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“I’d like to expand and
export to Japan and the
USA. After that, I’d like

to open a shop in Madrid”
J

J

“I’m learning to be a
businesswoman and I

don’t like it! It’s like doing
a Masters in Economics”

J

Julie Sohn worked together with a partner for years before setting up on her own

The impressive entrance to Julie Sohn’s shop in downtown Barcelona

INTERVIEW

MARTA WENDLINGER

J Julie Sohn is definitely is

doing something right. Her

new shop, which is located in

the heart of the Eixample, only

a few blocks away from Passeig

de Gràcia and such shops as

Adolfo Dominguez, Purifica-

ción García and Max Mara, is

an inviting prospect, with its

minimalist natural stone faça-

de and Zen-style bridge to the

glass entrance door.

I met Julie as she got off her

scooter; she was dressed in a

white cotton T-shirt, grey car-

digan, jeans, and white Con-

verse hi-tops. No makeup and

a ponytail. I soon realised she

was nothing like what you’d ex-

pect from a successful fashion

des igner . She’s casual ,

down-to-earth and devoid of

“attitude”. Though she’s Ko-

rean and spent many years

studying in the USA, she ope-

ned her store in Barcelona be-

cause her career began here.

“This is my home”, she says.

She has put down roots by

marryingaCatalan,withwhom

she has an 11-year-old daugh-

ter. But when asked whether

she thought it was a good time

to open a store in Barcelona,

she wasn’t quite sure. “The fas-

hion business is going through

changes, with Chinese globali-

sation, Inditex, Mango and so

on. But it was time to do somet-

hing really different. I’m 39

now and if I didn’t do it now, I

wouldn’t do it.” But she added

that the enormous effort she

has made has meant many hea-

daches and sacrifices.

I could imagine what an

enormous challenge starting

such a weighty venture must be

and I asked how she was dea-

ling with this new transition.

“Fortunately I’ve been very

lucky from the beginning; I’ve

always had work. When I star-

ted my first store at 24 it was

more like a game. I had a part-

ner, we got bigger and things

were easy. But for seven years

I’ve been torn. I couldn’t dedi-

cate all my time to my collec-

tions because I was also desig-

ning my partner’s; it was a

back-and-forth thing.”

But about 18 months ago

she changed her business stra-

tegyradicallyafterafalling-out

with her partner. They went

their separate ways. The only

problemwas,Juliewas leftwith

nothing. But luck was on her si-

de. One day, as she was driving

her scooter on Diputació, she

saw a FOR RENT sign. She li-

ked the space, and the price,

and took the plunge. Six

months later, the store is up

and running, though it has

been a steep learning curve for

her. “I’m learning to be a busi-

nesswomanandIdon’t like itat

all!” she says. “I feel like I’m

doing a Masters in Economics.

I’ve never had to go through in-

voices. I’m still learning and

hoping that I have enough time

and calm to do my next collec-

tion. I’ve had no vacation. I’ve

seen two movies in a year.”

Fortunately for Julie, her

business achievements have

exceeded her expectations. “In

the time that the store’s been

open, just over a month, it’s

been better than I expected.”

Even though she’s comforted

by her initial sales figures and

customer reactions, she knows

that “fashion is always a gam-

ble”. It means producing a co-

llection every 6 months, which

she compares to giving birth.

Starting a business involves

investing substantial amounts

of capital, and more so for so-

mething on the scale of Julie’s

store. I asked her whether she

had received any outside in-

vestment. “No. All the money

came from me and my agent. I

took out a second mortgage on

my apartment and all of our sa-

vings went into this.”

Julie only has two full-time

and one part-time employee

for the shop, while in her studio

she has two pattern makers,

two sample makers, one assis-

tant and an accountant. Anot-

her company does the produc-

tion. “We’re very small”, she

says, “and I like it that way. The

maximum I want is a group of

10; they’re like family.”

I was curious about her

plans for the future; she was

quite clear about her priorities.

“My next step is to organise my

production so that we deliver

to customers on time. Once

that’s set, I’d like toexpandand

export to Japan and the United

States. After that, I’d like to

open a shop in Madrid.” Ho-

wever, being cautious, she

won’t make a move until

everything is perfect.

Although I was interested

in the business aspects of her

newundertaking, Ialsowanted

to find out if, during her nine

years of designing, she has sig-

nificantly changed her style.

Again she surprised me. She

couldn’t point to one single

change. For her it was more of

“a natural evolution”. She gets

her ideas from everyday things,

likeoldmoviesandpaintings in

galleries. “Sensations go into

me and somehow come out”,

she says. “I don’t know how it

happens. If I did, it would be

much easier. My collections

change with me.” She also be-

lieves in always being true to

herself; she never copies anyo-

ne, just tries to do her best.

Julie ends the interview

with another of her insights:

“Customers don’t only come to

buy clothes. It’s psychological

therapy. They talk. You build

relationships with your custo-

mers. You remember what

they bought last season and

suggest something that will go

with what they have. I want to

be here. That’s why I’ve got a

small studio upstairs, where I

work with my pattern makers

in the morning and come down

to the shop in the afternoon to

help with customers. I want to

have personal contact with my

clients. It’s a business, but its

not only about money, it’s

about human relationships. I

want to keep my clients happy

and coming back.”

It was true. I saw it myself.

Before the interview, I saw Ju-

lie in her natural environment,

helping customers decide on

outfits and personally carrying

their choices to the fitting

room: not something a typical

designer would do.
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A very atypical fashion designer


