
S T E P P I N G  O U T  F R O M  B E H I N D  T H E  T E N S I O N E R

As a  tapes t ry  conserva tor ,  I  on ly  occas iona l l y  have
a chance to  see p ieces  I  have worked on  a f te r  they
leave my s tud io .  I f  I  am fo r tunate  enough to  be
invo lved in  the i r  ins ta l la t ion  or  happen to  l i ve  near
a  museum where  the  tapes t r ies  a re  be ing
exh ib i ted ,  I  may be  ab le  to  see them in  s i tu ,
hang ing  in  a l l  the i r  g lo ry ,  Th is  i s  the  except ion  to
the  ru le ,  however ,  and no th ing  I  had prev ious ly

done pro fess iona l l y  cou ld  have prepared me fo r
Lhe exper ience I  recent ly  had as  gues t  cura tor  a t
the  Te l fa i r  Museum o f  Ar t  in  Savannah,  Georg ia .

The Te l fa i r  Museum contac ted  me ear ly  in  1999 as
a po ten t ia l  cand ida te  to  se lec t ,  research ,  and
present  a  smal l  show o f  tapes t r ies  f rom the
co l lec t ions  o f  the  B lau  Ga l le ry ,  Inc .  and S imona
Blau  & Company,  in  New York  C i ty .  Recogn iz ing  a
un ique pro fess iona l  oppor tun i ty ,  l jumped a t  the
chance to  work  w i th  the  museum,  as  we l l  as  w i th
two genera t ions  o f  the  B lau  fami ly ,  who are
renowned carpet  and tapes t ry  dea le rs .  The
selection of tapestr ies was faci l i tated by the
Vo j tech ,  .Jo lana,  and S imona B lau ,  who brought
ou t  the i r  f  ines t  examples  fo r  me to  cons ider  and
shared decades o f  research  and exper ience.  The i r
generos i ty  was phenomena l .

S tand ing  in  the  ro tunda ga l le ry  a t  the  Te l fa i r
Museum for  the  f i rs t  t ime in  December  1999,  I
was awed by the spectacle of these thirteen works
o f  a r t ,  some o f  wh ich  I  had seen on ly  in
photographs .  I  was  no t  a lone in  the  ga l le ry ,  fo r
the  day  I  a r r i ved  to  p repare  fo r  the  open ing
co inc ided w i th  a  huge event  a t  the  museum,
ca l led  'Tapes t ry  Sunday. '  On a  s tage a t  the  back  o f
the  ro tunda a  cho i r  o f  ch i ld ren  was s ing ing
t rad i t iona l  Jewish  songs ,  and ear l ie r  in  the  day  the
f loor  had been occup ied  by  dancers .  The cha i rs  se t
up  in  the  center  o f  the  room were  f i l l ed  w i th
v is i to rs  ge t t ing  a  sneak  peek  a t  the  exh ib i t  and
soak ing  up  the  ho l iday  a tmosphere .

In  the  nearby  educat ion  ga l le r ies ,  ch i ld ren  and
the i r  paren ts  had ga thered a t  the  promise  o f
weaving demonstrat ions and craft projects. No
fewer than three weavers were on hand with
examples  o f  the i r  a r t .  Ch i ld ren  were  be ing  taught
p la in  weave,  f  i r s t  us ing  s t r ips  o f  paper  and then on
smal l  hand looms w i th  co lo r f  u l  yarn .  The ac t iv i t ies

were  he ld  together  by  the  educat ion  s ta f f ,  who
engaged the  fami l ies ,  p rov ided pa t ien t  ass is tance,
and made every th ing  fun .

On Monday I  re tu rned to  do  some las t -minu te
ins ta l la t ion  work  be fore  the  open ing  lec tu re  I  was
to  g ive  the  fo l low ing  n igh t .  F rom a top  a  15- foo t
ladder  I  watched as  a  c rocod i le  o f  n ine-year -o ld
schoo lch i ld ren  f i led  in to  the  ga l le ry  and sa t
obed ien t ly  a t  the  foo t  o f  one o f  the  o ldes t
tapes t r ies  in  the  exh ib i t ,  a  la te  16 th-century  p iece
enti t led Vertumnus and Pomona. The expressions
on the  faces  o f  these ch i ld ren ,  as  they  were  to ld
tha t  what  they  were  look ing  a t  was  no t  a  pa in t ing
but  had been woven on  an  enormous wooden
loom where  severa l  men sa t  s ide  by  s ide ,  was
pr ice less .  More  so  than a  scu lp tu re  o r  even a
pa in t ing ,  th is  tapes t ry  spoke to  the  ch i ld ren  as
they  unconsc ious ly  touched the i r  own c lo thes  and
contemplated what the f i f teen miles of weft in
th is  tapes t ry  wou ld  look  l i ke  i f  i t  were  a l l
u  n  rave teo .

In  an  age be fore  te lev is ion  and magaz ines ,  the
museum educator  to ld  the  group,  European
tapes t r ies  l i ke  these were  used to  te l l  s to r ies .
When you v is i ted  another  person 's  house and saw
the tapes t r ies  hang ing  on  the  wa l ls ,  you  wou ld
probab ly  know what  the  p ic tu re  was about ,
because everyone learned the  same s to r ies  and
s tud ied  the  same h is to ry .  The s to ry  o f  Ver tumnus
and Pomona is  about  the  goddess  o f  f  lower ing
t rees  and a  god who admi red  her  f  rom a far  bu t
did not know how to profess his love. After
appear ing  be fore  Pomona in  severa l  d isgu ises  w i th
no success ,  he  t rans formed back  to  h imse l f  and
Pomona ins tan t ly  fe l l  in  love ,  "What  i s  the  mora l
o f  th is  s to ry?"  the  educator  asked.  From the
center  o f  the  pack ,  a  hand shot  up  and an  Af r i can-
Amer ican boy  sa id  " l f  you  want  peop le  to  l i ke  you,
you have to  be  yourse l f !  "

Th is  i s  what  tapes t ry  i s  a l l  about  -  the  communi -
ca t ion  o f  idea ls  and ordea ls  and the  jux tapos i t ion

o f  in t imacy  and immens i ty .  Wi th  a  s ing le  sentence,
tha t  smal l  boy  gave me someth ing  I  w i l l  remember
fn r  thc  ros i  n f  mr r  ra ropr
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