


ARCHITECTURE 

A H I J\/| E K K O From November 21, 2003, through February 15, 2004, 

FABRICS, FASHION, The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative 

Arts, Design, and Culture is presenting Marimekko: Fabrics, 

Fashion, Architecture, an exhibition that examines the 

design company's remarkable history from its early years 

through the height of its international success during the 

1960s and mid-1970s and up to today. 

Comprising more than 150 examples of fabrics, fashion 

clothing, accessories, and architecture, the Marimekko exhi­

bition conveys the unique modern vision of the company's 

founder and artistic director, Armi Ratia, and illuminates the 

work of Marimekko's outstanding designers and how they 

revolutionized modern printed fabrics and fashion. The 

Finnish Museum of Art and Design in Helsinki, which houses 

the most important collection of Marimekko in the world 

and is the recipient of the Marimekko archive, is the principal 

lender to the exhibition. Other lenders include private and 

public collections both in Finland and in the United States. 

The curator is Marianne Aav, a design historian and the 

director of the Finnish Museum of Art and Design, who also 

co-curated the highly successful exhibition Finnish Modern 

Design: Utopian Ideals and Everyday Realities, Tgso-iggj, 

which was held in 1998 at the Bard Graduate Center 
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B A C K G R O U N D 

Marimekko is, witliout doubt, one of tlie great success stories in tlie history of 20th-

century design. Founded in 1951 by the visionary textile designer Armi Ratia and her hus­

band, Viljo, the company grew from a small textile-printing firm into an international 

phenomenon and gave Finland a definitive presence on the world fashion stage. The 

exuberant colors and accessible cuts of Marimekko clothing as well as bold patterns of 

their printed textiles became a national symbol of a new optimism and equality in post­

war Finland, and introduced a highly original vocabulary to the fields of fashion and 

home design. Even more than sparking a revolution in printed textiles, Marimekko also 

introduced a groundbreaking marketing concept, proposing a definition of fashion that 

embraced the entire home environment and set the precedent for a lifestyle brand. 

The name Marimekko derives from the vernacular Finnish form of the girl's name "Mary" 

and mekko, which means "dress" in the dialect of eastern Finland. The name reveals the 

company's unique modern vision and Ratia's steadfast connection to her Karelian ances­

try The combination of the modern and the traditional proved invaluable to the com­

pany's success in Finland and internationally 

Marimekko grew out of a small company called Printex, which was acquired by Viljo Ratia 

in 1949. Ratia expanded Printex, which had focused primarily on the production of oil­

cloth, into the textile-printing business. It was his wife, Armi (1912-1979), who, as art 

director, built Marimekko into a purveyor and advocate of a highly distinct and fashion­

able lifestyle concept. Armi hired young artists with a fresh vision and encouraged them 

to experiment. She gave them a free hand to respond to new artistic and social currents. 



The results were spirited, non-traditional patterns with vivid colors that expressed an 

informal, contemporary, accessible way of life. Marimekko's clothing, in particular, with 

its clean, unisex lines and free, loose-fitting style, conveyed a Utopian feel and sexual 

equality and evoked the character of the 1960s. Marimekko was the first ready-to-wear 

fashion house that created a fashion sensation comparable to the renowned European 

haute couture houses. 

When Marimekko introduced its first collection in Helsinki in spring 1951, the radical 

new designs, hand-printed on crisp cotton, invigorated the audience. The successful 

premiere helped launch the company's brand identity in Finland, though economic 

success was still a decade away. The first Marimekko store opened in Helsinki in 1953, a 

year after Finland paid its last war reparations to the Soviet Union.The export business 

was launched in 1956 at the Stockholm sales exhibition. The American audience was 

introduced to Marimekko in the late 1950s through architect Benjamin Thompson's 

Cambridge-based chain of stores. Design Research. The publicity from that, as well as 

the extensive press coverage of Jacqueline Kennedy's purchase of Marimekko dresses; 

the opening of Marimekko lifestyle stores in the United States, Europe, Japan, and 

Australia; and exhibitions in Boston, Paris, Stuttgart, and New York, brought the firm 

international recognition. 

In the early 1960s, Ratia hired architect Aarno Ruusuvuori, whose work was considered 

Finland's most poetic and rigorous. Ratia and Ruusuvuori collaborated to create various 

architectural projects. The Marimekko Utopian community scheme, a comparatively 

unrecognized aspect of Marimekko that was of central importance to Ratia's modern 



vision, was conceived as a village for 3,500 inhabitants, including Marimekko employ­

ees. In 1963 Ratia established the Marikyla Corporation with the intention of realizing 

Ruusuvuori's vision of the village. The model house that was prefabricated at Bokars, 

the Marimekko company estate near Porvoo, a town located southeast of Helsinki, was 

described as a "minimum dwelling." Numerous photographs taken of the house for 

advertising purposes reveal the primacy of the site in a thickly wooded forest and the 

colorful interiors, with prominent textiles hung from large windows. The press imme­

diately identified with the project, describing it as Marimekko's conquest of new archi­

tectural territory In the end the ambitious scheme was never realized, due largely to 

economic factors and to the reluctance of employees to move permanently out of 

Helsinki to the countryside. 

Ruusuvuori also designed an experimental sauna for Marimekko that was intended for 

the international market.The sauna, which, when Simo Rista photographed it overlooking 

the sea, became one of the iconic images of Finnish architecture, was also a prefabricated 

design that could be easily packaged and shipped.This concept was, in fact, in opposition 

to a refined version of the Finnish notion of a sauna built with vernacular materials 

according to vernacular traditions. Ruusuvuori's sauna was another Marimekko idea that 

made a great impact when it was initiated, but never got beyond the prototype stage. 

In 1966 Ruusuvuori designed a factory for Marimekko in the famous garden city of 

Tapiola, outside Helsinki, where the factory remained until 1972 when it moved to 

Herttoniemi, an industrial district near Helsinki. The new factory, designed by Erkki 

Kairamo, continues to be the center of Marimekko corporate culture. 



T H E E X H I B I T I O N 

The first section of the exhibition explores the creation and rise of the Marimekko 

brand and its unique design philosophy. Included in this section are archival company 

documents, design drawings, fabrics, fashion, and photographs. It also examines how 

the Marimekko design philosophy has been expressed through the macrocosm of 

architecture with plans, scale models, and photographs of various projects. 

The second section introduces the most important Marimekko designers and considers 

the key role played by women in creating the company's successful lifestyle concept. 

Armi Ratia's strategy for building a unique brand was to employ young, talented 

designers, many from the Institute of Industrial Arts in Helsinki, who were not trained 

in fashion design and thus not influenced by traditional precepts.The early Marimekko 

collections consisted of 24 designs with each outfit having a specific name that 

reflected the "new look."This tradition continues today One of the first and most influ­

ential Marimekko designers, Maija Isola, was a textile artist and painter whose interior 

textiles boasted oversized geometric patterns and bright colors, two hallmarks of 

Marimekko designs. Her colleague, Vuokko Nurmesniemi, trained as a ceramic artist, 

was responsible for the "Piccolo" brushstroke pattern (1953) and the "Everyboy" shirts of 

1956, still among Marimekko's best-selling products. 

Another important designer represented in the exhibition is Annika Rimala, who orig­

inally trained as a graphic designer and created the "Even Stripe" cotton jersey T-shirt 

that dominated the jazz and rock festivals of the 1970s and became a symbol of the 

new unisex approach in the fashion industry. From the 1950s through the 1970s, 

artists such as Liisa Suvanto, Fujiwo Ishimoto, Katsuji Wakisaka, Pentti Rita, Marja 

Suna, and Ristomatti Ratia, Armi Ratia's son, continued the revolution and gained 

international recognition. This section of the exhibition traces the stylistic develop­

ment of these and other designers from the beginnings of Marimekko through today. 

The third section of the exhibition explores the evolution of Marimekko from a company 

that provided fashion and fabrics for women to a company that creates the whole living 

space. It presents Marimekko in use in everyday life. Marimekko's most famous advertis­

ing campaigns are represented here, as is Design Research and its well-known shops in 

Cambridge, New York, and San Francisco. Armi Ratia's association with Benjamin 

Thompson was of central importance to the realization of her design philosophy and to 

refining and disseminating her vision of modern life. Today there is a resurgence of inter­

est in Marimekko in large part due to the corporate vision of its CEO, Kirsti Paakkanen. 



I M A G E C R E D I T S : [above] Liisa Suvanto. Dress "Korppi," 1974-75, in printed cotton fabric with "Tiet" 
pattern by Katsuji Wal<isal<a, 1974. Photo: Seppo Saves. 

C O V E R : Maija Isola. Printed cotton fabric with "Kaivo" pattern, 1965. Photo: Rauno Traskelin. 
I N S I D E S P R E A D l E F T T O R I G H T : Vuokko Nurmesniemi. Printed cotton fabric with "Tiibet" pattern, 
1953. Photo: Rauno Traskelin; Maija Isola. Printed cotton fabric with "Unikko" pattern, 1965. PhotO: 
Rauno Traskelin; Annika Rimaia. Dress "Saniainen" in printed cotton fabric with "Pilvi" pattern, 1966. 
Photo: Rauno Traskelin; Erkki Kairamo with Reljo Lahtinen. Marimekko Factory, Herttoniemi, 
Helsinki, 1973. Courtesy of the Museum of Finnish Architecture, Helsinki. Photo: Simo Rista. 



C A T A L O G U E 

A fully illustrated catalogue published by the Bard Graduate Center in collaboration 

with Yale University Press accompanies the exhibition. It is the first comprehensive 

study of Marimekko, and the illustrations consist of new photographs, commissioned 

by the Bard Graduate Center, of fabric and fashion in the extensive Marimekko collec­

tion of the Finnish Museum of Art and Design, and period photographs. It includes 

essays by design and cultural historians, and a section of selected works in the exhibi­

tion organized by designer. Yale University Press distributes the catalogue worldwide. 

R E L A T E D P R O G R A M S 

An array of lectures, panels, and other offerings are presented in conjunction 

with the exhibition. For further information, please call 212-501-3011, or e-mail 

programs@bgc.bard.edu. 

E X H I B I T I O N T O U R S 

Group tours may be scheduled Tuesday through Friday between ii:oo a.m. and 

4:00 p.m., and on Thursday until 7:00 p.m. Advance reservations are required for all 

groups. For further information, please call the Bard Graduate Center Gallery at 212-

501-3023 orTTY 212-501-3012, or e-mail gallery_assistant@bgc.bard.edu. 

G E N E R A L I N F O R M A T I O N 

The Bard Graduate Center is located at 18 West 86th Street, between Central Park 

West and Columbus Avenue in New York City Gallery hours are Tuesday through 

Sunday from i i :00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and Thursday from ii:oo a.m. to 8:oo p.m. 

Admission: $3 general, $2 seniors and students (with valid ID). Free admission on 

Thursday evenings. For further information about the Bard Graduate Center and 

upcoming exhibitions, please visit our website at www.bgc.bard.edu. 

Support for M A R I M E K K O : F A B R I C S , F A S H I O N , A R C H I T E C T U R E has been provided by 

Marimel<l<o Corporation, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, Crate and Barrel, and 

FInlandia Foundation National. 
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