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You Blow Me Away - Louise Gardiner
Anthropologie, London

20 November 2015 – 31 January 2016

'Anthropologie' in Kings Road, London has
a small gallery space attached to the shop
and features textile artists with a real
‘buzz’. A few years ago, it was Mister Finch
and this time it was the turn of Louise Gardiner,
contemporary embroiderer and artist, who
stepped into the driving seat with work that
exploded off the walls.

Louise’s work has been exhibited at the Saatchi Gallery and was featured in the window of
Liberty last year to celebrate its 140th anniversary.  The work shown here reflects the energy
and enthusiasm that Louise has for her craft.  It is a riot of colour and complex construction
coming from the inspiration of ‘nature, music and creative emotion’.
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I was enchanted by this exhibition and how the space was presented.  There were framed
pictures, quilts, scarves, velvet pouffs and cushions but each one was worthy of a lengthy
examination. There were flowers, feathers, tendrils and studs but you would miss them all if
you didn’t edge in a little closer to see all the details for yourself.   The stitching was
exquisite and perfectly placed in each motif to suit the composition.   I also loved the little
touches – the sewing reels balanced on top of the pictures and Louise’s sewing machine in
the centre of the room.  It made you realise how much talent she has as this was a very
compact and simple machine, with all the artistry coming from within rather than through
souped-up gadgets.  A little bit bonkers but definitely something that would cheer up your
wall.  Wouldn’t your home be all the better for it?
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Bejewelled Treasures – The Al Thani Collection
Victoria and Albert Museum

21 November 2015 – 28 March 2016

Exhibited as part of the V&A India Festival, you will still have time to get along to this
fabulous exhibition.  It shows the collection of Sheikh Hamad Bin Abdullah Al Thani plus
three more items from the Royal Collection loaned by Her Majesty the Queen.  This was a
wonderful historical view of the traditions of jewellery making in India and its influences from
the 17th Century to the present day.  There were over one hundred pieces on display, all
beautiful.

The Al Thani Collection © Servette Overseas Limited, 2014. Photograph: Prudence Cuming
Associates Ltd

The exhibition covered four major areas: the use of jewels and jewellery for Royal purposes,
the commercial beginnings of Indian jewellery production, the influence of this on the West
and vice versa, and modern interpretations.  These were set out in different sections such as
The Treasury, The Court and The Age of Transition.  The Royal Treasuries of the 17th

Century contained large numbers of precious stones that came from the subcontinent
(Diamonds), Burma (Rubies), Central Asia (Spinels), South America through Goa
(Emeralds) and Sri Lanka (Sapphires).  These stones were on display, some unmounted,
others set into swords, hair decorations, turban jewels, ornamental animals (from Tipu
Sultan’s throne, see page 4) and brooches.
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The practice of setting these stones using Kundun (24-carat Gold) featured in many of the
pieces.  Especially impressive was the combination of Kundun and enamelling seen in
several pieces, particularly turban Jewels, which were displayed in central cases so that you
could appreciate the beautiful patterned enamelling on the reverse (below).   There were
several newly commissioned films being screened that show these techniques in practice.
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Also explored were the changes made with the political upheavals in the 18th and early 19th

Century, when jewellery production moved out of the palaces and became a commercial
enterprise.  This led to an exchange between India and the West in the early 20th Century.
The variety in styles and approaches were evident in this part of the exhibition where
jewellers such as Paul Iribe (below) and Cartier drew on and acknowledged the Indian
traditions, using jewels such as carved jade and emeralds in their pieces to reflect the
modern aesthetic of the Art Deco movement.

In the present day, in Contemporary Masters, a combination of old traditions and new
practices keep the skills alive and showed examples of work by Paris-based JAR who take
inspiration from Mughal architectural features and Bhagat in Mumbai, who take old-cut
diamonds or sapphires and set them in modern pieces.

Some pieces really stood out and these included this circular hair ornament
from the 19th century, the shape symbolising the Sun (which was believed to exert a
powerful influence on individual human fate).

Ranging from intricately enamelled, engraved and
bejewelled pieces to the simpler settings of larger
stones, such as the Cartier Star of Golconda,
there’s nothing like standing in front of these
jewels to appreciate their incredible beauty.

The Al Thani Collection © Servette Overseas Limited, 2014. Photograph: Prudence Cuming
Associates Ltd.

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

The coming together of the natural wonder of these
stones, coupled with the skill and vision of the
artists producing these Bejewelled Treasures is
something that should not be missed.
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Egypt: Faith after the Pharaohs
British Museum, 29 October 2015 – 7 February 2016

Even as you peered into the dark, mysterious labyrinth of this
exhibition, there was a feeling that this was going to be some-
thing really special. Peeling away layers of faith, from the death
of Cleopatra (30 BC) to the end of the Islamic Fatimid dynasty
(1171 AD), we discovered how the three faiths, Judaism,
Christianity and Islam, waxed, waned and, in some instances,
even combined. This cultural merging was not new, as was
wonderfully demonstrated in a statue of the Egyptian god Horus
wearing Roman military costume. 1st to 2nd Century AD – see
right.

It was well worth watching the short video close to the exhibition
entrance which chronicled the co-existence of these faiths and
included a current street scene where graffiti illustrated a
glorious mix of Muslim, Christian and Jewish icons.

The many wonderful artefacts displayed were in remarkably
good condition, thanks to the dry climate. The textiles in
particular were well preserved and it sent chills up the spine
when we read that some were woven in the early centuries AD.

I am always drawn to fragments and found the scraps of papyrus,
with their faded messages, were most inspirational. In many cases,
they were accompanied by a translation. To be able to see the original text of the ‘lost’
gospels of Thomas and read his written words was fascinating. The ones describing
everyday life were equally interesting.

Right you can see a detail of the
Codex Sinaiticus, John Chapter 5.

The exhibits were very well
displayed with fragments of cloth
and paper mounted over dark
backgrounds. This presentation
extended to the large photos
encountered, such as a huge
blown-up image of a church or
synagogue in full colour. These
impressions were reinforced by
sandstone capitals high on the
walls and beautifully lit. Many of
the religious buildings, whether
synagogues, churches or
mosques, were built on the sites
of previous structures.

This story of years of change, the
transition from one faith into
another, told by the most beautiful works of art, was most thought provoking.
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There was so much to see that at first it was a little overwhelming, so we put into practice
our usual strategy of a quick whizz around followed by a return to the beginning and a
slower, more considered, look. This also avoids the early crush of timed entry. Highlights for
me (apart from those wonderful fragments) were the grave paintings and painted early icons,
the Coptic manuscripts, the caskets, the children’s tunics, the maps and the statues, the
fragment of a tapestry depicting a peacock, the mummy portrait of a woman with gold
jewellery, an amazing doll from the 1st/2nd century AD. A must-see was the written curse,
illustrated and cut out in the shape of a blade. Another item of particular interest to me was a
6th century linen which was (amazingly) resist dyed and shows a lively version of the
annunciation.

Then there was the case which showed an
artistic pile of torn papyrus, some of the
remnants of a collection of fragments of
ancient manuscripts discovered by two
sisters in Cairo in 1896. They brought them
to Cambridge where, due to the work of
Solomon Schechter, they formed the basis
of the Taylor-Schechter collection. See right.

This story was typical of the way the exhibition
imparted knowledge with a light touch and
a great deal of human interest. Top marks to
the British Museum.

There is an excellent catalogue to accompany
the exhibition, available from the BM shop.

I leave you a pic of a curtain, decorated with
Christian and with classical imagery, linen and
wool, Egypt, Akhmim, 6th/7th century AD.

All photos© British Museum, London.
Maggie Grey.


