New Outdoor Children’s Furniture Trail at Kylemore Abbey designed and made by the students at the GMIT Letterfrack.


PRESS RELEASE - 28th February 2011
One of the most beautiful places in Ireland is set to become a children's wonderland.

Kylemore Abbey last year commemorated the 100 year anniversary of the death of Mitchell Henry, the doctor, business man, politician and romantic who built the castle at Kylemore in place of a hunting lodge where he honeymooned with his wife Margaret in the 1850s. 

Inheriting a fortune from his father, Mitchell Henry - from Manchester - built the iconic castle as a gift for his beloved wife. Kylemore Castle became the holiday home for the Henrys who were based in London. They spent time there with family and friends, enjoying the rich hunting and fishing grounds of the then 15,000 acre estate. 

Mitchell Henry had nine children and Kylemore was their playground. With a pet brown bear and monkey, acres of land and gardens to play in, Kylemore must have been a wonderland for them. 

Now, more than a century on, a new playground trail at Kylemore will thrill children once again. As part of Kylemore Abbey’s commemorations, GMIT Letterfrack has been invited to take part in an outdoor children’s furniture design project to commemorate the life of Mitchell Henry. 
The project was launched in November and second year students on the B.Sc. in Furniture Design and Manufacture programme began design work in January. The project will use wood from trees that fell naturally on the Kylemore estate. More than 300,000 trees were planted on the estate by Mitchell Henry 140 years ago. Now the pieces made to commemorate his life has been carved from trees which he planted. 

 

At the beginning of the project students toured the abbey and estate, learning the history of Kylemore, its unique geology, local folklore, the life of Mitchell Henry and his family, and the story of Benedictine Community of nuns and how they came to live in Kylemore and restore the estate. 

 

The design brief was open with few restrictions. The students were asked to design and make full-size pieces of fun, interactive children’s furniture for the Kylemore estate. Each student was assigned a specific location and was asked to capture the “essence of the place” and to respond to the environment of their individual locations. 

The students have finished the design stage of the project and are now making the pieces. Some students were inspired by the Benedictine Community’s love of music, other by the Victorian’s love of geometric shapes which were used in the walled garden’s flower beds. 

 

Bríd Connell of Kylemore Tourism said “We are delighted to be working with GMIT Letterfrack. They have an international reputation for excellence in design quality and manufacturing expertise. It’s a pleasure to work with the students and see their designs develop from their initial sketch proposals. My favourite pieces so far would be the contemporary harp which is based on the Aeolian harp, (a harp played by the wind which was re-popularized by Victorians) and the miniature children’s picnic benches the forms of which reflect the geometric designs in the Victorian Walled Garden. The students and their lecturers have a great energy and enthusiasm for the project which has translated into unique pieces of interactive furniture.”
 The Benedictine Community are very excited about the project. Mother Máire Hickey, OSB of Kylemore Abbey said “The Benedictine Community is happy to see this project being carried out in its grounds.  There can be no substitute for Scoil Aine, the secondary school at Kylemore Abbey which closed in June 2010, but Kylemore Abbey wants to continue to tell children and young people that they are welcome here.  The Abbey will continue to be a place where the gifts and talents of young people will be fostered, and where they can learn to appreciate in the Benedictine tradition the values of beauty, the arts, creative hard work, and community.”    
 

The finished pieces will form part of a permanent interactive exhibition on the Kylemore estate. With 200,000 visitors to Kylemore every year it is a great opportunity for students to have their names - as furniture designer/makers- in the public domain. 

The fun interactive pieces will no doubt draw lots of attention from inquisitive minds - imagine the delight in a child’s face as they discover a miniature table and chairs made for their size in a clearing in the woodland. Imagine their faces light up when they hear the wind playing magical musical instruments by the lake shore. Imagine their joy as they join in and play a wooden xylophone made from an oak tree planted by Mitchell Henry 140 years ago.   

 

GMIT Lecturer Anthony Clare said “The potential of engaging the creative minds and technical ability of our students with a project centred on fun, imagination, exploration and discovery for young children has brought about a project of huge significance, with inspired results.  This framed within the backdrop of the grounds of Kylemore Abbey has made it all the more impressive.”
The pieces will be in place in May and will remain as part of a permanent exhibition. This will attract more families to Kylemore - with family tickets available and free entry for children under 10 years. 

GMIT Letterfrack is regarded as a Centre of Excellence in third level education, run in partnership with Connemara West (a community and rural development organisation. Since 1987, GMIT has delivered programmes related to all aspects of the furniture industry. Currently the college has 225 full time students. There is a high demand by employers for graduates from all courses on the Letterfrack campus. Graduates contribute to, and influence, the fields of design processes and manufacture of furniture in ways that are innovative, creative and responsive to the needs and development of a quality Irish furniture industry.

 

For more details of the Children’s Furniture Trail at Kylemore Abbey contact Bríd Connell at Kylemore Abbey on 095 52029 / 087 2113804 or email brid@kylemoretourism.ie
For more information on GMIT Letterfrack visit www.gmit.ie or call 091 742650
 

Caption for photograph:
GMIT Letterfrack student Diarmuid O'Conghaile presents his design to Mother Máire Hickey, OSB of Kylemore Abbey. Diarmuid has designed a child-sized picnic bench inspired by the geometric shapes of flower beds in Victorian Walled garden. 
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