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Material gains: the ‘good’ linen
teatowels thatgrewinvalue
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itchen textile” McKelvie explains. “Its much
strongerand more absorbent than cotton.”
Linen is naturally antimicrobial and,
Jint-ree, can be used for drying glasses without |
Jeaving streaks orfluff. Decorative tea towels
evolved from the traditional glass cloth —a
Simple pieceof linen oftenwithared or green
\oven stripe againstawhite background. The
screen-printing was largely done by hand,
\hichresultedinvibrant colours butalsoa
‘much more durable print than today's digital
printed textiles.
Decorative tea towels, screen-printed with
brightly coloured patterns, emergedin the
19505, “The Festival of Britainin 1951 trans-
formed the design of textiles for the home,”
McKelvie explains. “The simple and traditional
linen teatowel became the perfect canvas for
artists to express the optimism and energy
of the time. Suddenly people had access to excit- |
ingdesign for their home at affordable prices.
The Irish linen industry picked that upand ran
withit” Most of the artists who created these

designs are anonymous with a fewexceptions.

Aseriesofthree sereen printed atowels |
designed by Lucienne Day for the rishlinen
manufacturer Thomas Somerset & Coand |
theirsubsidiary Fragonard L collectivly won |
a D‘eslg'n Centre Award in1960. In 2006, the
designs — Black Leaf, Bouquet GarniandToo
Many Cooks — were reissued under licence
from the Robin and Lucienne Day Foundation. ‘
Theye stillprinted on Irish inen. In the 1970s,
the Irishartis Oisin Kelly designed tea towels
withiIrish proverbs for the Kilkenny Design
Workshop and oncesaid thathe had found the |
‘medium which suited his genius s a painter —
the disheloth.

‘Astheyears went by,printed teatowels
became an artform, They ranged from the psy- |
chedelic floralsofthe 19405 totouristimages,
commemorative designs, and advertising. |
Made in Northern Ireland, butoften commis-
sioned by British companies,the Royal Family, |
British touristattractions,and the London Un- |
derground mapwere popularteatowelthemes, |
aswellas recipesfor lrish stewand guides to
Dublin pubs, “The tea towel becamealonger
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lasting version of the holiday postcard; McK-
elvie says. Many companiesalsowere quick
tospot the advertising potential of printed tea
towels which were givenas promotional gifts o
simply collected by peoplewholiked the brand.
McKelvie highlights the *Bottle of Hastings" tea

| towel designed by Stanley Penn of the Guinness
advertisingagency SH Benson Ltd in1966t0

| commemoratethe900th anniversary of the
Battle of Hastings. It features abattle scene

| based on the Bayeux Tapestry. The mounted
‘warriors bear swords but their leaderwieldsa

| pintof Guinness.ltwas printed in Lurganby
McCaw, Allan & CoLid.

| Nowpartofthe Samuel Lamont Group.
McCaw Allan was founded by Robert Johnston
MecCawand Harry Allanin 1904. Its the last sur-
vivor of 30 linen businesses that once operated:
in the town. An exhibition of tea towels from.
the McCaw Allan collection runsat the R-Space
Gallery, Lisburn, from tomorrow to May19:
Curated by Robert Peters with an accompany-
ing publication by Fiona McKelvie, the project
is supported by the Lurgan Townscape Heritage:
Scheme, aninitiative funded by the Armagh

| City, Banbridgeand Craigavon Borough Coun-

| ciland the National Lottery Players through

| The National Lottery Heritage Fund.
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