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RODARTE
In fashion, unlike in many other professions, one can succeed with little or no formal
training. What is required, though, is a great deal of passion and a whole-hearted devotion to one’s
work. The sisters Kate and Laura Mulleavy founded their label, Rodarte, in the spring of 2005, upon
returning to their parents’ home after college. Becoming fashion designers is not a thing they had
planned—Kate studied art history and Laura literature at the University of California Berkeley—
but it is what they have always dreamed about.
Kate, 28, and Laura, 27, landed in New York in February 2005 with two large suitcases containing their first collection—ten pieces that they had made at home. That first collection, most of which
was meticulously handmade, had all the elements that now define the Rodarte aesthetic—the obsessive
attention to detail, the complex and experimental construction, the mix of different materials.
Whether a collection of handmade romanticist dresses can thrive in the harsh landscape
that is American sportswear depends very much on how the Mulleavy sisters can make their work
appeal to the few customers who can appreciate and afford such clothes. Because in fashion, designers make their mark and their money based on how many—not how few—customers can afford to
buy their clothing. Kate and Laura, however, seem quite content to cultivate Rodarte’s growth in
the rarified air of the luxury market.

Draped tulle-and-plastic dress with sequin lining by Rodarte.

Laminated-organza roll-sleeve blouse and silk skirt with pockets and tulle pleating by Rodarte. Leather zipper platform shoes by Christian Louboutin for Rodarte.

Silk-and-gauze pleated dress with tulle draping, lace, and orchid-feather cherry blossoms by Rodarte. Leather zipper platform shoes by Christian Louboutin for Rodarte.

Long flouncing gowns in layers of
silk, decorated with large red-and-pink roses,
evoke the feeling of a bygone era, but don’t
offer women a real choice for dressing today.
In an era in which art and fashion intersect
and intermix so frequently, it’s hard to remember that fashion, in the end, is about clothes
and not art—interesting, hard-to-wear clothes
constructed in ways that may seem, at times,
impractical, but clothes nevertheless. Opinions
on the Rodarte collection differ; yet critics and
admirers agree that Laura and Kate Mulleavy’s
intense focus on their craft is Rodarte’s single
greatest asset.
Here, Averyl Oates, buying director at
Harvey Nichols in London; Booth Moore, fashion
editor for the Los Angeles Times; Julie Gilhart,
senior vice president and fashion director at
Barneys New York; Robin Givhan, fashion editor for The Washington Post, and sarah Lerfel,
owner of Colette, Paris, weigh in on Rodarte.
Lace one-shoulder blouse, rubberized-linen jacket, and pleated skirt by Rodarte. Leather cat-claw shoes by Christian Louboutin for Rodarte.

Long Nguyen: Why did you choose a career in fashion?
Laura Mulleavy: We always knew that we would be designers and were
exposed to fashion at such an early age. Our grandmother would share her
opera costumes with us and our mother introduced us to amazing cinema,
literature, and art. It seemed like second nature to adore women like
Catherine Deneuve, Joan Didion, and Patti Smith. Kate began sketching
figures when we were quite young. Of course, I would steal them and, like
I did with her books, I would sign my name all over them. I guess our
partnership started at an early age. We both attended UC Berkeley, where
I studied English and Kate studied art history. We knew that when we
finished school that we were going to move back home and start working
on our first collection. We just knew that we had to jump right into it.
Does Rodarte offer a separate collection that is, perhaps, more
commercially viable than your runway designs?
LM: We have sometimes offered a pencil skirt to go in place of a
voluminous skirt, or a different lining, but we have rarely made changes
or sold pieces that we do not show on the runway. More often than not,
a buyer will choose to have the garment as we originally designed it. We
work in a luxury market, so the pieces, in the end, should not be overly
commercial. They should have an aura when they go into a store.
What does Rodarte bring to American fashion?
Kate Mulleavy: Our collections are very personal. In the end, we suppose
our pieces are more of a reflection of our imagination than anything else.

Are your designs ready-to-wear or couture?
KM: Laura and I respect and appreciate the tradition of haute couture. We
feel as if we are definitely making garments that require a specific quality
of craftsmanship. Because the pieces are thought about and developed
with such a slight of hand and with a light approach, we want to capture a
feeling of weightlessness when they are brought to life. In order to do this,
we have to use complicated techniques that make our clothes as light as
they can be. The fragility and delicate nature of our pieces comes naturally
from our design process. We don’t think about it other than it being a part
of what we do.
What is the main idea one might take away after seeing a Rodarte
collection?
KM: We want to create clothing that people have an emotional response
to. We recently had the opportunity to visit the Fashion Institute of
Technology closet, where a row of Charles James gowns hung from the
ceiling like taffeta cotton candy: baby pink, mustard, and cream. Each
was filled with colored horsehair and you could peer up inside the dress.
Looking at a gown in such a way, one does feel like a voyeur, as though
one is seeing too much of what James wanted only the wearer to see. When
this moment happened, we cried. This emotional response is definitely
something that we are aware of when we work. We want people to feel
connected to the pieces and to feel different. In this sense, the clothes
are about pure beauty. Beauty is completely subjective, but overall, it is
something that we strive for.

Long Nguyen: Can Rodarte’s runway designs be translated into a cohesive
commercial collection, or would that destroy what Rodarte is about?
Averyl Oates: The collection is very couture in spirit and an extremely
new project which one has to appreciate. When Rodarte develops further
and finds different production methods, it will hopefully translate as any
other commercial collection. Everything is currently very atelier-driven and
couture-made, and this is what the appeal is to the customer, although nonsustainable on a long-term basis if the intention is to grow and develop the
business.
Booth Moore: I think they can translate their runway vision into a
commercial collection, but only with some outside help. It’s more important
for them now to continue to build a brand identity so that accessories and
fragrance can be spun off in the future.
Julie Gilhart: I think this season is a perfect example. The collection was so
well-rounded. It had beautiful suits, pants, and knitwear. It was definitely a
statement that they want to do a complete lifestyle look for customers.
Robin Givhan: I do think that Laura and Kate face a bit of a conundrum
in trying to be commercial, while adhering to their philosophy of couturequality clothes. What makes them stand out is the personal attention to
each garment, the handmade approach. But then I think about the pieces
they did for the Gap. There was nothing personal or handmade about those
white shirts, but they did speak to a Rodarte look. Perhaps this is cynical,
but I think they’ve been very smart about packaging themselves as these
young designers filled with integrity for the creative process. But the reality
is that in order to make those $10,000 dresses in their parents’ house, they
need to sell some shirts at the Gap. I don’t think most consumers really care
about the kind of Faustian deals designers have to make. All that ultimately
matters to them is whether they like the clothes that get

produced. If Karl Lagerfeld can sell Chanel couture and H&M, then why
not Rodarte?
Sarah Lerfel: I think they did already with their last show for spring 2008.
It was both very couture and more commercial with some pieces like the
knits, but even so, it’s still quite expensive because it’s all handmade.
The next step is to work with a clothing production company and not do
everything by themselves in their kitchen!
Do customers understand complicated clothes?
BM: Customers appreciate their fairy-tale quality, but I’m not sure how
they see Rodarte fitting into their everyday lives.
RG: Probably only a small percentage of people understand the collection,
but I’ve heard some disturbing reports that the clothes, once they finally
manage to get to stores, aren’t especially well-made. They’re handmade,
but they’re not beautifully made. Maybe one out of ten buyers understands
the techniques used. I think the rest buy the clothes based on the
reputation of the designers as young, hip, and exclusive.
SL: Our customers are sensitive to the beauty of their clothes, even if the
response is not always “I’ll buy it immediately,” it’s like appreciating a
wonderful wine, movie, or chocolate. Sometimes there is enjoyment in just
watching it, tasting it. But thankfully for us, we also have a clientele who’s
ready to get it. I don’t think Rodarte’s clothes are complicated, so they
don’t need special understanding.
JG: I would not call them complicated. The clothes are unique and
executed with precision. They are emotional from both a sheer fantasy
point of view, as well as a practical need for women who want luxurious,
special pieces in their wardrobe.
Who is Rodarte’s clientele?
JG: She is a customer who wants exquisitely made clothes and who
wants something that is very limited and exclusive. When one wears a
Rodarte dress, the construction and the lightness of the garment is really
incomparable to anything else.
BM: Celebrities, socialites, and collectors.
SL: Women with a sense of elegance, poetry, and magic.
RG: People with too much money? Just kidding. I think people who like
to think of fashion as art buy it. And I think people who like to think of
themselves as on the cutting edge of high fashion buy it. But I also think
that in real numbers, that’s about twelve people.
AO: An intellectual and international sophisticated customer who wants
individuality.
Do you work with Kate and Laura to make more commercial clothes for the store?
JG: We feel the way to work with designers is to give them feedback and let
them come up with what they feel is appropriate. The dream-like quality
of what they do should never be touched. We have noticed in the last two
collections that they have had more of a balance of the exotic pieces with
the more practical.
AO: We adapt colors and fabrics to customize the range to our stores’
needs if appropriate.
Have you carried the Rodarte collection since the beginning, and how well
does it sell?
JG: We looked at their very first collection. It was very interesting—dresses
with some feathers and always the detail of edges cut by pinking shears.
We have introduced the line this season and the first signs are extremely
positive. We have had a waiting list for a couple of the more precious
dresses for fall balls and special occasions.
SL: Yes, from the beginning. It does sell well, but I can’t compare them to
any other line, except of course when they did the Gap white collection, it
sold out in five minutes.
Many of Rodarte’s critics dismissed its collections as more hype than a
realistic approach to fashion…
RG: At the moment, it’s more hype than realism. I still believe their second
collection, with all those white waterfall-ruffled dresses, was their best.
It was artful, controlled, unique, and beautifully presented. They’ve been
pushed into the spotlight and the expectations for what they can deliver
are way out of whack. Like a lot of young designers, I think they have a
wonderfully creative idea, but no concrete business plan.

Ombre-knit mohair cardigan, dress, and underwear by Rodarte.

Tulle-lamé blouse with Swarovski crystals, linen jacket, and silk-lamé pleated skirt by Rodarte.

homespun romanticism. I think women are looking for special pieces
these days. And you can see how designers are addressing this even in the
contemporary market, with Koi Suwannagate’s handmade roses on that
Phillip Lim collection from a few seasons back, for example.
JG: It is definitely more global, more European in the sense that these
clothes look like they have been crafted in an atelier filled with expert
seamstresses. It is a glamour feel based on well-executed clothes versus
red-carpet dressing.
RG: They have a bit of a European sensibility in the way they approach
dressmaking. Their clothes require work and understanding, and there is
nothing easy about them. I do like the idea that they are not focused on
“easy sportswear” and are making an argument for individuality, creativity,
and daring in American fashion, a system that tends to crush the most
inventive spirits.
Would you categorize Rodarte as couture or ready-to-wear, or how?
BM: It’s just about as close to couture as ready-to-wear can get. I rarely
see more than four or five dresses hanging in a store at one time, and my
understanding is a lot of their work is custom, or made-to-order.
RG: I’d call it hand-crafted ready-to-wear. It’s not couture in the strict
sense of the word. And “luxury” is a term that gets thrown around so
much, I don’t even know what that means. I don’t think they’re necessarily
using the finest materials, for instance. I think of it in the same category as
Project Alabama, but with a more refined sensibility.
JG: In many ways, it is couture because there is a lot of handwork. It is
most definitely luxury.
SL: Let’s say, couture-to-wear. Their customers realize the time they spend
on each piece and how fragile the pieces are. When you buy a Rodarte
piece, it’s for life.
Is there a customer base for these kinds of fragile clothes?
BM: These are clothes for women who don’t need to wear an outfit more
than once.
RG: Sure. I think there’s a category of shopper who is always on the hunt
for something unique. The question is how big of a business can you build
on that customer alone?
Is it possible to build a stable business when you’re relying on selling
expensive clothes that require so much work?
RG: Project Alabama introduced a less expensive line that is only partially
handmade. That might be the model Rodarte should follow.
Tulle-and-lace panel dress with Swarovski crystals
and lace by Rodarte. Leather hexagon spiked shoes by Christian Louboutin for Rodarte.

BM: A lot of what a brand is built on is storytelling, and they
are good at that. Kate and Laura have certainly received a lot of hype, but
there is something you have to admire about their dedication to the craft of
sewing clothes.
Why would customers not buy Paris couture or Chado Ralph Rucci instead?
BM: My guess is you feel like you are supporting these charming girls and
struggling young designers when you buy Rodarte, and that is an added
benefit. It’s also an insider brand, which is appealing to women who can
and do have everything.
RG: If I had that kind of money, I’d buy couture. I don’t think Kate
and Laura have come to terms with the fact that handmade clothes are
cherished because of their beauty and fit, not merely because they were
sewn by hand. Most people would rather have a beautifully crafted piece
of ready-to-wear than a poorly constructed handmade dress. The skill
of couture dressmakers is unparalled and it ranges from quite stuffy to
completely raucous. The lure of Rodarte is that it falls someplace in
between couture and ready-to-wear. This hybrid is often an awkward one.

Laminated-organza Ocean dress by Rodarte.

What do the Mulleavy sisters bring to American fashion? Or is Rodarte
more a European collection?
AO: Creativity. The line is much more European in spirit, especially with
regard to the couture element. American fashion is more sportswear-driven,
more universal in its appeal, and less demi-couture.
BM: It is more of a European collection than an American collection. But
Rodarte is influential both here and abroad in its emphasis on a handmade,

What do you see for the future of Rodarte?
JG: They are on their way to becoming the “must have” of luxurious,
beautiful, and imaginative clothing. They are unique in their style
and follow their own vision. There are no trends about Rodarte, just
impeccable taste and great style.
BM: If they continue to hone their image with memorable shows and by
offering a few, strong separates every season to go along with the gowns,
they might have enough to spin off accessories and perfume. But they need
someone behind them who really understands branding.
AO: The spring 2008 show was outstanding and one of my favorite shows
of the season across all collections. We believe Kate and Laura’s vision and
creativity make them guaranteed to succeed with the appropriate financial
and commercial backing in the future.
RG: If the designers really focus on quality and professionalism, they can
build a company, but they’ve got to make sure the clothes are beautifully
finished in order to justify those prices, and they have to deliver them
on time. They have to deal with all of the unglamorous, boring parts of
fashion. They could build a small, respectable business, but in the current
fashion climate, it would be next to impossible without adding accessories,
a lower-priced line, and a very generous and patient investor.x
Beauty Notes: Nobara Cream Foundation in 554 and 584; Glow On in M Pink 31 and P Peach
42; Pressed Eye Shadow in Vivid Indigo Blue and Electric Navy Blue; Dignified Grace Pressed
Eyeshadow Palette; Enchanting Charisma Pressed Eyeshadow Palette; Glitter Mascara; Rouge
Unlimited in Chocolate Brown and Pink Beige; BTB24 Lip Palette; Nail Enamel in C347 and
P929 by Shu Uemura. Coiff Finish Magnifque/Ultra-Light Finishing Crème and Fini/Sheer
Hold Hairspray by Frédéric Fekkai.
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