
In this essay I have taken the opportunity afforded by Raf Simons’ 
historic appointment to Christian Dior to reflect on his influential 
17-year career in fashion. Simons, a much celebrated figure in 
the world of design, is credited with transforming the silhouette of 
menswear and introducing street-style references which forged the 
way for designers such as Hedi Slimane, Kris Van Assche, and Lucas 
Ossendrijver. Despite this influential status, by the late 1990s he looked 
destined to follow the fate of compatriot designers Martin Margeila 
and Ann Demeulemeester as a cult figure much admired in the field 
but relatively unknown outside fashion circles. 

It was Simons’ appointment to Jil Sander in 2005 which acted as 
the crucial turning point in his career. Sander’s eponymous label 
was not so much ailing as in its final death throes and the brand’s 
owners were locked in bitter confrontation with its founder. Simons, 
whose reputation at the time was as a niche and intellectual 
designer, proved himself able to balance creative concerns against 
commercial imperatives: his critically well-received first womenswear 
collection both rehabilitated the Jil Sander label and cemented his 
reputation as a credible practitioner. As creative director, Simons 
further developed the clean lines and modernist influences which his 
early collections had hinted at. Simultaneously, his own range took on 
an increasingly clean, formal character often labelled minimalist. 

In many ways, Raf Simons appointment to Christian Dior in 2012 came 
as a surprise. Maison Dior, synonymous with Parisian haute couture 
and timeless feminine elegance, had taken on an artistic director who 
studied industrial design in Genk and made his name street-casting 
shows to the strains of the Smashing Pumpkins. Admittedly, Simons 
had proven himself as a womenswear designer, but the clean lines 
and restraint of Jil Sander were a world away from Christian Dior’s 
unashamed maximalism. Simons’ opening couture presentation for 
A/W 13, was a success to disarm even the sternest critics. Revisiting 
Dior’s signature New Look and striping it back to its essential elements 
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(a focus on the waist, sinuous lines and “floating” volumes of tulle 
and chiffon) he revealed an aesthetic reinvigorated by freshness and 
simplicity. A line had been drawn under the excesses, both stylistic and 
personal, of predecessor John Galliano and Simons career had taken 
him from a presentation of edgy menswear, modelled in an Antwerp 
apartment, to the heart of the French fashion establishment.
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From his debut collection of 1995 
Raf Simons has demonstrated 
a fascination with marginal 
masculinities. In his first three 
collections including A/W 1996 We 
Only Come Out at Night and S/S 
1997 How to Talk to Your Teen, motifs 
of subverted school uniform were 
combined with recurrent references 
to rave, punk and new-wave. The 
Raf Simons aesthetic of this time 
was characterised by close-fitting, 
uniform-inflected tailoring (often 

sported with Crombie-like coats) along with 
edgy, youth-culture references: slashed 
garments, leather, and sheer slouchy 
knits. The look was completed by Simons’ 
characteristic use of unprofessional, “street-
cast” models scouted from Antwerp’s 
teenage hangouts. 

Simons’ wan, skinny models of this period 
projected a palpable sense of fragility 
seeming to express the designer’s 
preoccupation with unconventional gender identities and celebration of marginal 
youth-culture. He went on to explore these notions more explicitly in subsequent 
collections and in his 2003 photographic exhibition The Fourth Sex: Adolescent 
Extremes. Themes of identity, angst and isolation were clearly important 
motivations for Simons’ exploration of adolescence as a peculiar and liminal state 
and his 1999 book Isolated Heroes (featuring photographs of catwalk models 
and muses) acted as a visual manifesto for his emergent design ethos. While this 
sensibility was clearly connected to creative concerns, particularly as a reaction to 
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the status quo, it is tempting to draw connections with Raf Simons’ own upbringing 
in rural Flanders:

“I come from Neerpelt, a tiny Belgian village full of farms and cows, so growing up, I couldn’t 
experience firsthand what was going on in the world. There was just a little record store in town, 
and the only way I could keep up was through music-listening to bands like Kraftwerk and studying 
album-cover art.” 1

When Raf Simons’ first significant catwalk collection 
Black Palms was unveiled in Paris in1997 the critical 
reception was divided between those who saw 
him as forging a new way forward for menswear, 
and those who were baffled by his unconventional aesthetic. It is important to 
remember, while there were precedents for Simons’ celebration of androgynous 
alienation2 they ran counter to mainstream fashion’s model of masculinity which in 
the mid 1990s was still predominantly, square of jaw, white of tooth, athletic, and 
bronzed (See Burberry S/S 1996). The ambivalence that Simons’ Paris debut aroused 
can be felt in Alix Sharkey’s contemporary report in the Guardian:

Belgian newcomer Raf Simons showed his sardonic Black Palms collection in a garage just off the 
Bastille, his ultra-skinny sharp tailoring combining neatly with the punky, ghoulish look of the pre-
pubescent model boys. If fashion were really opium for the masses, Simons would be the king of 
ketamine, the quasi-hallucinogenic anaesthetic that has supplanted ecstasy in New York clubs. In 
fact, his overall theme seemed to be Etonian skateboarders go to Miami and fall down a K-hole. A 
restricted palette of black, white and grey - used even in trompe l›oeil T-shirts - reinforced the mor-
bid quality of his work. Simons has his finger on some kind of pulse, but one that may be just a beat 
away from flatlining.

Raf Simons’ street-casting was taken as exhibit-A in a long line of proofs of 
idiosyncrasy, but in a way that was the point3: by 1998 ambivalence was replaced 
by breathlessly laudatory reviews. Raf Simons, had refused to play by the rules and 
won anyway. 
1  “Jil Sander’s New Man.” Armand Limander, Harper’s BAZAAR. (May 1, 2006 ).

2  In the street-style Simons referenced; between the pages of the magazines like i-D, The 
Face, and Dazed &Confused; in contemporary bands like Pulp and Suede, and in the post punk 
subcultures of the late 1970s and early 1980s.

3  Street-casting also revealed practical concerns, the neat fit of his tailoring would simply not 
have fit the bulging biceps and pectorals of many contemporary menswear models. 
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RAF is the new force in men’s fashion. A shy young Belgian, in fact, named Raf Simons. The 29-year-
old’s Paris show on Friday night confirmed his arrival on the international stage. His sophisticated, 
well-made tailoring - shorn of all extraneous detail and cut long and sleek in jet black - had the 
fashion pack steamed up at the ready to-wear collections for next winter. The show traced the 
bleaker currents of youth culture over the past 20 years, but even the zips and frayed knits of the 
punk era came across as elegant rather than raw. Peter Sidell, owner of The Library fashion store in 
west London, said: ‘These are the cultural reference points of the new generation. Raf fetches the 
past into the future. It is easy to tell when the fashion world has found a new star: twice as many 
people turn up at the show. But it was worth the scrum.4

In this sense, Simons was at the vanguard of a reconceptualisation of menswear 
as a vital creative force with an identity and relevance independent of women’s 
fashion. From the late 1990s onwards menswear received increasing critical 
attention and large design houses such as Yves Saint Laurent and Christian Dior 
awoke to its untapped commercial potential. Hedi Slimane who was heavily 
influenced by Simons’ (to the point of sending him large bouquets after each 
show) took his slim silhouettes and subcultural references and transformed them by 
injecting a lushness and sense of dandyish luxury. To this day, menswear owes 
a debt to Simons’ pioneering spirit which opened up the potential for creative 
experimentation: this is evident in Lucas Ossendrijver’s Soldats de Paix5 attired in 

their mixture of de luxe and utilitarian fabrics; in Kris Van Assche’s playful tailoring; in 
the experimental silhouettes of Damir Doma and in a thousand high-street knock-
offs from COS to Topman. Perhaps more profoundly, this reconceptualisation of 
menswear has contributed to a proliferation and multiplicity of masculine identities 

4  “Raw youth culture reborn as elegance; Fashion’s king of the Belgians takes the twerp out 
of Antwerp.” The Observer cites Peter Sidell. (January 25, 1998 ).

5  Alber Elbaz, Défilé Homme Printemps/Eté 2012 de Lanvin, “Les soldats pas de guerre mais 
les soldats de paix, c’est ça l’histoire.” www.youtube.com/watch?v=HuFAvHVAmpI accessed 
08/12/12
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which at the turn of the 20th Century have the same potential to reconfigure 
gender norms as womenswear practitioners at the turn of the 19th.6  

6  Chanel, Poiret, Vionnet and the Callot Soeurs spring to mind. 
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Raf Simons’ work is frequently 
characterised by a concern for 
geometry, and his garments are often 
cut to mirror pure geometric (especially 
triangular and trapezoid) forms. This 
purity of line is further expressed in the 
uncluttered simplicity he maintains by 
concealing fastenings and pockets, 
displacing seams to the back of the 
garment, and avoiding darts and style-
lines. The resultant aesthetic has often 
been described as minimalist in an 
explicit reference to high-modernist 
fine art, but this attribution is somewhat 
inexact. In fact, Simons has often made 
use of decorative, texturally rich, and 
iridescent surface treatments, while 
introducing iconic garments and detail in 
order to play with cultural references, so 
his practice is emphatically not confined 
to an arid purism. 

Raf Simons’ experimentation with the 
formal qualities of dress, is evident from 
his first ever collection (A/W 95) inspired 

by school uniforms. Here, shirts and ties remain, but garments weirdly 
abstracted and transformed into leather have replaced the tank tops 
and sweaters familiar from our own school days. By 2008 in his S/S 09 
collection for Jil Sander these modernist tropes have become much more 
explicit as tailored jackets, shorn of their collars and revers, are panelled 
in bands of contrasting hue; shirt fastenings are concealed beneath 
plackets; and zipper pulls articulate pure primary forms. To present 
such an array of modernist references and yet to create garments 
so covetable and harmonious requires assuredness and lightness of 
touch. Simons’ pallet of soft tints sharply delineated against yellow 
and ultramarine recall Bridget Riley, the geometry and contrast of trim 
and fastenings could be read as a nod to the Bauhaus or to the Soviet 
avant-garde, and yet, these reference never threaten to overwhelm 
the outfit. It’s an approach that instantly injects a sense of freedom 
and experimentation into Raf Simons’ collections. These are considered 
and controlled experiments: elements of innovation, androgyny, and 
subversion are balanced against menswear archetypes, the Crombie, the 
classic shirt, the oxford. 
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In Raf Simons first womenswear collection for Jil Sander in 2006 he 
returned to the minimalist tailoring with which the brand had originally 
gained its reputation, softening some of the clean lines and using 
technologically innovative fabrics, some of which were impregnated 
with metallic pigment. Simons described the rationale for this approach 
thus:

“In the past five years there has been such an emphasis 
on adding details, decoration, and tricks to clothes that 
fashion has become overloaded and ultimately boring. 
What is interesting to me is just the opposite. I think that 
women are ready for purity of design and clothes that 
are quite long-lasting.”7 

In subsequent collections Simons introduced more 
playful elements to Jil Sander while maintaining a 
sense of order underpinned by a neo-modernist 
sensibility. In his S/S 11 collection, bold blocks of 
saturated colour lent dynamism to the collection. 
An A-line dress of bright orange is a case in point, 
its draped “pleats” are taped to the garment in 
a reference to sportswear finishings that refreshes 
and reinvents the piece, while the repetition of 
the trapezoid motif in the drapery and silhouette 
suggest unity of form. 

7  Raf Simons cited by Armand Limnander, “Jil Sander’s New Man.” Harper’s 
BAZAAR. (May 1, 2006).

Raf Simons announcement as creative director for Christian Dior symbolised a 
definitive break from the labels recent past, and in particular the opulence and 
excess (sometimes to the point of pantomime) of John Galliano’s haute couture 
collections. Returning to the archive, Simons’ revisited Christian Dior’s signature 
New Look, whose silhouette dominated the 1950s. By paring down the excess 
of padding (which led Coco Chanel to comment that Dior upholstered women 
rather than dressing them)8 Simons recaptured a sinuous purity of line evident in 
Christian Dior’s early collections. At the same time, a freshness and clarity was 
evoked through the use of lightweight and technical fabrications, innovative 
assemetric pleating, and vivid colour, which lent a contemporary relevance to the 
look. Interestingly, while the silhouette and drape of Simons’ first haute couture and 
prêt-à-porter collections for Maison Dior were very clearly inspired by its founder, 

8  Many fantastic quotations are attributed to Chanel, when her somewhat faded rival Paul 
Poiret asked her sarcastically whose mourning her black dress was for, she is said to have replied  
“for you dear Monsieur” there is a possibility that both quotations are apocryphal. 
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the clarity of line recalled Alexander Calder, while surface treatments had an 
expressionistic aspect. It was almost as if Simons was reconciling Christian Dior’s 
early collections to a mid-century modernist moment in art and design. This act 
of reconciliation is intriguing as the New Look, has often been seen as standing 
in a space of nostalgia running counter to progressive design ideals espoused 
elsewhere at the time. 
In Raf Simons’ S/S13 menswear collection, an outfit is composed of a rectangular, Raf Sim
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sleeveless silk T-shirt layered over a white sleeveless shirt, black shorts (slit at the 
front) and patent leather shoes. The T-shirt is a canvas for mournful semi-abstract 
faces in a palette of black, violet, phthalo green, and light-pink: the disjointed 
images reconfiguring themselves as the model hurtles down the catwalk. Liberated 
from all sartorial rules, nothing about this outfit should work, and yet we cannot 
help but be affected by its sheer energy and fragile beauty. 

For S/S13 Christian Dior (ready-to-wear), models also emerged to an electro track, 
but here the pace was more gentle. Light played across the surface of iridescent 
technical tulle layered over printed chiffon: the skirt’s tiers seeming to float with 
weightless ease. The model’s black silk-jersey T-shirt, so unexpected, but so Raf 
Simons, neutralised any hint of fussiness as the designer proposed a look which 
explicitly referred to the past but was definitively of today. 

To pull off two critically acclaimed collections in one season, catering to such 
distinctly contrasting demographics is surely bravura performance. Simons’ genius 
seems to lie in a particular assuredness,  backed up by a distinctive sensibility, 
which translates itself into clarity of aesthetic judgement. He has turned his hand 
to menswear, womenswear, haute couture, even to photography and yet his 
concerns remain remarkably constant. It is a freshness of vision, a modernity and a 
certain steely fearlessness which have characterised a career burnished over time 
where others have briefly sparkled. Perhaps more triumphs await, but Raf Simons 
has undoubtably secured his place in fashion’s Pantheon.

Jay McCauley Bowstead 
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