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150 years of Liberty

 

I have to admit, Oxford Circus is a part of London I usually try to avoid at all costs, but

earlier this month I had a social event to go to nearby - so I took the opportunity to pop

in to Liberty, which is celebrating its 150 year anniversary this year with a couple of

small exhibitions.

 

The first is on the top floor, where display cabinets of archive fabrics and ephemera are

scattered among the retail displays and one side of the floor has been given over to a

walkthrough display of more fabrics, with a timeline. It's definitely more of a visual

display than informative - apart from the timeline and a few basic references in the

display cases, there isn't really much information about the designs or fabrics

themselves. Still, it's a nice experience to get up above the hubbub of the store and the

street, and walk among the fabrics wafting in the breeze coming through the open

windows.

 

Here's a potted version of the timeline:

 

1875: Arthur Lasenby Liberty opens the store on Regent St and it quickly

becomes one of the most fashionable stores in London.



1887: Liberty's iconic peacock feather design, "Hera", is created.

1904: Liberty buys Merton Printworks, where it can then produce its world-

famous block-printed silk scarves and fabrics.

1920: Tana Lawn™ cotton is created.

1924: The current Tudor revival building was opened - it is built from the timbers

of HMS Hindustan and HMS Impregnable.

1950s-1970s: Liberty fabrics continue to be a roaring success, with celebrity and

designer endorsement

1988 - Liberty opens a design studio and offices in Japan

2014 - Liberty Fabrics printing production moves to Italy

2021 - Grade II listed building is restored

2025 - 150th anniversary

The second aspect of the exhibition is on the 1st floor, and is called the Patchwork

Collective. This is a giant patchwork wendy-house on stilts made up of over 1,000

patchwork squares submitted from people around the world, meant to embody "the

creativity, community, values and talent that make Liberty, Liberty". I did think the

choice of how to display this house was rather odd. You're told to visit it from the 1st

floor, but that means getting a serious crick in your neck trying to look up at it - because

the actual house is more level with the 2nd and even 3rd floor. I didn't go to the 2nd

floor to see if you could better see the patches from there, but I didn't think so because



there were retail clothing displays all around the balustrade. Added to which, there is not

much of a gap between the house and the building's pillars or other retail displays

surrounding it, so you can't even step back from it to get a better viewing angle.

 

To be honest, the hundreds of others who submitted a patch that didn't make it into the

house have got a better deal of it in my opinion - because those have been made up into

4 huge swatch books displayed in a seating area under the house, which you can flip

through and admire up close with ease.



Some of my favourite squares from the swatch books are shown above. The creativity in

choice of fabrics and techniques was incredible, and lots of people had added ribbon,

buttons, beads, and other 3D textural decorations.

 

I resisted buying anything, although I was tempted with the coffee table book by Kassia

St Clair exploring the fabric archive - but at £50 for what is essentially a book of pretty

pictures, I decided against. Likewise, I walked away from the fabrics - priority was

given to the current special anniversary fabrics which I believe have been designed in

collaboration with Grayson Perry. They look fun, but not really what I'm sewing with

these days!

 

Interestingly, the exhibition on the 4th floor has taken over the space that used to be the

Rowan store and haberdashery, and although I didn't go looking for it I got the

impression that this has all gone. Perhaps when the exhibition is over, it will return - but

there is some irony in putting so much focus on their textile heritage while minimising

or eliminating all their craft retail space...

 

If you're interested, these exhibitions are running until 25th July.



Knit With Attitude KNITS ON!

Thanks to an incredible anonymous donation of £20,000 last

Saturday, Knit With Attitude has reached the ultimate fundraising

goal enabling them to continue trading in a retail space. I'm so,

so happy for May and for our community! You can follow

Maya's updates here.
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