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Marine Serre’s work has often held a 
mirror up to our times. Most re-
cently, her autumn/winter 2020-
21 show, where models wore face 

masks (now so much a part of our reality) addressed 
the paranoia of today in a world confronted by 
COVID-19. The winner of the 2017 LVMH Prize is 
best known for bringing together sportswear and 
couture-esque surprises in the most enjoyable 
ways, and recognised by her signature crescent-
moon logo. The designer, though, hasn’t strived for 

glory without responsibility; upcycling has been at 
the core of her business since its inception.

Priya Ahluwalia, a finalist of this year’s LVMH 
Prize, harnesses her Nigerian and Indian heritage 
to drive her commitment to using dead stock  
and vintage fabric waste and turning them into  
covetable menswear pieces that are truly one-off.  
(Womenswear is in the pipeline.)

The two designers, who chose not to take the easy 
way out, talk about the charms and challenges of 
building a sustainable brand. >

D

How do you nurture a responsible brand with a radical 
aesthetic? Paris-based Marine Serre and London-based Priya 
Ahluwalia, both designers who have built sustainability into 
the DNA of their respective eponymous labels, light the way
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MARINE SERRE

O il spills, climate change, racing, nostal-
gia—it’s hard to find one common 
thread in how Marine Serre imagines a 
narrative for her collections. “The idea 

is not for me to redo what was done. The future is 
the past and the past is the future, and I am working 
through that,” she says, sphinx-like, over a video call. 
For this French designer, who studied design at La 
Cambre in Brussels and acquired an education in 
the ateliers of Alexander McQueen and Maison 
Margiela, building a sustainable brand wasn’t in-
tended as an innovation or disruption; to her, there 
was no other way to exist. Even the omnipresent 
leitmotif of a crescent moon in her work is emblem-
atic of cultural sustainability, carrying tales of mi-
gration, national identity and a rapidly transform-
ing Europe.

Based on the end use of the garments, the Marine 
Serre label is divided into four lines: Red for cou-
ture, Gold for the runway collection, White for eve-
ryday essentials and Borderline for underwear or 
clothes closest to the body. A Green line of upcycled 
clothing once existed, which Serre has now dissolved 
as all her lines use dead stock. There’s also a new line 
of regenerated jewellery made using discarded stock 
from fashion studios across Paris and even seashells 
collected from the shore.

Serre is making waves globally with her uniquely 
produced garments, but is still conscious of the fact 
that her growing atelier is a small one. She is invest-
ed in every process—marketing, sourcing, even 
handpicking who gets to be on her team. Serre 
chooses to work with her boyfriend and business 
partner Pepijn van Eeden, who shares her philoso-
phy that the only way to get through the journey is to 
learn every nuance first-hand. “The challenge of up-
cycling is to do the real upcycling. A matter crucial 
for us is the interconnection between the material 
and the upcycled piece,” she says, emphasising on 
her preference to label her work ‘regenerated’, like 
breathing new life into something existing, now re-
set to work harder within your wardrobe.

“Ever since we started the brand, there was never 
a strategy. It was more like sharing with people a 
way of working and an expression of the reality we 
are living.” Extending this philosophy to production, 
Serre works with her manufacturers on reducing 
fabric wastage. Inspired by everyday life and how 
people around her dress, the appeal of wearing a 
Marine Serre design is that the clothes serve a larger 
purpose beyond vanity. Often drawing from politi-
cal and economic realities, she shares, “I’m not going 
to say, ‘I saw a painting and made a show about it.’ 
Not that I don’t like paintings, but it’s not enough for 
me to create. Fashion is a way to talk without words, 
and that’s the path I took.” She has a piece of advice 
for her protégé, Priya Ahluwalia, on treading the 
path less travelled: “Keep being radical, don’t give 
up on that.” —Rujuta Vaidya CO
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DISCUSS

“MY WAY OF WORKING IS NOT GOING 
TO CHANGE IN CONSIDERATION TO THE 
OUTBREAK. I AM JUST GOING TO KEEP 

WORKING, KEEP MOVING, KEEP THINKING”

CAUSING  
A STIR

Masked models 
have been a 
mainstay in 

Marine Serre’s 
collections. As 

seen here on 
spliced-and-diced 

looks from her 
spring/summer 

2020 show

Marine Serre

PRIYA AHLUWALIA

F  or Priya Ahluwalia, 2018 was the year that 
set her on the path she now treads, spe-
cifically a trip to Lagos, Nigeria, to visit 
family. “I noticed a trader wearing a Lon-

don Marathon 2012 shirt and another wearing a 
Korean T-shirt. I was intrigued and dug deeper, 
moving forward on a hunch that the presence of 
these textiles heralded a larger story about second-
hand clothing,” she recalls.

That led her to Panipat in Haryana, and its vast 
garment recycling industry. “I was fascinated and 
also worried about how much we throw away at the 
same time.” Thus was born her label, Ahluwalia Stu-
dio, where mixed-print panels front polo T-shirts 
and quilted coats come with swirls of colour in-
spired by print artist Barbara Brown. “I love the vi-
brancy of Lagos style, the craftsmanship of Indian 
textiles and the typical mixed wardrobe of a London 
man,” she says of her aesthetic influences. Last year, 
her label’s sustainable approach earned it the H&M 
Design Award 2019.

“I use a network of vintage and dead stock whole-
salers around the UK. I have been continuously 
finding new places since I started the brand as there 
is just so much material out there. I often find some 
cool stuff that I keep for myself. One of my favourite 
things was a vintage Coogi knit dress,” she says.

Challenges have sprung up as far as the supply 
chain goes, but so have solutions. “I have found that 
materials that are available during the development 
stage of the collections are sometimes not available 
during the production stage. I now try to design 
with found materials that come in bigger quantities, 
like denim, for example,” she explains.

There’s also been another offshoot of her Lagos-
to-Panipat journey: the book Sweet Lassi, which 
comprises images from the two cities. “The piles of 
clothing seen in the images explore the zeitgeist 
in contemporary design, simultaneously harking to 
heritage and contemplating sustainability.” For 
co-sustainability champion Marine Serre’s work, 
Ahluwalia has three adjectives: “Radical, futuristic 
and strong.” —Shalini Shah n

“THE PANDEMIC WILL MAKE EVERYONE CONSIDER 
THE SPEED AT WHICH THINGS ARE PURCHASED AND 

MADE. IT MAY ALSO PERMANENTLY AFFECT THE 
AMOUNT OF SEPARATE GENDERED FASHION SHOWS”

NEW GROUND
Fashioning the past remains 

sustainable menswear designer 
Priya Ahluwalia’s forte. Seen 

here are stills from her spring/
summer 2020 campaign

Priya Ahluwalia


