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Cranbrook connection

‘Functional’ training basis for success,

By Barbara Zismba
spoctal writor

TTH THE dexterity of a
skilled magiclan per-
forming an ilusion,

Gretchen Bellinger ob-
1gingly whipped the sample of her
R latest textilo design Into a neally

folded rectangle for the benefit of
the photographer.’

e even bave a speclal way of
foldlng the samples when we're
showlng them lo clients,” she sald,
{llustrating the same attention to de-
tail that has brought ber company,
Gretchen Bellinger Inc., into the
forefront of the textile design indus.

Bellinger was In the area reccatly
to speak at the Michigan Soclety of
Archltects’ annual conventlon at the
Fairlane Manor ln Dearborn.

An alumna of Bloomficld Hills'
Cranbrook Academy of Aris, Bell-
Inger cammed 2 master's degree in
fine arts after completing under-
graduate work at Skldmor‘e_ Collcge.

+ araduation fro o

— almost overnight, .
“Pye been very blessed,” Bell-
inger sald, “We really took off in-
stantly, I was acutely aware of it
when everyone started copying us.”
Learning to trust one's own Intul-
tlon was very much a part of the
teaching. phllosophy at
-anbrook.“Learning to work oo
your own and develop your own
point of view was the most import-
ant thing 1 1carned there. When I was
in undergraudate school that wasn't
stressed as much as perhaps it would

. be right now.”

1t was during her Cranbrook days
that Belllnger became thoroughly
grounded in textile work and design.
She acquired a reputation as a “func-
tonal” weaver, rather than a "cre-
ativa” weaver, and in the pop art.
mad *70s, Bellinger's road was defl-
nltely the one less traveled.

“A LOT OF pre-form artistic piec-
3 were belng done, but Tknewthat
wanled to do woven textiles. And
that's not 50 negative anymore. Now

fonal woven textile de-

Afte m
where she first stirved the interest
the art community for her work In
textile deslgn, she joined the interior
design staff In the Chicago office
Skidmore, Owings and Merill, a lead-
ing architectural flrm.

AFTER A MOVE to New York,
where she managed textile develop-
ment for Knoll International, Bell-
inger took the plunge and opened her
firm in 1876, Flying in the face of

hed

Bellinger launched ber compasy us-
ing only patural fibers in her collec-
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tions. At a time when synthetics
swamped the market, it was a bold

Learning to work on your own and
develop your own point of view was
the most important thing I learned
there (Cranbrook). When I was in
undergraduate school that wasn’t
stressed as much as perhaps it would

be right now.’
—QGretchen Bellingsr
fabric designer

move by budding eatrepreneur.

[ just sort of jumped Io,” Bell-
tnger recalled. “The things I want to
sell (natural f1bers) I was advised not
to. Now that doesn't scem 80 strange,
but 12 years ago we were in the hey-
day of the synthetics. . g

“1 think if you analyze it too much,
you would probably never do it. If
you dld too much of a market study,
you would never go ahead, The idea
that I wanted to start a company
with only understated, tailored, nat-
ural {lber fabrics, well, competitors
told me I'd never be able to make
i

But the young designer followed
her own instinct and was rewarded
when her company became a success

ing @
aigner bas a lot more status than jt
did then.”

Bellinger, tall, slim and fashlona-
bly dressed In a simple black dress
accented with a print scarf and plain
gold Jewelry, looks more Like a de-
signer of haute couture rather than

textlles.

Why textiles and not fashion? “It
wasn't a consclous decialon. It just
sort of evolved, step by step,” she
sald. “At Skidmore, I won an award
for textile design and at the time [
wasn't even aware of this award, I
hadn't planned on golng to graduate
school, but during the summer after
1 graduated from college, I decided
to apply. Cranbrook called and said
there was & space avallable and 1
took 1t

with Skidmore, Owings and Merrill

“Working at SOM was almost like.

getting my doctorate degree,” she
smiled. “I wasn't famillar with much
of the terminology, but I worked In
an excelleat office with superior de-
signers and learned on the job.”

The graphics of architecture had &
profound influence on the young de-
signer, an [nfluence that helped form
(he basls for her concepts of textile
design. Today as well as in the past,
many of Bellinger's fabrics are

based on the architectural grid.

In fact; during her presentation
before the Michigan architects, Bell-
inger said that when her firm-Intro-
duced a new fabric, “Can Can,” 8
Swiss dot pattern on woven cotton, &
young mill owner famlilar with ber
work said, “Just a3 ] associated Bell-
Inger with the grid, you do dota.

“Vietile Garde” and "Diva” are

designer says

':f.rf:f:lv'.r.’:f.-}',v‘J

NI 000

every single fabric and we completpr
Iy color every fabric,” she explaine
“EvI g we do ls made exclin
sively for us on & speciality basta. {
understand the principles of weavinj
and I can talk tomill people.” 3
While the emphasis bas been on
Bellinger the designer, she is alsoi
savvy businesswoman with a prod:
uct to promote and sell. She i3 closor
dentifled with her fabrics, and o5

two of the

mu, gold and zue‘;?;{ulﬁf Ina
e wpane e pop-
ular “Diva,” two years in the deslgn-
Ing process, is woven from 100 per-
cent ailk and Is scattered with rhine-
stones or faux pearls. Accented with

sewing area.

Not stopping with traditional
woven textiles, Bellinger even lig-
ured out a way of weaving 100 per

stainless sicel (nto & window
and wall treatment. Her “Architec-
tural Screen an extremely flne
mesh that comes in only cve color —
stael — won her a 1983 Roscoe, an
award glven by the fabric Industry
In recognition of outstanding product

deslgn.

Not all of Bellinger’s fabrics fol-
low a grid pattern. Along with “Can
Can,” “Garlapds” and "Burz Buzx”
are

the client's design and color specifl.
catlons.
Bellinger’s inspiration for ber de-
signs and color palettes come from
many sources, and she christens
them with pames rich with mood-
evoking sensations. Bold “Camp”
buifalo plald, pastel “Skimmer” Bel-
linen and dreamy “Pastille”
polntelle, “Blue Suede Shoes" blue
and “This Is the Army” khakl reflect
her sense of humor and independent
spirit. Bellinger creates her own
dyes and does pot use color forecast
bureaus or color market analysls for
her palettes,
“One of the things that’s unique
about Gretchen Bellinger Inc. is that
we do consclously work on stylizing

ly

the advice of the advertising agency
that handles her account, she has
participated In photography shoals
for magazine layouts. ~ 34

ONE SHOT HAS Bellinger reclin.
{og langorously on a plle of huge pil-
tows upholstered in “Skimmer” fab-
ric. The day the ad ran colocidid
with an industry pasty, and Bellinges
garnered a Iot of atteation, pro and
con. “Whatever people said, it gener- .
ated a lot of controversy and madg
people stop and corument,” she sald:

Prodt ty ltems that

means that Bellinger must choose
wilh care the fabrics, designs and
colors her {lrm will manufacture
She loves all her designs, but thyy
must be able to stand oo thelr owa

merits, N

“When you begin, you jump In Jiist
thinking about what you wast to do*
(he designer explalned. “But we also
bave to consider that we are a small
firm and cannot Introduce a fabricin
say, nine colors. We can do three”

Most companles view 0
as'a desirable goal, and Bellinger
fso't ruling out that possibility for
her own firm. But she said that stay.
Ing small permita ber greater quali-
ty control and keeps her
focused.

What direction is texture design
heading !n the future? “I'm really
playing with bringing texture back
and glamour and the kingly
attitude,” said Bellinger, citigg
“Buzz Burx” as as example. “Every-
thing we were very Instrumental
{introducing) were flat things, like
Limoslne cloth and Yachting Cot-
ton.” P

As for herself, Bellinger never
fears sunning out of design ideas
“My grandmother is 102 and shes
{ull of ideas, Every spring she pladts
her seeds and she ey're
golng to como up again. I thinkJ
come from that strain.” -
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RARY RANCH! Bpacious thres m” m,
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