
Supermodels Elle MacPherson and
Claudia Schiffer have both worn
custom jewelry by TajTaj, yet if you

imagine that they found it while globe-
shopping some exotic European bazaar,
you’d be wrong. TajTaj is a growing design
studio nestled in Venice, California. But its
unique styles and hip, casual lines have been
turning up on some very high-visibility end-
users – like the ’08 Sports Illustrated
swimwear models. Led by owner/designers
Kip Wood, Fritzi Horstman and Carmen Plumb, TajTaj is
beating the the odds for small studio businesses and we
wanted to find out  how they do it.

How long has TajTaj been in the marketplace, and when
did the current form of your business (nice website, dozens

of boutique and  retail vendors across the country) take
shape?

It’ s only been a bit over four years, and the current version
of the company really took shape about
two years ago.

Since your inventory is partially made in
your home studio, and partially made by
contract jewelers who fabricate the
special rings and earrings, what
percentage of your business makes up
these categories?

We used to have a larger sourced 18kt
gold ring and earring business, but we’ve

made a major shift into our own unique designs. At the
moment, about 99 percent of our business is jewelry that is
hand-made in our home studio. We are currently
negotiating a deal that involves a large store in Dubai
featuring our 18kt rings, along with our semi-precious
fashion line.

Of your main types of jewelry lines, what is your largest
seller?

I would say our linen and gold fill necklaces are our top
sellers. We have a unique way of working with linen in
combination with chain that seems to excite our customers.

What semiprecious gemstones do you find the most need
for when sourcing; what do you buy more of wholesale?

Honestly, we use all colors and all stones across our
lines, and being in Los  Angeles, we have pretty
good  sources right here. Occasionally we’ll get

stuck and have to branch out to find hard-to-get cuts. But,
having said that, we love working with apatites, citrines,
whiskey quartz, and kyanite. Oh, we do love kyanite!

Kip, beyond your new website, TajTaj is sold in hundreds
of stores and boutiques across the country, what are your
most successful growth strategies?

Really, it’s finding good reps. It’s all about good reps.
We’ve been quite  lucky with ours. We have five spanning
the country and we are very happy with all of them. We
were particularly excited when we landed a great New
York rep. New York changed everything. You have access

In the Garden of Taj Taj
“T hat is the risk you always take as an
artist. It makes it exciting and a little
scary.”
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to so many big accounts domestically and internationally
when you have a showroom in New York. Plus, since our
line has such an organic feel, it’s been key for us to be
represented so well in the Rocky Mountain area. That
whole slice of the country
from Montana down to
Tucson has really gone
crazy for our look. We
have a design in the
upcoming Sundance
spring catalog, as well as
a couple of pieces in the
spring Peruvian
Connection catalog.

This has also been huge
for us, having reps who
have relationships with
great catalogs. We were
also featured in the
special edition  Sports
Illustrated Swimsuit
Issue, which was  great
for us since there wasn’t much hiding our jewelry!

Carmen, since Taj Taj also sells some imported pieces as
copies of Indian royal jewelry, it must be gratifying that
the new lines you are involved in designing are “flying off
the shelves.” How would you describe your current lines

It’s 100 percent hands-on design at the garden studios of Taj Taj

and what new design directions are underway in the
remainder of ’08?

It’ s so encouraging  that people are responding so well to
our current line. I design
from my heart and never
really know if anyone else
will like what I do. That is
the risk you always take as an
artist. It makes it exciting and
a little scary.
I would say that our current
line is organic, simple,
delicate, detailed, funky/
elegant, created with lots of
heart and soul. We like to call
our creative process
symphonic. We began with a
seed of a theme a few years
ago, the seed that would
become the taj taj look, and
from there have continued to
expand on that theme and to

develop it as a composer develops a simple musical
melody into a full blown symphony. We look at where
we’ve been and then begin the journey into the unknown of
the new designs with the anchor of the past. Almost like
having a trail of creative breadcrumbs behind us so we
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don’t get lost, but with nothing known in front until it
comes out of us. It’s really an exciting process around
here when we’re all in that space. Our designing into the
future will
continue like this.
You can still see
the original seed
in our designs
today, but it has
developed so far
that 2 years ago
we never could
have foreseen
this.

We like
to use
as

many unusual
stones, or
certainly unusual
cuts as we can as
our “center”
stones, the only
problem being of course, finding them again. We
sometimes have to limit our production of certain designs
because we know we won’t be finding a certain stone
again, but usually we can make any design work with a
little creative ingenuity.

Because we hand-
make everything
here, we are able
to improvise when
our source dries
up, and often this
is when new
designs are born, or
at least new
directions.  A store
will order a cut that

we are out of, so we sit down and re-work the design with
the same stone but another cut. It is exciting that way, and
often stores are getting totally unique pieces because of it,
and I think the ultimate customer can really feel that care
and time taken to make her piece different and interesting.

Kip, what high quality center stones are you able to
source locally in Los Angeles, and what takes a bit more
work to source, like special website or overseas orders?

Actually, with so many gem shows in the area,
within an hour or two, this isn’t a great challenge.
I’m sure to walk as many shows as I can to see

what’s out there.
And, I guess
beyond this, it
helps to have a
few vendors who
also love new
and interesting
cuts.

So, a lot of your
sourcing
decisions are
spontaneous and
done on the
spot?

In a sense, that is
true: I find that I
really end up
trusting them to
keep me

informed on new sourcing and inventory. I find
that  my best stone vendors are really passionate
to find great stones –and that works.

I let them do their work and then I do my work.
It makes it much
easier to find like-
minded people, who
also have a passion for
what they do. Then
you can keep quality
high without an extra
investment of your
time.

With a few years of
serious production
under your belt now,
what are essential
steps or tools to get the production results you
want?

I believe the best tools are good people. We trust
our team. Everyone down to the person who
separates good stones from bad cares what she’s
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doing. That’s the key for me as a small business owner
and boss, that my employees care about their work, and
would do the same quality work whether for me or for
themselves.

I insist on working with people who have respect for
what they do and are self-disciplined. I don’t do well
with sloppy workers.

Are you planning to expand your studio fabricating
capabilities this year?

We have grown so much this last year, we are still
trying to catch up! We’ve found that the hardest part of
growing is finding enough good people to make
jewelry up to our standards. It’s a little hard being so
picky. We think it reflects well in our work, but doesn’t
make expanding that easy.

So, yes, we have recently hired a new production
manager who seems to have his finger on the pulse.
Our plans to grow lie mainly with the website. We have
focused so much on stores and boutiques the last
couple of years, that our web business has fallen off.
We have big plans for bringing lots of new attention to
our new site.“Little P,” future CEO of TajTaj J


