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My designs come from the material I’m working with. 

                         I believe that every fabric has pictures inside. 

                                                                     I just draw it from the fabric.
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sat too close to during the cold winter and burned the soles off his shoes.
 Richard still toyed with the possibility of being a writer, but writing was 
difficult. In an early piece of prose, the main character—a young man visiting San 
Juan—wrote about the frustration of putting words on paper.  

Discipline. Y’ know, sometimes I think I’ve really got it, really 
got it. The words just come—and they’re great, say everything 
I want to say; but they never go down; I just think about them, 
and they go away when I sit down. So I get up again. Then, maybe 
once, once every billion times, I get something down—easy, 
good. And it seems great when I read it, but it can’t be, I say, so 
I worry and sweat about whether they’re good. Ain’t it a bitch?

 Richard gave up fiction writing during these years, but continued working on 
poetry for much of his life. 

in 1966, richard and rebecca set off on a trip that would turn their lives around. 
They left London “wide-eyed and openmouthed,” in Richard’s words, with 
absolutely no purpose or destination. Richard had only one goal: to sleep in the 
desert like Lawrence of Arabia. They first went east, to the Netherlands, and then 
motorcycled south though Belgium, France, and Spain, where they sold the bike 
and started hitchhiking. As winter’s chill approached, they crossed the Strait of 
Gibraltar by boat into Morocco and headed overland to Marrakesh, almost four 
hundred miles to the south. People were welcoming of the young couple, but 
exposure and bad food often left them sick.
 Richard and Rebecca had no artistic ambitions when they left on their grand 
tour. In need of money, they were able to sell a few watercolors and drawings while 
in Africa. But their modest success did not interest them as much as what they 
were experiencing. The beauty of the fabrics that lined the open-air markets struck 
them both. Euphoric as he examined the dyed silks—“It was like walking into the 
astroplane”—Richard made what he later called a “complete transformation to 
textiles.”
 In the souks of North Africa, art took on a new meaning. “I always liked 
drawing and painting, and I thought that was what you hung on walls,” he said. “I’d 
never considered baskets, pottery, and textiles as art until I saw the beautiful ones 

a scene from the market in the algerian 
city of ghardaïa in april 1967. 

right: maya in college
following pages: a 1965 passport, which 
is filled with visas as well as entry and 
exit stamps.
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maya and quinja soon got out of the clothing business. Maya told a reporter 
that he was bored with the “mechanics” of producing fashion. One associate said 
that Larsen had convinced Maya that there was not enough money in creating one-
of-a-kind fashions. It was still difficult to support themselves one garment at a 
time. And despite the raves, Quinja was never satisfied with the quality of what 
they were making. 
 In 1971, they started making something completely new: fabric environments. 
Their idea was to take what they had learned from constructing clothes and 
combine it with modern hand-dyeing and resist-dyeing techniques to create 
360-degree interior spaces of cloth. “It was a way of changing the environment 
through textiles,” Maya said. And it also represented the early stages of the work 
for which Maya would become best known.
 Amazingly, they soon found a patron.
 Elita Mallers Murphy, the Chicago socialite and wife of the architect C. F. 
Murphy, was a trendsetter in a city not known for trends. She wore black crepe 
pajamas to a women’s luncheon in 1962, long before fashion pajamas became 
popular. Time magazine pointed out that she was one of the first women to wear 
pantsuits. “If Chicago is years behind New York in fashion, Mrs. Murphy fills the 
gap,” wrote Bobette Cohen in the Chicago Daily News.
 Murphy was a fan of the Romanoffs. She bought about ten pieces from them, 
including a tie-dyed opera coat that she eventually donated to the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. “He was a tad above the times,” she said of Maya. “When everybody 
else was getting shag carpeting, he was hanging tie-dye on the wall. I recognized 
him right away as a revolutionary.”
 Murphy asked the two to create their first fabric environment in the bedroom 
of her daughter, also named Elita, for her sixteenth birthday. “I had always been on 
the avant-garde side,” Murphy said of her apartment in the otherwise prim and 
proper high-rise at 1500 North Lake Shore Drive. “We raised some eyebrows in 
that building. But when it was finished it was a sensation.”
 The tropical garden, about twenty feet square, was an undulating dream of 
tie-dyed and painted textile surfaces. It had painted green canvas carpet for grass; 
a velvet garden with trees, birds, flowers, and a rainbow; and a silk ceiling painted 
blue with fluffy clouds. It looked like a hippie harem, complete with a tie-dyed 
velvet bedspread. “It’s an organic thing,” Maya said. “There are no hard edges in 
nature. Man created the hard edge. Softness is the key to what we do. We use soft 

quinja (from left), maya and their first patron, 
elita mallers murphy. 
right: maya and quinja in murphy’s room called 
“a flower garden that never dies.”
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in 1978, romanoff took another trip that changed the direction of his life. He 
traveled to Japan as a delegate of the World Fellowship of Buddhists. Spurred by 
Rebecca’s interest in Eastern religions, Maya became a practicing Buddhist in the 
mid-1970s. Buddhism gave him a way to live life deeper. He meditated, did yoga, 
went on retreats, and stuck to a no-sugar, no-meat diet. Buddhism emphasized 
discipline and restraint, devotion and ethical behavior. “I think he had a lot of 
unattractive thoughts but worked really, really hard to be a good guy,” said his niece 
Laura Romanoff, who has worked with Maya for two decades. “To have integrity, to 
be kind, to be respected by himself and others was important to him.”
 Maya felt wonderfully at ease in Japan. “For many years I have had great 
sympathy for Japanese art and crafts,” he wrote. “I have many friends and contacts 
in the Japanese community in Chicago. When at last I came to Japan, it seemed 
that rather than coming to a foreign land I had come to my home.”
 Though the trip was primarily a spiritual journey, Romanoff visited the 
ateliers of the master craftsman Kako Moriguchi, who painted and dyed kimonos, 
and the folk artist Keisuke Serizawa, who designed textiles and paper. As he had 
been in North Africa and India, Romanoff was inspired and empowered by the 
craftsmanship he saw. “I’m always involved with ancient people,” he told a reporter, 
“and I’ve tried to make things that look as though they’ve always been there.” 
 But the trip made him question his own skills.
 He was intrigued by the intricate kanoko method of tie-dyeing fabric and by 
how Serizawa applied resist paste through a stencil to dye fabric. Romanoff had 
been working on these techniques for years, but he could see he had much to learn. 
“The composition of the paste itself is a mystery to me,” he wrote, “and also the 
specific method of application of the paste. Can fabric be dyed in vats or must the 
dye be applied by brush? Can hot dye be used? How is the paste removed? Many 
questions.”
 Romanoff was also intrigued by the ancient Japanese way of making paper 
and inspired by the beautifully elaborate gift wrap he found in stores. The fashion 
editor of the Robb Report would later note that “one particular paper, a copper 
rayon embossed material, captured the imagination of Romanoff, who envisioned 
the squares as wallpaper, and ultimately led him to create Weathered Walls, his 
line of handmade paper that is infused with dyes to present a striated, lacquered 
effect previously attainable only by the passage of time.”
 Just before returning to the United States, Romanoff met Haruko Miyoshi, 

helium-filled balloons float over the tie-dyed 
belvedere castle during the medieval spring 
celebration in central park in 1980.
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sitting zazen in 1980. meditation was an important part of romanoff’s life. decades later, he named a wall covering meditations ohm.
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like many other things he did, I have grown to accept it, and not really question 
it.”
 To capture the subtly changing colors of a sunrise, Maya made his way 
through the spectrum. “It goes from east to west, like the sun, rising hot and red 
and then giving way to cool blues and greens,” he explained.
 “Maya made a sunrise to show the world how colors flow,” said Heng Bou, 
who helped paint the panels. “He wanted to show a real sunrise.”
 In planning the piece, Romanoff built scale models and conducted wind 
tests, tying fabric panels to the building and connecting them with plastic cords so 
he could figure out how they moved best in the wind. “It’s like being an architect,” 
he said, “only more whimsical.”
  Romanoff, his staff, and volunteers worked long hours for about two 
months to make and assemble the strips. The installation, which was not publicly 
announced, took people by surprise.
 “What is that thing?” a cop asked.
 A woman replied, “All I know, it’s beautiful.”
 As the fabric was being slowly unfurled, Romanoff knew that in a matter of 
hours an unappreciated building would appear light and airy. And for those on the 
inside, it would be like looking through stained glass windows.
 One Sun-Times employee disagreed. “I feel like I’m sitting inside Abbie 
Hoffman,” he said.
 Bess’s Sunrise garnered much attention. At least a dozen local and national 
publications weighed in on the piece. “Maya Romanoff is about to transform one of 
this city’s ugliest buildings into his vision of Cleopatra’s barge at dawn,” proclaimed 
the Wall Street Journal. Said Time: “In a city attuned to architectural splendors 
and niceties, the squat, graceless Chicago Sun-Times Building, resembling an 
aluminum-and-marble houseboat run aground, has long struck its beholders as an 
eyesore. Suddenly it has become the visual star of the Windy Cityscape.”
 Romanoff wrote that Bess’s Sunrise was his first successful attempt to 
transform architecture through art. “Rather than disappearing the building into 
a mysterious package by completely wrapping it, this piece honors its functions 
as a printing factory and office building. By adding it to the everyday life, the 
extraordinary becomes comforting—that was above all its main purpose—to 
comfort myself as Bess always did for me.”

bess’s sunrise at the sun-times building. 
romanoff’s goal was to change people’s 
relationship to the building. “if i succeed, i’m a 
genius. if i fail, i’m a bum,” he said. 
(photos by george landros)
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beads, wood,” said Laura Romanoff. “Every person, 
whether you are in Uzbekistan or Tallahassee, loves 
these materials. It’s visceral. They want them around 
them.”

once a week, maya romanoff takes an art therapy 
class. The goal is not to make great art, but to enjoy 
a moment of creativity. Maya approaches it—the 
brushes, paints, cotton balls, and cray-pas—with a 
great deal of comfort.
 He could still speak softly when he started the 
class in 2011.
 “He talked about his travels, where he has been,” 
said his therapist, Leslee Goldman. “He has seen a 
lot, experienced a lot. He was obviously once a free 
spirit.”
 At the outset, Romanoff told Goldman that he 
loved to collaborate. They worked together on 
small projects at first, but now he usually works 
alone. Romanoff has trouble talking, and Goldman 
has trouble hearing.
 “We don’t communicate with words,” she said, 
“but we make art together.”
 Maya is still fascinated with color. He wets paper 
with a watery paintbrush, dips the brush in paint, 
and watches what happens when he touches the 
pigment onto the paper. The paint spreads. It goes 

wherever it wants. “He loves the spontaneity,” Goldman said.
 And he still loves to finger paint, she said, because it gives him a chance to 
make his mark. You can’t get any closer to art than by using your hands.
 Sometimes, if he is in the right mood, Maya loses himself in time, in space, 
and in the studio. “This is the last thing he can master,” she said.
 Even now, Maya Romanoff continues to surprise, putting colors together 
and using textures in ways that are slightly unimaginable.
 “He wants to see what happens.”

designer amy lau’s re-interpretation of half 
plaid tie-dyed wallpaper, which made its debut 
after the firm’s fortieth anniversary.
right: joyce and maya romanoff. “we met at a 
crucial time in both of our lives,” said joyce. 
(photo by tom maday)
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experiments show the palette of colors formed by combining twenty different dyes in maya 
romanoff’s studios on pleated canvas. color gradations are created when textiles are tied 
by elastic bands and dunked into a dye bath. the bands form the horizontal lines.



9595



100

“If you can imagine seeing the sun’s rays reflected through a 
prism, you’ll get a pretty good idea of Multifarious Maya’s printed 
leathers,” wrote Susan Rodgers of The New York Post in 1971.

leather

100

right: an experimental leather tie-dye from the 1970s. maya romanoff may have 
been the first to tie-dye leather. he started by crafting a cape and a vest, and 
later did custom upholstery. next pages: romanoff left leather soaking in dye 
overnight because he wanted color to saturate the material. wrestling thick 
cowhide so that it can be tied is difficult, and leather becomes extremely heavy 
when dunked into a dye bath.
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The fact that he had no experience creating paper did not 
concern Maya Romanoff because he was determined to figure 
out the process on his own. “You lose a lot of craft” when you 
educate yourself, he said, and you don’t ever learn right from 
wrong. But that can be an advantage.

“If you see it first as a ‘mistake’ then you may be closing off an 
opportunity,” he wrote. “In the beginning I either didn’t know 
they were ‘mistakes,’ or maybe I did, but I used them anyway.”

paper
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right: original snowflake tie-dyed wallpaper from the early 1980s. the pattern is 
particularly tricky because the fragile paper is folded at the start and refolded 
when wet. designer amy lau refashioned the pattern with contemporary colors 
on more durable paper for the company as anniversary snowflake in 2010.
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“recipe cards” filled out by romanoff so that the designs can be repeated. these cards, 
which contain detailed information about all products made in the studios, are kept 
in recipe boxes and have been used for decades. “if you want to redo a design, you have 
to record everything,” says production manager na bopha ly om.
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quintessential maya: weathered metals, produced in the skokie factory, uses liquid metallics 
in a random design. each roll is unique; they do not need to match when installed.



132

“Anywhere a piece of fabric can go—whether or not it has ever 
been there before—is where I put my textiles,” Maya Romanoff 
wrote. “There is no creative distinction in my mind between what 
can be used and what cannot.”

3  -d
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right: beadazzled, introduced in 2002, has had many versions. because the 
transparent beadazzled glass beads can overlay art, such as this reproduction 
of a mural known as poured lines by british artist ian davenport, the beads can 
be customized. this piece was commissioned for a 2010 exhibition in milan, italy.
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meditations ohm connects back to romanoff’s buddhist years. based on lokta paper, used in 
sacred buddhist prayer texts, fibers are made from the lokta plant, found high in the mountains 
of nepal. local artists use chopsticks to create the honeycomb pattern when the paper is still 
wet. first shown in 2007, is paper colored and coated in the romanoff studios. “even in his 
present state, he has not lost his eye,” said docey lewis, an independent designer who helps 
create products in nepal and indonesia. right: an experiment that did not reach market, a wall 
surface based on cheesecloth.
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mother of pearl, made from genuine capiz seashells found in the indian ocean. joyce romanoff, who was 
inspired by maya’s interest in using natural products, developed the line. she first saw the shells on placemats. 
the wallcovering, one of the company’s most popular, is assembled in indonesia and the philippines. 
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n i r v a n a
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There is a soulfulness that comes from using our own hands to coax 
out the beauty of the material from its core essence, and that feeling 
comes through in the crafted products.
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