
Inspired by BDSM, queer politics and raw sexuality, designer Liz Collins can make a set of knitting
needles do things your grandmother never dreamed of. By stephanie schroeder
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From 2000 to 2004 Liz Collins name was on her clothnrg hbel. She had at
teasr seven runway shows and was the darling ofthe fashion world, panicu-

I 
lady theJapanese fashion media she has been enrhralted by since she was a
teenager. 'I made a big splash rvirh my 6rst show, which was a rocal surpdse

I 
sinte I was nerv ro rhe high-fashion scenei,says Collins, who today teaches
at her alma marer, rhe Rbode Island School ofDesign, where she earned her

I 
BFA and MFA ;r rextile design. An assisrant professor in che textile depart-
ment, she extends herexcitement about knitwear and knitting techniques into

I 
research that she says blurs the boundaries ofche academic and rhe arrisric.

Collins began her fashion career with a boutique in providence, R.I.,

I 
chat she operated from 1994 to 1996 with a friend, and which she now
refers co as'an ongoing designer sample sale.,,

I 
"We did one-oli'pieces and also sold ocher designers clothing.It was an

expetimental period," she reminisces."I learned how co make clothing by

I rrial and enorl she returncd co RISD to obrain her MFA and rhen created
rhe Liz Collins brand.

| 
"I 6nd wornens bodies perpelually rnspiring. Not thar men,s bodies

. 
.antbe beruri ful -  I  enloy rhe humrn srrucrure.bucrny love l . ,r the lem.rle

I form and queer uomens bodies is whet rn,pires me, rrrher thrn a .er rr irr

.  
f ibn. or f+hiorr sr lhouerre. tr" very vrsceral for mei Coll i ,rs sryr rhat while

I our lesbirn designers .rre few and f.rr between. m.rnl are rr rhc helm oF

I 
d(sign companie.. head dcsigners for big nrme de,rgncrs or orher player"

I rn rhe fashion industry. behrnd rhe scene. in rhe wr1 lesbi:r,rs in relerision
are.:s producers rnd writersl '

I  C. f f ' " "  laughs uhen asled rbour rhe bur.h rcrrrne Jynrrrr . . " r rd t rer

I  
personr l  rchr ionshrp wich her parrner ot  rwo ycar. .  AtDS .r . rn isr  rnd

I eJuc;rorJul ie Drvids. \ \el l .  rr  kind of took. trke rtrrr,  rnJ I d,rrr wanr to

, 
del ineJul iei idenrin; honever td sry she is more ,n rhe rrrrr,ger,d.r rertm

| - rhough she has her burchy momenrs AnJ Inr Jct irrrr.r . . ,  srr ly.gir l l

,  
Bondrge;nd ferr.h are r lso a parr of Coll in- idcnr rrv r.  l -ur h .r quctr u om-

I  rn rnd as r  d.s igner.  BDSMandfer i ,h;rep;rrot  rnr  . , .  <r l rcrr , .  t . r rgu.rge
and very connected to who I am as an artisr and as a pcnoni
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"BDSM and fetish symbols shou up as rrotifs in my clothing borh as
fashion and ideas about how thc bo.lv ran be restrained antl experience
diferenr sensations. I translart'rhar inro a visual language. There are a lor
ofpossibilities in the rcalm offashi.,n .rn.i clorhing, and my wly ofralking
abour it is to shou cornpression, pressLrrc an.l rcsisrance. For example I use
ropes in rny designs," explains Collinr, I mc.rn I knit long cords our of fab-
ric and then anach rhem to.r e,rrmrrr. lr's like self--bondage. In some ofny
pieces, the u'earer can tie herstlfup or;onreonc else can.Ir,s abour restrainr.
The vierver can see thar rhe s errcr i, b.-.und, and boch the wearer and the
viewer exper icnce somethinq. ' r i r : : : : : .

Addi t ion.r l ly  Col l ins rnr. ' r r . : r  . : r  : r  icnsat ions the body receives v ia
clothing."Since the firnalc fi,r:r :: ,:::: .: luge inspiration to me,I feel like I
design clorhjnq tu relarc rL,  pco.. . .  l . : , : . : : : . rkrneasofrandcozyknirdressor

swealersoftcor leNc:tr \onr: : : :  - : : : : :  :  r r  rhe date,  bur I  k ind ofam, you
knorv r lhar I  rnc.rn.  Col l r r . . r : . : . :  .  . :cr i t ic  dress rhar is very popular
in her l ine,  " l  bui lJ . ' i r . : , ;  : : : :  . '  .  : : : : : . . ! . :1rr ,  and I  have this dress I  do
where the sholc r .xr .  : ,  i . : - :  : : . - :  : ,  - . - . rser- l ike,  and you can feel  safe
and helJ in I 'ur  n. . r  r r . : : r , , r . . :  :  :  - .  :  : , : :  of  losing your breach, and ict
very excitins tu (r'.rr

Olcr  dre prs:  i i .L ,  : : .  : .  : . r : r  hcr ideas from subl imat io l
in her. lcsiqns r , ,  c. . . - . . . : : :  :  .  :  : .  :  : : : : ;  rhem on a physical  and vis-
ceral  lcrc l  in hcr ' - . r : . .  ,

interesred in sr : j : : ; r  : : : .  :

My per.son;t  t : : : . : . - . . - .  .  . : : :  : r . rnspeople, , ,  Col l ins says. , . r
rhink ;rr ti: r . : : : : .: huqe parc ofwhar cheit art
is  abour l  (  . , , , : r .  . : - :  .  :  : :  i lorhes is se:ry. , , l r ,s my way
ofconnecr in!  : .  r .  :  : .  : : :  urge ro connect that  feels
r ight  a ld is ho::r . .  - :  .  :  : :  : : :5 l r  connecr ionl ,

One odt:  r : : : . : .  . : :  : .  hcr fer ish for  rhe reuse of
marer ia l -  s i , : - : .  ,  :  . : : : : r r  use lcf tovers f rom other
desrgners or nr - : :::rrcs, Collins says. She re_
mains lirn rh.r: .: ,::rronal."I often rhink abour

I
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rrMy love for the female form and queer women's bodies is
what inspires me, rather than a certain fabric or fashion
silhouette. lt's very visceral for me."
making clothing soft and intimate, Iilled with love and alfection and pas-

sion, passing from me ro orher people."

CollinJ kniwear is for the woman who wancs ro be the center ofatten-

tion."The Liz Collins customer is someone who is willing to be seen, talked

to and approachedi'she says,"because my designs are so Lrnique and aiten-

rion-getting she is also someone who is willing co spend a lictle more for

the ef{'eccl'Her designs are nor what she considers lesbian fashion,"what'

ever chat is, and even I dont knowl Collins says a designer such as Parisa

Parnian of tugged OUTGrtets, who speciGcally caters to butches and the

rrans communiry, definitely'doeJ' dyke fashion."Patricia Field is, of course,

an out lesbian, coo, but she's more ofa stylist and tascemakerl'

These days, Collins designs knitwear collections for other top fashion

designers in addition to her own creations. "Bur," she cautions, "I dont

know what rhe next few years hold - whether the Liz Collins brand as

the fashion world knew it will return lt was so much work being the boss

ofthe 6rm, running projeccions and suPervising people in addition to de-

signingl Collins plans to spend cwo months at a textile factory in Peru rhis

summer to"reline and .esolve some design issues that I never had time ro

when I was running my own comPanyi-

Collins lives in Providence wirh Davids, whom she met online."I am a

huge advocate oflnternet dating'she says with a laugh, adding rhac patr of

her courting of Davids was co send her an original Liz Collins swearer'"I

am madly in love for rhe 6rst time, and I am the happiesr and busiest lie

As to the raging argumenc abour too-chin models, Collins weighs in on

the issue."ft's a real problem, particularly for young people to see rhese roo-

tbin models. But,I chink its adverrisingmore than runway fashion.l mean its

onlya select few who actend runway shows while seeing these skinny women

over and over in magazines is very damagingl'Asked ifdesigners use super-

thin models as 'blothes hangers" so that rheit designs are more ptominent

rh.rn rhe models, Collins agrees bur pornts to innovatjve de.igners suth a'

Jean Paul Gaultier, who get around the issue. She references Gaultier's show

where mannequins wearing his designs were advanced around the runway

with the kind ofmachine drycleaners use."Its designers like that, who rake

incredible risks and l1out che status quo, who ultimately make an impacti

Collins' creacive impact comes into play with the art she crafts using

knitting machines. She is internationally known for creating 3-D inscal-

lations in addition ro clorhing and textiles, and het serres ofperformance-

based knitting installations, KNITTING NATION, employs uniformed

kni t ters uorking on mrthines ro create a muhisensory exper ience rhrr  ex '

amines whar she calls"mv commentarv and ruminations on how humans

interact with machines, global trade, fashion, and iconographyl'Collins says

thar rhe only part ferishism plays in KNITTING NATION is perhaps in

rhe uniforms the knitters wear."You might say I have a uniform ferishi'she

laughs,"in that a group of people doing the same thing wearing the same

costume rhat defines the labor rhey are performirg is Pleasing to melr

KNITTINC NATION s Radnal Lace €, Subrteniw Knittin!lrogrdm rur!

at the Museum oJ Arts t' De'igh in New York Citl through June 17. A pet

.f,,nnance by Collins, "Phase 4: Pridei' i schaluled Jot the afternoon oJ June

16, ,luring whicb sbe andber knitting cret, plan to crcate a giant raikbo@ f1g:

Ltan mote dbout ber at lizcollins.conr.
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