
Exhibitions

Fashion, Embroidery & Stitch at NEC, Birmingham
19th - 22nd March 2015

The Fashion, Embroidery & Stitch Show (coupled with Sewing for Pleasure and Hobbycrafts
shows) is always worth a visit. This year, the show included some of our favourite textile artists
with Ineke Berlyn, Stephanie Redfern, Lynda Monk, Susan Chapman and Wendy Dolan all
present plus textile groups, colleges and individual textile artists. It was full of beautiful work and
left us wanting more.

One of the highlights was Sophie Furbeyre’s exhibition.  Sophie
works with a variety of materials and techniques and these were
on display in her large body of work that ranged from wearable
art to wall-hangings and patchwork. These encompassed felt
art, textile art techniques and dressmaking.  The colours and
detail were stunning and up close, you could see many
different techniques. These pieces using cord (below) were
particularly well-constructed and eye-catching, as well as the
shadow appliqué you can see here. There was so much variety
in her work that it made for a very interesting exhibition.
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Stephanie Redfern had another fantastic exhibition filling a lovely space with her fabulous
panels and canvasses.  Bursting with colour and showing the detailing and pattern in her
pieces, it was time well spent looking closely at the construction, complexity and movement
depicted. Also on display was the Shadow and Light artist’s book of which a facsimile book was
being launched (see Books in this issue for our review).

Ineke Berlyn’s ‘Dressed to Quilt’ exhibition was innovative, fun and appealed to our sense of
fashion, love of wearable art and textile art techniques. Using dress ‘fronts’ hung on hangers,
the exhibition was awash with colours, styles and textile art techniques. Each dress was
displayed with an explanation of the inspiration and thought behind it, together with some of the
techniques used to achieve it.
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Techniques included paper-lamination, screen-printing
and Thermofax printing with discharge paste, and
printing with a ‘deconstructed screen’. As well as being
a wonderful exhibition, Ineke’s generosity in sharing her
techniques also produced a masterclass.

Crossing the line from fashion into textile art worked
remarkably well, and these were pieces that you could
see yourself wearing, especially when the inspiration
for some pieces came from the wedding dresses that
Ineke had made for her daughter, daughter-in-law and
a Mother-of-the-Bride (Page 2 and detail right) piece
for herself.

It was refreshing to see quilts being created in such
a lively fashion, still having something to say about
how what we wear can express the inner artist in us all.

In addition to these, there were some great exhibitions from textile groups. Meniscus Textile
Artists had a fantastic ‘Beside the Sea’ exhibition made in the great British Seaside Tradition. A
fun and quirky piece ‘RelaxeVous’ by Margaret Williams was a particular favourite. Simple
figures made from garden wire wrapped in muslin, perched on a piece of driftwood reading and
relaxing. Their beautiful silk fibre hats, delicately embroidered and beaded, really enhanced the
piece.
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A machine and hand-stitched Helter Skelter by Joy Hall, felted
ice-creams and candy floss by Fran Holmes, and Linda Rudkin’s
Rock Pool (constructed entirely from silk fibres) encouraged us to
think about summer.

Savage Beauty – Alexander McQueen at the V&A Museum, London
14th March – 2nd August 2015

Savage Beauty, an exhibition celebrating the
unsurpassable Alexander McQueen, has opened
at the V&A Museum, London and runs until August.
Pre-booked tickets are sold out for most of its run,
although you might be lucky should you turn up on
the day as some are held back for sale at the door.
Having been once, I am just trying to work out
whether I could go again, as it is one of those
exhibitions that stays with you long after you have left.

One of the most hotly anticipated exhibitions since
his untimely death in 2010, there is a lack of personal
information about the designer but perhaps this
suits the exhibition, as the clothes do the talking.
It is a fitting celebration of the genius of the designer.

The clothes included here range from McQueen’s
earliest degree shows to his final fully-realised
collection of Spring/Summer 2010 ‘Plato’s Atlantis’,
and several pieces from his unfinished Autumn/Winter
2010 collection. Everything included in between
spans a career that saw him being awarded ‘British
Designer of the Year’ four times.

Picture opposite image credit firstVIEW.
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The rooms of the exhibition are split into themes that flowed through McQueen’s work
throughout his career, rather than chronological order. You have selected garments from a
variety of collections and Claire Wilcox, the curator, has to be applauded for bringing the
essence of these themes into each area – Romantic Nationalism, Romantic Naturalism,
Romantic Exoticism, Romantic Primitivism, Romantic Gothic, London, Savage Mind, Plato’s
Atlantis, the Cabinet of Curiosities and Pepper’s Ghost, a mesmerising Kate Moss who appears
in spectral form to the haunting soundtrack of Schindler’s List.

In ‘London’ and ‘Savage Mind’ are a very raw, edgy range of clothes that although lacking the
finesse of his later work, show off to a tee the perfect grasp on tailoring and knowledge of
construction McQueen had.  Edges were cut, slashed, burned and torn but the meticulous
structure of the clothes shone through. The jacket inspired by Alfred Hitchcock’s ‘The Birds’
(bottom right) was perfectly put together.

In the Romantic Gothic room, there were pieces from McQueen’s unfinished collection,
universally applauded after his death as a masterpiece. These later pieces were breath-taking.
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In the middle photo at the bottom of page 5, you can see a gold feather coat. Looking really
closely at this, it seemed as if the feathers were individually hand-painted and we couldn’t
fathom out how it could have been constructed. The skirt here was made up of layers of silk
tulle, beautifully embroidered in gold. The outfits flagging the gold feather coat were two
reproductions of the ‘Annunciation of the Portinari Alterpiece’ by Hugo van der Goes. Both
looked to be digital prints but upon closer inspection, the dress on the left had the design woven
into silk jacquard, which must have been an incredibly complex process.

This was one of my favourite rooms, with the meticulous attention to detail which shone through
when standing face to face with these pieces. You could see the work and the hours of
planning, preparation and execution shining through. Standing right next to these wonderful
pieces of work, a whole new world opens up and you start to become swallowed up by the
enormity of the work that goes into each outfit.

The Cabinet of Curiosities was described as the heart of the exhibition. Recreated in London in
a double-height gallery, it was the busiest room. Packed full of more than 120 dresses, shoes,
jewellery and headwear, it was a room that needed more attention than the crowds and neck-
craning allowed for.

You needed to work your way around the room, looking up and
down the whole time and once you had made your way around
once, gravitate towards the centre (where there is seating,
if you are lucky) and look higher so nothing is missed. The sheer
volume of work in this room meant that pieces were easily missed,
and it was a shame that those up high could not be appreciated
more.

So much to see here - body armour and wings with laser cut
designs, a wooden skirt that flared out and you can see the
prosthetic carved wooden legs that McQueen made for model
Aimee Mullins in his 1999 Spring/Summer Show No.13.
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Videos were of all of McQueen’s shows, including that of a model standing on a rotating
turntable whilst being sprayed with paint by two industrial robots. That dress formed the
centrepiece of the room.

Most striking in this room was the selection of jewellery and head-pieces, many pieces by
Shaun Leane and Philip Treacy. Their collaborations with McQueen were spectacular and
produced some amazing pieces of work that, when you looked at them, displayed as installation
pieces in their own right, came to life.

This headdress (above right) by Philip Treacy is a recognisable piece but close up, you can see
that each butterfly is made of hand-painted turkey feathers.
Photo: Model: Alana Zimmer, © Anthea Simms.

In ‘Romantic Naturalism’, there were achingly beautiful dresses made from silk flowers, razor
clam shells and pheasant feathers.
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‘Romantic Exoticism’ showed influences of Africa, China, India, Turkey and Japan. These were
beautifully embroidered and moulded from jute, hessian and natural fibres. These pieces
revolved around mirrored enclosures so you could not miss any detail in each one.

With his approach to design encompassing his
early training with Saville Row tailors, Gieves &
Hawkes, and at the theatrical costumiers
Berman’s & Nathan’s, the exhibition shone with
McQueen’s talent. He used the precision of these
skills with his innovative pattern cutting styles.
His attention to detail and his artistic flair in
interpreting themes that pervaded his work
throughout his career produced garments that
were flattering, edgy, unsettling and so
astonishingly beautiful that seeing a collection
such as this makes your heart ache that
Alexander McQueen is no longer around.

All photos courtesy of Victoria and Albert Museum, London unless otherwise stated.

Shifting Patterns: Pacific Barkcloth Clothing at The British Museum
Until December 2015

The method of producing barkcloth, by beating the inner bark of trees into sheets, to use for
clothing and for other purposes unites the regions of the Pacific.  However, the patterns that
decorate the cloth are more specific to each of the island groups, and it is the differences
between these that are explored in this exhibition.

The barkcloth is decorated in a variety of ways, including stencilling, texturing, freehand
painting, cutting, using rubbings or dyes. Ranging in size from large pieces to cover the body, to
smaller pieces for head-dresses, all these techniques were on display.
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In each region, there were different approaches to the decoration, with many showing cloth that
is produced by women but only the men were allowed to decorate. Differences occurred in the
way that the cloth was produced or decorated and its uses. In Papua New Guinea, men
produced masks for rituals and barkcloth that showed the magnificent status of the Fijian chiefs.
Designs reflected a deeper meaning such as the serpentine design on the Solomon Islands
relating to the highs and lows of life, or the natural life-forms in the loincloths of Collingwood
Bay.

The exhibition looks both into the past and at the present, where the production of barkcloth in
many regions shows evidence of a renewed interest. Today, barkcloth is starting to be used for
designer wedding dresses.

A great exhibition to catch, and there is no charge for entry.



Exhibitions June 2015 10

Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation
The British Museum, London
23rd April – 2nd August 2015

This exhibition has been organised in conjunction with the Museum of Australia and features
objects and artefacts of the Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders to present a history of
the people from Captain Cook’s landing in 1770 to the present day.

Incorporating pieces of artwork, shields, jewellery, weapons, pots and other objects, the
exhibition combines a display which offers a wealth of striking design and an insight into the
cultural history of the people but also acknowledges the contentious issue about how some of
the pieces were acquired.

There are some huge pieces of
artwork on display and the way they
are created is fascinating. There can
be a collaboration of seniors in the
tribes that work together on different
parts of the artwork to paint the
storylines that cross an area of
country that they inhabit.  Vibrant in
colour, each shape and motif has a
meaning. They are wonderful
paintings to view.
This painting, right, is titled
Kungkarangkalpa, painted by
Kunmanara Hogan, Tjaruwa Woods,
Yarangka Thomas, Estelle Hogan,
Ngalpingka Simms and Myrtle
Pennington.

2013: Acrylic on canvas.
© The artists, courtesy Spinifex Arts
Project.

Right : Here we have Pukara.
Painted by Roy Underwood, Lennard
Walker, Simon Hogan and Ian Rictor.

2013: Acrylic on canvas, Western
Australia.
© The artists, courtesy Spinifex Arts
Project.
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Other artefacts include masks, a Possum skin cloak (only six of these survive from this period),
pearl shell pendants and shields.

Above left: Mask, Mer, Torres Strait, Queensland, before 1855. Turtle shell, shell, fibre.
© The Trustees of the British Museum.

Above right: Pearl shell pendant with dancing figures. Kimberley region, Western Australia,
before 1926 .Pearl shell, charcoal.
© The Trustees of the British Museum.

It is perhaps the shields that are the most thought-provoking. It is reported that when some of
these objects were taken, they would have left the community vulnerable. Another shield on
display had been collected by John Ewan Davidson who accompanied the Native Police while
they were shooting Aborigines. He took belongings of the killed or wounded, noting ‘There was
plenty of blood on one or two of the shields we collected’.

The exhibition recognises how indigenous objects came to Britain, being collected by settlers,
colonial officers or missionaries. Sometimes they were traded by the Aboriginal people or
Torres Straits Islanders, or given as gifts by indigenous people expecting their cultural value to
be recognised and hopes of a reciprocal relationship.

The exhibition does not shy away from facing the fact that these debates continue, but it offers
some counter argument that the world is able to see more of the indigenous cultural identity and
learn more about those people as a result. Art has helped the fight of indigenous Australians to
claim their native title to live on the land and learning about this makes it an even more
fascinating exhibition.


