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Kettle’s Yard is pleased to announce ‘Artist Unknown: Art 
and Artefacts from the University of Cambridge 
Museums and Collections’. This groundbreaking 
exhibition will unite objects dating from antiquity to the 
20th century, originating from five continents, all of 
which have been catalogued as ‘artist unknown’. 
Combining paintings, drawings and ceramics with wood 
carvings, scientific instruments, taxidermy and 
scrimshaw, the exhibition will invite the visitor to 
interrogate accepted definitions of what art is and who 
should be considered an artist. In particular, it will seek 
to understand why makers have gone unrecorded or 
misattributed, as well as questioning the emphasis 
traditionally placed on authorship and authenticity when 
engaging with art. The display will feature over thirty 
objects loaned from thirteen museums and collections in 
the University of Cambridge, including the Fitzwilliam 
Museum, Scott Polar Research Institute, Whipple 
Museum of the History of Science and the Museum of 
Archaeology and Anthropology, alongside objects from 
Kettle’s Yard’s own collection.

From as early as Ancient Rome, the Western artistic 
canon has been anchored to the cult of the artist, with 
names being inextricably tied to the value and aura 
attached to works of art. In contrast, prominent 
ethnographic and colonial collections have routinely 
treated their objects as representations of culture, rather 
than works by individual artists. By removing the typical 
focus on the career and motivations of the artist, works 
in the exhibition will be repositioned to foreground their 
artistry. One such example will be a Nigerian thumb 
piano with a finely carved and painted sculptural 
superstructure featuring a human face and two animal 
heads with gazelle-like horns. Collected by a British 
anthropologist at the turn of the 20th century, this object 
is now considered a unique masterpiece, yet the identity 
of its maker was never recorded. 
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A similar example will be a piece of Fijian barkcloth 
(tapa), painted with a dynamic geometric design.
Typically produced by groups of women in Pacific Island 
communities, barkcloths were often collected as 
anthropological artefacts or ethnographic curiosities. In 
the context of a gallery space, visitors will be invited to 
consider the creativity and skill of these objects,and their 
singularity of artistic vision.

The exhibition will also explore works associated with 
colonial and tourist trades. A selection of finely detailed 
and boldly coloured 19th–century Indian mica paintings 
will be on display, each depicting a figure in different  
modes of traditional dress from Tiruchirappalli in 
Southern India. These paintings, produced as part of a 
growing tourist trade, were commonly sold to employees 
of the East India Company as souvenirs in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries. Their unusual merging of the 
Indian miniature style with European pictorial 
conventions, as well as their exoticised and stereotyped 
portrayal of Indian society, reflects the way the artists 
were obliged to depict the world through the eyes of 
their colonisers. The exhibition will reconsider these 
delicate works, originally viewed as exotic novelties, as 
fine art objects, reflecting their increased contemporary 
recognition in India as important representations of 
cultural heritage. The exhibition will also include a pair 
of Inuit green serpentine carvings. Inuit artists were 
encouraged to produce and sell carvings from the 1960s 
onwards, as part of their (sometimes forced) settlement 
by Canadian authorities. The anonymity of these carvings 
is in fact unusual, since Inuit artists were required to sign 
their work in order to sell as part of a government run 
initiative to support the Inuit craft trade.

Carved and painted wooden head, Southern Nigeria, 
Height 38 cm. Collected by Northcote W. Thomas, 
1910, Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,  
Z 25889
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A prominent theme of the exhibition will be the 
relationship between art and science. Scientific diagrams, 
instruments and educational tools all required skilled 
makers, figures who often remained anonymous. Some of 
these objects demonstrate an artistic virtuosity that went 
above and beyond what was required for pedagogic 
function. The display will include a series of colourful, 
finely painted botanical wallcharts by an unknown artist 
that have confounded attribution and display an artistic 
flair that departs from the agreed formulaic conventions 
of botanical diagrams. Elsewhere, the lively character 
instilled into a putty-nosed monkey specimen will 
exemplify the skill and artistic license employed by the 
nameless taxidermist, an idea that has been taken up by a 
number of contemporary artists exploring the creative 
potential of taxidermy. 

The exhibition will also include a selection of forged and 
copied objects that call into question the importance 
placed on authorship and the aura of authenticity. A 
group of three scientific instruments, comprising a gilt 
copper astrolabe, silver terrestrial globe and silver pillar 
sundial, all purchased as ‘genuine’ objects by R.S. 
Whipple as part of the founding donation to the 
eponymous museum, will represent the exquisite 
craftsmanship of the anonymous forgers. Bearing the 
‘signatures’ of renowned 16th-century craftsmen 
Johannes Bos, Paulus de Furlanis and Christopher 
Schissler, and only exposed through scientific analysis, 
these objects were produced in order to take financial 
advantage of a growing antiques market in the early 20th 
century.  These will be joined by a 19th-century plaster 
cast copy of an Ancient Greek marble Head of Apollo, 
produced to educate viewers about classical sculpture. 
Though not originally conceived as works of art in their 
own right, plaster casts and their makers are now being 
recognised for the important and unique place they 
occupy within the history of art.

Also included in the exhibition will be objects categorised 
as ‘craft’ or ‘folk art’, genres typically marginalised in art 
historical narratives due to their reputation as feminine 
or working-class pursuits. An example of this will be an 
18th–century German sampler, one of three from the 
Fitzwilliam Museum’s renowned sampler collection. An 
elaborate design of silk embroidery on linen, it depicts a 
wreath, flowers and small figures, as well as two pairs of 
initials and the date 1727. Historically, samplers formed 
a vital part of women’s education in northern Europe, 
acting almost as stitched CVs in highly personal displays 
of skill with motifs reflecting the maker’s religious beliefs 
or political allegiances. 

The inclusion of a finely carved piece of scrimshaw will 
scrutinise the notion of ‘folk art’. Long considered a 
maritime folk art, scrimshaw was a popular pursuit 
amongst Anglo-American sailors and whalers from the 
late 17th century up to the 19th century. This intricately 
engraved sperm whale’s tooth depicts British naval ships, 
complete with detailed rigging and plumes of smoke, 
finished with a border of Greek fretting.

PD.114-1948. Kangra School, Krishna and Radha walking by the 
Jumna by moonlight after having exchanged clothes, bodycolour 
including white, pen and ink with gold, drawn within decorative 
border, on paper, height 177 mm, width 124 mm, circa 1820.  
© The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.

Astrolabe, Gilt Copper, Purportedly by Johannes Bos of Rome, dated 
1597, but now identified as a modern fake, 100mm diameter, Whipple 
Museum of the History of Science, University of Cambridge 

PD.46-2006. French School, Portrait of a Woman, Oil on canvas, 
58.4 cm x 54 cm, 1850 to 1880, © The Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Cambridge
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Notes to Editors

Concurrent with ‘Artist Unknown’, Kettle’s Yard will present 
the exhibition ‘Jennifer Lee: the potter’s space’, also running 9 
July – 22 September 2019. 

For all PRESS enquiries please contact Rees & Co:  
Rosanna Hawkins | rosanna@reesandco.com |  
+44 (0)20 3137 8776 

About the exhibition 

‘Artist Unknown’ includes objects from:

Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology
Cambridge University Botanic Garden
Christ’s College
Museum of Classical Archaeology
The Fitzwilliam Museum
Cambridge University Herbarium
Kettle’s Yard
Queens’ College
The Polar Museum
Sedgwick Museum of Earth Sciences
Whipple Museum of the History of Science
Cambridge University Library
Museum of Zoology 

About Jennifer Lee: the potter’s space 

‘Jennifer Lee: the potter’s space’ is the first solo exhibition of 
the ceramicist’s work in a UK public gallery since 1994. The 
exhibition will show 40 works spanning the artist’s entire 
career and will also include a number of new works which 
have not been exhibited before. Jennifer Lee has achieved 
international acclaim in her 40-year career, collaborating with 
Issey Miyake and Tadao Ando in 2009 and winning the 
LOEWE Craft Prize in 2018. Described by Edmund de Waal 
as ‘the embodiment of place, complex and intriguing,’ Lee’s 
pots focus on the interaction between materials and elements, 
powerfully evoking experiences of time, place and process in a 
way that feels at once ancient and contemporary. This 
exhibition at Kettle’s Yard will present periods of reflection 
and innovation as distinguishing features of Lee’s practice.

About Kettle’s Yard

Kettle’s Yard is one of Britain’s best galleries - a beautiful and 
unique house with a distinctive modern art collection, and a 
gallery exhibiting modern and contemporary art. Supporting 
this is an established learning and community engagement 
programme, archive, and programme of chamber concerts. In 
February 2018, Kettle’s Yard reopened after a two-year 
development by architect Jamie Fobert. The new Kettle’s Yard 
includes state of the art new exhibition galleries, generous 
education spaces, a café and new welcome areas. Kettle’s 
Yard’s mission is to contribute to society by inspiring and 
engaging audiences through art, learning and research of the 
highest quality. We believe that great art should not be the 
privilege of the few, but for everyone. Our values reflect 
Kettle’s Yard’s creator Jim Ede’s support for artists and belief 
in art’s power to make us look again and change how we act 
in the world.

kettlesyard.co.uk


