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Introduction

The World of Patterns

Patterns surround us. Just look at the natural world, where recurring shapes and lines, neatly organized in their own way, can be found in the symmetry of leaves, plants, and clusters of rose blooms, or the repetition of pebbles on a beach, rings in a tree, and flocks of birds in flight. This natural order has become innate in humans; we see the world in pattern and try to echo its order.

Nowhere is this more obvious than in the creative industry. Since the beginning of time, artists and designers have taken inspiration from their natural environment when designing everything from textiles for fashion and interior design to wall coverings, book covers, and gift wrap. Advertising executives also rely on our, perhaps subconscious, love of orderly repetition and include pattern in commercials, print promotions, and computer graphics. The field of body adornment, such as tattoos and jewelry, also calls on the field of pattern, drawing on both natural and manmade patterns as a rich resource. Pattern is everywhere, when you start to look for it.

The patterns we see around us do not only represent nature, but graphic art, geometric shapes, everyday objects, and even events from popular culture. Take, for example, the small grid pattern here, which was made in 1876 to mark the centennial of the formation of the United States. Essentially, there’s nothing that can’t be neatly organized into a structured motif.

The art of pattern creation

The majority of the patterns showcased in the book were created between 1840 and 1970, a fruitful time in pattern design. While there are certain big names associated with this period, such as William Morris and Emilio Pucci, most prints were created by anonymous pattern designers, who created great beauty for commerce, rather than as fine art. We have decided to focus on these patterns and motifs, which in many cases have not been seen since their original creation, making them an incredibly useful untapped resource.

In many instances, the staff or freelance artists who created these prints simply started the pattern design process in motion by creating a pleasing motif as a gouache painting. This motif, which may or may not have indicated a preferred method of repeat, was then sent through the standard print production process. A full drop, half drop, or brick repeat would be established, which would then be arranged in a diamond, ogee, tossed pattern, or stripe (see examples opposite). Many hands would be involved in morphing the original artwork into a pattern, not only in developing the repeat, but also by reviewing scale, color, and current trends, to create a pattern suitable for a variety of needs.

A number of techniques were used to create these single and multi-colored patterns on textiles: block printing, in which a carved block of wood is used to apply the dye; perrotine, a mechanized form of block printing; copperplate printing, which is a more refined version of block printing that uses etched copper and allows designers to work in a larger scale; and, finally, roller printing, a copperplated printing technique that employs a cylinder to imprint the pattern as a repeat. To create more precise repeated patterns, some of the more-recent creations were applied to the textiles using flatbed or rotary screen printing, a technique in which dye is forced through a fine mesh that has been treated with a resist and which forms the pattern. The most contemporary patterns shown here were applied using a heat transfer method—picture the classic iron-on transfer. Of course it is now also possible to digitally print pattern onto fabric, but none of the examples included here are recent enough to have employed this technique.

Pattern does not always come in the form of “print,” however. It can be woven into the very structure of the cloth using a jacquard loom, to create elaborate brocade designs. Intricate patterns are also formed by applying one material or trim, such as a braid, beads, or embroidery floss, to a base fabric. Further still, designers may layer sheer and opaque textiles, laces, and embroidery together to create a constructed pattern. This last technique may or may not have a repeating motif, but the singular pattern created can still inspire.

A source of inspiration

It is because patterns reflect so many different styles, periods, and ideas that they are such a valuable source of stimulation for creatives, whatever the field. This book, therefore, is intended as a visually invigorating and thought-provoking tool for anyone in search of inspiration. Collecting a personal design library of both images and artifacts is an activity shared by most designers and a natural part of the creative process. Personally collected objects as well as those found in structured collections often provide much-needed inspiration for modern designers, even if the connection to the original image is intangible to the casual observer.

Co-author, jewelry designer, and metalsmith Todd Conover, for instance, often takes visual cues from patterns to create unique pieces. The mood created by a pattern’s color or rhythm can even dictate an entire collection of pieces. The midcentury motifs here, here, and here proved particularly inspiring when Conover was creating a new collection of silver and brass jewelry, and were translated into a brass cuff, a fan-shaped necklace, and the circle within a square brooch.
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Sterling silver necklace by Todd Conover, 2019
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Copper, sterling silver, and brass brooch by Todd Conover, 2019
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Brass and carnelian pierced cuff by Todd Conover, 2019



Introducing the patterns

500 Patterns was inspired by the holdings of two magnificent historic clothing and textile repositories in upstate New York, the textile prints of which have never before been showcased or documented.

Like a sleeping beauty, the Rochester Museum & Science Center’s historic clothing collection, made up of some 70,000 antique garments, hangs quietly in relative obscurity. This New York State museum began in the early twentieth century as a municipal museum dedicated to the development of a bustling, successful American city. Over the years the focus of the museum has shifted to science and technology, leaving the historic garments safely in private storage for use by researchers. With items starting in the 1830s, the collection’s mainstay is a strong holding of American and French couture from the 1890s, continuing through the early 1920s, with highlights by designers such as Charles Worth, Callot Soeurs, and Jeanne Lanvin. The collection terminates in the middle of the twentieth century. The garments in this collection, when viewed in their regimented racks, represent a dazzling kaleidoscope of textile patterns and colors. There are florals of every type, richly colored paisleys, elaborate French brocades, and garment after garment embroidered or embellished with elaborate braid trims, all echoing the economic boom of the Industrial Revolution that was sweeping the globe.

The Sue Ann Genet Costume Collection, located in Syracuse University’s College of Visual and Performing Arts, is found in Syracuse, New York. This collection, with its continued support from the family of the late Sue Ann and Leon Genet, is another stronghold of textile pattern. Although its holdings span the later decades of the twentieth century right up to the early twenty-first century, its items from the 1930s through to the 1990s are particularly rich. This extensive collection contains garments made of lavishly patterned fabrics, but it is the rich collection of historic fabric samples, collected from both the United States and Europe, that are particularly exciting.

For maximum visual impact, the patterns in this book have been arranged thematically. The era in which each pattern was created has also been provided, with origins and revivals of motifs
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