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"I want to make clothes with a soul," Ronald van der Kemp says

with no hint of pretension, no saccharin quixotism, only the air
of a man with ossified conviction.

Van der Kemp is a Dutch fashion designer whose calling card

is as much the paroxysms ofcolor and nostalgic references to
the 80s that punctuate his collections as it is his dedication to
creating clothes in a sustainable manner, sourcing surplus fabrics

everfwhere from flea markets and vintage stores to exclusive

suppliers of leathers and old skins. He came indirectly to the

iteration of creativity that is fashion. Growing up in a small vil-
lage in Holland, he'd originally aspired to expression through the

medium of dance. He took his talents, instead, to art college and

graduated with a BA in Fashion Design. In his own words, he

does not come from a background where a career in fashion was

normal. "It was a sort of a Billy Elliot thing..." he says, "It was a

way for me to get my creativity out."

As for clothes with a soul, the beautiful paradox harkens to all
the other oxymoronica that only serve to bolster the authenticity
of van der Kemp's vision, In his eyes, there are inanimate vest-
ments whose quintessence has a living ability to reach through
time, like tentacles through a vortex. If"the way ofparadoxes
is the way of truth," a sentiment Oscar Wilde injected into the

mouths of one of his characters in the Picture of Dorian Grey,

and "to test realiry we must see it on a tightrope," then as a

designer and artist who-knowingly or unknowingly-upholds
complex paradox, van der Kemp proves himself a man on a wire
with powers of balance akin to Philippe Petit. Van der Kemp's

ethos is a sort of in with the old, in with the new.

With one foot firmly planted in the past that reveals itself in a

hand that renders design peppered with architectural references

to the 80s, and a nostalgia for the era of true muses with invet-
erate personal style, he is ever forward looking and questioning
how we can move fashion into the future through sustainable

and purposeful production.



His eponymous demi-couture line, RVDK
Ronald van der Kemp, sprung from the

clutches of disillusionment with the status

quo en mode. Having started his career

in fashion working for the likes of Bill
Blass, Guy Laroche and Michael Kors at

C6line, he was consulting in the industry

for about ten years before its wastefulness

struck him. The automation of the creative

process that culminates in the profligacy of
modern fashion had syphoned all the joy

out of the industry for him.

"I saw all these showrooms full of clothes

and thought, Who is going to buy all this?

Who needs all this? And I thought some

of the things were just fill in exercises. In a

way you were just making collections. You

think the theme, you do your colors, you

do your prints, you know already what is

going to come out in the end."

On a long shopping day, after seeing col-

lection after collection and failing to find
a spark in any of them, a fire was kindled

in a vintage store. There he found the

archives of socialite Nan Kempner: a com-

pendium of old Saint-Laurent, Valentino,

Bill Blass. "It really hit me," he says, "...
this is what I want to do. I want to make

clothes like these. I want to make clothes

with a soul." No exclamation mark, just a

full stop.

"In the beginning, I was careful with the

use ofthe word sustainable or ethical

because I wanted it to be about the clothes,

I wanted it to be about excitement of fash-

ion. I am a hardcore fashion person and I
v/anted to make fashion that matters," he

intimates. Clearly not one to engage in
painting by numbers, van der Kemp opted

for the demi-couture route, imbuing his

clothes with an attention and exclusivity

to which Ready-To-Wear could never

aspire, and yet retaining an attainabiliry
that is alien to the realm ofhaute couture.

"Haute Couture is so elite that you cannot

reach anyone and I just want to reach this

customer that buys expensive clothes, that

spends money on clothes but is sick ofthe
non-exclusivity ofthe big brands because

you find it everywhere on every street

corner nowadays," he explains.

Van der Kemp chose the demi-couture

route also because he wanted handiwork

and craftsmanship to be an oriflamme of

his work. "1 wanted to show the handwork

and artisanship and with that you get small

imperfections that make you feel that [the
clothes] are made by someone who cares,

and that gives the clothes a soul".

"Clothes with a soul." The refrain under-

scores the importance ofclothing etched

with life to the designer; clothing that

reflects the time and breath betwixt the

seams, stitches that express aesthetic

notion ofwabi-sabi in that they celebrate

the beauty of natural variation. "I wanted

to do something good with existing

things because I saw all ofthe leftover

things that weren't used, which made me

sad that people thought they could buy

clothes for the price of a cappuccino."

And so it came to be that RVDK was born.

The designer showed his first collection

during Paris haute couture week, present-

ing to intimate gatherings of power players

Their enthusiasm and his intuition have

led him to the brand he is now building,

collecting leftover fabrics that might oth-
erwise be burnt or discarded and spinning
them into a coherent mdlange ofbory
shoulders, pastiche coats and operatic yet

modern gowns. Certainly, sourcing in this

way presents a limitation to the designer,

but he has found, again paradoxically, that

the walls of limitation fling open the doors

of creativity. As he puts it, "...ifyou can do

whatever you want, you can do whatever

you want, but if you have to work with
what you have in front of you, it is much

more of a positive challenge."

Intentionality and intuition have defined

both his creative process and how he has

run the business of his brand. And while

not necessarily storming the proverbial

Bastille, when occasions have presented

themselves to be part of more than fash-

ion, through fashion, van der Kemp has

embraced such opportunities. His Spring

2018 collection, for instance, was made

with the help of Syrian and African refu-

gees, but van der Kemp insists he was not
trying to make a political statement. He
was more so drawn to working with these

marginalized members of society on the

project because he felt theyd be coming
to the table with different perspective,

cultures, and even techniques, a sentiment

which betrays his deep humanist tenden-
cies. His interest in presenting a collage of

worldviews is evident in the diverse casting

of his shows and his instance that models

be their true self and walk the way the feel.

He laments the inability of the current

generation to create personas with their
propre style. He wants people to realize

that clothes are not trash; that they should

respect clothes and curate a wardrobe of
timeless pieces built to last; that vintage

shopping is a robust alternative for the

fashion consumer who might not be able

to afford demi couture but wishes to

reduce their footprint. In short, his welt-
anschauung is simple and crystal clear and

it is from the limpid brick and mortar of
these beliefs that RVDK, as the brand, as

much as the person, is constructed.

Van der Kemp seriously wants the fashion

world to wake up. Not content to sit and

wait, he's taking initiative into his own

hands and creating the world he wants

to see.

"I am not in this world to do good, other-

wise I wouldn't do fashion," he says frankly,

with a laugh, "but within it I think you

can do something positive...and do it with
passion and conviction."


