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ANTWERP, Belgium — “I never really
thought about big companies or big
names or big brands. I just wanted to
make clothes like a few friends that I had
here,” said Raf Simons in a comfy sweater
in front of about 800 paying attendees at
the fourth edition of Fashion Talks. The
event was organized by Flanders DC in the
Handelsbeurs in Antwerp, the oldest stock
exchange building in the world.
Simons, who also lives in the city, shared
his opinions about the state of the fashion
system, creativity and value behind a
design, and the importance of staying
independent and supporting the new
generation, as well as his frustration and
reﬂection from his previous positions at Jil
Sander and Dior.
While he did not mention Calvin Klein
during his 35-minute talk, between the
lines, his views seemed clear. Simons left
his post as chief creative oﬃcer at Calvin
Klein last December.
“Big brands that work with creative
directors are in constant ﬂux,”
the designer declared. “We see a
phenomenon that time periods become
shorter, shorter and shorter. It’s
something I wasn’t aware of in the earlier
stage when I took Jil. These brands,
although they can very much support
you and they can make possibilities
that relate to the actual designer, these
brands will usually exist forever no matter
who’s there. Because they are extremely
constructed on all the aspect that
surrounds the actual core of fashion, and
the actual content, emotion and creating
of garments and how that relates to your
big or small audience,” he said.
“These big brands are very much now
driven by marketing and growth, and
it’s rare that a designer is good in both
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after leaving Calvin Klein, he
discusses his past, present,
future and love for television
series in Antwerp.
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aspects. I am deﬁnitely not good at all the
aspects. I know for myself. What is more
important is that the designer knows
who to work with, which is also not your
choice, but it’s deﬁnitely your choice in
your [own] company,” he continued.
“As a creative director, it’s more
complicated because very much most
of these companies have everything in
place and then you come in and the focus
is in the beginning very much about
collections. You bring probably a huge list
of creatives in, but I have been in places
where I had to be involved to bring people
into merchandising or commercial because
they hadn’t really sorted that out,” added
Simons, who believes that the team
that had been assembled for him wasn’t
necessarily, in his view, the right one for
him to create what he thought was needed
for the brand to work.
Having been the designer of three major
fashion houses in the world’s three leading
fashion capitals, Simons has also learned
that he needs to be very careful about what
he says. “You get critiqued very quickly
and I speak not only for myself. I speak
for close designer friends in diﬀerent
positions. We get very scared to give an
opinion when I think we have very speciﬁc
opinions because you get critiqued on
so many aspects so quickly and I think it
makes a lot of us pull back on things and
try to do it with the things we are doing,”
he said.
Being independent, however, does give
him the permission to express himself
freely — sometimes. He said “Towards
the end of the Nineties and early 2000s,
we got a lot of proposals, but being in
diﬀerent positions as creative directors
taught me how dangerous it can be when
you marry in business. I mean, prior to
me, John [Galliano] was a big example. He
lost his own brand because he sold it for
the majority and that’s something I will
never forget.”
His independent ideology is linked to
the 51-year-old designer’s upbringing in
Belgium. “I got it spooned in. I started out
with Walter Van Beirendonck and I’m very
thankful for him being such a promotor of

young people. I came from nowhere and
I was welcomed there and he showed me
things. It was very inspiring,” he said.
“I saw all that independence and for
me, it was the only thing that I knew. In
the early stages of my brand, I wasn’t
aware of LVMH [Moët Hennessy Louis
Vuitton] brands and all that kind of
stuﬀ and creative director positions. I
just saw Walter Van Beirendonck, Ann
Demeulemeester, Dirk Van Saene, Dries
Van Noten and Martin Margiela having
their own thing,” he continued.
“To me, that’s what I want. It was a good
thing at the end that desire to be, and
the family feeling to me also. I remember
Dries and Walter were sharing the same
building, but they had an independent
creative language, and what Walter was
doing was completely something else.
There was a community of designers
being able to relate to each other one way
or another. All of them individually, in a
way, could see very fast how they had for
themselves created something very often

with people that they related to. I still think
that’s the beauty. I see my own company as
a family,” he added.
What he desires is very diﬀerent from
what he encountered later in his life. “The
system was diﬀerent. I started out without
a computer, but with a fax machine. There
was no access to the global fashion world
except for TV programs and magazines
months later. Nothing was out on the
day of the show. The time frame was six
months and now it’s just the moment the
show is happening,” he said.
“When I was at Dior, I felt there was an
incredible pressure from the outside on
me to be with me while I was designing,
while I was in the studio. Press wanted
to be there, the press wanted to be at the
ﬁttings. Then you do all the previews,
speak with all the press days before the
show. I didn’t like that at all. It was mainly
because one designer was very much at
ease with it. I don’t criticize people from
doing it, but because other people do
something, it should not be a system for ►
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Take a bow
Local designers are honoured at the third
annual Belgian Fashion Awards
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By Clodagh Kinsella

“

Being a finalist in such contests is a great
opportunity to share your work with your
peers as well as with a wider audience
Sarah Levy
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your work with your peers as well as with a
wider audience,” says Levy.

he local fashion scene may be famous for its modesty, but there’s
one time of year when the country proudly celebrates its avant-garde design credentials and fiercely independent
streak: during the annual Belgian Fashion
Awards. The awards honour the country’s
designers at home and abroad, focusing
on big names as well as behind-the-scenes
talent, and act as a springboard for upand-coming brands.

The third edition of the event took place
in November in the context of the fashion
seminar Fashion Talks. It was organised by
publications Le Vif Weekend and Knack
Weekend alongside three bodies key to the
promotion of Belgian creativity: Wallonie-Bruxelles Design Mode (WBDM), MAD
Brussels and Flanders DC.
“These days, being an entrepreneur in
the fashion sector is a bigger challenge
than ever, both for newcomers and for
the numerous professionals in the sector,”
says Elke Timmerman of MAD Brussels.
“By taking part in the organisation of the
Belgian Fashion Awards, WBDM wants
to strengthen the reputation and international visibility both of the sector as a
whole and the talented individuals with
their unique character, whether they work
independently or within a fashion house,”
adds Laure Capitani of WBDM.
Awards were given in seven categories,
and francophone designers were well represented. Couture lingerie creator Carine
Gilson, whose label celebrated its 30th anniversary this year, was nominated for Designer of the Year, while in-demand fashion
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An architect by training, Levy’s award-winning project Creatures of Habit draws on
exchanges with sociologist Mathieu Berger,
materialising often-vapid contemporary
fetishes in the form of accessories. Such
a conceptual approach feels very Belgian
– one reason she feels a kinship with the
country’s radical creative scene. “Of course
I appreciate the dynamics of big cities like
Paris or London, but Brussels’ outsider status gives me a feeling of freedom that’s decisive in the development of my work.”

editor Benoît Béthume and photographer
Pierre Debusschere both vied for Professional of the Year, with Debusschere taking the crown. Dominique Rocour of Liège
school Château Massart and Thurel Thouet of HELMo Mode were among the joint
winners of the Most Promising Graduate
title. The jury felt the seven finalists all
deserved the title, saying they found the
candidates “very strong individuals who
give a great overview of what our various
Belgian fashion schools have to offer”.
The Emerging Talent of the Year award, reserved for brands less than three years old,
saw a nomination for rising star Sarah Levy,
a Brussels-based accessories designer and
La Cambre Mode(s) graduate who recently
scooped the Public Award at France’s prestigious Hyères Festival. “When you have a
more discursive than business-oriented
approach to design, being a finalist in such
contests is a great opportunity to share

Having won the Emerging Talent award
last year, contemporary denim label Façon
Jacmin, founded in 2016 by twins Alexandra and Ségolène Jacmin, underscored its
popularity as one of several francophone
brands honoured in the Fashion Brand of
the Year category. The public selected the
winner from a jury-selected shortlist of 10
brands including veterans Natan, a brand
whose roots stretch back to 1930.
“Awards like this are really a boost on so
many different levels: they create visibility
and so are a marketing boon where you really feel the commercial consequences of winning,” say the sisters. “We’re also very proud
of Belgian fashion and its excellent reputation and history worldwide, so the quality of
the prize is an extra motivation to win it –
although just to be nominated already feels
like a reward.” It’s a response suggesting that,
even on prize day, Belgium’s famed modesty
isn’t something that’s easily set aside.
belgianfashionawards.be
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