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Isabella Blow: Fashion Galore! 20 November – 2 March 2014 
 

Held in London’s Somerset House, this 
exhibition celebrated the life force that was 
Isabella Blow, patron and lover of fashion, 
muse to many fashion designers and stylist 
for some of the most well-known fashion 
magazines such as Tatler and Vogue up until 
her death in 2007. 
 
Isabella Blow had a compelling family 
background, born into the Delves Broughton 
family whose home was Dogginton Hall in 
Cheshire.  Isabella’s grandfather was Jock 
Delves Broughton, made infamous by the 
White Mischief scandal of 1930s and who 
had squandered the family’s immense wealth 
through gambling.  In a video interview, 
Isabella Blow showed pictures of Doggington 
Hall and discussed how the past and lives 
lived fascinated her.  This part of the 
exhibition was a great introduction to the life 
that was then exhibited through some of the 
best of late 20th and early 21st Century 
fashion. 
 
Isabella Blow is most famous for her patronage of Alexander McQueen and Philip Treacy.  The 
work of these two designers featured heavily in the show.  Isabella famously bought Alexander 
McQueen’s degree show collection and several pieces are included in the exhibition.  It was 
fascinating to see the beginnings of his career in the dresses, coats and jackets, where screen 
printing techniques, a liberal use of glitter and the structuring which was later developed to 
perfection, could be seen.  Clothes by other designers that she championed, such as Julien 
Macdonald and Hussain Chalayan, were also on display. 
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I was struck by the sheer size of the 
exhibition and spent over three 
hours there looking at the exhibits 
and the accompanying videos of 
fashion shows featuring the clothes.   
 
It was interesting to see the pieces 
both on display and how they looked 
on live people.   
 
The upstairs gallery (below), which 
took its inspiration from a quote by 
Blow.  ‘Style Tip: Always accentuate 
the head and the feet’. 
 
 
 
This gallery co-ordinated a huge number of Treacy hats, beautifully lit, on display with other 
exhibits including many personal items of Isabella Blow on deconstructed dress forms.  Most of 
these dress forms were decked out with fabulous shoes, which finished off the postmodern 
setup beautifully. 
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I have to say that I have never been in the presence of so many beautiful shoes, mainly by 
Manolo Blahnik, all coupled with the most amazing headwear.  Mannequins lined the upstairs 
gallery, each cocooned in their own kiosk so that each outfit could be appreciated on its own 
merits.   
 
The tailoring of all designers was exquisite, and it was such a treat to be able to get up close to 
the breathtaking workmanship of the Treacy hats.  The sweeping line and shape of many of 
them created larger than life pieces that were so perfectly finished, they were awe-inspiring.  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The year following her death, in 
2008, Alexander McQueen 
collaborated with Philip Treacy 
on his Spring/Summer 
collection.  Entitled La Dame 
Bleu, the full show was 
projected in a room behind the 
display, so that you could see 
the pieces being worn and 
showcased within the whole 
collection.  Highlights on display 
were a full-length gown 
constructed from fabric covered 
with small feathers, a hat of red 
butterflies, and a suit tailored 
from python skin. 
 
 
 



Exhibitions March 2014  4 

 

Isabella Blow’s presence at the exhibition was very strong and you got a real sense of her 
personality.  Interspersed around were a number of personal effects, such as her trademark 
lipsticks, reproductions of her magazine photo shoots (most eye-catching were those she styled 
with David LaChapelle), and a huge projection of an interview with her, which rang around the 
gallery.  Magazine profiles and articles featuring her were wall-mounted, and reading these built 
up a stronger and vivid picture of who she was.   
 

 
 
You were able to appreciate the exhibition on two levels. First, you were surrounded by some of 
the most beautifully crafted clothes you could ever hope to get close to.  Secondly, these 
clothes, seeing the way she dressed in them, her thoughts about fashion and new designers, 
were all around and the small details just added a real, larger than life personality around whom 
they all revolved.  There was much to admire in the pieces, but it was the personality behind it 
all that really shone through and made it into a cohesive whole. 
 

 
 
For those that weren’t aware of the character of Isabella Blow, it was a great insight into how 
fashion at that time was influenced and shaped by her input.  The championing of new 
designers, her expression of belief in them by constantly wearing their work, styling fashion 
shows and featuring fashion pieces in shoots that were styled in provocative and edgy tableaux, 
led to her becoming a legendary figure in the worlds of art and fashion.  It was a fitting tribute to 
an irreplaceable person. 
 
All photographs © Peter MacDiarmid/Getty for Somerset House unless otherwise stated.  All 
photographs are reproduced with kind permission from Somerset House 
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Winter Light at Waddesdon: Bruce Munro 
 
Bruce Munro is currently enjoying a residency at Waddesdon Manor, Buckinghamshire, until 
2015. His most recent exhibits at this venue were Blue Moon on a Platter and Angel Light in 
2012.  Having had several tours in the USA last year, including the feted Longwood Gardens in 
Pennsylvania and Cheekwood Gardens in Nashville, Tennessee, it was with great anticipation 
that six new light installations were unveiled under the mantle Winter Light.   
 
Coinciding with the Christmas decorated Manor House being open to visitors, this was a great 
opportunity to combine the old, traditional splendour of the house (owned by the Rothschilds 
until it was bequeathed to the National Trust in the 1950s) with the modern sensory delight of 
Bruce Munro’s work. 
 
The installations were laid out on a trail around the gardens and were spaced at a sufficient 
distance to allow each to be appreciated as an individual work of art. 
 
Brass Monkeys (below) was a huge pyramid structure, created from giant glass orbs, filled with 
fibre-optic cables. As the light changed from blue to white, it struck a vivid picture against the 
dark surroundings.  
 

   
 

Water Towers, right, was a corridor of towers, 
created from two-litre plastic bottles, filled with 
fibre-optic cables which changed to a myriad of 
colours.  
 
Disembodied voices ‘sang’ as you moved and 
walked through them.  Of all the installations, this 
gave you a true sensory experience of light and 
sound combining both to good effect.  
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Parliament of Owls was perhaps the most quietly humorous piece.  A telegraph pole 
constructed as a totem pole, 30 pairs of glass lenses of red light blinked and flickered, almost 
as if winking to the passers-by.   
 
Having being fascinated by the ‘parliament’ of owls in The Silver Chair, the fourth book in The 
Chronicles of Narnia by C S Lewis, Munro was inspired to create this piece.  It gave a real 
sense of owl observers, calmly surveying the scene with only the occasional wink of any eye to 
betray their presence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mynah Words (below) was installed into the Waddesdon Aviary, and was named after the 
Rothschild Mynahs, an endangered species of bird that has been successfully bred at 
Waddesdon.  Again, a slightly cheeky exhibit, this work consisted of a series of ultra-violet tubes 
with hanging speech bubbles, laser cut with symbols and letters, and which caught the light and 
swung around, mirroring the chatter of the birds. 
 

 
 



Exhibitions March 2014  7 

 

Tepees (right) was a series of structures made 
from optical fibre tubes, arranged in and out of 
the surrounding trees, where the tubes flashed 
on and off in random sequences and lit up 
different parts of the grounds.   
 
Very much a light show, I thought this would 
have benefitted from sounds as well, knowing 
what it brought to Water Towers. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Finally, the most calming and atmospheric piece was the River of Light.  A re-imagined 
development of his piece ‘Field of Light’ (exhibited at Holborne House in Bath in 2011), which 
had been inspired by the landscape, energy and atmosphere of the Red Desert in Australia. 
This was installed in the wild flower valley, over which the visitors could survey the scene.   
 
Using around 6,500 glass orbs on stalks, the optical fibres changed colour in a sweeping 
motion, so light flooded across the grass, like water flowing.  It was beautiful and serene.  
 
It was a great experience seeing this very unusual exhibition.  Bruce Munro has created a lot of 
fascinating work around the world in recent years and the moods and atmospheres he creates 
with light are compelling.  But if you missed this, don’t despair. Field of Light is being exhibited 
within Edinburgh’s St Andrew Square from 3 February to 27 April. 

© Bruce Munro Winter Light Images: Water Towers, Parliament of Owls, Mynah Words, 
Tepees, River of Light. Waddesdon Manor, National Trust, 2013. Photo: Mark Pickthall 


