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WHEN TORONTO-BASED evening-wear desi-

gner Nikki Wirthensohn Yassemi reminisces 

about her childhood, the first thing that 

comes to mind is the “shiny” floor of her 

family’s home, which was forever littered 

with shimmering sequins, rhinestones and 

beads. She remembers plucking colourful 

threads from her garments on a daily basis – 

tiny reminders of the unique world she was 

born into, filled with couture gowns and a 

parade of customers ringing the bell to select 

fabrics and pose for fittings.

Nikki’s early introduction to custom finery 

was courtesy of her mother, Mitra Moradi, who 

worked alongside the British royal family’s 

couturier, Victor Edelstein, in the 1980s and 

early ’90s. Most famously, Mitra helped create 

the velvet off-the-shoulder gown, paired with 

a sapphire-and-pearl choker, that Diana, Prin-

cess of Wales, wore when she danced with 

John Travolta at the White House. She also 

designed custom bridal gowns and evening 

dresses, with appreciation for her skill sprea-

ding by word of mouth.

Nikki seemed poised to follow in her mother’s 

footsteps, designing and crafting her first item 

of clothing at age seven: a tiered skirt stitched 

together on an industrial sewing machine. By 

age nine, she was hand-beading flowers onto 

lace for her mother’s bridal confections and 

had even negotiated a higher rate of pay per 

flower. “I did it with love,” she remembers. “To 

me, it was playing, except I wasn’t just making 

crafts. I found it so rewarding to see my work 

on something that someone was going to use.”

Yet despite a natural talent and obsession 

with fashion, Nikki believed that art should 

only ever be a side hustle – a footnote to 

more illustrious employment in law or medi-

cine. And this belief delayed her inevitable 

entry into the fashion industry. She spent 

the bulk of her youth in Iran (though she 

was born in Austria and later lived in the 

U.K.) where the cultural expectations were 

clear: “It was hammered into me to keep art 

as a hobby if I wanted to have a good life,” 

she says. “You never wanted to be a starving 

artist. Your career was about stability, not 

what makes you happy.”

So even though Nikki did eventually go 
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with her gut and launch her label, Narces, in 2011, she took a 

circuitous route to get there. After her family moved to Canada 

when she was 16, Nikki took the sensible path and enrolled in 

human biology and physics at the University of Toronto – though 

the idea of building her own brand was never far from her thou-

ghts. After completing her first degree, 

she applied and was accepted to medical 

and dental schools in England, but one 

school in Manchester dissuaded her from 

accepting their offer of admission. “I was 

completely open about my game plan,” 

she says, which was to use her salary as 

a doctor or dentist to fund a fashion line 

in the future. “They told me, ‘You have 

a spot if you want to come here, but you 

should do some interviews with doctors 

and dentists and see whether they could 

ever think about having a project on the 

side.’” After talking with professionals in 

both fields, Nikki realized that it would 

be decades before she finished school, 

paid off her loans and could even think 

about entering the fashion industry. And 

though she had a practical streak, she 

couldn’t bring herself to let go of her 

dreams before she’d even had a chance 

to chase them.

Instead, Nikki completed a more versa-

tile MBA degree between Erasmus Univer-

sity Rotterdam and Schulich School of 

Business – where she met her husband, 

Stefan Wirthensohn, who later became 

her business partner. She then worked for 

several years as a buyer for various Cana-

dian companies, ultimately climbing her 

way to the role of chief merchant with a 

team of 40 people.

But while Nikki loved buying, her 

need to express herself through design 

finally compelled her to birth evening-

wear label Narces – a family affair thanks 

to her mother overseeing production 

and her husband acting as managing 

director. In a way, it was her first adult 

step to reclaiming her birthright – even 

down to the name she chose for the 

line. Narces was her given name, but 

family and friends always called her 

Nikki. “The name Narces came from my 

grandmother and she was this powerful 

woman,” she says. “They didn’t want to 

insult her by using it for a child.” Ever 

since, Nikki has had a love-hate relationship with the name and 

decided to reassert her claim by attaching it to her first foray into 

special-occasion womenswear.

But the final leap of faith came five years later. At the time – just 

two years ago – Nikki was still juggling a full-time job, a growing 

label and two young children and realized 

she was watching her life speed by. “I 

felt like I was giving up on my family,” 

she says. “With my daughter, I took four 

months of maternity leave. And with my 

son, nothing. Just vacation days. I knew 

that I would never get these moments 

back.” She had finally reached the point 

where she would have to choose: leave 

her job as a buyer or ditch the line. But 

shuttering her label was never an option, 

because the art of fashion was in her 

blood. So she built up her courage, finally 

let go of her safety net and threw herself 

into Narces full time.

And thanks to Nikki’s vision for 

colourful, over-the-top dresses – what she 

describes as “body jewellery” – the Narces 

line continues to thrive. Whether it comes 

to custom bridal creations (she once desi-

gned a five-piece wedding suit with embel-

lished leggings, shorts, bodysuit, remo-

vable bustle and long-sleeved jacket) or 

gala-worthy mesh gowns stitched with 

3D flowers and feathers, Nikki brings her 

unique brand of glamour to the table. And 

even though she has started to add sepa-

rates into her collections (think tulle skirts, 

sequin pants and lace leggings), basic isn’t 

a word in her vocabulary. “I want people 

to have fun, take risks and try new things,” 

she says. “I don’t like people to take fashion 

so seriously that it becomes a chore.”

Because just as Nikki finally shed some 

of her expectations about the definitions 

of a “good life,” she also learned that 

calculated risks and having a little fun pays 

off. Nikki now makes joy, in her designs 

and in her life, the first priority. “Happi-

ness is a big deal and it should be,” she 

says. “Life is not that long and we get the 

best out of ourselves if we’re happy. I like 

to think fashion brings happiness to your 

life. You put it on, you feel good. It doesn’t 

solve world issues, but at least it puts you 

into a good place so you can deal with all 

the difficult stuff as well.”
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“I don’t like 
people to take 
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seriously that  
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a chore.”

“I want people 
to have fun, 
take risks and 
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