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To Bob and Maeve — with love
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As a little girl I was mesmerized by pattern. I would find myself tracing undulating swirls of organic forms, scrutinizing them to discover where the motif eventually repeated itself. Following these forms as they spiralled across a surface, I would squint my eyes to see how new patterns appeared – where denser areas created stripes or checks, and where abstract shapes appeared in the less cluttered open spaces as the pattern blurred.

I sometimes think that my brain works in repeat. I love the order and regiment of repetition, and how anything and everything can be patterned in this way, as if you are looking at the world through a prism or kaleidoscope. It is something that is very beautiful and inspiring to me.

Growing up in Ireland in the late 1960s and early 1970s was intrinsic to my creative DNA. Our family home, where I lived throughout my formative years, was a modern 1950s-style house. One of my most vivid memories is of our family kitchen with its olive-green Formica cupboards and worktops, coordinating green and white patterned tiles – full wall coverage – and to top it off an orange gloss ceiling – I loved it.

We lived two minutes from the sea and although it often rained I spent a lot of time outdoors – on the beach or in the fields, with the mountains close by. My taste for colour has been influenced by my childhood – my love for green, from moss to seaweed, the greys and browns of the huge skies and rolling landscapes, the mustard yellow of gorse on the hills and the wild flowers on the roadside verges. It is hard to believe now that this was suburban Dublin.

My love of fashion was also evident from a very early age. I got my first sewing machine when I was 12 and became absorbed with making things. Later, fashion would become my window to the world, a way to voice my personal language, and to communicate my ideas.

Throughout my career I have experimented with many styles and influences, working on various jobs and projects, and have come to realize that I am happiest doing my own work. The kind of experience that I gained in my early working life was crucial in the development of my personal style and helped me to identify my likes and dislikes, and to understand when an idea was good, when to stop, when to go on. The kind of training I received was all about finding solutions, solving puzzles, forming an individual aesthetic. It was a great foundation or building block for a life in design.

With my own label, I have always followed my instincts. I firmly believe that being true to yourself is a guarantee that quality and integrity will shine through. What motivates me is the possibility that my work can give pleasure and be uplifting. Our aim was always to be accessible and to be creative in the fullest sense of the word. What I like most is that my work is identifiable; it has established its own handwriting and stands out as mine. Over time, while it may have changed, developed and evolved, it can’t help but retain its individuality. It has always been about my personal expression and take on the world.

Fashion is both fascinating and contradictory. It creates trends and follows them, it welcomes and rejects; it judges. I love the fact that I am part of it but I also relish the knowledge that my design language is different. I can be an outsider. Incapable of following trends just for the sake of it, I’m not in the business of reinventing myself to be this year’s sensation. My need is to feel both inspired and satisfied by what I achieve. I do my own thing. I love fashion but I would never want to be its slave.

Recalling my early days as a student and then graduate designer, the world of fashion and textiles relied on skills, such as creative drawing, painting and draughtsmanship. In simple words, no technology. Every idea for a design had to be considered, sketched and thought through before committing to the time-consuming task of manually painting up a large-scale artwork. One mistake and the work would be compromised.

Early on in my career, during my first design position at Esprit, I was exposed to the potential of computers while working alongside the in-house team of graphic designers. I was amazed at how quickly you could switch a colour, a line or an element, and make the pattern bigger or smaller. Even so, I also realized that visualization and forethought were still vital. Without that, you might churn out endless possibilities or permutations for a mediocre result. Today the team of talented, spirited and like-minded young designers, who work alongside me in our studio, rely (as I do) on technology as an important tool. A computer cannot design for you.

Although our label started with bags, I have always designed for fashion. However a design looked on paper, it always came alive on cloth. The crispness or sturdiness of cotton, the shimmer and drape of silk, the depth and warmth of wool, I loved it all. When working as a young designer I found it disheartening to see some of my work translated into garments I would never wear or simply didn’t care for. While my taste has evolved through the decades, certain elements have been constant. My style is clean, simple, measured, bold and brave. I believe in committing oneself fully to a design without compromise.

What is essential in my approach is to be very observant with a sharp eye for detail. Details, no matter how subtle, can make all the difference. My fussiness frustrates even me on occasions. The shape of a collar, the size of a pocket, the quality of thread, the exactness of colour are all worth bothering about.

My boredom threshold is very low and I have an underlying need to refresh everything I do. Our Stem print is a good example of this. Ever since its first outing in 2000 we realized that it was special. It had a simple graphic strength and charm. Everyone wanted it. But I quickly realized that it would have to change and develop or it would simply peter out.

I love the surprise of the unexpected, the chance happening that is part and parcel of the design process. Like many designers, influences can creep up on me. I can fall in love with an idea instantly; equally, I might come round to concepts I have previously dismissed. I also believe that it is never too late to alter or modify a design, even if it’s the final hour, whatever opposition you might face. After all, we have to look and live with the consequences. The emotional high of a successful design or product is well worth fighting for.

I am very lucky. While it has taken sheer hard work to get to this point, somehow, throughout my education and experience, early career opportunities and whatever else, I have managed to make my passion into my career. Together with my husband and business partner, we have come through the challenges of starting, seeding and building our brand.

Pattern is not a trend for me, to be taken up one minute and abandoned the next when the winds of fashion change. Pattern is in me. It is my life.
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Stem print blanket from S/S 2007 location shoot.
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starting out
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With hindsight, it can be tempting to see a pattern in past events that might not have been there, or to make out a clear path forward where one was not so obvious at the time. Yet, looking back, it was always apparent to me from an early age that art was going to play some sort of role in my life – as a child, I was always doodling away. I enjoyed art and my teachers’ compliments encouraged me to think that I was good at it; at the same time, what interested me most was working in a stylized, graphic way with shapes and colours, which has never changed. My instincts have always led me in the direction of design rather than what one might call fine art.

Another one of my childhood enthusiasms was for making things. I loved to sew and to select fabrics to make up the patterns. By the time I was 12, I would happily make clothes for myself and my younger sisters. We still laugh about some of the creations I inflicted upon my youngest sister, Nessa. Knitting was another pastime that I enjoyed, and I completed a number of stripy sweaters, although I always found progress a little slow. Crocheting, on the other hand, was satisfying and fast. I remember making crocheted waistcoats when I was very young, patching the squares together. All in quite mad colours.

I grew up in a quiet, leafy suburb on the outskirts of Dublin, Ireland. The area was still quite undeveloped in those days, and there were fields and green spaces all around. The big expanses of sky and sea, the freshness of the wind and the sound of seagulls are nostalgic memories for me.
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Childhood photographs from the family album.
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Dusseldorf 1986, photograph taken while working at Esprit.

There were four of us – my older brother, myself and my two younger sisters – and we all got on well with each other. At least part of the reason for that lack of sibling friction must be to do with the fact that our parents encouraged us to develop our own individual strengths. In my brother’s case, for example, it was languages. Both of my parents had gone to university in the 1950s and my mother had worked as a scientist in the state laboratory before they were married. It was an unfortunate sign of the times that as soon as she became engaged, it was made clear to her by her employers that she should consider her career to be over, which would be unthinkable nowadays.

Both my grandmothers were strong and interesting women. My father’s mother was a businesswoman and the matriarch of the family. My mother’s mother was very creative in a down-to-earth, practical sort of way – oil painting, cooking, making cheese. I like to think that I owe some of my creativity to her, along with my desire and determination to start projects and finish them.

Back then, all schools in Ireland were religious schools and there was little choice when it came to education. Strange as it may seem now, I spent my entire schooling, from the age of 4 to the age of 18, attending the same convent as a day pupil. It was a Loreto convent – the Sisters of Loreto, a fact I discovered later, being a branch of an order originally founded by an Englishwoman called Mary Ward, who believed women should be educated on an equal basis to men.

At school we were urged to do well, while at home my parents always encouraged us to believe that we could achieve independence through education. A notable influence on me was my art teacher, who was particularly supportive of me and a real mentor. She was a sweet, eccentric nun, who seemed very old to me but was probably only middle-aged at the time. Much later, when I was accepted to do a master’s degree at the Royal College of Art in London, England, she sent me a lovely letter saying how proud she was of me.

As the time approached for my final exams, the question was what to do next. While art college was a natural choice for further education, the other possibility I was thinking about was architecture. Eventually, with my teacher’s encouragement, I applied to the National College of Art and Design in Dublin, otherwise known as the NCAD. It was, at that time, the best college out of three and quite hard to get into, and I was somewhat daunted by the prospect of submitting my portfolio. Yet despite the fact that there were others in the art class who I thought were much better at drawing, I was the only one who was accepted, perhaps because they liked my use of colour or perhaps because my portfolio showed an interest in fashion, which might have been considered focused.

A good foundation year at art school should open up new worlds and possibilities to students and introduce them to techniques and disciplines they had never considered before. The foundation course at the NCAD was excellent. We’d spend short periods of six weeks or so exploring different aspects of artistic work and practice in rotation, during which time I discovered an aptitude for graphics, and that, within textiles, weaving didn’t appeal to me at all because it was so slow and time-consuming.

After foundation, we embarked on the three-year BA course. By the end of my foundation year I knew that I wanted to focus on textiles, so I joined the fashion and textile department, specializing in print. We were a close class, only five of us, and the technicians who assisted us were very helpful and supportive. The whole process of mixing colours, exposing screens and printing appealed to me enormously: it was very rewarding seeing the results so quickly. My focus was creating printed fabric for use in fashion, rather than furnishings, although in retrospect my student work – which even then was very graphic, clean and stylized – would have been very relevant for interior spaces.
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Illustrations, print swatches and photographs from my degree collection at NCAD.

My three-year course in Print for Fashion ended with our fashion show. For the first time all five print students showed their work. Looking back, I think we stole the show, with all the national papers reporting on the textile students, much to the chagrin of the fashion department.

After graduation I decided to go to New York with my good friend Jane to gain work experience. We joined another friend, Paula, who was already there. Leaving Ireland immediately after college to go to New York may sound like a bold and confident step, but like many young Irish people at the time I knew I would have to travel to find a good design position.

New York in the mid-1980s was a thrilling place, and although my parents occasionally expressed concern about me cycling around the East Village on my bicycle, I was having great fun rummaging around in vintage shops, going to parties and spending time with other friends from Ireland in what seemed to me to be the coolest of cities. The original Barney’s, a beautiful department store between West 17th Street and 7th Avenue, was a favourite haunt of mine, and was probably the first store I really noticed and was inspired by in a fashion context. The collections they stocked and the visual merchandising was very fashion-forward and very different to anything in Dublin.

Thanks to Paula, we had somewhere to live – a sublet in Chelsea on 21st Street between 7th and 8th Avenues – and we were both offered jobs in the same design company she worked for, which was rather like an American version of Habitat. There I gained the best colour training anyone could possibly have had.

In those pre-digital days, everything had to be done by hand. My immediate boss, a woman who designed the tiny coordinated patterns for wallpaper and fabric for which the company was well-known, would give me a palette of colours and I would have to mix the sample pots of gouache in order to paint up final designs for presentations. These colours had to be mixed perfectly to match the originals. Once the sample pots were prepared, the colours would be painstakingly brushed onto card and dried with a hairdryer. ‘Not dirty enough’ would be her comment, or ‘make it cleaner’. Often her suggestion was ‘add Linden green’, which I will always remember. Then I would have to try again, gradually learning how to mix the colours by eye. Afterward, it was a case of painting the paper artwork, or croquis. Again, it was meticulous, exacting work, painting in the patterns by hand using the finest, tiniest of brushes, or drawing very controlled lines with a ruling pen. All the different colourways of each pattern had to be painted in this way. The next stage was putting all the designs into repeat, copying and pasting the patterns together to build a big enough piece to view from a distance. This was how we could see if a repeat was working.

To earn some extra money, we took on freelance projects as well, working at night and sometimes at the weekends. (I learned another valuable but painful lesson when I spent a week working on a big artwork and subsequently lost it on the subway.) Although the work was, in a sense, technical, there was a creative element to the decision-making that went into it. Because everything had to be painted by hand, you had to make choices early on with a degree of confidence, otherwise you might end up spending a day painting something only to find that it was not quite right and have to start over.
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Friends from Esprit days (left) and a top featuring one of my prints (right).

After a year, I was quite keen to move on, and so I left New York together with my two friends. We spent a couple of months back in Dublin updating our portfolios before leaving for London to find a job. Luckily we all did – mine was at Esprit, an American fashion company, which was based in Dusseldorf, Germany.

The company was a good fit for me. It was creative and interesting and I liked the graphic style for which they were noted at the time. There were three of us responsible for designing print, working on designs across the full range of womenswear, menswear and childrenswear, presenting our ideas to the head designers. Within two months of arriving at Dusseldorf I was travelling to Singapore and Hong Kong as part of the fashion team, so that I could be on the spot to tweak and fix the prints the moment they came off the table. I stayed in Germany for two years, made good friends and travelled a good deal. (My parents’ concern over me cycling had by now given way to worries about me driving on autobahns on the right-hand side.) In retrospect, I suppose I was quietly ambitious. We had to be. It was not easy at that time to find employment in print design, and jobs in fashion were also thin on the ground.

The years at Esprit, which also included another two years based in London travelling to Dusseldorf for meetings, gave me invaluable experience. As a print designer, however, I was beginning to want a greater degree of control – the fashion team could ask for a print to be changed and you would have to go ahead and change it, whether you thought that was a good idea or not. Rather than look for another job for a similar company, I decided on a shift of direction and applied to the Royal College.

The Royal College of Art in London is the only dedicated postgraduate school of art and design in the world, and being accepted to study for an MA there was an exciting moment for me. Although I had had a good deal of work experience (and the portfolio to prove it), I was still young enough to enjoy my time there and two years passed by very quickly.

While my first degree had focused on graphics and print design, at the Royal College I decided to specialize in knitwear. Getting to grips with machine knitting meant learning a great deal technically, but it also brought another dimension to my design work, which proved very valuable. It was an interesting and absorbing time, made possible for me financially by the support of my father and my future husband, Dermott Rowan, along with a certain amount of belt-tightening.

The culmination of every art student’s college life and work is the final degree show. As part of my final collection I designed a range of hats made from handmade felt, colourful wool fibres needle-punched onto a backing of gingham. This fabric was the result of experiments that I had made using the huge needle-puncher at Huddersfield College in Yorkshire, a machine chiefly employed to produce felted fabric from unspun wool. A buyer from Harrods, who attended the degree show, loved the hats and bought them. It would be quite a while before Dermott and I would think of ourselves as being ‘in business’, but this was the very first step.
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