
18 Surface Design Journal ©2015 Surface Design Association, Inc. All rights reserved. Reproduction without permission is strictly prohibited. 

N i c o l e  M a r k o f f
a n d  A d e l e  S t a f f o r d

The Humanity of Fashion 

“Sustainability” is a term that is sometimes used too liberally, par-
ticularly in the fast fashion industry, where it sometimes seems to
be a marketing strategy rather than true concern for the planet’s
resources and peoples’ lives. The San Francisco Bay Area has a rich
history of supporting artists, handmade goods, and DIY lifestyle. The
wealth of natural surroundings, such as mild weather, miles of ocean,
wilderness, and marshlands help foster sustainability ethics year round.
Nicole Markoff and Adele Stafford, two unaffiliated Bay Area-based
textile artists, are thriving examples of what it means to be a conscious
maker. Though their aesthetics and ways of making differ, the one 
important thing they have in common when it comes to sustainable
design is their commitment to building personal relationships.

For both of them, sustainability remains true to the intentions
of the movement; putting ecology first by designing with natural fab-
rics and yarns, lowering carbon footprint by acquiring and fabricating
in close proximity to where materials are harvested or fabrics manufac-
tured, and ensuring as little waste as possible by reusing materials and
designing small runs. By striving to foster relationships with labor pro-
ducers and developing a fair wage in direct correlation with skills and
time, they remain driven and immersed in slow movement principles.

Slow is upheld in the purest sense of the practice, wherein
Markoff and Stafford have a deep respect for time and methodically 
remaining meaningful to the work, with care and tremendous crafts-
manship. Both artists produce short runs, just 10 pieces per design on
average. They view their garment fabrication more like limited edition
fine art pieces “in the same way that a printer might produce only a few
etchings,” Markoff says. It’s not about mass production, but making a
small number of objects with care and consideration, mirroring the 
project’s attentiveness and working only for the short life of any given
project. The small quantity is not about being exclusive; rather it is
about aligning all components—from design to research to dyeing 
to weaving to sewing—so that everything is equitable for all involved
and in all aspects of production. Their designs are not about fashion
trends or seasons, but are more akin to a project-based artistic ap-
proach coupled with collaboration—building ideas and gathering 
people around the concepts to bring them to fruition.

Markoff’s early roots are planted in the Bay Area urban culture and
hip hop music scene. She saw a need for women to be able to express
themselves with fashion in the male-dominated scene at the beginning of
the millennium. Using industry seconds, she repurposed oversized
silkscreen band T-shirts and transformed them into one-of-a-kind dresses
and tops with stylish piece work, tailoring the shapes to fit women’s 
bodies. She still uses reclaimed and recycled textiles for her designs. 

Since 2003, she has been incorporating textiles sourced 
from personal trips to Chiang Mai, Thailand, a place she considers her
second home. She built a relationship with the manufacturer at a
Saenkemphang factory and gained access to silk and cotton end 
bolts that are not practical to be resold on the regular resale market. 
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TOP: NICOLE MARKOFF Open Weave Kimono Swing Jacket. 

LEFT: NICOLE MARKOFF

Silk Linen Smock Dress with Water Pot Net Scarf. 

OPPOSITE PAGE: NICOLE MARKOFF Hmong Batik Apron Dress.
With detail. Photos: Jason Roque.

BELOW: NICOLE MARKOFF in Chiang Mai, Thailand.

All images shown courtesy of Nicole Markoff and Adele Stafford.
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ABOVE: ADELE STAFFORD Garments 01, Spring 2014 Detail. Viriditas Farm. Photo: Brian Ferry and Valeda Beach Stull.
INSET TOP: Sheep shearing at Black Thorn Farm. Photo: Brian Ferry.

RIGHT: ADELE STAFFORD Garments 01, Spring 2014 Detail. Viriditas Farm. Photo: Brian Ferry and Valeda Beach Stull.
FAR RIGHT: ADELE STAFFORD at the loom. Photo: Brian Ferry.
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In keeping with Markoff’s love for reclaimed fabrics and no-waste ethos, she 
appropriates cast-offs that would normally have no reuse and otherwise literally 
become trash. She incorporates these prints and wovens alongside American 
naturally derived textiles, such as soy and bamboo jersey, to create a two-fold 
ecological focus for her Nicacelly brand.

Markoff started the Sense of Place projects in 2012 with friend Sarah
Masters. She worked in tandem with Alyssa J. Pitman, who dyed the garments with
wild-craft harvested plants (black walnut, seaside sumac), and Sierra Reading who
did the indigo dyeing. In 2014, Markoff revisited Sense of Place and returned to Thai-
land, working closely with Win, a Hmong community leader. She met Win at the local
marketplace and spent time with him where he grows indigo plants. There they hand
dye batik fabrics with local artisans. The tools used for batik are handmade and
passed down through generations. Every scrap is saved during the process and
reused in some way, whether it is long fabric strips used to tie bundles together or
small segments to be used as accents for other projects. She then works closely
alongside independent sewers to fabricate the designs. The sewers are paid a fair
wage, and work reasonable hours to create the small-run garments and accessories
that Markoff ships back to the states.

In 2013, Adele Stafford walked away from a career in corporate design to
focus on being a more integral part of how she was spending her time and to design
in a way that would nurture one-to-one relationships fostering resource and skill-
sharing. She works closely with American farmers to cultivate the raw materials for
her weavings, getting to know them, their plants, and their animals. She spends time
at the farms, sleeping and getting up when the farmers do. She considers the farmers
she works with “co-conspirators and friends” and that their work is an extension of
agriculture—hence the name of her brand Voices of Industry. 

Stafford’s first project was working with Sally Fox at the biodynamic 
Viriditas Farms in Northern California, where they grow organic cotton plants that
are naturally bred to yield colored fibers for their fiber brands Foxfibre and Color-
ganic. The plants are sent to South and North Carolina to be spun into a variety of
yarns, including chenille and boucle, in worsted weights and fine linen gauges. 

Her second project was with Sharon and Seth Dubuc at Black Thorn Farm
in North Carolina, where they raise English wool breeds. She worked with them dur-
ing shearing season, where she witnessed shearing by master father-and-son team
Jonathan and Ben Hearne. Later, everyone helped comb the wool and dropped it
off at a nearby mill to be spun and sent to California. Stafford works with local sewer
Jisun Lee to fine finish her designs. Her design ethos is strongly rooted in honoring
craft and time, where all parties benefit from the skill sets and materials that they
bring to the finished product.

In addition to the close relationships that Markoff and Stafford build with
the people who help bring their designs to fruition, they also generate long-term
connections and friendships with their clients. They each have a small, loyal collector
base of return customers who believe in buying and wearing handmade unique
things from local makers. They eschew the idea of exclusivity, and the true concern
for sustainability is at the heart of their endeavors, with an emphasis to never over-
produce or have unsold goods. 

For both Markoff and Stafford, their practice is a collaborative effort that is
rich with mutual learning, exploration, and discovery. The clothing becomes the 
“embodied objects,” as Stafford eloquently states, of a much greater purpose to ensure
that the livelihood of people are honored and the earth’s resources are respected. 
Their practices focus on the humanity of fashion.

Adele Stafford, Voices of Industry  www.voicesofindustry.com
Nicole Markoff, Nicacelly  www.nicacelly.com

— Leora Lutz is a San Francisco Bay Area writer and artist. She has published articles since
2005 for numerous publications, galleries, artists, and museums. www.leoralutz.com


