


Ancient tapestries and carpets from 

GIORGIO CINI fOuNdatION
and PRIVatE COLLECtIONS
with contemporary tapestries and embroideries by

AZRA AKŠAMIJA
LARA BALADI
ALIGHIERO BOETTI
MANUEL FRANQUELO
CARLOS GARAICOA
CRAIGIE HORSFIELD
SIMON PEERS & NICHOLAS GODLEY
GRAYSON PERRY
MARC QUINN

Curated by

adaM LOWE
JERRY BROTTON

Introduction by

PaSQuaLE GaGLIaRdI

with text by

JERRY BROTTON
NELLO fORtI GRaZZINI
ANNEMARIE SAUZEAU BOETTI
JON tHOMPSON
adaM LOWE
IVÁN DE LA NUEZ

Door-sill carved as a carpet.Asyrian, 
about 645 - 640 BC. From Nineveh, 
North Palace, Room I, door c. 3D 
Laser Scan by Factum Arte.
Courtesy of the British Museum, 
London. 

WEAVING WORDs & IMAGEs
PENELOPE’S LABOUR 



PREfaCE

Following the successful Le Arti di Piranesi exhibition held in collaboration with Factum Arte on 
the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore last year, Penelope’s Labour: Weaving Words and Images is another 
clear example of the cultural strategies of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini. 

The exhibition’s metaphor of ‘weaving’ can be applied to describe the inter-connected strands of 
research and practice promoted by the Foundation. As an active research center we are supporting projects, 
dialogues and ideas that ‘weave’ the past and the present together, but which avoid a fetishistic approach 
to the legacy of the past. Our aim is to place cultural heritage at the service of contemporary concerns, 
combining respect for tradition with curiosity for new technologies. The Fondazione Giorgio Cini’s 
policy aims to ‘weave’ and nurture intellectual and aesthetic knowledge, creating a program of events 
that gives equal space to research activities and performances; it ‘weaves’ different cultures and disciplines, 
constantly promoting an intercultural and interdisciplinary approach. When we use the word ‘performance’ 
it might be in the strict sense of a concert, play or lecture. But it also covers our belief that all works of 
art are performances: Factum Arte’s facsimile of Veronese’s Wedding at Cana is a performance of this 
great work; Michele De Lucchi’s architectural improvisation within the ‘Manica Lunga’ is also a type 
of performance that has re-animated and breathed new life into this great space. In a similar way, 
Penelope’s Labour. Weaving Words and Images is a performance that connects tapestry works from Vittorio 
Cini’s collection to a new generation of artists who are experimenting with and exploring the technological 
advances that are transforming the way we see and understand woven images. 

The Fondazione Giorgio Cini is committed to crossing the boundaries that separate disciplines and 
explore the interstitial spaces between institutionalised research and practical action. A look at the 
Foundation’s past– since its formation in the ‘50s –reveals a persistent interest in bestowing scientific and 
aesthetic dignity upon arts and practices wrongly considered to be ‘minor’. As a result of these efforts 
‘librettos’ are today considered a literary genre, different from but not inferior to epic poetry or drama. 
Scene painting has also been established as art form deserving the same attention as other paintings made for 
other purposes. Next year we will launch a project that will aim to celebrate and re-invent the uniquely 
Venetian skill of glass making.

The promotion of this exhibition of old and contemporary tapestries should be understood in the 
same vein. Weaving is one of the great neglected acts of artistic creation, an act that has suffered a slow 
decline after centuries of splendour. Starting with a work of conceptual purity and elegance, an 
extraordinary piece of material woven from spiders silk – the first time that any spider silk fabric has 
been seen in Europe for over 100 years – and ending with two works that use tapestry as a form of 
installation art, we hope this exhibition will result in a reappraisal of historical and contemporary tapestry. 
Penelope’s Labour: Weaving Words and Images demonstrates that woven tapestry is one of the vital and 
innovative mediums currently being used by a variety of leading artists. 

In an age that often sees culture as an extension of the leisure industry we are proud to consistently 
demonstrate that culture is as alive relevant and vitally important in the Venice of today as it was five 
hundred years ago when tapestries and weavings were being traded between the East and West.

Pasquale Gagliardi
Secretary General, Fondazione Giorgio Cini

Diego Velázquez, The Fable of Arachne (Las Hilanderas), c. 1657. Courtesy of Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid.



6 7

JERRy BROttON

WEAVING WORDs & IMAGEs
PENELOPE’S LABOUR 

Workshop of Williem Pannemaker, Metamorphosis of Aglauros and Mercury’s Departure, c. 1570, at the Metropolitan Museum, NY. Courtesy of Photo SCALA, Florence. 

Arachne returns in the form of a golden orb spider to provide the silk for Peers 
and Godley’s weaving. Courtesy of Simon Peers and Nicholas Godley.

Weaving is one of the great neglected acts of artistic creation, and yet its thread 
runs through the western literary imagination. In book two of Homer’s Odyssey, 
the wandering hero Odysseus’s wife, Penelope, lives in mourning on Ithaca, 
besieged by potential suitors convinced that her husband has died in the Trojan 
Wars. Penelope is faced with a dilemma: does she accept her husband’s presumed 
death and marry again, or does she consign herself to perpetual mourning and 
risk Ithaca’s future by hoping against hope for Odysseus’s return? She decides to 
accept the hand in marriage of one of her suitors, but only when she has finished 
weaving a shroud in honour of her husband’s father, Laertes. During the day, she 
weaves on ‘her great loom standing in the hall’, with its ‘fine warp of some vast 
fabric on it’. But ‘every night by torchlight she unwove it’, beginning her work 
all over again, in a potentially endless act of weaving.1 After four years Penelope’s 
servants betray her to the suitors, who demand she complete her labour and 
choose between them. Over the next ten books of the Odyssey, a different kind 
of imaginative tapestry is woven, of Odysseus’s epic wandering and adventures 
across the Mediterranean. Will Odysseus return before the shroud is finished, 
and his wife remarries? Penelope’s labour mirrors her husband’s travels (or 
travail, with its associations of travel, labour and torment). The completion of 
Penelope’s tapestry is subsumed into the larger narrative strand of Odysseus’s 
homecoming, the slaying of the suitors and reunion with his wife.

Weaving involves the fabrication of a continuous surface by entwining disparate 
materials, and as both a practice and a metaphor, it has stood as an enduring 
principle of written and graphic creativity uniting words and images. And yet as 
with Penelope’s labour, woven images have also been repeatedly associated with 
conflicting hopes and desires: sex and death, marriage and politics, mutability 
and repression. Penelope’s weaving is intended to commemorate Odysseus’s 
father Laertes, but it is also designed to postpone a potentially illegitimate 
transfer of dynastic power on Ithaca, played out against the backdrop of an even 
larger conflict: the Trojan War. Homer’s depiction of woven images provided 
the foundation of a long and distinguished literary tradition. In the Roman 
poet Ovid’s narrative poem the Metamorphoses, the mortal Arachne, who ‘in the 
arts of wool-craft claimed renown’, boasts that her skill is greater than Minerva, 
goddess of wisdom and craft. In their subsequent contest, Arachne weaves scenes 
of divine seductions, including Europa, Leda, Alcmene and Danae; Minerva 
responds by weaving images of divine vengeance, as if to forewarn her mortal 
rival of the dangerous consequences of her hubris. The goddess is so enraged 
by Arachne’s weaving that she ‘tore up the tapestry’, and ‘with the boxwood 
shuttle in her hand’ attacked her rival. Minerva then turns her into a spider, 
condemned to a life perpetually ‘weaving her web’.2 For Ovid, the detailed 
description of the tapestries is partly a technical challenge, a display of ekphrasis, 
or the representation in words of a work of visual art. But in Ovid the description 
of the woven image is not just a literary tour de force: it also carries associations 
of mortal hubris, violation and divine retribution. Artists like Velázquez would 
later complicate the representation of images in words in his Fable of Arachne 
(c. 1657). It shows Titian’s Rape of Europa turned into a tapestry, which is then 
transformed into the medium of paint, as Velázquez plays with questions of 
imitation and metamorphosis, from Ovid to Titian, through words, weaving and 
painting. Similar scenes of potential assault and violation characterise how poets 
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Brussels workshop, The Redemption of Man: The Creation of the 
World, c. 1500-1520, wool and silk. On loan from the Stichting 
Kasteel de Haar to Museum Catharijneconvent, Utrecht. Photograph: 
Ruben de Hee.
Tapestry has always used its scale and splendour to inspire awe, 
both for moral and political purposes. In this early sixteenth-century 
tapestry, God the father, son and holy ghost, all in human form 
collectively negotiate mankind’s destiny.

and dramatists like Shakespeare portray tapestry. In Hamlet (c. 1600), Polonius is famously stabbed by 
Hamlet while hiding behind the ‘arras’ (or tapestry), and in Cymbeline (c. 1610) the villain Giacomo 
breaks in to the heroine Innogen’s bedchamber and itemises its hangings of ‘tapestry of silk and 
silver’ in an attempt to convince Innogen’s husband that he has slept with her.3 Knowledge of the 
tapestries in Innogen’s bedchamber (which contain erotic imagery) is conflated with access to her 
‘private parts’ in an explicit acknowledgment of the dangerous, seductive power of the woven image. 

From Homer onwards, writers like Shakespeare have understood that the woven image is 
simultaneously both profoundly intimate (in its domestic locations), evoking associations with illicit 
and subversive behaviour, as well as intensely public, broadcasting prescriptive political, dynastic 
and even divine pronouncements. Weaving can seduce its audience with its alluring, tactile surface, 
and yet it is also capable of intimidating the viewer when they are physically confronted with its 
scale and grandeur. It presents a skilful verisimilitude, whilst celebrating its artifice by exhibiting its 
composition from disparate materials. All these characteristics are embedded in weaving’s history. 
Evidence survives of weaving cloth on a loom or frame from the Stone Age, and designs (mostly 
non-figurative) can be found across the globe, including Peruvian, Chinese, Babylonian and Coptic 
examples. The earliest representations of weaving come from ancient Egypt: the wall paintings in the 
Twelfth Dynasty tomb of Khnûmhotep at Beni Hasan (dated c. 2000 BCE) depict women weaving 
on a horizontal floor-loom. This method of weaving was used with little variation to decorate the 
Tabernacle of the Old Testament, the Parthenon in Athens, and is probably the kind of loom used by 
Penelope.4 Weaving together natural fibres (wool, linen, cotton and later silk) in wall-hangings and 
floor-coverings was both a utilitarian form of domestic insulation, and a labour-intensive act that 
created a highly specialised, luxurious object associated with elite, public rituals and commemorative 
acts of religious and political significance. It is a distinction that has defined weaving throughout its 
long history and continues to characterise its production even today.

The present exhibition is concerned with the practice of weaving as both a practical and metaphorical 
act of creativity, with its focus primarily on tapestry, a term which is replete with historical meanings. 
Tapestry is often inaccurately conflated with a variety of different textiles, from brocaded weaves 
to embroideries to needlepoint. Strictly speaking, tapestry refers to a weft-faced textile woven by 
hand on a loom. The loom is composed of a frame with a roller at each end, between which the load-
bearing threads – the undyed warps – are evenly stretched. A shuttle or bobbin filled with coloured 
thread – the weft – is then passed over and under each warp in what is called a pick. Returning in the 
other direction, the weft alternates which warps it goes under and over in completing what is known 
as a pass. Pedals attached to the odd and even warps allow them to be raised and lowered, creating 
the opening known as the shed, through which the weaver passes the weft. The loom can be upright, 
known as high-warp looms (haute lisse), where the warp is vertical, or horizontal, known as low-warp 
looms (basse lisse), where the wrap is stretched horizontally. Both methods are used in the European 
tapestry tradition, although low-warp looms were often used by pre-modern nomadic cultures that 
could quickly dismantle the loom and the woven fabric and travel with it.

This method of weaving is unique in both its execution and the nature of the image it creates. In both 
low- and high-warp looms the weaver works on the reverse of the tapestry, working from a model, 
or cartoon (from the Latin carta, or paper). On a low-warp loom the cartoon was cut into vertical 
strips and placed directly underneath the warp, allowing the weaver to peer at it between the threads. 
Moving from one side of the cartoon to the other, the weaver would reproduce one strip, loosen the 
loom’s beams, roll up the completed woven section, reset the weft’s tension and then work on the 
next vertical section. The advantage of this method was speed (foot pedals left the weaver’s hands 
free to manipulate the weft threads) and detail, as the weaver could work up close to the cartoon; 
the disadvantage (or added complexity) lies in the difficulty of ensuring consistency in design: the 
weaver cannot easily consult the front of the emerging tapestry, and when finished it is a mirror image 
of the original cartoon, so the initial drawings need to anticipate this inversion. On a high-warp loom 
the cartoon is hung on the wall behind the weaver, who consults the image through a mirror hung 
in front of the loom, allowing him (or her) to reproduce the cartoon’s original orientation, and to 
also walk around the loom and check the tapestry’s progress from the front. The limitations of this 
method are speed and detail: compared to the low-warp loom, the high-warp weaver is distanced from 
the cartoon, and must also work the pedals (or drawstrings) to create the sheds by hand, limiting the 
speed with which s/he is able to manipulate the weft threads. 

The limitations and possibilities of both methods meant that for centuries, the weaver was required 
to interpret rather than copy the cartoon. Both high- and low-warp weaving also produce a working 

surface which takes place on the ‘back’, rather than the ‘front’ of the finished 
image. In the process of working, the weaver tucks bobbins between the warps, 
creating a working surface covered with coloured threads waiting to be applied 
wherever the design required. When the tapestry was completed the bobbins were 
removed and the threads cut down, but to all intents and purposes the finished 
pattern on the ‘back’ is the same as that on the ‘front’, simply inverted. Today 
it is possible to shave off these threads on the back of most faded Medieval and 
Renaissance tapestries to reveal their original, vivid colours, and give the tapestry 
a new, if reversible lease of life in a curious version of conservation. 

The surface of the tapestry is created from an exceptional combination of its 
two basic elements, the warp and weft. The warp threads are the same length as 
the projected width of the completed tapestry, but they have no visible presence 
on the finished composition, as the weaver beats down the weft threads, hiding 
the warp and creating the illusion of unbroken planes of colour. The weaving of 
the weft threads is unique to tapestry, because they are applied in one pick only 
as far as one particular colour is required according to the design of cartoon, 
instead of continuing from one selvedge (the edge of the tapestry, finished in 
such a way as to prevent the unravelling of the weft) to the other. In contrast, 
embroidery uses a needle and thread to impose a design on an existing fabric, 
while a carpet consists of an upper ‘pile’ (usually knotted) which is attached to 
the warp. Tapestry creates a woven design that forms one material (not two, as 
in the case of applied embroidery), where the image is an integral element of the 
fabric. In this method, nothing is predetermined, including the pattern; the team 
of weavers have creative freedom to translate the cartoon’s lines into a woven 
mass. As a result, the cartoon was of secondary importance, a point of departure 
rather than a final destination for the weavers – this is why so many have been lost 
over time. It is also the reason that so many tapestries from the medieval period 
are ascribed to particular masters of a workshop: they were usually collaborative 
efforts, labour-intensive creations that, even with whole teams of weavers, could 
take many months, even years to complete. ‘To tell the truth’, wrote Cardinal 
Guido Bentivoglio in 1610 whilst ordering a set of Brussels tapestries, ‘this is an 
extremely slow applied art, enough to make the most impatient man in the world 
phlegmatic. An art extremely appropriate to Flemish phlegm!’5

Perhaps because of its need for specific raw materials and skilled labour undertaken 
over long periods of time, the history of tapestry has been more sensitive than 
most artistic industries to the impact of warfare and political conflict. Its 
emergence in western Europe in the eighth-century was a direct consequence 
of the Umayyad conquest of Spain, which brought with it migrant weavers from 
across the Arabian Peninsula. From Spain tapestry weaving moved northwards 
to France, where its weavers became known as Sarazinois in acknowledgment of 
its eastern origins. By 1302 the first corporation of tapestry weavers – ‘Tapissiers 
de la haute lisse’ – was established in Paris, its workers composed of men rather 
than women, who had been traditionally associated with weaving. By the end of 
the fourteenth century tapestries made in nearby Arras were regarded as the most 
desirable in Europe. Persistent conflict between the French and English crowns 
led many weavers to migrate northwards into Flanders, and towns like Tournai, 
Bruges, Brussels, and Oudenaarde, where they could exploit the region’s raw 
materials – dye plants, fuller’s earth, water, and wool – as well as the patronage 
of the Burgundian courts. As a lengthy, highly-specialised craft made from 
expensive materials, tapestry quickly became a highly prized symbol of public 
magnificence. They decorated the palaces and churches of northern Europe as 
monumental wall hangings which not only provided protection against the cold, 
but also exhibited their owners’ wealth and power, with the added advantage that 
they could easily be taken down, rolled up and used for ceremonial occasions 
in different venues, from christenings and weddings to funerals and diplomatic 
receptions, hanging from windows like ephemeral facades.  

Tapestry permeated the public and private space of elite communities in Europe 
throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and they appeared in a variety 
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Taffeta weave, in Diderot-D’Alembert (1758-1771), plate XLII.

Vertical loom, in Diderot-D’Alembert (1758-1771), plate LX.

of forms to suit a range of different functions. Many were non-figurative, representing heraldic 
emblems; others were based primarily on vegetation, known as verdure. These were closely related to 
millefleurs designs, literally a ‘thousand flowers’ that displayed the weaver’s ability to create intricate, 
vividly coloured patterns of foliage, and which drew on motifs used in Persian and Ottoman carpet 
designs. But the most prized weavings were huge, imposing cycles of figurative tapestries, depicting 
religious, mythological, allegorical, classical, historical or contemporary scenes. Religious tapestries 
could be used to decorate the nave, the apse or the choir, and often showed scenes from the Old and 
New Testaments and the lives of the saints. Tapestries representing classical or mythological stories 
were commissioned by princes and courts to be displayed in more secular locations as part of the 
fabric of domestic and political life. The sheer variety of tapestry and the careful choreography of 
their locations can be glimpsed in an early fifteenth-century inventory of the Burgundian court’s 
woven hangings. In one of the private chambers ‘high-loom tapestry woven with gold’ showed female 
personifications of Honour, Nobility, Generosity, and Simplicity; another chamber was lined with 
tapestries of little children, another showed the ‘Coronation of Our Lady’, and yet another tapestries of 
the ‘Court of Loves’, where ‘there are several figures of men and women, with scrolls having amorous 
inscriptions’. Where the private chambers showed tapestries depicting various aspects of family life, 
from female virtue and religious observance to sex, those in the chapels were characteristically grand 
and suitably imposing in their theological teachings, including ‘a grand altarpiece, of high-loom 
work, richly wrought with gold and thread of Arras, having for centre, Our Lord at His Sepulchre 
and several figures of Our Lady’, and another to ensure the faithful followed the liturgy, ‘composed 
of figures of apostles and prophets, in which tapestry inscribed the scrolls by which the said apostles 
make all the Creed’. In contrast, the tapestry in the public hallways told a different story. Cycles 
of tapestries showing Fame, Seven Wise Men, The Apocalypse, Jason, Charlemagne, the battles of 
Roosebeke and Liège, and many others lined these more public spaces, announcing the religious 
observance, but more political legitimacy and classical lineage of the Burgundian nobility.6

Through the medium of tapestry, the walls spoke a variety of different languages: some were 
comforting and familiar, others bellicose and coercive, but verbal accounts that survive suggest 
that everyone understood what they said, and listened. In private spaces tapestry established ethos, 
defining social roles and prescribing people’s behaviour. In 1491, as the English Queen consort 
Elizabeth of York prepared to give birth to the future Henry VIII, her retinue insisted that her lying-
in chamber be ‘hanged and sealed with rich cloth of blue arras, with four delissis [fleur-de-lis] of gold, 
without any other cloth of arras of imagery, which is not convenient about women in such case’.7 
The overwhelming visual power of figurative tapestry was clearly regarded as potentially dangerous 
for a pregnant Queen, but on other more public occasions this power could be deployed to even 
more prescriptive effect. The Dijon inventory lists the proud display of figurative tapestries depicting 
the battles of Roosebeke and Liège (both of which have since been lost). The Battle of Roosebeke 
(1382) was an unsuccessful uprising against the French nobility, in which 25,000 Flemings were slain. 
The Battle of Liège (1407-08) represented another failed rebellion against the Burgundian nobility 
by the Liégois, which was also brutally put down in the summer of 1408. The Burgundian court 
commissioned Michel Bernard, one of the master weavers of Arras, to create a high-loom tapestry to 
commemorate the Battle of Roosebeke. It took over four years to complete and costa staggering 4,460 
livres (an artisan could expect to earn around 30 livres a year).8 Standing over five metres in height 
and an astonishing forty-one metres in length, this was one of the largest tapestries ever produced (it 
was so large that in 1402 it was cut into three separate pieces). Weaving tapestries of this width, with 
the length of the warp threads required and maintaining their tension on the loom as the scene was 
woven in sections from one side to the other was a phenomenal technical achievement. It was one that 
the Burgundian rulers were clearly prepared to finance for their obvious political benefits.

The loss of this particular tapestry, combined with the broader limitations of modern reproductions, 
makes it impossible to recreate its impact. But we can imagine a tapestry of over forty metres, hung along 
a hallway or on all four sides of a state-room, with woven figures portrayed in scenes of bloody violence 
and victorious celebration standing at the same height as their audience, with the surface undulating and 
glittering with the twisted weft of vividly dyed wool, gold and silver thread. These tapestries were more 
than just interior decoration: their visually overwhelming appearance was not intended to entertain 
and advise, but coerce and intimidate. In these particular examples, they proclaimed the authority of 
Burgundian rule, and the potential consequences of challenging it. Although no records survive of how 
individuals responded to the tapestries depicting these two crucial battles, we do know that in 1435, 
during negotiations to bring the Hundred Years’ War to end, Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy (1396-
1467) hung the meeting rooms at the abbey of St Vaast with the Battle of Liege tapestries, warning the 
French and English delegates of the bloody consequences of failing to reach a lasting peace.9

As both a subject and an object that combined physical portability with its 
flexible iconography, figurative tapestry came to be valued as hard currency. 
They were used to settle dowries, pay ransoms, agree treaties and even settle 
debts. Philip the Bold (1342-1404) was particularly astute in the commissioning 
and circulation of his tapestries. For the dowry of his daughter Catherine he 
commissioned appropriate tapestries of hunting and pastoral scenes, and in 1387 
presented her bridegroom, Leopold of Austria, with a set depicting the Journey 
of Charlemagne to Jerusalem. Less than ten years later, Philip was confronted 
with a very different dynastic problem. In 1396 his son John was captured by 
the Ottoman forces of Sultan Beyazit I (1360-1403) at the ignominious defeat 
of a Christian army at Nicopolis. Beyazit agreed to release John in exchange for 
Arras tapestries depicting ‘good old stories’. Philip despatched a set of the finest 
tapestries portraying the life of Alexander the Great. It was an astute choice. 
The popular subject of Alexander had conferred legitimacy on the Burgundian 
dukes for decades: Philip saw the wisdom of making an even more appropriate 
association between Alexander and Bayezit, a sign of how the iconographic 
currency of tapestries circulated between west and east during this period.10

The second half of the fifteenth century witnessed a significant change in the 
style and composition of tapestry. Early examples of Flemish tapestry from the 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini Collection are representative of this important stylistic 
shift. Two surviving fragments from the collection, The Entry into Palestine by 
Vespasian’s Army and The Siege of Jerusalem appear to be part of a large series, 
The Destruction of Jerusalem (c. 1470-1480). As with all large Flemish tapestry 
cycles, this series was a diverse collaborative effort. Its literary source was the 
classical Jewish Roman historian Flavius Josephus’s Jewish War, chronicling 
the unsuccessful Jewish rebellion against Rome that was crushed by Vespasian 
and his son Titus (66-70AD). The cartoons were a unique set of quintessentially 
Renaissance designs, attributed to the Master of Coëtivy (French, active 1450-
1485), depicting moralised scenes from the classical past, overlaid with Christian 
and contemporary symbolism. Both patron and weaver are unidentified, but the 
costumes, architecture and heraldic device of the double-headed eagle are all 
identifiably Burgundian. The tapestries weave together Christian and classical 
stories: both could be read into it at the same time, just like the material fabric 
– warp and weft woven together into one piece. Vespasian’s victory over the 
Jewish nation is simultaneously a prefiguration of the coming of Christ and a 
Burgundian courtly fantasy of a modern-day crusade, which sees the Romans 
as Flemish knights, with Muslims, not Jews being put to the sword. This was 
indeed a fantasy: by 1480 nobody could match the power of the Ottoman Empire. 
It controlled much of eastern Europe, and even launched an invasion of Italy 
in 1480, which briefly occupied Otranto. Jerusalem was at this time under the 
control of the Mamluk Sultanate, but fell to the Ottomans in 1517. Weaving 
images of Jerusalem was as near as the Burgundian dukes would ever get to the 
Holy Temple.11

The techniques used by the team of Flemish weavers who designed this series 
are characteristic of late fifteenth-century narrative tapestry, which made little 
attempt to directly imitate the effect of paint on a two-dimensional surface. The 
ribbed effect left by the warp once the finished tapestry was removed from the 
loom, when combined with the three-dimensional relief afforded by the layers of 
material, enabled the weavers to exploit the physical immediacy of their medium 
in ways unavailable to the painter. The combination of wool and metallic thread 
also absorbed rather than reflected light, requiring different methods to visualise 
physical space, human action and narrative. In The Siege of Jerusalem the result 
is a deliberate exaggeration of gesture and colour. Expressiveness rather than 
verisimilitude is the aim. Figures are enlarged while time and space are flattened: 
Jerusalem’s architecture is seen from a variety of perspectives with simultaneous 
narration used to represent several episodes from its destruction. 

As in the process of weaving of the tapestry, when standing within what 
is effectively a woven ‘hall’, the viewer is invited to first look up to read the 
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Miraculous Draught of Fishes (before conservation). From a set of 
nine Acts of the Apostles tapestries. Original design by Raphael 
1519, woven in an English workshop under the direction of Stephen 
DeMay by order of Daniel Finch: Earl of Winchelsea and Nottingham, 
1690’s, wool and silk. Cathedral Church of St. John Divine, NY.

Brussels workshop of Pieter van Aelsten based on a cartoon by Raffaello Sanzio, Miraculous 
Draught of Fishes, c. 1519, wool, silk, gold and silver. Courtesy of the Photographic Archive of 
the Vatican Museum, Vatican City.

Raffaello Sanzio, Miraculous Draught of Fishes, c. 1519, cartoon, at The Victoria & Albert Mu-
seum, London. Courtesy of The Royal Collection.

inscription, then down, before following the act of weaving (and reading) by moving from one side 
of the composition to the other. But at over three metres by four metres, even in a large hall, the 
viewer is engulfed by the tapestry’s action and drawn into its detail. In this process, perspective is 
often irrelevant. A ‘stacked’ relief is represented according to the relative importance of particular 
characters and their actions. This is why a century later Vasari, who otherwise had little time for 
weavers in comparison to painters, could write that when transferring any cartoon to a tapestry, ‘there 
must be fantastic inventions and variety of compositions in the figures, and these must stand out 
from one another, so that they may have strong relief, and they must come out bright in colouring 
and rich in the costumes and vestments’.12

The faded condition of these tapestries, with their tears, abrasions and holes provides an insight into 
the different stylistic devices employed by its weavers to create a surface texture unique to tapestry 
weaving. The most obvious technique used in early tapestries is hatching, where two weft colours are 
woven alternately to create a striped, comb-like effect that mimicked the play of light across metallic 
or curved surfaces. One innovation which emerged from a structural problem inherent to weaving was 
a slit. This is an opening that appears in the weave running parallel to the warp where two different 
colours met. Slits need to be sewn together as they inevitably weaken the textile’s structure, causing 
most of the holes visible in unrestored tapestries. However, they were often created deliberately and 
sewn in different ways to create specific effects, as can be seen in the detail of The Siege of Jerusalem. 
Short slits created sharp outlines or contrasts (often called lazy lines). The interlocking of wefts woven 
in different directions was another way of closing a slit, which created subtler outlines and gradation 
of tone. Dovetailing wefts around one warp in alternating rows was another way of strengthening a 
slit, and which also created a ‘saw-toothed’ effect. Using eccentric weft, a weaver can pass threads at 
an angle to the warp, usually to create a diagonal or curved effect, or create texture through a basket 
weave, where the weft goes under and over alternate numbers of warps. This technique was usually 
employed with silver and gold wefts, to create the tapestry’s characteristic sheen and glitter.13

From the early sixteenth century, these technical innovations reached new heights, transforming 
the appearance and composition of tapestry. The weave became even finer, with the number of warp 
threads increasing from six to twelve per centimetre, with silk, silver and gold thread becoming 
standard requirements. As its status as an art work grew, tapestry compositions developed greater 
depth, with characters arranged horizontally in space, and elaborate decorative borders framing the 
woven scene as if the viewer were looking through a window. Such changes characterised the weaving 
workshops based in Brussels, which gradually supplanted centres like Bruges and Tournai. Fifteenth-
century Arras boasted fifty-nine high-loom weavers, but by the sixteenth-century it was estimated 
that in Brussels alone fifteen thousand people worked in the weaving industry – nearly a quarter 
of the city’s population. The region’s domination of the weaving industry was so complete that the 
Italian historian Paolo Giovio (1483-1552) called tapestry ‘Belgarum ars suprema’ – the highest art 
of the Low Countries.14 Employing up to forty weavers at any one time to work on one series of 
tapestries, the Brussels workshops were commissioned by the rival courts of Europe – the Habsburgs, 
the Valois, the Papacy, even the Portuguese House of Avis and Italian city-states – to produce bigger, 
innovative and increasingly provocative woven statements of imperial power and authority. 

Perhaps the most famous of all sixteenth-century tapestries were the Acts of the Apostles, a series of 
ten tapestries commissioned by Pope Leo X in 1513-14 to hang on the walls of the Sistine Chapel 
and complement Michelangelo’s recently completed ceiling. Woven by Pieter van Aelst in Brussels, 
they were based on cartoons by Raphael, many of which have survived and were recently shown 
alongside the finished tapestries at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum in September 2010. As 
Vasari acknowledged, they set a new standard in weaving narrative designs. ‘The completed work was 
of such wonderful beauty’, he wrote, ‘that it astonished anyone who saw it to think that it could have 
been possible to weave the hair and the beards so finely and to have given such softness to the flesh 
merely by the use of the threads’.15 When they were unveiled in 1519 their size and verisimilitude 
astonished everyone who saw them: most of the tapestries were twelve metres wide and four metres 
high, with the whole set costing 16,000 ducats – five times the amount reputedly paid to Michelangelo 
for painting the ceiling.16 As well as an artistic triumph, the tapestries were a powerful reaffirmation 
of the Catholic faith and the authority of St Peter as the church’s first pope, just as Martin Luther’s 
reformist beliefs began to challenge Rome’s religious authority.

Immediately after weaving the Acts of the Apostles, van Aelst began work on another monumental series, 
this time for the newly crowned Holy Roman Emperor, the Habsburg Charles V. Los Honores was a nine-
piece set offering allegorical representations of the virtues to which the young emperor should aspire – 

and those vices he should avoid. Measuring around five by nine metres, these were 
similar in scale to the Acts of the Apostles, but in contrast their composition looks 
surprisingly old-fashioned, with fantastic architectural fantasies crammed with 
figures, with little or no sense of depth or perspective. Unlike Raphael’s cartoons, 
the designs that lay behind Los Honores were specifically Burgundian, evoking 
Charles’s dynastic ancestors, and connecting him with a courtly tradition of using 
tapestry to cement claims to political authority, and sustain it. Whereas the Acts of 
the Apostles spoke to an elite Italian audience familiar with a painterly tradition of 
psychologically complex characterisation set against classical architecture within 
deep perspective, Los Honores broadcast the extension of Habsburg power across 
northern Europe and beyond to an audience already familiar with the kind of 
tapestries displayed by the fifteenth-century Burgundian dukes. Weavers like 
van Aelst were now able to manipulate the woven image to provide their clientele 
with whatever compositional style suited their particular purpose.

Throughout the first half of the sixteenth century, tapestry was the prime visual 
medium used by political elites to communicate their claims to a wider audience. 
Following his military victory over his great rival Francis I at Pavia in 1525, 
Charles V commissioned a seven-piece set of tapestries to commemorate the 
event from the workshop of the Dermoyen brothers in Brussels. The Battle 
of Pavia series was based on cartoons by Bernard van Orley, which drew on 
Burgundian tapestries showing military conflict over classical locations like Troy 
and Jerusalem, while also providing an innovative graphic rendition of the battle, 
from its precise topography to the representation of recognisably ‘real’ figures. The 
tapestries went on display in 1531; within months the humiliated Francis tried 
to wrest back the iconographic initiative. He commissioned a Brussels workshop 
(probably the Dermoyen brothers again) to weave an unprecedented 22-piece set 
of tapestries depicting The Deeds and the Triumphs of Scipio Africanus. The series 
was woven from cartoons by Gian Frencesco Penni and Giulio Romano, showing 
the life of Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus (235–183 BC), the Roman general 
and statesmen best known for his defeat of Hannibal and the Carthaginian 
Empire at the Battle of Zama (202 BC) in modern-day Tunisia. Scipio was the 
Renaissance ideal of a statesman – a fearless warrior and a respected politician 
– a figure that emperors like Charles V and Francis I aspired to emulate. The 
scale and cost of the tapestries was extraordinary. With a total surface area of 
680 square metres, the whole series cost over 50,000 livres, a staggering amount 
considering that at the time a French parliamentarian’s annual salary was around 
1,000 livres. Francis I showed off the first batch of Scipio tapestries in front of his 
other great rival Henry VIII (himself an avid collector of tapestry) at Boulogne 
in 1532. One onlooker, the French chronicler Martin du Bellay wrote that they 
were ‘as natural as one could do, and no painter on earth could possibly do better 
on panel’. Just a few months later the tapestries were on display again, this time 
in Paris, where Francis boasted to the Venetian ambassador that they were ‘much 
richer’ than Pope Leo X’s Acts of the Apostles tapestries.17

The Habsburgs responded with a tapestry series that utterly eclipsed the Scipio 
tapestries, in an irresistible combination of war, religion and art. In 1554 a set of 
twelve tapestries entitled The Conquest of Tunis were exhibited for the first time, 
commemorating Charles V’s successful campaign against the Ottoman forces at 
Tunis in 1535. The tapestries were as ground-breaking as the Acts of the Apostles 
for their painstaking attention to detail (the first tapestry is an incredibly accurate 
map of the theatre of operations), lavish execution, and shockingly violent 
depiction of recent ‘real’ events. At every stage of the commissioning process 
no expense was spared by the Habsburgs, who even anticipated their creation 
by employing Jan Cornelisz Vermeyen to act as a war reporter, sketching scenes 
from the campaign which formed the basis of the subsequent cartoons, for which 
he was paid 1,900 Flemish pounds in 1546. Another Brussels weaver, Willem de 
Pannemaker, was paid 15,000 Flemish pounds to subcontract the work to seven 
other master weavers and at least 42 ordinary weavers. Pannemaker’s contract 
stipulated the use of the finest materials: Silk from Granada (of which 559lbs 
were ordered in 63 different shades of colour), woollen warps from Lyons, seven 
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Top: Workshop of Willem de Pannemaker, The Sack of Tunis, from 
The Conquest of Tunis series, 1548-1554, wool, silk, gold and silver, 
at Palacio Real, Madrid. Courtesy of Patrimonio Nacional. 

Bottom: Brussels workshop of Jan Raes based on a cartoon by Rubens, The Triumph of the 
Church over Ignorance and Blindness, 1628, at Monasterio de las Descalzas Reales, Madrid. 
Courtesy of Patrimonio Nacional. 

types of gold, and three types of silver thread.18 In 1554 the tapestries were finally finished. They 
surpassed Francis I’s attempts to cast himself as Scipio Africanus, showing Charles V as a modern-
day Scipio, returning to the same region as the Battle of Zama to vanquish Rome’s great foe, only this 
time in the shape of an Ottoman, Islamic enemy. 

There was one final sinister dimension to these artworks. When they were completed they were 
shipped from Brussels to England, where they were unveiled for the first time at the marriage of 
Charles V’s son Philip II to Mary Tudor, which took place in Winchester Cathedral in July 1554. The 
Tunis tapestries showed the Habsburg military ruthlessly exterminating what they saw as the ‘heresy’ 
of Islam; by unveiling such images in front of an English elite who had turned to Protestantism as 
its official religion, the Habsburgs sent out a clear signal. The Protestant English were as heretical 
as the Ottoman Turk, and would also be destroyed if they continued on their path of theological 
error.19 At one level, the tapestries represented a thinly veiled threat: no wonder Shakespeare and 
his Protestant literary contemporaries expressed an abiding distrust of tapestry. At another level, the 
Tunis tapestries wove together past and present, in a flickering effect where the Ottomans are to be 
seen almost simultaneously as Muslims, Carthaginians and Protestants, and the Mediterranean world 
it portrays a particularly expensive palimpsest, where Carthage becomes Tunis, and Charles a latter-
day crusading conflation of its epic adventurers Scipio, Aeneas, and Odysseus.  

Figurative tapestry was a victim of its own success. By the 1550s it was an extremely lucrative 
and remarkably cosmopolitan industry: Spanish royalty used German financiers to underwrite 
the employment of Italian artists to make designs woven by thousands of Flemish weavers from 
precious materials gathered from across the globe (including silver from the Americas). The Low 
Countries workshops continued to make expensive tapestries regardless of content or ideology, 
but it was unsustainable. Everyone wanted tapestry, and opportunistic weavers began to dilute the 
quality of their products, copying other weavers’ cartoons, stitching woven sections together, and, 
in an adumbration of subsequent attempts to mimic painting, applying liquid dyes to prominent 
features such as flesh. In 1544 the Habsburg authorities passed laws regulating the industry. They 
forbade weaving outside the established corporations of weavers specifying the quality of the fabric, 
insisting that all tapestries must be woven in one piece, and that they must bear the mark of its 
master weaver (most of which were already in the pay of the Habsburgs). It was a shrewd way of 
exercising political as well as quality control over such an increasingly powerful medium, but, as 
W.G. Thomson points out, the edict ‘undeniably exercised an adverse influence on the prosperity 
of the manufacture in the Low Countries; it certainly marks the decline of it’.20 The problem was 
compounded by the growing religious conflict that swept the Low Countries from the 1560s. When 
Spanish forces sacked Antwerp in November 1576, it ruined the city’s cloth market, and with it much 
of the surrounding tapestry industry. As many skilled workers, including weavers, fled the region, 
the great age of Flemish tapestry weaving stretching back to the early fifteenth century came to a 
violent and ignominious close.

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the forced emigration of Flemish weavers throughout 
France, England, Spain and Italy was unable to resuscitate the industry. The success of the woven 
cartoons of artists like Raphael and Giulio Romano led new centres of tapestry production to try 
and provide clients with skilled imitations of painting. As the collaborative ethos that had defined 
tapestry for centuries declined, artists like Rubens saw the opportunity to publicise his work by 
designing tapestries based on his paintings. Exercising unprecedented artistic control over every 
stage of the weaving process, Rubens produced a series of tapestries in Brussels between 1616 and 
1630,in which his models were demonstrably copied rather than interpreted, with no obvious artistic 
merit over the paintings on which they were based, other than their cost and widespread distribution 
amongst his royal clientele. 

Traditionally, tapestry historians have regarded the creation of the Gobelins tapestry manufactory 
in Paris in 1663 as the next great period of tapestry design. It was established by King Louis XIV’s 
minister of finance, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, who appointed Louis’ court painter Charles Le Brun as 
its artistic director, with a staff of over 800 artists and weavers providing tapestries (as well as other 
decorative objects) exclusively for the French court. The royal patent made it clear that this was the 
first state-funded monopolisation of weaving, and that all its products were for the exclusive use of 
the king, and ‘to make commerce and manufacture flourish in our kingdom’, by employing ‘tapissiers, 
sculptors, goldsmiths, cabinet-makers and other most able workmen in all sorts of arts and crafts’ to 
work under Le Brun.21 Tapestry began its long, slow decline into the world of craft, increasingly 
controlled by painters and subsumed into the furniture of Europe’s ancien régime. 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, tapestry was reduced 
to a permanent fixture in many royal courts, losing its portable magnificence. 
Changes in building materials and architectural styles also signalled the end of a 
particular way of displaying tapestry. Woven fabric exploits the fugitive quality 
of artificial light: direct sunlight and glazed windows were the death of figurative 
tapestry. Tapestry was never designed to hang in permanent spaces exposed to 
direct light for lengthy periods, and such conditions soon took their toll. Weft 
yarns dyed using iron mordants deteriorate, their metallic threads tarnished 
and abraded, and their dyes faded: greens turn into blues, yellows disappear 
almost completely, and silk threads are seriously weakened. Slit stitching creates 
particularly structural weakness, creating large gaps. Warp yarns can also fail 
due to insect infestation, particularly where linen is used. Combined with dirt, 
discoloration, poor running repairs and the sheer weight of the tapestry causing 
it to ‘drop’ over time, the whole integrity of its initial design and structure 
can be compromised.22 The result, as Thomas P. Campbell points out, is that 
‘the common perception of historic tapestries today is of faded, rather shabby 
hangings that provide the setting for more interesting sculptures and hangings’.23

Even as the condition and reputation of tapestry deteriorated in the late eighteenth 
century, new technology was looking for new ways to mechanise its production. 
In 1804, Joseph-Marie Jacquard (1752-1834), a republican from Lyons, invented 
a mechanical loom that used punch cards to control the weaving of the design. 
The repetitive act of looping woven threads, until this point carried out by hand, 
could now be controlled by a sequence of movements dictated by perforated 
punch cards. The cards formed a belt which was inserted into the loom. Hooks 
pass through the punched holes, determining the movement of the warp threads. 
When one row was woven, the loom would draw on a new card and start anew, 
following a slightly variant pattern. It was an extraordinary invention, the first 
automatic, fully mechanised weaving engine, creating a hitherto unimaginable 
level of standardisation and speed (over half a metre of fabric could be woven 
each day, compared to around 70 centimetres per month on a hand-woven 
sixteenth-century tapestry). Silk weavers in Lyons saw Jacquard’s invention as 
a threat to their livelihoods, burning some of the looms when they went into 
production, and even attacking their inventor. But Napoleon was so impressed 
that he decreed the loom to be public property, and by 1812 there were around 
11,000 Jacquard looms in operation in France. 

The Jacquard Loom still forms the basis of most tapestry weaving even 
today. However, it also generated one other extraordinary invention. In the 
1820s the English mathematician Charles Babbage began work on what he 
called a ‘calculating’ or ‘difference’ engine, a rudimentary version of the first 
programmable computer. Upon seeing Jacquard’s loom at work, Babbage realised 
its wider application in performing automatic mathematical calculation. ‘The 
system of cards which Jacquard invented’, he wrote, ‘are the means by which we 
can communicate to a very ordinary loom the orders to weave any pattern. Availing 
myself of the same beautiful invention I have by similar means communicated 
to my Calculating Engine orders to calculate any formula however complicated. 
But I have also advanced one stage further and without making all the cards, I 
have communicated through the same means the orders to follow certain laws in 
the use of those cards and thus the Calculating Engine can solve any equations’.24 
Babbage’s collaborator Ada Lovelace put Babbage’s breakthrough thanks to 
Jacquard’s loom even more poetically. ‘Thus’ she wrote in 1843, ‘not only the 
mental and the material, but the theoretical and the practical in the mathematical 
world, are brought into more intimate and effective connexion with each other 
... We may say most aptly, that the Analytical Engine weaves algebraic patterns just 
as the Jacquard-loom weaves flowers and leaves’.25 The nineteenth-century loom 
may have been responsible for mass-producing increasingly commercialised 
interior decor, but it also gave birth to the modern computer.

All of the contemporary artists included in this exhibition draw to varying 
degrees on the complex historical and aesthetic legacy of woven tapestry outlined 
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Charles Babbage, Difference Engine, 1820s. Courtesy of the Whipple Museum of the History 
of Science, University of Cambridge..

Jacquard loom, at Flanders Tapestries, Belgium. Photograph: 
Adam Lowe.

Jacquard loom, at Flanders Tapestries, Belgium. Photograph: 
Marcos Ludueña-Segre.

above. Each one is aware of the technological changes that mediate the act of weaving, and that the 
enduring collaboration involved in the act of weaving that unites the patron, the artist, the weaver, 
the entrepreneur and now the computer programmer undermines the notion of a singular, intentional 
act of creation. They are all concerned to break free from common perceptions of tapestry weaving as 
a highly commercialised, mechanical act of derivative artistic reproduction, usually associated with 
pale reproductions of painting, a belief established by William Morris in the late nineteenth century. 
In the 1870s Morris tried to revive the medieval traditions of hand-woven tapestry, but still spoke of 
figurative weaving in a lecture delivered in 1882 as one of ‘the lesser arts of life’, which ‘must be spoken 
of in the past tense’. Visiting the traditional weaving centres of Beauvais and Aubusson in France, 
he found a ‘decaying commercial industry’ in thrall to the reproduction of painting, where weavers 
‘strive to make their woven flowers look as if they were painted with a brush, or even sometimes as if 
they were drawn by the engraver’s burin’. As far as Morris was concerned the result was ‘rubbish’, an 
‘idiotic waste of human labour and skill’.26 

The artists in this exhibition are all reacting in different ways to the mechanical, commercial and 
decorative legacy of woven tapestry. They also acknowledge that tapestry’s dazzling, collaborative 
aesthetic also has the ability to create an intimidating aura with the intention of coercing and 
overwhelming its intended audience. One of the earliest artists to retrieve a more engaged and 
collective tradition of weaving was Alighiero Boetti. In a series of embroidered maps, Mappa, begun 
in the 1970s, Boetti offered one of the most eloquent critiques of the striking disjuncture between the 
collaborative, cosmopolitan act of weaving and its appropriation and dissemination in the interests of 
the state politics and global capital. The series developed from Boetti’s time spent in Afghanistan in 
the early 1970s, where he became fascinated with returning to the eastern origins of woven imagery, 
and in particular the traditional methods of rug-weaving. He contracted groups of Afghan women to 
embroider his maps of the world composed of national flags, tracing how the world and its borders 
changed over the subsequent years. The texts stitched into the borders of each map situate Boetti’s 
location at the moment when each one was created. Acknowledging the collaborative nature of the 
series, Boetti famously claimed ‘I made nothing, selected nothing, in the sense that the world is 
the way it is and I have not drawn it; the flags are those that exist anyway ... Once the basic idea 
is there, the concept, then everything else is chosen’.27 But of course Boetti’s flags and the western 
political conception of the nation-state which they represent is a fabrication, an invention of European 
Enlightenment politics. At first glance this seems to be the world as it is, but the maps are historically 
contingent expressions of political geography, an image of the world defined by western capital, but 
brought into existence by age-old Afghan methods of weaving. In a striking echo of the ways in 
which Protestant Flemish weavers produced tapestries in support of Catholic Habsburg beliefs which 
ultimately led to the destruction and dispersal of the industry in the Low Countries, Boetti’s Mappa 
celebrates the unacknowledged labour that goes in to the creation of the world we think we inhabit. 

Following the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s, the traditional methods of rug-weaving 
adopted by Boetti were also used to develop war rugs, explicit political comments on the devastating 
impact of the Soviet invasion. Drawing on both Boetti’s work and Afghan war rugs, Azra Akšamija’s 
Monument in Waiting offers a more explicit perspective on the political consequences and creative 
possibilities of weaving. Monument in Waiting is a woven kilim that provides a symbolic map of the 
destruction of the Islamic dimension of Bosnia’s multi-ethnic history during the war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (1992-1995), when over 1,000 mosques were damaged or destroyed by Serb and Croat 
nationalist forces in a deliberate attempt to ‘cleanse’ the region of its multi-cultural heritage. The 
kilim is a traditional flat-woven rug or hanging originating in Central Asia. Its various symbolic 
motifs are strongly associated with Anatolian traditions, and developed in regions like Bosnia as a 
result of the expansion of the Ottoman Empire in the region from the mid-fifteenth century. 

Kilims are a form of ‘slit-tapestry’, which produce remarkably sharp definition and smooth finish. 
The wefts are always upright and integral to the final design, and the warp avoids long vertical slits 
that would weaken the finished piece. As a result, as in Monument in Waiting, the composition is 
built up horizontally and diagonally, a technique which defines the motifs. Working in collaboration 
with female refugee weavers employed at Amila Smajović’s Sarajevo-based workshop STILL-A, 
Akšamija’s kilim reworks established symbols such as the ‘tree of life’, diamonds and birds to recover 
a collective testimony of the experience of the war, chronicling the destruction of specific mosques, 
and appropriating motifs of paradise and the afterlife in a therapeutic act of weaving together broken 
histories. Like Penelope’s weaving, Monument in Waiting is the incomplete labour of a group of women 
caught in a political crossfire not of their making: the top of the kilim remains deliberately unfinished, 
a singular, woven monument composed of diverse memories, awaiting ultimate reconciliation. 

Like Boetti and Akšamija, Lara Baladi is fascinated with the interaction between 
eastern and western methods of weaving, but with a different interest in the 
medium’s ability to tell stories. Sandouk el Dounia (from the Arabic ‘world in a 
box’) is based on one of Baladi’s large-scale collages, assembled from hundreds 
of individual photographs. The collage was repeatedly photographed and 
manipulated before being woven into a tapestry using computerised Jacquard 
weaving techniques developed by Flanders Tapestries in Wielsbeke, Belgium. 
Baladi’s luminescent work evokes the early moving images of magic lantern 
displays and the cascading matryoshkas, in a multi-faceted maze of scenes from 
Cairo, and Beirut, New York and London. Where others point to the dangers of 
the political appropriation of the woven image, Baladi celebrates its cosmopolitan 
potential, fusing the abstract patterning of Persian carpets with the moralising 
narrative of medieval European tapestry. In Baladi’s world, archetypal female 
figures from eastern myth mutate into western characters (including Charlie’s 
Angels), in a dizzying scene of snakes and ladders with no resolution. In contrast 
to the medieval morality tales depicted in medieval tapestry, the cascading 
boxes of Baladi’s world offer no prescriptive morality. Responding to an almost 
exclusively male tradition which has confined women’s weaving to the home (as 
in Penelope’s case), demanded they weave scenes of their own abnegation (like 
Arachne), or simply excluded them from the weaving industry altogether, Baladi 
offers her heroines the possibility of threading their own realities through the 
maze of modern life. 

Grayson Perry’s enormous Walthamstow Tapestry draws on the medieval morality 
tradition so beloved of Flemish weavers. Like Baladi, Perry also weaves a story 
– a highly subjective interpretation of the Seven Ages of Man, but which runs in 
classical tapestry fashion from left to right, combining the Christian iconography 
of the Madonna and Christ with highly confessional, autobiographical elements 
interwoven with modern icons of consumerism. Acknowledging both the 
embroidered Bayeux Tapestry and William Morris’s birthplace of Walthamstow, 
Perry works in a more recognisably English tradition, transferring the idiom 
of the satirical cartoon (exemplified by Hogarth and Gilray) into a new woven 
dimension. For Perry, the didactic possibilities of earlier tapestry, usually dictated 
by the imperatives of religious or imperial ideology, can now be appropriated for 
a different kind of moral crusade, this time against the forces of multi-national 
capital, where the central ‘Madonna’ becomes the custodian of ‘the Chanel 
handbag’. Perry directly addresses Morris’s concern with the mass-production 
of tapestry, by using the computerised techniques developed by Flanders 
Tapestries to liberate the individual artist-as-craftsmen from the diverse and 
expensive network of patrons, weavers and entrepreneurs usually associated with 
tapestry production. The result is a highly personal and deeply idiosyncratic 
woven image that offers the craft-based Perry a new support to work his magical 
transformations. His early works were complex and highly decorated ceramics. 
His latest works now embrace various media, and will be exhibited at the British 
Museum in September 2011 – a rare honour for a contemporary artist. This 
exhibition will unveil another tapestry that mixes the language of his ‘maps’ with 
some of the innovations discovered while working on the Walthamstow Tapestry.

Carlos Garaicoa is interested in using innovations in tapestry production to 
redirect its intimidating, declamatory unification of word and image into a 
more intimate and reflective statement on urban space and architecture. Fin 
de Silencio is the continuation of work started in 2006 and first displayed in 
September 2010 in Matadero, a converted slaughterhouse in Madrid. The work 
forms one installation with the tapestries shown on the floor, interspersed with 
video projections and controlled lightning. The group of tapestries are all based 
on the terrazzo pavements of old Havana and the intricate typography of its 
shop names. Each one is typographically modified to create political or poetic 
comments. Areas of pavement were painstakingly photographed at a scale of one-
to-one before being digitally stitched together. These fragments then became the 
raw material for Garaicoa and a team of digital artisans to seamlessly integrate 
new words and phrases, cracks and damaged terrazzo, within vast files that both 
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Manuel Franquelo and Factum Arte, Lucifer 3D Laser Scanner, 2011. 

Craigie Horsfield, Above the road east toward Taibique, El 
Hierro. 15 minutes. February 2002, detail, 2008. 

mediate and transform reality. These files were used to weave the tapestries that reveal Garaicoa’s 
ironic or political wordplays. ‘Reina’ becomes a refrain: ‘Reina, destruye o redime’ (‘Rule!, destroy 
or redeem’); a specific assertion like ‘La General’, becomes ‘La General tristeza negará placeres’ (‘the 
general sadness will neutralise all pleasures’);‘El Pensamiento’ is a thought interrupted by shadows 
falling over its surface, adumbrating the footsteps that will walk over and around the piece as it is 
displayed within a gallery. Garaicoa’s urban gaze evokes Baudelaire’s flâneur and Michel de Certeau’s 
walkers moving through New York, ‘whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban “text” they 
write without being able to read it’, composed of ‘trajectories and alterations of spaces’. From out of 
Garaicoa’s woven word associations and deliberate misprisions, a ‘migrational, or metaphorical, city 
thus slips into the clear text of the planned and readable city’.28

Manuel Franquelo also merges installation and tapestry, hanging his piece Palimpsest and Palindrome 
in the centre of the exhibition space with two video projections animating one side of the work. As 
the title suggests, this work can be viewed from the front and back, with different images on each side 
woven simultaneously – a technological tour de force and an important insight into the reversibility 
of tapestry throughout history. Franquelo is also fascinated by how the latest innovations in digital 
technology allow tapestry to mediate relations between painting and sculpture. He is regarded as 
one of Spain’s leading realist painters, although painting is only one of the tools he uses to represent 
his interests. He works on many levels and with various materials, from engineering to electronics, 
software writing to the construction of airbrushes, always pushing the bounds of what can be 
considered an art object. Drawing on Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, Even and 
its attempt to re-situate the work of art, Franquelo’s work chooses a surface woven in relief (again 
manufactured by Flanders Tapestries) rather than glass. As its title suggests, Palimpsest and Palindrome 
addresses the tapestry’s ability to weave words and images: this is an object where the subject has no 
beginning or end, an ouroboros endlessly consuming and reproducing itself. 

Franquelo uses photographic images and diagrammatic notation based on his design for a three-
dimensional scanner that records the surface of paintings accurately at a resolution of 100 microns. 
It is a process that conflates the act of painting, sculpting and weaving, where the encoding of data is 
central – as it always has been for the weaver moving between cartoon and woven image. According 
to Franquelo, ‘transformations, mediations and translations are defined by diverse processes of 
encoding. Once you understand the code, noise becomes transparent and you see straight past it ... I 
like to think of this trajectory as a performance full of meaning that stimulates a vast network (or web) 
of responses. The clearer the transformations, mediations and translations, the more articulate the 
response’.29 One section of this piece centres on a text in Braille and Morse code from Plutarch’s ‘Life 
of Themistocles’, that could stand as an epigraph to the whole exhibition: ‘the speech of man is like 
embroidered tapestries, since like them this too has to be extended in order to display its patterns, but 
when it is rolled up it conceals and distorts them’.30 

Other artists take the act of weaving in a more strictly formal direction, while still acknowledging 
connections with earlier manufacturing methods. Marc Quinn’s Pixelation of the Hearth and Pixelation 
of a Hybrid draw on work in a variety of media (including painting and sculpture), that confront the 
iconic status of the flower as a symbol of natural beauty throughout eastern and western art. For Quinn, 
the move into representing flowers after working so closely with the human body is a logical one. The 
man-made cross-pollination and hybridisation of plants and flowers undertaken since at least the 
experiments conducted by Gregor Mendel (1822-1884) has ensured that this most natural of objects is 
today the most artificial of all man’s manipulation of genetics. In Quinn’s words, flowers are ‘organs of 
production’, which ‘link us in to the whole cycle where a human is broken down into a digital code in 
DNA then reproduced in another generation’. For Quinn, weaving is the logical next step. ‘Tapestry is 
like the DNA of painting’, ‘a sculpture of a painting’: it is ‘an image broken down into a digital code on 
a piece of card, which when fed through a machine produces an image’, be it a figure – or a flower. In 
the new world of digital weaving, ‘the knots are like pixels’, but where the weave allows for sculptural 
relief and the ability to see maximum pixilation with minimal distortion. Quinn claims that ‘tapestry 
is a medium which joins two worlds – the medieval and ours’.31 The parallel between his flowers and 
the sixteenth-century verdure tapestry in the current exhibition is remarkable. Unlike seventeenth-
century Dutch still-life paintings, the verdure is pure foliage from selvedge to selvedge, with no framed 
backdrop or foreground, a purely decorative act of virtuoso weaving techniques, where the natural world 
is woven from natural products to create a completely artificial and highly mediated final image. 

Nobody in this exhibition is pushing the representational possibilities of the current innovations 
in weaving technology further than Craigie Horsfield in his close collaboration with Flanders 

Tapestries.32 The techniques developed by Flanders Tapestries and used by 
Horsfield were intended to approximate the look of hand-woven tapestries while 
still weaving on a Jacquard loom. Unlike hand-weaving, the Jacquard process is 
limited in the number of coloured weft yarns it can use, and the fact that all yarns 
are omnipresent. The process of generating a ‘weave file’ is now computer aided, 
and so is much faster than creating the old punch cards. As a result, the time (and 
expense) spent developing prototypes is now much shorter, and has allowed the 
company to experiment with innovations in winding, tensile strength, thickness, 
weight, tone and colour. Its looms can now weave with twelve weft yarns, as 
opposed to eight, producing up to 240 colour shades, weaving patterns in such a 
way that the eye perceives their optical mixture as new colour value. The looms 
weave different layers (often three on top of one another), interchanging yarns 
in order to control the visible image on the tapestry, banishing the ‘speckling’ 
or ‘banding’ effect usually visible using the Jacquard process. The multi-layered 
dimension of this method adds a level of relief that gives the tapestries an 
intricate structure with a rich variation of texture and continuous tone which is 
absolutely unprecedented.33

For an artist like Horsfield such formal developments offer exciting possibilities. 
‘Whereas before’ he points out, ‘you might use tapestry for its given effect, now 
you must determine, across an increasingly wide field of choices, what that effect 
should be’. Instead of using a standard, limited colour palette, Horsfield can 
design his own, based on the specific requirements of the image. The results 
are dramatic. In Horsfield’s works, the material presence of the woven image is 
absolutely central to the conception. Like the weaving process itself, natural and 
social life in these tapestries are slowed down, or dilated, to reveal a different 
kind of temporality, where other realities are discerned: a cloud, insubstantial 
and fugitive, is rendered as material, inhabiting a shifted time; a dancer in the 
middle of a rock concert, a Christ-like figure, is taken up in a modern moment 
of social communion, a temporal ‘flickering’ between past and present that 
evokes the fifteenth-century Flemish tapestries caught between the classical and 
contemporary world. Bringing the exhibition full circle by returning it to the 
region in Flanders where it reached its greatest achievements in the late fifteenth 
century, Horsfield’s tapestries are constructed around the perception of the 
interweaving of coloured threads mirroring the imbrication of things and people 
where life – and art – trace different and concurrent possible realities within a 
material present. 

Many of the tapestries made by artists in this exhibition represent Arachne’s 
revenge. For centuries, Minerva’s divine resources ensured that the lengthy, 
expensive and laborious act of weaving produced images of orthodox, even 
prescriptive power and authority that marginalised the individual brilliance of 
mere mortals like Arachne. But Arachne makes a magical return in this exhibition 
in a work of remarkable conceptual purity: an experimental weaving made in 
Madagascar by Simon Peers and Nicholas Godley from silk strands collected 
from some 50,000 Golden Orb spiders. Each thread used in the warp and weft 
of the weaving comprises 24 strands of spider’s silk. Using techniques developed 
over a hundred years ago, Peers and Godley set up a spider-silk harvesting 
operation, collecting female spiders and placing them in harnesses. They then 
extracted the drag-line silk thread directly from the spinnerets of the living 
spiders, hand-twined the filaments together and then wove them on a loom to 
create a dazzling (and extremely tough) golden weave. It is an object of exquisite 
beauty and remarkable craft, with the explicit aim of celebrating the magical 
act of weaving’s endless capacity for transformation, even metamorphosis: in a 
newly metamorphosed state, Arachne has finally triumphed over Minerva. 

Penelope’s Labour invites a dual reappraisal of the art of weaving. It is part of an 
ongoing historical reassessment of early tapestry weaving, which in the medieval 
and Renaissance period saw tapestry creating a distinct figurative language, 
related to but distinct from painting. As artists like Raphael, Rubens and Le 
Brun redirected the medium towards a mimetic and ultimately mechanical 
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Charles Le Brun, Feast in the House of Simon, at Gallerie dell’Accademia, 
Venice. Photograph: Venezia, Gallerie dell’Accademia, courtesy of Ministero 
per i Beni e le Attività Culturali.
Charles Le Brun, the court painter for Louis XIV was appointed to run the 
Gobelins tapestry production between 1663-1690. Many years later, after 
Napoleon had ordered the removal of Veronese’s The Wedding at Cana from 
the refectory on the Island of San Giorgio Maggiore, Le Brun’s painting, Feast 
in the House of Simon was given to appease the Venetians for the loss of 
Veronese’s site specific masterpiece. John Ruskin passionately condemned 
Le Brun’s painting as not even worthy to be used as the wrapping to send 
the Veronese back to Venice. Under Le Brun’s directorship tapestry began its 
long, slow decline into the world of craft, increasingly controlled by painters 
and subsumed into the furniture of Europe’s ancien régime.Simon Peers and Nicholas Godley, The Woven Web. Trial 1, detail, 2009, Golden Orb spider silk.

reproduction of painting, its unique lustre faded, repelling innovative collaboration, and consigning 
tapestry to what Morris called ‘the lesser arts’ of craftwork. This exhibition suggests that further 
research is required to resurrect what Thomas P. Campbell has called ‘a fascinating but often neglected 
field, whose finest achievements deserve to be ranked among the greatest artistic creations of the 
Renaissance’.34 But the exhibition also shows that contemporary artists are today discovering the 
medium in completely new ways, using the latest technological innovations in weaving to create a 
novel figurative and conceptual language of expression capable of bridging painting and installation 
art. The future of weaving lies not with the shroud of death and dissolution woven by Penelope, but 
in a web of infinite possibilities. 
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 Vittorio Cini (1855-1977) was 
a leading figure in the twentieth-
century transformation of Italy from 
predominantly rural country to industrial 
power. A financier, industrialist, 
politician and private manager with a 
remarkable business flair, he created and 
ran large entrepreneurial and financial 
operations on behalf of the Italian state. 
Through the ups and downs of a period 
that went from the First World War 
through twenty years of Fascism to the 
Second World War, his life is now well-
known thanks to various biographies 
and historical studies.2 Cini’s interest in 
artworks is also well-known and often 
studied. His greatest act in a considerable 
philanthropic and civic career was the 
creation of the Fondazione Giorgio Cini 
in 1951. This extraordinary study centre 
devoted to the art, culture and traditions 
of the Veneto was set up in the stunning 
architectural setting of the former 
monastery of San Giorgio Maggiore, 

originally designed by Palladio and Longhena on the island of San 
Giorgio in Venice. Cini had always been attracted to historic Italian 
art and above all he had an insatiable passion for purchasing art 
works and artistic artefacts.3 Pursuing this passion with considerable 
economic resources, he became increasingly motivated and extended 
his collecting activities to specific areas in other fields, albeit always 
consulting experts before making acquisitions. The most illustrious 
of these experts was undoubtedly Federico Zeri. From 1950 on, Zeri’s 
learning, his keen, highly refined connoisseur’s ‘eye’ and his good 
connections on the Italian and international art markets were of 
invaluable help, especially when Cini wished to acquire paintings. In 
this way he gradually added to his excellent collections of Ferrara and 
Tuscan Renaissance paintings, which even at the time had become 
the core of his private picture gallery.4 
 As far as the beginnings of his collections and interest in 
tapestries are concerned, the crucial encounter came in 1934 when 
he met Nino Barbantini (1884-1952) and forged a relationship of 
collaboration that was to last several decades.5 An art historian and 
activist critic of contemporary art, Barbantini was an expert on 
museums and an art impresario. Like Cini, he was born in Ferrara 
and then settled in Venice.6 What brought the two men together 
was thus an interest in art and art history which grew even stronger 
through the focus on their home region in which they could search 
for and conserve memories. In 1933, Barbantini had curated a 
benchmark exhibition of Renaissance Ferrara painting in Ferrara 
(this was to lead to the celebrated rediscovery of the local officina or 
‘workshop’ by Roberto Longhi). So when he met Cini, Barbantini 
was already a living symbol of the rediscovery of Renaissance culture 

at the Este court with all its leading figures, works and specific 
values.7 At Barbantini’s prompting, Cini naturally concentrated his 
collecting resources and efforts in that field. Barbantini was heir to 
a tradition of art history studies with positivist leanings, which in 
Ferrara included illustrious scholars ranging from the Marchese 
Campori to Adolfo Venturi. Consequently, Barbantini believed that 
a private collection, like a museum or art gallery, should attempt to 
bring to light and exhibit the whole complexity of past art cultures 
in order to explore the original patron’s all-round taste and milieu. 
In the effort to reconstruct the whole setting, theoretical and 
practical barriers separating ‘major arts’ from ‘minor arts’ should 
be abolished. Paintings were not to be gathered in aseptic modern 
galleries but to be viewed in appropriate historical settings, recreated 
by the collector with the same kind of care he devoted to selecting 
paintings and statues. This meant also collecting furniture, fabrics, 
ceramics, applied art objects and all kinds of antique items. As 
Campori, Gruyer, Venturi, Bertoni and others have illustrated in 
essays and books on Renaissance Ferrara8 and Urbani de Gheltof in 
his valuable work on tapestry-makers in Venice from the late Middle 
Ages to the Modern Age,9 tapestries were much coveted items by the 
major patrons in the golden age of Italian art. They naturally also 
featured prominently in the collections and furnishings in Ferrara 
and Venice at the height of their artistic splendour. Tapestries were 
thus inevitably included in modern historic art collections based on 
those precedents and assembled according to a criterion of accurate 
historical reconstruction.
 Cini entrusted Barbantini with the task of refurbishing Monselice 
Castle (1935-1940), which he had inherited from his mother (now 
owned by the Veneto region and open to the public), and furnishing 
it with purchases made on the antiques market. Significantly, around 
this time Barbantini was at work on the restoration of the Palazzina 
di Marfisa in Ferrara, carried out according to exactly the same 
criteria.10 Given that he wished to recreate the impression of a small 
Veneto ‘court’ during the Middle Ages and High Renaissance (i.e. 
when Monselice Castle had been inhabited by its most illustrious 
residents: first Ezzelino da Romano and then the Venetian Marcello 
family, of whom Cini’s mother was a descendant), Barbantini 
logically included tapestries in the décor. As the main decorative 
elements on the walls of the great hall, he chose four very fine late 
Renaissance Flemish tapestries on a historical subject (The Stories of 
Alexander the Great, woven in Brussels by Cornelius Mattens around 
1600),11 while in the armoury room he hung six Flemish ‘verdures’ as 
the background for an exhibition of armour and cold-steel weapons12 
(the current exhibition includes a verdure of the same kind by the 
same maker, courtesy of the Gallery Moshe Tabibnia); another group 
of tapestries of various periods and provenances was distributed 
more discreetly in other rooms.13 The harmonious whole setting 
of tapestries, furniture, paintings, rugs and vases was intended to 
create the incredible impression for visitors of entering a Sleeping 
Beauty world in which time had suddenly stopped and the different 
cultures, tastes and lifestyles of past centuries had been frozen in the 
rooms. According to Bernard Berenson, the ‘perfect arrangement’ 

VIttORIO CINI aS COLLECtOR aNd tHE fONdaZIONE GIORGIO CINI taPEStRIES1 

 
NELLO fORtI GRaZZINI 

Flemish manufactory (Enghien), Scipio forms an alliance with Syphax, c.1580. Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice.

Vittorio Cini in front of the basilica 
of San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice.
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of Monselice admirably reflected ‘Barbantini’s genius.’14 The Castle 
was never to be Cini’s home, however. It was simply a retreat for 
occasional leisure activities or brief sojourns. The key lesson of 
collecting methodology at Monselice was to be applied again in 
the princely fittings installed in Cini’s Venetian residence of the 
Palazzo San Vio, which had been created by joining up two adjacent 
historic palaces, the Palazzo Loredan and the Palazzo Caldagno 
Valmarana. Here again, probably on Barbantini’s advice, tapestries 
were introduced to dialogue with the paintings, antique furniture, 
chests, ceramics, ivories, enamels and Venetian lacquers. Those same 
tapestries – possibly supplemented by other specifically purchased 
items suggested by Barbantini – were eventually presented to the 
Fondazione Giorgio Cini in 1962. Incidentally, further evidence of 
the strength of the two men’s continuing close spiritual bond was 
the fact that Barbantini had been made the first president of the 
foundation.
 Cini followed Barbantini’s ideas and, as a collector of antique 
tapestries or at least as a connoisseur who used tapestries to make 
a splendid setting of antique furnishings to enhance his princely 
private life, he explicitly or implicitly referred to the tradition of 
Renaissance patronage which had been particularly deep rooted 
in the cities that he was bound to most closely through affinity 
of feeling: Ferrara, where he was born and spent his youth and 
Venice, where he settled and lived. Cini acquired works of art ‘not 
as a collector of his time − as Feliciano Benvenuti has written −, 
but like a collector from the past. He alternated between being a 
Renaissance prince and a Ferrara lord or Venetian patrician. He was 
fond of surrounding himself not only with the painting of those 
ages and those places but also everything that contributed to the 
historical setting.’15 
 Today in the Fondazione Giorgio Cini’s headquarters in the 
former monastery of San Giorgio Maggiore there are fourteen 
antique tapestries (there were originally fifteen, but one was stolen), 
presented by Vittorio Cini in 1962; in addition to this original 
group, another three were donated to the foundation in 1967 by the 
ambassador Count Leonardo Vitetti, a friend of Cini and admirer of 
the foundation that he had created.16 
 The most valuable of the seventeen tapestries are two of the three 
presented by Vitetti: a couple of very precious large French-Flemish 
fragments, unfortunately no longer in good condition, depicting 
episodes from The Destruction of Jerusalem, a set also known through 
other subjects in the set and replicas in other collections. They were 
designed around 1470-1480 by the renowned French illuminator and 
cartoonist known as the Master of Coëtivy (possibly Nicolas d’Ypres 
also called Colin d’Amiens). The subject of the set is Vespasian and 
Titus recapturing Palestine and Jerusalem (AD 66-70), as narrated by the 
ancient sources and reinterpreted in the Middle Ages17 (The Siege of 
Jerusalem is shown in this exhibition along with three contemporary 
textiles on the theme of war). Of the tapestries now in San Giorgio 
Maggiore thanks to Cini, the most brilliant and powerful group 
consists of four Stories of Scipio woven in Brussels (by Maerten II 
Reymbouts) and in Enghien around 1580. They are replicas of a 
figurative set produced around 1560-1565 by an anonymous Flemish 
artist with Italian-style classical taste. This same set had already been 
reproduced on tapestry by another Brussels weaver, Cornelis Tons.18 
The Scipio tapestries can be compared, as a contemporary product 
sharing the same taste for a multitude of details and the dispersion of 
the figures in vast natural scenes, to a fine Landscape with Falconing, 
once part of a hunting set of which we know at least one other 
subject, arguably also by Maerten II Reymbouts.19 We find more 
subdued colours in two late Renaissance tapestries from Flanders 

(but not Brussels), presented to the foundation by Vitetti and Cini, 
respectively. Both works were woven at Oudenaarde. The subject of 
the first is an as yet unidentified historical and biblical scene, while 
the second is a lively Landscape with Dragons and Lions – the dragon 
appears to be taken from an engraving after a model by the Flemish 
artist Frans Floris.20 
 Cini also presented some eighteenth-century tapestries to the 
foundation. Two of them, woven at Antwerp, depict The Combat 
of Hercules and Achelous and a Landscape with a Villa.21 The more 
interesting of the two is the first tapestry. It was part of a set depicting 
The Labours of Hercules (of which a second work has been found) 
taken from a series of prints made by Cornelis Cort after models 
by Frans Floris. Although two Brussels tapestries with the Months 
(September and December) by the weaver Everaert III Leyniers are 
of poor craftsmanship, they are interesting in terms of their figurative 
prototypes since they revive a once celebrated early sixteenth-century 
Flemish figurative set which had also already been reproduced in the 
seventeenth century by the English Mortlake tapestry-makers.22 
 Three Landscapes with Birds woven at Aubusson around 1700 
(one of them is the stolen tapestry) are the first works in the group 
of French tapestries presented by Cini to the foundation.23 One of 
them, Cephalus Hurling the Javelin, was woven around 1720-1730 in 
the Beauvais Royal Manufactory (at the time the director was Noël-
Antoine Mérou). Although not in a brilliant condition, this work 
is important as the only known example of a subject that remained 
a mystery for a long time. It completes a set (we know of various 
editions) depicting the Stories of Cephalus and Procris, woven several 
times at Beauvais around the turn of the eighteenth-century after 
cartoons by Florentin Damoiselet.24 Lastly, a tapestry of Seaports, 
also woven in Beauvais from 1722 to 1731 (i.e. again at the time when 
Mérou was director), comes from a particularly popular set, which 
brought together naturalistic figures of birds on proscenia with 
port scenes in the background. The cartoons for this work had been 
prepared in 1692-1693 by the French(?) artist Adrien Campion (who 
drew the landscapes) and the Flemish artist Joseph van de Kerckhove 
(the zoological figures). As the Cini work reveals, van de Kerckhove 
took as a model for the cartoons some of the most striking animals 
in the Versailles Ménagerie, drawn and painted for the Sun King’s 
court by Pieter Boel, a celebrated Flemish artist specialised in animal 
painting.25

Beauvais Royal Manufactory (after a cartoon by Simone de Pape), Seaport with a crowned crane, damsel and pelicans, 1712-1722. Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice.
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Studi e catalogo, Ferrara-Rome 1996. Barbantini also purchased an antique tapestry in Venice for 
this palace: Forti Grazzini, in Visser Travagli, Palazzina..., pp. 268-270.
11. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 137-153, nos. 21-24. Part of the Gonzaga collections, Mantua, 
the four tapestries were shown in Mantua in 2010: see N. Forti Grazzini, in G. Delmarcel and C. 
Brown, Gli arazzi dei Gonzaga nel Rinascimento, Milan 2010, pp. 182-189, no. 15; G. Delmarcel (ed.), 
Gli arazzi dei Gonzaga nel Rinascimento. Da Mantegna a Raffaello e Giulio Romano, exhibition guide 
(Mantua, Palazzo Te, 2010), Milan 2010, pp. 82-91, no. 12.
12. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 162-165.

13. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 128-139, 154-161, nos. 19, 20, 25. 
14. See B. Berenson, ‘Premessa’, in Barbantini, Scritti d’arte…, p. VII.
15. The comment is by Feliciano Benvenuti, quoted in Ceschi, ‘Vittorio Cini…’ p. 68.
16. G. Fossaluzza, ‘Gli arazzi’, in Agnati, La Fondazione…, pp. 103-106; Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi….
17. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 26-49, nos. 1-2; N. Forti Grazzini, ‘Due arazzi franco-
fiamminghi della Fondazione Giorgio Cini e le serie quattrocentesche della “Storia della 
distruzione di Gerusalemme”’, in M. Natale and S. Romano, (eds) Entre l’Empire et la mer. Traditions 
locales et échanges artistiques (Moyen Age-Renaissance). Actes du colloque de 3e Cycle Romand de Lettres, 
Lausanne-Genève, 22/23 mars, 19/20 avril, 24/25 mai 2002, Études lausannoises d’histoire de l’art, 4, 
Rome 2007, pp. 281-311.
18. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 50-69, nos. 3-6.
19. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 70-73, no. 7.
20. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 74-85, nos. 8-9.
21. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 86-89, 104-107, nos. 10, 13.
22. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 90-103, nos. 11-12.
23. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 108-111, nos. 14-16.
24. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 112-115, no. 17.
25. Forti Grazzini, Gli arazzi…, pp. 116-125, no. 18.
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ArAchne’s return

 Arachne’s presence is felt by all who marvel at nature, and anyone that has 
thought of, or practised weaving. the spider’s web, that “beautiful circuiting”, 
that silken architecture, has never ceased to fascinate. In the far distant past both 
weavers and hunters must have observed the crisscrossing of silken strands that 
made nets to catch prey. the spider undoubtedly inspired early human ingenuity in 
many practical ways.
 If we imagine a textile woven from the finest threads of spiders, we enter a 
world of fantasy, the stuff of fairy tales and disquieting dreams. Like the subject of 
a painting by richard Dadd, a tale from hans christian Andersen, or shakespeare’s 
Queen Mab drawn in a carriage with straps of spider’s webs, there is something 
irresistibly quixotic about the alchemy that allows for the transformation (or perhaps 
metamorphosis) of the thread of a spider into a woven textile.
 that textile can be like no other, for what removes it from the ordinary and 
distinguishes it over any other yarn is that it is imbued with metaphor and poetry, 
with nightmare and phobia, with archetypal tales and myths that resonate within us 
all, regardless of race or culture.
 chance would have it that, after years of pondering this alchemical challenge 
on the far-flung and suitably enigmatic Indian Ocean Island of Madagascar, a 
series of serendipitous encounters and historical legacies have led to the pursuit 
of this impossibility.
 In doing so it has brought to light an unwritten history of those who attempted 
to extract and weave this precious thread. It has opened a window on to the cultural 
history of man’s fascination with the spider and its silk that extends from Paraguay 
to cameroon to Madagascar and Vanuatu. It has provoked thoughts about the choices 
man has made in the selection of yarns for the creation of textiles, and his quest 
for the perfect material. As science has shown, the silk of spiders is a substance 
possessing extraordinary properties of strength and elasticity, quite apart from its 
striking aesthetic appeal.
 Paradoxically, the challenge of collecting and weaving spider silk is the very 
opposite of the ephemeral evanescent web. It is a colossal, laborious effort of 
collecting, “silking”, throwing and weaving, an epic process involving years of work 
to accomplish anything of note. the textile that I created with nicholas Godley 
is the result of this labour. It is a private obsession that has captured the public 
imagination. the resulting complex royal weave was first exhibited at the American 
Museum of natural history and will now tour to the Art Institute of chicago and 
then the Victoria and Albert Museum in January 2012 the weaving that will be 
shown in Penelope’s Labour is less decorative but no less exceptional, representing 
one of the first tests undertaken to understand what could be done with the magical 
silk from the Golden Orb spider.
 Working for over eight years we have drawn silk from the spinnerets of well 
over one million golden orb spiders. More than a labour of love, it is a rare and pure 
challenge, where the difficulty is integral to the act of creation. 
 effort and difficulty are not for everyone, but in the three hundred years since 
Francois Xavier Bon (1678–1761) first took up the idea of transforming spider’s silk 
into woven fabric, only a very few people have tried (with different degrees of effort) 
to duplicate his achievements. Whether M. Bon managed to weave a waistcoat for 
King Louis XIV, we will never know, but he certainly did make stockings for the 
Duchess of Bourgogne, wife of the Dauphin, and gloves that were presented to the 
Academie royale des sciences in Paris. he also made stockings for the wife of the 
hapsburg emperor charles VI and in return received a gold medal. these coveted 
objects were made from the cocoons of spiders that were washed, carded and spun. 

Bon’s dissertation on the subject made him famous. his writings were translated into 
chinese and even caught the attention of the chinese emperor, who recommended 
that his sons read them as a lesson in ingenuity and perseverance. In the 1760s 
the spaniard ramón de termeyer produced something equally impressive. While 
working among the Guarani of Paraguay and later in Faenza and Milan, termeyer 
managed to extract the thread directly from the living spider in a curious guillotine 
like contraption. the empress of russia and the King of naples were denied the 
pleasure of possessing the silk stockings that he had made, for he had promised 
them to King carlos III of spain.
 not everyone held such endeavours in high esteem. Jonathan swift wrote of it 
in Gulliver’s Travels, as did Voltaire in Zadig. Both writers saw folly and madness in 
such extravagance, rather than the enlightened advancement of human achievement. 
In a way they had a point, but neither were particularly interested in the metaphorical 
and poetic magic of the woven object. In the early nineteenth century the romantic 
French writer and bibliophile charles nodier acquired a copy of Bon’s work read by the 
chinese emperor, which clearly influenced the nightmare in his novel Smarra, or the 
demons of the night. the arachnid is a creature that has always been reviled through 
the ages. Minerva’s cruelty left Arachne disfigured and deformed, a punishment 

manifested in the existence of so many arachnophobes. the spider continues to 
creep along the margins of our nightmares, in horror films and novels – even its 
appearance running across a floor provokes in many a visceral fear and loathing.
 Yet the potency of the metaphor has always been stronger than the fears it 
provokes. here in Venice, Veronese decorated the Palazzo Ducale with a beautiful 
woman and a perfect web. Is she Arachne or is the spider emblematic of patience, 
hard work and industry? the spider is an inspiration, revealing her extraordinary skills 
for us to emulate. In poetry the spider is a creator of worlds, a metaphor for the soul, 
with an almost metaphysical sensibility and sensitivity. the spider has attracted the 
attention of the likes of Keats, Pope and Whitman, who were all prepared to be awed 
by the beauty, wonder and power of this little creature. 
 Weaving Arachne’s silk is full of subtle meaning, a feast of meaning that comes 
from the unusual act of taking and transforming the silk combined with the accretion 
of layers of myth, history, nightmares and poetry that we associate with the spider 
and its web. Our efforts should perhaps speak for themselves, but this short text 
might help explain our persistence, for the more we work on explanation, the more 
the story unravels.

simon Peers

simon Peers & nicholas Godley, Golden Orb Spider mantle, 2005-2008. courtesy of simon Peers & 
nicholas Godley.

Weaving a weft brocaded panel for the Golden Orb Spider mantle, 2007. courtesy of simon Peers & 
nicholas Godley. Paolo Veronese, Allegory of Dialectic, Palazzo Ducale, Venice.

Golder orb spiders. courtesy of simon Peers & nicholas Godley.



‘Thus not only the mental and the material, but the theoretical and the 
practical in the mathematical world, are brought into more intimate and 
effective connection with each other... We may say most aptly, that the 
Analytical Engine weaves algebraic patterns just as the Jacquard-loom 
weaves flowers and leaves’. 

Ada Lovelace to Charles Babbage, 1843.

Between 1820 and 1848 Charles Babbage (1791-1871) designed and 
built a series of increasingly ambitious calculating machines, the pre-
cursor of the modern computer. Ada Lovelace (1815-1852), the daughter 
of Lord Byron, published a major essay on Babbage’s Analytical Engine 
in 1843, translating his mathematical ideas and annotating the thoughts 
produced by the ‘peculiarities’ of his mind. She is often credited as the 
inventor of software writing. Manuel Franquelo, is equally comfortable 
with weaving algebraic patterns and naturalistic illusion, while also pos-
sessing a peculiar and unusual mind that occupies a space somewhere 
between Charles Babbage and Marcel Duchamp. Marcel Duchamp’s 
The Bride stripped bare by her bachelors even challenged both the form 
and content of a work of art. Duchamp’s bride, chocolate grinder, malic 
moulds, bachelor apparatus and handler of gravity (that make up his ‘agri-
cultural machine’) have been replaced in Manuel Franquelo’s Palimpsest 
and Palindrome with calculations to turn a laser line into a signifier of 
relief, drawings for camera mounts to be stereo-lithographically printed, 
plans for accurate positioning systems, programming notations – all 
practical, but no less poetic, instructions to create a three-dimensional 
laser scanner that can both record the surface and tonality of the ‘world 
out there’. According to Franquelo, ‘transformations, mediations and 
translations are defined by diverse processes of encoding. Once you un-
derstand the code, noise becomes transparent and you see straight past 
it ... I like to think of this trajectory as a performance full of meaning that 
stimulates a vast network (or web) of responses. The clearer the transfor-
mations, mediations and translations, the more articulate the response’.

Flanders Tapestries, the workshop in Wielsbeke that wove Palimpsest and 
Palindrome, have been working closely with artists as diverse as Chuck 
Close, Craigie Horsfield and Grayson Perry, experimenting with innova-
tions in winding, tensile strength, thickness, weight, tone and colour. 
Its Jacquard looms can now weave with twelve weft yarns producing 
up to 240 colour shades, weaving patterns in such a way that the eye 
perceives their optical mixture as new colour value. The looms weave di-
fferent layers (often three on top of one another), interchanging yarns in 
order to control the visible image on the tapestry. Unlike hand-weaving 
all yarns are present all the time during the weaving on a Jacquard loom. 
It is this multi-layered dimension that creates the possibility of weaving 
different images on each side of the tapestry simultaneously – a task 
of inconceivable complexity for the human mind but one that a high-
powered, number crunching computer with an operator who can move 
freely between software languages can now master. This is the first time 
that such a weaving has been done.
Palimpsest and Palindrome is an artwork that not only contains its mes-
sage within the surface of an extraordinarily complex double-sided 
weave but also draws on the wider issues of both poetic and material 
transformations that exist in our mediated relationship with the external 
world – both human and non-human.

PALIMPSEST AnD PALInDrOME
2011, 275 x 750 cm.
Installation with double-sided Jacquard Tapestry, 2 video projections and  
routed text. Woven by Flanders Tapestries.
Published by Factum Arte in an edition of 3.
.

‘Things may have a language, but the author is a man of very few words. This 
is one of his trademarks; not many words about mute things, but a silent artist 
letting things talk a lot – provided the viewers let themselves be addressed and 
talked to. Yes, a rare combination. But which things and in which language?’

‘The language of texture can be heard again over the superficial language of 
shape. Are we able to hear it? There has been an odd and now boring dispute 
between iconophiles and iconoclasts. But what sort of art can we expect if we 
begin to explore the opposition between the lovers of textures in images and 
those who cannot see its importance?’

The Language of Things by Bruno Latour
From the opening and closing paragraphs of the exhibition catalogue for 

Manuel Franquelo, 2002, Marlborough Gallery, Madrid

Lucifer 3D Laser Scan developed by Manuel Franquelo in collaboration with  
Factum Arte. // Drawings of the scanner in process. // Data provided by the scanner.



‘The speech of man is like embroidered tapestries, since like them this too has to be extended in order to 
display its patterns, but when it is rolled up it conceals and distorts them’. (Plutarch’s ‘Life of Themistocles’)

MAnUEL FrAnQUELO



foreground, armed with spears and iron maces, some Roman soldiers 
attack the gates of the city; their bodies have been cut off by the arbitrary 
bottom edge due to trimming.
Towers at intervals in the walls of Jerusalem are decorated with inscriptions. 
The nearest tower, where the assailants are attempting to force an entry, 
has a plaque on the front with the incomprehensible words “NORES 
RICH”, while on its side, is the more logical place-name inscription: 
“IHERUSALEM”. The buildings and architectural elements crammed 
together in the city (towers, walls, columns and roofs) are arranged 
at angles, thus creating a number of narrative platforms and ‘boxes’ 
containing figures and episodes retelling the suffering of the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem. The main theme is the starvation of the besieged people. As 
Flavius Josephus narrates, no external forces came to the city’s aid and all 
food available inside was requisitioned by the bullying rebel bands. The 
people were so hungry that they began to eat leather buckles, hay and 
dung. Old people, women and children starved to death.3 In the tapestry, 
beside a kind of well-dressed worthy holding a bag, possibly one of the 
rebel leaders (John or Simon) busy with the requisitions, there are two 
debilitated, bent-over figures that are either asleep or dead. Next to them 
is an image illustrating a heart-wrenching episode that Flavius Josephus4 
recounts and that figured in all the mediaeval illustrations of the fall of 
Jerusalem: crazed with hunger and suffering, a wealthy woman, Mary of 
Eleazar, killed, cooked and ate her own newborn son. She then hid the 
remains, which not even the most bloodthirsty defenders tried to take 
from her, so that she could finish them later. Wearing a gold brocaded 
dress and a turban, the seated Mary turns a skewer with the remains of 
the child, while three women share this horrific meal with her.

Another episode described by Flavius Josephus is illustrated on the far 
right. In a room surrounded by raised metal grates (a kind of treasury) 
some turban-clad inhabitants of Jerusalem sit round a table swallowing 
coins. The explanation for this image can be found in Bellum Iudaicum5: 
those who fled the besieged city at night to go over to the Roman side, 
sold their possessions and swallowed the coins received so that neither 
the defenders nor the assailants would find them; the idea was to retrieve 
them after defecation. But the Romans’ Syrian and Arab allies discovered 
the trick and with the help of some legionaries they disembowelled the 
fugitives to recover their hidden treasure, despite the fact that Titus had 
forbidden such killings. In mediaeval writings, the disembowelment of 

This very significant fifteenth-century tapestry is a fragment and has been 
trimmed on all sides. It shows various episodes of the dramatic siege of 
Jerusalem in AD 69-70 by the Roman army led by Titus Flavius, son of the 
Emperor Vespasian, as narrated by the historian Flavius Josephus in De 
Bellum Iudaicum1 and in late mediaeval sources.
The walls of Jerusalem cross the field diagonally, separating the area 
outside the city, where the Roman besiegers are positioned, in the lower 
left, from the city scene where the fearful population, as Flavius Josephus 
narrates, paid dearly in terms of death and starvation caused by the siege. 
On one hand, they had to put up with the suffering and death inflicted 
by the assault from outside and, on the other, they were subject to the 
tyranny of the rebel bands led by John and Simon, who, having seized 
power in Jerusalem, dragged the city into the struggle against Rome. In 
the top left we find the besiegers’ ensigns: above a Roman archer pointing 
an arrow at the city, a flag flutters with the inscription «SPQ[R]», which 
is repeated in small letters on the breastplate of the archer’s armour «[S]
PQR»; alongside, partially concealed by a bush, another soldier holds a 
second flag decorated with the eagle of the Roman legions, although 
here the eagle is two-headed and with outstretched wings and legs, 
according to the late mediaeval heraldic convention. Titus stands in front 
of the flag-bearer and can be identified by the name inscribed on his leg 
(titus). He is protected by sumptuous armour, embellished with gilded 
decorations and shaped metal plates, and wears a fanciful feathered 
helmet. Baton in hand, the general is imparting a merciless order. In front 
of him kneels a native prisoner with his tied hands laid on a tree stump 
dripping with blood. Wearing a conical hat, the prisoner turns his head 
away, as if to ward off the blow he is about to receive. Alongside, a 
Roman soldier with his sword in his right hand prepares to cut off the 
prisoner’s hands; previously amputated hands lie around the bottom 
of the stump. On the left, an imploring prisoner called Barabbas (the 
name – ‘bareb’ – is inscribed on the hem of his sleeve), is about to be 
meted out the same treatment. In fact Flavius Josephus2 tells how Titus, 
wishing to use Jewish prisoners as messengers to take the ultimatum to 
the defenders of Jerusalem, ordered that their hands be cut off so that 
their companions would not take them for deserters or allies of Rome, 
thus ensuring that their embassies would be more effective. In the lower 

THE SIEgE OF JERUSALEM (FROM THE SET 'THE STORy OF THE DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM')

After a cartoon by the Master of Coëtivy.
Franco-Flemish, circa 1480.
Tapestry (fragment), wool and silk weft, 334 x 434 cm.
Venice, Fondazione giorgio Cini, inv. 20002.

1. Bellum Iudaicum, books V and VI: see the edition by g. Vitucci, Milan 1974.
2. Bellum Iudaicum, V, 11, 2.
3. Bellum Iudaicum, V, 10, 2-3; V, 12, 3; V, 13, 7; VI, 3, 3. 
4. Bellum Iudaicum, VI, 3, 4.
5. Bellum Iudaicum V, 10, 1; 13, 4.
6. cf. the disembowelment of the prisoners in a tapestry of 1460-1470 with episodes of The Vengeance of Our Lord, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New york: Cavallo 1993, fig. a pp. 198-199.
7. Concisely and insightfully described by Cavallo (1993), this tapestry and its companion fragment, also 
in the Cini, have been thoroughly studied by Forti grazzini (2003 and 2007; see these works for a wide 
ranging analysis of the two fragments with a complete bibliography, of which only some references have 
been given here).
8. See L. A. T. gryting, The Oldest Version of the Twelfth-Century Poem ‘La Venjance de Nostre Seigneur’, Ann Arbor 1952.
9. Now in Chatsworth, the Dukes of Devonshire Collection: P. Durrieu, ‘Découverte de deux importants manuscrits de la 
“Librairie” des ducs de Bourgogne’, in Bibliothèque de l’Ecole des charter, LXXI, 1919, p. 58-71
10. See, for example, the illumination previously attributed to Jean Fouquet and now to the Master of the Munich Boccaccio, 
in a codex in Munich, Bayerisches Staatsbibliothek, MS gall. 6, fol. 265; F. Avril, Jean Fouquet. Peintre et enlumineur du XV 
siècle, exhibition catalogue, Paris 2003, pp. 272-307, no. 32, fig. on p. 299 ; or the predella painted by a Flemish artist at 
the end of the fifteenth century, now in gand, Musée des Beaux-Arts, inv. 1958-AE; R. Hoozee, Museum of Fine Arts ghent, 
ghent-Amsterdam 2000, p. 13.
11. H. Smit, ‘Tapijthandel op Italië rond 1450: de Medicibank en de familie Grenier’, in Textiel historische Bijdragen, XXXIV, 
1994, p. 19-20.
12. E. Müntz, Les Arts à la Cour des Papes pendant le XVe et le XVIe siècle, 3 vols. [Paris 1878-1882], Hildesheim-Zürich-New 
york 1983, II, p. 279-285; H. Smit, ‘The Tapestry Collection of the Papal Court, 1447-1471’, in P. van Kessel (ed.) The Power of 
Imagery. Essays on Rome, Italy & Imagination, Rome 1992, p. 261.
13. Müntz 1983, III, p. 262-263
14. N. Reynaud, ‘Un peintre français cartonnier de tapisseries au XV siècle: Henry de Vulcop’, in Revue de l’Art, no. 22, 1973, 
p. 15, 21 notes 37 and 40.
15. T. P. Campbell, Henry VIII and the Art of Majesty. Tapestries at the Tudor Court, New Haven-London 2007, p. 73-75
16. S. Schneebelg-Perelman, ‘Richesses du garde-meuble parisien de François Ier. Inventaires inédits de 1542 et 1551’, in 
gazette des Beaux-Arts, November 1971, pp. 299-300; the reference here is probably to the tapestries previously owned by 
Charles VIII, whose number had risen simply because they had been cut up.

There are, however, differences between the scenes of the Destruction of 
Troy and those of the Destruction of Jerusalem, despite being designed 
by the same cartoonist. In the bozzetti for the first set, from around 
1465-1470, the master borrowed widely from the repertory of poses and 
expressions he had already developed in his narrative illuminations, which 
often dealt with ancient battles. In the bozzetti for tapestries, however, 
he had to adapt these elements to the special compositional arrangement 
which took into account, on one hand, the need to juxtapose several 
episodes in the same field (later to assume monumental proportions 
when transposed onto the tapestry) and, on the other, the fact that the 
images were to be used in tapestry-making, an art conditioned by specific 
figurative requirements dictated by technical considerations and its own 
tradition. In the bozzetti the artist thus relinquished making views or 
employing the empirical but effective illusionism (both in perspective 
and colour) that he had used in his illuminations. In this case, in fact, 
the figures crammed into the foreground are the full height of the field, 
in keeping with the trend of horror vacui, typical of the mid-fifteenth 
century. He also added more sumptuous fanciful details in the dress 
and in the architectural background. He was, however, more sparing 
with and took greater care over the architectural elements. Useful for 
providing scaffolding on which to place figures in the top half and for 
creating boxes or gaps setting the rhythm to the sequence of episodes, 
the architectural elements are also employed as supports for decorations 
(sculptures, friezes and members) to make the images more ornate. In the 
transition from the bozzetti to the cartoons (now lost) and woven scenes, 
the ornamental tendency and foreshortening were further accentuated 
by toning down the chiaroscuro and spreading the decorative motifs to 
the characters’ dress, the caparisons and the tents.
In the Jerusalem (for which there are no surviving drawings or cartoons), 
with its rougher figures,44 the cartoonist seems to have been careful to 
avoid the obsessive solid mass of figures projected onto a single surface. 
The scenes appear to be more sparsely designed, with pauses, rational 
structures and endowed with some convincing hints of spatial illusionism. 
This tendency can also be found in the Troy set, albeit confined to one 
scene, the first with the Mission of Antenor, which has only come down 
to us through the bozzetto in the Louvre45 and is not reproduced on any 
known tapestry. In explaining the difference between this work and the 
other bozzetti of the Capture of Troy, some scholars have suggested it 
might have been drawn by an artist close to the Master of Coëtivy, but 
not by the master himself.46 But in fact the Mission of Antenor is by the 
same artist who made the other bozzetti, only it was drawn later (for 
unknown reasons, possibly for a specific replica of the Destruction of 
Troy), at a time when Colin d’Amiens had decided to no longer passively 
accept the conventions of the obsessive horror vacui and the absence of 
traditional spatial layouts in cartoons for tapestries. He clearly chose to 
introduce voids and solid cubes, i.e. to conceive the images for tapestries 
as being similar – although not identical – to those for paintings or 
illuminations. This can be deduced also from the scenes of the Destruction 
of Jerusalem. We can surmise there must have been an interlude between 
their creation and that of the Destruction of Troy of probably around 
ten years. The scenes for Destruction of Jerusalem were thus conceived 
sometime between 1470 and 1480, while the woven editions were 
produced in the 1480s, as is confirmed by the documentary information 
about the sets that once belonged to Charles VIII and Henry VII. Moreover, 
a similar development in the art of Colin d’Amiens (greater spatiality, 
monumentality and compositional complexity, revealing the contribution 
of his experience gained in the field of tapestries) has also been found in 
his illuminations, such as the frontispiece of Augustine’s Cité de Dieu in 
the Bibliothèque Municipale, Mâcon (MS 1, fol. 2), accordingly dated to 
around 1480.47 
In 1952, Mercedes Viale attributed the Bargello fragment of the 
Destruction of Jerusalem to a Tournai tapestry-maker active in the last 
quarter of the fifteenth century. The same attribution has been proposed 
by most scholars who have dealt with this and other fragments in the 

Assault. But there may also have been other scenes, making a set of six 
tapestries or more. This situation is corroborated by the archive evidence 
mentioning sets of six or seven subjects entitled the Siege or Destruction 
of Jerusalem: i.e. the set owned by Charles VIII and then François I of 
France (it included a Triumph of Vespasian of which we have no trace, 
unless the Coronation is a fragment of it), the set owned by Henry VII of 
England and the set with four subjects at the Navarre court.
The stylistic features of the Cini fragment with the Siege of Jerusalem are 
shared by the other known pieces in the set. The figures in fifteenth-century 
Western or Eastern dress have accentuated facial features (conspicuous 
noses and jutting chins), and eloquent, energetic poses and gestures. 
They are arranged in the field from top to bottom as if projected on a 
single plane, according to a conception tending to eliminate perspective. 
Nonetheless, the scene does include some plastic and spatial descriptions. 
Intervals are created between the figures and groups thanks to the ‘boxes’ 
provided by the architectural structures of Jerusalem, which in turn also 
have a certain a spatial logic, when considered individually. The late gothic 
style is comparable to that of other monumental Franco-Flemish tapestries 
with narrative themes from the third quarter of the fifteenth century, but 
here we find some more ‘progressive’ features: frontally viewed blocks 
of closely packed figures are avoided and there are some hints of spatial 
arrangements and perspective. This appears even more evident, if we 
observe other pieces in the set, especially the almost complete Destruction 
of Jerusalem, obtained by juxtaposing the Lyon fragment with the first 
Cini fragment. Together they show a well-ordered overall structure with 
some plastic forms and descriptions of space, the alternation of solids 
and voids, and a harmonious rhythm that is both narrative and figurative, 
established by the large gaps in the architecture.34 
J. guiffrey35 first suggested that the cartoonist of the Destruction 
of Jerusalem was the same artist who made the models for another 
celebrated, very grand set of Franco-Flemish tapestries: The Story of 
the Destruction of Troy.36 The Troy set was prepared and produced in 
several editions from 1472 on, when the editio princeps was sold by 
the entrepreneur and tapestry dealer Pasquier grenier of Tournai to the 
city of Bruges to be presented as a gift to Charles the Bold, Duke of 
Borgougne. Incidentally,  Pasquier and his son, Jean grenier, ordered 
replicas to be made for powerful patrons such as the Duke of Urbino 
(Federigo da Montefeltro), Henry VII of England, Matthias Corvinus of 
Hungary, the King of Naples (Ferdinando I of Aragon) and the Duke of 
Milan (Ludovico il Moro). guiffrey’s suggestion was brilliantly confirmed 
by Reynaud 1973,37 who compared the faces, gestures, figures and 
groups in the Jerusalem and Troy sets, the second being known both 
through the many intact tapestries (the largest group of four pieces is 
in the Cathedral of Zamora) and surviving fragments; and through ten 
modelletti made in preparation for the cartoons, now in Paris, nine in 
the Louvre (inv. R.F. 2140-2147; all of them are published in Asselberghs 
1970) and one in the Bibliothèque Nationale.38 This cartoonist, painter, 
illuminator and stained glass artist active in France during the third and 
the last quarter of fiveteenth century, worked in the service of various 
members of the French royal family. Initially called the Master of Coëtivy, 
he became the focus of attention thanks to P. Durrieu,39 who described a 
codex illustrated by the Master (now in Vienna, Österreichische National 
bibliothek, Cod. 1929) which had been commissioned by Olivier de Coëtivy 
and his wife Marie de Valois, the natural daughter of King Charles VII. 
Subsequent studies by N. Reynaud40 and the works gradually attributed 
to the Master have highlighted the fact that he was the leading figure 
on the Paris arts scene of his day and one of the greatest French painters 
at the height of the fifteenth century, together with Jean Fouquet and 
Barthélemyd’Eyck.41 Although some thought the Master might be Henry 
Vulcop, a Flemish painter working in France,42 most scholars now agree 
with N. Reynaud’s suggestion,43 that he is Colin d’Amiens (alias Nicolas 
d’ypres), documented in Paris from 1450 to 1488, and son of André 
d’ypres, a painter active in Tournai, where Colin might have come into 
contact with the figurative issues involved in tapestry-making.

Provenance: Together with another fragment from the same set depicting The Entry into Palestine of the Army 
of Vespasian and Titus also in the Fondazione giorgio Cini, this tapestry belonged to Count Vital and was in 
the Castle of Vigny; the two fragments bought by Charles of London were auctioned in New york in 1920 and 
acquired by William R. Coe, and kept in his residence of Coe Hall at Oyster Bay, Long Island, until his death 
in 1955; they then passed to his daughter the Countess Natalie Mai Vitetti, wife of the ambassador Count 
Leonardo Vitetti. The Count presented them to the Fondazione giorgio Cini in 1967.

Bargello group, also on the grounds of the figurative affinities between 
the Jerusalem set and that of the Capture of Troy, which, as has been 
documented, was traded by Pasquier and Jean grenier of Tournai. These 
entrepreneur merchants were also thought to have been tapestry-makers. 
The idea that a Tournai workshop produced the Jerusalem fragments in 
Lyon, Saumur, Florence and geneva was thus put forward again by many 
scholar including Asselberghs, Reynaud, g. Souchal and Lapaire (who 
suggests a date of 1480 for the geneva fragment, but around 1465 for 
the drawings and cartoons for the set). The tapestry catalogue of the 
Lyon museum where the Jerusalem fragment is held also dates the work 
to around 1465-1475 with the attribution: ‘Tournai, tissée par ou dans les 
ateliers du tapissier et marchand Pasquier grenier et ses fils’.48 
yet, apart from common stylistic origins due to the fact that the models 
were made in the workshop of the same artist, no connection can be 
established between the set of the Destruction of Jerusalem and that of 
the Destruction of Troy as far as the production and sale of the tapestries 
is concerned. Most importantly, there are no documents allowing us to 
associate the names of Pasquier and Jean grenier with the first set. And 
even when this association is put forward (for example, by Campbell 
2007, who assumes the set sold to Henry VII of England came from 
grenier), we must bear in mind Cavallo’s solid arguments49 on the 
effective state of knowledge about tapestries made in Tournai: i.e. about 
the confusion created in twentieth-century studies on historic tapestry-
makers due to castles in the air constructed by scholars on the basis of a 
very fragile and ambivalent scaffolding furnished by the documents on 
the purchase of tapestries by the ducal house of Burgundy. This led to 
confusing the role of Tournai as a tapestry trading centre with a place 
of tapestry production. It was initially surmised and then assumed for 
certain that Tournai had produced the most important set of narrative 
tapestries in the period from 1450 to 1490, when they could easily have 
been woven in any other Franco-Flemish centre, such as Arras, Brussels, 
Lille or Bruges. Pasquier grenier did not run a tapestry workshop; he 
owned cartoons which he gave to workshop owners who were hired 
to make the tapestries either for commissions that he had received or 
to be sold to his princely patrons. There is no evidence to suggest that 
he only turned to the workshops in his own town, possibly to control 
the work in progress.50 But most importantly we do not know if it was 
he or another dealer or entrepreneur active in a different town who 
organised the editions of the Destruction of Jerusalem. Consequently, as 
far as the weaving is concerned, we can claim they are Franco-Flemish 
works, without however, attempting to circumscribe further the area of 
production with undue geographical details.
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Franco-Flemish tapestry (after a cartoon by the Master of Coëtivy), 
The Entry into Palestine of the Army of Vespasian and Titus,  
c. 1480, wool and silk, Fondazione giorgio Cini, Venice.



people in Jerusalem was thought to have taken place after the fall of the 
city, when the surviving inhabitants captured by the Romans were killed 
or sold for slaves.6 
Along the top of the tapestry on red, banner-like hanging textiles, a 
caption with two stanzas in not very legible French, each made up of 
four lines, describes the scene:
- Par le siege longs et durans assaux. Tous le iors [ ?] grand famine se…
rent./ Tant que les ungs aux aultres par fetz maulx, et souffrent [ ?] t[ou]s 
les vivres es cachoient./ Et les aultres menans [ ?] tiens se couchoient, par 
les rues de dur faimes ragans [ ?]. / Par cruaulté les femmes murdrilloient[ 
?], et mangoient p[ar] rege leurs enffans.
- Aucuns aussy de famine couchis, paqr dit la muraille casser. / Acouroient 
a mercy a titus, qui eut les romains par les atres / Et en ce point en 
la cite rentrer, vifs murdrerent et tuerent ./ Et les tresors du temple 
habandonne[n]t leurs pauches effonder.
The Cini fragment was the left part of a larger tapestry, whose missing part 
has, however, never been found. Its surface is impaired by lacunae, faded 
areas, summary repairs and patches so that various details in the scene 
have been ruined. There are also several other lacunae and reworkings 
in the lower area, while rewoven portions, visible in the top left beside 
Titus’ head and bust and along the lower left margin, have completely 
erased the image. Some of the well-conserved areas, however, do give 
an idea of the lively original colours: the vivid blue grey of the soldiers’ 
armour and the dress of some figures shimmering with the light effects 
of natural colour silk; some areas with bright pink, cream and rust red 
have also survived.7

The two Cini fragments are part of a set of tapestries showing the 
Destruction of Jerusalem. The set was woven in several editions, but 
the scenes have only partly survived. The subject is the reconquest of 
Palestine by Vespasian and Titus, after the province had rebelled against 
Roman rule (AD 66), up to the recapture of Jerusalem in AD 70, with the 
massacre and dispersal of its inhabitants. Originally retold by an eye-
witness historian (Flavius Josephus, Bellum Iudaicum), in the twelfth 
century the story of the Roman suppression of the revolt in Palestine was 
made into a French chanson de geste – La Venjance de Nostre Seigneur 
(‘The Vengeance of Our Lord’) – with an anti-Semite origin. In fact the 
historical event was associated with the legend of Pontius Pilate, inspired 
by Acts of Pilate in the New Testament apocrypha, which describes the 
procurator’s death and the reconquest of Jerusalem as the outcome 
of divine vengeance against him and the Jews for having put Christ to 
death.8 The story was given a literary treatment in the following two 
centuries when translated into Latin and English and made into a miracle 
play (Mystère de la Vengeance de Notre Seigneur) often staged in various 
French cities throughout the fifteenth century. The Venjance was also 

transcribed (1465) in an illuminated manuscript belonging to Philip the 
good of Bourgogne9 and, lastly, printed by Antoine Vérard in Paris (1491 
and 1493). These texts inspired several illuminations and paintings, and 
the scene illustrated most often was the Siege of Jerusalem, with the 
various episodes: Titus cutting off the captured Jewish prisoners’ hands; 
the refugees being disembowelled to recover swallowed money; and the 
anthropophagus infanticide.10 
In the fifteenth century the theme of the Vengeance of Our Lord was 
particularly popular with tapestry-makers. In the mid century, Astorgio 
II Manfredi, the Lord of Faenza owned a large tapestry with the Story of 
Jerusalem, which he had obtained from Flanders through the Medici bank 
in Florence. In 1501, it was described as: ‘una coltrina afigurata cum la 
historia de hierusale braza sedexe lunga e braza sei e mezo larga. L. 100’ 
(‘a figured curtain with the story of Jerusalem, sixteen arms long and six 
and a half arms wide. L 100’.11 In the tapestry inventory of Cardinal Barbo 
(later Pope Paul II) in the Palazzo di San Marco, Rome, there is mention 
of two textiles with the historia impresye de Jherusalem, which became 
part of the papal collection and were listed in the Vatican inventory of 
1518: ‘Item duo pannimagni cum historia Pilati sub Tiberio Caesarem 
antiqui et lacerati (deficit unus)’.12 As the same Vatican inventory reveals, 
Pope Sixtus IV (1471-1484) added a further three tapestries to the papal 
collection. Woven in wool and silk, they were ‘magnos cum historia Belli 
Judaici sub Tito et Vespasiano’ and inscribed with the pope’s coat-of-
arms.13 This inventory shows how in the last thirty years of the fifteenth 
century, woven sets of the Vengeance of Our Lord tended to grow in terms 
of the number of tapestries in the set. At the same time the legendary 
antecedent story of Pilate was abandoned to focus solely on the military 
campaign of Vespasian and Titus of AD 66-70. What predominated, then, 
was the self-contained historical theme of the Destruction of Jerusalem.
Confirmation of this comes from the fact that in 1491 Charles VIII of 
France acquired a set of the Vengeance (or, more strictly speaking, of 
the Destruction of Jerusalem) at Moulins and ordered it to be taken to 
Amboise. Consisting of six pieces, the set was mentioned among the 
yearly expenses in the inventory of his collection made in 1494: ‘L’istoire 
de la destruction de Jherusalem contenant six pièces de tappicerie toute 
garnie, achaptée par led. Sr à Moulins’; the set was still on the walls at 
Amboise in 1518. Nicole Reynaud14 has suggested (although with no firm 
evidence) that, like the set of the Stories of Hercules, which Charles had 
acquired at Moulins at the same time, the Destruction of Jerusalem had 
not been newly woven but had belonged to Cardinal Charles de Bourbon, 
who, on his death in 1488, left his estate to his brother, Duke Pierre II. 
Charles VIII then obtained the tapestries from his sister Anne de Bourbon, 
Pierre’s wife. Sometime from the late 1480s to the late 1490s, Henry VII of 
England acquired, possibly from the tapestry merchant Pasquiergrenier 
of Tournai, a set of seven works, embellished with gold thread, showing 
the Siege of Jerusalem, documented first at Richmond Castle and then at 
Windsor on the death of Henry VIII (1547); the tapestries in this set were 
eventually cut into fragments at Windsor in 1670.15

Other sets on the same subject, at times with up to eight tapestries, 
were probably made from the 1470s to 1500, even though mentions of 
them are only found at later dates. In 1551, for example, the inventory 
of François I of France records ‘huict pièces de tappicerie de haultelisse 
de l’histoire de la destruction de Hierusalem’ in poor condition. Of the 
eight pieces, two were described as being in a better condition and still 
fit for use, namely ‘le département de Vespasien et Titus et le triumphe de 
Vespasien’.16 Similarly, the Navarre court owned a set of seven elements 
with Jerusalem, which was documented at Nérac and Pau from 1552 
to 1581,17 while an inventory of the Duke of Calabria mentions ‘quatro 
pannos de la destruccion de Hierusalem de lana y seda de diuersas colores’, 
owned by him since 1533,18 but also a more valuable individual tapestry 
of the Destruction of Jerusalem from a different set: ‘Vn panno rico de 
oro, plata, seda y lana, en que està toda la historia de la destruccion de 
Hierusalen y una mugger assando su hijo y comiendo el vn bracillo’.19

The surviving fifteenth-century tapestries (from the second half of the 

century) with episodes from the Vengeance or Destruction of Jerusalem, 
all from the Franco-Flemish area, shared an anti-Classical interpretation 
of ancient history as comes through in the rather fanciful contemporary 
dress and settings. They have sometimes been considered as part of a 
single narrative sequence or even belonging to various editions based 
on a single set of cartoons.20 But they actually come from three different 
sets of tapestries based on three different sets of cartoons, which are not 
so far apart in terms of chronology, but quite distinct in terms of style.21 
The first set included a now isolated tapestry depicting The Imperial 
Messenger Before Pontius Pilate (Vienna, Museum für Angewandte 
Kunst), datable to around 1460.22

There are various surviving fragments from the second set, circa 1460-
1470: two fragments – Nero Sends Vespasian and Titus to Palestine and 
Siege and Battle Scenes Beneath the Walls of Jerusalem – are in the Tournai 
Musée d’Histoire et d’Archéologie 23, while one – Veronica Cures Tiberius 
– is in a private collection.24 Other fragments cut from different tapestries 
in the same set have been attached to a single large cloth now in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New york.25 The New york fragments depict 
Veronica on her Journey and the Sick Tiberius; The Treasure of the Temple 
of Jerusalem Presented to Titus and the Massacre of the Inhabitants 
of Jerusalem; and Titus Setting Up His Encampment. A fragment with 
Veronica Cures Tiberius was sold to the galerie Moderne in Brussels (20-
21 November 1979, lot 1544). In addition to the untidy composition, a 
distinguishing feature of these tapestries is the very crude design of the 
faces and details. Moreover, they show some stylistic affinities with the 
Stories of Caesar in the Historisches Museum, Bern and were probably 
drawn by the same cartoonist.26 
The two Cini tapestries come from the third set. All the surviving pieces 
of this set are from several editions and are fragments. They only describe 
the military campaign of Vespasian and Titus and not the episodes of the 
legend of Pilate. Consequently, we can title this set the Destruction of 
Jerusalem. The following pieces are known to belong to it:27

-Nero Sends Vespasian and Titus to Palestine, Lyon, Musée des Arts 
Décoratifs.28 The Lyon fragment is the left half of the whole tapestry which 
included on the right the Cini fragment with the Entry into Palestine of 
the Army of Vespasian and Titus (inv. 13a). When seen together, the 
two pieces enable us to reconstruct almost the whole tapestry of the 
Destruction of Jerusalem: it was of enormous proportions, almost 5 
meters high and over 9 meters long and ended at the top with the French 
captions, supplemented at the bottom by smaller Latin captions.29 
-The Incoronation of Vespasian in the Château de Saumur, from the 
church of Notre-Dame de Nantilly, Saumur.30 
-The Siege of Jerusalem, geneva, Musée d’Art et d’Histoire.31 Copied from 
the same cartoon used to weave the Cini Siege, this fragment depicts the 
scene of the battle between the Romans and the defenders of Jerusalem 
in the lower right, but extends further downwards and further to the 
right than the Cini tapestry.
-The Final Assault on Jerusalem from the Château de Saumur, kept in the 
church of Notre-Dame de Nantilly, Saumur.32 
-The Final Assault on Jerusalem, Florence, Museo del Bargello;33 this piece 
reproduces a portion of the cartoon copied in the previous fragment, but 
with some additional parts. Unlike what has been claimed in the past, we 
would add that this fragment is woven, like all the others, with wool and 
silk and no gold threads.
Considered in terms of their standards of craftsmanship, the fragments 
of the Destruction of Jerusalem seem to belong to at least three different 
editions of the set (one including the Cini fragments, the Lyon fragment 
and arguably also the Bargello fragment; a second including the Saumur 
fragments; and a third, more refined edition, from which the geneva 
tapestry came). From what we can deduce from the surviving portions, 
the story must have been narrated on at least four tapestries with various 
episodes: 1) Nero Sends Vespasian and Titus to Palestine associated 
with The Entry into Palestine of the Army of Vespasian and Titus; 2) The 
Coronation of Vespasian; 3) The Siege of Jerusalem; and 4) The Final 
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AZRA AKŠAMIJA

Carrier of the souls of the dead
Carrier of messages.

Bird With a Big Foot 
This bird tells the legend of a kidnapped 
woman living in the 17th century, who 
teleported herself from Budapest to 
Sarajevo, by stepping on the foot of a 
mysterious man.

Bird with Four Wings 
This bird explains how the mosque 
came to have its four minarets. The 
architect had planned only one, but 
the community added three more to 
commemorate war victims.

Bird with a Long Neck and a Collar 
This bird tells the story of a large 
minaret built as an expression of 
defiance and in hope that those who 
destroyed it would regret their actions.

Bird with a Round Head 
This bird tells a story of how and why 
a pitched roof needs to be changed into 
a dome. 

Two Birds in the Same Nest 
This bird tells the story of how 
the community in Ahmići split over 
differences in dealing with memories 
of war.

White Bird 
This bird explains how and why the 
mosque was the only surviving building 
in the village of Umoljani.

Bird without Wings 
This bird tells the story about the 
dysfunctional new mosque in Ilijaš.

Bird with a Pig’s Nose under its Feet 
This bird tells the story about different 
challenges of returnees’ life in Zvornik.

Girl-Bird 
This bird tells Amila’s discovery of one 
of the oldest mosques the country, 
when she came to visit the grave of 
her grandfather.



Monument in Waiting is a collective testimony of the ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Bosnia-Herzegovina, carried out by natio-
nalist extremists during the war of 1992-95. This process of territorial and cultural ‘decontamination’ involved the 
eviction and mass murder of civilians, as well as the extermination of their cultural and historical traces. Places of 
worship being particularly targeted, destroying the previous period of peaceful co-habitation. While all ethnicities 
suffered destruction or damage of their cultural heritage, the quantity of destroyed mosques far outweighs the 
number of destroyed churches. The pattern of this hand-woven kilim tells the story of the systematic destruction 
of Islamic cultural heritage during the war and points at the impact of this erasure of memory on the Bosniaks’ 
religious, ethnic, and national identities today.
The project started with the historical and archival research into 250 out of over 1000 mosques that were 
deliberately damaged or destroyed by predominantly Serb, but also Croat nationalist extremists during the war. 
Nine case studies were chosen for a more detailed investigation. Interviews with actors engaged in the mosque 
rebuilding process gave insight into individual war experiences, mosque histories and stylistic choices for new 
designs. The research material was then abstracted as kilim symbols. Each kilim symbol is thus encoded with 
both personal memories and historical facts, and their interweaving makes visible the collective memory of the 
Bosniaks’ war experience. Such a collective design process enabled the translation of the traditional Bosnian 
kilim iconography into a contemporary context – locally characteristic patterns and symbols were converted 
into signifiers of political manipulation, military aggression and collective experience, while providing a multitude 
of outlooks into the future of the Bosniak nation. Acknowledging that the International Criminal Tribunal for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) has recognized the destruction of religious architecture as evidence of a targeted 
annihilation of Bosnian multiculturalism, this kilim is waiting to be displayed in the ICTY, where it will actualize its 
function as a monument. 
The kilim was produced in collaboration with Amila Smajović and her Sarajevo based workshop “STILL-A,” 
which employs refugee women as weavers. Three kilim borders, which usually symbolize levels of ‘cleansing’ 
and ‘protection’ of the central kilim surface, are inspired by the Afghan war rugs. They are filled with traditional 
local motifs, transformed into weapon-like symbols to describe the Bosnian war. The three borders siege the 
central composition with the ‘tree of life’ motif, the metaphor of the paradise garden and eternal afterlife. This 
tree tells the main kilim story. Each tree branch carries symbols that represent abstracted data and stories 
about the investigated mosques. By providing directionality in reading, the central composition shapes a double 
mihrab, an indicator of the Mecca direction. The top of the kilim is intentionally left unfinished to indicate the 
continuing process towards closure through therapeutic means such as weaving, and that working to restore the 
architectural and emotional devastation in Bosnia-Herzegovina could become an endless process. The initiation of 
this process is visually communicated through the motif of the growing ‘tree of life’, to which new branches with 
new stories can be woven. The unfinished nature of the kilim also indicates the potential to for pattern’s expansion 
to encompass stories of all the destroyed mosques, churches, and all other lost monuments in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
While the completion of this project remains utopian, the ritual hanging of the 99 prayer beads onto the kilim edge 
symbolically launches the process.
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Produced for the group show Since We Last Spoke About Monuments at The Stroom Den Haag
Conceptual contributions: Khadija Z. Carroll, Mihnea Mircan, Dietmar Offenhuber, Alex Schweder, Amila Smajović. 
Consulting in pattern design: Amila Smajović. 
Kilim manufacture: STILL-A Sarajevo ( www.stilla.ba). 

Interview partners:
Amila Smajović, artist and owner of the Kilim Workshop STILL-A Sarajevo, initiator of the restoration of the Lizoperci Mosque (4 June 2008)
Said Jamaković, architect responsible for the restoration of Magribija Mosque in Sarajevo, former Director of the Canton Planning Institute, 
Canton Sarajevo (17 June 2008)
Kemal Zukić, architect of the Hamzi-beg’s Mosque in Sanski Most, former Director of the Center for Islamic Architecture at the Rijaset, Sarajevo 
(18 June 2008)
Mustafa Mlivo, Secretary of the Medžlis Islamske Zajednice Bugojno (20 June 2008)
Ibrahim Kapetanović, member of the Assembly of the Islamic Community for the region Glamoč – Livno – Duvno/Tomislavgrad (23 June 2008)
Edin ef. Kukić, main Imam of Duvno/Tomislavgrad (23 June 2008)
Maho Šehić, President of the Executive Committee of the Medžlis Islamske Zajednice Duvno/Tomislavgrad and member of the Jamaat Committee 
Duvno/Tomislavgrad (23 June 2008)
Mahir ef. Husić, Imam and Hatib of the Jamaat Ahmići (9 July 2008)
Hamdija Bandić, a 93 year old resident and former Imam of Umoljani village (11 July 2008)
Ahmed Novokmed, Mutevelija of the Egyptian Mosque in Ilijaš (11 July 2008)
Ahmed Pordić, Imam of the Egyptian Mosque in Ilijaš (11 July 2008)
Mustafa ef. Muharemović, historian and Imam of the Begsuja Mosque in Zvronik (12 July 2008)

Thanks to: Ibrahim and Munira Aksamija, Center for Islamic Architecture at the Rijaset Sarajevo, Gerhard Diermoser, Asja Mandić, Dietmar  
offenhuber, András J. Riedlmayer, Andreas Spiegl.

Weaving porcess, STILL-A Sarajevo.

Detail Monument in Waiting, a hand granade and rockets.

Monument in Waiting, detail. The design of the tree crown is derived from the charachteristic Bosnian “rhomb” 
or “kolel” motif, which usually stands for movement. In this composition, the rhomb is an integral part of the 
tree of life crowning the tree branches. Read as a metaphor of the paradise garden or prosperity. 

Monument in Waiting, detail. The scissor like motif represents a minethrower (2 of them mirrored). The 
pixelated rhomboid above represents the mine. 

Afghan War Rug, 1980s, 103 x 263 cm. Private collection.



The Time of Ulysses and ThaT of PeneloPe 

annemarie sauzeau Boetti

The embroidered geopolitical maps produced by Alighiero e Boetti are quite 
well-known among the art-going public, but they are rarely interconnected 
with each other, and even less so with the rest of his oeuvre. It is actually 
worth knowing that, between 1971 and the end of his life, the artist produced a 
certain number of these works, related to the course of the political goings-on 
which brought about changes to nations and flags alike, as well as to the fate of 
the land where these Maps were embroidered — i.e. Afghanistan. One of the 
earliest examples of the Mappa mundi or Map of the World (in Italian, Mappa), 
embroidered in Kabul in 1972 during the reign of Zaher Shah, has been part 
of the collections of the National Contemporary Art Collection [FNAC] for 
many years. It is exhibited fairly frequently, usually in group shows.1 It has 
just once been included in an exhibition devoted entirely to the Italian artist 
— in the September 1996 posthumous retrospective which travelled from the 
Turin Museum in Italy to Villeneuve d’Ascq in France. So the exhibition at 
the Burgundy Regional Contemporary Art Collection [FRAC] in Dijon is 
only its second showing in a one-person exhibition in France. 

But two other Maps were shown in Paris in 1995, at the short-lived Bercy 
American Centre, as part of an exhibition focusing on a twosome formed by 
Boetti’s work and the work of the Ivory Coast artist Frédéric Bruly-Bouabré. 
The exhibition came from the DIA Center for the Arts in New York, where 
it opened on 4 October 1994, six months after Boetti’s death. The two huge 
embroidered Maps summed up all the variations and mutations of the 
political Mappa, according to Alighiero e Boetti — the world as it looked first 
in 1971, and then in the post-communist years. The most striking change in 
the latter is actually the marked shrinkage of the zones embroidered in red, 
associated with the recent collapse of the Soviet Union (the new Russian flag 
was introduced by undoing part of the red embroidery work, which meant 
that the work was not actually completed until 1992). Exceptionally, the two 
Maps were worked on at the same time and in the same format, at the fall 
of the Berlin Wall in 1989, as if the better to “demarcate” by this symmetry 
an historical season, of twenty years. Perhaps, also, to wind up a cycle in 
Boetti’s personal work. For it is not impossible that he might have stopped 
“embroidering” the world’s flags — this, at least, is what he intimated to 
Nicolas Bourriaud in the 1992 interview. In New York, in 1994, over the same 
days as the presentation of these two “Maps of the World”, a third embroidered 
geographical map was exhibited at the MoMA in the thematic group show 
titled Mapping. Robert Storr, director of the museum, who curated the show, 
put Jasper Johns’ Map (of the USA) and a Boetti Mappa with black oceans 
opposite one another, at the entrance to the exhibition which featured, among 
others, Robert Smithson, Richard Long and Marcel Broodthaers. 

In terms of “artistic geopolitics”, from 1967 to 1971 (between the ages of 
26 and 30), Boetti had worked out an initial cartographic cycle — not yet 
in Mappa mundi form but rather as atlas plates, focused on the planet’s hot 
spots at precise historical moments. Jean-Christophe Ammann described the 
work thus: “In 1971 he completed the development of Dodici forme dal giugno 
‘67/Twelve forms from June 67. This work consisted of twelve copper plates 
the size of the Turin daily newspaper, La Stampa. In it were engraved the 
boundaries of geographical areas at war during the period between 10 June 

1967 and 28 March 1971. The position of each engraving on its copper plate 
was the same as that of the map on the front page of the paper. The only thing 
drawn was the outlines, an abstract representation, but in fact imbued with 
passion and ideology, love and hate. These are the exact dates: Saturday 10 
June 1967: Palestinian territories occupied by Israel; Sunday 4 February 1968: 
Vietnam; Thursday 22 August 1968: Czechoslovakia; Tuesday 1 April 1969: 
Sino Soviet border; Thursday 15 May 1969: Biafra; Friday 15 August 1969: 
Northern Ireland; Tuesday 2 September 1960: Libya; Thursday 19 March 
1970: Cambodia; Thursday 10 September 1970: Basque Country; Friday 18 
September 1970: Jordan; Thursday 4 February 1971: Laos; Sunday 28 March 
1971; Pakistan.2 

More than 30 years, have since elapsed and a quick look “backwards” is 
enough to gauge the extraordinary intuitive acuity with which the young 
artist, “on the spot” and “in the field” (both battle field and data field), 
selected situations which, at that time, were just as likely to become a lengthy 
chapter history as not to last very long... Some of these “plagues of Egypt” 
have since been more or less cleared up — Vietnam and Biafra, for example. 
Others have not really been dealt with, such as the IRA issue and the Basque 

ALIGHIERO BOETTIThe temporal succession of the maps in progress is the narration of the world’s 
order and disorder, by way of a witness who is more attentive and inventive 
than ideological and militant. “Order” and “disorder” are two ubiquitous 
words in Boetti’s work, be it in their concept or in their graphic quality. Jean-
Christophe Ammann writes: “Two years after finishing Dodici forme dal giugno 
‘67, there came the hundred-part work, Ordine e disordine/ Order and Disorder. 
The sixteen letters which form the Italian words “Ordine e disordine” are 
embroidered vertically in a square, divided into sixteen compartments. None 
of the hundred little hand-embroidered tapestries is identical to any other, for 
an operation of permutation alters both the colour of the letters and that of 
the compartment in which they are placed. Ordine e disordine is the conceptual 
counterpart of the successive versions of the map of the world”.18 Otherwise 
put, this “conceptual counterpart” is the shift from icon to idea: da figura a 
veritas, to use another of the “square” phrases (4 letters x 4) which Boetti has 
had embroidered (Ordine e disordine is one of these).

Last point: the essential feature of Boetti’s Maps is that they are not actually 
made by him, they are made by his embroiderers, who work to technical 
drawings produced by his assistants. Other typologies among his works are 
likewise based on the contribution of a tertium or third party, with all the ups 
and downs and ins and outs involved and assumed by such an undertaking 
(for example, in Ordine e disordine, the extraordinary chromatic range of 
the hundred elements, as well as the “disorderly” hanging). Boetti’s line of 
thinking about his own identity, which is deliberately split (into Alighiero 
“and” Boetti), disbanded and always put back together again in the plural, 
dates from the 1970s, “Mixing the two words omonimo (homonymous) and 
anonimo (anonymous), he coined a neologism which he often used when 
referring to works of art which he did not craft himself, but which employed 
the hands of other people (who remained unknown to the public, and to 
himself at times). Apart from the embroidery, this was also the case with the 
works of paper covered in ballpoint pen hatching”.19 

Exclusion of the artist’s traditional centrality, of his stroke and expressiveness, 
in order to radicalize the otherness, and even the elsewhere: in the case of the 
embroideries, the tertium between him and the work is at once the embroider, 
the faraway land (Afghanistan), and, even more so, time — the time it takes 
to wield the needle, that lapse in absence. “Oddly enough, I’m patient enough 
to wait for them”, Boetti once said of his embroideries. The “depiction” by 
needle allegorizes this distance in space and time, this outwardness in relation 
to the “normal” subjectivity or a European artist. As for the other who was 
already lodged in himself (either Alighiero or Boetti — one of the two), he 
knew its nature would be best revealed through that diversification and in the 
long distance. What Boetti expects from the Afghan embroiderers, as from 
Kilim weavers in Pakistan, is the tremendous know-how attaching to their 
cultural background, and he is pleased when, at times, there occurs what I 
would call a “comparison of return”. This is what emerges from several hints. 
It is already worth noting the identity that certain Kabul-based interlocutors 
have accorded him; Boetti introduced himself simply as “Alighiero”, to make 
things simpler. But his name has often been split into two: Ali Ghiero or 
Ghiero Ali…an Afghan, perhaps? But special, an enterprising type who knew 
a great deal about distant rules”.20

But there is more, in the wake of the Soviet occupation which put a stop to his 
regular visits to Kabul (whence the work of mourning, the large drawing called 
Afghanistan, in which “the form of the country, multiplied and assembled like 
a quincunx, forms a sort of cerebral mass, a magma of memory... the cosmic 
brain of the lost land”),21 he found refugee Afghan families on the Pakistan 
border, at Peshawar, and he resumed working with the “Afghan people”, as 
he would often write in his embroideries. Because the Pashtun — Pathan — 
frontier is fairly porous, some pieces were even made in Afghanistan itself. 

At that time on the Afghan border another sector of craftsmanship was far 

more active than embroidery: carpet-making, driven by war — by the new 
Soviet outlet (for Soviet soldiers, souvenirs ideal for sending or taking back 
to the USSR), by the propaganda of the mujahideen resistance in the Islamic 
world, and before long by the market represented by western collectors — and 
above all by the instinct of making do and getting by, in order to survive... So 
apart from the “war carpets” which proliferated very fast on the international 
market, there appeared in the course of the 1980s certain “geographical 
carpets”, be it local or global geography, which Boetti himself discovered in 
Pakistan, and which intrigued him. These carpets are more extraordinary 
than the Surrealists’ maps. At the centre of the world there usually appear, 
in addition to the martyred, battered motherland, such familiar territories as 
Iran, Iraq, Kashmir, Turkey, “Arabistan” and the Soviet Union, but the rest 
is at times something puzzlingly fantastic (Angola in northern Canada, or a 
“British Republic” in the southern hemisphere, somewhere near Tahiti...). On 
the territorial forms, the names are written at times in Persian, at times in the 
Latin alphabet, and these maps are surrounded by “flags of the world” arrayed 
frieze-like, as are the grenades and other explosives in the “war carpets” which 
Boetti readily purchased between Quetta and Peshawar as gifts for his friends. 
He would remark to Nicolas Bourriaud in the 1992 interview: “People talk 
about a “Boetti style” in relation to them, which would become widespread 
in Afghanistan! How about that! A guy from Turin like me who goes off to 
Central Asia and ends up having an influence on an age-old tradition...” 
The hypothesis in any event is flattering, and this possible “comparison of 
return” is of interest to anthropologists. It involves, between an individual 
and the tradition of a whole community, a reciprocal to-and-fro movement in 
otherness, a movement akin to a looped shuttle, a mechanism which Boetti 
called the vice-versa.22 

The vice-versa between self and otherness galvanizes other Alighiero e Boetti 
works, in addition to embroidery — for example, a photographic work and a 
postal work, both on view in this exhibition. 

From Guatemala in the summer of 1974, what struck him (unlike in the 
East, according to him) was the relentless poverty taking the form of physical 
ugliness, a deep-seated lack of elegance in the clothing, and a crude brutality 
(visited in particular by men upon women, animals, nature, and their 
collective past). All that Boetti would glean from the country’s magnificent 
landscapes and archaeological sites, was a set of postage stamps in bluish 
shades which were sold in Guatemala in see-through paper packs, and then the 
four photos which he called Guatemala, for which his personal commentary 
is well worth reading.23 

Codice, Eritrea Libera/Code, Free Eritrea dates from the following year, 1975, 
during a visit to Ethiopia, a year after Haile Selassie fell from power, just at 
the onset of a famine which would before long stir the whole world to action, 
and in the thick of the secessionist struggle in the coastal region, the former 
Italian colony of Eritrea. From Addis Abeba to Asmara, postage stamps 

1. For example, Face a l’histoire, Georges Pompidou Centre, December 1996.
2. «Donner du temps au temps» in Retrospective Alighiero Boetti, Turin/ Villeneuve D’Ascq/
Wien, 1996, cat. Mazzotta p. 18.
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bearing the effigy of the “king of kings” were still in use. Though Italian, 
Boetti had no particular sympathy for the Eritrean cause — no nostalgia, 
either, for the Negus, and no sympathy for the military who had taken his 
place. What amused him was being able to invent, on the spot and with those 
stamps - and under the nose of both political causes - a somewhat childish 
code associated with clandestinity: equating the face of the fallen emperor 
with regional subversion...24 But watch out, the postal franking (from the 
Harar) suggests some thing else about the journey: the ghost of Arthur 
Rimbaud which, for certain travellers like Boetti, still lives on in the splendid 
mountain range and makes up, if only a bit, for the squalid poverty of Addis 
Abeba. Here, likewise, it is well worth reading the artist’s commentary about 
Ethiopia and his postal work. 

When Boetti remarked to Nicolas Bourriaud: “I don’t know what the 
Afghans think of my work”, he was being neither disdainful nor worried: 
he acknowledged the difference, the distance and the extremely vital 
“misunderstanding” underlying all encounters, and his own relationship with 
that people whom he respected, and worked with. This sort of situation is the 
theme of a book by the Italian anthropologist Franco La Cecla,25 who recognizes 
“the indefatigable singularity of everyone” and “the misunderstanding, 
likewise indefatigable, as the field where the meeting which will occur takes 
root - a meeting which will have no possible issue, but will be extended in art 
[...] from culture to culture, and from geography to geography”. 

Among those whom La Cecla calls “frontier characters”, among whom “only 
a few are “frontier heroes”, capable of playing out their own fate, making 
the somersault which will transform them [...], ending up not on the other 
side but in another self ”, should we not add to the rare missionaries and 
anthropologists he alludes to, one or two rare artists, capable of a “somersault” 
which can transform and renew their whole aesthetic field, and their way of 
being artists?26 The radical novelty of the subject position assumed by Boetti 
(probably at the root of his impact on the young, so-called “post-conceptual” 
generation, and not only in Italy) can possibly be read through an approach 
of this type.

Translated from the French by Simon Pleasance. 
Extract from the catalogue of the exhibition Alighiero e Boetti. World order and disorder (works 
1967-1990), FRAC Bourgogne (Fonds Régional d’Art Contemporain), 2003.

17. To a certain degree. On the whole, three successive flags of Afghanistan are represented: 
the royal flag, then the flag of the pro-Soviet government just before and during the Soviet 
occupation of the country, and lastly the flag of the short-lived national “reconciliation” 
just before and during the period of Taliban rule. But it is often the writing around the map 
which specifies the dating.
18. Catalogue for the retrospective in Turin/Villeneuve d’Ascq/Wien, 1996, p. 19.
19. Annemarie Sauzeau Boetti, Alighiero e Boetti, Shaman-Showman, 2009, Turin, p. 147.
20. Annemarie Sauzeau Boetti, Alighiero e Boetti, Shaman-Showman, 2009, Turin, p. 147.
21. Idem, p. 181.
22. See, for example, the mechanism titled Alternando da uno a cento e vice versa, used in a set 
of 50 Kilims in 1993.
23. “Four photos taken by four photographers attending the village festival, each one with 
its backdrop. I had two copies of each photo printed :o ne for me , the other for the other 
person photographed. Here in Italy, in the photo the foreigner is the Guatemalan. Over 
there, on the photo on the wall of the house cilinging to the side of a volcanoe, I’m the 
foreigner” (Boetti, 1979).

24.  A previous postal work, Coup d’Etat,1975, involved a political code included in Afghan 
stamps. But what is concerned in this instance is a “found object”, because the scribbling 
which obliterates the face of the fallen king has been carried out by Afghan postal workers 
of the new government. Boetti merely recorded this phenomenon.
25. Franco La Cecla, Le Malentendu, Balland 2002, p. 75.
26. Two centuries before Alighiero Boetti a member of his family, the Dominican friar Gio-
vanni Batista Boetti, who was appointed at the age of 28 at Father Superior of the Apostolic 
Mission of Mesopotamia in Mosul, had gradually found “another self ” in Sufism, causing 
him to switch identities at the age of 40. El Mansur died as an Imam and Chechen hero ten 
years later. This character greatly affected the artist, and undoubtedly represented for him 
a “vice versa” of his own identity. He mentions him in his conversation with Nicolas Bour-
riaud.

Alighiero Boetti, Territori occupati, 1969. Dijon, FRAC Bourgogne (Fonds Régional 
d’Art Contemporain).Afghan War Rug, 1980’s. Private collection. 

Alighiero Boetti, Mappa, detail. 1978. Collezione Matteo Boetti. Photograph: Luciana 
Crispiciani, Roma.



ETA campaign. One of them — the earliest one — is still wide open for all to 
see: between Israel and Palestine, the Six Day War is still being brought up 
today in relation to new and unlikely resumptions of negotiations, and while 
the vast expanse of the Sinai peninsula has been restored to Egypt, the Golan 
Heights, which are currently demilitarized and attract little attention these 
days, represent a latent conflict between Israel and Syria.

Between 1967 and 1971, while he copied from La Stampa “every political 
modification up until the creation of Bangladesh”, as he himself would put it, 
“by removing the rest of the page apart from the date’’, Boetti looked for the 
matter which would eventually best convey this sequence of “forms”, in their 
abstraction, while at the same evoking their origin — the newspaper. He opted 
for the copper plate, the traditional matrix for engraving, printing, and the 
beginnings of cartography. But copper here is a pure reference to typographic 
technique and a “pictorial” choice (not an operative solution because the form 
and the date are not shown the wrong way round, so the plates do not make it 
possible to make a print). And this is indeed a sign that his research focused 
on a surface matter that would not be paint-on-canvas, which he had rejected 
at the age of 22. In addition to the copper works, he also produced, in 1971, 
the Dodici forme/Twelve Forms in a silk-screened version printed in blue on 
white paper. Each one of these forms looms up on its own in the blank page 
from which all other “news” has been banned forever.

But halfway through this five-year sequence, 1969 saw the production of the 
embroidered work Territori Occupati/Occupied Territories (FRAC Burgundy 
collection), today restored after a serious accident. There is an obvious link 
between this work and the Maps of the World to come, because what is involved 
is not just cartography, but embroidery, as well. The difference is that whereas 
the Maps which would be entrusted to Afghan craftspeople for their production 
are part of the iridescent tradition of Caucasian embroidery whose centre was 
Bukhara, this first and rather perfunctory attempt, in the rough wake of Arte 
povera, was monochrome, and made by cross-stitching on canvas. 

Territori Occupati, a triple silhouette the colour of arid earth and sand (Sinai, 
West Bank, Golan Heights) merely takes up where the first map from La 
Stampa of 10 June 1967 left off (as the actual title of the embroidery puts 
it) — the map being recorded as a “form” or “drawing”. It was with that 
particular work (which was entrusted to me, his wife, with no specific 
relevant skills) that the young artist asserted what would become the ideal 
and definitive texture of his Maps, his favourite coloured plane, “his” method 
of painterliness — otherwise put, the tapestry, the embroidered hanging. In 
that same year, 1969, he also experimented with the design of flags overlaid 
on the states of the world, as a way of identifying them. Thus, in Pianisfero 
politico/Political Planisphere, a work on paper, he coloured by hand (with inks 
and felt-tips) a large print in black and white from the Cold War years, which 
he had purchased from a second-hand bookseller. 

Why are artists so interested in geographical maps? How does the infiniteness 
of the world reach art? Why this dream of a Ulysses-cum-cartographer? 
These are the issues raised by Christine Buci-Glucksmann in her essay 
L’oeil cartographique de l’art.3 Translating the globe into a planisphere is a 
technique that has evolved with knowledge down the centuries, and one that 
has involved the cartographer. But the Imago mundi has always fascinated 
painters, too, prompting in them the “aesthetics of a world-eye by turns 
Icarian and terrestrial” forever unfinished and inexhaustible, since even the 
most modern satellite photographs are unable to fulfil Icarus’ crazy dream, 
and will never show us the whole of the earth’s surface at one and the same 
time — the flattened vision, which makes this possible in exchange for an 
inevitable deformation, will always be an artefact, a fake. “The map is the 
simulacrum of the absolute traveller”, to borrow Louis Marin’s words.4 In 
this sense, compared with the “panorama”, which is nothing other than a 
landscape extended to the maximum, and even compared with the so-called 

“bird’s eye” view, the Mappa mundi is something quite different, something 
completely mental. 

As far as the 20th century is concerned, the cartographic paradigm has been 
dealt with in extremely varied ways: the Surrealist eye redrew an imaginary 
world5 just as Pierre Alechinsky would subsequently do. Land Art came up 
with a topography of ephemeral signs and marks (sand, pebbles and ashes in 
the works of Carl Andre and Richard Long). There was also Robert Smithson’s 
“entropic cartography”,6 along with disguised and transformed maps (Luciano 
Fabbro’s Italies and Claudio Parmiggiani’s Pellemondo), not forgetting the on-
screen simulational cartography of today’s young artists. But it was Jasper 
Johns, in 1960 or thereabouts, who established the praxis of a cartographic art 
as a literal image-plan (the map of the USA taken from a textbook, or as he did 
for other paintings the star-spangled banner used as such, not included in any 
“figurative” scene,7 but coinciding with the rectangle of the painted canvas). 
At the same time, however, it was a self-referential pictorial surface, neither 
readymade nor Pop image, worked by colour in a frontal way with neither 
horizon nor centre (all-over), like in a Rothko painting.

How are we to situate Alighiero e Boetti in relation to these examples? Let 
us go back to Christine Buci-Glucksmann, who finds the “world-eye” in 
the Italian’s “tapestry-maps”: “…narrative descriptions of the world, where 
disseminations of flags and variations of colour (the sea being green, purple, 
black, or blue) create the texture of the territories. Little by little the maps 
turn into states of the world [...] a patchwork, no less, of symbolic colours”.

Boetti loved geography as he loved travelling — both physically and mentally. 
He loved history as he loved time, time that hurries by and time that stands 
still, the time of Ulysses and that of Penelope. Meanwhile, cartography had 
always been a passion of his. As far as cartography is concerned, he was always 
deeply interested in it. I can attest to this myself and in this sense there are 
plenty of signs. In a very attentive way, in his post-1980 Maps of the world, 
he called for the modernization of the rules of topographic projection which 
previously distributed the inevitable distortions of the polar regions to the 
detriment of the southern hemisphere (in such a way that South America and 
Africa were no larger than Alaska or Iceland...).8 He also worked on the very 
scientific project of a dry terrestrial globe and consequently without coasts and 
continents, which would have made our planet a grimmer and very different 
place, more alien than the moon. He produced a sample fragment but the 
whole globe could not be made because the reliefs of the sea-bed were top 
secret at that time. 

In 1975, he included in a portfolio9 of drawings, a fictitious and empty map 
which does not correspond to any existing territory. Involved here was a 
physical geography, with hills, mountain peaks, sea, and an island, and a river 
in a plain. But the whole thing is just a self-referential index, because the lake 
is called “Lake”, the mountain “Mount”, and so on... It is actually a ready-
made; a school apprentice map (written in French) discovered a few years 
before, which had delighted him by its absolute, tautological character.

He was also fond of the past of cartography, and he incorporated many 
reminiscences in his work. Each Mappa which he had embroidered has a 
border — an ornamental code of coloured compartments with inscriptions in 
Italian and Persian about the date and circumstances of the work, acting as a 
frame — precisely the same way that, in Dutch maps, tile outline is often filled 
out by a frieze of little “views” of towns and cities, harbours and landscapes; 
and the same way that in Italy, in the famous Galleria delle Mappe in Palazzo 
Vecchio in Florence, each map painted “a fresco” by Vasari, after Ptolemy, 
is framed within a decorative border which tallies with the rectangle of the 
cupboard door whose surface it covers. On the other hand, the wood circle 
of Territori occupati rather conjures up a more remote past, in addition to the 
embroidery tambour: the circularity of the least geographical, most symbolic 
maps (arranged for example around the Jerusalem of the Christian Middle 
Ages, around the Aztec sun god, around the Buddha in India, or in the form 
of a round Mandala in the Tantric Cards which Boetti was very interested 
in). This wooden frame also conjures up the pivot-frame of old globes — in a 
nutshell, the earth’s roundness. 

Apart from these references to the past, the modernity of the Mappa the way 
Alighiero e Boetti saw it, is part of a conception of space and the painted 
surface, which is more akin to Jasper Johns. Their cartographic problem-set 
is similar, as was underscored by the hanging of the New York exhibition 
Mapping. Both “depict” (one in oils, the other with a needle) an anti-landscape: 
the geographical map. Both represent an abstract image, but without turning 
their back on the lyrical quality of painterliness, in a flatness which enhances 
the matter and its “shallow depth”, to use Clement Greenberg’s description, 
coined in 1962.
With this significant difference, though: Johns is still in a certain sense 
an “abstract expressionist”, while Boetti belongs to the Conceptual Art 
generation and a certain “dematerialization of art”10 (even if the lapse between 
the two barely spans a decade); but in Boetti’s case, by not limiting himself 
to introducing the colours of the flags, into the old black and white geo-
graphical map, he tosses out a provocation to his own generation: the “re-
materialization” of art. But this happy provocation encompasses complex 
factors to which we shall return in due course. 

For both these artists it is possible to talk in terms of a post-Vermeer aesthetic. 
For among the cartographic precedents in the history of art, the position of 
Vermeer is essential for broaching modernity. In the Netherlands, in the 
17th century, there were plenty of painters who took pleasure in referring to 
maps and planispheres. In so doing, they celebrated the calling of a sea-faring 
people of navigators discovering new lands, and introduced into the intimate 
interiors they painted a vast world into which their characters would never 
venture. But Vermeer was the only painter who, instead of showing part of 
a wall map, elected to “depict” it in its entirety, turning it in a way into a 
portrait, and even gauging the format of his own picture to the format of the 
map included within it in a central position. 

I am referring here to the luminous concepts exhibited by Svetlana Alpers,11 
who contrasts Italian “textual” culture (narrative and allegorical) with Flemish 
“visual” culture (not in the simplistic sense of “realism”, but rather from a 
scientific viewpoint). In a word, she contrasts the “window” space devised 
by Alberti for the eye placed at the centre of a perspectival device made for it, 
with the visual situation of northern painting where the eye is delocalized and 
relativized in relation to the World which is much vaster than its own field, 
and whose reading is made by projection of the real (rounded, convex) onto 
a frontal flatness,12 based on a complex mathematical diagram. In front of a 
Vermeer, it is the eye which has to shift, “travel” into the different areas of this 
artefact, and invent for itself a mental “curved eye”, a trick that is important 
for the eye that no longer enjoys a special privileged viewpoint...13 The eye of 
the beholder is a “dead eye which does not measure, but is measured” and “in 
it the attention serves as the ego”: no subjectivity is involved.

Svetlana Alpers takes as an example the work titled The Artist’s Studio, in 
which Vermeer “depicts” the Mappa mundi like a picture within a picture 
(but analysis focuses just as much on the long horizontal plane of the View 
of Delfi which, even in its “realism”, obliges the eye to relocate). It is in this 
distant Flemish tradition that the author situates Johns’ Map in 1961, and in 
a more general way the non-perspectival space — the all-over — of modern 
American painting in the 1950s and 1960s. 

The map appearing in Vermeer’s The Artists Studio, was a modern and very 
political map of the Flanders of his day. He even reproduced the title of the 
etching, Nova descriptio, and painted the map in its full material quality, with 
folds and creases in its thick paper (paper which thus became paint). Looking 
at the map, with his back turned towards us, the artist (Vermeer) is depicted 
in the process of painting a young model posing and facing us. She is Clio, 
muse of History, whence the picture’s alternative title, The Art of Painting. In 
this way, Vermeer allegorized painting, history and geographical flatness all 
at once. The marvellous Art of Painting featured for many years in postcard 
form on Alighiero e Boetti’s studio wall — he maintained that he preferred 
to see the works that intrigued him only in the form of reproductions, for in 
this way he was able to preserve the conceptual relationship in its pure state, 
without being perturbed by the concrete beauty of the painting. 

In its anti-perspectival frontal structure — as with Jasper Johns — the space of 
an embroidered Map produced by Boetti is an immanent plane which comes 
back up to the surface in its entirety. The “all-world” is offered with it, while 
the ‘beholder’s’ eye is delocalized — it is forced to “travel”, nomadically. To use 
Alpers’ own words, it “does not measure, but it is measured, absorbed by the 
plane of forms and colours, as if by a screen”. In a word, Boetti’s embroidered 
Maps are paintings. Even before locating flags, coasts and borders (all those 
re-transcribed objective data, which the artist was so pleased not to have 
invented), we capture (and are captured by) bright colours, the iridescence 
of the thread, and that sumptuous aspect of Boetti’s embroideries which so 
struck Buci-Glucksmann (“the eye grapples with this very lovely texture of 
tapestry-skin, where the prospect, in its colourful distinctness, gives way 
to the more immediate haptic nature of touch. The flatness of the world is 
embroidered in its ground and signs alike”).14 

A living “skin” of embroidery at the service of a coldly coded abstract surface 
(technical projection of geographical data and graphic quality of flags): 
this paradoxical situation distinctly calls to mind the semiotic scheme that 
Rosalind Krauss applies to the reading — her reading — of abstract painting, 
and in particular of Mondrian’s early work — what she calls “sensorial 
stratum”.15 In the changing material of hand-made embroidery, there is no 
clash between the significant forms and the “matter”, because the whole 
linen surface “passes” through the hand, needle and thread, through the 
inevitable distortions in the process of embroidery, and through the duration 
of the work. The cognitive aspect (reading the geographical codes) gives way 
to the purely sensory element. The “optical unconscious” (which is the title 
of Rosalind Krauss’s book) is at work, it disconcerts rational judgement (an 
amused Boetti remembers collectors and gallery owners looking at his first 
Mappa: “...they were bothered, conceptually bothered, it was embarrassing, 
“too pretty”... but they all wanted it!”). 

One of the distinctive factors of Boetti’s cartography is the presence of flags, 
that “heraldic” aspect referred to by Buci-Glucksmann. “The symbolic 
colours create the texture of the territories” and a “narrative description 
of the world”. The flag identifies the territory and points to the borders, 
since its image is overlaid on it in the proportion of its surface. The flags 
are conventional and at times mimetic signs. Their clearly-defined graphic 
quality and their unnuanced colours offer a wide range of light-hearted and 
colourful connotations, the result of their patchwork-like juxta-position. Even 
though what is involved, here is objective information, the overall image, 
concerning several states or a whole continent, at times assumes surprising 
additional symbolic valences.16 
There is another dimension, too: the flags date each map.17 By updating them 
on the basis of political goings-on, Boetti turns his maps into successive states 
of the world. From one embroidery to the next, some flags change (Zaire, Iran, 
Afghanistan, etc.), while others emerge where there was previously nothing 
(Bangladesh), and each Mappa is an allegory of a period in the time span of 
the world, as is the beautiful Clio in Vermeer’s painting. This allegorization 
alludes to the time of “artillery charges, air raids and diplomatic negotiations” 
(as Boetti stated to Bourriaud), the time of the many warmongering Ulysses; 
whereas the time of the work is that of the Penelopes and of Boetti, of patience 
and reflection. “My works with ball-point pens are concentrates of time. So 
are my embroideries,” he also said. 
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3. Editions Galilée, 1996, pp. 9-10.
4. In the Cat. Le voies de la carte, Paris, Georges Pompidou Centre, December 1980.
5. The Andre Beaton group remodelled the map of the world, by deleting certain states 
and putting an extended Afghanistan in the middle of everything! Max Ernst invented the 
fabulous map in which the meanders of the river Loire correspond to languorous female 
curves.
6. I refer here, once more, to Christine Buci-Glucksmann, and likewise to the following 
paragraphs for the quotation to do with Boetti.
7. By which I here mean in contrast with flags in perspective, and blowing in the wind in 
the painting of Raoul Dufy or in the famous Rue Montorgueuil by Claude Monet.
8. In this exhibition, it is the difference between the first two maps and the third. 
9. Plate nº35, “terminologia geografica” in Insicuro noncurante, which can be roughly 
translated as “carefree indecisiveness”. 81 p1ates, 56 x 45 cm, mixed technique, edition of 
41 printed by Rinaldo Rossi 2R, Genoa, 1975.

10.  See the essay by Lucy Lippard and John Chandler, “The Dematerialization of Art” In 
Art International 2, 1968; re-used by Lucy Lippard under the title Six years: the Demateriali-
zation of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, Studio Vista, London.
11. L’Art de dépeindre. La peinture hollandaise du XVII siècle. Gallimard 1990. In particular 
chapter 4, «L’appel de la cartographie dans l’art hollandaise».
12. Alpers: “The reading of a diagram dictates strict conventions which are set forth in the 
caption of the map” p. 20.
13. This frontier between nature and artifice, which Kepler defined mathematically, was 
turned by the Dutch into “a matter of painting”. Alpers refers in this respect to the convex 
mirrors and all the optical devices present in Flemish interiors painting as an evocation of 
this ‘moving eye reflecting the light it receives like a glowing mirror’.
14. C. Buci-Glucksmann, p.138-139, writing after her visit to the two New York shows Boet-
ti/Bruly Bouabré at the DIA Center for the Arts and Mapping at the MoMA. For the optic 
notions, see Deleuze and Guattari, Mille Piani. As for the “tapestry” aspect, note that in the 
early years Boetti presented his maps without stretchers or frames, as hanging which were 
fixed at the top and free at the bottom, usually lined with Afghan cotton fabrics. Then col-
lectors tended to mount them on rigid frames and Boetti himself did likewise in some cases, 
possibly playing on the ambiguity between linen border to be embroidered and canvas to be 
painted.
15. Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious. MIT Press, 1993.
16. For example the greens, yellows and reds recurring in the African flag lend the whole 
of the continent a very dynamic appearance of ethnic fabric... As far as the red is concerned, 
as frequent as it is among the flags, it covered such an impressive area in the East (USSR, 
Outer Mongolia, Red China), during the Cold War years, that it caused the board of direc-
tors of the FIAT to cancel the purchase of a Boetti Mappa, for there was “too much red in 
the world...”. This was in Turin in 1973, a period of very marked worker protests.

Alighiero Boetti, Mappa. 1978. Collezione Matteo Boetti. Photograph: Luciana Crispiciani, Roma. 





GRAYSON PERRY

ThE WAlThAmSTOW TAPESTRY
The Walthamstow Tapestry draws on the medieval morality tradition so beloved of 
Flemish weavers to produce a highly subjective interpretation of the seven ages of 
man. Confessional autobiographical elements are interwoven with icons of modern 
consumerism.
Stripped of their logos and corporate identity the names of famous brands run alongside 
often incongruous depictions of people going about their everyday lives: walking the dog, 
nursing children, skateboarding, hoovering, and, of course, shopping. Since is completion 
in 2009 many of these names, which seemed like permanent entries in our collective 
sub-conscious have disappeared while their image remains, like the Bayeaux Tapestry 
– both a commentary on and part of England’s heritage. Perry is a great chronicler of 
contemporary life, in whose work sentiment and nostalgia sit subversively alongside fear 
and anger. his use of tapestry, in terms of both scale and content talks across time to 
the vast works commissioned by Charles V and Francis I and those designed by artists 
including Raphael and Rubens to convey complex messages.

WAlThAmSTOW TAPESTRY
2009, 290 x 1500 cm., wool and silk.
Woven by Flanders Tapestries from files prepared at Factum Arte.
Published by Charles Booth-Clibborn under his imprint The Paragon 
Press in an edition of 3. Private collection.



craigie horsfield

The current renaissance in tapestry has happened because of significant 
technical changes in its manufacture, particularly in the machinery and 
control systems of the jacquard process, changes in programming, 
and crucially because of changes in the way art is made and thought. 
in particular the effects of the widespread dissolving of the boundaries 
of mediums, changed perceptions of what art making involves and 
the ways in which art works, and the seemingly paradoxical effects of 
digital means opening previously marginal and sometimes archaic 
methods to reinvention, as distinctive characteristics of material and 
form become fluid and permeable.
Tapestry has a materiality, tactility and presence, of substance and 
structure, and a shifting potential of scale in the movement between 
its woven detail - its intimate, and sometimes sensuous, reading - and 
the architectural space it can construct, its habitable space, both lived 

and imagined. it also has a history that is to some extent familiar but 
far enough from the generality of present practice to allow invention 
largely without constraint of custom and convention. crucially tapestry 
is a collaborative process for which the fabric itself provides a rather 
beautiful metaphor as the threads of single colour, woven together, 
constitute new meaning. Through this and in the active attention of 
the audience – in their own weaving together of meanings – tapestry 
opens things once given over to history but now as the present, as 
lived experience, a material “telling”, a relating of the world. This is 
an idea of relation as sustained in an attention to the material, the 
fabric of the world, the very fabric that in turn constitutes the medium 
in its being woven together, in its being made together.

craigie horsfield

above The road easT Toward Taibique, el hierro. 15 minuTes. february 2002
2008, 260 x 300cm, wool, cotton and silk. woven by flanders Tapestries.
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The central field of this horizontal-format tapestry is occupied by large 
curved and curling greenish-blue leaves. Almost touching, depicted 
in striking vistas and lit from above, the leaves are exuberantly and 
chaotically laid over each other against a dark background. The tips of the 
leaves mostly face forwards and, as they jut outwards, at several points 
they seem almost to burst out of the ideal front plane of the image. 
In the left half, the leaves are broad, lanceolate and strikingly concave 
with smooth edges. In other tapestries this type of leaf has often been 
identified as belonging to the botanical species of Aristolochia, and as 
such is comparable to leaves of species such as Red Valerian; in the right 
half, the edges of the leaves have a sequence of sharp points alternated 
with taut arched profiles: their form has affinities with leaves of some 
thistle species. The large leaves are interspersed with the slender stems 
of various species of small plants with correspondingly small leaves and 
flowers. Perched on the large leaves are two birds: on the left is an 
unidentified, more slender, yellowish-white and brown bird, while the 
bird on the right would seem to be a goldfinch (which is logical with its 
position on a thistle leaf, as also found in nature); some small snails crawl 
on the leaves, while set against two large leaves are the blue silhouettes 
of two dragonflies in flight. Round all four sides, the border has groups 
of flowers and fruits of various species. Although stylised, they are fairly 
clearly recognisable and are fixed to the cylindrical stalk of a continuous 

swag on a red background with longitudinal yellow striations.
In excellent condition, this vividly coloured tapestry is a typical example 
of the so-called ‘large leaf’ or ‘giant leaf’ tapestries known in French 
as feuilles de chou or feuilles d’aristoloche. In fact, in these tapestries 
the central field is occupied by large leaves of various species. Curved 
and sculpture-like, at times they seem threatening because they bring 
to mind storm waves with thin sharp crests, which the border and the 
background plane of the image seem almost unable to restrain. As this 
genre developed, the densely packed large leaves were also mixed with 
other plants, small animals or even large animals, such as dogs, lions, 
leopards, deers and horses. The animals were conceived as breaking out 
of the foliage, chasing or fighting each other in the curved hollows of the 
verdure. At times even human figures were included and in some cases 
the field of the leaves was cut across at the top by a strip of landscape 
with houses and hills. In other cases the mass of leaves was held back and 
ordered by architectural structures, especially arcades and balustrades, 
set in front of the flora.1 
On evocative-symbolic and aesthetic grounds, the repertory of the large 
leaf tapestry is thought to have developed in the Franco-Flemish area, and 
possibly began at Tournai around 1525-1530. On one hand, the experts 
suggest that those rather forbidding images of dense forests with giant 
leaves were prompted by the fascinating accounts of tropical jungles 

LARge LeAF TAPesTRy
Tapestry, wool and silk weft; 160 x 263 cm
In the lower right selvedge: maker’s mark, not identified.
Flanders, Oudenaarde manufactory, after 1545 (mid-sixteenth century).
Moshe Tabibnia, Milan.



Davide Halevim, in Milan. These two fragments have the same leaves as 
those on the left side of the current tapestry.7

But something much more important can be said about the tapestry 
shown here. Thanks to the presence of the maker’s mark on the lower 
right selvedge, this never previously published or studied tapestry turns 
out to be one of the very rare large leaf tapestries that can be associated 
with a town of origin and, therefore, that can be given a more accurate 
and useful post quem date. The crescent moon mark, with its tips 
pointing upwards, in the lower right selvedge, is the personal signature 
of an albeit anonymous maker that reveals the place of production. In 
fact the same mark is found in the same position (in the lower right 
selvedge) in a tapestry depicting grotesques, with Hercules Slaying the 
Hydra of Lerna, now in the Museu episcopal de Vic (Catalonia). On the Vic 
tapestry, at the other end of the same selvedge, there is another mark: 
a yellow shield with horizontal red bands, on which rests, as if it were a 
nose, a pair of glasses. This is the mark of the weavers of Oudenaarde, 
where the tapestry-maker had his workshop.8 The grotesques tapestry 
was part of a group, including a second tapestry from the same set, 
formerly in the same collection (grotesques, with Hercules and Deianira; 
current whereabouts unknown), which is based on a cartoon previously 
used in Brussels and dated on stylistic grounds to 1550-1560. The large 
leaf tapestry on show here, which can now be certainly attributed to an 
Oudenaarde maker and whose date would seem to be slightly earlier 
(around 1550), thus becomes a further firm chronological reference. Its 
date cannot be earlier than 1545, since it was only in that year that an 
Imperial decree issued in 1544 was adopted in Oudenaarde. According to 
this decree, all the centres of production in Flanders (and therefore also 
Oudenaarde) in which tapestries were produced had to be accompanied 
by the mark of the town of origin and the individual countermark/
signature of the workshop. This had been the case in Brussels since 1528, 
but even after 1544 the decree was widely ignored in Oudenaarde, as in 
other Flemish centres, but not by the weaver who signed his work with 
the crescent moon.
We also know of another large leaf tapestry certainly made in Oudenaarde, 
since it also bears the town mark. Dated 1550-1575, this tapestry in the 
Chicago Art Institute depicts the field of verdure with animals (birds and 
quadrupeds) of various species, while the scene is crossed horizontally by 
a long curving balustrade on the proscenium.9 This tapestry tells us that 
the Oudenaarde makers played a part in the development of large leaf 
tapestries in the second half of the sixteenth century and it has been used 
as a reference for further attributions. The tapestry on show here thus 
contributes an important and hitherto unpublished piece of information: 
it associates a maker from the same town with an earlier stage, i.e. the 
beginning of the great leaf tradition, thus suggesting a further welcome 
foothold for studies in what is still one of the most obscure chapters in 
the history of tapestry-making.

Nello Forti grazzini 
Photograph courtesy of gallery Moshe Tabibnia, Milan.

that europeans had begun discovering and exploring in the Americas 
and in India at the end of the fifteenth century. The images of the plants 
reproduced in the tapestries seem to reflect a desire to recreate the 
appearance and mystery of the forests, without any concern, however, 
for documentary accuracy. On the other hand, some experts argue that 
the focus on an ornamental repertory of plant images endowed with 
strikingly plastic values, in line with the taste for ‘space’ in Renaissance 
art, was a logical successor – in tapestries mainly used for decorative 
purposes – to the earlier botanical subjects with minute, fragile, ‘anti-
space’ millefleurs (a dense background motif of many small flowers). 
Widespread in upholstering since the second half of the fifteenth century, 
the millefleurs motif continued to be popular in the early years of the 
sixteenth century and was still being woven in the second quarter. By 
1520-1530, however, millefleurs had mainly become an obsolete vestige 
of Mediaeval taste no longer in tune with the times. Large leaf tapestries 
were produced in various centres in Flanders and France. The motif was to 
remain popular throughout europe and certainly also in Italy for around 
a century, before petering out in the first half of the seventeenth century. 
Very few large leaf tapestries, however, have a maker’s mark. To a certain 
extent, the scholars generally agree in distinguishing between Flemish 
and French large leaf tapestries (the rougher, more stylised French ones 
were produced at Aubusson and Felletin). We cannot establish with any 
certainty, however, if and what differences there are in type in order 
to enable us to distinguish between the various Flemish workshops 
producing large leaf tapestries: Brussels (where this kind of tapestry 
must in any case have been fairly rare), enghien-edingen, Oudenaarde, 
grammont-geraardsbergen and Bruges-Brugge.2 
The large leaf tapestry shown here is definitely Flemish and must 
have belonged to the very earliest or at least a relatively early stage 
of production of tapestries of this kind. A reliable chronological clue 
suggesting a date around and no later than 1550 is provided by the 
border, whose groups of flowers and fruit fixed to a continuous swag 
along each side conforms to standard practice, found first in Brussels 
and then in other Flemish centres throughout the second quarter of 
the sixteenth century. The typical decoration in this tapestry with its 
groups of plants set fairly well apart allowing stretches of the swag to 
be glimpsed, can be compared to an example with borders in the Stories 
of Moses in the Madrid Patrimonio Nacional (series 25), a set of Brussels 
tapestries mentioned in the 1555-1558 inventory of Mary of Hungary, 
but probably already woven around 1530 or just afterwards.3 This kind of 
border featured in most of the Flemish large leaf tapestries dating from 
the mid-sixteenth century that Vittorio Cini purchased at the sale of the 
Pisa collection in 1937 and already hung in Monselice Castle before the 
end of 1940; the tapestries were then left to his heirs and some were 
sold in 1981.4 similar borders can be found in some Flemish large leaf 
tapestries recently published as works from the second quarter of the 
sixteenth century,5 or in a very interesting large leaf tapestry recently put 
up for auction.6 On this tapestry the corners of the borders have the 
coats-of-arms of the Florentine Ubaldini and Ridolfi families. It was part 
of a set of which there is a second surviving tapestry with the same crests, 
once the property of the Milanese antiquarian Canelli.
Other clues suggesting that our tapestry could be catalogued around 
1550 are the hard, taut appearance of the leaves (as if they were lamé) 
and the botanical species adopted (unlike the cabbage or acanthus leaves, 
which have the serrated edges and ‘gentler’ appearance preferred by the 
Flemish tapestry-makers in the second half of the sixteenth century). A 
further clue is the fact that the fauna only features a few small birds, 
snails and flying insects but no larger-sized animals, which were only 
introduced to large leaf tapestries by around 1560. Without overloading 
this catalogue entry with references, a useful comparison can be made 
with the same tapestries we have just mencioned. In addition to having 
the same kind of border, these tapestries share the choice of flora and 
fauna illustrated and the style of representation. Two further fragments 
may also be taken into consideration in this context: one formerly in 
the Blondeel-De Wit collection at Malines and one previously owned by 

1. For an introduction to the subject, see N. Forti grazzini, ‘Millefoglie. Arazzi di Fiandra 
a “feuilles de chou”’, in FMR, no. 108 (Italian edn), February 1995, pp. 49-78; D. Franses, 
Giant Leaf Tapestries of the Renaissance 1500-1600, exhibition catalogue [Franses, New 
york, 2005], London 2005).
2. For a survey of large leaf tapestries with makers’ marks, see K. Brosens, European 
Tapestries in the Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago 2008, no. 33 and note 22, p. 222.
3. P. Junquera de Vega and C. Herrero Carretero, Catalogo de tapices del Patrimonio 
Nacional. Volumen I: Siglo XVI, Madrid 1986, pp. 171-175.
4. N. Forti grazzini, Gli arazzi della Fondazione Giorgio Cini, Venice 2003, pp. 162-165, 
nos. 2-6.
5. Franses 2005, fig. a, p. 17, and pp. 45-47, no. 5.
6. sotheby’s, London, 13 April 2011, lot 7, but with a proposed date that is too late.
7. Forti grazzini 1995, figs. 4-5: dating from around mid-sixteenth century and tentatively 
attributed to an enghien manufactory.
8. I. De Meûter, ‘Relevé des thèmes iconographiques’, in I. De Meûter and M. Vanwelden, 
Tapisseries d’Audenarde du XVIe au XVIIIe siècle, exhibition catalogue [Oudenaarde, 1999], 
Tielt 1999, pp. 124-126, and mark I/I, p. 265.
9. De Meûter 1999, pp. 126-131; Brosens 2008, pp. 211-222, no. 33.



marc quinn

marc quinn’s work on the body has always sought a universal language 
that transcends its form. using computerised weaving techniques in the 
creation of his lurid, hyper-real flowers, over-blown with the smell of mor-
tality is perhaps an inevitable consequence of his interest in using the 
human body to explore the relations between painting, sculpture and in-
stallation art. Just as the modern body is subject to intervention and ma-
nipulation, so the flower, that ultimate image of beauty and nature, has 
also been relentlessly cross-bred, hybridised, vacuum-packed and ma-
nipulated to conform to the most artificial and contingent idea of man-
made beauty. according to quinn, flowers allow us ‘to explore our own 
mediated relationship to what is natural and unnatural in nature’, and 
where better than in the medium of tapestry and its late medieval ‘flow-
ering’ – just at the moment when theories of husbandry were beginning 
to recommend cross-pollination, or what Shakespeare famously called 
the marrying of a ‘gentler scion to the wildest stock’ in The Winter’s Tale. 

in early tapestry, one result was the extraordinary verdure design that 
depicted pure foliage, drawing on chinese and islamic motifs, as well as 
new discoveries in the world of flora and fauna. They also allowed weav-
ers to show off their virtuoso skill in weaving such a complex, almost ab-
stract pattern without any ostensible narrative. Similarly, quinn’s flow-
ers are natural and realist, and simultaneously artificial and abstract. 
He understand that ‘tapestry is a medium which joins two worlds – the 
medieval world and ours’, but through a renewed interest in formal re-
production. For quinn, the woven ‘knots are like pixels’, where tapes-
try becomes ‘like a sculpture of a painting’, created from digital data 
that provides the Dna of the final image. From foetuses to flowers, from 
blood to wool, in retrospect it is possible to see that the evolution of 
quinn’s work was always going to lead him to tapestry. 

Jerry Brotton
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At a single glance this carpet declares itself to be Persian. The crimson field is 
packed with a bewildering array of floral forms, animals, cloud wisps and 
spiralling tracery. The complexity of its design makes it difficult at first to see any 
order, but a closer look reveals that slender blue stems spring from the larger 
leaf-like shapes to form a branching arrangement of gently curving tracery, 
joining all the floral forms together. Furthermore the pattern works on two levels, 
one overlapping the other. Unfortunately the original rhythm of the pattern is 
disturbed because a large section from the centre is missing—only around forty 
percent of its former size has been preserved. However, its original layout can be 
reconstructed from other closely related examples, indeed this carpet may be the 
pair to a carpet in the Museum für angewandte Kunst, Vienna, which, though 
worn and damaged, is nevertheless more or less complete. 
The flowers, clouds and swirling vine-like filaments give the impression of an 
other-worldly garden, in which roam an array of strange, half-familiar creatures 
that seem to demand an explanation. To understand them better we have to look 
eastwards to China. Mention has already been made of the adoption of Chinese 
motifs and techniques by central Asian and Persian artisans in the late fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries, but Chinese symbols of authority had been adopted by 
the Mongol rulers of Iran at an even earlier period when both China and Iran were 
subject to Mongol rule. This was done in the full knowledge of the message they 
were intended to convey. But later, in the Timurid period, a number of Chinese 
images were simply copied and used with no awareness of what they signified 
within the culture from which they derived. These images included a number of 
mythical beasts. 
Some Chinese mythical beasts such as the phoenix and the dragon had long been 
assimilated and become part of Persian culture. The Chinese form of the phoenix 
had fused with and come to represent the ancient and legendary Persian Simurgh. 
When a second wave of Chinese creatures reached central Asia they were likewise 
assimilated to become players in an ancient Persian ‘conflict situation’. Images 
of a lion attacking a bull are known from as far back as Babylonian times. The 
image was used at that time to characterise the movement of the constellations 
Leo and Taurus. Later it came to represent the power of royalty and there is some 
evidence to indicate that it also was seen as representing the primordial, universal 
‘struggle’ and juxtaposition of opposites taught by the ancient Zoroastrian 
religion of Iran: creation and dissolution, the principle of ‘good’ and the principle 
of ‘evil’, Ohrmazd and Ahriman. 
In the new situation the lion-bull conflict was expanded to include other pairs of 
opposites, lion and deer, or carnivores and herbivores. In a further development 
two other creatures become involved. Most often seen is the qilin (ch‘i-lin), a 
deer-like animal with a bushy tail and a head similar to a dragon’s, which is 
said to appear at auspicious moments in human history. More rarely we can find 
the bixie (bi-hsieh), a bushy-tailed, lion-like creature that is said to avert malign 
influences. Both are creatures of good omen and their supernatural nature is 
signalled by the tongues of flame at their shoulders. These Chinese creatures 
changed their signification in the hands of Persian artists and are frequently 
shown in conflict, something unthinkable in the art of China.
Spotted, green-bodied qilin are seen near the four corners of the carpet and 
within a nearby leaf motif with a green ground. Not far away four golden-yellow 
lions engage in combat with spotted bulls, and, less easily seen, near the mid-
line, are four dragons entwined within and emerging from large irregular scaly 

PerSIAN CArPeT
An incomplete Persian carpet in the early Safavid courtly style with ani-
mal combats and mythical beasts on a densely patterned field filled with 
arabesques, palmettes and swirling tracery. 
Mid-sixteenth century, 384 x 274 cm, woollen pile on a silk foundation.
Private collection romain Zaleski.

leaves. Other animals of a more conventional form, deers, wolves, leopards and 
other felines are scattered around doing nothing in particular. These creatures 
allow us to place this carpet in its cultural context.
The fashion for compositions filled with animals, both real and imaginary, 
emerged in the second quarter of the fifteenth century in both Shiraz and 
Herat. By the first quarter of the sixteenth century the use of animals for the 
embellishment of objects had been firmly embraced by court artists in Tabriz 
and soon became so deeply entrenched in the courtly art of early Safavid Iran 
as almost to epitomise the decorative arts of that time. We find them in the 
decoration of book margins, metalwork, weapons, ceramics, textiles and carpets. 
It seems likely that original designs for animal compositions were produced by 
one of Shah Tahmasp’s court artists such as Aqa Mirak, known for his marvellous 
animal drawings, and described as “an incomparable painter, very clever, 
enamoured of his art, a bon vivant, an intimate [of the Shah] and a sage”. 
These drawings then served as models for others to copy, because it is clear that 
some designs were recycled and used for the decoration of several different 
objects. Carpet designers too made use of stock patterns which they combined 
in various ways. 
As already mentioned, details of the pattern of this carpet match so precisely a 
carpet in Vienna, that we can consider it as one of an original pair. Its design and 
that of its companion in Vienna is closely modelled on another celebrated pair of 
carpets, both formerly in the same Viennese museum. These carpets, known as 
the emperor carpets, have a quality of workmanship, materials and design such 
as to indicate that they were made commissioned for the court, and they can 
be dated with confidence to the reign of Shah Tahmasp (1524–1576). It has to 
be admitted that the pattern guide used for the emperor’s carpets has a fluency 
of draughtsmanship and a quality of self-assurance of a superior order to the 
present carpet, which subtly differs from it in details of the design. The present 
example is nevertheless not far behind; it too is made with materials of the best 
quality and is certainly contemporary in date, thus from the middle third of the 
sixteenth century, and would have been made for someone of senior rank in early 
Safavid society. 
Weavers producing carpets of the highest quality tended to use silk in the foundation, 
which is fine, flexible and immensely strong when new, but can become brittle with 
age. As a result, carpets of this quality sometimes develop splits in the foundation 
and, after a few hundred years, are inclined to fall apart. Several carpets and 
fragments of this style and quality are known, though with only one is it possible to 
be confident that it was originally a part of this actual carpet.
With the accession of Shah Abbas I, in 1587, a subtle change in the decorative 
arts took place. The ‘animal style’ gave way at court to a preference for more 
abstract designs. It did not disappear altogether; versions of it continued to be 
made lower down the socio-economic scale. It was again revived during the 
reign of Shah Abbas II (1642–1666), great grandson of his illustrious namesake. 
The revival, however, never quite recaptured the energy and excitement of the 
earlier style.

extracted from: Jon Thompson, Milestones In The History Of Carpets,  
©Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 2006.  

Photograph courtesy of Gallery Moshe Tabibnia, Milan.

This is probably the pair to a complete carpet in the Österreichisches Museum für angewandte Kunst, Vien-
na. Their design is closely related to another pair of carpets of a quality suitable for royal use, the so-called 
emperor’s carpets, one of which is in the same museum in Vienna and the other in the Metropolitan Mu-
seum, New York. Several other similar carpets are known as well as some fragments, only one of which was 
definitely part of this carpet. The animals are drawn in the style favoured at the court of Shah Tahmasp in the 
mid-sixteenth century.

Reported: Il Giornale dei Tappeti, April 2002, p. 19 (border detail); Hali 
128, May–June 2003, p. 45, Fig. 15; Hali 130, September–October 2003, 
p. 105; Hali 143, November–December 2005, p. 33 (erratum); Hali 148, 
September-October 2006, p. 30.
Published: The Textile Gallery, Brochure no. 2, London, 1986, pp. 20–24; 

Berdj Achdjian and Dickran Kouymjian, “The Legacy of the Indjoudjians”, Hali, 142, September-October 2005, 
p. 69; Jon Thompson, Milestones In The History Of Carpets, Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 2006, plate n. 17, p. 186. 
Exhibited: Gallery Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 14 October – 11 November 2006
Technical data: Warp: Z2S silk, cream coloured; Weft: silk, U2, slight Z twist, 3 shoots, marked alternate warp 
displacement; Pile: wool, Z2S; Knot: Persian open left, V=61.3, H=64.6: 3960/sq dm; Sides: M; ends: M.





Lorenzo Lotto, The Alms of Saint Anthony, 1542, Church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo, Venice.



Carpet production in the Mamluk period has been an elusive subject 
ever since carpet scholarship began in the early twentieth century. The 
literature in Arabic has been combed through for references to carpets 
by scholars of Mamluk history suitably qualified to do this, among them 
Robert Irwin and Donald Little. One important reference stands out. It 
refers to the looting of the wealthy Amir Qusun’s house in 1341 which 
is mentioned by Maqrizi (died 1442) and Ibn Taghribirdi (died 1470). 
Both accounts appear to depend on an earlier written source, thought 
by Little to be Yusufi, who died in 1358. What emerges from these 
accounts is that in mid-fourteenth century Cairo a wealthy man owned a 
few hundred valuable carpets, which included Anatolian carpets, carpets 
from Shiraz, and carpets from Amid (Diyarbakr), then under Ilkhanid 
rule but surrounded by Turkmen tribes not yet under any well-defined 
political leadership. Also mentioned are four pairs of silk carpets of 
unspecified provenance, ‘too fine to be stood upon’, as well as sixteen 
pairs of carpets, made in Cairo. 
If we accept that carpets were made in fourteenth century Egypt, do 
we have any idea what they looked like? Here we run into a problem. In 
trying to understand the history of what we call Mamluk carpets today, 
it should be mentioned that they have not always been thought of as 
Egyptian. It is not necessary to go over the whole history of the matter 
here as it is well summarised by Erdmann in his key publication in 1938, 
but a few salient points are important. 
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, various theories were 
in circulation as to where these distinctive carpets were made, and in 
early publications they are generally called ‘Damascus’ carpets. As early as 
1910 Valentiner, curator at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, had voiced 
the idea that they might be Egyptian. In 1921 Sarre, then in charge of 
the newly formed Islamic Department of the Berlin Museum, published 
a paper re-attributing the so-called ‘Damascus’ carpets to Cairo, and he 
followed this with another paper in 1924 adding a mass of comparative 
material. His views became gradually accepted, though not without 
opposition. Siegfried Troll, in 1937, published a paper challenging Sarre’s 
ideas because he was not convinced by Sarre’s arguments which were 
based mostly on comparisons with other Egyptian artefacts such as 
mosaic floors and metalwork. 
Indeed Sarre’s arguments carry no great sway today, even though his 
basic idea was sound. Rather, it is the outlook pioneered by Erdmann that 
has convinced the ‘carpet-interested public’; it was he who first spoke 
of Mamluk carpets in his 1938 publication. The outline of Erdmann’s 
thought is as follows:

A carpet with interlaced star-motifs in a four-and-one layout, each 
surrounded by a radial arrangement of “small motifs”, the field enclosed 
by a Kufiesque border.
C. 1500, 207 x 141 cm, woollen pile on a wool foundation.
Private collection Romain Zaleski.
 

I) The distinction Barbaro makes between the carpets of ‘Borsa’ and 
Cairo, i.e. between Turkish and Cairene carpets has a parallel in Venetian 
inventories which differentiate between tapedi turcheschi and tapedi 
damaschini. There is no difficulty in equating turcheschi with carpets 
from Ottoman Turkey. Given the qualification that ‘damaschino’ may 
mean little more than ‘work in the oriental style’ the tapedi damaschini 
can be equated with the carpet production of the Mamluk region, that 
is − following Barbaro − the carpets of Cairo. Erdmann does expresses 
some puzzlement as to why the carpets of Mamluk Cairo should be 
called damaschini by the Venetians, and notes further that the term 
tapedi damaschini disappears in the course of the sixteenth century. 
II) Production of these carpets began in the second half of the fifteenth 
century and continued in the post-Mamluk period of Ottoman rule, 
through the sixteenth century.
III) In the second half of the sixteenth century, under the influence of 
Ottoman taste, there was a gradual transformation of the décor of 
Cairene carpets, towards a floral style. Transitional examples exist in 
which Mamluk-style ornamentation is combined with Ottoman floral 
elements. These provide verification of an orderly and gradual change. 
Erdmann provides abundant evidence for the continuing production of 
Ottoman-style floral carpets in Cairo, and for the existence of an extensive 
export trade in them.
Amazing confirmation of Erdmann’s belief that these carpets (formerly 
called Damascus and now Mamluk) were actually associated with the 
Mamluks came to light in 1965 when the Textile Museum, Washington, 
acquired a large fragment of a carpet clearly belonging to this family, 
bearing a well-drawn Mamluk blazon. This blazon links it with the last 
fifty years of Mamluk rule, the main rulers of that time being Qait Bay 
(1468–1496) and Qansuh al-Ghawri (1501–1516). A year later another 
carpet with the same blazon came to light. A third example with a 
blazon, not yet published, is reported to exist.

Currently modern carpet scholarship recognises four categories of 
Egyptian carpets: 1. Carpets definitively of the Mamluk period by virtue 
of bearing blazons and those so closely associated in style as to be judged 
contemporary. 2. The great majority of Mamluk-style carpets. These 
were produced over a hundred year period (approximately), from the 
last quarter of the fifteenth century to the third quarter of the sixteenth. 
Changes are evident over time: there is a general trend towards reduction 
in the range of ornaments and the number of colours used. 3. Carpets 
transitional in style between 2 and 4 by having both Mamluk-style and 

”TApedi dAmASchini“ 

Ottoman style ornamentation co-existing in the same piece. 4. Carpets 
with the same technical characteristics as the Mamluk-style carpets but 
with an Ottoman-style floral décor.

When Erdmann set out the arguments in his key 1938 paper he proposed 
that his working hypothesis, in which he identified tapedi turcheschi 
as Turkish carpets and tapedi damaschini as Mamluk carpets, could be 
tested by referring to contemporary paintings. He predicted that the 
carpets depicted in the paintings would correspond to the types listed 
in the inventories. Erdmann found carpets in the paintings that were 
clearly Turkish. He lists also twenty-three paintings in which he identified 
Mamluk carpets. He therefore believed that his proposed test did actually 
verify his hypothesis. 
Revisiting Erdmann’s evidence with fresh eyes, however, reveals something 
quite different and highly interesting. In the light of knowledge that has 
become available since Erdmann’s time we can say that in fact none of the 
early paintings Erdmann lists actually depict Mamluk carpets. Depictions 
of Mamluk, or more likely post-Mamluk, carpets do not appear for certain 
until the 1540s 
What Erdmann took to be Mamluk carpets in the earliest paintings 
appear now, in the light of what has since been learned, to belong to a 
rare group of ten or eleven carpets, quite distinct in terms of colour and 
structure from Mamluk carpets, which they resemble in having a common 
vocabulary of ornament. The significance of this is that according to 
Erdmann’s prediction these carpets equate with the tapedi damaschini of 
the Venetian inventories. What is especially significant is they appeared in 
European painting as a ‘cohort’ earlier than the Mamluk carpets. As if to 
emphasise this point references to Damascene carpets in inventories fade 
out in the course of the sixteenth century at the same time as references 
to Cairene carpets begin to appear.
The group of carpets that we can now identify as corresponding to the 
tapedi damaschini has long been a puzzle, and it is unfortunate that 
something as simple as the choice of a name, has served to distort the 
perception of their place in history instead of stimulating productive 
discussion. In 1967, Ellis coined the term ‘paramamluk’, which has 
caused people to think about these carpets in terms of Mamluk carpets, 
and from there it is only a small step to thinking of them as somehow 
derivative of Mamluk carpets. Here it is important to remind ourselves 
again that they appear in European painting before the representations 
of Mamluk carpets.
If we can dismiss that unfortunate name and bear in mind that the few 
remaining examples of what the Venetians called tapedi damaschini have 
features in their vocabulary of ornament in common with both Anatolian 
and Egyptian carpets, then we can begin to see them within a new 
intellectual framework. They are distinct from Egyptian carpets and yet 
not Turkish, so what are they? Could they too descend from a common 
ancestor and be the missing ‘descendants’ in Turkmen western Iran and 
eastern Anatolia of an earlier Iranian tradition?
Here we run into some difficulty. It has been mentioned that there 
are ten or eleven examples; the problem is that the usual methods of 
differentiation between clusters of carpets by means of structural analysis 
is difficult to apply here. This is because the results are ambiguous in 
two cases; both are woven with a mixture of both Turkish and Persian 
knots. This ambiguity between the historically distinct characteristics 
of ‘Turkish’ and ‘Persian’ carpets is in a curious way compatible with a 
locus of production in ‘western Iran’, where the two cultural streams 
meet. Furthermore it allows for a degree of flexibility in classification. It 
may now be worthwhile to re-examine the place of examples that are 

currently defined as Turkish but which have features pointing to a close 
association with the group.
Leaving aside the somewhat confusing structural indications, some 
members of the group have one feature of design that we can point to 
as ‘definitively Persian’. This is the so-called ‘corner solution’ or ‘mitred 
corner’, which refers to the treatment of the Kufesque border at the 
junction between the side and end borders—how it turns neatly through 
forty-five degrees. This feature is consistently present the representations 
of carpets in Persian paintings, but, with very few exceptions, is 
conspicuously absent in Turkish carpets.

The members of the tapedi damaschini group are as follows:
1. Prayer rug in the Chehel Sotun, Isfahan
2. Carpet, Williams Collection, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 55-56-2
3. Carpet fragment gift of Bernheimer, Berlin Museum: I 33/60 
4. The carpet under discussion
5. Carpet fragment Kunstgewerbe Museum Dresden, no. 343
6. Carpet fragment, Textile Museum Washington, R7.21
7. Carpet fragmant illustrated Viale 1952, now private collection Genoa 
8. Small fragment, in the Ethnographic Museum, Konya 
9. A cut down carpet sold Sotheby’s New York, May 1982, lot 295, now 
private collection Genoa 
For discussion as ‘belonging to’ or ‘related to’ the group:
10. A carpet mentioned by Erdmann 1952, now lost
11. A carpet from Divrigi in ’tessellated style‘, Vakiflar A-344
12. A carpet in Cairo 
13. A two-octagon carpet from Divrigi: Vakiflar A-217 
14. Two other closely related carpets: the Munich carpet and the recently 
discovered Wind carpet

Refering now to this carpet, is probably the best preserved of the dozen 
or so surviving examples of the carpets listed above that correspond to 
what the Venetians called tapedi damaschini. The carpets belonging to 
this small cluster have features in common with both Mamluk and Turkish 
carpets but are nevertheless distinct from them. One obvious feature of 
this example is the way the field is decorated with a plethora of small 
ornaments, most radially arranged around a central interlaced star motif. 
This style, though distinctive, is difficult to characterise. For the sake of 
convenience it is referred to here as the ‘tessellated style‘. 
Among the several different forms of ‘small ornament’ are what look 
like small cypress trees. It is this detail above all others that has caused 
comparisons to be made between these carpets and Mamluk carpets, 
especially the earlier ones. In many of the later, sixteenth-century, post-
Mamluk carpets they are absent altogether. Other ’small ornaments‘ are 
also mirrored in the décor of Mamluk carpets. 

Extracted from: Jon Thompson, milestones in The history Of carpets, 
©Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 2006.

Photograph courtesy of Gallery Moshe Tabibnia, Milan 

The importance of this piece in the history of carpets cannot be exaggerated. It is one of the last representatives 
of a very small, but key group of carpets still in private hands. It has also been preserved in remarkable 
condition. The unfortunate currently fashionable name for carpets of this type – para-Mamluk – has served to 
obscure their place in history and should be avoided. It now seems that such carpets first came to Europe after 
Turkish carpets but before Mamluk carpets and were known as tapedi damaschini to the Venetian traders and 
buyers. Whether this means they were made in Damascus or merely collected there remains uncertain. The 
theory proposed is that these carpets represent the descendants of a Turkmen weaving tradition in the former 
Aqquyunlu territory of eastern Turkey and western Iran and that their resemblance to Mamluk carpets is 
because both derived their vocabulary of ornament from a common Persian ancestor. This example is believed 
to date from the very beginning of the sixteenth century.

Reported: Hali 148, September-October 2006, p. 28.; Hali 149, 
November–December 2006, p. 96.
Published: Louise Makie, The Splendor of Turkish Weaving, Washington 
DC,1973, cat. No. 24.; Olive Olmstead Foster, “Rug Society News: The 
History of the Hajji Baba Club”, hali, Vol 2, n. 1, 1979, pp. 54-58, Plate V.; 
Robert Pinner, “Introduction”, in Oriental carpet and Textile Studies, Vol. 
2, edited by Robert Pinner and Walter Denny, London, 1986, p. 6, Fig. 8.; 
Charles Grant Ellis, Oriental Carpets in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, 1988, Fig. 1c, pp. 5-7.; Tapis, 
present de l’orient à l’occident, exhibition catalogue, text by Roland 

Gilles et al., Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris 1989, pp. 40-41.; Jon Thompson, milestones in The history Of 
carpets, Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 2006, plate n. 12, p. 124.
Exhibited: The Textile Museum, Washington DC, 9 November 1973 - 24 March 1974.; Institut du Monde 
Arabe, Paris, 1989.; Gallery Moshe Tabibnia, Milan, 14 October – 11 November 2006.
Tecnical data: Warp: wool, ivory Z2S; Weft: wool, Z, red, 2 shoots, marked alternate warp displacement; 
Pile: wool, Z2; Knot: Persian open left, V=47.5, H=52 2470/sq dm; Sides: 4 warp cords, each a pair of warp 
threads, weft returns round outermost cord, wrapped flat, figure of 8 fashion with Z2s red wool, occasionally 
extend into pile; Ends: 3 cm re-weave both ends.
Result of Carbon 14 measurement: ETH-32002 345±40BP; 68.2% probability: 1480AD (24.4%) 1640 AD; 
95.4% probabilità; 1460AD (95.4%) 1640AD.
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In Fin de silencio, the rescuing of the forms is, first and foremost, the 
rescuing of the word. The unmasking of the image is only the first step 
towards the recovery of the imaginary. 
By sweeping away the sand, the norms have been shifted. With the 
shaking out of the carpet, the previously inaudible whispers of another 
time and another life have begun to be heard. Secrets that were not 
under the carpet but rather drawn within it (and over the top of it; a 
surface of silica subjected to an excavation, to an archaeological dig). 
The carpets in Fin de silencio appear to have been worked upon by 
the vacuum cleaners of Mr Wormold (the same ones which held 
the world of the Cold War period in check in Our Man in Havana). 

These tenuous truths are as tightly bound to these tapestries —just as 
Graham Greene’s fake spy was bound to Havana—“as though to the 
scene of a disaster”.
(...)
By bringing them to the surface, Carlos Garaicoa offers us a solution 
to the problem of a contemporary dilemma, adaptable to any place or 
circumstance. It is difficult to resist the temptation to live below the 
shapeless sands of standardization, but we can hold on to our own words 
in order to resist, with some dignity, the tendency towards indifference 
which so governs these times we live in. 

Iván de la Nuez

fIN de SILeNCIO
2009, an installation of 5 tapestries and 2 video projections, variable 
dimensions; wool, silk and gold thread.
Woven by flanders Tapestries from files prepared by factum Arte, 
in an edition of 3. Lent by the Artist and Galeria Continua.
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 Sandouk El Dounia is a morality tale set in an archetypal modern 
city, a chaotic urban space, a maze. aspects of Cairo, new York, london 
or Beirut are turned inside out, all services and no facades, a theatre 
full of narrative potential. The stories that intertwine within this space 
have no apparent coherence - no beginning, middle or end. They follow 
their own inherent logic like a three dimensional game of snakes and 
ladders, at times connecting on parallel paths, at times flying off on their 
own trajectory. Their one common link is that they all spiral unpredictably 
around the central unifying force of Teta, enigmatic, humorous and 
larger than life. Papa, mama, grandma are our first words and they 
vary little from one culture to another, but in arabic, grandmothers are 
Tetas and this Teta is the center of lara Baladi´s world, both in fact and 
fiction – a slice of the real world that has magically morphed into the 
embodiment of the mischievous, destructive kali, the puppeteer pulling 
all of the strings. While the other characters run around in search of 
themselves (and an author) Teta belongs to a different generation, 
existing on a different plane, poking out her tongue at her audience as if 
to say: lighten up, life’s not that bad despite all the shit it throws at you. 
Kolo bi adi, everything passes ... like kali, whatever destructive forces 
she has are only there to clean the ground and ultimately to allow a new 
fertile world to be reborn. The stories that are enacted around her are 
contextualised by her presence, but also serve as a cathartic force in the 
game of life.
 The female characters live their own lives, but are in reality multiple 
facets of the same woman as she evolves within the kaleidoscopic 
landscape of Sandouk El Dounia, gradually transforming from the 
innocence of youth into the wisdom of age. Within this world, a subjective 
re-interpretation of the seven ages of woman, the curious mix of manga 
characters and fairy tale archetypes are overseen by two mutated 
personifications of Charlie’s angels and Superman who have somehow 
slipped from the big screen into this photographic mélange.
 Dolly is the sacrificial lamb, the original doll, connected by name 
to the first cloned sheep. She appears like manna from the heavens in 
a satellite dish, a modern day chalice cum technological mediator, the 
only visual manifestation of our intangible communion with the heavens. 
This innocent presence finds herself in a completely unfamiliar world in 
which Mario, the masked presence, pursues her. Mario, the male force, 
is a caricatured macho but simultaneously gender unspecific. He never 
removes the kendo mask that conceals his features, leaving open the 
possibility that he is the male personification of a female presence. in 
the chase, Dolly looses her innocence, soiled by his unwanted attentions. 
She escapes but ends alone trapped in her beauty - a beauty that has 
reduced her to an obscure object of desire. imprisoned in her human 
form, but in fact reduced to a plastic doll in her shop-soiled celluloid 
wrapping, she encounters Alixia. 
 Alixia, the alter ego of Caroll’s alice seen through a broken glass, 
is the second incarnation. Her clothes are covered with dismembered 
fragments of discarded plastic dolls resembling strands of dna. Alixia 
is the eternally unsatisfied girl, a shopaholic in pursuit of her true self, 
finding only superficial layers of camouflage that conceal more than 
they reveal, both to herself and others. Throughout Sandouk El Dounia 
she constantly projects herself onto animate and inanimate objects alike. 
When she finds Dolly she thinks she has found her holy grail. Free from 
her wrapping, Dolly has her own agenda and returns to the urban chaos 
mourning her lost arcadian paradise. Alixia, forced back into herself, 
realises she is only the sum of her fragmented parts. 

 The pretty in pink Bambarella has many of the qualities of the 60´s 
futuristic comic strip heroine Barbarella, but is very much a product of the 
90´s, dressed in a fluorescent outfit inspired by cutie manga characters, 
complete with big eyes and pony tails. She exudes confidence and a 
limited sense of rebelliousness, as she bounces ineffectively up and 
down staircases like Bambi on speed. occasionally she fights Zobirak. 
 in Bambarella´s teenage idealism Zobirak sees many of her own 
dreams, dreams that were not entirely lost as she grew into the vulgar 
character she is (zob is the arabic slang for penis while the second half 
of her name links her to the Japanese transformer Goldorak). Zobirak is 
a true dyed blond, the type of housewife who fills her social obligations, 
throws Tupperware parties, and catalogue shops for sex toys. This 
carnivalesque house robot wears her colours on the outside, clad in a 
curious mix of cheap Egyptian kitchen utensils but sporting on her back 
the face of an inflatable doll – fantasy and frustration in equal measure 
characterize her pent up energy awaiting transformation. She gazes into 
the middle distance as she sprays bullets from her machine gun with no 
rhyme or reason. underneath the facade her youthful heart craves love.
 in the development from innocence to wisdom, Sirena comes 
before Zobirak. Sirena, the mermaid, is the anima mundi, the soul of the 
earth - as important as Teta yet in many ways invisible, a disembodied 
force of feminine good that balances the world. Throughout this 
nightmarish narrative she carries the light, radiating compassion for all 
the characters fighting their private battles. like a fish out of water in 
this urban environment, she is surprised by the chaotic and fragmented 
world she finds herself in. She is ariel, The Little Mermaid, transformed 
into a manga heroine dressed in louis the fourteenth style.
 Maria, yes there has to be a Maria, is a tall feline woman heading 
towards wisdom yet still caught up in romantic nostalgia. She glides 
through the shadows of past histories, a collective unconscious veneered 
with personal experience, as she waits to metamorphose into her pure 
and radiant form. The baroque architecture she is confined within has 
seen better days. its abandoned rooms and dusty memories envelop 
her, isolating her from the external world while enhancing her romantic 
longings. Her quest is a lonely one. She is done with fighting. She yearns 
for acceptance and understanding. Her melancholic environment only 
affords glimpses of a better world through partially obscured windows. 
 overseeing this drama of female self-awareness are Afrita and 
Super Aroussa... like two fairy godmothers, these extreme characters 
are oppositional but complementary forces. They are the most obvious 
reference to Egyptian contemporary society in Sandouk El Dounia. 
Afrita, the female devil in arabic, is dressed in the tent cloth used during 
funerals, weddings, and the holy month of Ramadan. if Afrita is the 
potential for extreme evil inherent in all the characters, Super Aroussa 
is their super-ego, the female Superman. unlike her male prototype, 
she is a multi-layered character taking on the mantle of both the doll 
and bride implicit in her name. Her dress sense comes directly from 
the packaging of Egypt’s national beverage, Shai El Aroussa whose 
character trademark encompasses myriad archetypes embedded in 
both popular and high culture ranging from the ankh to the cross, Tanit, 
queen of Carthage to african fertility fetishes. Aroussa’s shape resembles 
a keyhole, the symbolic opening into Sandouk El Dounia, blurring the 
boundary between the mundane and the sacred, the private and public, 
the pharaonic and the contemporary.

 lara Baladi

Sandouk El dounia

The arabic translates as the world in a box, while also referring to the magic lantern, the precursor to the moving image.

laRa Baladi
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