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FIGURES

Explanatory Note

The majority of the illustrations within the thesis are taken from original sources. Some of which have
been reproduced here from poor quality imagery but are still useful visual records and many of which
have not been published before.

Introduction

Fig. 0.1 Scenes from The Old Bleach Linen Company factory, Randalstown, County Antrim. Left: hand-
painting and hand embroidering were undertaken in conjunction mechanized factory production. The Daily
Mirror, May 28, 1929. Source: The Newspaper Library, Central Library, Belfast.

Fig. 0.2 Old Bleach “Slemish” Furnishing Fabrics brochure. Early 1930s. Source: Industrial Art Collection,
Textiles: Old Bleach File, Manchester Art Gallery.

Fig. 0.3 Left: George's Suitcase. Right: a letter in the suitcase — Chanel's Registered Design, Certificate of
Design Registration with the Board of Trade, 30 January 1933. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private
Collection.

Chapter One - Apathy and Drift: The Condition of the Linen Industry in Northern Ireland
during the Interwar Period

Fig. .1 James Humbert Craig, “Northem Ireland Flax Growing”, Empire Marketing Board, 1930. Source:
The National Archives, CO 956/287.

Fig. 1.2 Aerial photograph of LIRA, Lambeg, published in the New York magazine, Linens and Domestics,
1951. Source: Alfred S. Moore Collection, Belfast Central Library.

Fig. 1.3 Inspection Day at Sandringham — with delegates from Scottish and Ulster linen interests, included
here are Lord Craigavon, Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, Lewis C. Gray of Norfolk Flax Ltd and third
from the right, Norman Fitzroy Webb, Old Bleach Linen Company, The Northern Whig, 3¢ October
1935. Source: LIRA Press Cuttings Book, LIRA, Lisburn Museum and Linen Centre.

Fig. 1.4 Demonstration of ‘Old Bleach’ hand-painting, 1930s. Source: Company Photograph Album, Old
Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 1.5 Longer Life Linens, Old Bleach Linen Company Price List, 1938. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private
Collection, Randalstown, Randalstown.

Fig. 1.6 ‘Almost revolutionary' Longer Life Linens, Old Bleach Linen Company, 1937. Source: Collection
of Author.

Fig. 1.7 Appreciation card from W.H. Webb to the employees of Old Bleach upon his ‘retirement’ in
|945. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Randalstown.
Chapter Two - Modernity and Design Reform in Interwar Britain and Northern Ireland

Fig. 2.1 Left: Capitol Cinema, Antrim Road, Belfast, 1935, Architect: Thomas MclLean; Right: The Whitla
Hall, Queen’s University, Belfast, begun 1939, Architect: John McGeagh.



Fig. 2.2 Original Exhibition Poster by textile designer Minnie McLeish, 1916. Source: PRONI: BCT/6/14/3,
Photograph taken by author.

Fig. 2.3 ‘Specimens of Embroidery’, Belfast College of Art Prospectus, 1939-1940. Source: PRONI:
BCT/6/14/3.

Fig. 2.4 Left: ‘Ordinary Cottage’ where ‘innumerable ornaments and pictures, for the true cottager retains
that passion for objects, which the cultured have so signally abandoned’. Right: ‘Cultured Cottage’ objects
are ‘now symbols firmly displayed between inverted commas." Source: Homes Sweet Homes, Osbert
Lancaster, 1939.

Fig. 2.5 Old Bleach Linen Furnishing Fabrics in the DIA’s glass lantern slide collection. Left: ‘Aubum’ and
‘Gola’; Middle: ‘Gweedore’ and ‘Waterford’; Right: ‘Granard’ and ‘Liscannor’. The slides are undated but
the fabrics were most likely produced c. 1936. Source: DIA archive, AAD/1978/3, VAM.

Fig. 2.6 Left: Old Bleach'’s textiles in the Manchester City Art Gallery including from left to right: ‘Fermoy’,
Strangford’, ‘Aircraft’, “York, Tufted Fringe (name unknown), ‘Wexford', 1938, Source: Whitworth Gallery
Archive; Right: ‘Aircraft’ designed by Marion Dorn for Old Bleach 1938, alongside Vertical' designed by
Ben Nicolson for Edinburgh Weavers, 1937, House Proud Exhibition, Manchester Art Gallery, 2016 (both
fabrics are held in the Whitworth Gallery’s Archive). Source: Photograph taken by author.

Fig. 2.7 Ulster Industries Development Association’s campaigns centred on two tenets: ‘Empire buying
begins at home' (buy) and To Push Ulster Goods' (sell), 1932. Source: PRONI: COM62/1/271.

Fig. 2.8 Advertisements in a variety of local press of four public lectures by Anthony Bertram,
‘Lecturer in Fine Arts' for 1938/39 Session, Queen’s University Belfast. Source: University
Newspaper Cuttings Books, Special Collections and Archive, QUB.

Chapter Three - Official Design Reform in Northern Ireland

Fig. 3.1 Pages from Larne Technical School Prospectus, 1915-16, included in Principal Thomas Clearkin’s
Response to the Ministry of Education’s Inquiry (1933) into existing art training in Northern Ireland in
preparation for the Committee of Inquiry (1933). Source: PRONI: ED/13/1/1713.

Fig. 3.2 Left: ‘Sperrin’, Right: ‘Chevron’ (‘Birch Bark’ in the foreground) designed by Norman Fitzroy Webb,
Old Bleach Linen Company, 1933. Source: Left: author’s photograph, Clothworkers’ Centre, Blythe House,
V&A, London. Right: Design for To-day, DIA magazine, July 1933.

Chapter Four - ‘Just draw me a Chrysanthemum’, The Manufacturer and the Designer in the
Linen Trade.

Fig. 4.1 Photograph of Display of 1930’s Old Bleach Furnishing Fabrics, from left to right: ‘Rathlin’,
‘Glencar’, ‘Akbar’, ‘Rimini’, ‘Belleek’ and ‘Rathlin’ (again), Nya Linnemagasinet, Norrkdping, Sweden.
Source: Company Photograph Album, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 4.2 Modermn damask cloth designs featured prominently in ‘it's Impressively Correct’, the promotional
catalogue of table linen from the Irish and Scottish Linen Damask Guild, New York, 1929. Source: Alfred
S. Moore Collection, Central Library, Belfast.

Fig. 43 Shamrock Design (pattern Al4) by Old Bleach Linen Company, December 1951, Source:
Photograph Album, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.



Fig. 44 “Sherwood” featuring the ubiquitous chrysanthemum pattern, a best seller for linen damask
manufacturers. Equally popular florals included roses, anemones and daisies. Old Bleach Damask
Catalogue, 1935. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 4.5 Old Bleach Summer School, May, 1939, photograph by A.R. Hogg, Belfast. N. F. Webb is seated
third from the right, J. P. Gotto and W. H. Webb are seated to his right with Fedoras in hands. Source:
Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 4.6 Similar use of abstracted movement in one printed and two woven fabrics: left: Grafton shadow
tissue by Cepea Fabrics; middle: “Arran” designed by Felix C. Gotto, Old Bleach Linen Company Ltd;
right: Printed casement in rayon and cotton, Tootal Broadhurst Lee Co. Ltd. Source: ‘Tendencies in Fabric
Design by Ten Well Known Buyers', The Cabinet Maker and Complete House Furmisher, May 1935, National
Art Library, VAM, London.

Fig. 4.7 "Modern Artists Design for Old Bleach Fabrics...". Punch or the London Charivari, April st 1936.
Source: Collection of Author.

Fig. 4.8 “Donegal” a coarse linen plain weave and “Mecca” a fine woven Sayagata figured pattern used in
many of Old Bleach’s printed furishing fabrics. Old Bleach Furnishing Range Catalogue, 1936. Source: Old
Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Chapter Five - The Linen Web(b): Promoting Irish Linen

Fig. 5.1 Old Bleach Advertising: Left: c. 1900-1905; middle: Woman at Home Supplement, 1913; Right:
Decoration, January 1935. Source: Left and Middle: Collection of Author; Right: Manchester Metropolitan
University.

Fig. 5.2 Robinson & Cleaver “Support Home Industries” Advertisement, 1917. Source: Grace's Guide to
British Industrial History.

Fig. 5.3 Left: Detail of the General Office of the Irish Linen Society, Belfast, showing advertising display
boards. The poster just seen is of ‘Polly-Anna Underwear’, available in “True Irish Linen’, lovely silks or
from such an attractive line of cottons.”, Chas E. Shedaker & Sons, Philadelphia. Photograph by A.R. Hogg,
photographic specialist, Belfast. Source: Left - Alfred S. Moore Collection, Belfast Central Library. Right -
Polly-Anna full page advertisement in The Ladies Home Journal, March 1920, p.44, artwork by E. C. Stoner.
Source: ww.etsy.com.

Fig. 54 Left: “For Formal Use”, The Irish Linen Society, The Century, 1919. Right: “For Beauty”, The Irish
Linen Society, Vogue, 1920. Source: ProQuest.

Fig. 5.5 The Linen Guildsman, July 1927. Note the inclusion of Old Bleach Linen in the J.R. Jones' Sons &
Company advertisement. Source: John Gilliland’s guard book, LIRA Library, Linen Centre and Lisbum
Museum.

Fig. 5.6 (Table) Irish and Scottish Linen Damask Guild, Cost of National U.S. Magazine Advertising Program,
1926-27. Source: John Gilliland’s guard book of Guild activity, LIRA, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.7 “The Mystery of Loveliness”, November 1927. Source: John Gilliland's guard book, Irish and
Scottish Linen Damask Guild, LIRA Library, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.8 Left: “Suitably suited to the Modern Table”, Vogue, October 1928. Right: “Linen Damask: Loomed
Luxury for the Table", Vogue, January 1930. Source: The Vogue Archive, ProQuest.



Fig. 5.9 Section of the Style Advisor's 9th Style Report on “Last Minute News on the Colour Situation in
Dress Linens for Summer 932", February 1932. Published in Lindaguild News. Source: Alfred S. Moore
Collection, Belfast Central Library.

Fig. 5.10 John Gilliland & Co. Catalogue Pages from 1925 and 1926. Left: Hand printed “Nil Crush” linens,
‘Iriselle’ frocks, Right: Hand blocked printed linen frocks. “special spacing of printing”. Source: John Gilliland'’s
guard book, LIRA Library, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.1l “Standard lines make easy sales” and “Carrying the message to the Millions”, Irish Linen Guild
Retail Trade Brochure. Source: John Gilliland’s guard book, LIRA library, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.12 “lreland’s Lovely Linens: Opportunities for ‘House Proud’ Women", The Kentish Gazette and
Canterbury Press, March 10, 1934. Source: ILG Papers, LIRA Library, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.13 Left: Three photographs depicting Miss Belfast 1830 and Miss Belfast 1930 (in “Ulster made
frocks™) participating in the British Empire Week Parade with both paying a visit to the Empire Marketing
Board Kitchen in the bottom photograph. The Northern Whig, May 17, 1930. Right: Irish Linen Queen at
an Irish Linen Guild Exhibition at Queen’s University, Belfast. ‘Glendun’ furnishing fabric by Old Bleach is
seen directly behind Major Herdman. Belfast News-Letter, July 21, 1937. Source: ILG press cuttings book,
LIRA Library, Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

Fig. 5.14 Irish Linen Guild stand at the Ideal Home Exhibition, Olympia, London, from The Belfast
Telegraph, 31t March 1933. Source: Irish Linen Guild Press Cuttings Book, LIRA, Lisburn Museum and
Linen Centre.

Fig. 5.15 The offending Old Bleach literature at the Scottish Empire Exhibition, 1938. Left: Furnishings
pamphlet featuring fabrics from the company’s series ‘Modern Artists Design for Old Bleach'’. Back from
left: ‘Pandora’ by Marion Dorn, ‘Ceres’ by Nicolas de Molas, ‘Persian Rose’ by Eva Crofts; Front from left:
‘Delos’ by Ashley Havinden, ‘Fugue’ by Paul Nash, ‘Sirius’ by Albert Rutherston. All screen-printed
linen/linen & rayon mix. Right: Four-page pamphlet relating to a short history of the company. Source:
Scottish Empire Exhibition Minutes, PRONI: COM/16/13.

Fig. 5.16 Left: Northern Ireland Stand within the Travel and Tourism Pavilion showing part of the linen
exhibit. Right: Vogue Pattern 558 in black Moygashel linen and Vogue Pattern 7678 in dotted pink Coolaire
linen. “Vogue Pattern Dresses Grace the Ulster Pavilion at the Glasgow Empire Exhibition.” Vogue Pattern
Book, June-July 1938. Source: PRONI: COM16/25 and COMI6/13.

Fig. 5.17 ‘Donegal’ is on the top right of the page from The Crompton Prize Fund Scheme Reference
Collection, 1936-37, alongside ‘Fanad’ by Old Bleach on the left and bottom, a weave of two warps and
three wefts by Warner & Sons Ltd, ‘sheet’ (page) twelve. Image on right: detail of ‘Donegal’. Source: The
Whitworth Gallery, Manchester.

Fig. 5.18 Left: The hanging of furnishing fabrics at The Royal Academy's Exhibition of British Art in Industry
at Burlington House, The Manchester Guardian, January 4 1935. Right: ‘Nerissa’ by Old Bleach, as featured
in The Cabinet Maker and Complete House Furnisher's review of textiles and furnished rooms at the
Burlington House Exhibition, January 12 1935. Source: Industrial Art Collection files, Manchester Art
Gallery and National Art Library, VAM, London.

Fig. 5.19 Left: ‘Creel’ — ‘a perfect design for almost any purpose, neither modermn nor antique, but always
fresh’, Cushions designed by Norman Fitzroy Webb and ‘Milan’ — ‘the inspiration for this design is really
from Constantinople and the Near East, but it has been imported to Italy in the Lombard style, and hence
the name.” Descriptions from Old Bleach catalogues 1936 and 1938-1939. Source: Old Bleach Archive
and (Image of cushions from an Old Bleach Furnishing Fabrics photocopied catalogue held in) The
Whitworth Gallery.



Fig. 5.20 Left: Old Bleach Furnishing Fabrics — ‘Birch Bark’, ‘Rhythm’ and ‘Cobra’ framed by lighting by Best
& Lloyd Ltd and others, ‘Exhibition of British Industrial Art in Relation to the Home', City Art Gallery,
Manchester, 1933. Right: Detail of upholstery fabric (on armchair) on the Old Bleach stand at British
Industries Fair, 1933, as featured in the British Industrial Art Exhibition. Source: left: Industrial Art Collection
Files, Manchester Art Gallery Archives. Right: Old Bleach Archive, Photograph Album, Private Collection,
Randalstown.

Fig. 521 From left: ‘Glengarry’, 'ECII", ‘Corrib’ and ‘Samoa’. Gift from Old Bleach to the Industrial Art
Collection, Manchester City Art Gallery, 1934. Source: The Whitworth Gallery, Manchester.

Fig. 522 Top from left: ‘Charolette’, ‘Glenavy’ and ‘Jack Tar'. Bottom from left: ‘Ferrard’, Kilgarvin' and
Winnie-The-Pooh. Gifted to the Industrial Art Collection and displayed at the Manchester ‘Exhibition of
Everyday Things, 1936. Source: Photograph taken by author with permission, The Whitworth Gallery,
Manchester.

Fig. 5.23 Ashley Havinden for Old Bleach. Left: “Some Table Talks”, company booklet on new damask
table cloth designs, c. 1935. Middle and Right: “Fabric Party” Invitation for furnishing fabrics, 1938. Source:
Ashley Havinden Archive, Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh: GMA A39/4/329.

Fig. 5.24 Left: “Warings [sic] Review of Bedroom Equipment for 1935" with new modern towel designs
from Old Bleach: No.s | & 2 - hand-run needlework borders on coloured huckaback, 3 & 4 - crepe weave
in zebra stripe and new embroidery effect and 5 - coloured rainbow towels, Vogue, February 6 1935.
Right: “Fabric Choices: that make smart frocks”, four of the new Spiralspun dress linen range by Old Bleach
on the top row. Stevenson's Moygashel dress are also featured at the bottom of the page. Vogue Pattern
Book, August-September 1935. Source: National Art Library, VAM.

Fig. 525 Left: Spiralspun Linens Launch Invitation by Ashley Havinden; Middle: Photograph of the bridal
dress in Londonderry House, Birmingham Post, 17 February 1935; Right: Full page advertisement designed
by Ashley Havinden in Vogue, 20 March 1935. Source: Ashley Havinden Archive, SNGMA, Edinburgh;
John Gilliland’s Press Cutting's Book, LIRA, Lisburn; National Art Library, VAM, London.

Chapter Six: Old Bleach’s Design Imperative

Fig. 6.1 Old Bleach Design Competition, 1900-1901, The Architectural Review for The Artist and Craftsman.
A total of seventeen cash prizes were available in order to attract a wide range of entries. The towel
design was ‘open to ladies only’, most probably appealing to the home maker's amateur attempts at design,
whereas the table cloth design might demand the professional male designer's workmanship. Source: The
Architectural Review for The Artist and Craftsman, ProQuest, 2012,

Fig. 6.2 Linen Damask Table Cloth Designs: Swansea, Anemone, Ancaster, La France, Jacobean,
September, Rose Marie, Tudor, Derby and Wedgwood Columbia, Old Bleach Price List September 1929.
Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.3 Left: Wild Rose (A 82) Right: Wild Rose (B 82). Source: Booklet of Electros, 1935, Old Bleach
Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.4 Florals within the pages of Old Bleach’s Design Library. Left: Bartko's 1000 Motive, 1935.
Right: loose page from The Artworkers” Studio, 1928. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection,
Randalstown.

Fig. 6.5 ‘Adelphi’ and ‘Normanton' comprise heavier Baroque motifs with full table top design and deep
borders, while ‘Adam’ and ‘Claremont’ offer lighter neo classical decorative features. Source: Old Bleach
Booklet of Electros, 1935. Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.



Fig. 6.6 Top: Detail of Planche from Le Pautre (1880) with pencilled marks by Old Bleach designers
Bottom: Extensive wear in this page from Moderne Decorations — Malereien (1890). Source: Old Bleach
Design Library, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.7 Left: ‘Clarendon’, 1935, hand painted double damask linen table cloth with floral and classical
motifs of a floral bouquet amid a richly decorated classical frame with complementary looping border.
Right: Page depicting floral bouquet within a neo-classical ornamental frame in Frank Lewis’s

Flower Arrangements: A Book of Designs for the Designing Studio, 1949. Source: Table Cloth, Author's
Collection; Book, Old Bleach Design Library, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.8 Left: 'Lenox Autumn’ double damask table cloth designed for the American Market and featured
in the Irish and Scottish Damask Guild promotional campaign in the late Twenties (without its porcelain
counterpart). The design was successful enough for production to continue into the late 1930s. Right:
‘Lenox Autumn’ Porcelain Set, still in production since 1918. Source: Some Table Talks, booklet on Old
Bleach Table Damask designed by Ashley Havinden, Ashley Havinden Archive, SNGMA, Edinburgh. Image
of Lenox ware courtesy of Macy's Department Store.

Fig. 6.9 Left: “From the Collar of a Venetian Nobleman. Musée de Cluny”, Fig. 22 in History of Lace, (to
face p.47). Right: “San Marco" damask table cloth by Old Bleach, 1932. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private
Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.10 The angular and graphic design of ‘Portia’ damask table cloth. Source: Some Table Talks, booklet
on Old Bleach Table Damask designed by Ashley Havinden, Ashley Havinden Archive, SNGMA,
Edinburgh.

Fig. 6.1 1 Left: ‘Lido" damask design table cloth as a photographic ‘Representation’ with design registration
number 347875, | It February 1935, Board of Trade Design Representations; Top Right: Woven linen
furnishing fabric design by Old Bleach as a photographic ‘Representation’ with design registration number
346082, 2nd February 1935, Board of Trade Design Representations; Bottom Right: ‘Katja’ by Wolf Bauer,
textile design for Knoll International Ltd., 1971. Source: Old Bleach designs, Board of Trade Design
Registers and Representations, The National Archives, Kew. ‘Katja' textile from The Cambridge History of
Western Textiles.

Fig. 6.12 Two of the three Irish themed table cloths by Old Bleach, both with motifs borrowed from The
Book of Kells. Source: Old Bleach Book of Electros, 1935, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection,
Randalstown.

Fig. 6.13 “Old Bleach Towels” catalogue, 1900, shows ‘Fancy Ends’, ‘Daisy’, ‘Fancy Weave' and ‘Peacocks
and Yew Trees'. Source: T.CK. 0118, National Art Library, VAM, London.

Fig. 6.14 Old Bleach Bordered Towels, Price List, 1929. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection,
Randalstown.

Fig. 6.15 Books of Old Bleach Embroidery Designs, 1950 — 1953. Source: Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn
Museum.

Fig. 6.16 Left: “Brocade. Typical of Hindu pattern. Madras”; “Woollen Cloth, embroidered in chain-stitch
with coloured silks. Sind, Bombay Presidency; about 1850." Right: “Two portions of the tail and pockets
of a velvet coat, embroidered with coloured silk ribbons and silk thread. French; second half of |8t cent.”
Source: “Museums and Photographs” Cuttings Book, Old Bleach Design Library, Private Collection,
Randalstown.

Fig. 6.17 Top left: ‘Floral Emblems’, (designed to celebrate the Coronation using the eleven floral emblems
of the Commonwealth), 1954; Top right: ‘Iris’, 1952; Bottom left: ‘Flowers and Foliage, 1947; Bottom right:



‘Bouquet’, 1939. Source: Lisburn Museum and Irish Linen Centre; ‘Bouquet’, 6t Book of Old Bleach
Embroidery Designs, Collection of Author.

Fig. 6.18 ‘Wild Flowers' embroidery design and its graphical layout in the 6" Old Bleach Book of
Embroidery Designs (1939) follows a number of modernist design principles: extended use of negative
space, reduced subject content, asymmetric positioning, minimal typography and sans serif font.
Source: Collection of Author.

Fig. 6.19 Marion Stoll Embroidery from 1923, featured in "“Birds in Embroidery”, The Embroideress,
No.17, Vol. 3, 1927, pp. 406-408. Source: Collection of Author.

Fig. 6.20 Coloured Plate of a made-up Transfer Design (waistcoat) that accompanied The Embroideress.
Source: The Embroideress, No. 22, Vol. 3, 1927, pp. 509-512. Source: Collection of Author.

Fig. 621 An early “Slemish” Furnishing Linens Brochure, 1932, featuring ten modern designs and one
‘translation of a reproduction design’. Source: Industrial Art Collection, Manchester Art Gallery.

Fig. 622 'Morello’ (cherry blossom), “Versailles' (flowing rhythm of cascade and fountain), ‘Milan’
(inspiration from Constantinople and the Near East, in the Lombard (ltalian) style) and ‘Birch Bark’ (shaded
stripe). “Slemish” Furnishing Linens Brochure, 1932. Source: Industrial Art Collection, Manchester Art
Gallery.

Fig. 6.23 Left: ‘Birchbark’ and ‘Cranford’ on the S.S. Orion, Old Bleach Advertisement in Decoration, July-
September 1935. Right: ‘Birchbark’ (upholstery) and ‘Tiflis’ (curtains) used in the redecoration of an Adam
House, Harrow, Middlesex, featured in Decoration, March 1936. Source: Manchester Metropolitan
University.

Fig. 6.24 ‘Mandalay’ by Felix C. Gotto in blue and coral colourways. The coral coloured cloth is
accompanied by ‘Rathlin’, both show the fineness of the linen weave. Source: left — Clothworkers’ Centre,
V&A,; right — private collection of Mrs Juliet Morley.

Fig. 6.25 From left: ‘Tiflis', triple cloth woven linen; ‘Rialto’ and ‘Afghan’, screen printed on linen and rayon
ground, (all 1935). Source: Photographs taken by Author: Tiflis’ — Clothworkers’ Centre, V&A; ‘Rialto’ —
The Whitworth Gallery, Manchester; ‘Afghan’ — Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.26 A variety of stylistic and technical approaches were employed to convey a sense of movement
in these woven designs. Top left: ‘Strangford’, top right: ‘Fanad’, bottom left: ‘Joey’, bottom right: Jack Tar.
Source: The Whitworth Gallery, Manchester; The National Archives, Kew; Old Bleach Catalogue, 1936,
Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.27 Top left: ‘Cloyne’, top right: ‘Baldoyle’, bottom left: ‘Breffne’, bottom right: ‘Cranfield” (wool and
linen). All designs were registered with the Board of Trade between 1935 -1936. Source: ‘Cloyne’ and
‘Breffne’, Old Bleach Catalogue 1936, Old Bleach Archive; ‘Baldoyle’ and ‘Cranfield’ are photographs
attached to Certificates of Design Registration held in the Old Bleach Archive.

Fig. 6.28 Top: ‘Clonmel’ in green, with detail, design no. 355666, |3 November |935; Bottom: ‘Rathdrum’
in blue, with detail, design no. 355665, |13 November 1935, Source: Board of Trade Design
Representations, The National Archives, Kew.

Fig. 6.29 Left: Old Bleach Furnishing Range, 1936, Catalogue Cover featuring ‘Cadiz’ on the left and
‘Downhill’; Right: Pages four and five showing twelve woven all-linen modermn designs. Top Row: ‘Creel,
‘Braemar’, ‘Downhill’, ‘Carrick’; Middle Row: ‘Tiflis", ‘Glenariff, ‘Dunluce’, ‘Kilgarvin’; Bottom Row: ‘Cadiz,
‘Gradus’, ‘Glenavy’, ‘Clonmel’. Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.



Fig. 6.30 Left: Old Bleach lllustration with ‘Glengarry’ upholstery (in grey and cream) and Tiflis" in hangings
(in Chinese yellow) and cushions (rose and gold) in Fabrics and Colour by Derek Patmore for Old Bleach.
Right: “Swedish Furniture”, The Scandinavians were much admired for their manufacture of ‘beautiful
everyday ware’. Source: left — Ashley Havinden Archive, GMA A39 (box 33), SNGMA, right - The Studio,
1935, pp. 26-27.

Fig. 6.31 Left: ‘Fermoy’, wool and linen weave. Middle: Fringing in wool on linen ground (with ‘Fermoy’
and ‘Glenavy'), Decorative Art: The Studio Year Book, 1938. Right: ‘Lisburn’ tufted wool on linen ground.
Source: Left and Right — Clothworkers' Centre, VAM. Middle: Manchester Metropolitan University.

Fig. 6.32 Left: Detail of ‘'Winnie The Pooh' and ‘Penguin’, fabric samples in Heal's Fabric Sample Books.
Right: ‘Penguin’. Both designs were printed on the same rayon/linen ground. Source: Left — Author’s
Photograph, AAD/1978/2/203, Archive of Art and Design, VAM, Blythe House. Right — Author's
Photograph, Clothworkers' Centre, VAM, Blythe House.

Fig. 6.33 Left: Harrods Great Toy Fair featuring "“Squeak’, the penguin of fine silk plush”, Christmas
Harrods News, 1922. Right: A/A. Milne with his son Christopher and Penguin. Source: The Guardian
Newspaper, |9 September 2016.

Fig. 6.34 Left: ‘Killamey' stylised floral, hand printed on woven linen. Right: ‘Rialto’, blue with fawn, popular
pattern of crossbars on a half bleach linen ground. Source: left — Old Bleach Archive; right — The
Whitworth Gallery.

Fig. 6.35 ‘Cuzco’ by Bernard Adeney, 1935. Source: Left — detail from Heal's Fabric Sample Books,
Archive of Art and Design, VAM. Right - Old Bleach Hand-Printed Furnishing Linens leaflet, Old Bleach
Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.36 Left: Nicholas de Molas and Old Bleach Furnishing Fabrics, Punch or the London Charivari, May, 6
1936; Right: ‘'modern artists design for Old Bleach fabrics..." featuring ‘Fugue’ by Paul Nash, Punch or the
London Charivari, June | 1936 Source: Collection of Author.

Fig. 6.37 Left: ‘Fugue’ in pink. Middle: ‘Fugue’ in blue. Right: ‘Fugue’ in green and terra-cotta. Source:
photographs taken by author, with permission, left and middle - Clothworkers’ Centre, VAM; right — The
Whitworth Gallery.

Fig. 6.38 Left: Three fabric swatches of ‘Chorale’, shown here in tones of brown, blue and gold and red
(it was also available in tones of green). Middle: Photograph of the morning uniform adopted by the
Wayfarers' Guild of Household Workers with bench upholstered in ‘Chorale’, Good Housekeeping, 1938.
Right: ‘Chorale’ with “Zodiac’, also by Dorn for Old Bleach. Source: left — photograph taken by author
with permission from the private collection of Pamela Evans; middle — Special Collections, Manchester
Metropolitan Museum; right — The Whitworth Gallery.

Fig. 6.39 Left: Raoul Dufy for Bianchini Férier, 1925 with gridded lines drawn by Old Bleach design staff,
Planche 32, Etoffes Imprimées et Papiers Peints. Right: ‘Aztec’ by Stuart Bates for Old Bleach, 1935. Source:
Planche and Fabric — Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.40 Fig. 640 Top left: ‘Valentine’ by Eva Crofts. Top right: ‘Prudence’ by Diana Donnelly. Bottom left:
‘Dianthus’ by Marion Dorn. Bottom right: ‘Vanessa' by Old Bleach Studios. Source: ‘Valentine' —
Clothworkers” Centre, VAM. ‘Vanessa' - original photograph for sale online. ‘Prudence’ — Heal’s Fabric
Sample books, Archive of Art and Design, VAM. ‘Dianthus’ — Design Representation, Board of Trade
Registers, the National Archives, Kew.

Fig. 641 Left: 'Persian Rose’ by Eva Crofts for Old Bleach. Middle and right: ‘Chale’ (1936) and
‘Coopersdale’ (1937) for Donald Bros. Source: left and middle - Clothworkers' Centre, VAM. Right — The
Working Archive (Archive awareness campaign for Scotland).
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Fig. 642 Left: ‘Arum’ with detail. Right: ‘Granard’ by Barry Costin Nian for Old Bleach. Source:
Clothworkers Centre, VAM.

Fig. 643 Left: 'Delos’ in the foreground, ‘Pandora’ in the background (separated by ‘Fugue’) Old Bleach
Brochure, 1937. Right: ‘Silvan’ by Ashley for Edinburgh Weavers and ‘Earlswood’ Regency style design by
Morton Sundour Fabrics Ltd shown with ‘Delos’ and ‘Pandora (Ground)’, Decorative Art: The Studio Year
Book, 1938. Source: left — Author's Collection, right — National Art Library, VAM.

Fig. 6.44 ‘Symphony' by Paul Mansouroff for Old Bleach, screen printed linen. Source: Clothworkers’
Centre, VAM.

Fig. 645 ‘Penshurst’ by Felix Gotto, left: detail of fabric sample, Heal's Fabric Sample Books. Middle:
Penshurst featured in Decorative Art: The Studio Year Book, 1939. Right: ‘Carbury’, screen hand-printed
linen. Source: left - Archive of Art and Design, VAM. middle — National Art Library, VAM. Right —
Clothworkers' Centre, VAM.

Fig. 6.46 Left: ‘Aircraft’ in blues, green and yellow on linen and rayon ground. Right: ‘Aircraft’ upholstered
chairs in the first-class lounge on the S.S. Orcades as featured in the liner's review in The Shipping World,
August 25, 1937. Source: Left — Clothworkers’ Centre, VAM. Right — Press cuttings file, Old Bleach
Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.47 Left: ‘Rostrevor’, woven linen, 1935. Right: ‘Richhill’ hand painted linen and rayon furnishing fabric
shown with ‘Le Gourmet’ by Donald Bros. and ‘Madeira Brocade’ by Scottish Textile Weavers. Source:
left — design representation, Board of Trade, the National Archives, Kew. Right — “Design in Fabrics: design
and decoration”, The Studio, vol. 18, July-December, 1939, pp.|64-169.

Fig. 648 ‘The Ulster Group'. Top left: Curtains and cushions in the harp fabric called ‘Ulster' (screen
printed rayon) in the first-class lounge, S.S. Orcades. Top right: press cutting featuring ‘Enniskillen” with
scenes of Irish life, 1949. Bottom left: the trio, with ‘Antrim’ (round tower) shown in the London
showroom by manager Frank Fisher. Bottom right: colour image of ‘Ulster’. Source: black and white
photographs - Press Cuttings book, Old Bleach Archive; colour image — Textiles by Britain, Grace Lovat
Fraser, 1948, plate |Il.

Fig. 649 A page from George Leland Hunter (1918) Decorative Textiles, Ist edition, Philadelphia and
London, ].B. Lippincott Company. Source: Old Bleach design library, Old Bleach Archive, Private
Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.50 Left: “Piece of blue satin brocaded with gold thread. North Italian. [4th century. Length, 2ft. 3 in,;
width, 10 3/8 in.”, Alan Cole, Ormament in European Silks, Fig. 47, p. 62. Middle: ‘Como’ by Old Bleach, Old
Bleach Catalogue, 1936. Right: rear of ‘Como’ in green linen (with ‘Smyrna’ below), Old Bleach Furnishing
Fabrics, pocket sample booklet. Source: left — Old Bleach design library. Middle — Old Bleach Archive,
Private Collection, Randalstown. Right: Collection of Pamela Evans.

Fig. 651 Left: “Piece of a hanging of brocatelle, with pattern woven in crimson on a yellow ground. ltalian.
Late 16t century. 4ft. 2 in. by 18.)% in.”, Alan Cole, Omament in European Silks, Fig. 96, p.I 4. Right:
photograph of ‘Padua’ by Old Bleach, Old Bleach Furnishings Catalogue, 1936. Source: left — Old Bleach
design library. Right — Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Fig. 6.52 Left: “FIG. 106 - Painting by Cornelius de Vos (about 1620), of his two daughters.” Right: Second
hanging cloth from the left, of large lobed leaves, positioned between ‘Kilture’, a linen plaid, and the coiled
repeating line of ‘Kinsale’, Old Bleach Furnishing Stand, British Industries Fair (BIF), 1947. Source: left -
Ormament in Silk by Alan Cole, p.121; right — Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.



Fig. 6. 53 Left: ‘Granada’ furnishing fabric in linen, from the Old Bleach Catalogue, 1938-1939. Right:
Moorish silk tapestry, Collection of VAM, museum number:1757-1892. Source: Left - Old Bleach Archive.
Right — Clothworkers’ Centre, VAM, photograph taken by author with permission.
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SUMMARY

The Ulster linen industry was renowned throughout the world for its high-quality linen products, making
an easy transition from hand loom to power loom production in the mid nineteenth century where its
craft origins advanced into highly profitable industrial scale manufacturing. Inevitably then, scholars of linen
have tended to focus on its industrial history, encompassing the economic, business, political and social
features and impact of the trade. Recent scholarship has taken a more nuanced approach by
conceptualizing aspects such as gender and class particularly in the areas of production and consumption.
However, the role of design within the linen industry in Northern Ireland has been largely overlooked by

historians; this thesis attempts to partially redress this oversight.

The popular view of linen is one usually formed around a familiarity with household linen goods, ‘fancy
linens' that were conventional in design and it seemed, remained so for many years. There is good reason
for this perception as linen firms in their marketing amplified the putative concept of quality above any
other product features. Nevertheless, a number of linen companies in Northern Ireland were committed
to design as an integral part of their products and brand, none more so than The Old Bleach Linen
Company from Randalstown; the case study for this thesis. This County Antrim firm, founded in 1864,
quickly established a reputation for best quality linens of distinguished design work and one of the few
linen firms to register their designs with the Board of Trade from the mid 1870s. By the tumn of the 1930s,
the Company expanded their already huge array of products by launching a range of linen furnishing
fabrics which were readily acquired by notable museum collections, namely the Victoria & Albert Museum
in London and The Manchester City Museum and Art Gallery. It is mainly this range of linen goods the
thesis considers in the context of modernity (alongside alternative narratives of continuity and tradition)
and the drive by reformers for exemplars of ‘good design’. Despite the terms ‘modem’ and ‘good’ often
being used interchangeably by reformers, commercially minded textile manufacturers saw no conflict in
producing diverse lines of modern, period, decorative, plain and figured designs in order to maximise as
many markets and tastes as possible. In a period of slump, restricting one’s range was unthinkable. Even
so, period and reproduction designs were often modern interpretations or at least, woven on state of the

art power looms, there was nothing antiquated about them.

Drawing on a rescued but sadly incomplete and uncatalogued privately held collection of Old Bleach
material and a range of archives, special collections and libraries, across the United Kingdom, this research
provides a new body of knowledge in the position of textile design in the province in relation to Great
Britain. This thesis will make help recover the once lost design history of the Ulster textile industry during
the interwar years and how it is situated within the Industrial Art Movement. In addition, it will fill a gap in
the knowledge of one of Northern Ireland’s best known textile firms and add substantially to Ulster’s

extant, if patchy, industrial history.
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NOTES AND ABBREVIATIONS

Geography: terms and definitions
Northern Ireland (NI) comprises six counties and has been part of the United Kingdom since 1922.

Ulster is a province in the North of Ireland comprising nine counties, six of which are in Northern
Ireland and three, Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan are in the South of Ireland.

Great Britain comprises the nations of England, Scotland and Wales.
Ireland refers to the island of Ireland.

Republic of Ireland comprises the twenty-six counties governed by the Irish Government.

ABBREVIATIONS

AAC Art Advisory Council (NI)

AAD Archive of Art and Design, Victoria and Albert Museum, London
BCC British Colour Council

BIF British Industries Fair

BIIA British Institute of Industrial Art

CAI Council for Art and Industry

COID Council of Industrial Design

DIA the Design and Industries Association

DSIR Department of Scientific and Industrial Research
FBI Federation of British Industries

FSC Flax Supply Committee

HEA Handkerchief and Embroidery Association
HLPGA Household Linen and Piece Goods Association
IAC (NI) Industrial Art Committee (Northern Ireland)
ILG Irish Linen Guild

ILS Irish Linen Society

ILTC Irish Linen Trade Corporation

ILMA lIrish Linen Merchants’ Association
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IPLMA Irish Power Loom Manufacturers’ Association
ISLDG lIrish and Scottish Linen Damask Guild

LIRA Lambeg Industrial Research Association

LLL Longer Life Linen

MARS Modern Architectural Research Group

NRD National Register of Industrial Art Designers
OBLC Old Bleach Linen Company

QUB Queen’s University Belfast

RCA The Royal College of Art

RIBA The Royal Institute of British Architects

RSA The Royal Society of Arts

SIA Society of Industrial Artists

UIDA Ulster Industries Development Association
VAM The Victoria and Albert Museum (also referred to as V&A)

YBDA Yarn Bleachers and Dyers Association
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INTRODUCTION

Context: Why the Research Is Needed

As Northern Ireland’s once premier industry, the linen trade has attracted considerable scholarly attention
throughout its illustrious history. Its literature has sought to interrogate and explain the significance of an
industry that transitioned from agrarian foundations to mechanized industry that resulted in trading into
all corners of the globe. The principal modes of enquiry have come from diverse and overlapping historical
disciplines as economic, political, social and cultural histories. Economic history dominated early
scholarship, with important contributions from Gill (1925), Beacham (1944) and Isles & Cuthbert (1957)
and later, the Department of Economics and the Institute of Irish Studies at Queen’s University, Belfast,
and Keith Jeffrey and Philip Ollerenshaw then at the University of Ulster (2013)." Emerging from this, came
scrutiny of the social conditions of linen production by historians, sociologists and anthropologists such as
Betty Messenger (1975), Marilyn Cohen (1997) and local historian W.H. Crawford (2005).2 These
contributions have shaped our understanding of the linen industry’s growth and decline, successes and
failures and locate those within the wider context of rival textile industries particularly in Scotland and
England. Importantly, given the political turbulence of Irish history, much of the scholarship takes on a
multidisciplinary hue and recognizes the value, or at least the potential, in drawing on discrete approaches
or methodologies to offer fresh contexts and perspectives into textile scholarship. For example,
contributions to the anthologies, The European Linen Industry in Historical Perspective (Oxford University
Press, 2003) and Industry, Trade and People in Ireland: |650-1950 (Ulster Historical Foundation, 2005)

come from related occupations including curation, archiving, archaeology and academia.3

Yet, the role of design does not feature substantively throughout the scholarship of Irish linen’s history.
There is some acknowledgement by the aforementioned disciplines in the domestic (proto industrialized)
and industrialized industry but these are often afforded a mere paragraph in an academic essay, for
example, Ollerenshaw (2003) notes the comparative importance of design in the fine linen end of the
trade than the coarser trade in Scotland. His examples are from the turn of the 20t century and usefully
indicate salient design issues then, ‘A small but growing number of people criticized Irish linen
manufacturers for unadventurous, boring design...In 1907 Irish firms were accused of paying insufficient
attention to New York fashion or to European sample catalogues, “we have been told by a manufacturer
who is in close touch with the New York market that the trouble lies in our designs; they are not equal
to those of our competitors.”4 There are a few exceptions where the design of linen is central to the
research, David Mitchell's essay on “Linen Damask Production: Technology Transfer and Design, 1580-
760" and “An 18t Century Damask Tablecloth from Ireland” by Elizabeth Lewis but these only cover
the period of proto industrialization up to the |8t century.> More recently, Kathleen Curtis Wilson’s
sweeping survey, Irish People, Irish Linen (2011) is the first attempt to encompass the industry in full and in

colour. The imagery accompanying the book enlivens the social and cultural history of Irish linen and while
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it may understandably lack scholarly detail and nuance, particularly on design, it still makes an important

contribution to the story of linen.

Within the disciplines of design history and textile history, the Northern Irish linen industry has been
afforded little or no dedicated scholarly attention unless substantial representation exists within a national
or regional museum collection. The case study for this thesis, the Old Bleach Linen Company from
Randalstown, County Antrim, is well represented in Inter and Post War furnishing fabrics in collections
held at the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Whitworth Gallery in Manchester, yet the Ulster
Museums have no substantive knowledge or holdings of the Company’s furnishing fabrics (their Old Bleach
holdings are limited to ‘fancy goods’ — damask tablecloths, huckaback towels, tea towels, tray cloths, that
perhaps tell a more familiar story of the Ulster linen industry). Design historians (and curators) who cite
Old Bleach Linen Company usually do so in the context of the development of modern textile design in
the interwar period. Boydell (1995), Jackson (2002), Mendes (1979 and 2010), Samuels (2008) and Fraser
and Paul (1998) have mainly drawn their information and examples from the aforementioned English
museum collections and until now, much of what we know of Old Bleach came from these institutions
and contemporary literature from the 1930s.6 Mendes’ assessment is typical of the treatment ‘a [similar]
careful yet modern approach to the weaving and printing of superb Irish linens characterized the work of
the Old Bleach Linen Co. Ltd’ (Mendes, 1979).” There appears to be consensus among contemporary
and recent historians that their contribution to the textile industry was pioneering and of national
significance, yet scholarship on Old Bleach remains scant. That is not to say scholarly efforts were not
undertaken. Keepers of textile collections at the Victoria & Albert Museum (henceforth V&A), The
Whitworth and Manchester Art Galleries attempted enquiries in the mid 1970s and mid 1990s but made
little or no progress, stymied by a lack of response from Ulster institutions.8 In a letter from the Whitworth
curator to the design historian Lesley Jackson, then at the Manchester City Art Gallery, about a large
sample book of Old Bleach furnishing fabrics Jackson had rescued from the Halifax store ‘Leemings’ (upon
closing down) and gifted to the Whitworth, Frances Pritchard acknowledged the paucity of information
on the company, ‘Twenty seven [of the twenty nine fabric samples] have their designs handwritten on the
labels so | feel confident we will be able to identify them relatively easily, although there is not very much
published information on the company.” It seemed English design historians recognised the company’s

importance but have been frustrated by an apparent inaccessibility to evidence.

In 1995, the design historian Christine Boydell wrote on the great changes in the UK textile industry in
the 1930s (Journal of Design History, Vol. 8, No.l). Her evocative description and account of this period,
which has influenced this enquiry, raises as many questions as it answers. Like much scholarship on textiles
and modemity, she named Old Bleach as part of a stable of innovative textile companies but reserves her
scrutiny for English and Scottish manufacturers (such as Donald Brothers, Edinburgh Weavers, Sanderson,

Warner and G.P. & J. Baker). Within the last decade, there has been an emerging Irish design history
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scholarship with publications such as Ireland, Design and Visual Culture: negotiating modemnity, 1922-1992
(King & Sisson, eds., 2010) and conferences as Mise Eire? Shaping a nation through design (Design and
Crafts Council, 2016), these represent a germinal contribution to Irish design history but one that is
focused on cultural and material production in the Republic of Ireland and is short on the inclusion of
textiles. Most recently, a Heritage Lottery Fund project, led by Senior Research Fellow at Ulster University,
Trish Belford, has utilized a set of (1,600) glass plates featuring the linen designs of William Liddell Ltd.!0
The project seeks to find new ways to interpret the designs for a contemporary market and in doing so,
reinvigorates the interest and understanding in our industrial design heritage. The industrial design history
of Northern Ireland has somewhat fallen through the cracks, it is the task of this thesis to contribute to
recovering lost information and knowledge, lost history, that can help our understanding of the crucial

role design played in a once profitable and admired industry.

Research Aims and Objectives

The original aim of this research was to critically analyse and evaluate the contribution of the Old Bleach
Linen Company to the British Industrial Art Movement of the 1930s in its promulgation of the concept
and practice of ‘good design’. However, as the research progressed, the persistent question of ‘why do
we know so little about design in Ulster's linen industry? came to govern the processing of both textual
and contextual material. The dominant narratives of Irish linen’s history are calcified in concepts of heritage
and legacy, although the disciplines of economic history and political history have helped explain how
embattled the industry had become. However, | aim to show how, even in straitened times and
circumstances, great design can come out of unexpected quarters. The interwar period saw inordinate
challenges for the linen trade and various local initiatives, such as Irish Linen Society (1920), Irish Linen
Trade Corporation (1920) and Irish Linen Guild (1928), attempted to strategically fortify the industry. |
aim to investigate whether this was antithetical or complementary with the aims and objectives of British
based initiatives such as the Design and Industries Association, Council for Art & Industry, the British
Institute of Industrial Art and Society of Industrial Artists. On the one hand, protectionist legislation
promoted manufacturing in the UK yet the role of the designer remained precarious; these contradictions

also form part of the enquiry.

There was never any doubt over whether there was a design facet to Ulster’s fine linen trade, but there
were no prior scholarly attempts to define the character of design and how that may have been similar
to or indeed distinctive from textile design elsewhere in the United Kingdom. It is only relatively recently
that an interest in provincial and regional design histories have come to the fore of scholarship. This
research makes a necessary contribution to this growing canon. A further aim for the research is to
produce a body of foundational knowledge that is capable of initiating future work on Ulster's design
culture. It is a research field in its infancy and | am confident there are many untold design histories still

hidden throughout the North of Ireland.
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Scope and Limitations

From the outset, | wanted to focus the study on the Interwar period for a number of reasons. It was an
acutely unstable time for the linen industry in Northern Ireland. Politically and economically the new
Province faced myriad, and arguably insuperable, challenges that commanded attention from the
contemporary press and scholarly quarters. The political trials included negotiating Northern Ireland’s
position and identity within the United Kingdom and British Empire and Commonwealth and its ‘new’
relationship with the Irish Free State. Nationalist and loyalist businesses faced boycotts created by a
Molotov cocktail of anti-partitionism and sectarian intolerance, which as Ollerenshaw argues ‘had far
reaching consequences for the conduct of the local government’.!! Economically, the linen industry was
profoundly affected by competition from cotton and new fibres which could be produced more cheaply
and quickly due to a more reliable source of raw material; during 1934 raw material prices rose by 70%
and according to Jonathan Hamill by 1938, 90% of the flax used in Northemn Ireland was imported.!?
Higher tariffs and currency instability saw linen's key market, the United States, take 78% less linen (by
weight) from the United Kingdom than it had before the Great War.!3 The so-called protectionism of the
‘Empire Flax Growing Scheme’ did not, as hoped, deliver the linen industry from outright defeat. The
industry resisted structural change (although all the old staple industries did), one reason for this put
forward by economic historians was that rationalization was difficult because privately owned firms (the

majority of linen firms in Northern Ireland) had to write off capital.'4

Tradition too played a critical role, where linen firms were reluctant to streamline their range of goods,
within fancy goods, in their 1938 price list Old Bleach were producing an embarrassment of riches, with
over forty variations of household textiles including tray cloths, runners, napkins, tea cosies, table cloths,
hand towels, handkerchiefs, tea towels, antimacassars, sheeting, pillowcases, bedspreads, cushion covers,
piece linens, toilet sets, nightdress cases, brush and comb bags, luncheon sets and church linens. All
available embroidered (hand and machine), appliquéd, with lace mounting, scalloped or hand-painted and
offered in a range of qualities and weave structures (crash, huckaback, diaper, sheer and cambric were
available in towelling) and not to mention dress linens and furnishing fabrics.!> Even Old Bleach, considered
as a progressive firm then and now, could not resist extensive product lines. Surviving price lists spanning
a thirteen-year period, from 1925 to 1938, show little change in the variety of goods but include new
innovations and additions to the range, for example, in 1932, a new range of “Ready-to-work” traced
towels were assembled in an envelope with instructions and thread for working and in 1936 a ‘new

process Matt finish” was available in medium weight dress linen.'é
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Fig. 0.1 Scenes from The Old Bleach Linen Company factory, Randalstown, County Antrim. Left:
hand-painting and hand embroidering were undertaken in conjunction mechanized factory
production, The Daily Mirror, May 28, 1929. Source: The Newspaper Library, Central Library,
Belfast.

Provincial and regional industries are often considered as being parochial but the linen industry up to 1914
was a truly global trade, its shrinking markets are also of interest to this research, at the point where design
becomes an emerging ideology in the discourse if not the manufacture and consumption of textiles in the
post great war years. Prior to the war, ideologically driven values of quality and (Irish) provenance were
defining features of linen marketing. Fine linen firms used the term ‘quality’ with abandon, regardless of
the quantifiable measure of the quality claimed.!” In doing so, it fortified reputations built over hundreds
of years of linen producing excellence. Design as an attribute was not promoted vigorously. However,
Old Bleach distinguished itself by the dual assets of quality and design, backed by design registration from

its earliest days and in some part, recognition of their contribution to the decorative arts from the V&A.!8

There is no doubt a cultural lag was evident in the new Province and my research attempts to locate local
responses to modernity in design.!” The number of British organizations established to promote design
reform along with Government support in the 1930s had evolved into the Industrial Art Movement,
however in Northern Ireland the condition of modernity had yet to gain traction. There were pockets of
interest but it took state intervention in the shape of an industrial art committee in 1933 to interrogate
and reveal the level of design discourse and practice throughout the Province. | devote two chapters to
this enquiry and its outcomes; working from the original Committee papers held at the Public Records
Office (PRONI), | undertake a close analytical reading of the witness evidence that is rich in detail on local
attitudes towards the role and status of design and designers in education and industry. Indeed, a number
of witnesses were brought over from England and offered invaluable comparative testimony. It served to
highlight the atypical character of Northern Ireland in a post partition age. These chapters also show how
the new government of Northem Ireland attempted to strategically reposition the linen industry to make
it economically competitive within the home and global markets by improving art education and
supporting industry by means of an advisory council.20 Such was the strength of ambivalence towards

modernizing, in every sense, the linen industry effectively sealed its own fate. In economically buoyant
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times, adventures in new designs were tried, Old Bleach's head of design, Norman Fitzroy Webb
acknowledged, as a member of the Industrial Art Committee during one of the hearings, the momentary
success of modern damask cloth during the boom years in America.2! However, in a contracting industry
where insecurity ran high, design battled to be understood and appreciated. Yet, Old Bleach appeared to
view design as integral rather than inevitable or even imperceptible to their business model, ‘I have not
the faintest doubt but that art is a practical and necessary element in production.?2 | argue that their
contribution to textile design was significant and exceptional, especially in the context of the Ulster
industry. Contemporary commentators and scholars unfailingly describe the linen industry’s ‘complacency’,
‘conservatism’ and ‘parochialism’ served by “idleness and lethargy'23, Old Bleach was none of these and
in fact, was consistent and outstanding in their drive to distinguish themselves as linen purveyors “unrivalled

in design and quality.”"24

In the context of the wider British textile industry, they were comparable to a stable of design conscious
and well respected firms like Old Glamis (Donald Bros., Dundee), Allan Walton Textiles and Edinburgh
Weavers and are so represented in the contemporary design press. Rather than retrench in the early
1930s, not yet recovered from a worldwide economic depression, they launched their furnishing fabrics
range, named “Slemish” after the legendary mountain in County Antrim claimed as Saint Patrick’s first

home in Ireland, it was one of the reasons they flourished during the Interwar period.

Fig. 0.2 Old Bleach “Slemish” Furnishing Fabrics brochure. Early 1930s.
Source: Industrial Art Collection, Textiles: Old Bleach File,
Manchester Art Gallery.

In describing the concept of creative and adaptive responses (in the context of the early Irish linen
industry) Denis O'Hearn suggests ‘sectors or firms that respond to change by doing something new (by

innovating) make a creative response — they utilize new technologies or forms of organization in order to
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compete and accumulate.?> The Interwar years see a gamut of ‘creative responses’ from Old Bleach and

is another reason why this period acts a temporal parameter for the thesis.

The temporal limitation of the Interwar years in no way suggests Old Bleach only became design aware
during this period. The company had been registering designs shortly after the inception of the Trade
Marks Act in August 1875 and their postwar production built on the success of the furnishing fabrics line
by expanding into a carpet production in 1947. It is however, in the interwar years that we see a flourishing
of design ambition and activity, demonstrated by commercial successes with a number of creative and
technical innovations. They developed fast dyes and pioneered hand-painted cloth in the 1920s. By the
early 1930s, the design studio had expanded and with the addition of family member Felix C. Gotto, the
introduction of furnishing fabrics and the perfect conduit to sell them through, in Industrial Art initiatives,

the company was at its zenith despite the Linen Industry’s contraction.

Methodology

In writing the original proposal, it was clear the research journey would not be a neat, linear progression,
simply investigating material in one or two local archives or libraries. In fact, the research journey became
a literal one, examining archives held in public institutions in Edinburgh, Manchester, London and private
papers in Suffolk (to visit the daughter of Old Bleach in-house designer Felix C. Gotto). That vital archive
material was (easily) accessible in English and Scottish institutions somewhat poignantly highlights how
careless Northern Ireland has been over their companies' and collective industrial history. For example,
The Linen Museum in Lisbum have no 'complete’ company archives and Mossley Mill at Newtownabbey
have a new(ish) museum but possess no archive and exhibits are mainly borrowed.2é Piecing together
each institution's Old Bleach holdings has revealed a schism between metropolitan and rural taste and
choice (in linen at least) and has been useful in indicating the two faces/sides of a company, known for
different things in different countries. In doing so, it only tells a partial story of a company and points to
bias and potential charges of elitism, for example the V&A returned some (possibly unsolicited) linen
household goods to Old Bleach in the 1930s. Whether these two facets of the company were intentional
is more difficult for the scholar to determine. Not only in the gathering of empirical evidence but
interpreting its institutional provenance can contribute to answering the core research question of what
we know about design in Ulster's linen industry and the example of Old Bleach's contribution to the
history of textile design. From archival material, local and national, the evidence suggests Old Bleach
actively sought out the same design-aware, adventurous and affluent customer as its English textile rivals
for its furnishing fabrics, whereas, if we can extrapolate from archives, records and grey literature held in
Northern Ireland, the local market's appetite for linen was sated by fancy goods. However, both sides of
the company's output required the same methodological and rigorous design approach and the company’s
surviving design library provides sufficient evidence to attest to this; the ultimate chapter considers the

company’s design approach to both fancy goods (part |) and their acclaimed furnishing fabrics (part 2).
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Throughout all of the research endeavours, | was seeking out evidence to locate the role of design in
Ulster's linen industry and Old Bleach's place within, or indeed outside of that. Initial research was based
on the scholarship and historiography around the Linen Industry and the Industrial Art Movement, before
moving towards primary source material, for example, examining the firm’s textiles held in the
Clothworkers' Centre (VAM) and The Whitworth Gallery (Manchester). The majority of the Old Bleach
textiles held in both institutions hail from the Interwar period and are connected, in either direct or oblique
ways, to the Industrial Art Movement. These collections were acquired for their contribution to the
reforming concept of ‘good design’ and in doing so, help fortify the company'’s significance, they have been
invaluable to our understanding of Old Bleach's position and reputation within the design history of British
textiles. Notwithstanding, they do not tell a complete story, museum collections often are composed of
fragments, with untidy, accidental or subjective acquisitions and the knowledge produced from my

research, collated from a diverse range of arcane sources, will enrich those collections.2”

The discovery of a small compact archive (now held privately) was undoubtedly a great boon to the
research. One of the last managers in the company, after another takeover, was tasked with destroying
company records. Having worked in Old Bleach for much of his professional life, George Graham, was
aghast at the casualness of the suggestion. In typical pragmatic form, he filled boxes and suitcases and then
his car with as much as it would hold. Such clear-sighted thinking and civic-minded liberality has preserved

a trove of our industrial history in Northern Ireland that hitherto could have been so easily lost.

Fig. 0.3 Left: George's Suitcase. Right: a letter in the suitcase — Chanel's Registered Design, Certificate of Design Registration
with the Board of Trade, 30 January 1933. Source: Author's photographs, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection.

So too was his (and his family's) personal generosity to me, as an outsider (from County Down!) and
genuine delight that Old Bleach might finally be properly acknowledged to a wider audience for the
contribution and legacy it made to Ulster's Linen Industry. While much of the rescued archive is comprised
of business and production records, and alas no pattern books and few sample books, we can still gain
insight from the irreplaceable Minute Books (guarded by the equally convivial Arthur and Linda Houston

from The Randalstown Historical Society) and a range of press cuttings books into the position of design
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within the company. From a design perspective and critical to this thesis, the surviving design library has
been an enlightening collection of how and what Old Bleach designers were exposed to and inspired by.
The library's content spans just over one hundred years, from an exhibition catalogue from Paris, 1867,
to another French, slim trade product catalogue from [1978-79. There is an assortment of publications in
germane subject areas in art and design, and by no means dominated by textiles; such as ceramics,
architecture, typography, painting and block and lino-cut printing. This compact collection of books and
folios demonstrate a catholic taste in design but one that was unequivocally interested in superior design
and manufacture. Indeed, the design library is reflected back at us in Old Bleach'’s designs, for example, a
company advertisement published in Punch or the London Charivari and Tatler in 1932 featured the ‘new
fadeless embroidered linen” with Japonisme28 appliqué entitled “Fuji-Yama" and the ubiquitous “Willow"
pattern appeared regularly across the range of fancy goods; there are a number of volumes in the library
on Oriental design.2? There are also a number of significant publications, that show the company’s desire
to produce both period and modern design of the highest order, outstanding among the library is a
compilation, by the firm, in a guard book of “Museums and Photographs” (n.d.) and several (incomplete)
folios, namely [st editions of Sonia Delaunay's Tapis et Tissus, (1929) Compositions, Couleurs, Idees, from

1930, and Nouvelles Compositions Décoratives by Serge Gladky (1925).

Fig. 0.4 Two folios from the Old Bleach design library. Left: Verneuil, M.P. (1925) Etoffes et Tapis Etrangers:
Exposition des Arts Decoratifs, |st edition, Paris, Albert Levy. Right: Clouzot, Henri, (1925) Tentures Murales
et Papiers Modernes, Ist edition, Paris, Ch. Massin & Cie. Source: Author’s photographs, Old Bleach Archive.

Being able to work closely with such primary material have been an enlightening privilege and has helped
build a fuller and more precise sense of a geographically provincial textile manufacturer, but one with a
distinctly transnational outlook and au courant with design developments. While there is no single explicit
methodology, | draw on a number of methods that support the aims of the research. To understand the

archival material, | have employed object analysis, content analysis and a typological approach. Object
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analysis was useful for a number of reasons: it could help in the assessment of Old Bleach’s interpretation
of the modern, and why institutions viewed their textiles as ‘gsood design’, it offered evidence of the
creative and technical variations by the company and obtained precise descriptions of the textiles.
Manufacturers often talk of the ‘handle’ of the cloth and the study of the empirical object was essential to
understand not just the feel of the cloth but fundamental aspects of the cloth’s design such as the scale of
repeat patterns. Content Analysis was used to identify categories, frequency and complexity of (damask)
patterns and indeed their design sources. The data from this method offered some revealing insight into
the condition of design and modernity in fancy goods' linen. A typological approach was used as an
organising method to measure if modern design had made any considerable impact in the linen industry’s
output and if these designs were determined by their market destinations. These have been useful in
organising the volume of information and in detecting emerging issues and themes that help explain the
role and status of design in the new province. The mixed methodology is a pragmatic response to the
core research question, ‘Why do we know so little about design and designing in Ulster’s linen industry?

and produces a qualitative analysis of the secret life of design in Ulster’s Interwar linen industry.

Significance

In the early part of this Introduction, | acknowledged how the history of Ulster's linen industry has been
contextualised through a number of historical perspectives: chiefly economic, political and social. These
approaches have all made valuable contributions to our understanding of a once vital trade but they have,
for varying reasons, marginalized the role of design. In doing so, they underestimated, or at least
misunderstood, the contribution and value design could make to an individual company’s reputation and
the industry at large. To date, no attempt has been made to substantively consider the role and status of
design in Ulster's textile history until now. At the outset of this enquiry, my interest largely resided in the
Old Bleach Linen Company because of their acknowledged contribution of well-designed linen furnishing
fabrics during a period of design reform. In order to understand how a linen company from Ulster became
part of the British Industrial Art Movement, it was crucial to situate them in the once prosperous industry
from whence they came. Except, no one had told that story either. It became increasingly apparent that |
broaden the scope of the study, to determine the extent design had featured in linen’s history and
historiography and where Old Bleach fitted within that narrative. In that respect, this body of research is
also foundational to future research. In this thesis, | have attempted to do two things: create new
knowledge about the role and status of textile design in Ulster’s linen industry and situate a progressive
textile company, Old Bleach, in a local, national and transnational design context. These could be told as
two discrete stories but their intersections are what interest me most, and it is in this complexity where
my scholarly contribution lies. | have drawn on a miscellany of sources that have included hitherto
unidentified or uninvestigated materials and from these, have made fresh connections and insights. My

contribution to knowledge is both a response to past oversights and to ask and attempt to answer
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questions about the cultural significance of design in Interwar Ulster. This thesis marks the first attempt in

undertaking a design history of textiles in Ulster’s Interwar linen industry.

Structure

Historians of the Irish linen industry generally agree that by the Great War, the industry was in steep
decline. Indeed, contemporary commentators had noted fundamental and dramatic shifts in the supply
and price of flax and protectionist tariffs indicated ‘a disquieting diminution.” From 1922, Northern Ireland
is cleaved from the Irish Free State and thus attempts to articulate a new political self-governing and
cultural identity in the face of declining heavy industries. Chapter | contextualises the geo-political
landscape for the linen industry during a period of immense upheaval and | show how the trade continued
to innovate and seek out new markets with research and development in production methods and
products. At the same time, British design reform, commonly known as the Industrial Art Movement, was
establishing itself across a number of private bodies and Government departments in a sustained (if
somewhat disjointed) effort to improve standards in the design of mass produced goods and in the raising
of public taste and standards in living. These two states of flux between the wars have meant the narrative
of textile design in and of Northem Ireland has been misshapen and mislaid. In order to reassemble, at
least parts of, the story, it is useful to understand the conduit of design reform and locate where Old
Bleach fitted within it. Paradoxically, much of what we know of the Old Bleach Linen Company is through
the efforts of the Industrial Art Movement in England throughout the Thirties and the scholarship of design
and textile historians interested in industrial art from the 1930s who have accessed the material artefacts.
Only the two aforementioned museums hold worthwhile collections of Old Bleach furnishing fabrics from
that time. Lamentably, there are no institutions in Northern Ireland with knowledge or holdings of the

furnishing fabrics.30

The subject of design reform’s structural framework in England and its incipience in Northern Ireland is
examined and critiqued in Chapter 2, which also considers the arrested artistic environment of the newly
formed Province. Official design reform did finally reach Northern Ireland in 1933 through the convening
of a Committee of Inquiry into the Position of Industrial Art in Northern Ireland some two years after the Board
of Trade's Gorrell Committee was established. The Inquiry revealed the local linen industry was poorly
served in artistic matters with a great number of structural weaknesses in art education precluding design
careers in the linen industry and with manufacturers regularly purchasing designs from elsewhere who
argued the supply was thus fulfilled, in effect choking the possibility of a local design industry. The Report’s
findings exposed entrenched conservatism and subsequent marginalization towards the arts; its
conclusions and recommendations called for full and sweeping reform in art education with the formation
of an Art Advisory Council. These early chapters provide insight from a range of primary sources (many
of which are unpublished and brought to light for the first time), into the unique condition of Northem

Ireland in the Interwar period.
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Chapters Three and Four are structurally separate but thematically overlapping and critically assess the
salient issues and practical matters affecting art education and industry in Northern Ireland in relation to
design reform. Chapter 3 considers the diagnostic nature of the Inquiry in relation to Art Education and
assesses the scope and effectiveness of the resultant Council. Tripartite in structure, this chapter surveys
the original Memorandum prepared for the Industrial Art Committee, interrogates the evidence offered
throughout the Inquiry and evaluates the recommendations and outcomes. The Linen Industry’s response
to the matter of industrial art is the subject of Chapter 4. Witness evidence from industrialists heard at
the Inquiry offered a sceptical view of and pessimistic forecast for the role of design, despite rare unanimity
that good design was lacking but imperative. These (and other) contradictions defined the disorder within
the linen industry at the time. In addition, the status of designers and ‘important factors influencing the
contemporary linen market’ are also under consideration in this chapter to provide a demonstration of
ambivalence towards the benefits of good design in spite of the clarion call and momentum of design
reformers, this additional evidence offers insight into an industry wide position that held dear conservative

values.

The Industrial Art Movement's preferred mode of education and promotion was the exhibition and one
taken up enthusiastically by Old Bleach; the company featured in many of the most influential design
exhibitions throughout the 1930s. Chapter 5 interrogates the increasingly prominent role promotion
played in design reform and in the business of selling. Regardless of the exhibition’s agenda (be it political,
didactic or economic), the individual company found new ways to display its wares and attract potentially
new markets. This chapter also evaluates the methods Old Bleach adopted in promoting the company in
order to consolidate its market position. As long standing clients of the leading Advertising Agency in
London, W.S. Crawford, they promoted the company as urbane and modern, a clear shift from their early

advertising that encouraged the consumer of linen’s bucolic origins rather than any grim industrial reality.

The final chapter critically synthesises and evaluates Old Bleach’s contribution to Northern Ireland’s textile
history. In Chapter 6, | argue they made a significant contribution to both textile history and design history
by their industrial pedigree and commitment to well-designed goods. This has been acknowledged by
design historians before, but their assessment has been limited by mainly two museum collections
(restricted to only furnishing fabrics) and contemporary accounts; my research has fortified this assessment
by providing new, fuller and more accurate information and knowledge on the company's design output.
Many manufacturers of ‘Irish Linen’ produced high quality linen goods but Old Bleach were considerably
swifter and amenable to new innovation and actively responded to the tenets and practice of design
reform within a national and international context. As the evidence offered throughout the thesis, they
were exemplars of ‘good design’ and in their exemplariness their lost history was assured; they were

almost too good at what they did. Old Bleach were wedded to the concept of quality (in linen production)
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which, in hindsight, was a moribund legacy of Victorian proportions. Northern Ireland’s difficult recent past
has allowed much of its industrial heritage to slip away unseen and unexplored. This thesis attempts to

recover that history and provide a narrative of design excellence that was under our noses all this time.
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4 Old Bleach Linen Price List, August, 1926. Old Bleach Linen Archive, Randalstown, Private Collection.

% O'Hearn, D. “Irish Linen: A Peripheral Industry”, in The Warp of Ulster's Past, pp.161-190. Conversely on the
concept of adaptive responses, O’Hearn explained ‘others respond by extending their existing practices.’

% It is perhaps only more recently, that an appreciation of the importance of artefactual material can help us better
understand the detail of the linen industry rather than admire its magnitude and lament its decline. However, there
remains considerable room for improving access and facility for researchers.

%7 | have worked closely with staff from both institutions to develop this body of information and knowledge. | am
indebted to Frances Pritchard at The Whitworth Gallery, Manchester and Susanne Smith, Centre Manager of the
Clothworkers' Centre, VAM, for their knowledge and support of the project.

%8 The influence of Japanese art and culture was introduced to European audiences at the World's Fair, Paris, 1867,
which incidentally is the earliest volume in the Old Bleach design library.

2 Larkin, T. ]. (1906) A Collection of Antique Chinese Rugs, |st edition, London, TJ. Larkin and Neugebauer, Rudolf
and Julius Orendi, (1909) Handbuch des Orientalischen Teppichkunde, Leipzig, Verlag von Karl W. Hiersemann.

3 A (spare) pair of Old Bleach linen curtains, from Girton College, Cambridge, was gifted to the Irish Linen Centre
and Lisburn Museum in 1992, by The Victoria & Albert Museum but no other Old Bleach furnishing fabrics are
represented in any of the museum collections in Northern Ireland. (V&A Museum Registry, Nominal File on Old
Bleach Linen Company, MA/1/0181, AAD.)
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CHAPTER ONE!

‘Apathy and Drift’: The Condition of the Linen Industry in Northern Ireland during the
Interwar Period

The interwar period in Europe and America is commonly recollected with a number of epithets
such as; ‘the jazz age’ and ‘the roaring twenties’ and later in the 1930s, ‘the devil's decade’ and
‘the black years’, which point to a period of extremities. Indeed, the era saw great prosperity,
abject poverty and financial ruination, often contemporaneously. The scholarship in and of this
period has by necessity, scrutinized the geopolitical climate and subsequent economic policy
decisions and judged them harshly yet paradoxically, according to AJ.P. Taylor ‘most people
enjoyed a richer life’ with exponential material advantage.2 But beyond individual comfort, the
British Empire was distinctly uncomfortable; where once inviolable, it was dazed by modernity. In
a way, modernity transformed and arguably usurped previously held values of continuity, stability,
tradition and power. Even by the tum of the twentieth century, Great Britain, having built an
economy and super-power on distinctly nineteenth century industries such as coal, steel, textiles,
iron and shipbuilding, was slow to develop new industries such as chemicals, electrical engineering

and novel consumer durables.

I.1 Diminished Nation?

The historiography of the Interwar years in Britain identifies a concatenation of conditions that
left a once apparently boundless industrial nation much diminished. The heavy industries in
particular bore the brunt of concepts of progress. One example historians agree on was (and
what would become the ruinous effect of) resistance to full industrial organization owing to small
and family or privately owned firms. Certainly in accounts of Northern Ireland’'s manufacturing
this has been cited as one of the many causative factors in the moribund linen industry.3 In England,
a programme of rationalization saw the creation or expansion of manufacturing giants such as
l.C.I. (Imperial Chemical Industries through a merger of four chemical firms, 1926), Courtaulds
(with German VGF, 1927-28), Unilever (Lever Brothers merged with Dutch Magarine Unie,
1929).4 However, it was often the passing of parliamentary acts that had to propel action, such
as the Railways Act of 1921, where sixty companies merged to four.> In his survey of British
Empire, Industry and Empire (1968), the Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawn argued, ‘between the
wars...Britain turned from one of the least into one of the most controlled economies and largely

through direct government action’.6 No such structural change was achieved in Northern Ireland.

In Ireland, the historiography of the Interwar wars is not quite so well supplied. A number of

important post war examinations of Northern Ireland’s economy were published with Arthur
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Beacham's The Ulster Linen Industry in 1944, William Black's PhD (QUB) Variations in Employment
in the Linen Industry, 1955, which then was published within Isles & Cuthbert's 1957 An Economic
Survey of Northemn Ireland. With an approximate value of linen goods manufactured in 1935 of
nine million pounds, it was a significant contribution to Great Britain's gross domestic product,
40% of which the home market represented. Beacham opens his dense study acknowledging the
paucity of economics writing on the subject, ‘It is remarkable that so very few references are
found in current economic literature to the Ulster Linen Industry in view of its importance not
only to the economy of Northern Ireland but also in the economy of the United Kingdom as a
whole’.7 There may have been reluctance on the part of scholars and historians to treat Northemn
Ireland and the Irish Free State jointly despite their histories being intricately bound. Fortunately,
the 1980s saw a growing interest in the economic and social complexities of, not least the
industrial geography of the island. The academic David Johnson from Queen's University, Belfast
has acknowledged that ‘Even after partition both parts of the country had much in common’ and,
why wouldn’t they? A political cleave was not going to exact a full and complete division of
fundamental aspects like standards of living. The last thirty years have seen an appreciable rise in
excellent scholarship acknowledging the significant and underrated contributions of the industries
of Ulster and its relationships with Ireland and England. However, they are not supine and
uncritical but instead have sought to interrogate how and why vast and profitable industries

dwindled to virtually nothing.8

1.2 Contextualizing the Linen Industry

This chapter is principally contextual in character as it places the textile industry of Northem
Ireland in a regional and national context and a wider international context between the wars.
This triangular context helps explain some of the complexities the linen industry in Northem
Ireland faced in the interwar period. In a recently post partition country, Ireland and Northem
Ireland were coming to terms with a new identity for the six counties (and one that has continued
to be disputatious). This formal separation led manufacturers to redouble their concern about
market share, after all their industry was essentially an export market and in the Irish Linen market,
debate abounded, within the trade literature and contemporary newspapers over the authenticity
and efficacy of branding it ‘Irish’. Yet this may have been one of the minor issues and more easily
resolvable of the period, more troubling was the linen competition from European countries,

Advices from New York indicate a preference, just at present, for Belgian linens owing
to the slump in the franc, but this is viewed quite philosophically here. If American users
prefer the Belgian article at something under the Irish price, regardless of quality, they
are perfectly welcome to it. The live New York importer who sticks to Irish will come
out on top right enough, and those who push Belgian linens as a substitute may not
improve their position ultimately. Price is not everything.?
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Partition also promised the potential to exploit Empire markets and for the linen men of Ulster
this was their prize. Demonstrating this point was Northern Ireland’s inclusion at the Imperial
Economic Conference in London, 1923, it was strategically imperative and while not wishing to
be seen as a Dominion of Empire, the province sought a discrete status within the United
Kingdom. Linen industry representatives (and in turn empire loyalists) sought to secure ‘mutual

advantage...and lasting benefits to the people’.!0

The chapter also evaluates the main challenges to and weaknesses in the linen industry in
Northern Ireland throughout the Interwar period. Key issues varied in scope and nature, some
were acute, local and resolvable within industry while others were chronic and outside of the
control of even the Empire, such as the worldwide depression from 1929-39.11 These challenges
were instrumental in bringing about a range of organizational responses and solutions, some were
short term to aid recovery from the war and some possessed an ambition and strategy to return
the industry to its prewar distinction. These ‘solutions’ arose from a variety of sources: politicians
(from both the newly devolved government in Northern Ireland and Westminster), industry
(vocal associations and leading industry figures) and the local and national media played a vital
role and platform for the transmission of issues and developments. The latter, in particular trade
literature such as The Irish Textile Journal, the Linen Trade Circular, The Textile Recorder, The Textile
Mercury, The Cabinet Maker and Complete House Furnisher are invaluable sources in contributing
to our understanding of the magnitude of the industry and why it was important to sustain its
viability.'2 They are a rich source of current conditions and shrewd opinion and have been used
throughout this chapter to denote industry activity and discourse. As essential conduits for the
dissemination of developments in the industry and matters affecting it, the media platform was

no mere neutral organ; it warned, it advised and in hindsight, it foretold.

1.3 Industry Reality vs. Unreality

If the immediate post years experienced an economic boom with an annus mirabilis in late 1919,
then the spring of 1920 brought forth ‘a period of abnormal depression’.!3 According to the
Report of the Committee on the Principal Causes of the Depression in the Irish Linen Industry (1928)
by 1927 ‘exports of linen amounted to approximately 74,000,000 square yards or less than one
half of the prewar volume'.'* The report dolefully proceeded with an assortment of statistical
evidence that left the readership, i.e. members of the linen industry, in doubt as to the condition
of Ulster's principal industry; on its most important market and the one that reflected all linen
market movement, the USA, it outlined that in spite of increased population (from 92 million in
1910 to 17 million in 1926) and greater national wealth, imports were not where they should
be, only marginally increased from imported linen goods from 1913 ($33,255,386 to
$45,642,964).15 It ominously continued, ‘not only has the consumption of linen in the US.
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decreased in this way, but the British share of the American market, thus restricted, has suffered
a disquieting diminution."'¢  And then, on top of that, warned of the ascendency of foreign

competition and its threat to the predominance of Irish linen goods.

The value of this political, economic and social context helps us understand the role and status
of design in the linen industry explored in later chapters. Design as an integral part of the process
of textile production was so marginalized to be virtually invisible. The first stage in the weaving of
a damask cloth is the drawing of the design and yet it has effectively been written out of linen
history. Throughout the historiography of linen, little consideration is paid to the process and
output of design; instead attention is given over either to issues in agrarian cultivation and
harvesting or the industrial aspects of production, mercantilism and consumption. Histories of flax
and linen production tell a narrative of intensive labour and adversity in working conditions and
production methods yet show a quite contradictory visual representation which relies on the
romance of the land, a bucolic idyll of (presumably) contented farm or factory workers, lifting light
loads with their pristine white washed cottages or neatly arranged factory buildings conveniently
nearby. In fact, it was a diversion, but a useful one picked up as a marketing tool from as early as
the 1880s. James Humbert Craig's painting, ‘Northern Ireland Flax Growing', commissioned by
the Empire Marketing Board in 1930 is a good example of a notional concept in the fecundity of

the land.!”

Fig. I.1 James Humbert Craig, ‘Northem Ireland Flax Growing’, Empire Marketing Board, 1930.
Source: The National Archives, Kew, CO 956/287.

The iconography within the composition attests to how, in this instance, the British Government
wanted the rest of the country to view (and perhaps comprehend) Northern Ireland’'s empire
contribution, a visual reminder of the gentle (i.e. antediluvian) method of farm production, before

it progressed to the industrial perdition of the factory.!8 In publishing, a preference for visual
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incongruity has accompanied many accounts of Irish linen, for example a detail from a William
Hincks print, Plate VIII “...the Brown Linen Market at Banbridge in the County of Downe’ from
1783 accompanies Philip Ollerenshaw'’s essay on business boycotts during the partition of
Ireland.!” Often the imagery of the linen industry has been treated as imprecisely and marginally
as the design process. This relegation is an organizing feature of this thesis, which asks why the
creative process was so evidently unrecorded throughout the history of the linen industry and

subsequently has been largely overlooked by historians.

In the immediate post Great War vears, the term ‘design’ barely featured in contemporary
industry media, when it appears, it is non-contentious, descriptive and merely showcases new
styles, known as ‘motives’ and suggestions. However, with emerging structural support for urgent
reform by way of governmental support and industry organization (see Chapters 2 and 3) and
the nascent professionalizing design industry (see Chapter 4), design as concept and practice,
slowly and surely emerged in contemporary industry literature. By the mid to late thirties, design

discourse indicates an industry confidence that belied its actual state.20

1.4 Official Intervention

The state of the linen industry in the years directly following the war necessitated demand for
government intervention via official inquiry into a range of urgent issues, the Flax Control Board
and the Flax Order (both 1917) had its two appointed committees: The Flax Supplies Committee
(which ran from 1917 to 1920) and the Flax Allocation. In addition, the Departmental Committee
was appointed to ‘Consider the Position of the Textile Trades after the War' (the report was the
commissioned in 1916 and published in 1918).2! The former concerned itself with raw material
and the dependence of the industry on the supply of raw material from France, Belgium, the
Netherlands and Russia (particularly Russia given its collapse in 1917) and sought ways to
ameliorate developments in cheap and reliable flax supply at home, while the latter surveyed and
subsequently reported on, among other concerns, the apparent lack of industry support for
specialist textile education but the implications of that meant a lag between British and foreign
textile competition (this issue is discussed fully in Chapter 4, “Just Draw Me a Chrysanthemum”:
The Manufacturer and the Designer in the Linen Trade”). The Flax Control Board had
representation from a wide range of government departments (Board of Trade, Ministry of
Munitions, War Office) alongside industry associations and union presence but the Ulster
relationship with the (Westminster) government was not as strong as the Scottish industry’s links
chiefly due to the coarse trade, whereas Northern Ireland’s regional specialism was in the medium
to fine linens. Philip Ollerenshaw has noted and described ‘much friction between government

and business’ in Scotland and Ireland in the post war period, involving cancellation of contracts,?2

37



existing stock for the Air Board (a vast 25 million yards, not easily disposed of) and resumption

of production in peacetime.23

1.5 Industrial Research

Despite frictions, there was evidence of a concerted (and often joint) effort in government and
industry to constructively recover from wartime restrictions by strategically planning for the
industry’s future. Central to this was the need to wean the local industry off the reliance on foreign
flax supply by devising high quality flax seed to be grown on home soil, up to this time only ten
percent of annual supply was cultivated in Ulster. In 1919, the Linen Institute Research Association

(LIRA) established a research laboratory and testing unit at Lambeg, Lisburn.24

Fig. 1.2. Aerial photograph of LIRA, Lambeg, published in the New York magazine, Linens and Domestics,
1951. Source: Alfred S. Moore Collection, Belfast Central Library.

Jointly funded by the government and the industry (with annual membership subscription based
on the size of the company?®) its remit aimed to take a longer view in terms of research and
development. The twentieth century saw great strides in the value and development of science
and technology, the vulnerable textile industry would benefit from these progressive initiatives,
although as Michael Sanderson in his 1972 essay suggests our knowledge of these developments
have been through conduits such as the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR)
and therefore little was known about private firms’ industrial research, by necessity they were
“loth to disclose private details of their own research activities and expenditure”.26 Nevertheless,
LIRA symbolized a determined effort to support a (it was hoped) recovering industry. The
Association’s original twenty lines of enquiry thought most important to the trade included: the
selection and breeding of improved strains of flax seed for sowing purposes, the commercial and
industrial value of oil from immature flax seed, investigation into mechanical weaving and scientific
costing. It did not include the highly topical ‘labour saving as a motive for research’ as a priority

objective despite industry dissatisfaction over the labour intensive wet retting process.2’ The
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programme achieved many of the original aims and objectives and continued with new areas for
research with five sub-committees responsible for discrete stages of linen cultivation, production
and consumption.28 A guest lecture series ran regularly that reflected the Association's lines of
enquiry and occasionally acknowledged the role of design; "The Selection of Design in the Linen

Industry", by Audrey J. Martin was given in 1933.29

Because of its funding structure, industry staff could be seconded up to two years at LIRA (paid
for by the seconding firm) to train at an advanced level in innovative (and possibly riskier) research
which firms were reluctant to take on. Much of the scientific research that took place was written
up and published mainly in the Research Institute Memoirs (see endnote [4), which cover the
spectrum of research activity from articles on, ‘A Botanical Study of the Flax Plant: the Influence
of Density of Stand of Crop upon the Development of the Plant’ to ‘Laundry Experiments with
Linen Materials', while densely scientific, some of the articles were adapted for a broader audience,
such as Dr. W. H. Gibson’s (institute director) essay ‘Future Developments in the Flax and Linen
Industries’, given as a paper read to the Royal Society of Arts, April 26t | 933.30 This was especially
important to educate the broadest possible audience on the latest innovations in textile
technology and its practical applications. The RSA audience would have been an international mix
adept at “enlightened thinking and collaborative action”, a collegial and stimulating environment
capable of generating lateral problem solving. Industrial research had gained traction and although
new solutions were found, they often created new difficulties, for example, lengthy
experimentation in finding an optimal (pedigree) flax seed that could grow well in the home
market would be excessively costly, resulting in ‘linen goods more likely to be more expensive
luxury goods than in the past.3! The industry had been founded on the dependence of foreign
flax supply and it was probably the most pressing issue the industry faced, the general instability
that marked the interwar years exacerbated the acute supply problem and in consequence,

fluctuations in price.32

1.6 Further Threats

In March 1921, W.H. Webb wrote three lengthy letters to the incoming first Prime Minister of
Northern Ireland, Sir James Craig, appealing to the unique energy he might bring to this new
office.33 Webb was a prolific correspondent and these letters to Craig are an amalgam of the
many roles he found himself in, although written on Old Bleach Linen Company headed paper,
he writes not so much as Chairman of his own company but on behalf of the whole industry. He
made a robust case for the structural work the associations were doing to progress the linen
industry. In between the flattery and problem solving, he reiterates a stark warning about the

German linen industry's ability to organize and adapt its finance to fit with their commercial
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policies, ‘her commercial men are highly trained and are able to develop what they call in America
“long swing policies’ 34 With an eye trained on Germany3> he counseled,

Today when nearly the whole industrial world is at a standstill or drifting without plan

or policy, Germany is the one country going steadily and purposefully ahead in spite of

her present troubles...it is a most dangerous and deadly competition...unless

something is done, Germany will be in possession of all our markets.36
He was not wrong, Germany's linen industry was based in the east of the country and protected
somewhat from the machinations of war, they were able to secure most of their raw supply by
growing it with only a small percentage bought from the Netherlands and Belgium and their
sophisticated organization were then in a position to undercut competition in the most coveted
market, the USA. Webb cites a communiqué from a buyer in one of the large New York stores,
‘we see quite a little of the German linens in this market and the prices are very low — would be
average about one half for the same qualities of Irish manufacture.3” One of Webb's solutions to
see off such competition was the use of a trademark, if it ‘were so entrenched in the minds of
the consumers, the German trade would find it difficult to re-enter the America market.”38 He
gave a further example of the robustness of the trademark idea, with the Scotch Woollen Trade
Mark Association’s campaign to enhance pure wool but not depreciate mixed fibre goods, ‘they
are progressing because they had the wisdom to use their trademark, while we are languishing
because we had not'3? However, Webb's outlook was more buoyant than James Mackie's
assessment of the period's economy. Mackie and Sons Ltd made machinery for industry and James
was an avid collector of statistics (even more so than Webb), his prognosis was particularly bleak
(but ultimately had more veracity), according to Webb, ‘he holds that we are in for about 30

years of depression and that there is no good struggling with the situation’.40

These threats to industry required tactical solutions which were instituted in a number of ways;
one strategic approach took the form of a ‘Sub-committee of the Ministry of Commerce Advisory
Council for the Imperial Economic Conference’ in 1923 which was in large part, made up of linen
industry figures and keen to exploit the opportunity to influence the development of an Empire
Flax Growing Scheme.*! To meet shortages in flax supply from Europe, several initiatives were
launched to making flax growing on home soil more attractive to farmers. The industry called for
fixed prices for farmers, but that was deemed impossible due to the quality and quantity of what
was grown (although much later, Beacham states some improvement was gained during the
Second World War, where ‘between 1939-1943, the acreage under flax in Northern Ireland
increased from 21,000 to 90,000" with an estimated increase in tonnage in fibre from 9,000 in

1940 to 17,00 in 194342).

In the mid 1930s, after visiting the British Industries Fair (1931), King George V, upon learning of

the industry’s misfortunes, offered a practical contribution of his Sandringham estate in Norfolk
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as a suitable site to trial pedigree flax production.#3 Set up by LIRA, “The Norfolk Flax Experimental
Station” was run by Norfolk Flax Ltd from 1935 to 1939, when it was taken over by the Admiralty
until 1946 when responsibility passed to the Board of Trade.#4 Intended to address the chronic
problem of raw material supply, the project aimed to put into practice the original aims of the
Linen Industry Research Association but crucially, run as a company in order to fix and therefore

stabilize prices.#

Fig. 1.3 Inspection Day at Sandringham — with delegates from Scottish and Ulster linen interests, included here are
Lord Craigavon, Prime Minister of Northern Ireland, Lewis C. Gray of Norfolk Flax Ltd and third from the right,
Norman Fitzroy Webb (in hat), Old Bleach Linen Company, The Northern Whig, 3rd October 1935. Source: LIRA

Press Cuttings Book, LIRA, Lisburn Museum and Linen Centre.

Never one to miss a pioneering opportunity that might have advantageous Empire connections,
Old Bleach bought an initial quota of one hundred and thirty shares in May 1935 and perhaps
optimistically, sensing its progress purchased a further forty-four shares in March 1936. The
project’s vision was never fully realized and Old Bleach sold both quotas to the Admiralty upon
its takeover in March and October 1939 with a fifty percent loss on the original quota of 130
shares.4¢ Despite LIRA's pioneering work, support from the industry was not comprehensive and
while their work was appreciated in the postwar years and award winning#’, their contribution

was by then much too late.

Sanderson posits that because of a somewhat lopsided and inevitable view of industrial research
has resulted in historians exaggerating the contribution research associations actually made.48
Because of this, the private firm'’s research endeavours have been sidelined. Many of the medium
to large vertically integrated linen firms had research and development departments, and evidence
suggests there was a transparent and cooperative spirit among firms. The Irish Textile Journal

regularly published new technical developments from firms who had a reputation for being
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scientifically minded, Old Bleach's latest technical innovations were afforded generous column
inches and annual summaries such as “Linen Research in 1936: Possibilities of Unretted Flax" were
standard features.#? Certainly, the same chemical sales representatives would have visited many
rival companies and been aware of and indeed communicate initiatives and developments within
the industry, be they local or international; it was a fluid network.50 Interwar firms, particularly in

the staple industries, saw research as a way to create new lines and remain competitive.

1.7 The Necessity for Innovation

Old Bleach created a number of innovations from their laboratory, which consolidated their
contribution in modernizing the industry.5! Best known to the consuming public, then and now,
was their hand painted linens. In the early 1920s the company chemist, Robert (Bertie) McCall
‘invented’ the idea that fast vat dyes (which had just been perfected) could be manually painted
directly on to the damask cloth, in its bleached state, but any mistakes could easily be taken out,
quickly with soap and water, as the dyes were not fixed until they passed through a ‘flash ageing’
process, where steam cured the colour>? It originated as an alternative to embroidered table
linen, which ironically was one of the company’s main lines, although embroidered linens usually
stayed within modest and achievable sizes, the larger cloths were large and unfeasible for
embroidery. The damask ground remained white, while large teams of women hand painted
individual motifs already woven into the cloth off the roll. With typical ambition, the company
launched the first hand painted damask goods, proclaiming “in a large store in Fifth Avenue, New
York, where their novelty and beauty created a sensation”.>3 Quickly the hand painted cloths
became commercially popular, as demand grew so did their reputation and by the early 1930s
demonstrations by Old Bleach hand painters took place in prestigious department stores across
England and Scotland, such as Harrods, Army and Navy, Marshall and Snelgrove, Harvey Nichols,
House of Frazer and Jenner’s, and according to one brochure, “some of the girls have gone to
Europe on similar painting assignments”.>* This promotional drive was a direct method of
positioning Old Bleach as an innovator in the minds of consumers, simultaneously sharing and
reinforcing their innovation; how important this was to the housewife is difficult to measure but
as a novelty, it was a best seller and the vogue for painted cloth remained surprisingly enduring,

lasting well into the 1970s.
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Fig. 1.3 Demonstration of ‘Old Bleach” hand-painting, 1930s. Source: Company Photograph Album, Old Bleach
Archive, Private Collection.

The demonstration (Fig. 1.3) is denoted in restrained scientific and industrial stages, accompanied
by six reagent bottles of borosilicate glass and a white lab coated demonstrator signifying the
scientific origin and indeed efficacy of the process. Neatly framing the ‘science’ is a celestial light
source from the glass roof, which rather cinematically casts the rest of the (presumably rival) stock
into shade. In company promotional literature, while the recipe is never revealed, potential

customers are privy to the elaborate scientific process of table linen production,

Tablecloths, napkins, tray cloths and towels are painted with special pastes prepared in
the laboratory from a secret formula. These painting pastes contain vat dyestuffs
especially selected for the purpose. As the dyestuffs are all guaranteed fast there is
regular routine testing by the chemists to ensure a high degree of fastness. The colours
are absolutely fast to washing and light. They are fast even in boiling solutions of soap
or detergents. Immediately after painting the colours appear rather dull. It is necessary
to put the fabric through a steaming process to render the dyes fast. Further process
work in different solutions produces the true shades which are generally light and bright.
After the material has been thoroughly washed and dried, the normal finishing for the
particular goods is carried out. >

Hand painting was much copied by rivals but never improved upon. Old Bleach used only pastel
shades of ‘ethereal delicacy’ that amplified the design and quality of the woven cloth, whereas
competitors with inferior design and production used intense pigment, which resulted in an

inferior looking product.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the company continued innovating. In addition to white
bleached double damask, they created a two-colour damask cloth called “Two Tone’, created by

weaving a coloured yamn in the weft, available in ivory, gold, blue or green with a gold band and
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appearing later in the 1932 price list, ‘Permatone’ is introduced, an additional offering of
permanently vat dyed in ‘old ivory' double damask cloth. However, these were minor advances
if compared with a new type of linen developed in 1937 and launched in 1938, giving it the
forthright brand name ‘Longer Life Linen’ (LLL) it used a new bleaching process given to the yam
and reinforced selvedge in the woven cloth. They issued promotional material with a scientific
heft as prima facie evidence that this would indeed offer a truly reliable cloth to the housewife.
Sales representatives were supplied (in the company price lists) with images of flax in microscopic
detail of cross sections, which showed what the problem was, and a photograph of the solution:

two comparative cloths, with and without the new deeper two-and-a-half-inch selvedge.

Fig. 1.4 Longer Life Linens, Old Bleach Linen Company Price List for the retailer, 1938.
Source: Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, Randalstown.

Inevitably the cloth without shows poor wear and the cloth with remains pristine (after 55
standard launderings carried out by the Institution of British Launderers). In soothing tones,
retailers were assured, ‘With Old Bleach L.LL. you can create a renewed interest in and materially

increase your sales of Linen Damasks'.5¢ Meanwhile, consumers received with their purchase, a
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seven point confirmation of the superiority of LLL towels with scientific overtones: ‘made from
the highest grade pure linen yam, processed by our new scientific method, grass bleached to
produce zephyr-soft finish, perfect absorbency, hygienic, finished with hand drawn hemstitching

and fully guaranteed'.5”

Fig. 1.5 ‘Almost revolutionary’ Longer Life Linens, Old Bleach Linen Company, 1937.
Source: Collection of Author.

So confident were they of the attributes of Longer Life Linen, Old Bleach launched a nationwide
tour to demonstrate the new cloth and how it would differentiate itself from rival linen and more
importantly newer fabric goods, such as cotton, rayon, linen and rayon blends, even though they
produced these too. The product tour lasted from February to May 1938 and travelled through
the major cities: Oxford, Bristol, Birmingham, Leicester, Sheffield Liverpool, Manchester,
Newcastle, Glasgow, Aberdeen, London, Leeds before returning to Belfast. Recorded in the Old
Bleach Visitors’ book, which was taken along to each meeting, are the signatories representing
the most illustrious retailers: the iconic London department stores Liberty, Harrods, Selfridges
and John Lewis but also of equal measure, the large regional and multiple stores like Binns Ltd.,
Colmer Ltd. and Kendal Milne Ltd.; designers such as J. Christopher Heal from Heal's and Ashley
Havinden from Crawford's Advertising Agency, London. Perhaps most importantly, influential
general and specialist, national and international press included Amalgamated Press, Australian
Newspapers, Argus South African Newspapers Ltd. Fairchild Publications, Good Housekeeping,
Women's Journal, Harper's Bazaar, Vogue and Architectural Review; great editorial brought the
product to the attention of the widest consumer audience.>8 It appeared the launch of this new
innovation in linen required steering at the highest level and by senior management who attended
most of the events. Indeed, the Directors’ Minute Books record the sanction of most of the

publicity budget allocation for 1937-38 was to be devoted to LLL>°
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At many of these demonstrations, competing linen companies were in attendance and keen to
be informed of rival innovations and new product lines.t0 Certainly it was an opportunity for
companies to consider options in developing their linen lines and many companies during the
interwar years built science based innovation into their products and embedded the putative
progressive values of science into their marketing.é! If they could not get to the demonstrations,
they always had the linen trade press who was most enthusiastic, with the Linen Trade Circular
proclaiming LLL ‘almost revolutionary'.62 Back in 1921, W.H. Webb, chairman of Old Bleach
extolled the benefits of ‘Scientific Management’, claiming, ‘my own concern has been entirely re-
organized in consultation with an American organization expert, which might be described as the
German system of internal organization, humanized' while toward the end of the decade, the Irish
Linen Merchants’ Association (ILMA) issued a booklet entitled ‘Additional Publicity for Irish Linen:
a modern necessity’ (1928), which opined ‘a susceptible public has been educated to buy what it
hears most about, and, with the development of scientific advertising, associates quality and value
with the amount of publicity offered’, thus a scientific, and therefore creditable, approach spread
across and through virtually all aspects of culture.63 Consumers were becoming familiar with
science through a number of ways; the ‘Social Relations of Science’ movement in the early thirties
gained ground in popularizing science by utilizing the mass media of the day. For example, the
BBC launched a radio series of ‘Science and Society’ programmes broadcast at peak times and
used a (often provocative) mix of scientists and literary and academic figures such as Julian Huxley
and Harold Nicolson.é4 To convince customers of the rigour by which stores checked the quality
of linen goods, linen buyers enacted a method called ‘scientific buying’, sheets were tested for
strength and towels were tested for strength and colour by a vigorous washing test.¢> This regular
promotion of and exposure to science meant consumers could understand how science shaped

their own and proximate lives.

1.8 Association Glut

Other initiatives in organizing the industry included myriad associations which often ran
simultaneously but attracted much criticism over weak industry strategy, silo mentality, ineffectual
influence, inadequate support and mostly, just too many representations with insufficiently defined
or differentiated agendas. In short, the dots were not satisfactorily joined to create a coherent
power base that could negotiate or at least influence flax prices, import duties, trade tariffs. In the
Irish Linen Trade, there were approximately twenty-two associations in 1921 with three main
representative sectors: raw material, manufacturing and selling. They were inter-reliant but did
not operate accordingly. Each sector determined its own strategy, with having unique challenges
to their own division. Industry support by membership was routinely problematic, in a private
memorandum by the Irish Linen Merchants’ Association on ‘Estimate of Figures for Extension of

Advertising Campaign to the Linen Trade Generally’ it estimated approximately 25% of the
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industry were not contributing to association subscriptions and yet benefitting from the publicity
promotions. ¢ In addition, associations regularly ran competitions for ‘the Encouragement of
Textile Design” with not inconsiderable prize money (for example £7.7.0 for the first prize in
damask cloth design and the same amount for damask towel design), with the caveat that ‘any
design may be purchased by agreement between a member of the association and a competitor.
This gave members access to good quality design and awareness of a potential talent pool to

draw from.6”

The Irish Linen Society (ILS) established in 1919, devoted itself to the promotion of the industry
and the selling of its goods. W.H. Webb, chairman of the Old Bleach Linen Company, was well
placed to oversee the society's activity. He was a proponent of the importance in all aspects of
marketing; of course, it helped enormously for both his own company and the broader industry,
that he was a vocal and extravagant character who like nothing better than an audience. He was
one of the most ubiquitous industry spokesmen, with an appetite for loquacious oratory and an
insistent personality; in the invaluable oral archive ‘Living Linen’s8 held at the Ulster Folk and
Transport Museum, a number of interviewees, mainly Old Bleach employees but family too, recall

his dominant personality, waxed moustache and American accent.6?

Fig. 1.6 Appreciation card from W.H. Webb to the employees of Old Bleach upon his ‘retirement’ in |945.
It reads, ‘Thank you, my Old Bleach friends, all and each one of you. The car is lovely, but more than that,
it is the spirit of friendship which it symbolizes and which has endured through 57 years, that makes me
feel so proud and happy.’ He continued to work until his death, at his desk in 1950. Source: Old Bleach
Archive, Randalstown.

The extended family were largely educated in English public schools and spoke with crisp received
pronunciation, William Hubert however was so smitten with life across the pond, he adopted an
East Coast persona. He gave regular lectures, sometimes on behalf of the Society and others in

representing his own family company, at august events and institutions as The Textile Institute’s
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annual conferences and the London School of Economics and published a series of treatise on
linen with the emphasis on selling such as “Salesmanship as Applied to Linen” (1923). His
energetic support of the industry, especially through marketing, continued throughout the
interwar period; in the Old Bleach Directors’ Minute Books, sanction was given to “support an
advertising scheme promoted by the Irish Power Loom Association for Damask Goods in the
US.A. which would entail a contribution of £84.10.0 per annum for three years, subject to
approval of the scheme as finally adopted and that 75% of total damask looms participate. A
similar contribution under the Household Linen and Piece Goods Association was also
authorized".’0 Indeed the Old Bleach Minute Books are marked throughout with evidence of
financial support for and direct engagement with local and national industry; recorded annual
subscriptions are entered for the aforementioned ILS and LIRA, the Irish Linen Trade Corporation
(ILTC), the Household Linen and Piece Goods Association, the Irish Power Loom Manufacturers’
Association (IPLMA), Ulster Industries Development Association (UIDA), Handkerchief and
Embroidery Association, British Colour Council, Irish Linen Guild (from 1928), Federation of
British Industries, Yarn Bleachers and Dyers Association.”! This breadth of support is more typical
of those companies who were either very nearly fully integrated or fully integrated; Old Bleach
was the former, in that it did not spin but entered the system at weaving and took on the
remaining process up to merchanting. Membership support was standard throughout the linen
industry, particularly among the larger and more profitable firms (many membership subscriptions
were calculated on annual turover or the number of spindles or looms in the mill2). The Irish
Linen Society's membership subscription was calculated on the basis of its members’ annual
turnover and in 1919, with £30,000 in the pot (later increasing to £90,000 over three years) a

campaign commenced to raise sales in linen in their main market, the U.S.73

1.9 Getting Organized at Macro and Micro Levels

The contraction in the linen trade was so sharply felt that in January 1928, the Irish Linen Guild
was formed as an umbrella organization to represent the sectoral associations.”# This additional
layer was to orchestrate a cohesive programme of publicity for the industry as a whole. A trade
mark was instituted (something W.H. Webb had long called for) and a series of strategic initiatives
were undertaken, for example design competitions, a guild ticket for identification, fixed prices
for buyers, ‘general mass attack’ in the national press (but with targeted publications’>), localized
publicity and for 1931-34 a zoned publicity campaign in (mainly) English shopping centres. In
addition, the ILG was the first organization to bring textiles to the British Industries Fair in 1930
where it received HRH. The Prince of Wales to their stand.”¢ These enterprises were a direct
response to the realization that it was the home market that could act as ballast to the industry’s
contraction. The Director of the Guild and tireless industry promoter, John Gilliland took aim at

the female consumer, ‘we must make the housewife of today as linen conscious as her mother

48



was'.”7 This coordinated campaign was the result of the industry recognition that some form of
structural change needed to take place. In 1929, a Report of the Committee appointed to
Consider Remedies for the Present Position in the Irish Linen Industry in conjunction with a
consultation memorandum by a Price Waterhouse & Co. accountant, Sir Gilbert Garnsey aimed
to devise a scheme of amalgamation, ‘we make no apology for devoting the major part of this
report to a discussion of the case for amalgamation’. However, in his memorandum Garnsey
advised,

That the only practicable way to proceed, in a case where there are so many
independent units is to start with a few representatives’ concerns, say five or six of the
more important businesses. Such a nucleus would have an important psychological
effect upon the remaining concerns and would provide a solid foundation upon which
to build an organization destined to control the whole industry.

His suggestion of one or more holding companies, which would be a flexible structure and
manage to obviate large expenditure and charges, was almost probably too drastic for the industry
to persuaded by.”8 The report and memorandum demonstrate a well-defined understanding of
the deep threats to the industry and urgency in remedying both internal and external difficulties.
The report’s conclusions offered five points for consideration: ‘a scheme of amalgamation, holding
companies is the most suitable method, safeguarding is necessary, the industry to encourage raw
supply and research into manufacturing processes and flax fibre production.”” None of these

were taken up with any particular vim.

Direct industry engagement came in a number of ways; many key individuals were sufficiently
energetic and perhaps ambitious enough to devote great portions of their time to the trade. W.
Hubert Webb’s prominent role within industry was carefully constructed through securing shares
in joint stock companies to gain access to directorships, i.e. representation in a variety of
companies, of which would have been to consolidate supply of material such as yarns, one such
company was R. Gledhill in Saddleworth, Yorkshire who specialized in spinning high quality wool
yarns.80 He was also sat, in a variety of roles, on an assortment of industry association committees:
President of the Chamber of Commerce, Belfast council member of the Irish Linen Merchants’
Association, Chair of the aforementioned Irish Linen Society, council member of the Irish Linen
Guild, Chair of the College of Technology's Textile Society. His industry engagement made him
one of the most informed and prominent figures in Ulster life but undoubtedly his influence was
most felt by connections he fostered in high society in the twenties and thirties. These social
circles and their role in the linen trade are discussed in Chapter Five: The Linen Web(b):

Promoting Irish Linen.

On an intemal level, The Old Bleach Linen Company commissioned a ‘Report on General

Organization and Costing Methods', prepared by an industrial engineer from London, James F.
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Whiteford®! in September 1916, which signaled a tangible desire to maximize efficiencies in the
factory and consider the redeployment of management in their respective jurisdictions (stating
pragmatically ‘made necessary by the death of one of your managers'). The author opens on a
constructive note, ‘Having regard for the abnormal conditions due to the war, the general
impression received during this study was that the productive efficiency of all departments of your
mill is quite satisfactory at present’ and as an initial enquiry, makes a number of modest
recommendations.82 He advises that such methods of efficiencies, can ‘provide sufficient elasticity
to accomodate [sic] substantial increase in the volume of business’ and for the Sales department,
‘deal properly with intelligent and unintelligent competition.” A further recommendation includes
the use of symbols to indicate the class of goods, the design number, width and number of
piece[s] to aid identification throughout the material’'s journey through the mill, but there is no
evidence attention is afforded to the efficiencies of all the mill's departments, for example, how
complex designs could slow down production activity. Whiteford's engagement with Old Bleach
endured for a number of years in further efficiency studies which carried on to 1941 with a final

‘Memorandum of Reorganization Scheme'.83

Summary

What is clear from examining such industry (primary and secondary) records in this contextual
chapter, is the major concerns spinners, manufacturers and merchants had with immediate and
controllable factors such as labour efficiency, productivity of machinery, power house
performance, material waste, costs of production, promotion and greater anxieties over foreign
competition, fluctuations in raw material supply, fickle markets and protectionism. Taken together,
the primary source material in particular offers us valuable insight into the valiant efforts made and
indeed desperate measures taken to restore a declining industry. The spirit of the age was broadly
scientifically minded and | have demonstrated in this chapter how a linen firm like Old Bleach
could still innovate and launch improved linens on to the market, in economically challenging
times and whether the female consumer wanted it or not (the question of product longevity
versus fashions is discussed in Chapter 5). | have also shown the range of earnest measures taken
to elicit support from influential quarters; persuasive letters were written, industry campaigning
was undertaken and tangible attempts were made to organize along sectoral lines. It is possible
to extrapolate from this how design was not, at least documented as, highly problematic. But
there were stirrings in the industry press about design meeting expectations, The Linen Trade
Circular on March 7t 1925 reported, ‘Reports from the U.S. are better, despite the gloomy
forecasts concerning dress linens, and new business is being arranged where quality and design
meet importers’ approval’®* This chapter has acknowledged the emergence of design
competitions that became a regular feature in the late twenties and so pointed to a (sluggish but

nonetheless) growing understanding that good design was integral to good business. So, where
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did the emergence of desigh come from? Was design an imitative measure for Ulster
manufacturers! And what took certain manufacturers, who were once on the whole unwilling to

invest in new designs to commit more readily in the first stage of the cloth construction process?

This hesitancy is explored in the next chapter, which examines the theoretical and ideological
positions on interwar design and the goal (promise?) of modernity or survival (for some, this was
one and the same thing), the emergent design profession and the crucial role of government
behind the Industrial Art Movement. By 1932, the discourse and practice on the significant
contribution good design could make to the economy was consolidated in the publication of Lord
Gorrell's report, Art and Industry: Report of the Committee Appointed by the Board of Trade under
the Chairmanship of Lord Gorrell on the Production and Exhibition of Articles of Good Design and
Everyday Use, a clarion call with unequivocal evidence that design (or ‘industrial art’ as it was then
called) as agent and outcome of social change, was the essential component, in British industry
and consumption. Cheryl Buckley quoted committee member, artist and critic Roger Fry (within
the Gorrell Report) who, ‘argued that the manufacturer had lost contact with ‘educated taste’,
and afthough he was able to find and use expert advice for technical matters, when it came to
the ‘application of art he has no guide, no clear purpose’8> In England, the loss of contact implied
it had once been tangible; In Ulster, there was little public or private discourse around the role
and status of design (there was slightly more debate on art). While educating both industry and
the public on design reform would become a dual imperative in Great Britain, Ulster was still

gathering itself from the aftermath of Partition.
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' | owe a debt of gratitude to the recent scholarship of Philip Ollerenshaw in this chapter, whose research
has schooled me in the vicissitudes of the Ulster linen industry and directed me to additional important
work in this area. A further debt is due to the indefatigable Alfred S. Moore (b.1871 — d.1961), a Belfast
journalist who wrote commandingly on the linen industry, becoming the linen correspondent for the Belfast
News Letter in 1926 and was still writing for the New York Magazine, Linen and Domestics, up to his death
aged 89. His papers, the Alfred S. Moore Collection, are available by appointment only in the Belfast Central
Library. The title of this chapter, ‘Apathy and Drift, is taken from one of his insightful articles entitled ‘Linen
in Great Peril: Can the Industry Recover?” No date is ascribed but it is most likely to be c. 1925 and it is
unclear which publication it ultimately appeared in, it is a type written draft with some minor editing marks
and additions.

2 AJP. Taylor, English History 1914-1945, p.317.

? Black, W. Variations in Employment in the Linen Industry in Northern Ireland, unpublished PhD thesis,
Queen’s University Belfast, 1955; Ollerenshaw, P. ‘Stagnation, War and Depression: The UK Linen Industry
1900-1930', The European Linen Industry in Historical Perspective, pp.285-307; Johnson, D.S. ‘The
Northern Ireland Economy, 1914-39’, An Economic History of Ulster, 1820-1939, pp.184-223.

*See Cassis, Y. and T. Gourvish, “The Performance of British Business in the Twentieth Century”, Chapter
5 in The Performance of European Business in the Twentieth Century, Oxford University Press, 2016,
pp.72-80.

° http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/cabinetpapers/themes/railways-act.ntm

¢ Hobsbawm, p.221, (1999 edition).

’ See endnote 26 on Beacham.

¥ In the post war years, a concerted effort was made to properly review Northern Ireland in a mainly
economic context (and from academia, namely Department of Economics, Queen’s University, Belfast) in
important publications such as Beacham, A. The Ulster Linen Industry’, Economica, Wiley- Blackwell for
LSE, I'1 (2), 1944; Armstrong, D.L. ‘Social and economic Conditions in the Belfast Linen Industry, 1850-
1900." Irish Historical Studies, Vol. 7, 1951, pp. 235-269 and Isles and Cuthbert's An Economic Survey of
Northern Ireland, 1957. Later publications as Industry, Trade and People in Ireland 1650-1950, edited by B.
Collins, P. Ollerenshaw and T. Parkhill undertook valuable regional history research, where the linen industry
features prominently.

? “Bleached and Finished Linens etc.”, The Linen Trade Circular, January 27, 1923.

'], Milne Barbour M.P., D. L., Chair and Managing Director of The Linen Thread Co. in Ollerenshaw, P.
‘The Background to War', Northemn Ireland in the Second World War, p.18

"' Britain was the first member country to leave the Gold Standard in 1931 and in doing so, recovered
earlier than France, Italy and the U.S.

'2 The Irish Textile Journal was a monthly supplement to the weekly Linen Trade Circular, the IT) contained
more in-depth discursive material on the latest issues and developments while the LTC was a weekly
round-up of global linen markets. Both were published by H. Carter, Belfast. The latter three were English
trade journals, while mainly concerned with the cotton and woollen industries, a close eye was kept on the
Irish and Scottish linen trade.

'* Report of the Committee on the Principal Causes of the Depression in the Irish Linen Industry (1928),
PRONI: COM 27/1.

* Ibid.

" Ibid.

'® The restriction referred to here were trade tariffs levelled on British imported goods.

' This example is analyzed and evaluated more fully in Chapter Six: Old Bleach's Design Imperative.

'® The Empire Marketing Board (EMB) was formed to promote the sales of empire goods within the British
marketplace. Lasting seven years, from 1926 — 1933, its budget was largely used to fund scientific research
into areas such as crop vields and a poster campaign of evocative empire imagery ranging from depictions
of South African orange orchards, by Guy Kortright, to Canadian timber by Frank Newbould. The majority
of the images were generated from London but unusually, the Irish posters came from Irish artists (one
from the aforementioned J.H. Craig, five from Margaret Clarke and two from Sedn Keating — the two latter
artists’ posters are held in the National Library of Ireland, EMB/| — EMB/I I). See M. Cronin’s compact but
excellent essay, ‘Selling Irish Bacon: The Empire Marketing Board and Artists of the Free State’, Eire-Ireland,
the Irish American Cultural Institute, Vol. 39, Issue 3 & 4 Fall/Winter, 2004, pp.|32-143, (Cronin covers
Clarke and Keating's artwork for the EMB and only mentions Craig's commission in passing).

"% In this example, Industry, Trade and People in Ireland | 650-1950, the book designers have ‘complemented’
each with essay with an insert image at the beginning of each chapter regardless of its content and focus.
20 Contraction in the old, heavy staple industries was pronounced and by the late thirties seemed
irreversible. See Aldcroft, The Inte-War Economy: Britain 1919-1939, Chapter 5, ‘The Basic Industries’,
pp.137-174.
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2! The industry was always vulnerable to fluctuations in supply, demand, production levels, prices,

protectionism, unstable markets and consumer habits. In the aftermath of the 1907-8 America depression,

the president of the Linen Merchant’s Association described it as ‘the most disastrous in the history of the

trade’. Irish Textile Journal, 15 Feb. 1909, in Ollerenshaw (2003), p.288.

22 Although linen manufacturers would not agree to a break clause in contracts for aeroplane cloth and

insisted government help control the levels of government linen stocks coming onto the market to avoid

price collapse.

2 Ollerenshaw, 2003, pp. 295-297.

" The name later changed to ‘Lambeg Industrial Research Association’ to reflect a wider range of research,

namely emerging fabrics such as polyester, ‘Terylene’ and rayon that could be blended with linen. The

Linenhall Library, Belfast, holds a number of LIRA Research Memoirs, vols. I-VIl, 1922-1938 and the Linen

Centre and Lisburn Museum now own the LIRA library, although it has yet to be catalogued and access is

restricted.

% Recorded in the Old Bleach Directors’ Minute Books, the annual subscription was approved at £20 per

annum for a three-year period, | 1" November 1921.

%6 Sanderson, M. ‘Research and the Firm in British Industry, 1919-39", Social Studies of Science, April 1972,

Vo. 2, pp. 107-151.

" Ibid, p.125.

% The five committees were comprised of. Agricultural and Raw Materials (Botanical Dept.), Spinning

(Physics Dept.), Weaving (Physics Dept.), Bleaching and Dyeing (Chemical Dept.) and Finishing (Colloid

Dept.). ‘The Linen Industry Research Association in Retrospect and Prospect’, LIRA Research Institute

Memoirs, Vol. IV, 1928-1929, pp.3-20.

2 A copy of this lecture is available in the LIRA library (and listed in their catalogue from 1934), held at

The Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum (by appointment only).

% Linen Industry Research Association, Research Institute Memoirs, Vol. V, 1927-1933.

3! Beacham, A. ‘Post-war Planning in the Ulster Linen Industry’, The Economic Journal, Vol. 55, no. 217, April

1945, pp.1 14-121. The problems facing the industry were precisely delineated in retrospect by Beacham

(1913-2012), who as an economist and leading authority on industrial organization served on a number of

advising committees to British Government in the 1940s.

32 Historians generally agree on this point; that of all the textiles industries, linen endured the most difficult

supply conditions in the interwar years.

33 Confidential letters from W.H. Webb to Sir James Craig, prior to taking up his role as first prime minister

of Northern Ireland, PRONI: CAB/9/F/8/1.

* bid.

¥ |bid, (Webb accompanied his letter of | 1" March 1921, with a copy of the ‘Report of the General

Meeting of the German Linen Kartel'.)

* Ibid.

7 Ibid.

* bid.

¥ Confidential letters from W.H. Webb to Sir James Craig, prior to taking up his role as first prime minister

of Northern Ireland, PRONI: CAB/9/F/8/1. p.13.

0 Ibid, 21 March 1921.

*1 Of the sixteen representatives, five were directly from the linen industry, including Old Bleach Linen

Company's W.H. Webb as President of the Association of Chambers of Commerce. Other influential

figures included J. Mackie (Engineering), H. Wilson (Rope), W.E. Williames (Chairman, Belfast Harbour

Commissioners) and Prof. H.O. Meredith (Dept. of Economics, Queen’s University, Belfast).

2 Beacham, 1944, p.206.

# A most interesting topic which has received little attention other than a couple of local histories from

members of the Norfolk Industrial Archaeological Society in 1980 and 1999 and a modest book, The King's

Flax and Queen’s Linen by A.G. Searle and JW. Tuck, The Larks Press, 1999.

* Minutes of Directors’ meetings of Norfolk Flax Ltd. are held at The National Archives, Kew, (BT200/13).

A short propaganda film (16.41 minutes), “Linen Flax” made in 1946 by the Ministry of Supply filmed at

Sandringham, recounts the various processes involved in the preparation of flax fibre; in a particularly

evocative scene, a labourer is gaiting the flax, a skilled and laborious task to stand the retted bundles upright

in the field in order to dry before scutching (at | 1.50 minutes). http://www.eafa.org.uk/catalogue/934

* The Linen Trade Circular reported a happy derivative from flax production at Sandringham was the

processing of waste into stationery for His Majesty, January 1935.

* Old Bleach Directors’ Minute Books record five entries on Norfolk Flax Ltd: 25" May 1925, 130 shares

of £1 each, 15/- paid; 25" March 1936, application for further 44 shares at £ each; 23" March 1939,

‘received and accepted offer for 75% of the share capital @ |10/- per share. Present shareholders offered

option to sell proportion of their holdings at 10/-. Company held 174 shares, 130 of these to be sold at
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price arranged leaving 44 shares held’; 16 October 1939, Admiralty offers to buy remaining 44 shares,
accepted; 4" December, 1939, £44 is received in payment for 44 shares. Therefore a 50% loss was accrued
on the first quota of 130 shares for £65.

* See Wealth from Knowledge: Studies of Innovation in Industry, J. Langrish, M. Gibbons, W.G. Evans, F.R.
Jevons, reviews eighty-four technological innovations from the Queen’s Award, 1966 and 1967, of which
LIRA's work is included.

* Op. Cit., Sanderson, p.1 | I.

* The Linen Trade Circular, January 1937, p.6.

*% | am indebted to Kevin Feenan, who spent thirty-five years in the leather tanning trade in Shrigley, County
Down, for this industry knowledge. Chemical companies would regularly spend time in the client factory
demonstrating and collaborating with the company to help resolve or seek out innovation in process and
product development. For example, a number of years at Shrigley, were spent attempting to develop
breathable waterproof hide leather (for military footwear) in conjunction with several chemical companies
as Hoechst AG, Germany, and the American finishing house Stahl. The venture was stymied by company
closure and its new iteration worked only in sheepskin.

>! These and other innovations are discussed in this chapter from pp.| |-16 and in Chapter Six.

*2 flash ageing’ or ‘rapid ager' describes the method of a shorter steaming to fix the dye, followed by
washing the cloth to remove loose dye.

>3 'Old Bleach hand-painted table damask’ pamphlet, 1964, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection.

> Ibid, 1964.

> |bid, 1964.

*¢ The Old Bleach Linen Company, Ltd. Price List, 21 February 1938, p.19. Old Bleach Linen Archive,
Private Collection.

>’ ‘Seven Points Confirming the Superiority of LLL Towels’ Label accompanied each product with the
(lifetime) guarantee ‘We hereby undertake to replace these Towels which bear our Mark, should they
prove unsatisfactory in use.” Collection of Author.

> Old Bleach Visitors' Book (the first entry is dated 19/08/1 | and the last date is 25/02/59). This invaluable
primary source acts as an inventory of the trade links Old Bleach were able to secure. As a document of
the inter war and post war years, it offers insight into how networked the trade was and the markets Old
Bleach sought throughout the empire. Old Bleach Linen Archive, Private Collection.

% Old Bleach Directors’ Minute Books, January 28", 1937 sanctioned £2,250 for publicity. In April 4" 1938,
Norman Fitzroy Webb submitted a final general report on the LLL committee with expenditure to March
21* 1938 totaling £2, 306.3.1 1. At the same meeting, a generous estimated budget of £6,000 for 1938/39
is sanctioned; the modern-day equivalent is approximately £386,887.71.

¢ Robinson and Cleaver Ltd (Belfast), Donald Bros. (Dundee) and Heaton Tabb & Co. Ltd (Liverpool)
were among the manufacturing & furnishings names, from the 1930s, featured in the Old Bleach Visitors'
Book (Private Collection), Later in the 1940s the designer Felix C. Gotto would work at Heaton Tabb.

¢! Promotional activity in the linen industry is the subject of Chapter 5: The Linen Web(b): Promoting Irish
Linen.

62 *'Old Bleach” Linens' Linen Trade Circular, August 1938, p.4.

¢ In the rescued Old Bleach archive, the design library (incongruously) holds a copy of Clarence Bertrand
Thompson'’s (ed.) Scientific Management: a collection of the most significant articles describing the Taylor System
of Management, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard Business School, Vol.l, Harvard University Press, 1914, with
W. H. Webb's penciled signature handwritten in the end sheet.

& Jones, A. (2010) ‘Science, the 1930s and the BBC: competition and collaboration.” Broadcasting in the
1930s: New Media in a Time of Crisis.

& ‘Selling the Linens which | buy’, by E. Lockyer, Linen Buyer for Harrods Ltd., Irish Textile Journal, September
1939, pp. 4-5.

% Irish Linen Merchants' Association, ‘Estimate of Figures for Extension of Advertising Campaign to the
Linen Trade Generally’ mimeographed memorandum, in John Gilliland’s ‘Some Notes on the Irish Linen
Industry’ Newspaper Cuttings Book, 1910-1935, LIRA Library, Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

¢ The Irish Linen Merchant' Association Annual Report, 1928-29, this damask competition was organized
by ILMA in conjunction with the Handkerchief and Embroidery Association and Ministry of Education. The
prize money total was £18.7.0; allowing for inflation, this represents just over £1,000 for five prizes in two
categories. The topic of improving the standards of design in the linen trade is the subject of Chapter 4:
Just Draw me a Chrysanthemum: The Manufacturer and the Designer in the Linen Trade.

¢ From 1995-2002, the ‘Living Linen Archive’ recorded over 300 people involved in the Northem Ireland
linen industry. There are twelve recordings relating directly to Old Bleach Linen Company and a number
of interviews connected to supply, retail and wholesale who refer to OBLC, such as Roy Cox, buyer from
Harrods Department Store; Angus Edward Gordon, Managing Director from Robinson and Cleaver and
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Jim Mills, Director, Hillside Textiles. This catalogue of primary source material captures an invaluable survey
of how the linen network was at once both intimate and considerable.

¢ Mary Sandford, daughter of Patrick Brooke Webb affectionately recalled W.H. Webb as an “idealistic
salesman” who could spend the company money freely (Living Linen Archive: R98-36).

016" May 1925, The Old Bleach Linen Company Ltd Directors’ Minute Books, Old Bleach Archive, Private
Collection. In the July 1925 meeting of directors, the not inconsiderable sum of £5,200 is approved under
‘service and advertising budget’. Allowing for inflation, this is the modern-day equivalent of £285,000.

" The company also demonstrated a philanthropic vein through contributions to a variety of related and
unrelated charities, as the Linen and Woollen Drapers Institution (Mill Hill, Middlesex); Warehousemen,
Clerks and Drapers School (Purley, Surrey) http://www.britishpathe.com/video/warehousemen-clerks-and-
drapers-schools; The Maternity Unit, Mater Hospital (Belfast); | | Royal Irish Rifles Association.

2 Old Bleach’s contribution to LIRA in 1934 was calculated as 2/- per loom as weavers and |/- loom as
merchants, totaling £65.2.0, Old Bleach Director's Minute Books, 27" July 1934. Private Collection.

3 This campaign is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5: The Linen Web(b): Promoting Irish Linen.

* The Guild represented the Flax Spinners’ Association, the Irish Power Loom Manufacturers’ Association,
the Bleachers’ and Finishers’ Association, the Irish Linen Merchants’ Association and Allied Interests.

> Those publications included: Daily Mail, Daily Express, Daily, Mirror, Morning Post, Good Housekeeping,
Moderm Women, Sunday Times, Observer and British Weekly.

¢ Mimeographed pages of John Gilliland’s Curriculum Vitae under ‘Exhibitions and Publicity Work, 1897-
1933, LIRA Library, Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

" John Gilliland’s private papers, LIRA Library, Irish Linen Centre and Lisburn Museum.

78 ‘Method of Amalgamation’ Memorandum on Proposed Scheme of Amalgamation, Sir Gilbert Garnsey
KB.E, 19" March 1929, p.7. PRONI: COM/25/8.

”? Ibid.

#90Id Bleach buy one thousand shares in the newly founded R. Gledhill Ltd that allows W.H. Webb to join
the board of directors, Old Bleach Minute Books, April 29, 1936. Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection.
8 Whiteford, American by birth and a member of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, had
written a book in 1919, Factory Management Wastes: and How to Prevent Them, where he claimed, ‘the
average factory is about 20% technical, and 80% ordinary. The technical portion, dealing with the processing
and treatment of materials, is usually very efficient and well organized; the ordinary portion, dealing with
the common things, the things which are done day after day, by routine, is seldom well organized. It is in
the latter portion, largely because of unintentional neglect, that the greatest wastes are to be found.” p. x
(preface).

8 James F. Whiteford, ‘Report on General Organisation and Costing Methods’, September 21 1916, Old
Bleach Linen Company Ltd, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection, p.I.

8 Whiteford was paid 100 guineas per annum in 1940 with 20 guineas per visit, at a maximum of eight
visits per year. His final memorandum on reorganisation was sent to the company in December 1941. Old
Bleach Minute Books, Old Bleach Archive, Private Collection.

8 The Linen Trade Circular and The Irish Textile Journal are both available in the Belfast Central Library.

% Buckley, 2007, p.1 I 1.
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CHAPTER TWO

Modernity and Design Reform in Interwar Britain and Northern Ireland

The legacy of Victorian design reform was one of a dyadic nature, where the aesthetics of
design were bound up with morality. The mechanization of industry and its putative lack of
social morality were roundly held responsible for a decline in design standards. Prominent
design reformers like the architects and designers AW.N. Pugin and Owen Jones promulgated
veracity in design, by coupling values to their work; terms such as ‘authenticity, ‘propriety’ and
‘honesty’ were urged into the minds of prospective consumers. Largely composed of the
literate middle classes, these educated consumers were at once relieved their moral rectitude
remained intact while choosing wallpaper and cushions. Educators, commentators and
reformers frequently warned the public of the dangers of imitative decorative techniques, RW.
Edis in his book Decoration and Furniture of the Town House (1881) advised, 'If you are content
to teach a lie in your belongings, you can hardly wonder at petty deceits being practised in
other ways...All this carrying into everyday life of 'the shadow of unreality' must exercise a bad
and prejudicial influence on the younger members of the house, who are thus brought up to
see no wrong in the shams and deceits which are continually before them.” In short, good
design could civilize people. The (paradoxical) fallacy lingered on and towards the turn of the
twentieth century the Arts and Crafts practitioners had maneuvered discourse and practice
towards an ethical framework that allied craftsmanship with social reform. In doing so, this
shifted the attention temporarily off the consumer and on to the maker. In fact, a defining
feature of debates on design standards and their attendant issues, especially that of ‘taste’
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, was one where focus hopped from
designer to artisan/maker to manufacturer to politician to merchant to consumer and back
again; at the very least, this merry dance kept the rhetoric of design topical and in the

contemporary press.

This chapter considers the structural framework around British design reform during the
Interwar period where a number of agencies were established to redouble efforts to improve
design standards and in doing so, helped contribute to the emergence of the professional
designer mainly by moving the discourse and status of the designer into a more prominent
position (although this is the subject of Chapter 4). The ground covered here has been the
subject of much superb scholarship by historians like Jonathan Woodham, Julian Holder, Chery!
Buckley and while this chapter draws on these sources, it seeks to isolate and assess the various
individual champions (and detractors), societies and associations’ treatment of textiles rather

than design in its broadest sense.! Some of the contemporary surveys of ‘industrial art, as
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design was then so named, marginalized or even worse, excluded textiles; in John Gloag's
Industrial Art Explained, (1934) textile examples are not included in the plates and it seemed had
no place given the inferred femininity of such products. The textile industry is afforded a mere
three pages (pp.|62-164), specifically referring to the 1929 report prepared by two Inspectors
of Schools to aid the Joint Standing Committee (Industry and Education) of the British Cotton
Industry Research Association. Instead he explained ‘the character of industrial art so that its
manifestations may be recognized and appraised and its possibilities understood and explored™
by proffering examples of products of the recent industrial age such as men'’s electrical shavers,
television sets (which looked like men’s electrical shavers), trains, planes, bridges, telephone
boxes, industrial aluminum cooking vessels and lighting, taken together these read as a phallic
inventory of the masculine age of industry. The charge against design reform’s apparently
modemist agenda as being essentially masculine isn't new, feminist scholarship over the last
three decades has sought to move foci like textile design and home decoration more centre
stage.3 Christine Boydell has written cogently on the status of fabrics in the context of the
modern home where ‘fabrics were regarded by Modermnists as subordinate to architecture’ and
quotes Anthony Hunt of Edinburgh Weavers who in writing for Architectural Review articulated
his finest sales pitch to architects, ‘...furmishing fabrics must be compatible with the architectural
features it accompanies, unless the furnishing of contemporary buildings is to become a puerile

mockery of their exteriors.

A further objective of this chapter is to identify and evaluate the ideological, theoretical and or
empirical impact these mainly English initiatives may have had on Northern Irish industrial and
cultural identity. In the construction of a ‘new’ state within Great Britain and its Empire,
Northern Ireland was anxious to gain possession of its own identity. Part of that identity was
cultural but one that was politically defined. Nevertheless, there was some interest in ‘the
modermn’ by a number of small groups and individuals who were in a favourable position to
promote the new artistic language. The poet and critic John Hewitt was an indefatigable
proponent of contemporariness in the literary and visual arts; he was keenly aware of the
resistance to the modern in Ulster and worked tirelessly to encourage audiences to open up to
new ideas and approaches in the arts.> However his interests lay in visual and literary art so this
chapter also considers Northern Ireland’s responses to design reform; the movement had
grown and prospered in London with regional outposts or at least awareness in the topicality of
design, especially in the large Northern industrial cities like Manchester, Birmingham, Leicester
and Nottingham. Progressive Industrialists, who wanted to protect their future livelihood,
understood the significance of design and although initially cautious, did engage in a number of
ways.é In Northemn Ireland, the message struggled to get through the quagmire of politics and

economic decline. As discussed in Chapter I, the old heavy industries were faced down by
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seemingly endless crises; in that environment, Industrial Art looked like a somewhat feeble
panacea. However, there were scattered examples of modemnity appearing; art exhibitions and
architecture were the two highly visible conduits of an interest in the latest styles and they did
tend toward the aesthetic interpretation rather than the theoretical. Few domestic buildings
were realized but it found broad acceptance in institutional buildings like The Whitla Hall at
Queen’s University (1939-1949), the twenty six schools designed by the Belfast Education
architect RS. Wilshere and myriad cinemas, mostly designed by John McBride Neill, that
popped up simultaneously across the city of Belfast in the 1920s and 1930s. Buildings like The
Whitla Hall borrowed from the Dutch architectural language of W.M. Dudok at Hilversum and
more immediately from the continental émigrés working in England such as Walter Gropius on
projects like Impington College in Cambridgeshire, in regard to its brick antecedent of the
Lanyon Building (completed in 1849), while the cinemas as dazzling palaces of popular culture

were symbols of a more glamourous world, not of Ulster's making.

Fig. 2.1 Left: Capitol Cinema, Antrim Road, Belfast, 1935, Architect: Thomas McLean; Right: The Whitla Hall, Queen's
University, Belfast, begun 1939, Architect: John McGeagh.

Much of the artistic and architectural expression was rooted in a language from elsewhere, as
Kevin Bean in his essay “Absorbing and Resisting Modernity in Northern Ireland” has pointed
out ‘like Britain the condition of modernity in Northern Ireland was patchy and full of
ambiguity.” Given how these novel ideas arrived in Northern lIreland, it is no wonder they
remained in an inchoate form. Their authors were usually either from England or educated
there; some moved to Northern Ireland for employment in practice or education, namely
Queen’s University or the Belfast School of Art, for example at the latter, the artist Newton
Penprase moved from Cornwall in 1911 and started building his quixotic modernist home,
‘Bendhu’, in 1935.8 These Interwar novelties remained just that and suggest a modest appetite
for new and unusual inspirations. Design reform had an even harder task, as it required
reciprocal support from both government and the local, enfeebled industry. Examining the
broader artistic culture of Northem Ireland in this chapter can contribute to building a better

understanding of why and how the role and status of design remained arrested during a period
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of national design reform through the Industrial Art Movement. This cultural context also
demonstrates a point of scale, where design reform as concept and agent throughout industrial
Britain was comparatively vigorous and valued next to the new province’s indifference in how

design could mollify uneven markets and create new ones.

2.1 Design Reform

The agency of reform almost always contained a driving tenet of morality, even Pevsner in
1937, in his canonical survey, An Enquiry into Industrial Art in England, wrote of the social
obligation where “to fight against the shoddy design of those goods by which most of our
fellowmen are surrounded becomes a moral duty”.? Like the Victorian reformers he extends his
thesis by casting out ‘sham materials and sham techniques' as dishonest and immoral
(Introduction, p.l1). Pevsner closes his introduction rather gloomily, declaring ‘Things are
extremely bad. When | say that 90 per cent of British industrial art is devoid of any aesthetic
merit, | am not exaggerating.” In order to prove his view was not in isolation he coopted
respected opinion from leading commentators such as John de La Valette and (textile)
manufacturers as FJ. Donald (Donald Bros. Ltd) who offered succour by comparison, “There is
no getting away from the fact that our standard of taste in this country is on a terribly low level,
but then...it is not particularly high in any other country...'!9 At the time Pevsner's role and
position helped push design standards further into the public arena, but his influence was
perhaps overstated; revisionist critiques from later design historians such as Victor Margolin
argued that in order for Pevsner to maintain a moral high ground, he set up a ‘Manichaean
dichotomy'!! between good and evil in the arts — although a common enough practice in design
reform while Stephen Games described him as more of a propagandist than thinker or scholar

whose impact left a ‘generation...untroubled by his finger-wagging.'12

If Pevsner's survey was ‘too lofty and lacking in understanding'!3 the poet, curator and critic
Herbert Read approached the question of design standards using philosophical and aesthetic
opinion (further investigating these issues in the education sector, Education Through Art, 1943).
He was interested in ideas and practices of the new and promulgated a progressive approach
to the arts, both fine and plastic. Indeed, the first edition of the book enacted the principles of
good design, he engaged the Bauhaus master Herbert Bayer for the layout and typography
(later reprints are given a straightforward literary treatment, probably due to cost). In it he
argues for ‘a complete revision of our educational system’ but he meant looking directly to the
German Bauhaus model, ‘| have no other desire in this book than to support and propagate the
ideas thus expressed by Dr. Gropius.' (pp.62-3). Although he did not entirely mean this as, like
John Gloag, the Bauhaus emphasized the preeminence of architecture whereas Read was more

inclined toward the good designer as abstract artist, “The utilitarian arts — that is to say, objects
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designed primarily for use — appeal to the aesthetic sensibility as abstract art’ (p.57) yet his
acknowledgements (of individuals) nearly all nod to architects: Serge Chermayeff, Wells Coates,

Raymond McGrath, Leslie Martin and a ‘special debt’ to Professor Moholy Nagy.

Read does not offer a curriculum but a ‘theory of authenticity’ according to David
Thistlewood!* and critics of Read's thesis concentrate on his emphasis on the aesthetics of form
and the imagery often has to explain itself. As Robin Kinross points out in his appraisal of Art
and Industry in Herbert Read Reassessed (edited by David Goodway, 1998) certain juxtapositions
of objects, ‘provide easy bait for anti-modernist critics who have seen the new architecture as
merely mechanized and inhuman’ (p.149). Read's consideration of textiles differentiates them as
a category apart from pottery, glass, metalwork and woodwork, claiming if those materials are
‘by analogy sculptural, fabrics are painterly...with a pictorial intention (as in tapestries)'’>. His
selected examples, as an exercise in taxonomy, do not quite support a coherent thesis. In
offering a motley crew of eight photographic plates ranging from sixth to twentieth century
textiles, an emphasis is laid on the formal and technical elements of cloth construction with two
of the fabrics allocated within the third section of the book dealing with ornament.'¢ In places
Read’s treatment of textiles reminds us of home decoration advice that was prevalent during
the period, ‘Curtain fabric should have sufficient weight or stiffness to hang properly;
upholstering fabrics should be strong and uncrushable.''” Of the eight plates, only three are
‘machine’ manufactured textiles; a sample piece of machine made lace by Professor Otto
Lange'8, a hand block printed textile by Paul Nash for Allan Walton Textiles Ltd. and a union
cloth of contrasting textures in cotton and wool bouclé, woven on machine looms by
Edinburgh Weavers. Only the latter was fully capable of large-scale production which somewhat
negated the premise of the book. His reductive treatment of textiles, as form and ornament (by
which he meant pattern), is somewhat typical of how the discourse of textiles developed and

was arguably steered throughout the Modern Movement.

Kinross also suggests Read was convinced the Bauhaus was still ‘a better, more complete
integration of art and industry than anything Britain had to offer, yet didn't fully take into
account concepts of British-ness in resolute matters of national taste and identity, a
circumspection to learmn from the German State lingered in to the interwar years and with good
reason, | return to these concepts in Chapter 5. Although often politically vague and slim on
industry detail, Art and Industry remains an influential text from the period mainly because much
of the key thinking about design quality is germane to today’s standards. While individual voices
could proselytize to an already recruited constituency who worked in the fields of art and
design, it was the formally organized associations, both private and semi-official, who made a

greater impact on the wider audience.
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2.2 The Design and Industries Association'®

The task of educating both manufacturer and public became the raison d'étre of the design
reform movement, but it became so tightly packaged and complicated by ideological and
theoretical ambition that it has left design historians ambivalent about its successes and less so
about its failures. The Design and Industries Association (DIA) initiated much of the early
interwar enterprises and publicity about design standards. Established by a number of like-
minded designers after visiting the Deutscher Werkbund's Cologne Exhibition in 1914 and later
a special exhibition of German goods at the Goldsmith's Hall in London in March 1915, the
DIA's inaugural meeting was held a swift two months later in May 1915. In the carefully worded
(but still frank) memorandum that began the DIA, the signatories tendered a clarion call to the
Board of Trade to extend efforts that in order for the British manufacturer to compete with
German and Austrian industries, the standard of design and design education must be raised,
‘Under our present incohesive [sic] conditions, they [individual artists and craftsmen] have
practically no influence upon the trade designer or workman, and as a result the standard even
of mediocrity among the rank and file is a deplorably low one. It is here that efficient training
and intelligent demand would do so much to raise the general level.20 This they argued was
only conceivable under the auspices of the Board of Trade with cooperation from the Board of
Education, where ‘it is desirable above all things to bring the two into a true relationship so that
education may become a preparation for commerce, and commerce the fulfillment of
education.2! No doubt its heft came from the pedigree of its founding members, all captains of
their respective and diverse industries, among whom included Ambrose Heal (Heal & Sons
Ltd), Gordon Selfridge (Selfridge Ltd), Frank Pick (London Passenger Transport) and the author
and liberal optimist H.G. Wells. The textile industry was ably represented by two of its titans,
James Morton of Sundour Fabrics Ltd and the silk manufacturer Frank Warner, Warner & Sons,
both deeply committed to quality manufacture, technical innovation and good design.?2 The
Association then organized members into trade groups with the textiles trade group
represented by William Foxton (1861-1945).23In 1917, the DIA launched a competition for
designs for printed fabrics. Two designs were to be submitted, one for the machine and one for
hand printed fabrics. Raymond Plummer suggested this was a reminder of ‘the Association’s
divided loyalties’ between the Arts & Crafts influence and the Werkbund's machine ethic which
then lasted for a decade, but hand printing was still an active and immediately yielding process in
the interwar period and was not viewed as a strictly high-minded crafts exercise. Nevertheless,
it was a criticism that clung to the Association throughout its history despite a more concerted
effort in the 1930s to espouse the rigour of International Modernism and translate them into an

Anglicized version more palatable to the British public.24
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The Association maintained an unstinting belief in the efficacy of the exhibition, in an article
entitled ‘Museums and the Design and Industries Association’ published in The American
Magazine of Art, March 1916, Harry Peach outlined their strategy of propaganda and education;
at the top of the list was exhibitions, ‘by holding exhibitions of the best current examples of
commercial products demonstrating the foregoing point of view." Exhibitions were curated at
headquarters, Queen Square, London or in the case of the ‘Printing Exhibition’, at the School of
Art in Leicester and available to any ‘responsible body' free but for the expense of packing,
insurance and carriage. Of course, exhibitions were not intended to be limited to the rarefied
environment of museums and galleries, the Association sought ways into the social imagination
by going to the receptive student body and consumer. Exhibitions were held in educational
institutions and palaces of commerce — big shops and department stores. Indeed, the first

travelling exhibition made it to Belfast after shows in Ipswich and Derby.25

2.3 The DIA in Northern Ireland

‘The Exhibition of Design and Workmanship in Printing’ was held at the Belfast Municipal
Technical Institute from 27th November to 9t December 1916.26 The loan exhibition was
composed of two collections curated by the Association; the larger collection went to London,
Liverpool, Leicester, Leeds, Edinburgh and Dublin with the slightly smaller exhibition arriving in
Belfast on the 237 November 1916, with only three days to hang it. The Association previewed
any catalogue prepared for a regional exhibition for the purposes of philosophical parity and an
upholding of first principles of ‘fitness for purpose’, honesty, dignity of work, respect for material
and sound workmanship (with perhaps the two latter criteria applying less to printing matter).
The Belfast exhibition is comparatively modest next to Edinburgh’s, as the latter comprised a
lengthy and impressive list of works of historical import lent by the Faculty of Advocates of
Edinburgh, printing matter by the local printing houses (including art lithographs by members of
the Senefelder Club?7) and student work from the Edinburgh College of Art integrated with the
DIA collection. It appears Belfast did not have adequate time to collect sufficient material to
mount a complementary show of local talent (as per DIA’s suggestion) and so relied solely on
the DIA exhibits. In the prefatory note of the catalogue it set out the body’s aims, ‘it desires to
establish closer co-operation between manufacturers, distribution, workers, designers and
educationists. The need for a movement to stimulate a national spirit of co-operation for the
recognition of the value of design in industry is felt to be of vital necessity at the present
moment.” That nexus of nationhood and design, extended throughout the empire is discussed
more fully in Chapter 4. The catalogue (as manifesto) continues with a declarative bid to
improve the status of the designer, ‘freedom is necessary for artistic achievement and we are

not unmindful that the chief danger of reforming zeal is to fetter individuality: to substitute new
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shackles for old" and in betraying the specificity of the printing exhibition offered a definition of

design with a series of unfitting (i.e. generic) examples including chairs and biscuit boxes.

The exhibition comprised exemplary printing matter from posters, fine book printing, fashion
plates, magazines, letter-headings from a range of English and French sources with a selection of
student work in lithography and typography from both Leicester and Camberwell Schools of
Art. While the content was similar across the loan exhibitions, it is only thanks to the Dublin
and Edinburgh catalogues that we can understand the quality of the exhibits as they have made
full attribution to each item exhibited whereas the Belfast catalogue merely offers a basic
description of the artefact without authorship or provenance offered.28 Examples of work came
from the most admired commercial artists of the day, many of whom were working across
artistic disciplines and some well-known for their textile designs; names included F. Gregory
Brown, Edward McKnight Kauffer, Winifred Nicholson, Minnie McLeish and Paul Nash. McLeish
was a freelance textile designer with a versatile style, who could switch from painterly to graphic
with ease, her best-known work was in the floral idiom although she did convey her versatility

in the poster for the Belfast exhibition (Fig. 2.2).29

Fig. 2.2 Original Exhibition Poster by textile designer
Minnie McLeish, 1916. Source: PRONI: BCT/6/14/3, Author's Photograph.

63



In his address at the opening of the exhibition, the chair of the Library and Technical Instruction
Committee, Alderman Mercier (J.P.), praised the embryonic work of the DIA, expressed
sympathy with its aims and emphasized a larger industrial context in which Belfast could
compete,

Belfast, with its numerous printing interests and its high reputation in this industry,

cannot afford to stand aside from a general movement to include suitability of design

in industrial efficiency, and in opening this exhibition the committee hope that interest

will be stimulated among the general public and that the printing trade will not be

slow to take inspiration from the work shown.30
It was hoped local interests could seize a momentum offered by an external body that could
potentially modernize the industry and consequently translate into larger markets. In the
subsequent report to the DIA by the exhibition organizer John Earls, vice principal of the
Institute, recorded a tally of nearly 3,200 visitors had visited the exhibition over twelve days and
declared it ‘'successful in bringing forward the importance of taste in printed matter.! Its impact
was further felt, not least from within the college where Earls was emboldened to write to the
suppliers of printing matter to the exhibition for sample material for their own reference
collection to aid instruction in the printing trades department and in art classes. A number of
illustrious names from sectors such as publishing (Heinemann and B.T. Batsford), retail (Harrods,
Heal & Son, Derry and Toms) and manufacturing (Royal Doulton Pottery and Wyvern Spinning

Mills) donated generously.

While it would be somewhat unjust to compare the Belfast and Edinburgh exhibitions, there
were a number of factors that might signify a lack of confidence in Belfast in the training and
industry of printing through the conduit of design. No doubt, there was good technical printing
work undertaken in the trade and in education, and in R, A. Dawson, the headmaster of the
School of Art at Belfast, a commitment was in place to improve standards in design; his lecture,
‘The Value of Design in Modern Printing’ accompanied the exhibition and used it to differentiate
workmanship from design; ‘Design’, he argued 'is the feeling directing the tool, the brain
governing the machine. Design is the human consideration imposed upon industry and saving it
from being mere brutality.’ In addition, the teaching programme across the school indicated an
ambition to produce high quality artistic output, however these were not necessarily
experimental, avant-garde or even particularly ‘modern’. Even by 1939, conservatism is evident
in the College of Art prospectus; a photograph of ‘specimens of embroidery’ is included and
suggests the approach still resided in craftsmanship rather than any espousal of continental

influence or aesthetic capturing the zeitgeist.
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Fig. 2.3 ‘'Specimens of Embroidery’, Belfast College of Art Prospectus,
1939-1940. Source: PRONI: BCT/6/14/3.

Belfast also lacked the vitality of a large design network although throughout the Interwar
period this did evolve, for example the DIA's membership in 1916 totalled two hundred and
ninety-two and claimed ‘linen manufacturers from Belfast’ as part of its constituency.32 Many of
the medium to large linen firms had key contracts and offices in London and were thus exposed
to new developments in art and design for example Old Bleach had engaged the leading
London Advertising Agency W.S. Crawford since 1918. In its first outing at The Whitechapel
Art Gallery, London, a healthy 30,000 visited the printing exhibition (over a six-week period)
while just over 3,000 attended its iteration in Belfast (in just under two weeks), as an early effort
in design reform in the immediate post war years, seeds were sown.33 Having DIA branches
with influential businessmen as key members made a further distinction between Belfast and the
other UK cities and undoubtedly put Belfast to a disadvantage. Later in this chapter | discuss the
broader signs and impact in developments in modern visual arts thinking and practice in

Northern Ireland during this period.

2.4 Textiles and the DIA

Noel Carrington acknowledged that if printing was selected as the industry for the first
experiment in exhibiting, textiles from their wide range of use in the home and in dress, ranked
first in importance’.3* He claimed the DIA held high hopes of the textile trade for a number of
reasons: it employed more designers than almost any other industry, it maintained close links
with fashion and many of the craft textile workers who joined the Association had occasionally
designed for the trade. Given Manchester's historic position in textile manufacture it was
accorded a textiles exhibition planned for 1919. According to Raymond Plummer, over sixty

textile firms were contacted but only three responded. Undeterred it went ahead, in the
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Manchester Art Gallery and was decreed a success claiming visitor numbers over 75,000 and
led to Manchester becoming the second and most active Association branch. Importantly it had
the backing of key figures, Councillor A.P. Simon (who later became the president of the
Manchester branch3®) and industry men like Charles Sixsmith36 and James Morton (founding
member). A further smaller textile exhibition in 1921/22 held in the Association's headquarters
at Queen Square included addresses by Minnie McLeish, E.B. Clegg and William Foxton and
much later in 1938 at the Woman'’s Fair and Exhibition at Olympia, the DIA's (along with the
Society of Industrial Arts — SIA) stand made an earnest appeal to the housewife ‘illustrating the
importance of design in domestic objects’. Within the stand, the designer Riette Sturge Moore
arranged a display of furnishing textiles including Courtaulds, Donald Brothers, Edinburgh
Weavers, Helios, Morton Sundour, Warner & Sons and Old Bleach Linen, which Plummer
claimed ‘proved to be highly attractive to the general public which appeared to be surprised
that such textiles existed at all — showing, once again, that there is unquestionably a big market

for the sort of thing the DIA as a body respects.’3’

2.5 Good Design and The Modern

In 1931, the advertising authority, Sir William Crawford spoke at a DIA luncheon meeting on
‘Design: A Necessity’ where he assured his (already converted) audience that “good design pays
— always in the long run”. While the DIA’s roots were solidly planted within an Arts and Crafts
philosophy, they progressively wished to separate themselves from the Morrisian reality that
Arts and Crafts goods became ciphers of the ‘swinish luxury of the rich'38 If the foundational
tenets of the DIA were honorable, notably their slogan ‘nothing need be ugly’3?, the resources
to practise these were strained and early on, it seemed not all members fully backed the
assumption that good design meant modern design. The weaver and textile designer Minnie
McLeish’'s avowal ‘we do not understand this modern movement in design, and do not like it.
We may be right or we may be wrong, but at any rate we have no part in it” disclosed a
resistance to something, perhaps change or simply its continental hue, that beleaguered the
DIA's larger efforts to pursue progress.40 Mcleish did nevertheless acknowledge how
accomplished The Bauhaus in the late twenties, by then in Dessau, employed modern methods
of 'the researches being made...about the purpose of life and the things made there for." and

counselled how the DIA would do well to study this approach.#!

Inspired by the cool-headed Teutonic ‘Pioneers of the Modermn Movement2, International
architects and designers such as Walter Gropius at The Bauhaus School of Art in Weimar and
Peter Behrens at AEG*, Berlin, were admired for their capacity for the rational and modemn
order was held up as a civilizing force while standardization not only provided a true democracy

of taste but one that could secure the greatest efficiencies. In the Association’s Yearbook 1924-
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25, ‘Design in Modern Life and Industry’, the householder and housewife is urged to “plan the
selection of their domestic equipment, their furiture and general home surroundings, and if
they choose only things that do their job in the most satisfying, simple and serviceable manner,
then their home may be well planned, even if their house is not.” Of course, this pragmatism
failed to take into account the human predilection for sentimentality, a process of cathexis that
could result in kitschy (over)consumption and one that cartoonist Osbert Lancaster neatly

captured in his iconic vignettes of English eccentricity.

Fig. 2.4 Left: 'Ordinary Cottage’ where ‘innumerable ornaments and pictures, for the true cottager retains that passion
for objects, which the cultured have so signally abandoned'. Right: ‘Cultured Cottage’ objects are ‘'now symbols firmly
displayed between inverted commas.” Source: Homes Sweet Homes, Osbert Lancaster, 1939.

While the DIA claimed textiles to be of primary importance, their published literature contains
little dedicated examination of textile design per se. In the aforementioned yearbook, no
textiles appeared throughout the one hundred and twenty-six plates unless ancillary to a room
scheme or included as a prop. Indeed, pattern and ornamentation feature only in painted
pottery in which it was conceded that without some decorated ware ‘our surroundings would
be intolerably dull'. In his memoirs, Noel Carrington recalls his attendance at DIA debates in the
mid-twenties, where the phrase ‘meaningless ornament’ was used as a regular anathema, he
pointed out ““that since many in the Society were practicing designers of textiles, or in similar
trades, an escape clause had been found which evaded the charge of heresy. Ornament was

IR

permissible if ‘appropriate’.” He offered an example of typical obfuscation on the part of the
DIA when ‘a lady who rose at the end of a debate to demand of a speaker what he meant by
‘meaningless’, had her flowered dress a meaning other than that she liked it herself and hoped
others did too?44 However it did illustrate a suspicion of decoration in the design reform
movement during the early interwar years, which paradoxically relaxed during the Thirties when
the International Style established a presence in Britain. In later publications, the DIA regularly

surveyed modern textiles and among the Association’s archive is a collection of glass lantern

slides for a touring lecture programme, which include six furnishing fabric examples by Old
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Bleach Linen as exemplars of ‘good design’; five of which were designed by in-house designer,

Felix Gotto and a printed linen, ‘Granard’ by free-lance designer Barry Costin Nian.>

Fig. 2.5 Old Bleach Linen Furnishing Fabrics in the DIA’s glass lantern slide collection. Left: ‘Auburn’ and ‘Gola’; Middle:
‘Gweedore’ and ‘Waterford’; Right: ‘Granard’ and ‘Liscannor’. The slides are undated but the fabrics were most likely
produced c. 1936. Source: DIA Archive, AAD/1978/3, VAM.

2.6 Art and Industry in Belfast

In Belfast, a consciousness of art and industry was felt more through relatively small artistic
gatherings than manufacturing. Guy Woodward has suggested artists and writers worked
outside of the political untidiness of ‘unionist hegemony and the anti-partitionist and isolationist
nationalist rhetoric prevalent at the time'.4¢ In the land of Saints and Scholars, it seemed the
artistic tradition attended only to ethereal themes as mythology and legend, the (inevitably
rugged and or romanticised) landscape or Society paintings by Academicians; many
contemporary commentators and later historians agree a lack of cultural infrastructure made
the link between art and industry even more testing than in Britain. John Hewitt bemoaned the
lack of artistic and literary heritage in Ulster that while ‘tremendous energy, skill and integrity’
was evident; the province was ‘deficient in creative genius'#/ | examine this charge in more
detail in Chapter 4. However, there were indications of awareness particularly through a cross
pollination of practices; many painters also wrote: George McCann was a sculptor, illustrator
and prolific writer; Herbert and May Lilley were handkerchief designers who also painted; the
artist Colin Middleton originally trained and worked as a damask designer in the family linen
firm. Arguably these links were by economic necessity, Gerard Dillon was a house painter and
decorator who could only call himself ‘an artist’ upon moving to London. It was in the arts

societies and clubs that cross interests were served.
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By the 1920s, the Belfast Art Society*® held regular meetings, the new secretary to the Society,
Mr. M.R. Witham gave a paper on "“Art and Commerce” in which he announced progress in
industrial art, ‘there is now no reason why the once detested machine-made article should not
be a thing of beauty and a joy forever’' to which the designer ‘Mr. Tom Drummond observed
that whereas on the continent the designer was the chief cog in the wheel, in the North of
Ireland he was regarded as a sort of nuisance the manufacturer could not do without.4? The
chairman, Mr. Harry Douglas further added to the debate by commenting the low status of the
designer ‘that without reward the working man of the day...had no interest except to turn out
his work as quickly and easily as possible. It seems to me that commercialism is killing art.”>
Later lectures, in 1925-1926 show an active interest in the synthesis of art and industry with
topics such as “Josiah Wedgwood: The Artistic Potter” by Charles E. White and “Art and
Industry before History” by the curator of the Municipal Museum and Art Gallery, Arthur
Deane. These challenges facing the local creative community were frequently articulated
through lectures and meetings and reflect a frustration with hegemonic prudence and vet their
annual exhibitions tended toward the conservative with ‘limited evidence of modernist theory
or experimentation...with oil painting dominating artistic activity’>! However Society activities
included sketching excursions, one notable visit to John Shaw Brown’s linen mill in Ardoyne to
capture industry as art and members’ nights were tasked with making their own interpretation

of a ‘Cubist Portrait’ (1928) and a ‘Cubist Drawing' (1931).

The Ulster Arts Club established in 1902 as a less formal alternative to the Academy with a
small but flourishing membership of more than two hundred by the 1930s. It comprised
amateur painters, sculptors and designers and made myriad efforts to reach across disciplines
and bodies, for example establishing a joint art committee with the Society of Ulster Architects
and the Ulster Academy of Arts. Patrick Shea’s compact and affectionate history of the club
recounts fulfillment of the club’s original aims for a lively artistic community in Ulster capable of
great pliancy across the literary and visual arts, proven by the lecture series which offered one
on ‘Printed Fabrics’ by Jean Prang and intemational in scope, ‘Decorative Art at the Turin
Exhibition’ by H.C. Morrow and made the accommodation available to theatre groups, not least
The National Theatre.52 Among the club’'s main achievements Shea cites promoting ‘modern’
art, contributing to the establishment of a municipal museum and supporting those who made
spirited assaults on the lack of public support for the arts, who, like S. Shannon Millin often
publicly criticized the Belfast Corporation’s indifference to a rich cultural identity for what was

then understood as a commercial city rather than an artistic one (like Dublin).
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2.7 Arts Criticism and the ‘Validity’ of the Local

If the Belfast Art Society thought they were being modern in the Thirties, the poet and critic
John Hewitt felt somewhat differently. His review of their 1931 annual exhibition was
unfavourable, where he ‘belaboured the low quality of the exhibits, insisting on how much out
of touch the artists were with modern trends...”>3 he did not return to reviewing the Society's
exhibition again until 1934 and reiterated his views on the ‘weakness of the selection and the
general flabbiness of local written comment.>* According to Ferguson and White in the edited
autobiography of Hewitt, his criticism of the low standards of the members’ work nearly got
him sacked from his job at the City Art Gallery and Museum. It took the curation of the ‘Ulster
Unit" Exhibition in 1934 in which he wrote the forward to the catalogue, arguing that
[historically] Ulster artists were ‘mostly ignorant and uncritical, out of touch with contemporary
tendencies and absolutely without knowledge of the best work of the past forty years.'
However, this grouping of seventeen exhibitors ‘do not accept the mere imitation of
appearance as being adequate motive for their activity. They are conscious of an order and an
existence transcending visual phenomena...they take as their problem the abstraction of some
portion of that order from the complicated bundle of their physical and sensory experiences.’
Many in this band of artists had either trained in London at the Royal College of Art or The
Slade and returned home to stolid audiences. S.B. Kennedy pointed out, ‘Ironically in looking
only to London for their inspiration, these Ulster painters were intellectually more adventurous
than many of their Southern contemporaries who looked directly to France.®S It must have
come as a blow to learn only prints and some pottery by Jean MacGreggor (McGregor) sold.>¢

It was not to be repeated.

In many ways Hewitt found himself between a rock and a hard place, the former was a physical
Province of relative artistic isolation and resultant insularity while the latter was a metaphysical
yearning to embrace the zeitgeist with continental overtones.>” His energy and connoisseurship,
certainly in the interwar years was not sufficiently influential enough to make radical changes in
local institutional attitudes to modernity or the unfamiliar; the Municipal Museum and Art
Gallery has refused to host the Ulster Unit exhibition and it resorted to renting a hall down
town which reflected at best indifference to local, progressive artistic endeavours and at worst
xenophobia. In his memoir, Hewitt recounted a tale where the Belfast Lord Mayor, Sir
Crawford McCullagh snorted derision at the (much anticipated and critically admired) Chinese
Art Exhibition at Burlington House, London, in 1935-36, boasting in a vernacular tone, ‘There'’s
nothin” in there I'd give houseroom to.>® It was unclear whether the Lord Mayor had stepped

through the doors of that hallowed institution.
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2.8 Modernity and The Museum

Some progress was evident by the following year with the Unit One exhibition held at the City
Museum and Art Gallery from 9t March to 6t April 193559 Here, an ensemble of ‘moderns’
presented what must have been to Ulster, the ‘shock of the new', abstraction to a point where
even Hewitt described Ben Nicolson's abstract constructions as ‘lavatory seats’. Paul Nash (who
in the following year designed a printed linen, ‘Fugue’, for Old Bleach), Henry Moore, Barbara
Hepworth and the architects Colin Lucas and Wells Coates represented another world, one
that accentuated the cultural gap between the vitality of the metropolitan and the indolence of
the provincial. He recalled how the exhibition ‘had a quick impact on our local artists. For the
more progressive it demonstrated more clearly than ever before how far out of step with the
time's drift elsewhere was the work venerated and practiced by their exhibiting
contemporaries.’¢0 Inevitability, it drew mixed reviews in the local press but none were scornful
(or analytical for that matter); The Northern Whig and Belfast Post’s report conveyed relief that
‘There is nothing flamboyant. Clearly defined harmony exists everywhere — coolness and
meagreness are the outstanding characteristics. There is vividness without crudity.” The review
then awarded broadly positive adjectives to each artist's work; Paul Nash'’s painting were ‘lovely’,
Tristam Hillier's art was ‘intensely pleasing’, the sculptures by Henry Moore and Barbara
Hepworth were ‘expressive’ and ‘rhythmic’ while the photographs of Colin Lucas’s and Wells
Coates'’s architecture and interior furnishings were deemed ‘distinctive’ and ‘as attractive as it is
sensible.’s! Some visitors to the exhibition felt impelled to defend it, in a letter to the editor, an
‘Amateur Critic’ while describing it as “strange higgledy-piggledy studies...outlandish and
grotesque...unfathomable...cubist and modemistic” finally judged it as “very original and very
delightful.’é2 If anything these responses suggest a readiness to accept a modern interpretation

of contemporary life...at least within the confines of the museum or gallery.

Nonetheless the museum and gallery itself was not safe from vigorous criticism from the highest
sources. Later that year, the visionary Frank Pick, founding member of the DIA, Chairman of the
Council of Art and Industry and Chief Executive of London Passenger Transport Board at the
Museums Association Conference held at the Belfast Museum and Art Gallery expressed a
number of forthright and probably bruising observations in his paper, ‘The Form and Purpose of
a Local Museum'.63 He was incredulous that a city built on such industrial pedigree as linen and
shipbuilding had no singular acknowledgement of either in the institution, he suggested special
rooms be devoted to these industries and their evolution. John Hewitt as its representative
(and apologist) replied that it was not their role to act as propagandists for the linen industry,
‘they could not give Belfast people the false idea that the only thing in the world was linen. They
must preserve a variety of ideas, and in arranging their exhibits build up a coherent world

picture. It would not be fair to develop a parochial view.'¢# Pick’s rejoinder drew a room full of

71



laughter, ‘what is the value of one case of Chinese pots! There was one upstairs, and they were
not very good to start with. They should not fully represent the output of China." Warming to
his theme and no doubt, the tacit support shown (by mirth and applause) in the room, he
questioned flat cases of birds' eggs which, ‘encouraged all the little beggars round there to go
out collecting birds' eggs’ and cycles on tops of show cases, where no attempt was made to
show the development and history of the cycle or even a modern cycle to indicate what it had
developed into. He upbraided the display of linen, he conceded that while there were a number
of good specimens; they were made to look like ‘serviettes in glass cases, as an example of what
the linen industry was’ (laughter). He argued that as Belfast was the centre of the linen industry,
it had a duty to have a linen room to show where linen came from and how it was made.
Shipbuilding too should be similarly represented with a Harland and Wolff room. Pick's
criticisms were not solely reserved for the Belfast Museum, he also remarked on York Museum
where a whole room was devoted to ‘every bird that had ever been found in Yorkshire was
stuffed and had a place in a glass case (more laughter). His final point, based on the museum as
storehouse, urged for ‘a storehouse for use...the museum should fall into three parts - galleries
for display, storerooms for reference, workrooms and studios and studios for research and
employment’, he then used the DIA’s mobile exhibitions as exemplars where collections are put
in to (for good educational purposes) ‘handy travelling cases and sent the round of the
schools'.6> While it seems Pick's paper was delivered and received in great humour, his message
was deadly earnest, he believed good design defined how we could shape the material world
for the common good, making life easier and better (having visited Germany in 1930 he was
convinced that rationalism and progress were dual imperatives). He was a pragmatist, unlike so
many design reformers of the machine age. Although not a designer, his bird's eye view and
attention to detail, whilst seemingly opposing facilities, allowed in him a modus operandi to
unite governance, operations and aesthetics to sublime and purposeful effect. His legacy of the

reformation of the London Passenger Transport Board continues to be much admired.

Unbeknownst to Pick, the museum’s curator, Arthur Deane had written to the Ministry of
Commerce in March of the previous year, 1934, requesting that an exhibition of British
Industrial Art be arranged under the auspices of the Ministry.6¢ He referred to the (critically
acclaimed) ‘British Industrial Art in Relation to the Home' Exhibition at Dorland Hall in London,
which had been ‘divided into two portions for the purposes of circulating in the provinces” and
supplied both the address of the DIA secretary and a DIA catalogue from a Manchester
exhibition to ‘give some idea of scope and function of the exhibition. A meeting was quickly
arranged and when it became clear that while the Museum would materially host the exhibition,
the Ministry would be expected to sponsor it financially. G.H.E. Parr, Assistant Secretary,
doubted whether the Ministry would ‘obtain funds for financing an exhibition of this kind, which
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would be devoted simply to educating the public sense of beauty.” but expressed moral support
nonetheless. Deane anticipated local criticism in showing the products and designs of
manufacturers and artists of Great Britain. Parr disagreed and in the department minutes
expressed that it seemed ‘no reason for not trying to educate the public taste’. By the end of
April, Deane wrote again to the Minister confirming the Libraries, Museums and Art Committee
had decided not to hold the exhibition ‘in our Gallery’. Parr in reply, conveyed his
disappointment as ‘The Ministry feels that such exhibits should have an important general
educative effect’. The matter did not quite end there. Parr requested (doggedly) in the minute
sheets that this file be brought forward ‘when we get Mr. Deane in the witness chair. | should
like to question him about the failure of this exhibition to materialize.’ In the (NI) Industrial Art
Committee’s ‘Digest of Evidence’, on the matter of ‘Exhibitions and Museums’ it reported that
Mr. Deane had defended the decision not to host the Industrial Art exhibition, ‘The Museum
caters for loan exhibitions. He disapproved of exhibits being labelled with prices. For this
reason, the Dorland House Exhibition was refused by the Museum Committee. Parr's
frustration is again apparent in the final entry in the minute sheets where Deane had stipulated
the original fear that ‘it would create competition for our local traders and manufacturers! |
pressed him as to whether there was any further and better reason, but he replied that the only
reason was the one which he had given. but the image conjured up is that of an ostrich with its

head deep in the sand’.¢’

These divergent justifications for not pursuing the hosting of the Industrial Art exhibition
perhaps amplify a lack of progressive thinking about the role of museums and the importance of
modermnity and being modern in Belfast at least; while giving evidence to the Committee, Deane
‘stressed the importance of artistic articles of the past as well as modern exhibits provided by
manufacturers’ however admitted modern work had not yet been purchased by the Museum,
nor did Industrial Art appear to come within the purview of the existing Art Sub Committee
which only concerned itself with pictures.68 After all, the DIA exhibitions were lent without
cost other than packing, carriage and insurance, so the financial burden was negligible. It might
also suggest a lack of curatorial confidence and expertise in those decisions around selection; in
his evidence, he further revealed ‘there is no adviser for the purchase of modern manufactured
articles or modern art’. Its policy may well have been influenced by the Victoria & Albert
Museum'’s (henceforth V&A) fifty-year rule, which referred to a practice where objects under
fifty years old were considered too immature, and presumably without merit, for collection.?
Certainly it was not a unique position to Ulster, in 1914, Sir Cecil Harcourt Smith, as Director
of the V&A, in cautionary tones, had expressed the challenges a national institution faced when
involved with certain manufacturers and the job of appraising objects that would not result in a

‘crypt...of horrors of all kind'.70
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Inevitably, Deane was questioned about the Dorland Hall Exhibition, first by the Chairman and
more directly by panellist Lady Mabel Annesley who asked, ‘do you think that regular Industrial
Art exhibitions with a bias toward the products of our own industries should be held in Belfast,
and if so on what basis should they be organised?” Deane offered no protest but took
exception to what he called the middleman, ‘l strongly resent your labelling up specimens with
prices,’ citing that it would not be fair to local ratepayers. His response aroused dissent between
panelist and textile designer RJ. Woods and the Chairman, Sir Roland Nugent, the former who
called the exhibition ‘commercial propoganda’ [sic] and the latter proclaimed it was ‘a bit more
that that...it was an admirable thing. If our people cannot beat it, they ought to see the stuff
they cannot beat.’ No one seemed to know Old Bleach was represented at Dorland Hall (see

Chapter 5 for further discussion).

Deane’s evidence at the Industrial Art Committee (NI) is revealing in a number of ways about
how the Industrial Art Movement failed to gain traction in Northemn Ireland. In his opening
statement to the panel, he proffered wide ranging views on what the manufacturer should do,
what the art schools should do, how the salesman was integral to design reform and why the
museum’s business was ‘to help the rising industrial movement by showing articles of the past in
order to stimulate the artists and craftsmen of today to the production of original work'. In fact,
more of his ‘evidence’ is focused on what other sectors could be doing than strictly applying his
curatorial knowledge and experience to the issues at hand. He proposed that in order to
educate the public on design standards an interdependent chain must be in place from an
object’s inception to its end use, inexplicably, he especially singled out the salesman, ‘you must
win his confidence’ he advised the panel ‘because at this time he is a very nervous individual and
only wants to acquire what he considers saleable by pandering to the existing public taste.”!
With no obvious expertise or insight in this area of sales, it is unclear why Deane would have
felt it necessary to offer such unsolicited opinion. On more familiar ground, the role of the
museum in relation to Industrial Art, his responses to the panel's questions are often confusing,
ambiguous or defer to other sectors for solution. When asked about the awareness and
availability of expertise in present day manufacturers in textiles, he replied with, ‘| personally
would not think of buying a piece of old textiles without first submitting it to the Victoria &
Albert Museum’, the question was put to him again emphasizing ‘modern textiles’ to which he
claims, 'no, | do not think so'. Evidently Norman Fitzroy Webb, a member of the panel and
Head of the Design Studio at Old Bleach was not present on this occasion, who may well have
reminded Deane of the expertise within his own family firm. It does highlight perhaps how little
awareness and knowledge Museum staff possessed of local industry, people and progress and
indicates these worlds were not (yet) intersecting. The timing of Deane's letter requesting

support for an exhibition of Industrial Art to the Ministry of Commerce in March 1934, could
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be read as a hasty rearguard action to his forthcoming attendance at the Industrial Art
Committee some weeks later in June 1934. Had an exhibition been in the Museum’s pipeline,
Deane could have offered a stronger case for comparability with English modern design reform.
Instead he was forced to concede, ‘we have not done a great deal in the way of Industrial Art,
but we are doing something in the way of Victorian Art.” Curatorially, it seemed he was more

comfortable when leaving the current century.

Deane did make some reasonable suggestions that could promote and consolidate the case for
well-designed contemporary goods in the museum; he believed the textile trade of Northem
Ireland could provide gifts of ‘samples about two yards in length of the seasonable goods with
the understanding that they would not be exhibited until a suitable interval had elapsed, ‘the
textile trade, | feel, would have a justifiable objection to the exposition of the seasonable goods
when new, for fear of imitation.”72 This practice did occur in English Institutions but often with
the additional challenges of storage, selection and nervous manufacturers concerned about
plagiarism. Jane Frazer and Liz Paul, in their essay on Manchester's Industrial Art Collection, also
noted the local industries’ competitive vein and in order to fulfill adequate trade representation,
textile manufacturers beyond the city were approached. Old Bleach donated generously and
their sizeable contribution from the 1930s is now held in The Whitworth Gallery's Archive.
More recently the Manchester Art Gallery in 2016 showcased this important interwar collection
in House Proud: an Exhibition of Glass, Metalwork and Fumiture Inspired by the Gallery's Pioneering
Industrial Art Collection which featured one of Old Bleach’s best known furnishing fabrics,

‘Alircraft’, designed by Marion Do for Old Bleach in 1937, (seen here in Fig. 2.6).

Fig. 2.6 Left: Old Bleach's textiles in the Manchester City Art Gallery including from left to right: ‘Fermoy’, Strangford’,
‘Aircraft’, York', Tufted Fringe (name unknown), ‘Wexford', 1938, Source: Whitworth Gallery Archive; Right: ‘Aircraft’
designed by Marion Dorn for Old Bleach 1937, alongside ‘Vertical’ designed by Ben Nicolson for Edinburgh Weavers,
1937, House Proud Exhibition, Manchester Art Gallery, 2016 (both fabrics are held in the Whitworth Gallery's
Archive). Source: Author's Photograph.
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Undoubtedly, had a local DIA Belfast branch formed, that expertise would have been available
and proactive. An exemplary arrangement existed in the Manchester branch, which comprised
of critical staff from the Manchester City Art Gallery such as Lawrence Haward and Frederick
Todd who as members of the DIA, developed a close and enduring relationship between the
two institutions.”3 As early as 1917, Haward had offered the use of the Gallery to the DIA for
talks and small exhibitions, he was resolute that ‘Art Museums should in fact make it a feature
both of their exhibitions and of their various forms of cultural propaganda to include in their
survey good designs in all things that confront us in our daily work...Art, like charity, should
begin at home.”7* It seemed an opportunity had immutably slipped away; no further DIA or

other national Industrial Art exhibitions came to Northern Ireland.

2.9 The ‘Good’, the ‘Bad’ and the ‘Ulster’

One of the strategies the DIA held dear was the practice of showing contrasting examples of
‘sood design’ and ‘bad design’. This was not without contention as it established a dichotomy
where all design belonged in one camp or the other. In addition, the premise relied on the
application of criteria that few would entirely agree upon. There were a number of indisputable
standards that artefacts should strive for and achieve: fitness for purpose’, ‘sound workmanship’
‘respect for material' and ‘meaningless ornament’. However, the debate often buckled under a
question of taste, which emanated from the peculiarly British (middle class) views between the
‘traditionalists’ and the ‘avant-garde’. Once an object was curated into the liminal setting of the
museum it took on ambiguous qualities; the artefact no longer fulfilled the good design criteria
of ‘fitness for purpose’ (sealed in a glass display case it was unused) so did this then make it ‘bad
design? Arthur Deane, curator of the Belfast Museum and Art Gallery refuted the value of
showing ‘bad design’ in the context of a museum,

| do not think it is a good policy to put on exhibition examples of badly designed

goods as a warning of what not to buy. Nothing should be placed before the public

but what is praiseworthy. The tendency is for people to learn to appreciate what a

museum approves of, and a warning about undesirable examples may not have the

effect intended.”
Deane's meritocratic position was still common at a time where the museum espoused and
indeed defended its role as connoisseur and tastemaker, where approbation was a condition of
selection, yet as we have seen, not immune to (Pick’s) shrewd observations about the relevance
and specificity of its collections and the pedagogic role of the museum. Arguably, this waning
position looked at best, traditional and conventional and at worst, snobbish and out of touch.
As early as 1915, Harry Peach had advocated the benefits of making distinctions between
objects in museums, ‘Comparison of some average or bad modemn work with the fine things

both old and new surely lead people to a better appreciation of the fine work of their own

time...comparison is very valuable for driving home a lesson...do not be afraid to point out

76



what is right and what is wrong.7¢ The DIA had also persuaded a number of department stores
across England to hold in-house exhibitions with only articles available to purchase, few retailers
were going to concede selling poorly designed merchandise so the task of selection was
sensitive, but one carried out exclusively by DIA members. If museum visitors and consumers
could be persuaded, or educated as reformers preferred to regard it, to apply a new set of
criteria in relation to ‘everyday things’, it held the mutual promise of self-improvement and
doing one’s bit for the nation. A programme of buying local was initiated by the Ulster
Industries Development Association (UIDA) in the thirties and would have been an apposite
collaborator with the DIA, but the design of Ulster goods was never a concern, the Association
was ‘formed to push Ulster goods’ which ‘placed in the forefront the principle of buying British,
not only on the ground of high patriotism, but also in a genuine endeavor to encourage empire
prosperity’.’7 It mattered not if they were of the best design or the poorest. Nor were they
judicious about which products that would best reflect and promote the Province. Campaigns
were built around the social contribution one could make to the Province, a neat jingoistic
device employed back in 1914 in Kitchener's “Your Country Needs YOU' by Alfred Leete. In
emotive terms, the public was urged to consume for the greater good, thus ensuring cherubic
faced children would one day have work (indeed a long view) and keep labour exchange
queues short. The rhetoric used offered no detail or substance but intimated the economic
threat of imported goods (via six didactic slogans), even consciously employing Elgar's
quintessential English hymn (by then thirty years old, anthemic and populist) to suggest an
imagined parity across this mighty ‘land of hope and glory'.

Fig. 2.7 Ulster Industries Development Association’s campaigns centred on two tenets: ‘Empire buying begins at
home’ (buy) and ‘to push Ulster Goods' (sell), 1932. Source: PRONI: COM62/1/271.
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As another missed opportunity for the design lobby, it does illustrate a preoccupation with and
arguably anxiety about identity in post partition Northem Ireland. The Linen Industry was largely
sold as ‘Irish’ in provenance and renowned for embodying values for being traditional, high
quality and reliable; pliable values that could have been shaped to fit design reform’s agenda. But
UIDA's agenda was fundamentally Unionist and no signifiers of Irish-ness could ever cross palms

with the red hand of Ulster.

2.10 Design Reform and the Role of Government

If support for design reform was lax in Northem lreland, the movement in England did not
enjoy fulsome patronage from all industry quarters. As discussed, the DIA was a private body of
influential and farsighted membership who relied on subscriptions and private donations but a
number of organisations with Government interventions sprang up contemporaneously and
they struggled with, among other logistical difficulties, insufficient funding. The British Institute of
Industrial Art (BIIA), established in 1918, was the first body with a mandate from the state to
promote the modemity of the nation via modern design, but by its third exhibition and vyear, its
funding was slashed by nearly eighty percent.”® After this, the Institute relied heavily on financial
backing from industry, notably the textile sector with contributions from Tootal Broadhurst Lee
Co. Ltd, Warner & Sons, William Foxton, British Dyestuffs Corporation Ltd and several
Spinners’ Associations. In addition, The BIIA had the support of the V&A, where a number of
popular exhibitions took place in the North Court and there were solid links with the DIA, in
prominent members like Frank Pick and William Lethaby who became BIIA governors. Like the
DIA, travelling exhibitions were successful, supported by impressive visitor numbers, for
example the Bradford exhibition attracted over 64,000 people in 1922 and 16,000 attended the
pottery exhibition at the BIIA Collection in the V&A. Those numbers were never really
achievable in Northern Ireland and while linen manufacturers were fully paid up members of a
raft of associations germane to the textile industry, from flax growing through to merchanting,
design reform appeared to be peripheral to the industry’'s myriad anxieties. The Northern
Ireland Government took a laissez-faire attitude to Industrial Art throughout the 1920s and
developed a slightly more strategic approach during the Thirties after The Gorrell Report was
published in 1932, In 1933, a committee to investigate the role of design in manufacture in
Northemn Ireland was established with The Report of the Committee on Industrial Art (NI)

finally published in September 1935, and will be the subject of the next chapter.

These Government supported bodies benefitted from well-connected, influential leadership, Sir
Hubert Llewellyn Smith, was Permanent Secretary of the Board of Trade, ex-Fabian economist
and apparently brilliant policy maker whose motivation that Britain must compete equally on

the international market propelled his advocacy of improving design standards and he pushed
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hard for appropriate vehicles in promoting modern design such as exhibitions. His interests lay,
less in the training of designers, and more in improving the market for well-designed British
products and it was this economic drive that was a salient feature of his chairmanship of the
BIIA alongside the dual Nationalistic ambition that featured in all Government backed design
reform of this period. Llewellyn Smith had published The Economic Laws of Art Production: An
Essay Towards the Construction of a Missing Chapter of Economics, in 1924, where he made a
strenuous (and then unpopular) case for standardization in industrial art. He participated in the
Gorrell Committee for Art and Industry, and after the BIIA was liquated in 1933, he was equally
involved with its successor, the Council for Art and Industry (CAl), formed in 1934. Further to
this, he was instrumental in the drafting of a register of industrial art designers, which later in

1937, evolved into the ‘National Register of Industrial Art Designers'.

This curriculum vitae earned him an illustrious speaking career in his retirement. In early 1935,
he gave a series of lectures on ‘Art and Industry’ that took place in Queen’s University, Belfast.
Invited by the Vice Chancellor, F.W. Ogilvie, to speak on the importance of Industrial Art in the
machine age, these four lectures, continued to proselytize on the economic and national
necessity of good design, He declared, “the present excessive dependence of great branches of
United Kingdom industry on artistic nourishment from foreign sources was very dangerous and
made it difficult to build up a really national standard of industrial art.”7? The second lecture
covered in more detail the ‘unhealthy’ dependence on imported designs that had resulted in a
catastrophic divorce between productive industry and creative design, while the third lecture
considered the source of the problem in ‘art education in its widest sense i.e. as embracing the
education of the middlemen and the purchasing public in the appreciation of beautiful things as
well as the training of creative artists.’ These free public lectures, as part of the University's
Teaching Extension programme were advertised in the local press, held in The Great Hall and
enjoyed a reputation for being well attended. The Vice Chancellor presided over Sir Hubert
Llewellyn Smith’s lectures so these would have been considerably prestigious events although
no records of attendees were taken. The guest lecturer was (temporarily) appointed as
‘Lecturer in Fine Art’, gave four lectures and paid a fee of £100, which was to include cost of
publication of the lectures. The series ran most years, from 1927, encompassing the literary and
visual arts; music, poetry, sculpture and painting. Another prominent Industrial Art figure was
secured for the 1938/1939 Session, in the writer and editor of Design of Today, Anthony
Bertram, who had just published ‘Design’, who in that book, was largely positive about ‘the rich
variety of good patterned textiles’ but elliptical in his coverage at a mere fourteen lines. His
Belfast lectures however were based on Contemporary Art, a subject decided by Senate and
suggestions for a most appropriate expert came from the Standing Committee of Senate.80

Whether Bertram was really the right ‘expert’ in current art production is irrelevant, he was

79



capable (enough) on speaking authoritatively on the key advances in art over the Interwar
period although charmingly confessed he was not all that clear on Surrealism; ‘the more he saw
of it, the less he knew about it and while he felt too old for this development in art, he was
encouraged by many Surrealists who said that he was in exactly the state they wished him to

be.'8!

Fig. 2.8 Advertisements in a variety of local press of four public lectures by Anthony Bertram,
‘Lecturer in Fine Arts’ for 1938/39 Session, Queen’s University Belfast. Source: University Newspaper
Cuttings Books, Special Collections and Archive, QUB.

Summary

Throughout this chapter, | have endeavored to locate the British Industrial Art Movement in
relation to both its own variable progress across Britain and more specifically its impression on
and in Northern lreland. Examining this reception to design reform helps us deepen our
knowledge and understanding of how and why the message of and lessons in good design were
deterred both in a general social and cultural context and in the industrial sectors. | have shown
pertinent examples of this resistance at both institutional and individual level despite several
initial efforts. These examples indicate an uneasy miscellany of parochialism and snobbishness
that resulted in a distinct lack of design culture but still produced pockets of progressive design
work in a number of manufacturers. As early as 1917, Belfast hosted a DIA exhibition to local
critical success and it remains unclear as to why this embryonic response to design reform did
not gather sufficient momentum to spearhead change within the Institute or visiting industry
figures. Certainly, a branch of the DIA or even a local incarnation would have made some
inroads to encourage public interest in Industrial Art either through the museum and art gallery
or commercial channels. As shown, the Belfast Museum and Art Gallery had no tangible interest
in contemporary design despite Arthur Deane’s improbable ambition for it to be ‘a miniature
Victoria and Albert Museum.’82 |ronically, Old Bleach had sold and donated a collection of their
very best printed and woven linens from their Furnishing Fabrics range to the V&A’s Circulation
Department in the 1930s which could have been loaned to the Belfast Museum, had it wanted

it. The collection today remains in the V&A archive at the Clothworkers’ Centre, while the
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current Ulster Museum hold no examples of Old Bleach's modern design work, only a meagre
few examples of white damask and household linen, even then not on display and not easily

accessed. Frank Pick’s incredulity that a linen room did not exist then is still felt today.

There is no doubt Northem Irish Industry leaders like William Hubert Webb from Old Bleach
did not invest fully in ‘Design Reform’ in an explicit or formally affiliated manner but instead
devoted their energies to more immediate and fundamental issues of securing national flax
supply and investing in new ways to combat the commercial threats from new fibres and new
fabrics. What has emerged, as possible explanation of resistance to external developments was
an atavistic protectionism from imagined (cultural?) harm to an already beleaguered Province,
but a largely rural one at that, so the geography of modernity resided in the city. Of course,
there were (relatively bold) exceptions and they were treated as such. The artistic and cultural
pulse of Northem Ireland did beat softly but, if as the émigré architect Berthold Lubetkin had
lamented that ‘Britain was fifty years behind [Continental Europe] as though locked in a deep

provincial sleep’, then Ulster was closer to Catatonia.

Quasi-official bodies like the Belfast Chamber of Commerce and Government Ministries point
to a prudent approach to modernizing initiatives in a post partition era but one that was
required to proclaim allegiance to crown and nationhood and as Paul Greenhalgh has pointed
out, ‘the British Government, when it was concerned with design at all, tended to attach it
rather crudely to its agencies involved with selling or with propaganda.’83 In this respect
Northern Ireland was no different. In the next chapter | examine what should have been a
pivotal point in time to raise standards in the design of goods for the Northern Irish industries;
what can be thought of as the Ulster version of the 1932 Gorrell Report: “Report of the
Committee on Industrial Art (NI)" published in 1935 undertook an incisive investigation into
the provision of art education across the Province along with the role of museums and the
status of designers. The report focused on the textile and printing trades in ‘regard to the
increasing importance of artistic design as a factor in industry, to recommend such steps as may
appear desirable to correlate more closely the work of the art schools with industrial
requirements.” It made for interesting reading and the creation in 1936 of the Art Advisory
Council, a titular body that would ‘serve as a focus for the artistic life of the Province.’ It was
almost certainly, the first time since its industrial heyday, that Ulster had taken stock of all of its
creative assets, as a Province it was not skilled in realizing its creative past and potential and

Chapter 3 considers the Report's impact and legacy.
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"' Much of the research and discourse of design reform treats design in the most holistic sense and tends
not to isolate single practices or industries.

? Foreword to the 3™ edition, 1945.

¥ In the late 1980s and 1990s, a number of important anthologies were published which gave rise to new
interpretations of design, which had hitherto been marginalized, notably A View from the Interior: Feminism,
Women and Design edited by Judy Attfield and Pat Kirkham (1989); The Gendered Object edited by Pat
Kirkham (1992); Women Designing: Redefining Design in Britain Between the Wars edited by Jill Seddon and
Suzette Worden, (1994); and later Chic Thrills: a Fashion Reader edited by Juliet Ash and Elizabeth Wilson
(1996).

*Hunt (AR, vol. LXXXIl, 1937, p.295) quoted in Boydell, C. “Textiles in the Modern Home" in
Disentangling Textiles: Techniques for the study of designed objects, edited by Mary Schoeser and Christine
Boydell, Middlesex, Middlesex University Press, pp.81-94.

> Hewitt's papers are held in PRONI: D3838, included are his diaries and notebooks that reflect a mind of
perpetual enquiry and sapient observation.

¢ Manufacturers were notoriously suspicious of their designs being plagiarized, according to Raymond
Plummer the lack of industry support for a DIA exhibition of current textile design in Manchester in 1916
was thought to have been based on the putative threat of copying.

7K. Bean, “Absorbing and Resisting Modernity in Northemn Ireland” was the preface essay in the
programme for a mini festival of architecture within the Belfast Festival in 2014.
https://nireland.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/bc_absorbinemodernity publication_ 07 single 2.pdf

¢ See Andrew Cowser's book Bendhu and its Builders (2009) on this deeply personal architectural folly.

’ This oft quoted sentiment from Pevsner perhaps demonstrates how narrowly defined his a priori
judgments (from art connoisseurship in Germany before arriving in Britain in 1930) were on surveying
and critiquing industrially produced goods. Inevitably, it attracted cries of elitism and challenged the
selection of objects to serve the thesis.

'9FJ. Donald, Lecture on Furnishing Fabrics given to the Red Rose Guild and the Design and Industries
Association, Manchester, 27 February 1935 in An Enquiry into Industrial Art in England, 1937, p.12.

"'V, Margolin, The Politics of the Artificial, 2002, p.220.

'2'S. Games, Pevsner: The Complete Broadcast Talks, 2014.

13 |. Heskett, ‘Select Bibliography’, Industrial Design, 1980, pp. 209-212.

"* Thistlewood in Prospects: The Quarterly Review of Comparative Education, vol.24, no.1/2, 1994, pp.375-
90.

1> Read, Art and Industry, p.123, 1934

'® Four of the eight plates of textiles date from the sixth to the Nineteenth Century and include a woven
Coptic tapestry fragment from 6"-7" Century; 10"-11" Century byzantine silk tissue fragment; 7"
Century Venetian point lace; 19" Century Javanese Batik loin cloth (VAM). The Twentieth century
examples were contemporary: the fifth plate featured samples of woven wool by schoolchildren, with the
remaining three discussed in the main text.

"7 Read, p.|24. For further examination of design advice see Boydell in Schoeser and Boydell, 2002 and
Grace Lees-Maffei (ed.), Special Issue, Domestic Design Advice, Journal of Design History, Vol.16, Issuel,
2003.

'® Lange was appointed Professor of the State Art School for the Textile Industry, 1925 but later stripped
of his professorship by the National Socialists in 1933. His artwork was shown in the Degenerative Art
Exhibition, Berlin, 1938. Although considered a ‘radical’ there is little known of his work other than in the
context of German Expressionism, 1910s-1920s.

" Deliberately named so as to distance itself from the more familiar term ‘Industrial Art’ in order to
emphasize the emerging discrete profession of design and reassure pragmatic manufacturers. In the
inaugural pamphlet of 1915, W.R. Lethaby, perhaps advisedly, avoided using the word ‘art’, claiming,
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20 Memorandum that began the DIA to Sir Hubert Llewellyn Smith, Board of Trade, November 1914,
reprinted in Plummer, Appendix |.
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the 1870s. See Jocelyn Morton’s Three Generations in a Family Textile Firm, 1971. Warner's grandfather,
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2 W. Foxton Ltd, established in London, 1903, manufactured high quality, well designed fabrics, some of
which were commissioned from innovators and often accomplished in a number of creative areas such as
Minnie Mcleish (textile designer), Constance Irving (artist), Claude Lovat Fraser (artist and theatre
designer among other things) and F.F. Gregory Brown (graphic designer), Dorothy Hutton (lithographer
and letterer) and C.F.A Voysey (architect).

# This British interpretation of continental modemism is addressed in a number of sources: Cheryl
Buckley, Chapter Three, "“Going Modern but Staying British: Design and Modemisms, 1930-1950",
Designing Modern Britain, 2007, pp.83-123; James Peto and Donna Loveday, eds., Modem Britain, 1929-
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of the Association's ambition to include the Empire.
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Exhibitions Sub-Committee. PRONI: BCT/6/14/3.

? For more information on McLeish see Keren Protheroe’s doctoral thesis ‘Blotch and Bloom: the Printed
Floral and Modemity in the Textile Designs of Winifred Mold and Minnie McLeish 1910-1929", Kingston
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% PRONI: BCT/6/14/3
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2 Op. Cit., Plummer, p.9.
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¥ Chapter Three, The World of Textiles', Industrial Design in Britain, 1976, pp.44-51.
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to working conditions and industrial relations and membership of a variety of bodies concerned with
standards of design and quality in manufacturing including the DIA.

7 Op. Cit,, Plummer, p.57.

# See Fiona MacCarthy's William Morris: A Life for Our Time, London, Faber and Faber, 1994 who agrees
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> See Emma McVeigh's survey which offers a much fuller history of artistic activity in Ulster, “Regionalism,
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2012.

> Shea, P. A History of the Ulster Arts Club, 1971,
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collecting contemporary design ‘redolent of modernity’, many of the Museum's holdings of Old Bleach
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department, with their ‘CIRC' labels still attached.
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Conference of the Museums Association of London, 1915 was later syndicated in a number of
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