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MARIAN BANTJES

T H E R AT I o N A L
O RNA M E N TA LIST
By J. Lynn Fraser . The French philosopher Michel
Foucault used the concept of an “episteme” to
describe how a society understands institutions,
culture, science, and even knowledge itself.
He believed that societies create a view of how
the world works that is taken for granted,
one that seems self-evidently true. Today we
see our society as a series of interconnected,
multilayered systems in which individuals,
societies, and countries are linked and affect one
another. This is our episteme for understanding
how our world works.
In popular culture this concept is seen in
various forms, such as in the board game “Six
Degrees of Kevin Bacon” in which Kevin Bacon’s
interconnectedness with various Hollywood
actors can be made. Malcolm Gladwell in his
book The Tipping Point (2002) introduced the
concept of the “Connector.” A Connector is a
person who knows many types of people from
various areas in society and is able to facilitate
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new connections between various individuals
to create new networks. Albert-László Barabási,
author and scientist, wrote in his book Linked: The
New Science of Networks (2002), “The construction
and structure of graphs or networks is the key to
understanding the complex world around us.”
Similarly to Gladwell, Barabási believes that
social links, that is encounters between
individuals, create “a web of acquaintances” that
enable “hidden doors, allowing new possibilities
to emerge.”
There are artists whose work reflects the
zeitgeist of the society they create in. Marian
Bantjes, who lives on Bowen Island on Canada’s
west coast, is one of those artists. Her design
work is often characterized by ornately complex
interconnected lines, grids, graphs, and vector
curves that echo the system/grid/link episteme of
the contemporary era.
Bantjes’ oeuvre includes designing witty
marketing materials for Saks Fifth Avenue,

opposite
The cover of I Wonder
by Marion Bantjes
above
Pages from I Wonder
by Marion Bantjes
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The Restoration
and Conservation of
Japanese Calligraphy

opposite:
The Lotus Sutra
Heian Period
(794 to 1185 ad)
The Sutra was written
on multi-colored and
highly decorated paper
typical of the period.
The colored paper and
the decorative silver foil,
which had oxidized, were
restored. The state of the
work before restoration
is shown on top, after
restoration at bottom.
(Note that a different
section of the scroll
is shown in the afterrestoration picture.)
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By Christine Flint Sato . Japanese calligraphy
has traditionally been written on paper or
silk and mounted in a variety of formats such
as hanging scrolls, horizontal scrolls, fans,
albums and screens. Given the relatively fragile
nature of the materials, changing lifestyles and
patron demand, a calligraphy piece regularly
needs remounting and can also metamorphose
through different formats throughout its life, for
example, from fan to hanging scroll to album.
Japanese mounters are the hidden masters who
make this possible, and some are specialists in
restoring artwork to present it as attractively
as possible in its new forms. They have a high
reputation for their methods, knowledge and
skill which is embodied in the lore of their
studios and which is secretly passed from
generation to generation of mounters.
In recent years however, doubts have been
raised about only using the traditional approach
in restoring artwork, as it conflicts with modern
ideas of conservation. Restoring old scrolls
with new materials can physically damage the
original and can be aesthetically and culturally
inauthentic. Conservationists of Japanese
national treasures, in line with international
modern conservation methods, now restore
artwork as noninvasively as possible, reusing the

original material where possible, and respecting
the significance of the artwork as a cultural
artifact of a particular time and place. In these
studios traditional methods and the body of
skills and learning which has been built up
over centuries are combined with the modern
approach. Outside these conservation studios,
traditional methods dominate, as mounters are
more at the mercy of their clients’ demands to
restore artwork and make it new.
a long tradition
The role of the mounter has been intrinsic to the
development of the art of calligraphy. Essentially
he is the bridge between the artist and the
viewing public. As calligraphy is written on thin
Asian papers, it cannot be displayed without,
at the very least, some form of backing. It is no
exaggeration to say that without the work of
the mounter, the art of East Asian calligraphy
would have been a far lesser art form. The
hanging scroll is a carefully fabricated structure
of different papers, silk and brocade. The fabric,
colors and patterns are chosen with the function
of the scroll and setting in mind. Traditionally
displayed in the Japanese tatami-style room in
the tokonoma, the alcove set aside for artwork,
the scroll is designed to be viewed in this
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A
CONVERSATION
WITH
BARBARA WOLFF
By Holly Cohen . Rich layers of platinum, gold
and silver illuminations shimmer alongside
painstaking details of the natural world in
miniatures created by artist Barbara Wolff.
Barbara was asked to recreate pages of the
fourteenth century Prato Haggadah for the
Jewish Theological Seminary in New York
and a page of the fifteenth century Rothschild
Miscellany for the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.
Both projects included the filming of Barbara
working on manuscript pages to show how an
illuminator would have worked centuries ago.
Yet gilding and working on vellum are relatively
recent skills in her long artistic career.
Barbara has illustrated books for the TimeLife Nature Library and the Golden Nature Guides
as well as other publishers, and her numerous
clients include The New York Botanical Gardens
and Hoffmann-LaRoche. She has exhibited at The
NY Horticultural Society and Yeshiva University
Museum, amongst others. She recently completed a series of ten illuminations based on the
104th Psalm.
On a late fall morning Barbara welcomed me
into her studio and home in an old stately prewar building on New York City’s Upper West Side.
Inside the apartment where she lives with her
husband Rudi, himself an artist, hallways covered
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with artwork lead to high-ceilinged rooms with
book-lined walls, studios, and even a music room
which on the day of my visit was set up for a cello
recital to be given by her son. We began talking in
the dining room.

opposite
Psalm 104, Panel 1
Who Stretches out the
Universe (104:1)

Where did you study art? Can you tell me about
your background?
Basically I’m self-taught. I studied at Hunter
College. But art was a minor, it wasn’t my major.
I had some good drawing classes and some
wonderful sculpture classes, and there was a
marvelous printmaker named Gabor Peterdi with
the same turn of mind, so I did a lot of etching. I
loved sculpture, but I knew I was never going to
be a sculptor.
But this is very close to it. Working with gesso,
which is primarily plaster and glue, feels very
much like sculpture. I can work into it, I can
carve it, I can even push it around before it sets
completely, so it feels like clay to me and is very
attractive to use. I know that many people don’t
like to use gesso because it’s quirky stuff. It never
quite does the same thing twice.
But as you will discover, I love the process.
It’s so unpredictable. And I think that is the
excitement, not knowing exactly where you are a
lot of the time and having to improvise often.
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