute Couture Book.
Groningen: Groninger Museum, p. 26.

36 Caroline Evans and Susannah Frankel, 2008. The House of Viktor & Rolf. London,
New York: Merrell, p. 64.

37 Anneke Smelik, 2007. ‘Het intermediale sprookje van de modeshow.’ In:
Oosterling, Slager and van der Vall (eds.), Intermediale Reflectie. Rotterdam: DAF-
cahiers, pp. 64-72. In this Dutch article I argue for a performative and materialist
approach to the fashion designs of Viktor & Rolf.

3 Stephen D. Seely, 2013. ‘How Do You Dress a Body Without Organs? Affective
Fashion and Nonhuman Becoming.’ In: Women's Studies Quarterly. No. 41, pp. 247-
265 (p. 263).



-

Fashioning the Fold: Multiple Becomings 51

wholes or fixed frameworks of the world of fashion (MP, 508-509). I suggest
understanding the fold as such a movement of deterritorialization by which
one leaves the familiar terrain of idealized body shapes, unified wholes or
fixed structures.

For Deleuze, the fold, or the process of folding, is a practice of becoming,
In so far as matter can fold, it is capable of becoming, because it involves a
process of opening out to the world, or conversely, of folding the world into
the self (TF, 37) (see also O’Sullivan, pp.102-4). Let me turn to another
collection by Viktor & Rolf; the ‘Flowerbomb’ collection (Spring/Summer
2005), to further explore this. Again, the fashion show works on the principle
of showing the clothes twice. In the extravagant show of the ‘Flowerbomb’
collection, the models are first donned with black motor helmets and show
clothes entirely in black. After the spectacular launch of Viktor & Rolf’s first
perfume, also called Flowerbomb, the models return with their faces made up
in pink and dressed in the same designs but now in exuberant colours. The
dresses are constructed out of giant bows and ribbons, which have since
become another trademark of Viktor & Rolf.* Bows, knots, ribbons, frills,
ruffles and all such trimmings are variations on the fold. Interestingly,
watching the models walk down the catwalk one can see the bows and
ribbons bob up and down, flowing and billowing around the body. As Ulrich
Lehmann writes, ‘the drapes, pleats, and folds move with man, but they are
not an actual part of his body’ (Lehmann, Tigersprung, p.212). In my view, it
is that gap between body and folds that allows for opening up a freedom of
movement. Compare how Deleuze writes that the fold is ‘movement, then;
[that] cannot be stopped’ (TF, 12). He is adamant that the matter of the body
is in constant flux, which works by ‘communication and propagation of
movement’ (TF, 97).

The multi-layered garments thus become pure movement, from which the
body can free itself. The very movement of Viktor & Rolf’s billowing
designs show how the body is involved in a continuous process of ‘folding,
unfolding and refolding’ (TF, 137). Importantly, then, Viktor & Rolf’s avant-
garde fashion shows that ‘all bodies are traversed by this capacity of
becoming’ as Stephen Seely puts it (Seely, p.262).

The motion of the clothes gives an idea of the body as incorporeal, a body
of passions, affect and intensity. Giuliana Bruno has pointed to the quality of
motion as emotion in clothes: “Home of the fold, fashion resides with the

% Another example of bows worked into a dress is the wedding gown that Viktor &
Rolf designed for Dutch Royal Princess Mabel van Oranje-Nassau (2004).
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reversible continuity that, rather than separating, provides a breathing
membrane — a skin — to the world. Sensorially speaking, clothes come alive
in (e)motion’ (Bruno, 2010, p.225). Take for example Viktor & Rolf’s
collection ‘Bedtime Story’ (Fall/Winter 2006-07), where the garments are
enwrapped in or as duvets and cushions: satin pillows with broderie anglaise
become gargantuan collars; bed sheets become sumptuous gowns; duvets
become quilted coats; and ruffled sheets become cascading gowns of folds.
The bedroom theme creates warmth and intimacy, where the many folds of
the sculptural clothes present opportunities for the body of the subject to
become in the world. This kind of ‘affective fashion’ as Seely calls it, reveals
the transformative power of avant-garde fashion; in its exaggeration and
excess Viktor & Rolf’s designs defy the commodification of the female body.
For instance, for the collection ‘Upside Down’ (Spring/Summer 2006) Viktor
& Rolf have created everything upside down: the dresses made of giant
bows, can be worn both bottom up or bottom down, and they were presented
on the catwalk first one way and then the other. Here, as in many of the other
designs by Viktor & Rolf — the exaggerated ruffles of ‘Blacklight’ (S/8
1999),% the blown-up pleats of ‘One Woman Show’ (F/W 2003), the extreme
layering of nine dresses on top of each other in ‘Russian Doll’ (F/W 1999),
the giant letters on the collars of “No’ (F/W 2008), the violins in the collars of
“Harlequin’ (S/S 2008), and the gigantic skirts and collars of the gowns in
‘Shirt Symphony’ (S/S 2011) — contain variations of the fold that are
reminiscent of the Baroque, which, in the words of Deleuze: [..,] radiates
everywhere, at all times, in the thousand folds of garments that tend to
become one with their respective wearers, to exceed their attitudes, to
overcome their bodily contradictions, and to make their heads look like those
of swimmers bobbing in the waves’ (TF, 121).

If the fold is a concept to think of subjectivity as a process of becoming,
and functions as an interface between the inside and the outside, depth and
surface, being and appearing, then we can understand Viktor & Rolf’s
experimental designs as an invitation to engage the wearer in the creative
process of becoming, by transforming the body, and perhaps reinventing the
self. In creating fold after fold, crease after wrinkle, bow after ribbon, Viktor
& Rolf's designs open up to an understanding of the body as an infinite play
of becoming.

4 | abbreviate Spring/Summer as S/S, and Fall/Winter as F/W, as is customary in
fashion studies.
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They themselves refer to the importance of transformation in their work
in an interview with the Dutch Vogue on the occasion of their twentieth
anniversary in November 2013, when the magazine launched a special
anniversary issue for them including a separate supplement with overview of
their work and a long interview. In the interview Rolf says: ‘We are
fascinated by transformations. The promise of transformation — that is
something magical. That something can change beyond recognition, but still
come from the same source. It is the power of imagination.”*! Imagination is
an important term here, because high fashion is a peculiar phenomenon that 1
want to describe as ‘in-between’. In the examples that I have discussed in this
article, I have primarily looked at avant-garde fashion designs worn by
models on the catwalk or in artistic photo shoots. The question then is where
the creative process of becoming can be located in this kind of fashion that is
closer to art than to commercial commodity. I want to suggest that the
process of becoming can move beyond the model on the catwalk or in the
picture, onto the viewer or consumer, in that she imagines wearing the
designs. Fashion functions in-between, because the potential consumer
moves in-between looking at a design and imagining wearing it. Through that
moment of identification the viewer becomes the model who is wearing the
avant-garde design. While consumers may never wear actual designs with
lumps on the back, a pillow on the head, bows billowing in the air, or ruffles
and pleats that surround the body, they can, however, imagine the endless
potentialities of the fold. They may see how such dress design potentially
frees the body from the territorialized understanding of its matter; liberating
the materiality of the body into something continuously changing, mobile,
and fluid. Or, to put it differently, fashion designers create conditions to
actualize multiple becomings.

In this article I have read avant-garde high fashion through and alongside
the deleuzian notion of the fold, thus moving beyond a representational
meaning of garments and also moving beyond the familiar contours of the
human body. As avant-garde fashion often probes the limits of what a body
can do or what it can become, the notion of the fold helps to see how such
experimental clothes set the body in-motion, perhaps even liberating it from
the world by transforming normative images of human bodies. In the
conceptual dresses by the Japanese designers or by Viktor & Rolf we can
understand the fold, as Tom Conley put it, as [...] the expression of a

‘! Dutch Vogue, November 2013. Supplement ‘special anniversary issue’, p. 48.
Interview by Daniél van der Meer, my translation.
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continuous and vital force of being and of becoming’ (Conley, p.180). As we
have seen, the fold is dynamic, constantly vibrating. As a curvature of space
and a non-hierarchical framing of time, the fold is just light, colour, depth,
surface, shape. The folds and pleats of the Japanese designers and Viktor &
Rolf’s bows and ribbons are in the words of Deleuze ‘at once continuous,
mobile, and fluttering’ (TF, 124). The deterritorializing line of those folds
indicates an expansive movement, & line of flight, which opens the subject up
to a spiralling process of creative becoming. The fold of fashion then is a
dynamic process of becoming multiple, of searching for a new place of the
human being in the world. Fashioning the fold can help to envisage a process
of becoming, where the subject never tires of “folding, unfolding, refolding’™—
in the very last words of Deleuze’s book on The Fold (TF, 137).
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