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To call John Robshaw a “New
York-based” textile designer is
to ignore his constant travels,
especially in India, which is
where he learned the techniques
that are at the core of his work.
Most of Robshaw’s textiles begin
as block prints — a centuries-old
method which involves dipping
hand-carved wooden stampers
into ink or paint, then pressing
them manually onto fabric.
Robshaw’s elaborate prints,
textiles and furnishings can be
found in numerous Hollywood
homes, but they came out of a
period in his 20s when he was
“traveling for months at a 
time so I could really dig into 
the crafts, stay in villages and 
actually print all day with the 
printers,” he recalls. “I could 
stop and eat lunch with them 
at a local joint, smoke clove 
cigarettes and bet on cock fights. 
I was learning the tricks of 
printing and the mindset of the 
local people in a way you can’t 
when you just pass through.” 
Robshaw invited us into his 
home and studio as part
of Lincoln’s Continental Stories
video series. View the video
now on architecturaldigest.com,
and turn the page to see a 
collection of Robshaw’s block 
printed textiles. Below, he talks 
about the importance of travel, 
and staying modern while
using ancient methods.

How has travel affected your 
work?
It has added so many layers and 
dimensions to my eye — I have 
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Overleaf: Block printed textiles from 

John Robshaw’s new collection.

seen so many styles, techniques, 
cultures. It stretches you in 
many directions and opens you 
to different viewpoints and 
aesthetics which you balance with 
your own to create something 
new and fresh. That’s what keeps 
me traveling. 

And as a person?
I think it has opened me up to
people and places, and softened,
or rather worn down, my sharp
edges. I remember getting to
New York after college and
thinking, “This place is packed,”
while walking down Broadway.
Then later, I was in New Delhi,
and I revised my idea of a
crowded sidewalk.

What skills have you learned 
abroad?
To go with the flow. There is a 
festival and all of the printers 

have gone back to their village, 
so you will wait for your 
order. You can find good ideas 
anywhere, from a stone temple 
to a local flower market — keep 
your eyes and your attitude 
open. Don’t take the night buses, 
don’t eat salads, double check 
your visa and passport and don’t 
forget those extra pictures. I 
think moving about from home 
shakes you up, gets the rust 
out and keeps you young and 
in love. Routine kills design. I 
love New York City, but I also 
need to be in other places and 
come back — then you always 
appreciate it all.

Are you working traditionally 
or innovating?
It’s a 50/50 game. There are 
amazing traditions that cannot 
happen on a large scale, so I 
moved some prints from block 

printing — a process which 
takes forever and whose colors 
are not consistent — to rotary 
printing, but I still keep the 
hand-block look of the textiles 
by starting out with block prints. 
Traditions lead to ideas that can 
be updated, edited and played 
with in a more contemporary 
context to make them new and 
exciting. Everyone has seen 
traditional textiles, and a new 
take on them is what excites 
other people and me.

Going out into the world, finding 

inspiration and bringing it home—

THAT’S CONTINENTAL. 

John Robshaw
in his design studio

and showroom in
New York City.
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“I think if you’re going somewhere a few times a year repeatedly, 
you learn the complexity of the place.If you keep going back you 

actually realize how much you don’t know about it.”

–John Robshaw
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A selection of block print 
swatches from John Robshaw’s 
design studio, New York City.
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