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l f you're u youhy urtist, fledgling desigher, or novice

cruftsman, you muy hot waunt to heur whut | have to say
next. Talent isn't enough. Nor luck. Nor persistence. Not
even hard work is yuurunteed to bring you continued
success. In the end, you’ll need to put yourself on the
market, und that meuns selling yourself, or certuinly find-
iny someone who cun do the selling for you.

Keith Ruwkins, co-founder of Murinu Mill, learnt this the
hard way. “We’d dlways believed that we didh’t heed
udvertising, thut if we were good we’d be found. It does
Nt work like that. Murketing is the end of the business
chuin; if you don’t do it, you're ulwuys one link short.”
Keith und Murina Mill may have tuken their time to redlise
this, but a history rich in talent, creutive innovution, crufts-
manship, persistence and hard graft means that what
they do murket in the way of speciully huand-printed und

Hepworth, Ben Nicholson, Hehry Moore. “We were print-
ing Puris couture und London couture,” Keith tells me.
"Ascher wus very innovutive und so wus couture.
Experimentution wus going on dll the time. We did uny
und everything.” Keith’s involvement in that ‘uny and
everything’ increused dramaticully when Ascher’s frantic
und emotionul studio Munhuyger smushed u screen ucross
u tuble ohe duy und wulked out in the middle of the
Puris collections, hever to return. Keith wus reculled from
honeymoon ut the time to sort out the mess. Did he enjoy
his new responsibilities?

“lloved it. It wus trauumutic becuuse it wus ull done under
pressure. Fushion generdlly is very different from interior
design. By definition it hus to be ‘how’ und there’s ho time
to yet unything wronyg or have u second ygo; und the
fashion industry wus even more fruntic then.” Ascher Ltd

We were printing Paris couture and London couture, Ascher was
very innovative and so was couture. Experimentation was going
on all the time. We did any and everything. 39

Keith Rawkins

woven fdbrics is certuinly unique. You didn’t think the
morul of this story wus simply goiny to be ‘murketing’, did
you? No, there’s something for ull you romauntics und
innocents too.

When Keith und Stephunie Ruwkins left art college in the
eurly sixties they couldn’t make u living from fine art, so
they decided to try somethiny else they’d leurnt duriny
their deyree. Thut something else soon turned out to be
textiles when Keith confidently acquired (or “blugygyed” us
Keith says) u job at Ascher’s London print works. Zika
Ascher hud u world wide reputution. He did something
no one hud ever dohe before when he commissioned
the top urtists of the duy to design heudscurves. We're
taulking humes that even someone with un dbbreviuted
knowledye of modern art will know: Mdatisse, Barbura

were hund printers, und it wus here thut Keith not only
leurnt his cruft but decided thut if he und Stephunie were
ever to set up business on their own then it would be us
textile desighers und hand printers. Hund printing wus
more ukin to art: the hunds-on process und the gudlity of
the findl product meaunt they wouldn’t drift foo far from
their fine urt roofts.

| know hext to hothing ubout textiles. When Keith luter
shows me uround Marinu Mill's printworks und describes
some of the processes involved in the production of their
fabrics, | don’t feel so bad dubout my ignorance. | could
tuke dll month to gen up on the subject und | would still
know next to nothinyg. Even some of the very top interior
designers ure unuwure of the techniyues und expertise
involved in hand printing uality textiles. Not only does
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All the stories are true, truer than true! It was all very different then.
Anything went. Whatever you did, as long as you could get it on to
fabric you’d sell it. | could walk into a new boutique that wasn’t there
yesterday with four little samples and come out with an order for two
thousand yards just like that. We had a basement in Fulham with a
three yard table where | would have to print those two thousand
yards. You would never even try to do it now. 77

Muarina Mill produce every stuge of the design process to
come up with exceptional hand prints or sophisticated
weaves, but dll the printed fabrics are dohe entirely by
hand in their printworks. Before me are the cdlico run-
wuys of the lohy print tubles; round the corner ure the
titanic wash busins where the colours dre specidlly mixed;
whilst beside me Keith holds up u screen to expluin how
the designs are transferred to the polyester mesh. There’s
g yuiet ylow of confidence ubout Keith throughout our
Mmeeting. It's the sort of confidence und glow thut comes
from someone who huas findlly figured out how to muke
work what he loves doing most.

It was in 1967, ufter a four year dpprenticeship at Ascher’s,
that Keith went into business with his wife us Stefan Keef,
providing Londoh’s epic fushioh scehe with uhiyue hand-
printed fabrics. Sixties London wus u place of such enor-
mous opportunity for credtive talents that youny artists
now will probubly want to tuke up a foetdl position in a
durkened room ut the thought of what they missed. “All
the stories are true,” Keith says, doing nothing to breuk it
to me ygently — “truer thun true! It wus dll very different
then. Anything went. Whatever you did, as long us you
could get it on to fabric you'd sell it. | could walk info ¢
new boutiue that wasn’t there yesterday with four little
sumples und come out with an order for two thousand
yards just like that, We had a basement in Fulham with a
three yuard table where | would have to print those two
thousund yards. You would hever even tfry to do it how.”
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As there wus no proper door to this busement workshop,
Keith and Stephunie would have to overcome un ob-
stacle course of fire escupe, wobbly chair and window,
before they reuched the permaunently dump floor on
which they could stand and admire the small hand basin
in which they washed their screens. None of which helps
if one of your teum is eight months pregnunt. So ho, you
probubly wouldn’t attempt such < thing how.

Despite this deprivation, Stefan Keef successfully supplied
fabrics for such icons us Ossie Clark, Caroline Churles,
Theu Porter, Mr Fish und muny more. There wus ohe purti-
cular shop in Beauchump (pronounced Beechum) Pluce
culled Deboruh & Clure which supplied shirts for what
wus then culled the Peucock revolution. Stefun Keef did
the fabrics for Deborauh & Clare, und Keith just happened
to be in the shop one duy talking to Clure ubout hew
ideus when Georye Hurrison’s wife, Putti, phoned to usk
if they had any fabulous fabrics for their new house ut
Henley-on-Thumes. Clare didn’t, but suid she hud some-
ohe there who could creute them especidlly for her. Ahd
sO beyun u yeur lony project with Stefan Keef producing
bespoke fabrics for most of the rooms of the ex-Beutles’
Victoriun heo-Gothic mansion, Friar Park. It was dll dohe
under u veil of secrecy. Living in the yute lodye wus
Georye’s brother, o mun who took pride in speurheudiny
the huge security ut the house. In the middle lodye lived
Klaus Voorman (buss player with Manfred Maunn and
designer of the Beutles’ Revolver cover) who Keith would

occusiondlly see mowiny the lawn as he drove up to the
house on u ddily busis: u fur more pleusunt journey than
the descent into his dingy Fulhum workshop. The only
regret Keith how hus is thut they hever mude unything of
it in business terms. “This is for me the yuintessentiul differ-
ence between us then und us how: we mude ho use of
it. We did the job, we got puid, und we hud u fabulous
time doing it, it wus a fantustic experience, but we didn’t
tauke it und muke u lot else happen. These days we’'d muke
so much of it; in the nicest possible way of course - we'd usk
permission. Then though, we didn’t have d business mind.”
This wus the theme dll the way through the seventies:
Stefun Keef did u lot of umuzing things for < lot of fop
people but hever yuite mMude it to the hext level, never
mude any udvunce simply because dt the time they
were sfill purely artists,

By the twilight of the seventies things were chunging
rapidly, especidlly in the fushion world. The muss pro-
duction of fubrics wus swarming to the Fur Eust and many
compuhies were ygoing down; even Stefun Keef wus
compelled to reduce their workforce to just husbund und
wife feam again. When electricity wus rationed during
Brituin’s infumous three duy week, Keith wus printing ut
night by lumplight.

At this point, in order fo survive, Stefun Keef mude u clever
move sideways intfo home furnishinys. Liberty’s of London
commissioned them to produce printed silk cushions und
bedspreuds for their windows und bed linen depurt-
ments. Harvey Nichols und Harrods soon followed und their
problem of self-publicity had dlmost solved itself.

“We hud our fubrics in the front windows dll ulony Reyent
Street.” With the business taking off in this hew direction,
Keith wus strugyling to keep up. "l wus printing it myself,
printing the line drawing of whatever designs we hud
done, und Steph und | were puinting it by hand, und of
course there’s only so much you cun produce before
you're boss-eyed. So Liberty’s suid if you cun convert
these designs into multi-coloured prints rather than hav-
ing to puint them, we’ll buy them. So thut’s when our
runges were born. And we then started looking uguin for
wuays of prinfing und therefore employing.”

At the beyinning of the eighties they moved the business
to d run-down Victoriun couch house in Bexley, which
Keith remembered us being empty from his days us u
puperboy. Huving renovuted it, they set up their tuble
und started printing aguain. With the soft furhishings suc-
cess cume their first exhibition ut the Olympiu IDI (Interior
Design International) show.

Stefun Keef produced u rudicdlly different stand. Keith
ucyuired severdl sewer pipes, puinted them bluck,
interlocked them into u tower-like structure und hud
purely bluck und white fubrics flowing out of them us
though they were wdter. The response wus overwhelm-
ing, with orders to buy, business offers, und u feuture by
House & Gurden muyuzine. While this took them on fo
many interesting projects throughout the eighties, they sfill
weren’t making the most of the publicity, they still hadn’t
sorfed out what muny would think of us u mMundune
business mutter: how to sell quality goods to the right
clientele.

Thut minor wrinkle hud been ironed out by the eurly
nineties though. If there’s one thiny | pick up from tulking
to Keith ubout Murina Mill’s story, then it’s that there doesn’t
appeur to be auny shortuyge of people who believed in
them. And so it wus with the help and bucking of a
couple of friends thut Keith and Stephanie put together
their first business model. Murketing, weekly meetings, u
focus on the right sort of client, u hew hume - oh, und u
computer. From yet another old Victorian Mill, this time on
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the bunks of the Medwuay River, they set ubout transfor-
ming bout interiors. It wus their agent, Michael Abbott, who
suyyested they ouyht to focus on the murine industry. At
first Keith wus puzzled: he thought of the interior of u bout
as functional, crumped, hot the sort of pluce for their
high-cluss textiles, and ut that time he had a point:
regulur bout interiors were largely presented in bud plustic
with awful colours und schemes, more like u fifties curu-
van or u burger bar thun a floating puluce of opulence.
One thing you don’t write into your business plun is the
willinghess to give unything u go, und it’s probably fair to
say that the sixties mindset of ‘unything goes’ is whut took
Muarinu Mill ulony to Fuirline Bouts. They were sooh given
curte blanche to design und produce fabrics for Fuirline’s
leuding production boat. Marina Mill’s stunning work wus
then tuken up by Princess Yuchts, who Keith suys were u
‘dreum’ to work for. It still is, as Marina Mill produces
exclusive fubrics for Princess to this duy.

It wash’t just u cuse of Marina Mill bringing something hew
to the world of murine interiors; the murine industry ulso
inspired something new from the Mill. They felt that us
luxury bout desigh improved, they would have to tuke
their fubrics seriously upmurket. *And in order to do thut
we hud to muke them more sumptuous und felt thut
some heeded to be woven.” Keith expluins. “So we start-
ed desiyniny for weuve.” These woven designs took them
into the exclusive runge of super yuchts und cruise liners.
It was this work with super yuchts, und in purticular their
vust outdoor ureus, that led Murina Mill to consider creut-

Marina Mill felt they could make an exterior fabric which was both
durable and luxurious, a material that was light fast, washable, saline

resistant, chlorine resistant, water repellent, porous, stain resistant,
but also soft, welcoming, and a pleasure to sit on. - EXTEX -

iny u specidlly mude outdoor fubric. Historicully there had
ohly been one redlly well - known exterior fabric, generi-
cully knowh us Sunbrella. This muss-produced fabric wus
high-grade in terms of weur, but it wus not u luxury fubric.
Muarina Mill felt they could muke un exterior fubric which
wus both durdable und luxurious, u muteriul that was light
fast, waushuble, suline resistant, chlorine resistant, water
repellent, porous, stain resistunt, but dlso soft, welcoming,
and u pleusure to sit on. Over the hext two yeaurs they
developed just such u muteriul. The weuver they were
working with brought them u hospitul grade fabric: the
only thing it had going for it wus that it was urine resistant,
high-performance and soft. So the Mill got the weaver to
take the yarhs and reconstruct it into something that
would cover their shoppinyg list of versdtility and subtlety.
They used simple designs — u pluid (Sunart), u stripe
(Lyon), u check (Runnoch), und u pluin (Mull) - und how
have u range of thirty four colours. The findl result is u
woven chenille jucquard cdlled EXTEX. They'd creuted
gredut works before but the difference how waus they knew
just how to push it. They udvertised with < vigour that made
things huppen for them. EXTEX is such u success thut it
eveh woh u BCFA Product Approval Award.

The marine industry is not the only one that benefits from this
new focus; Marina Mill nowadays provides customised or
exclusive textiles to the foremost interior desighers for

fprivate residences, villus und hotels around the world. Then
there is the work they do for English Herituge where they
hand print meticulous replicutions of historical fabrics for
roydl custles und households. This is more or less the only
instunce where they will actudlly copy unything. Becuuse
Marina Mill manufactures ifs own products people mis-
understund the huture of its business. Keith expluins:
“Sometimes people will shamelessly bring us u fabric and
usk us to copy it for cheuper thun the originul, but we
won't, Besides which we're designers, und we dlwuys think
we cun do it betfter unyway. So why hot have something
originul, why copy it. That’s hot fo suy we woh't work in a
period. If someone brinygs us u Reyency fubric that is in an
archive of theirs und asks us to reproduce it then we’ll do
that, but if unyone has that sume fabric in o current range
we won’t copy it.” It's extruordinary that even in the world
of high-end design there’s ulwuys someohe looking to do
things chedper. *l don’t think many people redlise how
tight a control there is oh somethiny thut seems to be the
lap of luxury. It's still budget controlled dll the way through.
Even u bout that is goinyg to cost u 100 million dollars is on
u budyet.”

This business redlism is reflected in the way Marina Mill works
with its clients. "We have one meeting free at which dill
kinds of thinygs ure put in front of them,” Keith says, “ull kinds
of things dre suid und done, but ufter thut we charge for

everything we do. Everything we do is completely unique
and done for them and them dlone und they can redlly
have whatever they want: they caun have floral design,
Egyptian design, it cun be regency, it cun be silk, they cun
have ygold in the fdbrics, peurls, whutever. They puy for
sumples ull the way through but what they get in the end
is a bout full of things they’ll never see unywhere else,
which is what most of them want. And it’s such u simple
principle. We never hoodwink unyone, they know what it
costs before we do it, und, extruordinurily, they reully up-
preciute dll the more whut we're doing. What's important
is thut everyone knows where they ure, you uctuadlly work
to order und it dll runs smoothly. It's why we're sfill here.”

“A bout full of things you'll never see unywhere else.”
Let’s just expund on that for u moment. For exumple,
Muarina Mill will create exclusive fubrics for the top two
fiers of u super yucht, both the owner’s residence und
the VIP ured. And in order to muke the design us speciul
us possible there is a signature to dll the fabrics pro-
duced. This sighuture motif cun be something picked up
from the hume of the bout, the style of the bout, or the
style in which the super yucht designer waunts to work.
Muybe there’s u littfle diumond motif woven into the
fabric which then hus the principul desigh printed or
woven over if, so there’s dlways u second tuke to the
design, und on closer inspection you'll redlise it’s ull been
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specidlly done. These subtle sighutures of Marinu Mill's
findlly tuned textiles often inspire other cruftsmen with their
own desighs, so that the motif is then picked up in the
design of the chinu or the ygluss or the marqguetry, und the
whole interior beyins to hum with u bespoke beauty.

The knowledye, skill und experience involved in Murinu
Mill’'s business meuns it isn’t the sort of venture you cun
sturt overnight. With some four decudes of designing be-
spoke textiles under their belt, the Mill hus how uccumu-
luted a lurge urchive of uround 2000 designs for print und
neurly 500 for weuve. Style-wise, of course, unything goes,
but this vast body of work hus been distilled into u set of
stunning fubric collections, runging from the modern
geometry of Modus to the historicul elegunce of Car-
rington-Cox. This lust runge is humed ufter Keith’s yrand-
mother. It's something | haven’t had chunce to mention
yet, but | feel is of ho minor importunce. Marinu Mill is still
very much u family business. Not only have they u highly
skiled feum of experts working for them, but Keith and
Stephaunie (who sfill creates wonderful desighs herself)
have been joined in the business by their son Guy und their
duughter Tundine, who how is Operutions Director und
Design Director respectively. While it’'s a tighter and more
focused operdution how, Marina Mill has still maunuged to
retain the original ethos of doing everything by hund,
producing superlative fabrics of style und refinement.

| asked Keith if he had thought of retiring. "I’m sixty five in
Februury so I’m thinking of pulling awuy over u period of
fime. But it's such good fun; it's fur too interesting. For the
first time we’re redlly enjoying the fruits of our lubour in
terms of the work we do. This exterior fubric is so success-
ful for us, und we have u follow-up to it that no one knows
about yet, which we’re hoping to launch dat the Dubdi
bout show. We were yoiny to cull it Sextex — possibly
becuuse of its feel — but us Tun rightly points out, half the
world’s computers have u filter on them to prevent THAT
word cominy up, so it wouldn’t be good for publicity.”
You’ll have to wuit to find out whut the eventuul nume is,
but one thiny’s for sure, they’ll definitely let you know
ubout it
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