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Foreword

I first met Orla Kiely in her Monmouth Street shop in London, as one of three stylists chosen to meet her with a view to working together on her fashion collections. I didn’t own any pieces myself yet. My friend Kirsten Dunst did and I (obviously) love pretty much everything she owns – but that was my only connection to Orla Kiely thus far. My own hadn’t begun yet.

A few days later, I started working with her. Then, I had no idea that I would be writing this foreword more than a decade later, not only with Orla Kiely being one of the greatest collaborations of my career to date, but also with Orla as my dear friend, confidant and regular date for the theatre. (And with a closet dotted heavily with a decade’s worth of Orla Kiely collections.)

At first, when you meet her, you notice Orla is tall, freckled, thoughtful. Her eyes sparkle, she has a softness to her, and her view of herself and her accomplishments (and empire!) is humble.

In her work, however, she is extremely direct, extremely knowing, meticulous and strong. In her work Orla is...a control freak. She oversees every single aspect of every single element and it all, every detail, matters deeply to her. And that, perhaps, is the main reason why the brand is so concise, so signature, so authentic, and so clearly created with love and devotion.

It is also a challenge when you do what I do! When I think of it, I am surprised at how much Orla didn’t resist me. Whenever we have worked together she has been open-minded, collaborative and trusting, and I don’t think we have ever had an actual argument (though of course we regularly disagree about things). Over the years, she has even repeatedly let me pair black shoes with a white dress (a favourite look of mine, but one of her least favourite).

During the time I have worked with Orla, there have been ad campaigns shot by Venetia Scott, Yelena Yemchuk and Julia Hetta, and films by Mercedes Helnwein, Gia Coppola and Liz Goldwyn. There have been fashion week presentations – a dance competition, a typing pool, a safari – in London, New York and Tokyo. There are two London shops, one New York shop and counting, and the likes of Alexa Chung, Keira Knightley and the Duchess of Cambridge are Orla Kiely regulars. And now, a major exhibition at the Fashion and Textiles Museum in London.

I am so honoured to play a small part in Orla Kiely’s world, and, with this book, delighted that you all can, too.

Leith Clark, 2018

Stylist; Founder and Editor-in-Chief, Violet Magazine and Style Director, Harper’s Bazaar
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Introduction

If I am ever asked when we first started our label, I think back to working at my kitchen table designing handbags with Robert, our baby son, on my lap. I had a full-time position on a freelance contract, so those moments were usually after work or at the weekend.

We lived in a purpose-built, first-floor Victorian flat, which doubled up as a design studio, office and distribution centre where boxes of stock were delivered and turned around while I was at work. Every day Dermott would do all the jobs a strong team would normally do, in an office shared with Robert and his toys. Today Robert is 22 and over the years that strong team of people so essential to the process have joined our company.

My other landmark memory is Stem, the simple organic leaf motif, designed in a moment of inspiration, that has for some reason touched many people throughout the world and that became the seed from which our brand flourished. I always think it serendipitous as it so resembles a rowan branch, and Rowan is the family name of my husband and children.

At the heart of everything I design is pattern. I always wanted to do fashion at art college and was surely heading that way when I discovered the option of printed textiles. I loved art at school – drawing, painting and mixed media; I remember spending hours on an embroidery piece. The only textiles I considered were when hunting down special fabrics for my teenage dressmaking hobby, madly sewing with the Singer machine my father bought me when I was just 13.

It was during that all-important Art Foundation at the National College of Art and Design (NCAD) in Dublin, a time spent discovering the different creative disciplines, that I became attracted to the world of textiles and the printing process. I was instantly hooked. I loved everything about it from start to finish, both the process of designing and the process of making, from creating artwork to mixing colour, developing giant screens, laying the metres of cloth and finally the action of printing. The rhythm of the squeegee being passed across the wide table, the placing of the screens to ensure precise and clean registration as the pattern becomes a length, to lifting the screen along and revealing the fresh print building as the colours layer. I felt lucky to have found a craft that I so enjoyed and that so perfectly suited my talents and temperament.

After some years working in the fashion industry as a print designer and meeting many talented people from around the world who inspired my work ethic, I resolved to do a Master’s degree at the Royal College of Art (RCA) in London. It was a pivotal decision and I left there two years later with the confidence and motivation I needed to embark on the next phase.
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I had met Dermott in Ireland some ten years previously, and we decided to marry when I left the RCA. His business skills and entrepreneurial tendencies were an added bonus. We made a good team! We managed to convince our local bank to arrange small loans guaranteed by my father and our business was born. We financed it ourselves from day one and our lives were invested. Our second son, Hamish, was born, and nothing could have been more motivating than our two little boys depending on us for their all.

Print design and handbags were at the core of our business and I developed my own working process based on experience and requirements. With few contacts in the industry, we slowly built precious relationships with fabric suppliers, print houses and handbag manufacturers. As these grew, so did the possibilities and, just like our Stem design, we branched organically into other categories.

Pattern is a universal language. Applying it to handbags, accessories, womenswear, and homeware seemed logical to us. We soon understood how exportable it was when we discovered that our Stem, in the simple graphic handwriting I had established, was as much loved in New York and Tokyo as it had been in London and Paris. We saw the enormous potential for growth.

We have created something out of nothing. Now a recognizable and iconic brand, bringing joy and happiness, it needs constant nurturing and must never be taken for granted. I have been told on occasion that I can be difficult and often uncompromising, but I believe in the power of integrity. I believe in hard work. I believe in a clear vision. My instinct to protect our brand and our business that we have worked so hard to build remains as resolute as the day we started. My passion for everything I do in order to maintain the vision and direction is firm and intact. My motivation stands strong, to build creatively and move into the future with a body of work of which I will always be proud.

To me, this book is a visual document of our history and work. While it focuses on the past ten years, it captures the essence of our brand. It has also reminded me of the highs and lows, the challenges and achievements of a growing business. I couldn’t curate this book without including some of the important earlier work for which we are known. Delving into our archive has been fun and viewing the array of patterns has been both overwhelming and enjoyable. In this book, we are showcasing the final works more than the process, a collection of patterns and finished pieces, designed by me and my team, that fill the world of Orla Kiely.
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Stem

Stem has been good to us. It has been the land on which the house was built. My love for pattern and the pure, simple technique of screen printing has lived on in the many variations and configurations of Stem.

Reinventing it every season through colour, scale, texture and many other graphic devices, we have built a library of designs, each different but recognizably Stem.

Its versatility and longevity have been gifts that I have never taken for granted. I consider it my design challenge every season to surprise and inspire even its most committed followers. At the same time, we design new print collections and new icons that share the DNA, keeping the spirit fresh.

The application of print and the products it is applied to are of equal importance. Although originally seen adorning bags and accessories, Stem has transferred successfully into home and lifestyle ranges. It has been an organic transition, where I have followed my instincts and trusted my judgement. I have loved designing and building the range of products that I feel is worthy of Stem and I have never considered a mismatch or an unsuitable partner – I retain full custody!
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Spring/Summer 2015

Photographer: Philip White | Brixton, London, UK | Classic Zip Shoulder Bag | Print: Multi Stem
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Below | Lookbook

Autumn/Winter 2012 Photographer: Clare Shilland Print: Multi Stem

Right | Original strike off Spring/Summer 2004 Print: Big Stem
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Below | Spring/Summer 2018 Photographer: Gareth Hacker Raincoat print: Sixties Stem

Right | Print: Garden Stem
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 Left | Spring/Summer 2018 Print: Sixties Stem Right | Autumn/Winter 2018 Print: Stem Sprig
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