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4 0 // P A P E R  P R I N C E S S
W O R D S // S H O N Q U I S  M O R E N O

N E W  Y O R K  C R E AT I V E  D I R E C T O R  M A R Y B E T H  S H A W

( R I G H T )  I S  T H E  D R I V I N G  F O R C E  B E H I N D  A  W A L L PA P E R

R E N A I S S A N C E .  B Y  R E C R U I T I N G  C U T T I N G - E D G E

D E S I G N E R S  T O  P R O D U C E  S O M E  I M A G I N AT I V E  A N D  

E Y E - C AT C H I N G  PAT T E R N S ,  S H E  H A S  TA K E N  T H I S  

S O M E T I M E S  B L A N D ,  H O M E LY  M AT E R I A L  A N D  T U R N E D

I T  I N T O  O N E  T H AT ’ S  AT T R A C T I N G  P L E N T Y  O F  N O T I C E .
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ABOVE One of the images from the ‘Turnpike’ series, which Wolf-Gordon has yet to manufacture. Shaw and photographer 
James Shanks photographed enlarged fragments of industrial infrastructure, in this case a gas tank, to form abstract patterns.
BACKGROUND Architect Laurinda Spear’s Wave pattern, part of her ‘Linework’ series for Wolf-Gordon, abstracts the 
architectural symbol for heating insulation.

4 2 P O L  O X Y G E N
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New York-based, commercial wallcovering 
manufacturer Wolf-Gordon launched a new series

of concept collections under a creative director named Marybeth
Shaw, who had been with the company only two years. Architect
Laurinda Spear designed the first collection, based on architectural
graphics, and called it ‘Linework’, after the term for ink-drawn
plans. For instance, Spear’s Wave pattern (pictured) abstracted the
architectural symbol for heating insulation. Three months after its
launch, The New York Times Magazine included ‘Linework’ on its
annual ‘A-List of Design’. Today, Spear’s Bamboo pattern is the
company’s fifth most popular seller out of more than 700 products. 

Shaw has been the driving force behind the company’s 
innovations. A handful of independent (often British) designers,
such as Tracy Kendall and Deborah Bowness, had already sparked
a renaissance in small-scale wallpaper design over the past decade.
Under Shaw, however, Wolf-Gordon has initiated the mass 
manufacturing of concept-based wallpapers by recruiting 
high-profile, international designers whose first disciplines, 
crucially, are not wallpaper design.

Shaw sees her efforts, in part, as a response to the industry’s 
longtime failings: bland, unattributed designs and conservative
manufacturers who knock off one another’s top-selling products
instead of troubling to find innovative designers. Wallcoverings
actually date back to the 1500s, but during the last 30 years, 
says Shaw, the industry has turned out unremarkable patterns in
diluted colours. “These concept collections are a critique of what’s
out there, and what’s come before,” she says. “I’m looking for work
that speaks of our time.”

Shaw’s work is both curatorial and driven by ideas. Following
Spear, Shaw invited industrial designer Karim Rashid to create a
computer-generated collection called ‘Digital Nature’ that mimics
organic forms with its sinuous, kinetic voluptuousness. The latest
collection, ‘Touch’, designed by Amsterdam-based landscape and 
textile designer Petra Blaisse, was based on photographs of fibres,
fur and stitching, which were then enlarged to exaggerate their
scale. “She’s playing with the limitations of walls,” says Shaw, 
“playing with our perception of how deep the wall is.”

Two lower-profile launches this year also bore Shaw’s signature.
Chicago-based fine artist Christine Tarkowski designed three 
patterns that will be the first to exploit the company’s digital 
printing techniques, since they cannot be printed by the traditional

C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 W
O

L
F

-G
O

R
D

O
N

/J
A

M
E

S
S

H
A

N
K

S

IN 1999,

8553 - POL OXYGEN 040-049  1/7/03  9:55 AM  Page 43



C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 W
O

L
F

-G
O

R
D

O
N

/J
A

M
E

S
 S

H
A

N
K

S

ABOVE Part of the ‘Touch’ series, designed by Amsterdam-based landscape and textile designer Petra Blaisse, and based 
on enlarged photographs of, in this case, wool (top) and stitching (bottom), that exaggerate scale. “She’s playing with the
limitations of walls,” says Shaw, “playing with our perception of how deep the wall is.” BACKGROUND Karim Rashid’s
Replicant pattern from his ‘Digital Nature’ series, computer-generated images that mimic organic forms.
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rotogravure process. Tarkowski digitally photographed 
400-year-old scale models of French towns and landscapes. Repeated
and interpreted, the pixelated patterns made from these images 
imitate the saturated colours and textures of a tapestry. Tarkowski
also designed the wallpaper covering the rear of the Wolf-Gordon
showroom, Alpine. Based on a larger-than-life photographic 
reproduction of a wooden, shingle-clad house, it cleverly amplifies
the house’s scale, while bringing the outside in. 

“Marybeth took a real risk by inviting me to design for 
Wolf-Gordon,” says Tarkowski. “She knew that she wouldn’t be
able to predict what the outcome would be and that whatever I
would design wouldn’t be merely decorative. Marybeth has taken a
‘beige’ company and shown it and its clients that culture, design and 
progressive ideas on aesthetics are worth taking a stand for. She
takes risks every day when she pulls art into the corporation.”

A second line, ‘Suite’, includes work by textile designer Carla
Weisberg, who hand-cut paper—the rough angles of the scissors’
path around her polka dots are visible in the finished wallpaper—
and traced shapes to create her patterns. In contrast, graphic 
designer Kari Pei drew her patterns on a computer. 

“Wolf-Gordon has definitely become an interesting place to
watch,” says Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum curator,
Ellen Lupton. “Shaw is looking nationally and internationally for
designers who will bring a different attitude to an area where 
neutrality and invisibility have usually ruled. I’m not sure there is
anything comparable to Wolf-Gordon’s innovation in the wallpaper
industry right now. Shaw has made me look at wallpaper again in a
way that no-one else has.”

For the showroom launch of ‘Suite’ in early May, Shaw drove up
from Baltimore, Maryland, where she lives with her husband and
one-year-old son. Amber-eyed, with hair to match, she was stylish
and confident in a navy dress and Prada belt. The showroom—the
design of which she oversaw—resembles a gallery at the Paris
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