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BROCADED AND SELF-FIGURED SILK SATIN
Continental, late 17th c.

Historically, silks have been the most expensive fabrics to produce and procure. Types of silks and their
corresponding prices were wide ranging, with plain or simply patterned weaves being the most affordable in
contrast to those of grand design made with complex weave structures and lavish materials. During the
second half of the seventeenth century, Europeans were becoming increasingly wealthy and this new-found
prosperity brought about a growing demand for silks and other luxury wares especially in the successful
merchant and professional classes.

This late-seventeenth-century satin, with self-figured sprigs and metallic brocaded foliate motifs, represents
the middle ground between the most complicated, costly weavings and the most economical choices
available at the time. It is exactly the type of silk which would have appealed to a prosperous, non-aristocratic
consumer. The pattern of isolated motifs which form distinct horizontal and diagonal lines looks back to
earlier seventeenth-century silk designs characterized by tightly packed, offset rows of flowers. Here, ample
space is given to the dominant silver and silver-gilt metallic leaves, which in their heavy proportions and
twisted curls resemble the outsized foliage depicted in English crewelwork and Indian palampores so
popular in the Baroque period. Depth is subtly implied through the addition of white and salmon floral-and-
foliate sprigs which sprout from behind both the small and large metallic motifs. A variation on damask sub-
patterning, these flush-effect sprigs—formed by short lengths of floating wefts—support the principal
elements and thrust them to the surface. Concentrating the areas of expensive metallic thread and weaving
them in discontinuous brocade technique avoided any wasted material; this was typical even at the highest
levels of silk weaving. The luminous salmon-pink color, often called carnation in the period, was extremely
fashionable.

Though sufficiently rich looking and attractively designed, this length of silk was most likely produced by
one of the many small weaving centers that existed throughout the continent. Most European countries
looked to France as the supreme arbiter of style, and the Lyon and Tours silk industries created the most
desirable fabrics. Entrepreneurs in England, Spain, Italy, Sweden, and Holland did their best to copy French
silks as they were introduced to the market, and the example seen here best fits into this formula of
opportunism.

70.5” H x 20.5” W (detail shown)
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TÄPPAN
WOOL TAPESTRY PANEL BY MÄRTAMÅÅS-FJETTERSTRÖM

Designed in 1931; woven before 1941

The distinctive modernist style of Märta Måås-Fjetterström (1873–1941), a prominent early-twentieth-century
Swedish textile artist, spanned centuries and geography. After graduating from what is now the College of
Arts, Crafts and Design in Stockholm, Måås-Fjetterström oversaw textile production at various handcraft
associations devoted to recreating traditional Swedish folk art tapestries, which clearly informed her artistic
output. As a result of exposure to non-Western decorative arts, her design vocabulary also incorporated many
features of Asian derivation. In 1919, Måås-Fjetterström opened her own atelier in Båstad—there, she freed
herself from the conservative textile workshops which disapproved of her aesthetic choices. Måås-
Fjetterström’s signature blend of Scandinavian and Eastern sensibilities would come to define her most
dynamic works.

Täppan represents this particular confluence of regional and exotic tastes. Tapestry weaving had thrived in
Sweden since the sixteenth century, when Flemish weavers were brought in to create hangings for the royal
palace. These large-scale floral tapestries were subsequently interpreted by peasant weavers; in transition
from professional workshops to home craft, naïve charm and simplification replaced stately magnificence.
Måås-Fjetterström was greatly influenced by such weavings, yet at the same time she sought inspiration from
other cultures. The Asian and Near Eastern textiles on view at the 1897 Stockholm World Fair made an
indelible impression on the young artist, as did the diverse collections of European museums she visited.
Depicting a small flower bed after which it is named, Täppan is woven from soft wool yarns in a subtle palette
of variegated, muted hues. Interlocked tapestry technique allows for precise rendering of the angular buds,
stalks and chevron-patterned grass and soil patch. The dense arrangement of isolated floral motifs references
antique Flemish millefleurs tapestries and humbler Swedish interpretations, but also the stylized flowers—
tulips, irises, lilies, and carnations, all seen here—characteristic of many Persian and Indian carpets.

The Stockholm Exhibition of 1930 was a pivotal moment for Måås-Fjetterström, as her artistic inclinations
aligned with the emerging Functionalist Art Deco movement. From this time onwards, Måås-Fjetterström’s
designs were increasingly strong yet simple, fusing traditional, oriental and modernist influences into a
unified, highly personal style. In 1934, Swedish art critic Erik Wettergren said of Måås-Fjetterström: “This
industrious weaver is a remarkable storyteller, who finds her inspiration in legends and meadows, in the
Orient and the North, in ancient beliefs and fresh green leaves….” He, along with members of Swedish
royalty, was responsible for reinstating Måås-Fjetterström’s workshop after her death. Her studio is still
active; weavings made during Måås-Fjetterström’s lifetime are distinguished from later weavings by the
simple signature “MMF.”

26” H x 50.5” W
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TIMBUCTOU
DRESS BY PAUL POIRET

French, 1923

“The high art of dressmaking consists precisely in developing the individuality of each woman.”
— Paul Poiret, King of Fashion (1931)

One of the twentieth century’s preeminent haute couturiers, Paul Poiret (1879–1944) is celebrated for his
inventiveness, artistic vision and eagerness to break with the status quo in feminine dress. Two characteristics
best define his oeuvre, both seemingly at odds with each other yet utterly inextricable: a tendency towards
the theatrical and exotic, and a simultaneous preference for stripped-down simplicity of form. Chief among
his myriad inspirations was Denise Boulet, his muse and wife; Poiret made this unique day dress—titled
Timbuctou—for her personal wardrobe. Not only does it represent his symbiotic relationship with Denise and
his keen understanding of her individualism, it also highlights one of the most distinctive aspects of Poiret’s
creations for her: the repurposing of antique, ethnographic textiles to fashion exceptionally avant-garde
garments.

Poiret opened his first maison de couture in 1903, and from the very start he eschewed conventional
dressmaking. He abandoned corsetry and petticoats in favor of a more natural shape; this relaxed new
silhouette was well-matched by his penchant for overt exoticism. Ancient and non-Western garments—all
composed of flat planes of fabric, assembled in ways that drape fluidly over the body—compelled Poiret to
re-envision the modern woman’s wardrobe. In 1905, Poiret and Denise Boulet were married; he had started
designing for her during their engagement and would continue to until their divorce in 1928. Poiret boasted
to Vogue magazine in 1913 that: “My wife is the inspiration for all my creations, she is the expression of all
my ideals.” Indeed, Denise’s slim physique served as the prototypic template for his columnar dresses.
Creations made exclusively for her show the limitless bounds of Poiret’s creativity, and afforded him
opportunities to use unconventional materials that would not suit his paying clientele. Timbuctou—
evocatively named but not accurately documenting the geographical source of the cloth from which it is
made—is a simple, sleeveless sheath minimally tailored by darts concealed along the sides. Constructed from
a strip-woven cotton wrapper of West African origin (most likely made by the Sherbo, Mende or Vai people
of Sierra Leone), the dress reflects both Poirets’ sense of adventurousness and free-spirited inclinations.

Timbuctou also comments on prevailing cultural aesthetics in post-World War I Paris. Primitivism and
Negritude—terms referring to the intense interest of modern artists in tribal arts and fascination withAfrican-
American jazz-age culture, respectively—resonated with French Moderne design. A 1918 trip to Morocco
inspired Poiret to develop Bedouin-style woolen fabrics with the Parisian weaving firm Rodier; another
African sojourn supplied the couturier with a North African abaya which he remodeled into a coat for Denise
in 1920. Though it is uncertain where Poiret purchased the vividly patterned cloth from which Timbuctou is
made, it is possible that he discovered it himself on one of his African journeys.

Provenance: From the personal wardrobe of Denise Boulet-Poiret, descended through their son, Colin Poiret.
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HORSES
SCREEN-PRINTED COTTON BY SAUL STEINBERG

American, ca. 1949–52

Romanian-born Saul Steinberg (1914–1999) is perhaps one of America’s most renowned illustrators. Steinberg’s
inimitable graphic style traversed media and movements with unparalleled ease; consistent yet unpredictable, his
artwork—whether drawings, paintings, prints, or collages—defies categorization as it negotiates complexities of
humor, satire and social commentary through both fine and commercial arts. His association with The New Yorker,
which began in 1941 and yielded more than 1,200 illustrations for the erudite magazine, established Steinberg as
an influential force in the American art world. Steinberg’s signature style, conspicuous because of the frequency
with which his illustrations appeared on The New Yorker covers, caught on quickly. His first New York solo
exhibition was held in 1943; three years later, Steinberg was selected for “Fourteen Americans,” the Museum of
Modern Art’s showcase of national talent. In 1949, he painted a mural and illustrated the catalogue for “An
Exhibition for Modern Living,” Alexander Girard’s landmark installation of modernist interior design at the
Detroit Institute of Arts and J.L. Hudson department store. Steinberg’s inclusion among designers like Girard,
Charles and Ray Eames, and Florence Knoll—all well-known for their work in textiles—ensured his success in
design industries as a cross-over phenomenon.

Once his style and name had become draws, Steinberg was approached by home furnishing companies interested
in reproducing his witty artwork on their products. Though he rejected many proposals, from 1949 through the
mid-1950s Steinberg supplied designs on a fee-and-royalty basis to Patterson Fabrics, New York. A series of
quirky, pictorial prints—Views of Paris, Wedding Picture, Cowboys, and Horses, to name a few—were printed on
drapery fabrics and wallpaper. A quintessential example of his energetic precision and comical observations,
Horses is a Steinberg illustration not on paper, but on a cotton which—with its crisp, polished surface—mimics the
semi-gloss finish of a magazine page.

The cheerfully rhythmic pattern repeat is composed in four distinct registers. A row of glass-domed and mansard-
roofed pavilions, accented with curlicue finials and equestrian statues, forms the only suggestion of a fixed
horizon line; in front, tiny horses with riders and horse-drawn carriages rush about. To the right of this bustling
scene, a dignified gentleman and little girl ride boxy horses whose legs mingle together underneath their bodies.
Above is a plump-bodied horse with a dog—seated precariously on its rump—holding the reins and a crop in his
mouth; this duo confronts two phalanxes of mounted soldiers, receding single-file into the distance, led in charge
by a fearless commander. The topmost registers feature a hunting party accompanied by enthusiastic hounds; a
rotund, prancing steed and rider shaded with cross-hatching; an equestrian jumper and diminutive trick-rider;
and a sulky carriage manned by a strict-looking driver, pulled by a horse of bulky, exaggerated proportions.
Judicious splashes of bright color heighten the design, but it is Steinberg’s fanciful, expressive brush- and line-
work that make Horses so lively—the pressure of the artist’s hand, the elasticity of his pen’s nib are sensed
throughout.

A black-and-white sidewall panel of Horses is in the Cooper Hewitt National Design Museum collection (1952-
34-3).

108” H x 37.5” W
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