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Roses, carnations, lilies, thistles and violets: through the centuries flowers have been a favourite motif portrayed on damask table linen. The way in which flowers have been reproduced has varied over the course of time and this often followed the prevailing art styles. 

In the exhibition, damask table linen, together with pattern studies, samples and pattern books from the second half of the 19th century, the Art Nouveau, Art Deco and the post-war period, are on display. Design table linen with floral patterns by well-known contemporary designers such as Jurgen Bey and Christien Meindertsma are also on show. 
Strewn flowers
Traditionally, hunting and floral designs or biblical and heraldic motifs were woven into damask table linen. Customary patterns are the gesayde bloemen (strewn flowers) which, according to some researchers, go back to an old tradition: the scattering of flowers over furniture, as table decoration and especially on the ground. At processions, flowers are still strewn over the street to form a festive carpet.
When linen factories began to spring up in the southern Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth century, in particular around Eindhoven, the flowers remained favourite motifs for hand-woven and, from 1900, machine-woven damask. The flowers were reproduced as realistically as possible on the glazed white linen. In addition to strewn flowers you see detailed renderings of bouquets of roses, chrysanthemums, asters and carnations, but also poppies or lilies-of-the-valley tied together with ribbons and sometimes garlanded with sprigs and leaves.
Up to the end of the 19th century the damask designers generally remained anonymous. Only in exceptional cases are their names known. This changed fundamentally around 1900. Since this date the value of damask has no longer depended purely on the material, but primarily on the artist’s design.  

Art Nouveau

In imitation of the English Arts and Crafts Movement, at the close of the 19th century a movement came into being in the Netherlands to raise the artistic level of articles for everyday use to a higher plane. People were dissatisfied with the artistic quality of many manufactured goods. This also applied to damask: old patterns were copied without question, the floral patterns were frequently too excessive and the compositions too arbitrary. Unity in decorative art and style was lacking. 
Linen manufacturer W.P.J. van Dissel from Eindhoven took the lead by calling in

contemporary designers for damask table linen. In 1904 he sought contact with decorative artist Chris Lebeau, and this led to a long-lasting collaboration that was to result in more than 50 different damask designs. The new “artistic damask” demonstrated the break with the naturalistic reproduction of flowers, for example. 
Lebeau, but also other noted decorative artists such as Cornelis van der Sluys, Theo Nieuwenhuis, Leo Visser and Let Kortenhorst, designed tablecloths and table napkins with decorative floral motifs in the Art Nouveau style. Lilies, sunflowers but also foxgloves or begonias were stylised and, without the suggestion of shadow, portrayed as two-dimensional designs. They were rendered, as was indeed pointed out at the time, as area ornamentation. The designers often studied the plants themselves or consulted plant books. They made drawings from several angles thus stylising the natural forms. The flower selected was then set in a suitable geometrical form. This division of the area into squares or rectangles meant that the floral motifs could be conveniently arranged. 
In addition, damasks with floral motifs have been preserved that reveal a much freer, decorative Art Nouveau. French and German influences are unmistakable in this context. The names of these designers are generally unknown. 
Art Deco

Around 1920 interest in the rigid, methodical textile designs waned. A movement came into being that advocated more opportunity for unconstrained and spontaneous designs with flowing forms in combination with geometrical motifs. Such designs were later referred to as Art Deco, after Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, the world exhibition held in Paris in 1925 devoted to applied art and industrial design. 

A damask design by Otto van Tussenbroek from approximately 1935 has geometrical, abstract motifs composed of circles, triangles and squares, combined with flowing floral patterns. The flower is still recognisable but greatly simplified.  
In this period we see many damask designs with abstract motifs, lines, rectangles or waves, combined with naturally-rendered flowers. These anonymous works are not artistic tours de force and they appear to have been designed for the middle classes. 
After 1945

After 1945 the linen-weaving mills continued to sell the pre-war artistic damasks for a while, but concrete, new initiatiatives for working together with artists only took place  incidentally. 

The housewife no longer wanted piles of white linen ware. Coloured tablecloths with simple, natural floral designs appeared. Kitty van der Mijll Dekker, a designer who studied at the German Bauhaus, was associated with the E.J.F. van Dissel & Zonen weaving mill in Eindhoven for more than 30 years and produced a few floral designs. In the nineteen fifties she devised new colour combinations with ochre, petrol, mustard and lilac and designed table linen with a simple, single floral and leaf design. 
From the TextielLab

When, around 1970, most of the linen and damask weaving mills had closed down, there was no further development for a long time in the area of well-designed Dutch table linen. This all changed around the turn of the century when the Textielmuseum opened a TextielLab with computer-controlled looms for artists and designers. Since then the lab has produced countless designs reproduced in large numbers, commissioned by the museum. For example, linen ware with floral patterns by Jurgen Bey and Christien Meindertsma. Both designs have a strong narrative bias. The flowers in Het Tafelbloemkleed by Bey are derived from a Friesian chintz, a traditional glazed cotton fabric, often printed with flowers. The design comprises two layers: flowers as the first layer and fairy-tale figures underneath. The field of flowers works, as it were, as a “fairyland”. In her portrayals of plants, Christien Meindertsma had plants that she used for her yarns, such as cotton, seaweed, bamboo and bananas, woven into the fabrics. The amount and the origin of the yarns used are also stated on the table linen, such as 503 gr. Cotton and 268 gr. Seaweed.
DamastWeverij

In the Damastweverij damask is woven on authentic 19th century Jacquard looms. Extensive archives with pattern drawings and punch cards mean that a number of Art Nouveau floral designs by Let Kortenhorst, which he produced around 1920 for the W.J. van Hoogerwou linen weaving mill in Boxtel, can still be woven by hand.
From the Textile Shop

The Textielmuseum has once again brought a splendid old damask design, the Waterbloem Art Nouveau pattern, into production again. The tablecloths, table napkins and runners are no longer woven on a hand loom as in the past, but on the computer-controlled loom in the TextielLab. This table linen, in addition to many damasks designed by Dutch designers, is on sale in the Textile Shop.
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