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William Morris Gallery, London

Tapestries 
telling stories
Weaving New Worlds
16 June to 23 September
Reviewed by Elizabeth Fullerton
This exhibition demonstrates that the centuries- 
old tradition of communicating gripping tales from 
mythology and history through tapestry is thriving in  
the 21st century. This superb display of tapestries by  
16 women artists from Japan, Norway, New Zealand, 
Canada, Britain and the United States presents a 
contemporary take on this ancient craft through 
experiments in texture, form and content. 

Kanae Tsutsumi’s work Cosmic (2017) cascades  
on to the floor in unruly ripples of oceanic colours, 
complete with fringes and tentacles, suggestive  
of a monstrous galactic organism. Jilly Edwards’  
New World (2017) conjures the view from her Bristol 
studio in a segmented horizon of painterly yellow,  
red, white and black planes, punctuated by the  
spindly outline of a tree. 

Some of the works serve as contemporary histories, 
such as a double portrait of North Korean leader  
Kim Jong-un or a tapestry combining forest fires,  
Syrian warfare and close-ups of pine cones. These 
photorealist works are less effective than those that use 
personal associations as a starting point for invention. 
Portrait of a Father 5 (2016) by Erin M Riley, for example, 
is based on childhood memories of drink-driving  
crashes and features an overturned articulated lorry 
beneath the words ‘You Don’t Deserve My Forgiveness’. 

Also powerful are the pockmarks of fabric across  
one wall marking Mari Meen Halsøy’s attempt to heal 
bullet wounds in a Beirut building. These snapshots  
of traumatic narratives are juxtaposed with works that 
display humour such as Tonje Høydahl Sørli’s cartoon 
wolf, who appears caught in the warp and weft, 
frustrating its bid to pounce on a bird beyond. Innovative, 
exhilarating, this compact show lingers in the mind. 

wmgallery.org.uk
Free to all, 10% off in shop and café  
with National Art Pass

Laing Art Gallery, 
Newcastle

Landscapes 
of the mind
The Enchanted Garden
23 June to 7 October
Reviewed by Skye Sherwin
In capturing the public parks and 
private retreats of a gardening-
mad bourgeoisie, the French 
Impressionists have cast a long, 
leafy shadow over depictions  
of gardens in the 19th century.  
In shifting the focus to artists 
responding to this rising passion 
of the equally green-fingered 
English, what the Laing Gallery 
has come up with in its 
exhibition charting the garden  
in British art from 1850 to 1950  
is fascinating. 

This thematic exhibition,  
as its title suggests, presents  
the garden as a stage for the 
extraordinary. This includes, 
forcefully, allegories of erotic 
fantasy, notably in paintings  
by the Victorian Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood, which push the 
strictures of their age. Alongside 
their more familiar winsome 
damsels, there’s Simeon 
Solomon’s lesbian clinch,  

Right: Helen Allingham, 
Cottage with Figures, 
undated; below: Pat 
Taylor, Diptych, 2015

for instance, or Edward Burne-
Jones’ writhing naked knights, 
ensnared by briars.

It also casts fresh light  
on the era’s most apparently 
docile images, such as Beatrix 
Potter’s rodent rustics or Helen 
Allingham’s kitsch cottage 
scenes. The hugely popular wild 
gardens of yore, which these 
artists indulged, were in fact  
an aspirational myth: extremely 
challenging to maintain, except 
for those wealthy enough to have 
the staff to do so.

Be it the sexual-cum-religious 
ecstasy experienced by Stanley 
Spencer’s The Dustman (1934), in 
a crowded Cookham front plot, 
or Bloomsbury Group member 
Duncan Grant’s all-male bathing 
scene, the gardens here are 
always landscapes of the mind. 
Shown alongside an unusual 
Monet Water-Lilies painting 
(Water-Lilies, Setting Sun, c1907) 
in heightened purples, even the 
works directly influenced by the 
Impressionists feel unreal, with 
their colours and heat turned up 
high. From vegetable plots to 
fairy bowers, this show digs  
deep in rich soil.

laingartgallery.org.uk
£5 with National Art Pass  
(£10 standard)




