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Wedding robe uchi-kake, Japan, 1980's (BMAG 1991 M 30). Man-made fibres, embroidered with coloured silks and 

gilt thread; see Connecting Threads, p. 23. 
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EDITORIAL  

We are not alone in the Universe! We have made contact with like-minded groups 
"out there". One, in France, has not yet responded to our signal, but the replies from Hong 
Kong and Saudi Arabia are most encouraging. 

A group of Saudi ladies was so inspired by a sight of our newsletter that they have just 
launched their own textile group, Mansoojat. Their aim is to promote awareness of textiles 
and costumes from the Arabian Peninsula in particular as well as of the Middle East more 
widely. The group hopes to publish two newsletters per year and can be contacted by e-
mail: mansoojat@hotmail.com. They are eager to welcome members from abroad and invite 
comments, contributions and suggestions; so those of you who are particularly interested in 
this area, here's your chance. 

The Textile Society of Hong Kong was founded in 1993 (two years earlier than us) by 
Diana Collins, who is still its President. Its aims are "to explore the multiple facets of both 
traditional and contemporary textiles". They have a very full programme of activities, 
including tours to Laos and Shanghai, and a lively newsletter which has hitherto been 
appearing six times a year. This has rendered the Editor so breathless trying to keep up 
with it that she has persuaded the committee to let her reduce it to four times a year in 
future. I have copies of the three numbers that have so far appeared this year and members are 
welcome to borrow them. They have also produced a very useful guide to Asian textile 
collections - which gives me ideas. 

Closer to home, we have been having conversations with the Costume Society, with the 
result that their annual symposium will be-held at the Ashmolean next year - 6-8 July. The 
theme of the symposium is In the Shadow of Scheherazade: the Influence of 
Orientalism and Exoticism in Western Dress, and key speakers include Verity Wilson of the 
Far Eastern Department at the V.& A. and our own Ruth Barnes. Subject areas will be Eastern 
Influences in Western Dress, Europeans in Eastern Dress, Textile Design for Dress 
Decoration, and Dressing for Performance. Accommodation is being arranged at Wadham 
College, where the Conference dinner will also take place; visits and other social activities 
are also planned. I hope to be able to include a complete programme in the next 
newsletter; meanwhile, anyone interested in receiving further information should write to Judy 
Tregidden, 25 Church Crescent, Finchley, London, N3 1BE. 
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PROGRAMME  

Wednesday 21 June 

at 5.45 p.m.  

Pitt Rivers Research Centre, 64 Banbury Road, Oxford 

THE ANCESTORS' CLOTH: NEW 

TEXTILES IN EASTERN INDONESIA  

 

Ruth Barnes 

Ashmolean 

Museum 

Members free      Visitors welcome, £2.00 

***  

Monday 3 July 

at the Victoria & Albert Museum  

 

Rosemary Lee has kindly extended an invitation to OATG members 

to take up any unbooked places for Valery Garrett's talk to the Royal Asiatic Society 

on the collection of Chinese textiles which she recently gave to the V & A. 

Please contact Rosemary Lee direct, after 20 June, on tel. 01491 873 276 or e-

mail rosemary.lee@talk21.com 

***  

Future event - please note in your diary 

Wednesday 18 October at 5:45 p.m.: AGM  

Pitt Rivers Research Centre, 64 Banbury Road, Oxford 

and 

at 7:00 p.m.: Anne Morrell 

will talk about her work at 

The Calico Museum of Textiles (Ahmedabad, India) 

Further information from Ann Guild, Programme Secretary, The Old School, Ducklington, 
Witney, Oxfordshire OX8 7UR, Tel. 01993 899033 or e-mail macguild@btinternet.com  
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MIDDLE EASTERN TEXTILES AND DRESS IN THE 

NATIONAL MUSEUMS OF SCOTLAND  

Within the National Museums of Scotland, the Royal Museum of Scotland presents 
international collections to both a general and a specialist public. The Museum, which 
began life in 1854, is one of the many museums founded in Britain during the 19th century to 
continue the enthusiastic response to the Great Exhibition of 1851, held at the Crystal Palace, 
and is one of the finest Victorian public buildings in Britain, dominated by the Great Hall, 
a superb example of the use of the techniques of cast iron and plate glass to create a spacious 
vaulted interior. 

The Museum's treasures include several thousand objects from the Middle East 
illustrating the arts of ceramics and glass, metalwork, arms and armour, painting and 
lacquer, textiles, dress and jewellery, from the ninth to the twentieth centuries. These 
collections began modestly in 1858 with the acquisition of some dress and jewellery from 
Egypt and developed rapidly during the Directorship of Major General Sir Robert 
Murdoch Smith, KCMG (1885-1900), who came to the Museum after an active career as 
Director of the Persian Telegraph Service (1865-88) and as a pioneer scholar of Persian art. 
Through his expert knowledge and contacts the Museum acquired a fine collection of 
Persian art, notably of the 17th to 19th centuries. Since his day the geographical range has 

extended to Arabia, Egypt, North Africa, Syria, Turkey and Central Asia through a 
continuous policy of acquisition by donation, bequest and purchase. 

The textile and dress collections, while naturally strong in material from Persia, also 
include significant holdings from Turkey. Together they illustrate the long and brilliant 
achievement in technique and design of these two neighbouring cultures. Persian textiles 
admirably combine function and decoration. In a style of living in which free-standing 
furniture was not customary, textiles played an important role as soft furnishings. Floors 
would be covered with soft carpets in both knotted pile and flat-weave techniques, while a 
range of quilts, covers, hangings and cushions converted a room for dining, entertainment of 
guests and sleeping. There was ample scope for the full employment of diverse 
techniques of weaving, printing and embroidery. Fine textiles were also used in Persian 
dress and accessories. 

The Museum's Persian collections feature carpets, woven silks, block-printed cottons 
and varied examples of embroidery. Most of the carpets are of 19th and early 20th century 
date and are woven in both wool and silk knotted pile with intricate and graceful foliage 
designs associated with the major production centres of Kashan, Kerman and Isfahan. 
Silks dating from the 17th to 19th centuries illustrate the principal techniques of weaving and 
decoration. Here samples of fabric and women's coats of the 17th and 18th centuries show 
complex and sophisticated weaves where delicate flower motifs - carnation, rose and iris - 
are set against backgrounds of either plain silk or silk bonded with silver and gold threads. A 
woman's jacket and trousers of 19th century date demonstrates both the cut and construction 
of luxurious dress and also the continuity of textile design of floral motifs against a gold 
ground. 
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Woman's jacket, white cotton block printed with a design of red and blue stylized foliate motifs. 

Iran (Persia) late 19th Century (Royal Museum of Scotland 1976.376) 

 

One of the most versatile and enduring Persian textile crafts is that of wood-block 

printing on cotton associated with the cities of Isfahan and Yazd. Here the Museum has a 

good collection, especially of late 19th century pieces which Murdoch Smith acquired 

through the staff of the Isfahan Telegraph Office. Lengths of finely woven white or cream 

coloured cotton calico were printed with designs in black, red, blue and yellow; 

sometimes gold was added as a luxurious touch. Pear-wood blocks, each carved with 

different motifs were used to build up designs. Patterns include bands of repeating motifs, 

flowers such as roses and carnations, animals and birds - peacock, lions and tigers. Apart 

from their obvious use for tablecloths, covers and hangings, block printed textiles were 

made into garments such as women's jackets with tight waists and long pointed sleeves 

(see illustration above). 

  


