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UNCOVERING VEGAN FASHION
Esther Stein
BRANDS ARE INCREASINGLY USING ANIMAL-FREE PRODUCTS IN THEIR DESIGNS – BUT WHAT EXACTLY IS VEGAN FASHION?
The vegan diet is hip right now. Millions of vegans around the world, including stars like Natalie Portman and Jared Leto, consume an animal-free diet. And they also want their clothing to be made from animal-free materials. Stella McCartney, whose collections do not contain fur or leather, is one of the trailblazers in this segment. For many vegans, avoiding leather does not go far enough: wool, angora, silk and down are also off limits. The same goes for buttons made from horn or mother-of-pearl, shoe adhesive made from animal glue, and the use of carmine as a red dye. 
Demand for vegan fashion is high. Numerous boutiques are recognising this need: MooShoes in New York, Bourgeois Boheme in London and Vegan Scene in Los Angeles. Germany’s first vegan fashion magazine was recently launched under the name Noveaux. 
The animal protection organisation PETA bestows its official seal on fashion deemed ‘animal-friendly’ – but this does not necessarily mean it is ‘environmentally friendly’. Most of the time, oil-based synthetic fibres are used as a substitute for animal products. But new technologies are improving the quality of these man-made fibres. Modern imitation nappa leather is only rarely coated with PVC; high-quality cotton materials with a polyurethane coating are soft to the touch and have a natural look. Take the cool faux leather jackets from Californian label James Payne, the handbags from Montreal’s Matt&Nat, and the women’s shoes from Beyond Skin in England and Cri de Coeur in New York. 

U.S. label Vaute Couture set out in search of a solution to the winter coat problem: ‘Being cold is used as an excuse to wear animal products,’ says designer Leanne Mai-ly Hilgart. Her WonderFelt material consists of recycled plastic bottles; it is windproof and waterproof and does not absorb smells. Hilgart presented the first vegan fashion show at New York Fashion Week in 2013. More recently, the vegan label Umasan was seen at the 2014 Berlin Fashion Week. Anja and Sandra Umann place great emphasis on innovative and sustainable materials: recycled and quickly renewable raw materials are at the core of their avant-garde fashion label for men and women. New Yorker Joshua Karner’s brand The Brave GentleMan is dedicated entirely to the male wardrobe. His modern menswear is sustainable and 100% vegan – ‘a fusion of future-textiles with centuries-old production methodology’. 
Brands without the official PETA seal of approval also have vegan fashion on offer: some jeans companies are foregoing the leather patches on the waistband while other brands are banning fur (Hugo Boss, Polo Ralph Lauren) or angora (Calvin Klein, Tommy Hilfiger) from their collections. The key selling point for vegan fashion without the seal remains the inclusion of the word ‘vegan’ on the tag.
