
WEEK 2: Large block print design in imitation of tie dye, figures of dancing ladies and 
peacocks 
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This design was produced with large blocks over a red ground (see ‘Block Printing in the 
Vale of Leven’ by Archibald Aitken in the ‘Essays’ section).  Block printing is one of the 
oldest known methods of textile printing and it continued to be used even though 
technological advances such as cylinders were introduced.  Although the sample is quite 
small the finished length of fabric would have been about 4m long and would have been 
used for a sari or a shawl. 
 
The ‘mosaic’ style of the imitation tie dye is a popular style within the Turkey Red 
Collection.  This style would have been suitable for the Muslim customers in India as the 
images of the dancing lady and peacock did not look too natural, unlike some of the other 
styles in this collection which would not have been suitable.  According to David Bremner 
writing in 1869, the Turkey red manufacturers were well aware of these cultural differences.  
The peacock and dancing lady are common motifs within this collection.  The peacock could 
symbolise a number of different things including love, courtship, protection and fertility.   
  

The sample is from a pattern book which dates from the 1870s and includes patterns 
which were in use as late as 1883.  It was used by John Orr Ewing and Co. one of the 

largest Turkey red manufacturers in the Vale of Leven.  John Orr Ewing started his business 
in 1835 manufacturing Turkey red and producing printed cottons. He initially retired in 
1845 and sold the business to his partner Robert Alexander.  Alexander was not as successful 
as Orr Ewing had been, however, and in 1860 Orr Ewing decided to come back to the 
industry and brought Alexander’s business, along with the business of John Todd and Co. of 
Levenfield. John Orr Ewing and Co. was based at Alexandria on the river Leven, but they 
had offices in Glasgow and Manchester.  John Orr Ewing trained his younger brother, 
Archibald, in the business of calico printing and in 1845 Archibald set up his own business 
under the name of Archibald Orr Ewing and Co.  The two firms were to be significant rivals, 
producing Turkey red printed fabrics that were exported to Europe, India, the West Indies, 
Africa, South America and East Asia.   


