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Abstract:
Martin Margiela, during his time at Maison Margiela from 
1988 to 2009, solidified his influence in the fashion world. 
This article examines how his designs reshaped fashion 
by analyzing primary sources of his work alongside 
selected critical scholarship. Instead of emphasizing 
detailed methods, this study relies on direct observation 
and comparison to highlight Margiela’s central themes. 
The findings show that Margiela consistently employed 
deconstruction, experimented with unconventional 
materials, and embraced incompletion as a creative 
strategy. These choices not only challenged the ideals of 
classicism and modernism but also redefined fashion’s 
relationship with the body, authorship, and consumer 
culture, positioning Margiela as a pivotal figure in the 
transition toward postmodern fashion thought.
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Figure 1:Margiela’s 1989 debut show photo
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1. Introduction
Martin Margiela, the enigmatic Belgian designer and 
founder of Maison Margiela (1988–2009), revolutionized 
fashion through his radical approach to design, chal-
lenging conventional aesthetics and industry norms. His 
work—characterized by deconstruction, unconventional 
materials, and deliberate incompletion—not only rede-
fined luxury fashion but also influenced subsequent gen-
erations of designers, from Raf Simons to John Galliano, 
who later took over the brand. Margiela’s legacy persists 
today, as seen in the brand’s continued exploration of 
avant-garde concepts, such as the 2024 Artisanal collec-
tion, which critiques industrial capitalism through histori-
cal allegory, and Margiela’s rare reappearance in A Maga-
zine Curated By’s 25th-anniversary issue, reaffirming his 
enduring cultural impact. [1]

Existing scholarship on Margiela primarily focuses on his 
deconstructive techniques—such as exposed seams, repur-
posed garments, and raw-edged finishes—as a rejection 
of traditional tailoring. Some studies highlight his use of 
unconventional materials, including recycled fabrics, plas-
tic, and even hair, as a commentary on sustainability and 
consumerism before these concepts became mainstream. 
Additionally, his incomplete designs, where garments 
appear unfinished or modular, have been interpreted as an 
invitation for wearers to engage in the creative process.
However, while prior research often examines these el-
ements in isolation, this study synthesizes them into a 
cohesive framework, arguing that deconstruction, material 
experimentation, and incompletion are interconnected 
strategies that collectively define Margiela’s subversive 
philosophy. Unlike previous analyses, which tend to em-
phasize either his technical innovations or his anti-fashion 
stance, this article explores how these three principles 
function together to challenge fashion’s hierarchies and 
redefine beauty that post a long-lasting influence.[2]

To comprehensively analyze Margiela’s work, this study 
employs three main methodologies, combining primary 

source analysis—examining archival collections such as 
his 1989 debut featuring Tabi boots and reconstructed 
tailoring, as well as later conceptual pieces like the 2024 
Artisanal collection’s historical critique—with compara-
tive analysis, contrasting his techniques with those of con-
temporaries (for example, Rei Kawakubo’s deconstruction 
in Comme des Garçons) and successors (for instance, 
John Galliano’s reinterpretations of Margiela’s codes). 
Additionally, secondary source synthesis re-evaluates cri-
tiques, interviews, and exhibitions, such as A Magazine 
Curated By’s insights into Margiela’s creative process, to 
derive fresh interpretations of his design philosophy. This 
multifaceted approach ensures a thorough exploration of 
Margiela’s influence and innovation in fashion. [2]

2. Deconstruction in Martin Margie-
la’s Fashion: A Radical Reimagining of 
Form, Material, and Meaning
Margiela’s deconstruction is not a simple dismantling of 
forms but a profound reconstruction of fashion’s essence, 
centered on three-fold innovations in form, material, and 
meaning. This concept, rooted in a rebellion against tradi-
tional sartorial norms, endows deconstruction with richer 
connotations through unique design languages: from sub-
verting the inherent structure of the body and clothing to 
break people’s fixed perceptions of ideal proportions; to 
using materials as a medium, elevating everyday objects 
and discarded items into carriers of fashion expression, 
challenging the traditional definition of luxury; and to 
inviting wearers to participate in creation through “incom-
pletion,” making clothing a dynamic carrier of meaning. 
The following will delve into how Margiela reshaped the 
boundaries and values of fashion through deconstruction 
from three perspectives: the definition of deconstruction, 
specific design languages, and the evolution of ideas. [2]

2.1 Defining Deconstruction: A Rebellion 
Against Tradition

　　

Figure 2:Comparison Between Traditional Tailored Blazer and Margiela’s Deconstructed Blazer
Left: Traditional tailored blazer                  Right: Margiela’s deconstructed blazer
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Deconstruction in fashion emerged as a radical rejection 
of sartorial conventions, rooted in postmodern philos-
ophy and 1980s avant-garde movements that sought to 
dismantle established norms. Drawing from Jacques Der-
rida’s philosophical framework, deconstruction in design 
involves deliberately destabilizing structures—whether 
through exposed seams, fragmented silhouettes, or re-
purposed materials—to challenge perceptions of func-
tionality, beauty, and hierarchy. The 1990s, marked by 
economic recession and cultural upheaval, became fertile 
ground for this anti-fashion ethos, with designers like Rei 
Kawakubo, Vivienne Westwood and Yohji Yamamoto pi-
oneering disruptive aesthetics. However, Martin Margiela 
elevated deconstruction beyond mere aesthetic rebellion, 
transforming it into a language of cultural critique and 
participatory creativity. Margiela’s approach diverged 
from contemporaries by embedding deconstruction with 
material innovation and narrative incompletion. Where 
Kawakubo’s Comme des Garçons explored asymmetry 
and distortion, Margiela’s work interrogated fashion’s 
very foundations—its relationship to the body, labor, and 
consumerism. His 1989 debut, staged in a Parisian play-
ground, featured oversized garments with raw edges and 
upcycled fabrics, rejecting polished luxury in favor of 
“destroyed beauty” (La Mode de Destroy). This ethos mir-
rored the era’s disillusionment, as Margiela himself noted: 

“We entered a period of honesty, where people wore un-
bleached linens and unfinished clothes”.

2.2 Margiela’s Deconstructive Language: Sub-
verting the Body’s Architecture
Margiela’s early work deconstructed traditional tailor-
ing by exaggerating or erasing the body’s contours. The 
Spring/Summer 1989 collection introduced elongated 
sleeves and disproportionate silhouettes, while the 1992 
Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket literalized the act of 
construction by mimicking a dressform’s padding and 
seams. These designs questioned previous fashion’s ob-
session with idealized proportions, instead celebrating 
the “unfinished” as a site of possibility. Later, Margiela 
extended this interrogation beyond the human form. The 
1997 Trompe L’Oeil Collection printed images of vin-
tage garments onto dresses, creating optical illusions that 
blurred reality and artifice. A model glides forward in a 
dress of shattered teacups wired to a corset of melted vi-
nyl, their gilded edges catching the light as her high-gloss 
makeup—lacquered like wet porcelain—cracks at the 
jawline: by 2009, his Artisanal Couture pieces—crafted 
from broken plates or gloves—transformed deconstruction 
into a commentary on sustainability and memory.

Destroy). This ethos mirrored the era’s disillusionment, as Margiela himself noted: "We entered a period of honesty, 
where people wore unbleached linens and unfinished clothes".  

 
2.2 Margiela’s Deconstructive Language: Subverting the Body’s Architecture 

Margiela’s early work deconstructed traditional tailoring by exaggerating or erasing the body’s contours. The 
Spring/Summer 1989 collection introduced elongated sleeves and disproportionate silhouettes, while the 1992 
Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket literalized the act of construction by mimicking a dressform’s padding and seams. 
These designs questioned previous fashion’s obsession with idealized proportions, instead celebrating the "unfinished" 
as a site of possibility. Later, Margiela extended this interrogation beyond the human form. The 1997 Trompe L’Oeil 
Collection printed images of vintage garments onto dresses, creating optical illusions that blurred reality and artifice. 
A model glides forward in a dress of shattered teacups wired to a corset of melted vinyl, their gilded edges catching 
the light as her high-gloss makeup—lacquered like wet porcelain—cracks at the jawline: by 2009, his Artisanal 
Couture pieces—crafted from broken plates or gloves—transformed deconstruction into a commentary on 
sustainability and memory.  

 

Left: Maison Margiela Spring/Summer 1989 
Middle : Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket 1992 

Right : Maison Margiela Trompe L’Oeil Collection 1997 
 
2.3 evolution: from early Rebellion to Conceptual Legacy  

Margiela’s deconstruction evolved from physical dismantling to ideological critique. Early collections (1989–1995) 
focused on disrupting form; later works (1997–2009) engaged broader themes like sustainability and media saturation. 
The 2006 Untitled Perfume Packaging, devoid of logos, deconstructed luxury branding itself, while the 2003 Replica 
Collection reproduced vintage pieces to question originality. His influence persists in John Galliano’s 2024 Artisanal 
Collection, which fused Margiela’s deconstructive ethos with historical allegory. Staged under Paris’s Alexander III 
Bridge, the show critiqued industrial capitalism through distorted corsets and "amputated" military uniforms, echoing 
Margiela’s belief that "fashion should provoke, not just adorn".  

Margiela’s deconstruction transcended aesthetics to become a radical rethinking of fashion’s role in society. By 
exposing seams, repurposing detritus, and leaving garments "unfinished," he democratized creativity and challenged 
the industry’s obsession with perfection. As Derrida posited, deconstruction "does not destroy structure but 
interrogates its limits"—a principle Margiela embodied, reshaping fashion into a medium for dissent and dialogue. 0 

 
2.4 Margiela’s Contribution in Art and Fashion History 

Margiela’s commitment to deconstruction was both an aesthetic and an intellectual intervention that positioned him 
within a longer lineage of artistic resistance. In visual art, strategies of fragmentation and rupture were central to early 
modernism: Cubism’s fractured canvases dismantled perspective, while Constructivism in post-revolutionary Russia 
reimagined form as a site of social critique. Later, Surrealism blurred boundaries between art and reality, using 

Figure 3: Exhibition of Margiela's Classic Collection Works Figure 3: Exhibition of Margiela's Classic Collection Works
Left: Maison Margiela Spring/Summer 1989

Middle : Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket 1992
Right : Maison Margiela Trompe L’Oeil Collection 1997

2.3 Evolution: From Early Rebellion to Con-
ceptual Legacy
Margiela’s deconstruction evolved from physical disman-
tling to ideological critique. Early collections (1989–1995) 
focused on disrupting form; later works (1997–2009) 
engaged broader themes like sustainability and media 
saturation. The 2006 Untitled Perfume Packaging, devoid 
of logos, deconstructed luxury branding itself, while the 
2003 Replica Collection reproduced vintage pieces to 

question originality. His influence persists in John Galli-
ano’s 2024 Artisanal Collection, which fused Margiela’s 
deconstructive ethos with historical allegory. Staged under 
Paris’s Alexander III Bridge, the show critiqued industri-
al capitalism through distorted corsets and “amputated” 
military uniforms, echoing Margiela’s belief that “fashion 
should provoke, not just adorn”.
Margiela’s deconstruction transcended aesthetics to be-
come a radical rethinking of fashion’s role in society. By 
exposing seams, repurposing detritus, and leaving gar-
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ments “unfinished,” he democratized creativity and chal-
lenged the industry’s obsession with perfection. As Derri-
da posited, deconstruction “does not destroy structure but 
interrogates its limits”—a principle Margiela embodied, 
reshaping fashion into a medium for dissent and dialogue. 
[2]

2.4 Margiela’s Contribution in Art and Fashion 
History
Margiela’s commitment to deconstruction was both an 
aesthetic and an intellectual intervention that positioned 
him within a longer lineage of artistic resistance. In visual 
art, strategies of fragmentation and rupture were central to 
early modernism: Cubism’s fractured canvases dismantled 
perspective, while Constructivism in post-revolutionary 
Russia reimagined form as a site of social critique. Later, 
Surrealism blurred boundaries between art and reality, 
using fragmentation as a way to destabilize rational or-
der. [3]Margiela’s 1997 Trompe L’Oeil Collection, with its 
printed illusions of vintage garments, directly paralleled 
Surrealist visual play, dissolving distinctions between 
representation and object.[4] His decision to stage shows in 
marginal spaces—school playgrounds, abandoned ware-
houses, even the periphery of Paris—further aligned him 
with avant-garde traditions of site-specific art, where the 
context of display became part of the critique. [5]

Within fashion history, deconstruction had already taken 
root among Japanese designers of the 1980s, particularly 
Rei Kawakubo and Yohji Yamamoto. Their work disrupted 
Western ideals of proportion, beauty, and gender through 
asymmetry, fraying, and dark palettes. Yet Margiela 
distinguished himself by embedding deconstruction not 
only in silhouette but in material practice and in authorial 
identity. The Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket of 1992 
literalized the act of making, turning process into product, 
while his deliberate erasure of personal visibility—never 
appearing at the end of shows, insisting on anonymity—
deconstructed the cult of designer-genius itself. As Nancy 
Troy has noted, Margiela’s practice shifted attention away 
from auteurship and toward collective authorship, embod-
ied in the anonymous white-coated team that presented his 
garments.[6]

His contribution to fashion history lies in transforming 
deconstruction from an avant-garde experiment into a 
comprehensive design philosophy that engaged form, ma-
terial, context, and authorship. In the 1980s, deconstruc-
tion in fashion was often read as shock value—raw hems, 
unfinished silhouettes—but Margiela deepened it into a 
cultural critique. His 2006 Untitled Perfume dismantled 
luxury branding, showing that deconstruction could target 
immaterial signs as well as garments. His 2003 Replica 

Collection turned historical clothing into a commentary 
on originality, authenticity, and memory. By the time John 
Galliano staged the 2024 Artisanal show under the Pont 
Alexandre III Bridge, Margiela’s legacy was visible in 
how deconstruction had become a lingua franca of critical 
fashion, fusing historical allegory with contemporary dis-
sent.
Seen in this light, Margiela’s deconstruction was less 
about breaking clothes apart than about breaking fashion 
open: exposing its hidden labor, revealing its ideological 
underpinnings, and inviting audiences to participate in 
meaning-making. In art history, this aligns him with the 
fragmentary modernist tradition and the philosophical 
insights of Derrida, who argued that deconstruction “does 
not destroy structure but interrogates its limits.” In fashion 
history, it marks him as the figure who transformed de-
construction from a rebellious technique into a generative 
method—one that expanded fashion into a site of critique, 
collaboration, and cultural dialogue. Margiela’s enduring 
contribution is therefore twofold: he redefined fashion’s 
relationship to body and material, and he inscribed decon-
struction into the broader history of twentieth- and twen-
ty-first-century avant-garde practice.

3. Unconventional Materials in Martin 
Margiela’s fashion: Redefining Luxu-
ry, Sustainability, and Sensory Experi-
ence
While deconstruction formed the structural backbone of 
Margiela’s rebellion against fashion’s norms, his radical 
use of unconventional materials served as its visceral, 
tangible counterpart—breathing life into his critique of 
luxury, challenging perceptions of value, and forging new 
connections between the wearer and the garment. If de-
construction dismantled the “how” of fashion (its forms, 
seams, and structures), unconventional materials redefined 
the “what”—the very substances from which fashion is 
made, and the stories those substances carry. Margiela’s 
choice to work with recycled fabrics, plastic, broken ce-
ramics, and even discarded everyday objects was never 
arbitrary; it was a deliberate subversion of the industry’s 
unspoken hierarchy that equated luxury with rarity, op-
ulence, and pristine perfection. What follows explores 
how these materials became a powerful language: one 
that questioned what “luxury” truly means, anticipated 
sustainability long before it was a trend, and transformed 
fashion into a multisensory experience that demanded 
engagement—touch, sight, and even sound—from both 
wearer and observer. [2]
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Figure 4：Exhibition of Margiela's Iconic Items 
Left: 2006 Untitled Perfume     Middle : Maison Margiela Tabi Boots 1990      Right : "L’ Incognito" Sunglasses 1994 
 
3.1 Defining unconventional Materials: A Rejection of Tradition 

Fashion has long been governed by an unspoken hierarchy of materials, with silk, cashmere, and fine leather sitting 
at the pinnacle of luxury. These traditional fabrics were prized not only for their tactile qualities but also for their 
association with wealth, craftsmanship, and exclusivity. Martin Margiela, however, dismantled this hierarchy by 
introducing materials that were deliberately non-luxurious—discarded, industrial, or even mundane—forcing a 
reevaluation of what constitutes value in fashion. Where traditional materials sought to conceal their origins (the 
perfect stitch, the flawless drape), Margiela’s choices revealed their history: the frayed edges of recycled military 
socks, the yellowed transparency of vintage plastic bags, the rough texture of oxidized metal. This contrast was not 
merely aesthetic but ideological, challenging the very notion of luxury as something pristine and untouchable. 
Margiela’s Spring/Summer 1989 collection exemplified this rupture, featuring garments constructed from upcycled 
thrift-store finds, their original seams left exposed like scars. Unlike the seamless perfection of haute couture, these 
pieces celebrated process over polish, labor over legacy. As fashion historian Caroline Evans observed, " Margiela’s 
materials were not just unconventional—they were confrontational, demanding that we see beauty in what had been 
discarded." This ethos stood in stark contrast to contemporaries like Chanel or Dior, whose reliance on opulent fabrics 
reinforced a rigid, exclusionary vision of elegance and classic. 

Margiela’s use of unconventional materials redefined luxury. The 1990 Tabi Boots, inspired by Japanese workwear, 
split the foot into a hoof-like silhouette, merging function with provocation. Similarly, the 1994 "L’ Incognito" 
Sunglasses erased traditional frames, while the 2000 Hand-Painted Denim series coated jeans in crackling white paint, 
embracing decay as part of the design process. His later works, like the 2009 Artisanal Collection, repurposed 
discarded objects, like bottle caps and vintage gloves, into haute couture, challenging fashion’s waste culture. As 
Margiela explained: "Limitations breed creativity—no budget? Use what’s around you". This ethos resonated with 
contemporary designers like Demna Gvasalia, who cited this philosophy of Margiela as foundational.  

 
3.2 Sustainability Before Sustainability 

Long before "sustainable fashion" achieved linguistic ubiquity, Margiela was practicing its core principles: Reduce, 
Reuse, Recycle. His work redefined the relationship between new and old, not by erasing the past but by amplifying 
its traces. The 2003 Replica Collection epitomized this, reproducing vintage garments with meticulous accuracy while 
leaving their imperfections intact—a wool coat’s moth holes, a dress’s faded dye. These were not replicas in the sterile 
sense but resurrections, honoring the material’s lived history. Margiela’s choice of materials was also deeply rooted 
in the accessibility of the everyday. The 2000 Hand-Painted Denim Collection transformed ordinary jeans into 
artisanal objects through thick, crackling layers of white paint—a commentary on how mundane items could be 
reinvented through creativity. Similarly, the 1994 "L’Incognito" Sunglasses, molded from sleek acrylic, repurposed 
industrial materials into high-fashion accessories. By elevating the banal (plastic, paint, broken ceramics), Margiela 
democratized luxury, suggesting that worthy creation need not rely on rarity. 0 

Figure 4: Exhibition of Margiela’s Iconic Items
Left: 2006 Untitled Perfume  Middle : Maison Margiela Tabi Boots 1990 �Right : “L’ Incognito” 

Sunglasses 1994

3.1 Defining Unconventional Materials: A Re-
jection of Tradition
Fashion has long been governed by an unspoken hierarchy 
of materials, with silk, cashmere, and fine leather sitting 
at the pinnacle of luxury. These traditional fabrics were 
prized not only for their tactile qualities but also for their 
association with wealth, craftsmanship, and exclusivity. 
Martin Margiela, however, dismantled this hierarchy by 
introducing materials that were deliberately non-luxuri-
ous—discarded, industrial, or even mundane—forcing a 
reevaluation of what constitutes value in fashion. Where 
traditional materials sought to conceal their origins (the 
perfect stitch, the flawless drape), Margiela’s choices re-
vealed their history: the frayed edges of recycled military 
socks, the yellowed transparency of vintage plastic bags, 
the rough texture of oxidized metal. This contrast was 
not merely aesthetic but ideological, challenging the very 
notion of luxury as something pristine and untouchable. 
Margiela’s Spring/Summer 1989 collection exemplified 
this rupture, featuring garments constructed from upcycled 
thrift-store finds, their original seams left exposed like 
scars. Unlike the seamless perfection of haute couture, 
these pieces celebrated process over polish, labor over 
legacy. As fashion historian Caroline Evans observed, 
“ Margiela’s materials were not just unconventional—
they were confrontational, demanding that we see beauty 
in what had been discarded.” This ethos stood in stark 
contrast to contemporaries like Chanel or Dior, whose re-
liance on opulent fabrics reinforced a rigid, exclusionary 
vision of elegance and classic.
Margiela’s use of unconventional materials redefined 
luxury. The 1990 Tabi Boots, inspired by Japanese work-
wear, split the foot into a hoof-like silhouette, merging 
function with provocation. Similarly, the 1994 “L’ In-

cognito” Sunglasses erased traditional frames, while the 
2000 Hand-Painted Denim series coated jeans in crack-
ling white paint, embracing decay as part of the design 
process. His later works, like the 2009 Artisanal Collec-
tion, repurposed discarded objects, like bottle caps and 
vintage gloves, into haute couture, challenging fashion’s 
waste culture. As Margiela explained: “Limitations breed 
creativity—no budget? Use what’s around you”. This 
ethos resonated with contemporary designers like Demna 
Gvasalia, who cited this philosophy of Margiela as foun-
dational.

3.2 Sustainability Before Sustainability
Long before “sustainable fashion” achieved linguistic 
ubiquity, Margiela was practicing its core principles: 
Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. His work redefined the relation-
ship between new and old, not by erasing the past but by 
amplifying its traces. The 2003 Replica Collection epito-
mized this, reproducing vintage garments with meticulous 
accuracy while leaving their imperfections intact—a wool 
coat’s moth holes, a dress’s faded dye. These were not 
replicas in the sterile sense but resurrections, honoring 
the material’s lived history. Margiela’s choice of materials 
was also deeply rooted in the accessibility of the everyday. 
The 2000 Hand-Painted Denim Collection transformed or-
dinary jeans into artisanal objects through thick, crackling 
layers of white paint—a commentary on how mundane 
items could be reinvented through creativity. Similarly, 
the 1994 “L’Incognito” Sunglasses, molded from sleek 
acrylic, repurposed industrial materials into high-fashion 
accessories. By elevating the banal (plastic, paint, broken 
ceramics), Margiela democratized luxury, suggesting that 
worthy creation need not rely on rarity. [7]
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Figure 5: Comparison Between Margiela’s 2003 Artisanal Collection and Replica-style 
Garments

Left: a reconstructed evening dress crafted from vintage petticoats (SS 2003 Artisanal Collection).

Right: a Margiela replica‑styled garment featuring visible wear or distressed detailing, exemplifying the company’s 
archival revival ethos.

This approach anticipated today’s upcycling movement, 
but with a critical difference: where contemporary sus-
tainability often leans into moralistic branding (“buy this 
to save the planet”), Margiela’s work was inherently eco-
logical—not as a marketing tactic but as a philosophical 
stance. As he remarked in a rare 2001 interview: “I don’t 
believe in ‘new.’ Everything has already existed; we just 
rearrange it.” [8]

3.3 Sensory Provocation: The Tactile and the 
Uncomfortable
Margiela’s materials were never just seen—they were 
felt, heard, even smelled. The 1990 Tabi Boots, with their 
split-toe leather soles, forged a visceral, flesh-and-bone 
connection to the body, their rigid structure requiring the 
wearer to adapt to their shape (instead of the other way 
around). The 2009 Artisanal Collection took this further, 
incorporating materials like shattered glass and brittle 
porcelain, which audibly clinked with movement—a liter-
al and metaphorical weight. The 1992 Stockman Tailor’s 
Dummy Jacket, with its exposed padding and wool-cotton 
blend, was deliberately uncomfortable, its stiff form mim-
icking the inflexibility of fashion’s standards. Meanwhile, 
the 1997 Trompe L’Oeil Collection played with visual 
dissonance, using digitally printed silk to mimic the tex-

ture of wrinkled linen or crumpled paper, challenging the 
viewer’s perception of reality. These sensory contradic-
tions—hard vs. soft, fragile vs. durable, silent vs. loud—
were central to Margiela’s critique of fashion’s sensory 
monotony. As scholar Alison Bancroft argues in “Fashion 
and Psychoanalysis” (2011), “Margiela’s materials force 
a confrontation with the body’s limits, making wearers 
acutely aware of their own presence in space.” [9]

Margiela’s unconventional materials were never arbitrary; 
each choice carried symbolic weight. The 2006 Untitled 
Perfume Packaging, devoid of branding and wrapped in a 
simple thread, reduced luxury to its essence—a rejection 
of the industry’s material excess. The 1998 Split-to-Wear 
Collection, with its mismatched halves, literalized the idea 
of fashion as a work in progress, a dialogue between cre-
ator and wearer. [10]

Today, designers like Demna Gvasalia (Vetements, Balen-
ciaga) and Rei Kawakubo openly cite Margiela’s influ-
ence, particularly his belief that “material is the message.” 
Yet few have matched his ability to infuse the ordinary 
with profundity—to make a glued-together teacup gown 
or a coat of mismatched gloves feel like a manifesto.
In Margiela’s hands, unconventional materials were never 
just stuff; they were the language of resistance, a way to 
question, unsettle, and ultimately, rewrite what fashion 
could be.
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In Margiela’s hands, unconventional materials were never just stuff; they were the language of resistance, a way to 

question, unsettle, and ultimately, rewrite what fashion could be. 

Left: Promotional Image of Maison Margiela 2021 Artisanal Collection 

Middle: Maison Margiela Spring/Summer 2017 Paris 

Right: Martin Margiela’s First Show of Spring 1989 

 
3.4 Margiela’s Contribution in Art and Fashion History 

Margiela’s exploration of unconventional materials was not an isolated quirk of late twentieth-century fashion but 
part of a much longer historical dialogue between art, materiality, and cultural critique. In art history, the idea that 
“low” or discarded matter could be elevated to the level of fine art found precedent in Dada and Surrealism. Marcel 
Duchamp’s “readymades,” such as the infamous Fountain (1917), transformed industrial detritus into conceptual art, 
while Surrealists like Meret Oppenheim wrapped a teacup in fur to jolt viewers into new sensory encounters. During 
the 1960s, Arte Povera elevated humble, everyday materials into a symbolic vocabulary of resistance to consumerist 
modernity. Margiela’s glass-fragment bodices, glove coats, and bottle-cap vests echo this artistic tradition, 
reminding fashion audiences that couture, like fine art, could be built from the overlooked, the broken, and the 
mundane. 

Fashion history, too, offered precedents that Margiela reframed for a new era. Elsa Schiaparelli’s surrealist 
collaborations in the 1930s placed lobster motifs or shoe-shaped hats onto haute couture garments, unsettling the 
hierarchy of “serious” luxury. Yet while Schiaparelli used novelty to shock, Margiela used materiality itself as his 
message: not whimsical embroidery, but the literal weight of porcelain shards or the decay of painted denim. Where 
Coco Chanel democratized luxury by elevating jersey, Margiela radicalized it by elevating trash. His broken-plate 
vest from 1989 or the 2009 Artisanal gown stitched from old plastic bags declared that value resided not in rarity but 
in creativity, in the audacity to reimagine waste as beauty. 

This historical positioning underscores Margiela’s double role: both a fashion designer and a conceptual artist. 
Like Duchamp, he stripped objects of their utilitarian function to expose their cultural meaning. Like Arte Povera, 
he revealed the politics of material choice, pointing to capitalism’s cycles of waste. And like Chanel or Schiaparelli, 
he intervened in fashion history’s dialogue about luxury—yet he did so by dragging the detritus of consumer culture 
into couture’s most sacred spaces. 

The legacy of this material philosophy is profound. Contemporary designers frequently borrow Margiela’s 
language of the unconventional—Vetements’ DHL T-shirts, Jeremy Scott’s Moschino trash couture, Marine Serre’s 
upcycled fabrics—but too often as aesthetic irony. Margiela’s distinction lay in depth: his glove jackets and bottle-
cap bodices were not gimmicks but philosophical propositions about value, temporality, and the role of fashion as 

Figure 6: Margiela's Collection Figure 6: Margiela's Collection
Left: Promotional Image of Maison Margiela 2021 Artisanal Collection

Middle: Maison Margiela Spring/Summer 2017 Paris
Right: Martin Margiela’s First Show of Spring 1989

3.4 Margiela’s Contribution in Art and Fashion 
History
Margiela’s exploration of unconventional materials was 
not an isolated quirk of late twentieth-century fashion but 
part of a much longer historical dialogue between art, ma-
teriality, and cultural critique. In art history, the idea that 
“low” or discarded matter could be elevated to the level of 
fine art found precedent in Dada and Surrealism. Marcel 
Duchamp’s “readymades,” such as the infamous Fountain 
(1917), transformed industrial detritus into conceptual art, 
while Surrealists like Meret Oppenheim wrapped a teacup 
in fur to jolt viewers into new sensory encounters. During 
the 1960s, Arte Povera elevated humble, everyday mate-
rials into a symbolic vocabulary of resistance to consum-
erist modernity. Margiela’s glass-fragment bodices, glove 
coats, and bottle-cap vests echo this artistic tradition, 
reminding fashion audiences that couture, like fine art, 
could be built from the overlooked, the broken, and the 
mundane.
Fashion history, too, offered precedents that Margiela re-
framed for a new era. Elsa Schiaparelli’s surrealist collab-
orations in the 1930s placed lobster motifs or shoe-shaped 
hats onto haute couture garments, unsettling the hierarchy 
of “serious” luxury. Yet while Schiaparelli used novelty to 
shock, Margiela used materiality itself as his message: not 
whimsical embroidery, but the literal weight of porcelain 
shards or the decay of painted denim. Where Coco Chanel 
democratized luxury by elevating jersey, Margiela radical-
ized it by elevating trash. His broken-plate vest from 1989 
or the 2009 Artisanal gown stitched from old plastic bags 
declared that value resided not in rarity but in creativity, 
in the audacity to reimagine waste as beauty.
This historical positioning underscores Margiela’s double 

role: both a fashion designer and a conceptual artist. Like 
Duchamp, he stripped objects of their utilitarian function 
to expose their cultural meaning. Like Arte Povera, he 
revealed the politics of material choice, pointing to capi-
talism’s cycles of waste. And like Chanel or Schiaparelli, 
he intervened in fashion history’s dialogue about luxury—
yet he did so by dragging the detritus of consumer culture 
into couture’s most sacred spaces.
The legacy of this material philosophy is profound. Con-
temporary designers frequently borrow Margiela’s lan-
guage of the unconventional—Vetements’ DHL T-shirts, 
Jeremy Scott’s Moschino trash couture, Marine Serre’s 
upcycled fabrics—but too often as aesthetic irony. Mar-
giela’s distinction lay in depth: his glove jackets and 
bottle-cap bodices were not gimmicks but philosophical 
propositions about value, temporality, and the role of 
fashion as cultural critique. As Kaat Debo has argued, 
Margiela blurred the line between art object and garment, 
insisting that materiality itself could destabilize fashion’s 
myth of luxury.
Margiela’s contribution to both art and fashion history 
can therefore be summarized as a radical redefinition of 
luxury through material inversion. By replacing silk with 
cellophane, satin with plastic bags, or diamonds with 
broken ceramics, he dismantled the hierarchy of fabric 
and replaced it with a democratic, critical, and sensory 
vocabulary. This contribution anticipates contemporary 
discourses on sustainability, but more importantly, it re-
frames fashion as a historical participant in avant-garde 
strategies of material critique. In Margiela’s hands, matter 
itself became theory: the seam, the shard, the crack, the 
glove were not just details but arguments.
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4. Incompletion as Dialogue: Margie-
la’s Unfinished Process and the Audi-
ence’s Role
“I want people to see the process, the seams, the life of the 
object—even its death.”
Margiela’s philosophy of incompletion was never about 

absence but about becoming — a deliberate pause in the 
creative act that transformed the wearer into a collabora-
tor. Where deconstruction dismantled form and uncon-
ventional materials challenged perception, incompletion 
functioned as a temporal bridge between past, present, and 
future. His garments resisted finality, staging fashion as an 
open dialogue rather than a sealed object.
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4.1 Incompletion in Fashion and Art History 
The non finito has long been valued in art history as more 
than accident; it became a statement. Michelangelo’s Pris-
oners sculptures, still half-embedded in marble, embody 
the drama of potentiality, as though forms strain endlessly 
toward freedom. Margiela echoed this gesture by present-
ing garments that seemed to emerge from raw material 
rather than arriving fully formed. The unfinished hem or 
visible padding of a jacket captured that tension between 
material and idea.
In modernism, Cézanne’s brushstrokes refused resolution, 
Giacometti’s attenuated figures seemed forever dissolv-
ing, and later artists like Lucio Fontana slashed canvases 
to reveal rupture as an aesthetic act. Margiela’s clothing 
inserted fashion into this lineage: clothing was no longer 
a surface of perfection but a living sketch, a proposal left 
open for time to complete.
Fashion history provides its own precedents. Rei Kawaku-
bo’s 1980s collections at Comme des Garçons shocked 
Western audiences with garments that looked torn or 
unfinished, though hers often carried a dark romanticism. 
Yohji Yamamoto and Issey Miyake similarly destabilized 
polish through asymmetry and layering. Yet Margiela 
advanced these experiments into a sustained philosophy: 
incompletion was not an occasional stylistic flourish but 
a consistent design principle, binding together collections 
from the 1980s through the 2000s. His Split-to-Wear 

dresses of 1998, cut vertically and reassembled from 
mismatched halves, literalized fragmentation as fashion. 
With its exposed padding and raw framework, the 1992 
Stockman Tailor’s Dummy Jacket looked as though it had 
been lifted directly from the workroom before comple-
tion. These garments were not failures of completion; they 
were refusals of closure, aligning fashion with broader 
twentieth-century artistic practices that treated the frag-
ment as more truthful than the whole.[11]

By staging fashion within this art-historical continuum, 
Margiela collapsed boundaries between design and fine 
art. He insisted that clothing could, like sculpture or paint-
ing, derive meaning from incompletion — from what is 
withheld as much as from what is shown.

4.2 Audience as Co-Creator
If incompletion linked Margiela to art history, it also 
transformed the relationship between garment and audi-
ence. A dress with mismatched halves or a jacket halted 
mid-assembly is not passively consumed; it demands 
interpretive labor. The wearer must decide how to style 
asymmetry, while the observer must reconcile fragments 
into a coherent whole. In this sense, Margiela’s clothing 
dramatized Umberto Eco’s Open Work, where meaning 
remains indeterminate until co-produced by its audience 
(Eco qtd. in Bancroft 44). Roland Barthes’s concept of 
the “writerly text” resonates here too: Margiela designed 
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garments that could not be “read” without the audience 
writing themselves into the process.[12]

Margiela’s 2000 Hand-Painted Denim epitomized this 
dynamic. Initially pristine, the white paint cracked and 
flaked as the garment was worn, recording the body’s 
motion as a visual diary. The garment became what one 
critic called a “wearable palimpsest,” its surface rewritten 
with each use. The 2003 Replica Collection added another 
layer of temporal dialogue, reproducing vintage garments 
from the 1950s–70s with exact fidelity. These were not 
nostalgic reproductions; they invited contemporary wear-
ers to embody history while leaving their own imprint. 
The audience became not only co-interpreters but co-au-
thors of fashion’s temporality.
Even Margiela’s performance of anonymity reinforced this 
philosophy. By refusing to show his face, declining inter-
views, and appearing only through a team of assistants in 
white lab coats, Margiela disrupted the cult of personality. 
“I wanted the clothes to speak for themselves. My face 
would add nothing,” he stated . In this, he dissolved the 
myth of the solitary genius and highlighted the collec-
tive labor of fashion-making. His runways, with masked 
models or visible assistants adjusting garments, enacted 
incompletion as performance. The audience, confronted 
with fragments and gaps, became essential to completing 
the meaning of the show.
Incompletion thus extended beyond garments to the very 
structure of authorship. Margiela’s “unfinished” designer 
persona echoed his unfinished clothes: both were prop-
ositions, inviting projection and speculation rather than 
definitive closure.

4.3 Incompletion as Critique and Poetics
Margiela’s embrace of the unfinished also operated as 
critique. Haute couture traditionally erases the marks of 
labor, presenting garments as seamless marvels. Margiela 
reversed this logic: his 1992 Stockman Dummy Jacket 
revealed padding and basting, ritualizing the usually in-
visible process of tailoring. His 2009 Artisanal pieces con-
structed from broken plates, bottle caps, or gloves carried 
fractures and seams as visible archives of their making. As 
Nancy Troy noted, “His seams don’t hide; they testify.” 
The garments were tactile records of labor, refusing the 
illusion of untouched perfection.
At the same time, incompletion embodied a poetics of 
imperfection. Like the Japanese wabi-sabi aesthetic, Mar-
giela found beauty in transience and vulnerability. [13]The 
Hand-Painted Denim literalized decay; the Trompe L’Oeil 
Collection of 1997 printed illusions of distressed fabrics, 
questioning why garments must physically decay to feel 
authentic. In both cases, incompletion became temporal 

rather than merely visual — garments embodied time, 
memory, and erosion.
These gestures destabilized commodity culture. A pol-
ished garment is easily consumed and discarded; an un-
finished garment resists instant gratification, insisting on 
slow engagement. The 2006 Untitled perfume packaging 
exemplified this critique: its blank white bottle, stripped 
of logos, became a vessel for personal projection. Luxury 
was not a prepackaged identity but something to be co-au-
thored by the consumer. In Derrida’s terms, Margiela 
staged différance: meaning was always deferred, always 
incomplete.[2]

Runway settings amplified this critique. The 1992 can-
dlelit metro show staged garments in an environment of 
flux and instability — melting wax, flickering shadows 
— echoing the garments’ incompletion. The space itself 
refused permanence, as if the show were a fragmentary 
apparition. Incompletion thus functioned across object 
and performance, dismantling fashion’s aura of seamless 
spectacle.[14]

4.4 Legacy of the Unfinished
Margiela’s aesthetics of incompletion reverberate in 
contemporary fashion and sustainability movements. De-
signers like Demna Gvasalia at Balenciaga and Marine 
Serre employ visible seams, mismatched halves, or hybrid 
garments that echo Margiela’s radical legacy.[15] Yet while 
they often deploy incompletion as an aesthetic trope, Mar-
giela used it as a philosophical command: to challenge 
authorship, to foreground labor, to critique consumption.
More significantly, incompletion has become central to 
ecological and ethical design. Upcycling practices fre-
quently retain traces of garments’ former lives, presenting 
visible patchwork and irregularity as badges of authen-
ticity. This resonates with Japanese boro textiles, where 
visible mending signified endurance and care. Margiela 
anticipated this logic: by valorizing cracks, seams, and 
incompletion, he turned imperfection into durability rather 
than deficiency. Kaat Debo observes that in Margiela’s 
Hermès years, he extended this ethos of restraint into 
timeless, modular wardrobes that resisted disposability.
[16] His unfinished pieces thus foreshadowed the contem-
porary “slow fashion” movement, which values longevity, 
repair, and dialogue with materials over polished newness.
The philosophical stakes are profound. Walter Benjamin 
argued that the fragment retains an “aura” precisely be-
cause it gestures toward what is absent. Margiela’s incom-
pletion achieves the same effect: his clothes remain alive 
because they are never closed. The “most radical act,” as 
one critic summarized, “is not destruction but trust in the 
audience to continue the work.” Incompletion, far from 
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absence, became abundance: an abundance of possibili-
ties, interpretations, and futures still unfolding.

5. Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy 
of Margiela’s Radical Vision
Martin Margiela’s time at Maison Margiela (1988–2009) 
redefined fashion’s boundaries through his relentless ex-
ploration of deconstruction, unconventional materials, and 
deliberate incompletion. By dismantling garments to ex-
pose their seams, repurposing discarded objects into haute 
couture, and leaving designs provocatively unfinished, 
Margiela challenged the industry’s obsession with perfec-
tion and permanence. His work was not merely aesthetic 
rebellion—it was a philosophical manifesto, questioning 
the very foundations of beauty, functionality, status, and 
authorship. The exposed stitches of a deconstructed blaz-
er, the crackling paint on hand-treated denim, or the mis-
matched halves of a Split-to-Wear garment were not flaws 
but invitations: to see the labor behind creation, to touch 
the poetry in imperfection, and to participate in fashion’s 
ongoing narrative.

Margiela’s influence reverberates today in designers like 
Demna Gvasalia and Marine Serre, who adopt his tech-
niques but often as stylistic gestures rather than ideologi-
cal imperatives. Yet his true legacy lies beyond trends. By 
rejecting celebrity culture (famously refusing to be pho-
tographed) and emphasizing collective labor (his anony-
mous, gloved teams), Margiela reoriented fashion’s focus 
from the cult of personality to the power of ideas. His 
2009 Artisanal Collection, crafted from broken ceramics 
and forgotten gloves, epitomized this ethos: nothing was 
truly obsolete, only waiting to be reimagined. In an era 
of unsustainable fast fashion, Margiela’s work feels pro-
phetic—a call to slow down, engage deeply, and redefine 
value.
Ultimately, Margiela’s genius was his ability to transform 
fashion into a dialogue—between past and present, maker 
and wearer, destruction and renewal. As he once asserted, 
“Fashion is the language I use to ask questions.” [17]Three 
decades later, those questions still resonate, urging us to 
see the extraordinary in the ordinary, the art in the unfin-
ished, and the future in the fragments.

Figure 8:Diagram of Works by Heirs to Margiela’s Philosophy
Galliano evolving the deconstructed couture language 
(Galliano applying “reclica” or décortiqué techniques. 
Demna (Vetements/Balenciaga) mainstreaming Margie-
la’s anti-fashion and upcycling ideologies. Balenciaga’s 
current museum/upcycling shows reflecting material reuse 
and critique of consumerism. Marine Serre and emerging 
upcycling labels continuing Margiela’s ecological and 
philosophical legacy.
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