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In Shanghai, another Italian-instigated Renaissance is emerging. A knitwear Renaissance, which
goes by the name of EK Reversible.

The co-founder Emily Keller is a New Yorker who grew up in a family of busy hands and
entrepreneurial minds: her father built electric cars and recently started his own business in
robotics, whilst her grandmother and mother are both excellent seamstresses who supported
Keller when, at a young age, she began sewing her own patterns. They could hardly have hoped for
such a passionate creative in the family.

Keller attended a fashion design program at The Fashion Institute of Technology in New York,
affiliated with The Politecnico di Milano in Milan, Italy, where she undertook a year’s knitwear
study. Perhaps the famous drive of New York’s streets pushed her innovative streak, for even
during her student days she began to push the boundaries. A class critic and knitwear designer told
her it was not possible to make a corset out of knit. She proved them wrong with a beautiful corset
made entirely of knit. Whilst in school some people used to jokingly call her “the quiet storm”. “I
guess this name represents my quiet nature and my inspired designs” she modestly muses.

Keller admits that she and her life and work partner, Manuel Garcia, knew very little about the
challenges of living in China. They decided on Shanghai as factories and resources are easily
accessible. It has been three years since the move, during which, she has begun using knitwear to
“revolutionize the fashion industry ... to make fashion more meaningful... As people start to care
more about the environment and ethical practices, smart design will also take these things into
consideration.” On this basis, EK sources yarn locally from reputable mills near Shanghai, in
Zhejiang Province and understands good working conditions are a basic requirement for a smart,
relevant, and responsible design.” More importantly, this caring attitude is embedded in the heart
of EK’s designs in that every single garment is reversible. This means the wearer gets two looks and
more wardrobe space! This also means 50% fewer natural resources and energy are used and
addresses the problems created by fast fashion. Keller explains her designs are “...making every
piece more useful and meaningful and therefore encouraging people to keep their clothing for
longer.” Although the innovator envisages returning to NYC in the future, she also believes she has
much growth potential in China and emphasizes that the brand will always have a strong presence
in the country.
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EK’s good intentions in no way impinge on the aesthetic quality or comfort of the garments, Keller
appreciates that aesthetic in fashion is an enduring priority. The wonderful nature of knitwear is
that the reverse sides have entirely different qualities. Therefore Keller employs what she terms
“clean design... If the design becomes complicated and difficult to understand, then we need to
take a step back and revise the design. You need to see details that add to the overall function or
basic aesthetic of the garment.” The craftsmanship of each piece is unlike anything | have ever
seen, you need only look at the detail photos on the website to get an idea of the ingenuity
involved. Due to the reversibility of the collection there is no place to hide mistakes; Keller has
personally developed the fabrics, details and every aspect of the design.

Is Keller too advanced in her approach to fashion for China | wonder? “There are many amazing
designers in Shanghai and China. For example, | find Helen Lee and Uma Wang to be exceptional at
their best” she enthuses. “In China, the middle market, between mass market and luxury
designers, is virtually non-existent. Consumers sometimes don’t realise the middle market can give
them the opportunity to purchase products of the highest quality for the best price...Since the
middle market brands are usually smaller or newer companies, they lack the reputation or image
that the big brands have developed, but on the positive side, the price tag mark-ups for the middle
market are usually significantly lower.”

So how does this foreign innovator see the future of Chinese fashion? “Before Shanghai or Beijing
can become well respected in any design field, they need to support the young design talents.
China will eventually develop its own modern design language and influence the rest of the world,
but without new designers this milestone will be delayed.”

It was difficult to get Keller to divulge what we can expect from EK in the future but | was able to
squeeze out that they are focusing on a full collection for fall 2014 that will have 15-20 pieces.
Since the garments are reversible, this is the equivalent of 30-40 looks. | for one, will be waiting for
nothing less than a ground-breaking wardrobe.

You can currently buy EK Reversible at AK Collection at 1285 Huaihai Zhong Lu near Changshu Lu,
Suite #31 back door. (Across from #36). Call Sherry for the opening hours (+86) 139 1715 4414.
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Tamara McCombe

Fashion is my job, hobby and passion. | have been writing for AnyWearStyle since the beginning
and love that | can share my experiences and knowledge of fashion with the AnyWearStyle
community. | consider London as home and my soul but | am a wanderer at heart. You can find me
climbing mountains, swimming in seas and foraging in shops the world over, please say 'hello' if

you spot me!
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