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Mohair brand Frances V.h 
Founder and designer Frances 

Van hasselt photographed  
at swartberg house
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arlier this year,  
in april, Frances 
van hasselt and  
I were exchanging 
Whatsapps when 
I sent her  
a screengrab  
of Home Journal, 

the hong Kong-based interiors magazine, 
with her on the cover, and congratulations. 
‘What? I have not seen this,’ she writes 
back. ‘This is great! dankie dankie.’ In so 
many ways, this brief exchange is a very 
revealing glimpse into the deceptively 
low-key designer’s ever-expanding sphere 
of influence, which apparently now 
includes asia’s design cognoscenti. There 
is pleasantly surprised gratitude. But 
there is also power. not the in-your-face, 
overexposed, overhyped type we have seen 
played out on our daily Instagram feeds, 
but the quiet, purposeful type of a designer 
who has come to own her space. not many 
can claim to be accidentally unknowing 
cover stars. But, then again, you cannot 
blame her – Frances has been busy.

Time is a curious concept out here in 
Prince albert, the curiously creative Karoo 
hamlet that has established itself as the de 
facto Xanadu for south africa’s right-
brained thinkers. Four-or-so hours and  
a whole world away from cape Town, it is 
ground zero for Frances V.h’s operations, 
the eponymous mohair label that Frances 
started in august 2017 based in cape Town 
(the collection debuted in House & Garden 
that same month, which is when I first 
met Frances). ‘I had been travelling a lot 
and trying to get to the Karoo as often 
as I could,’ she says. her family’s mohair 
stud is out here. she may have been toying 
with the idea of making the Karoo her 
permanent home, but the pandemic 
certainly was not playing games – and she 
made the move. ‘covid, the lockdowns, 
it has taken a toll on us all, but with this, 
there has also been an incredible shift in 
thinking – we have been given a chance to 
reconnect to the basics. I am so grateful to 
have  moved home,’ she says. 

With a to-do list that could have been 
written by Laura Ingalls Wilder, Frances 
spends her days with family, or in the veld, 
but mostly her studio, interacting with 
artisans, experimenting with threads, 
listening to the exchange of stories and 
finding comfort in the zing of a spinning 

Four years after launching her eponymous label – and 
amidst a pandemic – mohair designer Frances van 

Hasselt has released two collections that tell a story of 
memory, heritage and, hopefully, peace 

Home
coming
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wheel and the bird life cohabiting in the 
studio nest. ‘Being back in the Karoo 
brings a new meaning to time – the pace 
is slow and steady, but the desert and the 
characters that inhabit it are constantly 
unexpected and thrillingly real.’ 

Isolation has, of course, been very real 
– and very personal – to us all, but certainly 
for the young designer out here in the 
hinterlands, it manifest in a landscape that 
has seemingly escaped the anthropocene, 
with only the surrounding san art as 
evidence that people did, in fact, walk here. 
and, it turns out, this is exactly what 
Frances needed. ‘not interacting with  
many external influences has freed my 
creativity in that I create from a place that 
is built on a deeply personal relationship 

with the Karoo, the veld, its people, the 
mud-walled architecture and the endless 
skylines,’ she says. It is easy to get into your 
head about this, that her work has 
transcended its physical form to become  
a study in place and time, but Frances is 
quick to disagree. In the end, it always 
comes back to the story of the material 
told through the narrative of craftsmanship 
with considered bravura. Tactility, 
reinvented and refined through the mixing 
of raw materials in old, familiar ways, is, 
what marketer’s call, Frances’s usP. as we 
pinball between phone screens and TV 
screens and computer screens, she offers up 
a moment of anti-technology, of artisanal 
imperfection. ‘There is a certain comfort 
and soul that handmade objects have 
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Previous sPread, left to right Frances Van hasselt at her Karoo studio with a ‘squid inK’ Mohair rug, part oF the 
‘deep seeing tide’ collaboration with artist and new yorK liFestyle brand tulsi Founder tara hogan; ‘deep seeing 

tide’ collection ‘eVentide’ rug in hand-spun, dyed and woVen Mohair with Fringe detailing 
left to right FVh x lM ‘desert hoMage’ collection ‘dune dust’ and ‘Vygie Fiesta’ scarVes woVen in  

Various Mohair yarns; ‘deep seeing tide’ collection ‘bateau’ rug in natural in coMbined and  
raw Mohair with hand-dyed blacK coMbed Mohair 

‘Storytelling is  
a way of sharing 
your experience 
with others.  
We choose to  
weave our tales  
into textiles’

a modern-day bard, making supply chains 
sound sexy and adding mysticism to the 
mercantile. after all, hers has all the 
hallmarks of a Tolkienesque epic:  
a vast, unspoiled landscape, a noble quest,  
a magical item, an ancient craft, and  
a band of champions. ‘storytelling is a way 
of sharing your experience with others 
and can take on any form you feel best 
expresses that which you wish to share,’ she 
says. ‘We choose to weave our tales  
into textiles.’

Which brings us to the latest chapter in 
the Frances V.h story: collaboration. 

In april 2020 and June 2021, Frances V.h 
launched two new projects with designers 
Tara hogan and Leandi Mulder, 
respectively. The former, ‘deep seeing 
Tide’, translated the new england artist’s 

paper works into rugs, while the latter 
fashion-bent project, focusing on oversized 
blanket scarves, was born after the two 
friends returned from a textile residency in 
Italy. ‘Both Tara and Leandi are aligned in 
their thoughts on making and nature. Both 
are exceptional creators and their work 
aligns effortlessly with what we do and why 
we  do it.’ I ask her if she singles out women 
as collaborators (not just Tara and Leandi, 
but the many craftswomen of the eastern 
cape who have worked with Frances  
since day one), and if she believes that there 
is a  ‘shared experience’ between female 
creatives. ‘We work with anyone who 
shares our passion and aptitude for creating 
artisanal, sustainably  produced textiles and 
this certainly is not limited to women. It 
just so happens that we work with  

that we feel cannot be replicated in 
mechanised, mass-made objects,’ she says. 
‘Fabrics do not start in  factories. our work 
is as much about the finished product as it 
is about the process, origin and makeup.’ 

There is, of course, a quid pro quo 
between Frances and the land, which 
she describes as the ‘defining element’ in 
her work, informing every aspect of the 
creation process – but perhaps in a less 
obvious way. ‘There is nothing uniform in 
nature’s precision and the shifting tones 
and texture the land takes on throughout 
the day,’ says Frances. ‘In the desert, there 
is nothing to distract you from noticing 
the light, the scorch of the midday sun, 
the slow relief of an evening breeze and 
the velvet, vast skylines.’ Fact check: south 
africa is one of the largest producers of 
mohair (which is woven from the wool of 
the angora goat) in the world, contributing 
around 50 per cent of the global supply. 
This is something that does not escape 

Frances. If anything it fuels her motivation 
to showcase the land, the animal, the fibre 
and the hands that make each piece. ‘We 
feel strongly that a sustainable, circular 
textile economy starts with rain, the 
delicate ecosystem of the veld, the role of 
herdsmen, and the importance of healthy 
animals to produce quality mohair. From 
raw fibre, we move into the process of 
washing, cleaning, dyeing and spinning 
until finally the yarn ends up on the loom. 
In many ways, weaving and finishing are the 
last few steps on an intricate supply chain,’ 
she says. ‘The work we produce hopes to 
peel back the fibres that weave together 
this place of contradictions, this forgotten, 
thriving, living, dying, fossilised, futuristic 
landscape we call home.’ 

By this stage, it becomes clear who, or 
what, Frances really is: a storyteller,  
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FVh x lM ‘desert hoMage collection’ ‘Vygie Fiesta’  
scarF woVen in Various Mohair yarns 

artisans in rural areas of the country and it 
is predominantly women who have been 
taught traditional textile skills,’ she says. 
‘There is a special bond between women 
creating together that has a positive impact 
on our communities as women often invest 
back into their families, the ripple effect of 
which is invaluable.’

and align with the narrative they 
certainly do. Before producing ‘deep 
seeing Tide’, Frances and Tara connected 
through Instagram in 2018 and, when  
a vis-à-vis meeting two years later became 
impossible, continued to work together 
online. The exchange was simple enough, 
with Tara sending through her art and 
Frances reinterpreting them into mohair. 
‘Tara focussed on subtle monochrome 
moments – playing purely with textures 
and keeping colours natural,’ says Frances. 
‘This simple vision created some of the 
most beautiful moments.’ The collection 
developed to incorporate Tara’s bold, 
amorphous forms, both a homage to 
Matisse and a reference to the abstract-
like creatures that live on the ocean floor 
(fitting, considering the Karoo itself was, 
millennia ago, the ocean bed). ‘This feeling 
of underwater isolation bridges well into 
our solemn present. ‘We wanted to create 
pieces that were original, striking in 
simplicity, timeless but suited the modern 
home,’ says Frances. ‘structureless yet 
spiritual in that they convey a sense of 
calm and raw tactility and bring the natural 
world in, providing a sense of connectivity, 
comfort and soul that we all so badly need 
right now.’ 

I cannot help thinking back to the 
charming, naive, young designer I met  
four years ago in cape Town and how 
different she is today. still (if not more)  
a captivating personality, she has developed 
an otherworldly insight into the psyche of 
home and translated this into something 
tangible, pieces that impart a kind of 
transcendental zen into our spaces.  
‘I believe the concept of luxury may evolve 
into a more abstract world view; clean 
air, open land, health, an appreciation for 
nature, lengthy, unrushed meals around a 
table with friends and family, and building 
homes that make you feel safe, calm, 
functional and a reflection of your world,’ 
she says. ‘We hope that the work we put 
out embodies this shift.’  n 
Frances V.H 8 francesvh.com ‘d
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