
When Stripes and Flowers Ruled, and Smocks Were All the Rage 
B y R O B E R T A S M I T H 

I f you missed the or ig inal Mar imekko 
moment, wh ich was ai its imernauona l ze
nith in the I960"s and 70's, you probably 
weren ' t a l ive . In those days , i l was ha rd to 
be u n a w a r e of ihe bright, boldly patterned 
fabr i cs , fashions and furnishings produced 
by the s m a l l but inf luential F i n n i s h design 
compai iy whose A m e r i c a n power base was 
the legendary Design Resea r ch s iore on 
57th Stree i in Manhattan, ( l i occupied a 
brownslone where the F o u r Seasons Hotel 
now stands. ) 

Now the M a r i m e k k o aesthet ic is back in 
force, in a three-floor exhibit ion at the B a r d 
Gradua t e Center that b r i m s with garments 
and huge s w a t h s of fabr ic , as well as the odd 
bedsheel , paper plate and fell boot. The best 
of these a re redolent of a t ime when the 
cata log that mat tered most was Vi'hole 
E a r t h , not J . C r e w ; when abstract ion was 
strong, but Pop was ga in ing ; when those 
who didn't want to be hippies st i l l wanted lo 
be h ip ; and hip meant modem design. E v e n 
the P o l l y a n n a ch i rp of the company ' s name 
was in step w i t h the opt imist ic 60's, our 
most recent age of innocence; appropriate
ly, i t s n a m e is chas t e : M a r i m e k k o means 
M a r y D r e s s . 

The show could not be better t imed. T h e 
current obsession w i th the 60's runs high, 
both w i th in the a r t wor ld and wii l iout. 
Younger a r t i s t s continue to redefine the 
place of c ra f t in a r t ; pop-psychedelic colors 
abound. Spur r ed by dig i ia l izat ion and new 
ma t e r i a l s , contemporary design is in fer
ment ; you don'i have to look v e r y f a r at 
Bed. B a t h ai id Beyond to see signs of the 
M a r i m e k k o legacy. 

M a r i m e k k o p layed a prominent role in 
F i n l a n d ' s pos twar r ecove ry and also helped 
propel F m n i s h des ign to internat ional prom
inence. I t s ach ievement w a s based on com-
fonable . roomy ga rmen ts — silhouettes 
were not the poini — that let the fabr ics rule . 
And rule they d id. often at a sca le more 
suitable to abs t rac t paint ing. Rang ing f rom 
decorat ive peasant mot ifs and bomev, hand-
d rawn s t r ipes and dots to exuberant f lora l 
moti fs and haid-edge Op Ar t configurations, 
M a r i m e k k o f ab r i c s could be found on the 
backs of a r t i s t s , P a r k Avenue social i tes and 
hippies a l ike , And on the wa l l s and furn i ture 
of fashionable d r a w i n g rooms or college 
dormitor ies . 

T h e B a r d show chronic les the r i se of the 
M a r i m e k k o phenomenon in detai l , w i th the 
help of a s m a l l guide that l i s t s and repro
duces e ve ry i t em in the show. The compa
ny ' s founder and pres id ing sp i r i t w a s A r m i 
R a t i a (1912-1979), who took over P r m t e x , a 
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s m a l l producer of printed oi lc loth that her 
husband had purchased in 1949. App ly ing 
her Bauhaus- insp i red v i s i on of total, coher
ent des ign, R a t i a stepped into the public eye 
wi th a fashion show, ca l led M a r i m e k k o -
pro jekt i , staged in a r es tauran t In He l s ink i 
i n 1951. 

R a t i a had a strong design sense, a good 
nose for ta lent and, judging by the d i ve rs i t y 
of the des igns here, a hea l thy to lerance for 
those whose sensibil i ty dif fered f rom hers . 
She w o r k e d wi th an a r r a y of a r t i s t s and 
des igners , s e v e r a l of them in-house, and 
also co l laborated with- a rch i t ec ts . I n the 
e a r l y ISTO's, she built an employee-fr iendly 
factory outside He ls ink i whose Utopian 
touches inc luded a chi ldren 's p layground, 
tennis cour t s and a s w i m m i n g pool. De
signed by E r k k i K a i r a m o , u s t ransparen t 
s t ruc tu r e i s reminiscent of the Pompidou 
Center in P a r i s . 

R a t i a ' s f i rst two designers we re M a i j a 
Iso la , who began her ca ree r spec ia l i z ing in 
deft, Dufyesque glosses on peasant moti fs , 
and Vuolcko Nurmesn i emi . who favored the 
c a s u a l geometr ic patterns that became a 
M a r i m e k k o signature. Both would prove 
e x t r e m e l y ve rsa t i l e , as the exhibit ion indi
c a t e s ; they were joined in the 1960's by 
L i i s a Suvanto and .Annika R i m a l a , who guid
ed the M a r i m e k k o look through its heyday. 

Ms . N u r m e s n i e m i was responsible (or ihe 

The colors and geometric 
designs of Marimekko 
conjure up the spirit of 
the 60 sand 70s. 

f a m i l i a r Piccolo f abr i c (1953) whose n a r r o w 
str ipes became synonymous wi th the uni
sex sh i r t s named J o k a p o i k a ( E v e r y b o y ) . 
V^'hile some pat terns a re pr inted wi t i i 
s t r ipes of a single color on white f abr i c , the 
most interest ing a l te rnate two colors that 
over lap sl ightly to f o rm a th i rd . 

Near l y a l l M a r i m e k k o fabric designs a re 
engagingly direct and process oriented. Y o u 
look at them and sense an a r t i s t ' s hand 
d raw ing or paint ing t h e m ; you c a n decipher 
the pr int ing stages and savor the del iberate 
i r r egu lar i t i es . T h e bll ick-on-white c i r c l e s 
and dots of the Bog Pond pattern, used in a 
1959 sheath dress , s e em l iu l e more than 
doodles thai seem intended as a tongue-in-
cheek approx imat ion of eyelet lace. 

At the height of i ts influence, espec ia l l y 
f r om the late i95(l 's inio the 70's. the Mar i -
nu!kko fabr ic p a l i e n i s a l ternate between 
Uic demure and the dynamic , t>etween de-

Mai ja Isola's " U n i k k o " fabric pattern, left, des igned for the M a r i m e k k o company c>f 
F i n l a n d in Its heyday, 1965 . Above , M a r i m e k k o dress designs, a l so from the I 9 6 0 ' s . 

s igns that bow, if somewhat s l y l y , to t r a d i 
tion, and those that compete agg ress i v e l y 
w i t h contemporary paint ing. 1 can ' t s ay that 
e i ther approach has aged v e r y we l l , but the 
r esu l t s i n v a r i a b l y have a s trong period look. 
Some a r e too s i l l y for words , or made s i l l i e r 
by words , l ike the l lo inen T a k k i ( J o y o u s 
S m o c k ) of 1960, a housecoat design for 
mother and daughter in d a r k fabr i c punctu
ated w i th numerous s m a l l r andomly p l aced 
pockets in purp le and magen la . 

I so la i n p a r t i c u l a r w a s responsible for the 
de l i ca te ly sca led t rad i t iona l moti fs , mos t l y 
f lora l , w i th names l ike Country Rose , F e a s t 
or S u m m e r t i m e Sweetheart . T h e y a r e 
punched up w i th con temporary color combi 
nat ions — say , r ed and mar igo ld ye l low, or 
pink and magenta . Bu t m 1964-65, she a lso 
designed the c ompany ' s we l l -known p ink 
and red Poppy fabr ic , whose enormous f lat 
b lossoms a re only s l ight ly cuter than Andy 
Warho l ' s F l o w e r paint ings, wh ich w e r e 
made at the s a m e l ime . 

T h e art -consc ious fabr i c designs. \''isible 
in c lothing a s we l l as the expanses of c loth 
that resemble w a l l hangings, often have 
pa t t e rns whose enormous sca le is noi r e a l l y 
appropr ia te to ihe h u m a n f r ame . T i n s ex 
p l a ins some of the i r period look and c r e a i e s 
a l l sor ts of interest ing intersect ions w i i h 
contemporary pa in t ing ; iv also m a k e s one 
wonder if some of the des igners we r en ' t 

f rus t ra ted pa in te rs . ; 
A fal undu la t i ono f red and blue on white 

might a lmost be a pa int ing by P a u l Fee ley . 
T h e r e a r e target designs that b r ing lo mind 
Kenne th Noland, and big s lu rpy brush 
s t rokes that evoke the e a r l y work of J u l e s 
O l i l s k i . N icho las K r u s h e n i c k , F r a n k S te l l a 
and E l l s w o r t h K e l l y a r e among the o th i^ 
a r t i s t s whose s imple , blunt c o m p o s i t i o n 
come to mind, along w i th the m o r e s u p p p 
motifs of Mi l ton A v e r y , espec ia l l y in a wa\ie 
pa t t e rn ' tha t Ms . R i m a l a designed in ISf f i . 
And most of a l l there i s the M a r i m e k ^ 
a i l o r , s a tu ra t ed and hot, a lmost too strong 
to wear . .•• 

B y definit ion, a per iod piece is sometl i i j i^ 
that 3'ou can ' t imag ine us ing , that belongs |Q 
the past either because of i t s o b s o l e s c e n t 
or because i l is so full of i t s own t ime. Singe 
the 19B0's and 9(t's, the M a r i m e k k o designs 
have v ee r ed t oward A r m a n i and Y a m a m l ^ 
to; they ' r e more contemporary and usefifl, 
but also more anonymous. J 

The M a r i m e k k o s of the 60's espec ia l ly 
prove that e v e r y period has a par t i cu lm" 
aesthet ic atmosphere , a c l ima t e d e t e r m i n e 
by ideas in the a i r that find express i on m ti»e 
work of dif ferent people, w o r k i n g m di f ier-
e n i med iums around the wor ld . A n d M a $ -
m e k k o recorded the temrjerature of I t i m>-
menl wit l j mdel ibie a c c u r a c y . « ' 


