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NICHOLAS LE NORMAND’S FEATHERWORK

As someone who has researched extensively the collections of Augustus the Strong,
Dresden, and Meissen porcelain, Maureen Cassidy-Geiger approached the subject of the
king’s feather bed hangings through her interest in the Japanisches Palais, in an article she
published in Furniture History in 1998. I approach the hangings from a different angle,
through my interest in early eighteenth-century toyshops in London and Bath — those
precursors of today’s department stores that sold trinkets such as gold boxes, watches,
seals, and much, much more.

Bath. Sept 11, 1732
There is likewise here the ingenious Mr Le Normond, Maker of the admired Bed of Feathers,
shew’d several Years since to their present Majesties, and afterwards sold to the King of Poland.
He exposes now to View, at Mr Bertrand’s Toyshop, a Suit of Hangings and some Pictures, all done
in Feathers, and which so surprisingly imitate Nature that they give general Satisfaction to all
Connoisseurs and Lovers of Art.1

Two extraordinary feather panels signed by Le Normand have recently come to light (figs
1 and 2). They are in remarkable condition and admirably demonstrate Le Normand’s
mastery of this unusual art form. One of these panels, depicting a monogram surrounded
by a colourful garland of flowers is currently on display at The Harley Gallery in Notting -
hamshire (Edward Harley: The Great Collector is at The Harley Gallery, Welbeck, until
May 2014).2

1 London Evening Post, 12 September 1732, issue 747, and others.
2 The monogram is identified as that of Henrietta, Dowager Countess of Oxford in an MS annotation in the

Catalogue of the Ornamental Furniture, Works of Art and Porcelain at Welbeck Abbey, privately printed 1897, by
Richard Goulding, Librarian 1902–1929, referring to it in an Catalogue of Pictures at Welbeck, 1747 by George
Vertue (which exists as a copy of 1831).
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Fig. 1  Featherwork panel, signed Le Normand, c. 1720–35, centred by a monogram. 
508 mm high × 406 mm wide (Private Collection)
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The featherwork sold to Augustus the Strong is illustrated both in Maureen Cassidy-
Geiger’s article and in the German-language book sold at Schloss Moritzburg, to where the
hangings were moved in 1830.3 (figs 3 and 4) The records of the sale to Saxony and the
display of the hangings in the Japanisches Palais, are described by Cassidy-Geiger, who
worked with sources at Dresden. She did not write of the Bath connection or of advertise -
ments in the London press nor, understandably, did she pursue the possible influence of
these hangings on Elizabeth Montagu (1718–1800). After many years of restoration work
(which included washing, then drying every feather with a hairdryer) the suite is on view
once again at Moritzburg, the hunting lodge of the Wettin family just outside Dresden. It is
an extraordinary creation.4

3

Fig. 2  Featherwork panel of tulips, signed Le Normand, c. 1720–35. 
260 mm high × 324 mm wide (Private Collection)

3 Maureen Cassidy-Geiger, ‘The Federzimmer from the Japanisches Palais in Dresden’, Furniture History, vol.
XXXIV (1998), pp. 87–111. Ralf Giermann and Jürgen Karpinski, Das Federzimmer im Schloss Moritzburg, Dresden
2003, has a bibliography that includes research by Cornelia Hofmann and Birgit Tradler (1999).

4 The featherwork was removed from display in 1974 and restored 1985–98. The sale of treasure recovered
from Moritzburg that had been buried during the Second World War was at Sotheby’s London, 17 December
1999. It included the magnificent blackamoor’s head, Christoph Jamnitzer, Nuremberg circa 1615, and the
enamelled jewel casket by Johann Melchior Dinglinger, which he presented to Augustus the Strong at
Christmas 1701.
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Le Normand seems first to have exhibited and advertised his bed in Paris, and Cassidy-
Geiger quotes at length the account of the bed given in Le Nouveau Mercure in March 1720.
It supplies useful information: that Le Normand had a workshop in Putney,5 and that his
London agents were Bosquet & Clerembault (of whom more below). The bed was then
erected at Somerset House in London when, according to Bertrand’s advertisement, those
who came to see it included the Prince of Wales (later George II). It was dismantled in
October 1720 and by January 1720/21 was on show at Exeter Exchange. ‘Mr Le Normand
Cany’ published lengthy descriptions in newspapers over the next six months, which in
part replicated the information from Paris. The bed was taken down in July 1721.6

but he being willing that some of his Curious Works should be left in England, gives Notice that
he will sell several fine Pieces of his feather’d Works, as Skreens and Pictures, by publick Sale to
the best Bidder . . . with several fine Prints and French Plate, and he now leaving England will sell
all …

4

Fig. 3  The Federzimmer, Nicholas le Normand, c. 1708–20 (Staatliche Schlösser, Burgen und Gärten
Sachsen gGmbH, Schloss Moritzburg und Fasanenschlösschen. Photographer: Jürgen Karpinski, Dresden)

5 I am grateful to Wandsworth Heritage Service for checking archives on my behalf. A search of Putney Parish
Register 1620–1734 and Putney Parish Rate Book for 1736 (the earliest available) found no listing for Le
Normand or Levet.

6 Daily Courant, 7 July 1721, issue 6150.
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Fig. 4  The Federzimmer (detail), Nicholas le Normand, c. 1708–20 (Staatliche Schlösser, Burgen und Gärten
Sachsen gGmbH, Schloss Moritzburg und Fasanenschlösschen. Photographer: Jürgen Karpinski, Dresden)
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The bed is listed in the 1723 inventory of the Japanisches Palais in Dresden, which details
the name ‘Sieur Normann’. Its subsequent history is related by Cassidy-Geiger.

Le Normand was described as a ‘natif de Rouen’ and, writing before the Internet became
such an important source of archival information, Cassidy-Geiger suggested that the name
Cany, which was added to his name in press notices, might have been a mis-rendering of
Quesnel (see below). It is worth noting, however, that Chateau de Cany, built in the 1640s
by François Mansart, is today lived in by M. and Mme Thierry Normand. Cany-Barville lies
just inland between Dieppe and Le Havre and north of Rouen.7

How long le Normand spent abroad, perhaps partly overseeing the installation of the
bed in Dresden, is not known. He re-appears in 1732 in Bath and in the intervening years
must have been working on the new set of hangings and feather pictures mentioned in
Bertrand’s advertisement. His choice of venue for the display of his work is interesting.
Paul Bertrand and his second wife Mary had a toyshop in Terrace Walk, Bath. She was the
daughter and sister of owners of the most renowned toyshops in London. Her father was
John Deards, whose shop in Fleet Street was continued by her brother William in the Strand
and then Piccadilly, where it was run by the third generation of the family until the 1780s.
Her sister Elizabeth married Paul Daniel Chenevix; their shop in Charing Cross was the
most fashionable of all, patronised and written about by the cream of the aristocracy. The
ability to display such large items as the featherwork hangings raises questions about the
internal arrangement of Bertrand’s shop. He had a wide-ranging stock, and the shop’s
central location in Bath, near to both assembly rooms, meant that most visitors would have
passed it several times a day. As Bertrand operated also as a banker, the footfall through
the shop would have been considerable.8 For how long, one wonders, did Bertrand’s shop
contain at least some of the featherwork described in the advertisement?

Le Normand died towards the end of 1736,9 and he received a long notice in the Daily
Post:10

2 December 1736. Last Week died at Windsor, in the 67th Year of his Age, Mr Le Normand, Native
of Rouen in Normandy: He render’d himself famous in England about the Year 1720, when he
compleated his twelve Years Labour, that wonderful Bed of State, beautifully described at large in
the Freethinker, No. 262, Sept 23 1720.

This consummate Piece of Art, undervalued in our own Nation, afterwards became the Purchase
and Pride of that true Judge of Merit, the late King of Poland. The Excellence of the said Work, as
well as of his other Pieces, consists chiefly in the Draughts of Flowers, Fruits, Animals &c (copy’d
from Originals of Baptista and other most eminent Painters, as well as from Nature) wrought in
Feathers of suitable Colours, so exquisitely interwoven, as to exhbit the most natural and lively
Representations of Things imaginable. Tis hard to say, whether greater Genius, or Diligence, was
requisite to the Accomplishment of each Design; but one may venture to say, that this Gentleman
is the only one yet known, to whom an Art of so great Difficulty owed at once its Invention, all its
Productions, and its Perfection. To enhance the Difficulty of the Work, it required no less than
twenty Years to collect from all Parts of the Globe at a considerable Expence, all the necessary
Materials for it.

His sedentary State of Life occasion’d an obstinate Jaundice, which Malady producing
reciprocally an Aversion to Motion, and even to Life itself, made him, till he became helpless,
decline seeking Help from Medicine.

6

7 www.chateaux-france.com/cany. M.C-G points out that Normand was a common surname in that region of
France.

8 The building survives but was altered in the early nineteenth century.
9 He left a daughter, Mary Elizabeth, who married Thomas Kerr at St James’s Piccadilly on 5 February 1738;

she was then living in Marylebone.
10 Daily Post, 2 December 1736, issue 5374.
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By his Love of Solitude he seem’d to make these incomparable Performances rather the
Amusement than the Business of his Life; so that there are not many of them remaining undispos’d
of.

With all the Virtues of a private Life his Courteousness was such, that at his Leisure Hours he
was ready to oblige any curious Strangers with a View of his Works, and as he never fail’d of their
Applause, so he receiv’d it without discovering the least Degree of that Vanity and Ostention,
which detracts so much from the Merit of most Inventers.

Le Normand remembered old friends in his will. He left £100 each to Nicholas Bosquet ‘a
merchant living in Hackney near London’ and to Anthony Clerenbault (Clerembault 
or Clerimbault) ‘a merchant living in New Broad Street, London Wall’ — they were the
agents mentioned in the 1720 Paris article.11 To the latter’s son Nicholas Clerenbault he
bequeathed ‘the ffeather picture that he shall like best and twenty four volumes of my
Books’.12 Le Normand’s connections with the family of Nicholas Bosquet and through him
the Quesnel connection mentioned by Cassidy-Geiger, merit further research.13

When he died Le Normand was probably staying with or near his friends the Jenkinson
family in Datchet, where travellers took the ferry (a bridge was built later) across the river
Thames to Windsor; military reviews were held on Datchet Common. The Revd Thomas
Jenkinson, the vicar of St Mary’s Datchet from January 1686/7 until his death aged 93 in
1742, was one of three witnesses to Le Normand’s will. To his son Thomas, a carpenter
‘living at the corner of Black Swan Alley, Little Carter Lane, London’ (on the south side of
St Paul’s Cathedral) le Normand left ‘all my wearing apparel and six of my best shirts’; his
daughters Mary Streeting, wife of George Streeting a farmer in Langley Marsh, Bucks, and
Penelope Jenkinson, living at home with her father, were left money for rings.14 There
seems to be no way of discovering the origins of this friendship. 

7

11 Cassidy-Geiger noted that Nicholas Bosquet and Anthony Clerembault were merchants trading with Lisbon
in 1724; they were most probably brothers-in-law. Anthony Clerembault was married to Judith Bosquet. Her
brother John died in 1719 (David Tanqueray ‘a cousin’ is mentioned in his will) and Nicholas Bosquet (died
1743) was possibly another brother. A Nicholas Clerembault ‘of Calcutta’ is mentioned in the will of Benjamin
Longuet, 1761. Anthony Clerembault was a governor of the French Hospital and a member of the French
Church in Threadneedle Street; he died in November 1758 aged 90, ‘formerly an eminent merchant in New
Bond Street’ (London Evening Post, 4–7 November 1758, issue 4837), an address that does not tally with le
Normand’s will. Following his partnership with Anthony Clerembault, Nicholas Bosquet went into partnership
with John Lagier la Motte. (See Henry Wagner, ed. Dorothy North, ‘Huguenot Wills and Administrations’,
Huguenot Society Quarto Series, vol. LX, 2007.)
12 The 24 volumes were: Morery’s Dictionary, 2 volumes; Ditto of ffurnetiere, 3v; History of the World by

Chevere, 4v; Ditto of the Jews, 5v; Cesar’s Commentaries, 1v; Apologies of Herodotus by Henry Estienne (this
book is scarce) 1v; Rablais 1v; Tavenots Voyages 4v; Amours of the Ladys by Bussi 1v; Bussis Memoirs 2v.
13 Using the websites Family search and Find my past reveals a problem. They give a Nicholas Le Normand who

was married in August 1698 to Elizabeth Longuet and another marriage in April 1698. Cassidy-Geiger quotes
a Mary Quesnel, married to Nicholas le Normand, witnessing the baptisms of Nicholas Bosquet’s children in
Threadneedle Street. Either le Normand was married twice (and the websites do not show a Quesnel/Normand
marriage) or there was more than one man named Nicholas le Normand. Nicholas Bosquet was married on 
4 July 1717 to Mary du Coudray. They both feature in the will of her aunt Mary du Coudray, or de la Coudre,
(PROB 11/693 proved 29 November 1738) who was married in 1690 to Nicholas Quesnel. Was he the brother
of the Mary Quesnel mentioned above?
14 PROB 11/680 proved 17 December 1736. Datchet was a poor agricultural parish, now separated from

Langley by the M4 motorway. The parish paid tithes to St George’s Chapel, Windsor (the church was rebuilt in
1857). It is worth noting that Mary Streeting had a son named Nicholas (PROB 11/831).
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In April 1735 the Mercure de France had published a further piece on le Normand
(extensively quoted by Cassidy-Geiger), part of which is translated here. Interestingly it
refers to ‘the late M. le Normand’ some eighteen months before he died.15

Nothing could be more relevant in this article from the ‘Beaux Arts’ than the works of Master
Levet, English, pupil of the late M. le Normand, native of Rouen, inventor of these ingenious
works, which are made in a type of feather material and are neither sown nor stuck but woven on
the loom which creates a sort of Tapestry [Cloth], which is not thicker and is as soft as Damask and
as strong in order to last; with the advantage that the dust never settles on it, that it always keeps
its lustre and its strong bright colours; as only real feathers are used with no additional colouring
and the best and most appropriate are only chosen. In fact it is not easy to give an accurate idea of
these works; one has to see them at the Maker [Manufacturer/Creator], rue Taranne, Fauxbourg 
S Germain, at M Paris, an English Gentleman. We have recently seen two works by his hand which
seemed to us of great beauty. The first is a Vase of flowers, with a Border of exquisite taste on a
white background, for a fire screen, which The Duke of Leeds, English, has just purchased. He is
actually working for the same Lord and in the same taste, on a Piece where a Peacock will be
represented, from the Drawing/Design by M Oudry, Painter to the King.

The other item/piece which we have seen represents a Tree from India, also on a white
background, of which the border , the Fruits and Terraces are admirable. He also makes these on
black backgrounds with blue and white Vases, imitating the most beautiful Japanese Porcelain.

Master Levet offers his Works at reasonable prices, and several Lords have ordered some from
him; such as Wall Hangings for a small study or Alcoves, Screens, and etc. which he will complete
during the time which he will spend in Paris.

Now the 4th Duke of Leeds (1713–89) was first cousin to Margaret, Duchess of Portland
(1714/15–85); their shared grandfather was Robert, 1st Earl of Oxford. The Duchess of
Portland’s interest in botany and natural phenomena is well known; she had a very large
collection of porcelain and was a regular customer of Chenevix and other toyshops. Several
of the duchess’s intimates, including Elizabeth Robinson (who married Edward Montagu
in 1742), were regular visitors to Bath and to Tunbridge Wells, where Elizabeth Chenevix
(Bertrand’s sister-in-law) ran a seasonal shop. Elizabeth Robinson was in Bath in 1739–40
and several of her siblings were there in the period 1739–43.16 Might one of le Normand’s
feather pictures have been in the toyshop then? 

There seems to be no first-hand evidence that the Duchess of Portland or Elizabeth
Montagu saw the work of either le Normand or of his student Levet in London or Bath. But
there is evidence that the ladies were dabbling with featherwork decades before the well-
recorded breakfast given by Mrs Montagu in 1791 to show off her feather room in Montagu

8

15 I am most grateful to Elizabeth Bellord for this translation. Screens were sold from Hornby Castle, Yorks
2–11 June 1930 lot 412, see Cassidy-Geiger note 47. See Cassidy-Geiger for a transcription of the 1735 article. It
seems odd that this appears to be the only known reference to Levet: if he was an apprentice or assistant to Le
Normand this must mean that he did not continue working on his own account, or if he did, his work is
unsigned, unrecognised or has not survived; and as yet no archival references have been found. There seems
to be little chance of finding out who Levet was: it is a common surname. However it is worth mentioning that
there was an India merchant named John Levett, whose brother Francis was a merchant with the Levant
Company in Leghorn, then in Florida. It seems unlikely that Le Normand’s student was Robert Levet (1705–82),
who spent time in Paris early in his life but then went on to work in medicine (see his DNB entry).
16 Paul Bertrand’s bank account has several entries for Elizabeth Robinson, Matthew, Mathew Morris and

Sarah between 1739 and 1743. Sarah, who contracted smallpox in 1741 and later made a disastrous marriage to
George Lewis Scott, subsequently lived with Barbara Montagu in Bath.

NL 193:Layout 1  04/02/2014  16:23  Page 8



House, the mansion designed for her by James Stuart. The evidence lies in her correspond -
ence.17

As early as 1737 (the year following Le Normand’s death) Elizabeth Robinson was asking
her brother to bring shells and feathers home from a trip to the East Indies. She made no
claims to be creative herself, writing that ‘. . . it is an unreasonable thing of people to expect
me to be handy’, so her request may have been on behalf of the duchess or the artistic and
nimble-fingered Mrs Pendarves; but when her feather room was completed in 1791, it was
claimed that it was ‘executed by Mrs Montagu herself, assisted only by a few female attend -
ants, instructed for that purpose’.18 There is no way of knowing the scale of her contribu -
tion to the feather tapestry, but a screen was created in the late 1740s that also appears to
have been a joint effort. In the autumn of 1749, now married, she wrote to Anne Donnellan:

Our screen goes on well. I wish you would be so good as to get Lucas to send half an ounce of
French partridge feathers, and half an ounce of the best dyed yellow feathers to you; and that you
would be so good as send them in covers. Pray has not the macaw dropt some small blue or yellow
feathers?

And in December 1750 Mrs Montagu enquired of Miss Anstey19 ‘How goes on your feather
screen? If you want grebes, or any sort of dyed feathers, let me know when I am in town.’

As described by Elizabeth Montagu’s great-great-niece and editor Emily Climenson, the
screen was ‘. . . in six panels, one of which was worked by Miss Anstey, in imitation of one
of the Duchess of Portland’s . . . it was the Duchess of Portland’s original idea’. Another
letter that year we find that ‘Mr and Mrs Vesey . . . desired leave to see the house and cele -
brated feather screen, so I have wrote to Betty to have the house in order, and to set the
screen for them.’

This was Betty Tull, who became the ‘forewoman’ of the featherwork project for Mon -
tagu House. Little is known of her, but it seems possible that she might have been in some
way connected with a Mrs Tull, peruke maker in Whitechapel, who is mentioned in 1753.20

It is unclear whether the screen was part of the project for the room, or something different.
Elizabeth Montagu kept friends up to date with the progress of the featherwork. 

1786: As Mrs Tull’s feathers would mount on the wings of the wind if she worked in her usual
place, or anywhere in the body of the house (now partially roofless) the grand octagon drawing
room must be dedicated to the feather manufactory, and as she has a delicate constitution I must
put her up a bed there . . . .

December 1788: Poor Betty Tull is I fear going to take her flight to another world. As a Virgin she
might claim the white plume of the ostrich for her Hearse, but her triumphs over the whole
feathered race may give her pretensions to every feather of every bird from the Eagle to the Wren,
from the croaking Raven to the chattering Parrot. Macaws she has transformed into Tulips,
Kingfishers into bluebells by her so potent art.

9

17 Matthew Montagu, The letters of Mrs Elizabeth Montagu, 3 vols, 1813; letters of 1720–61: Emily J. Climenson,
Elizabeth Montagu, the Queen of the Blue-Stockings, 1906; letters of 1762–1800: Reginald Blunt, Queen of the Blues,
1923. The report of the breakfast given in the St James’s Chronicle, 11–14 June 1791 included: ‘The other
apartment particularly noticed is the feather-room: the walls are wholly covered with feathers, artfully sewed
together, and forming beautiful festoons of flowers and other fanciful decorations. The most brilliant colours,
the produce of all climates, have wonderful effects on a feather ground of a dazzling whiteness. This room was
designed by Bonomi . . .’. The Oxford DNB describes it as ‘A special room . . . contained Montagu’s feather work.
This was a large tapestry designed by James Wyatt and the Wright family, the royal embroiderers; it was made
entirely of feathers of all kinds by Montagu and a number of other women who had worked for years on this
project’. Phoebe Wright is first known of in 1742; she died in 1778.
18 St James Chronicle, 11–14 June 1791.
19 Sister of Christopher Anstey (1724–1805), author of New Bath Guide, published in 1766.
20 Public Advertiser, 1 October and 12 December 1753, issues 5905 and 5967.
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June 1791: . . . . in the mornings I have generally gone to Portman Square for 2 or 3 hours to attend
to the fixing up the feather work and some improvement in the hanging the curtains in my great
room.

Had she finally realized an ambition inspired by work Le Normand had for sale in Paul
Bertrand’s shop in Bath? Or is any attempt to connect the work of Le Normand and Levet
with that of Betty Tull a non-starter? It is surely Le Normand’s work that was remembered
by an anonymous correspondent to the Morning Post in 1788:21

A paragraph in your paper of yesterday says, the idea of fitting up a room with hangings of
feather-work first originated with Mrs Montague: I shall not take upon me to determine with
whom any idea may have originated, as such a decision seems subject to some difficulty; but I can
venture to assert with whom the idea in question did not originate. It did not originate with Mrs
Montague: because a Mr Abraham Gosset, of the Island of Jersey, had in his possession, more than
twenty years ago, a set of feather-work hangings for a room, the panel in light grey feathers, and
the festoon at top in coloured ones. This is a fact — and though a trifle, yet I thought it would be
proper to set the feather upon the right bird.

It is worth noting that the family of Matthew and Isaac Gosset, renowned in London for
their frames and wax models, came from St Helier. They appear to have been close to the
Clerembault family.22 Matthew and Gideon Gosset feature in the bank account of Paul
Bertrand — Matthew being the uncle of Isaac and Gideon.

Augustus the Strong’s hangings were exhibited at Somerset House shortly after
Elizabeth Montagu was born. His featherwork has survived but hers, which had to be
dismantled because of the dust it collected, can only be imagined through the words of
William Cowper:23

The birds put off their every hue
To dress a room for Montagu . . .

The Moritzburg bed has the feathers woven into the hangings. The feathers in the two
pictures illustrated (figs 1 and 2) appear to be glued, but the works have not recently been
taken out of their frames. The brilliance of their colouring and the skill and inventiveness
of their creator is truly astonishing: the image of tulips transcends time and speaks strongly
to twenty-first century taste. Perhaps more will be discovered about le Normand and how
he went about sourcing the feathers: potentially a rich source of study for ornithologists
and botanists. 

And another question arose when I was looking at the featherwork pictures: could le
Normand’s work have been the inspiration for Mary Delany’s cut-paper work?24

Vanessa Brett

Vanessa Brett, Bertrand’s toyshop in Bath: luxury retailing 1685–1765 (1) will be published in
mid-2014.

10

21 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, 2 April 1788, issue 4693. Abraham Gossett of Jersey 1701–85.
22 Mary Clerembault (died 1785) bequeathed to Catherine Bosquet two portraits by Gossett of herself and her

brother John (died 1784); now in the Royal Collection. Presumably they were children of Anthony of
Clerembault, Nicholas (note 11 above) being their brother. She also bequeathed to John Robert le Cointe a
feather picture by ‘Mr le Nordian’. John Clerembault bequeathed £1,000 to Catherine Gossett. (Wagner, op cit)
23 ‘On the beautiful Feather-Hangings, designed for Mrs Montagu’, published in the Gentleman’s Magazine,

June 1788.
24 Derek Adlam, The Great Collector, Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of Oxford, The Harley Gallery, 2013. Ruth Hayden,

Mrs Delany Her life and her flowers, London 1980.
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FUTURE SOCIETY EVENTS

bookings

For places on visits please apply to the Events Secretary Anne-Marie Bannister, Bricket
House, 90 Mount Pleasant Lane, Bricket Wood, St Albans, Herts., AL2 3XD, Tel. 07775
907390 enclosing a separate cheque and separate stamped addressed A5 envelope for 
each event using the enclosed booking form. There is no need to send an SAE if you
provide a clearly-written e-mail address as where possible, joining instructions will 
be dispatched by e-mail. NB. PLEASE NOTE NEW EVENTS E-MAIL ADDRESS:
events@furniturehistorysociety.org

Applications should only be made by members who intend to take part in the whole
programme. No one can apply for more than one place unless they hold a joint member -
ship, and each applicant should be identified by name. If you wish to be placed on the
waiting list please enclose a telephone number where you can reached. Please note that a
closing date for applications for visits is printed in the Newsletter. Applications made after
the closing date will be accepted only if space is still available. Members are reminded that
places are not allocated on a first come, first served basis, but that all applications are
equally considered following the closing date for applications.

There is now an extra facility on the website for members to express interest in certain
events and then pay, if assigned a place after the closing date (where this is applicable).
This is now possible for all day events and the Annual Symposium. This is a test of the 
new capability for on-line booking and is therefore limited only to these events at present
but hopefully will be extended to all in the future. The normal blue form should be 
used for booking other events until further notice. If you have no on-line facility or are
uneasy about using this new procedure, please just use the blue form as usual or e-mail
events@furniturehistorysociety.org. WHERE POSSIBLE, JOINING INSTRUCTIONS WILL
BE DESPATCHED BY E-MAIL SO PLEASE REMEMBER TO PROVIDE YOUR E-MAIL
ADDRESS IF YOU HAVE ONE.

cancellations

Please note that no refunds will be given for cancellations for events costing £10.00 or less.
In all other cases, cancellations will be accepted up to seven days before the date of a visit,
but refunds will be subject to a £5.00 deduction for administrative costs. Separate
arrangements are made for study weekends and foreign tours and terms are clearly stated
on the printed details in each case.

The 38th Annual Symposium of the Furniture History Society

The Wallace Collection, Hertford House, Manchester Square, London W1

Saturday 15 March 2014, 10.00 am – 5.00 pm

Carving: ‘this ingenious art’

Not since 1990 has the Furniture History Society tackled the craft of carving in a sympo -
sium, and at that time the discussion was confined to the British tradition of oak furniture.
Yet carving is one of the most long-established and universal traditions of ornament, rising
and falling in popularity at different periods and different centres in every century except
our own, when it seems to have retreated almost entirely from the furniture world. This
sym posium will explore the continuous vitality of the craft and, in particular, its

11
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phenomenal renaissance in the nineteenth century. The sessions will be chaired by Adriana
Turpin, Academic Director, IESA. 

10.00–10.25 Registration and coffee

10.25–10.30 Welcome by Christopher Rowell, Chairman of the Furniture History Society

10.30–10. 40 Introduction by Adriana Turpin

10.40–11.10 David Jones, University of St Andrews
Early Sixteenth-Century Carving in the East of Scotland: James IV and the 
St Andrews School

11.10–11.40 Ada de Wit, PhD candidate at the University of Leiden and Independent
Scholar
Willem van Sundert and Others: the rediscovery of seventeenth-century Dutch
woodcarving

11.40–12.10 Joanna Norman, Curator on the Europe 1600–1800 project at the Victoria and
Albert Museum
‘Intagliatori e Scultori’; the relationship between carvers and sculptors in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Italy

12.10–12.40 Lucy Wood, Independent Furniture Historian, formerly Senior Curator of
Furniture at the Victoria and Albert Museum
Carving and Workshop Practice in Eighteenth-Century English Furniture Making

12.40–1.00 Q&A chaired by Adriana Turpin

1.00–2.00 Lunch

2.00–2.30 Sarah Medlam, formerly Deputy Keeper, Furniture, Textiles & Fashion
Department, Victoria and Albert Museum
Hidden Carving: the craft as handmaid of the arts in the nineteenth century

2.30–3.00 Max Donnelly, Curator, Furniture, Textiles & Fashion Department,
Victoria and Albert Museum
Celebrity Carvers at the London International Exhibition of 1862

3.00–3.30 Professor Clive Edwards, University of Loughborough
Carving by Machine: ‘Operative deceit’ or ‘Artistic ornament’

3.30–4.00 Hugh Wedderburn
Carving Today: craft and patronage

4.00–4.20 Q&A chaired by Simon Swynfen Jervis

4.20–4.30 Summing up by Adriana Turpin

4.30–4.35 Thanks

4.35–5.00 Tea

Tickets must be purchased in advance and early booking is recommended.

Fee: £40 for FHS members (£35 for FHS under-25 members and OAPs)

All non-members £45 

Ticket price includes morning coffee and afternoon tea. 
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A light lunch will be available for FHS members in the Meeting Room at the Wallace
Collection at a cost of £20 to include a glass of wine. Tickets for lunch must be purchased
at least 7 days in advance from the Events Secretary. The Wallace Collections Restaurant
will be open for bookings (Tel: 0207 563 905) and there are plenty of local cafes/restaurants.

Ticket bookings can be completed on-line via the website (members only) or via the Events
Secretary, tel. 07775 907390; e-mail: events@furniturehistorysociety.org

Champagne Reception in aid of The Fiftieth Anniversary 
FHS Appeal to be held at the Mansion House in the presence of the Right
Honourable the Lord Mayor of the City of London, Fiona Woolf CBE

Thursday 5 June 2014, 6 pm – 8.00 pm

To celebrate the success of the Fiftieth anniversary appeal in its final stages, the Society has
kindly been offered the opportunity to enjoy an evening reception in the splendid setting
of the Mansion House in the City of London, by invitation of the Rt. Hon the Lord Mayor 
of London, Mrs Fiona Woolf, CBE, whom many will know as an active member of the
Society. 

It is hoped that this special occasion will provide a wonderful opportunity to boost 
the Appeal. The fund is dedicated to education, research and publication in the field 
of furniture and interior decoration. Thanks to sponsorship from Apter-Fredericks, 
H. Blairman & Sons Ltd, Giles Ellwood, Pelham Galleries, Philip Hewat- Jaboor and Ronald
Phillips Ltd, profits from this event will benefit the Appeal Fund. If any other members
could offer sponsorship and thus increase the benefit of this event to the fund, we should
be delighted to hear from them. 

Two hundred tickets for this event are available to non-members as well as members on
a first-come, first-served basis. Applications are welcomed immediately but please note
that tickets will not be issued until April. Tickets, to include champagne and other drinks,
as well as canapés will be £50 each or £40 each for two or more tickets. In line with the aim
of the Appeal, to encourage the next generation, a limited number of tickets are also
available to members under 35 years of age at the price of £40 each.

All ticket bookings must be made via the Events Secretary.

e-mail: events@furniturehistorysociety.org; tel. 07775 907390; members can also book via
the FHS website.

Norfolk

21–23 September 2014

This two night, three day study trip, based in the historic town of King’s Lynn, will include
private visits to the great houses of Houghton and Holkham, as well as visits to some
private houses, including Raynham Hall by kind permission of Lord Salisbury. A guided
walk around King’s Lynn, will also include a visit to the Hanse House, the only surviving
Hanseatic warehouse in England, and King’s Lynn Minster. 

More details are available from the Events Secretary. Please register your interest to
events@furniturehistorysociety.org or by post. 

Full details will be sent late spring 2014.
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AGM 2014

Saturday 22 November 2014

Although we are now unable to hold our 2014 AGM at Temple Newsam House as
previously announced, we will instead celebrate the Fiftieth anniversary of the FHS at
Nostell Priory, Wakefield, a property of the National Trust. The roots of the Society lay in
the energy and enthusiasm of two young scholars based in Yorkshire, so it is appropriate
that we return there for this anniversary. A full day’s programme is being planned in
addition to the AGM itself.

OCCASIONAL VISITS 

Blythe House,  23 Blythe Road, London W14 0QX

Thursday 27 February 2014, 2.00 pm – 4.00 pm

This visit was advertised in the November 2013 Newsletter. At the time of going to press
there are still some places available. Please contact the Events Secretary if you would like
to apply.

The Wilson, Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum, Clarence Street,
Cheltenham, Glos. GL50 3JT

Saturday 5 April 2014, 10.00 am – 3.00 pm

As part of our programme to visit newly re-displayed museum collections we will enjoy a
tour of the Wilson, Cheltenham Arts Gallery & Museum, concentrating on the redisplayed
Arts & Crafts Movement Gallery and the Furniture Store. There will be an opportunity to
enjoy an in-depth look at the furniture, a private visit to the new archive space and a tour
of the new Paper Store. Led by Curator of Decorative Arts Kirsty Hartsiotis, we will also
see working drawings, furniture designs and plans by Ernest Gimson, Sidney Barnsley and
others in the Study Room.

Cost: £40 per head to include tea/coffee and lunch  Limit: 15 members

Closing date for applications: 14 March 2014

William Kent — Designing Georgian Britain.  Victoria & Albert
Museum, London SW7

Wednesday 9 April 2014, 9.00 am – 10.00 am plus extra viewing time

This visit was advertised in the November 2013 Newsletter and is now fully subscribed.

Knowsley Hall,  Prescot, Merseyside L34 4AG

Tuesday 13 May 2014, 10.30 am – 4.00 pm 

Knowsley Hall has been a seat of the Stanley family since 1385 and the Earls of Derby since
1485. They were the most important magnates in the North-West during the Tudor and
Stuart periods, as well as in national and international politics during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. The collection of furniture contains a few seventeenth-century

14

NL 193:Layout 1  04/02/2014  16:23  Page 14



pieces but is predominantly comprised of English and French items from the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. There are also some significant contemporary pieces commis -
sioned by the current Earl and Countess of Derby. The most important piece of furniture is
the celebrated Derby House commode, designed by Robert Adam for the 12th Earl’s house
in Grosvenor Square. The visit will be led by Dr Stephen Lloyd, Curator of the Derby
Collection, and will include a tour of both Knowsley Hall and a rare opportunity to see
furniture in the private residence of Lord and Lady Derby, to whom the FHS is very
grateful for this special access during this visit.

£55 per head to include tea/coffee and lunch  Limit: 20 members

Closing Date for applications: 14 March 2014

Hatfield House

Tuesday 10 June 2014 

Hatfield House was built by Robert Cecil, 1st Earl of Salisbury in 1611 and has been the
home to successive generations of the Cecil family ever since. While perhaps more famous
for its political history, Hatfield also houses fine collections of furniture, paintings and
(most notably) archives, which contains Tudor and Jacobean State Papers, as well as
records documenting the history of the house, family and collections over four centuries.
Together with Vicki Perry, the Head of Archives and Historic Collections, we will view the
state rooms, as well as three private rooms that are not usually open to the public. Among
the more notable items of furniture to be seen are a set of George III giltwood seat-furniture,
supplied by Beckwith and France in the 1780s and a modern marquetry desk, recently
commissioned by Lord Salisbury, which features a continuous scheme of marquetry
depicting a boar hunt that might have taken place at Cranborne, Dorset (the family’s other
house) in 1610. There will also be the opportunity to see some of the manuscripts that
record the history and provenance of the collections.

£40 including tea/coffee and 2-course lunch  Limit: 20 members

Closing Date for applications: 14 March 2014

OVERSEAS EVENTS 

Hanover

29 May – 2 June 2014

Applications have now closed and this study trip is fully subscribed.

Ireland

Thursday 2 – Sunday 5 October 2014

This four day visit to Ireland will focus on country houses in the vicinity of Dublin and
Waterford. The group will stay at Cashel Palace and Carton House where on the first night
we will dine in the Golden Salon. Visits to Birr Castle, Castletown, Leixlip Castle and
Newbridge have been confirmed and several visits to other private collections are planned.

Please register your interest to events@furniturehistorysociety.org or by post. 

Full details will be sent in late spring 2014.

15

NL 193:Layout 1  04/02/2014  16:23  Page 15



OTHER NOTICES

Please note that these are not organised by the Furniture History Society. Information/
booking instructions will be found under individual items.

Sir Ambrose Heal:  Special Book Offer to Members

Oblong, the company which produces the Society’s Journal and Newsletter, will publish in
the Spring Sir Ambrose Heal and the Heal Cabinet Factory, 1897–1939 by Oliver Heal with an
introduction by Christopher Claxton Stevens. The 324-page, large format (330 × 240 mm)
hardback is generously illustrated and includes reproductions of Heal’s original designs
alongside photographs. Detailed descriptions of the furniture, its design and manufacture,
are supplemented by a biography of Heal the man and an informed analysis of Heal the
retailer. The book is priced at £58 in the UK but members can obtain it for £49.50 if ordered
from Oblong before 31 May. The offer is restricted to one copy per member; please write
FHS member on the enclosed order form. Overseas members, please contact the publisher
for special offer rates.

Manchester Antique Textile Fair

Sun 2 March 2014

Armitage Centre, Fallowfield, Manchester, M14 6HE

In addition to the Fair, there will be a display from Guilds, Societies, Artists, Museums,
Academics and Practitioners, and up and coming design students taking part in the Textile
Society Bursary Competition, maintaining links with history and tradition, but looking
forward through conservation, and innovation within textile design and practice. The
theme for the Talks Programme will be based around Russian and Eastern European
Textiles. 

Profits from the Textile Society’s Antique Textile Fairs provide student bursaries and
museum awards, reflecting the Society’s commitment to developing and supporting
education and knowledge within textile disciplines.

Call for Papers:  The Period Room: Museum, Material, Experience

19–20 September 2014

The Bowes Museum, Barnard Castle, County Durham

This conference, held at the Bowes Museum, which redisplayed its own collection of Period
Rooms in 2007–10, aims to consider the Period Room from a wide variety of perspectives
in order to address some key questions about Period Rooms and the history of Period
Rooms display in Museums: Should Period Rooms be considered objects in their own right,
or merely ‘contexts’ for related material? How, and in what ways, did Period Rooms satisfy
ideas of museum interpretation, and how and why did these attitudes change? What was
the role of the evolving frameworks of national/local heritage in the appearance of Period
Rooms in museums? What were/are the theoretical, technical and aesthetic frameworks for
the display of Period Rooms in museums? How, and in what ways, is the Period Room
different from, or similar to, the Historic Interior?

We invite papers to explore these themes and relationships from a wide range of
perspectives and from a wide range of organisations, institutions and disciplines, from
academics (historians, art historians, literary and film historians), museum curators and
professionals, exhibition designers, technicians and craft-workers).
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Please send abstracts of no more than 400 words to the conference organisers:

Dr Mark Westgarth (School of Fine Art, History of Art and Cultural Studies, University of
Leeds) m.w.westgarth@leeds.ac.uk
Dr Jane Whittaker (The Bowes Museum) jane.whittaker@thebowesmuseum.org.uk
Dr Howard Coutts (The Bowes Museum)howard.coutts@thebowesmuseum.org.uk

Closing Date for Abstracts: 31 March 2014

Fabric Advisory Committee,  Chester Cathedral

The cathedrals of England are protected and supported by the Cathedrals Fabric Commis -
sion for England (CFCE) which ensures that the statutory Care of Cathedrals Measure is
upheld and conducted in partnership with the Chapter of each cathedral. Each cathedral
also has a Fabric Advisory Committee, (FAC) a body comprising professional experts
which acts as a ‘critical friend’ to the work of each cathedral, balancing the need to conserve
and protect these most historic and precious buildings while, at the same time, adapting
them to the necessities and benefits of usage in the twenty-first century. Chester Cathedral
is look ing to replace a retiring member of its FAC and to extend its membership for the
future, and would be interested to hear from anyone who would wish to be considered in
this role, especially from those with an expertise in historic furniture and the wider aspects
of contemporary design. 

Further details from Roy Archer (FHS member since 1964): roy.archer@btinternet.com 

BOOK REVIEWS

Suggestions for future reviews and publishers’ review copies should be sent to Simon
Swynfen Jervis, 45 Bedford Gardens, London W8 7EF, tel. 020 7727 8739. E-mail:
ss.jervis@btopenworld.com

Reinier Baarsen, Paris 1650–1900. Decorative Arts in the Rijksmuseum, Yale University Press,
New Haven and London, in association with the Rijksmuseum, 2013, 607pp., 786 col., 106
b. & w. illus. ISBN 978-0-300-19129-5, £175. 

For many, this large and handsome book will no doubt come as a considerable surprise.
The Rijksmuseum is so justly celebrated for its paintings that its decorative arts holdings
were always in danger of being sidelined, particularly in the museum as it was arranged
before its recent very lengthy but much praised refurbishment. Reinier Baarsen, whose
responsibility for the decorative arts in the Rijksmuseum and wide-ranging knowledge of
other public and private collections places him in an ideal position to look anew at the
museum’s holdings, has manifestly devoted much time and energy during the closure
period of the museum to undertake, with the assistance of a number of colleagues, the con -
siderable research that this book has required, and the result is this excellent publication. 

Unlike so many ‘Treasures of . . .’ books, this is no mere coffee table scissors-and-paste
compilation. Rather, the author has boldly and sensibly taken Paris as his starting point,
observing the curiously indefinable yet somehow obvious Parisian-ness of everything
made in that city — by makers of whatever nationality — and noting the extraordinarily
magnetic effect that Paris had on European taste from the seventeenth to the nineteenth
centuries. This approach provides a well-defined skeleton for the book, and using it in a
clear-headed way, the author rigorously examines the effect of Paris style on Dutch patrons
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and collectors during this period, while mourning in the process both the break-up of many
Dutch collec tions at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the absence of any
decorative arts museum in Holland until the beginning of the twentieth century, long after
such museums had been established in France and England. Fortunately for the Rijks -
museum, this slow beginning and slim holding of French decorative arts were to be trans -
formed at a stroke in 1952 with the arrival of the splendidly rich collection of the German
banker Dr Fritz Mannheimer. The author provides an intriguing insight into the unusual
background and war-time vicis situdes of that collection, and despite the loss of much
relevant documentation manages to give some amusing glimpses of the flamboyant life -
style of Mannheimer himself before the Second War. With many similarities to the kind of
collections formed at a slightly earlier period by members of the Rothschild dynasty —
including some pieces with actual Rothschild provenances — the Mannheimer collection
provides a highly suitable vehicle for the author’s careful survey of the great age of the
decorative arts in France — from the reign of Louis XIV to the eclipse of the First Empire
— and this properly occupies the main part of the book.

Using the Mannheimer collection in this way, and combining it with the museum’s
acquisitions from other sources, the focus becomes a chronological account of the changes
and developments in Parisian taste and fashion, weaving ébénisterie, menuiserie, prints and
drawings, textiles, gold boxes, porcelain, gilt-bronze, silver and silver gilt into a sus taining
and informative narrative. Happily, the museum’s holdings include major — or at the very
least, good — examples of the work of almost every leading maker or designer from all
these categories, and the author has used these high points to recapitulate the salient details
of the craftsmen and artists involved, and the patrons where known, summarising and con -
solidating the most recent and relevant published information, and adding to these
resumés his own acute observations and the fruits of his own research. Each object is
subjected to careful analysis: descriptions (including damage, alterations and faults) are
thorough enough to be helpful without overwhelming the narrative; summaries of the
latest scholarly views are recorded, discussed and weighed where appropriate; and perti -
nent accounts of comparable or related pieces and their makers are included. The dis -
cussion around the writing table attributed to Dubois (no. 29) typifies this model approach;
and many of the entries are enhanced by the inclusion of photographs of normally inacces -
sible marks and inscriptions. Readers who are used to rather dry furniture history will also
find the inclusion of the author’s subjective judgements as to quality and workmanship
refreshing: he is not frightened of the adjective ‘beautiful’; nor, by the same token, does he
hesitate to downgrade an object where that is justified. The porcelain-mounted table previ -
ously attributed to Carlin, and published as such (no. 121), turns out on careful examination
to be one of Mannheimer’s relatively few geese, and the analysis that accompanies this
revision is exemplary.

Pieces from later in the nineteenth century include a small but fine group of furniture,
porcelain, silver and jewellery, much of it adventurously acquired by the museum since
1987. Among the most striking is the extraordinary suite of marquetry furniture (no. 122)
made — as we now know — in Paris in 1834 by Friedrich Frickhinger and Ernst Blech -
schmidt. Frickhinger’s signature, evidently discovered after the auction at which the suite
was purchased in 2008, allows the author to piece together an account of the careers of these
otherwise obscure makers and to throw light on furniture making at this intriguingly
transitional moment. It would be interesting to know if they had any links with their
Parisian contemporary Louis-Alexandre Bellangé, with some of whose work this suite
bears comparison. 

The pleasures of this elegantly-written book, which are many, are greatly enhanced by
the careful design and, above all, the superb photographs, especially those of details which
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it would be difficult to appreciate with the naked eye. The entries for snuff boxes, porcelain
and gilt bronzes in particular benefit from this approach. At just over 600 pages, this is in
every sense a weighty volume, but one which anyone with an interest in the decorative arts
will find invaluable.

Hugh Roberts

Christopher Rowell, ed., Ham House. Four Hundred Years of Collecting and Patronage (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, for the Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in
British Art and The National Trust, 2013) 536 pp., 250 col. illus., ISBN 978-0-3001-8540-9,
£75

For furniture historians Ham has always been a mythic place and this rich and varied book
celebrates its 400th birthday very fittingly. Christopher Rowell has brought together spe -
cialists in a variety of fields to produce 28 chapters or essays that illuminate facets of the
house and its collections. It cannot be a comprehensive study of such an immense subject,
but it is a substantial one, and reflects the importance of continuing to work on houses and
collections that might have been thought to have been comprehensively ‘done’ already. The
essays are generously illustrated and supported by a number of appendices, including
transcriptions of the inventories and for the bills of the 1630s, together with family trees and
plans of the house. 

The chapters follow no particular order, although the general drift is chronological, with
a detailed study of the Green Closet by Christopher Rowell following immediately after an
essay on the building of the first house at Ham, by David Adshead, and then a wide menu
from which one can choose to read about the parquetry in the house, the court life of
Lauderdale, or the wardrobe of Lionel Tollemache, 4th Earl of Dysart. Reading the essays
consecutively brings some inevitable repetition, but in terms of working into the heart of
the house, it is rather like preparing a flower bed for sowing: as one double digs in some
essays, where one’s own knowledge is weaker (for me, Claire Gapper’s celebration of the
‘endless ingenuity’ of the plasterworkers’ schemes), in others one can enjoy the pleasure of
hoeing and raking over better-known material to produce a fine tilth — and in doing so,
still turning up new knowledge even in areas where one thought one was relatively well
informed. 

For furniture historians, the chapters to turn to immediately are the one already men -
tioned on the Green Closet, Reinier Baarsen’s on seventeenth-century European cabinet-
making at Ham (which introduces recent new thought about The Hague as a centre of
cabinet-making) and Lars Ljungström’s on an English commode made in the manner of
Pierre Antoine Foullet, but by whom? There is merit here in raising the questions, as impor -
tant as finding the answers in archival work. But then one is led to David Adshead’s
chapter, with Christopher Rowell, on the decorative woodwork, and perhaps then to the
chapter on the scagliola maker, Baldassare Artima, written by Christopher Rowell from
work in 2010 by Adam Bowett. Like many chapters in this book, it connects one to other
houses, as here, amongst others, to Drayton and its related mirror, table and stands. This is
appropriate for a house so rooted in connections — to the court, to overseas centres and to
other houses by dynastic ties and by the employment of the same craftsmen or designers.
Two chapters by Helen Wyld deal with the (largely departed) tapestries of the seventeenth
century and the Bradshaw set after Watteau from the mid-eighteenth century. Annabel
Westman writes on the textiles which are such a vital part of the spirit of the house,
illustrating the huge variety of fabric and colour that was used. 

Several of these writers succeed not just in recording the history of such elements but in
making us look in detail at some aspect of a room’s furnishing, and wishing to check this
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against reality when we next go to Ham. This is as it should be, that we take note and enjoy
the detail that was carefully selected and created by the patrons and craftsmen who put
these things in place. This vast book underlines that understanding such detail is as much
a work as creating it. 

The book extends over the full 400 years of Ham’s history, including an essay by Michael
Hall on the work of Bodley & Garner and of Watts & Co. for the 9th Earl at the end of the
nineteenth century, and an essay by Simon Jervis on the post-1948 life of the house and in
particular the constraints on Peter Thornton who, nonetheless, was the great animator of
Ham in the 1970s and 1980s and who raised its profile not only with scholars throughout
the world but also with the public, who began to visit in ever larger numbers. The portrait
is of a house constantly in motion, sometimes re-creating itself with vigour, at other times
adapting itself gently to the needs of a new generation. With this in mind, it is easy to think
that the post-1948 years have been the most destructive, but perhaps we should accept that
the curator, sometimes with no intention of doing so, alters an interior quite as much as any
patron. 

Sarah Medlam

Susan Weber (ed.), William Kent: Designing Georgian Britain, Yale University Press, New
Haven and London, 2013, 656pp., 624 col. illus. ISBN 978-0-300-19618-4, £60.

William Kent’s reputation has never fully recovered from George Vertue’s catty 
eighteenth-century appraisal, and despite periodic re-assessment it has been difficult to
shake off the prejudice that his work, however impressive, was always a little second-rate
and vulgar. And didn’t he owe it all to Lord Burlington anyway? This catalogue, which
accom panies the current exhibition at the Bard Graduate Centre in New York, aims not just
to restore Kent’s reputation but to place him at the very centre of English art and architec -
ture in the first half of the eighteenth century. The ambition is lofty and the result impres -
sive; rarely has such a powerful array of scholarship been brought to bear on an English
artist of any age. 

The book covers all aspects of Kent’s life and work, from Bridlington to Rome, from town
houses to villas, Royal commissions to public buildings, garden lodges, landscape design,
book illustrations, metalwork, Gothic revivals and furniture. Three things set it apart from
previous studies; first, the sheer scale of the book, which omits little or nothing. Most of us
will never need to buy another book about William Kent. Second, the wide scope, which
places Kent more fully in context than any previous study. In this respect the chapters on
the political culture of the Georgian court and on Kent’s patrons are particularly illumi -
nating. Third, the ambition, which is to install Kent as the foremost artist of his day, an
innovator who broke the mould in interior decoration, planning and architecture. The one
thing the book does not seek to do is reinstate Kent as a figure painter, for the evidence is
simply too damning.

It will certainly be difficult henceforth for anyone to claim that Kent was merely
Burlington’s creature. Kent here emerges as a fully autonomous artist, reliant of course, as
all artists were, on patronage, but with a precocious talent wholly his own. According to
John Harris, Kent was ‘an extraordinary artist. . . who created an architecture stylistically
far in advance of anything in Europe, who transformed English garden design, and who
completely changed the mode of presenting architectural designs’. For Steven Brindle,
Kent’s work at Kensington Palace ‘represented a revolution in approaches to interior
decoration in Britain’. And for Julius Bryant, Kent ‘brought a new level of splendour and
convenience’ to Britain’s grand houses, ‘setting standards of opulence and invention for the
homes of the world’s wealthiest new elite’. 
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As one would hope, there are substantial chapters on Kent’s furniture, written by Susan
Weber. One discusses Kent’s sources, the other the furniture itself. Both are profusely
illustrated, so the book will immediately become an invaluable point of reference. The
research is thorough but mostly familiar, although recent discoveries such as the prov -
enance of the Wilton settees which, it transpires, came originally from Wanstead House,
and were acquired by the eleventh earl of Pembroke at the sale of 1822, may be unfamiliar
to those who have missed the relevant articles. However, there is throughout a worrying
inclination to attribute almost any furniture associated with a Kent commission to Kent
himself. These range from Stephen Langley’s flashy seat furniture made for the Garden
Room at Chiswick House, to a set of entirely undocumented gilded chairs at 10 Downing
Street, to two pairs of very ordinary hall chairs from Wanstead and Shotover. None of these
possesses an iota of Kent’s powerful architectonic style. That such uninteresting objects are
included in the catalogue suggests a failure to understand what makes Kent Kentian. One
of the most obvious characteristics of Kent’s furniture is that it is essentially carver’s work;
this is illustrated by the mahogany and gilt Red Saloon suite at Houghton which, from a
chair-maker’s point of view are structurally and ergonomically weak. That didn’t matter to
Kent (or presumably Sir Robert Walpole), because his furniture was designed to be part of
the elevation of a room — Jonathan Harris calls it ‘wall furniture’. Everyday chairs and
tables, no matter how rich, were not Kent’s concern. 

To be fair, the lack of supporting documentation has always inhibited a better under -
standing of Kent’s furniture, and we sorely lack detailed knowledge of the relationship
between the designer and the maker(s), and of the extent to which makers such as James
Moore, who furnished Sherborne Lodge, might independently create furniture in the
Kentian mould. Until and unless new information comes to light, that is likely to remain
the case, and until then this book will be our best point of reference. At £60 it is a bargain. 

William Kent: Designing Georgian Britain opens at the V&A on 22 March 2014.

Adam Bowett

REPORTS ON THE SOCIETY’S EVENTS

Wilton House

17 September 2013

We were greeted by Dr John Martin Robinson and Simon Swynfen Jervis before entering
the front hall that was designed by James Wyatt as part of his alterations for the 11th Earl
of Pembroke (b. 1794) in 1809. Under the watchful eye of Shakespeare — a sculpture of the
bard designed by William Kent and carved by Peter Scheemakers (a variant of the
monument at Westminster Abbey), we were introduced to Carol Kitching, the Head Guide
at Wilton. Having worked at the house for twenty-four years, she was an immense help to
us throughout the visit. We also met Sarah King, the housekeeper, who cheerfully opened
drawers and cabinets for us and, Louise Vincent, the organizer of group visits. Since the last
visit by the FHS in 2006, the active research and conservation programmes have continued
apace.

We were given a brief history of the house and the collections: the property of the former
Abbey of Wilton was granted to the 1st Earl of Pembroke (b. 1506) by Henry VIII. It was
Philip, the 4th Earl (b. 1584) who around 1633 engaged Inigo Jones (and his assistants) to
design the south range and interior state rooms in a fashion suitable to entertain Charles I.
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A fire gutted the south side and the interior in 1647. It was rebuilt to the original lines
between 1648 and 1655, by John Webb, a nephew by marriage to the aged Inigo Jones who
supervised the work. The execution of Charles I in 1649 and the Earl’s death in the same
year ensured that the rooms were never used as planned. More anon about these important
staterooms; first we stepped up from the front hall to the Gothic Cloisters. 

The two story cloisters formed around a quadrangle were designed by James Wyatt for
the 11th Earl (b. 1759). They were intended for several purposes — to create a more 
com fortable house with better communication which allowed for entertaining in the
Regency fashion, and most importantly, to display the 8th Earl’s (b. 1683) collection of
antique Greek and Roman Statuary. This is the oldest surviving collection in an English
country house and includes significant portions from earlier collections: the Arundel
Marbles purchased from the Duke of Arundel in the 1680s, and the Cardinal Mazarin
Collection from Paris which the Earl purchased in the 1720s. Mazarin himself built upon
the collection that had been established earlier by Cardinal Richelieu. The most important
pieces are four Roman sarcophagi excavated from the Columbarium of the Freedmen of
Livia, on the Via Appia, Rome which were purchased by Lord Pembroke in 1724. 

Wyatt worked at Wilton until his dismissal in 1810 for a variety of reasons including
soaring costs, although not appearing on site for four years was also a factor. It was the
sculptor Richard Westmacott who completed the work in close co-operation with the 11th
Earl and Catherine Woronzow, his second wife. When Wilton House was requisitioned
during WWII, the sculpture collection was dispersed into the gardens and grounds and the
original Wyatt-Westmacott arrangement was lost. In the 1960s, some objects were sold.
However, in 2007 the galleries were re-displayed and an active programme was under -
taken bringing back objects that have been re-discovered in the grounds and also pur -
chasing works that have returned to the market. The pedestals made from Mazarin’s collec -
tion — mostly Roman from the 1st and 2nd century AD — are now in their original places,
some displaying sculpture that had been vandalised by his nephew by marriage, the Duc
du Mazarin (b. 1632). He had a habit of hacking bits off of his uncle’s collection that ulti -
mately led to his incarceration. However, his handiwork does make it easier to discern
which pieces at Wilton were in the Mazarin collection! The collection of Roman sarcophagi
(illustrated by Piranesi) is back on display. The cloisters were intended for the exhibition of
sculpture, but we did look at two pieces of furniture: a pair of possibly unique lead three-
light wall sconces believed to be French and a bronze Roman Senator’s chair, probably
dating to the seventeenth century, from the Mazarin collection. Dr Robinson noted that the 
re-instatement of the gallery and the moving of objects found in and around the gardens
would not have been possible without the assistance, heavy equipment, and restoration
services provided by tenants on the property, Coade [Stone] Ltd. 

The South Ante Library off the Cloisters has been recently redecorated and houses the
collection of Old Master drawings mainly purchased by the 8th Earl (b. 1683). Although
some drawings have been sold, those retaining their original eighteenth-century frames
remain. There was some discussion about a pair of chairs — that were upholstered in
Wyatt-designed fabric with his classic guilloche pattern — and whether they were French
or English. It was thought that they were made in England to a French design. 

We then arrived in the Single Cube Room, thirty feet high and thirty feet square, the first
room in the sequence of state rooms created for the 4th Earl of Pembroke after the fire of
1647. It is the least altered of the six rooms forming the State Apartments and its spectacular
coved ceiling with its grotesque designs is attributed to Matthew Goodericke, who pro -
vided similar decorations at The Queen’s House, Greenwich. An eighteenth-century copy
of Van Dyck’s self-portrait by Charles Jervas hangs alongside paintings by Van Dyck, Lely
and William Wissing. The furniture is a mixture with white and gold ‘dolphin’ consoles
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and a set of white and gold stools designed for Catherine Woronzow by Richard
Westmacott in 1815. The pelmet and curtains, restored to their original designs two years
ago, were also designed by Westmacott along with the pier glass. However, the crimson
and gilt Kentian furniture was purchased at the auction of the contents of Wanstead House,
Essex, by Catherine Woronzow. Many of the contents are now at Wilton and were part of
a grand redecoration scheme undertaken by the Countess.

The double cube room, originally called ‘the King’s Great Room’, at sixty feet long, thirty
feet wide and thirty feet high is recognized as the grandest surviving room of the 
mid-seventeenth century. From this survival it is almost possible to imagine the grandeur
of Inigo Jones’s lost rooms at Greenwich, Somerset House and Whitehall. All of the paint -
ings in the room are by Van Dyck and it was suggested that the room was designed around
this collection. Van Dyck’s largest English portrait (seventeen feet wide) of the 4th Earl and 
his family covers the west wall under which a large gilt sofa stands, believed to be designed
by Westmacott. Much of the rest of the furniture again comes from Wanstead House. A set
of eight uphol stered large armchairs and two large gilt sofas with carved coronets and the
gilt ‘mermaid’ sofas were all purchased at the 1822 auction. There was some discussion
about whether they are all by William Kent or if some were copies made to match in the
1820s. 

The Great Ante Room was altered by Wyatt to create access from the Cloisters to the
south front rooms. Many of the architectural details are reused. Two similar late
seventeenth-century stands with eighteenth-century scagliola tops decorated with music
and playing cards signed by Sebastiano Ricci were much admired. Richard Westmacott’s
gilt plaster copy of Rysbrack’s statue of Inigo Jones is celebrated on the chimneypiece.
Prominent in the King’s Bed Chamber or Colonnade Room, is a Venetian glass chandelier
hanging in front of an Inigo Jones/John Webb designed chimneypiece. The room was
altered by the 9th Earl (b. 1733) who placed the two Ionic columns in front of the space
originally comprising two small closets. Again, furniture from Wanstead was evident —
two chairs, a sofa, daybed and two pieces of Boulle furniture. Also added by Catherine
Woronzow is a red tortoise shell Boulle bureau Mazarin, with decoration after Jean Berain. 

Continuing the procession we reached the King’s Dressing Room or Corner Room which
also has a chimneypiece designed by Inigo Jones and retains its original steel grate. Jones
referred to the room as the ‘cabinet’ as it has always been a showcase for paintings, mostly
from the collection of the 8th Earl. The ceiling contains Luca Giordano’s Conversion of 
St. Paul, a later installation by the 9th Earl. One of the Chippendale frames originally from
Pembroke House in London surrounds a portrait of Prince Rupert by Gerard van Honthorst.
The room was redecorated in honour of George III and Queen Charlotte’s visit in 1778 and
there were some chairs possibly designed by Wyatt, but made by an anonymous cabinet -
maker, that date to that period. The little Ante Room or King’s Closet, is the last of the
enfilade rooms and contains more of the painting collection. Particularly admired was a
Pietà of the Fontainebleau School; the frame bears the device of Diane de Poitiers. A small
Kent style console table was possibly also from the Wanstead auction. 

After a delicious buffet lunch, we met in Wyatt’s Gothic Hall which was originally the
ground floor of the Tudor archway in the East Gatehouse. Repainted to its original colour
in 2007, it features five views of Wilton that were commissioned from the landscape artist
Richard Wilson by the 10th Earl (b. 1750). These views were originally hung at Pembroke
House in Whitehall (demolished in 1913). Other paintings by Wilson and one by Zuccarelli
are housed in Chippendale frames. 

We then visited the Smoking Rooms which were designed by the 9th Earl. Emulating
Inigo Jones, the Earl and his assistant, Roger Morris, designed the suite of family rooms on
the ground floor. The leather upholstered suite of seating furniture dates to circa 1809–10.
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As part of the on-going renovation projects, the leather is currently being restored. A triad
consisting of a floral inlaid looking glass and a pair of tripod tables with octagonal tops
were very intriguing. The group agreed they dated to c. 1670–80 but whether they were
English or Dutch was debated. 

Henry, the 10th Earl, was horse-mad and this room, which served as his bedroom, and
the adjoining Large Smoking Room are filled with paintings of horses. Fifty-five of Baron
Reis d’Eiseberg’s gouache paintings of horses and riding movements commissioned in 1755
hang on the walls. A unique survival, each retains its original red lacquer frame. Besides
the paintings are a number of objects that were originally made for Pembroke House by
Thomas Chippendale. The 10th Earl was one of only three patrons named in the notes to
the Director plates. We looked at the magnificent ‘Violin’ secretaire bookcase, which
although it may have had some alterations, is a tour de force. The central oval cartouche
below the carved three-dimensional violin is believed to have originally been glazed:
mirror fragments were noted. A pair of exquisite quality bookcases was made en suite with
the secretaire. Chippendale’s design for one of these bookcases is illustrated in William
Chambers’s proposal for a study at Pembroke House. Another piece from the same com -
mission, a desk, was also examined. It should be noted that in the previous FHS trip to
Wilton it was suggested that the desk, which was elsewhere in the house, should be
reunited with its companions. And so it happened!

We then moved on to the Great Dining Room which is located off the upper level of the
Cloisters. Redesigned in 1912 by the architect Edward Warre, the ceiling was lowered and
additional bedrooms added. Like many renovations at Wilton, items were reused or
adapted including the eighteenth-century chimneypiece. Much of the furniture came from
an Irish residence in the family. Warre also designed some of the furnishings: the frames
and the tables are to his specifications. The Chinese dining chairs were much commented
upon. They comprise of two separate sets, one with crests and an embellished shoe, there
was some debate about the type of wood used in their construction.

We were very privileged to see the private library. Designed by Wyatt, it suffered the
collapse of the ceiling in the 1930s but this allowed for re-decoration in part by Rex
Whistler. This scheme in turn was altered by John Fowler. A pair of Wyatt-attributed
mahogany desks with Gothic details, believed to have been designed specifically for the
room as they match the original architecture has been restored to their original placement.
We also viewed a suite of Chippendale furniture consisting of two tapestry upholstered
armchairs with matching side chairs, again originally part of the furnishings from
Pembroke House, Whitehall. Much time was spent in examining a fascinating library table
that was dated to the 1740s and is believed to be English. The top was hinged over and four
lopers with masques to either side pulled out for support. At the end of the day, Simon
Jervis communicated the Society’s grateful thanks to John Martin Robinson, Carol Kitching,
Sarah King, Louise Vincent, and most expressly to the 18th Earl and Countess of Pembroke,
for their generosity in making our visit possible.

Anne Rogers Haley 

Ammerdown House and Mells Manor

9 October 2013

A fine October day was the occasion of the Society’s second visit to Ammerdown house
near Bath. An appreciative, mainly West Country, group of members met our host Andrew
Jolliffe and the archivist Amanda Sheridan. Ammerdown, built in Bath stone, was designed
by James Wyatt in 1788 and still retains much of its original appearance in spite of
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enlargements in 1857 and 1877. The great interest to members was the re-discovery of John
Linnell’s bills for the furniture supplied in 1795–96 to Thomas Samuel Jolliffe; most of the
work was supervised by Thomas Tatham, totalling £466. The bills show in detail the
porterage, packing, choice of papers, upholstery and furniture.

Matthew Winterbottom led the discussion in the Drawing Room on the Linnell satin -
wood furniture. Of particular interest were the chairs and sofas i.e. ‘satinwood tablet
back’d elbow chairs with mouldings gilt burnish’d gold round the painted tablets, the
elbows carved, the legs turn’d the backs, seats and elbows French stuff’d in fine canvas
cover’d with the best above Tabaret and nail’d with best princes metal nails complete
£44.05.0d. Eight painted silk Tablets for £1.15.0d. Cutting out and making loose covers of
your printed Calico, thread, tape £1.15.0d.’

The fine details on the chairs showed where the arms terminate in four carved bay leaves,
under cut and enclosing a ball on the top of the uprights. The ‘painted tablet’ back panels
are now later restorations.

Also within the room were two splendid marble fireplaces from Egremont House,
Piccadilly, with carved giltwood overmantle mirrors, possibly by Vile and Cobb. The Hall
and Landing are decorated with a memorable group of Chinese wallpapers (brought here
from Merstham), the former on a blue background with crowded scenes of everyday life.
Hanging here is a sympathetic chinoiserie carved white picture frame with a fine study of
a flamingo by Tobias Stranover; on the Landing the paper has a deep pink background and
detailed wooded scene and birds.

While Ammerdown and Linnell’s invoices are ‘linked’, it was an extra pleasure to
examine two early eighteenth-century walnut and burr walnut cabinets, one with beauti -
fully engraved handles and unusual interior hinges and lockplate, the other possibly by
Peter Miller, Savoy, London. Our ‘pre-lunch entertainment’ furniture was a full working
nineteenth-century ‘Game of Kings’, with metal spinning top gig racing across the board
knocking down pins. This was followed by a delicious lunch in the Dining Room using
ingredients sourced from the walled Kitchen Garden.

Mells Manor house, home of the Horner family, was the ‘plum’ pulled out by Little Jack
Horner in the popular nursery rhyme. The south wing is the remaining part of an ‘H’ form
Elizabethan mansion which had replaced the grange of the Abbots of Glastonbury. It was
restored by Sir John and Lady Horner in 1900. Our host, the Countess of Oxford explained
how the house restoration in the 1900s had enhanced the lightness of the interior to set off
the collection of furniture and paintings. 

Our attention was drawn to a large early eighteenth-century painted board showing the
Mells estate: ‘My deep forest with circumjacent village and laws’ with by-laws for small
mines and a picture in each corner of mining scenes in the nearby Mendip hills. A provin -
cial cherry wood commode chest of drawers prompted much discussion over construction
and nationality, ranging from the Baltic to Holland; the veneering on the drawer fronts was
also on the reverse side. A hanging eighteenth-century mahogany wall mirror with scroll
gilt pediment and all round curved mirror level edge set within the frame was thought to
be north German, probably from Hamburg. 

Mells Manor is closely associated with Frances Jane, Lady Horner (1854/5–1940), one of
‘the Souls’ and friend of Edward Coles Burne-Jones. Sadly, the Burne-Jones decorated
piano was at the conservator’s. Frances’s father William Graham was a major collector and
patron of Burne-Jones and of early Italian paintings, many of which he gave to Frances. 

The church of St Andrew’s is integral to the setting of the manor. We visited the interior
to see the fine and unusual equestrian bronze statue, a memorial to Edward Horner, the last
direct heir, killed in France in 1917. The statue is the work of Sir Alfred Munnings and
represents the first of only two pieces of sculpture by him. The plinth was designed by Sir
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Edwin Lutyens. Following our visit we returned to the house where we were treated to a
wonderful afternoon tea in the Lutyens extension.

We are most grateful to Andrew Jolliffe and to the Countess of Oxford for their
generosity, kindness and enthusiasm in welcoming our group.

Andrew Jenkins

Study Visit to Rome

11–14 April 2013

Our first visit in Rome was to the Palazzo Sacchetti, which was begun in the 1540s by the
architect Antonio Sangallo for his own use. In 1546 the palace was sold to Cardinal Ricci di
Montepulciano, who completed the building and decorated the principal rooms. The great
audience chamber, decorated by Francesco Salviati with friezes show ing scenes from the
life of David is one of the most important surviving interiors from the sixteenth century and
made an impressive start to our Rome visit. On being told that the painted vases above two
of the doors had been described by Michael Hirst as being Chinese celadon, lively discus -
sion argued that far from it, these were alabaster vases, probably antique, because of their
lids, thus making much more sense of their position on either side of an antique bust of a
Roman empress. The furnishings of the palace reflect the ownership of the Sacchetti family,
who have lived in the palace from 1604 and provided a representa tive example of the type
of furniture we were to see throughout our visit. Particularly interesting was a set of
seventeenth-century carved chairs, with rich leather upholstery and the family coat of
arms. Among the many fascinating examples of Roman furniture, of particular interest was
a walnut settee, looking very similar to Chippendale’s designs of the 1760s with its mixture
of rococo back and neo-classical arms, asking what kind of exchanges of influences this
might reflect. Most notable was the family chapel with a paint ing of the Resurrection by
Salviati and a splendid set of baroque altar furniture.

We were welcomed for our second visit of the tour, the Villa Aurora, by Princess
Boncompagni-Ludovisi, who most kindly took us around the villa, most generously
offered us a reviving coffee and cakes, and also allowed us to explore her furniture to our
hearts’ content. The villa, which was built in 1570 and then expanded in the nineteenth
century is most famous for its two baroque ceilings: the painting by Guercino of Aurora
from which the villa took its name and which rather surprisingly in the modern villa is on
the first floor, decorates a much smaller room than the illustrations in art history books
indicate; the second is the only ceiling to have been painted by Caravaggio. It was com -
missioned by Cardinal Francesco Maria Del Monte in 1597 and depicts Jupiter, Pluto and
Neptune with Jupiter holding a huge, translucent orb and the earth and the sun below. It
was only dis covered in 1968 and there is still a great deal of discusson about the subject and
its possible interpretation; equally controversial is whether the painting of the bearded
figure appear ing at the feet of Neptune can indeed be Caravaggio as this would have been
painted when he was very young. In the entrance hall to the villa were four magnificent
carved mirrors and tables, with marble tops which allowed us to study and discuss the
manufacture of Roman marble tops, the exuberance of seventeenth-century Roman carving
and the problems of dating console tables between the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. In the charming landscape room, painted with vignettes of the Roman country -
side, was a pair of griffin-supported tables, the dating of which caused much discussion.
One particularly interesting debate concerned a mirror and table, very much in the style of
the pieces in the entrance hall, but with an extravagant profile that made us suspicious that
they could be nineteenth century. 
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Friday began with the visit to the Palazzo Rospigliosi Pallavicini, thanks to the Princess
Rospigliosi Pallavicini, who kindly gave us permission for the tour of the state apartments
and the Casino of Aurora in the gardens. The Rospigliosi came to prominence in 1667 with
the election of Cardinal Giulio as Pope, whose comparatively brief papacy was notable for
his modesty, charity and strict economy. As cardinal, he was a patron of Claude. One
painting must be mentioned from the Borghese period, which is Guido Reni’s spectacular
ceiling fresco of Aurora (1614) in the eponymous Casino in the garden. The story of the
furniture is complicated as complex inheritance mechanisms meant that the collection and
the palazzo were frequently divided, one consequence of which was the copying of
important pieces of furniture so that each heir was treated equally. Fortunately, extensive
archives survive, although the inventory descriptions are frequently insufficiently detailed
to be wholly useful. There were several giltwood mirrors decorated with painted flowers
(c. 1660–70) by Mario Nuzzi (known as ‘dei Fiori’) — similar examples were seen at Palazzo
Colonna. We also saw an important pair of ormolu and wood pedestals which had been
made for Cardinal Fesch, which support a magnificent pair of monumental Sèvres vases,
originally made for Letizia Bonaparte (‘Mme. Mère’) in 1810. There was plentiful evidence
of the taste of the families for lacquer furniture, which included a suite of Grendey-style red
lacquer caned furniture consisting of two sofas, four armchairs and a further four chairs.
This was accompanied by a set of tapestries from the Emperor of China series made at
Beauvais.. The most important piece of furniture in the collection is considered to be the
harpsichord (cembalo) made in Rome 1725–30, which was first recorded in the inventories
in 1752. The carver of the stand was probably Francecso Tibaldi, with the exterior painted
decoration attributed to Stefano Pozzi, whilst that inside the lid was attributed to
Crescenzio Onofri. 

We were fortunate enough to be able to spend a whole afternoon and early evening at
Palazzo Doria Pamphilj. Accompanying us through her private apartments, the Princess
kindly explained the complex history of the interiors and furnishings of these rooms,
redecorated during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Entered from the
state apart ments through the Sala del Poussin, each room in this sequence presents a
different style. Perhaps the most striking of all the rooms was the Saletta Verde, created as
a Venetian interior, lit by an extraordinary Murano chandelier and furnished with a set of
matching furniture. Interestingly one console table and two corner tables had been bought
in Venice, but the second console made in Rome to match. Although the Princess told us
that many pieces of furniture were simply bought in bulk as ‘cartloads of sculptures, metres
of pictures’, some were clearly specific to the family, such as a spectacular cradle dating
from the late seventeenth century. Entirely gilded and carved with all the signs of power a
child might need — including personifications of spiritual and temporal power, a doge’s
hat, a papal mitre — the cradle supposedly is regarded as bad luck within the family, since
the baby it was originally made for died within a year. 

Passing from the Princess’s apartments to the state rooms, we spent most of our time in
the centrepiece of the palace: the four-winged gallery that lines the courtyard on the piano
nobile, which in its current state dates to 1730s. Created by the architect Gabriele
Valvassori, the gallery was given decorated vaults. Unlike much of the furniture seen in the
private apartments, the furniture here is thought to have been made for the rooms, such as
the large mirrors which flank and face the windows of the Galleria degli Specchi,
interspersed with marble statues and small gilded console tables, an arrangement which
dates from the 1760s. 

The private apartments of Prince Jonathan, which we visited during the evening, are, in
contrast to the Princess’s suite, the Prince’s main residence, and so have a far more lived-in
appearance. Among the many interesting pieces of furniture, two table-top caskets caused
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particular interest among our group. Opinions suggested that one was likely to be Mexican,
lined probably with orangewood, while the other was in Japanese lacquer but decorated
with a double-headed eagle, probably intended for the Portuguese or Spanish market.
Finally, the piece that perhaps occasioned most discussion was a real oddity: a large desk
featuring ebony veneers set with engraved ivory plaques on the front (reminiscent of the
V&A’s Fiamengo cabinet of c. 1600), and large marquetry panels on the back not unlike
those of the Ravelli family from nearly two hundred years later. Almost certainly a 
nineteenth-century confection of earlier elements, this desk, like all that we had seen at
Palazzo Doria Pamphilj, kept us talking throughout the rest of the evening. 

We approached the Villa Albani by a grass avenue through the substantial private park,
planted informally with ‘the oldest pine trees in Rome’, so we were informed. Cardinal
Alessandro Albani (1692–1779), nephew of Pope Clement XI, churchman, diplomat,
connoisseur, collector, dealer and anglophile, dominated the antiquities trade in mid-
eighteenth century Rome. He was promoter and customer-in-chief (after the Pope) of the
famous restorer of ancient sculpture, Bartolomeo Cavaceppi (1716–99) and patron to 
J. J. Winckelmann (1718–68) the renowned scholar and author whom he employed as
librarian. 

A plaque commemorates Alessandro Torlonia as restorer of the property in 1871. Indoors
we would encounter huge brocade curtains and hangings still vivid in red and gold and
woven with the Torlonia and Colonna coat of arms proclaiming, like ceremonial banners,
the marriage alliance of two great families — the former being bankers, the latter, being as
blue-blooded as any among Roman nobility. We proceeded through the rooms of the villa,
reading from La Villa Albani ora Torlonia Descritta, the catalogue of sculptures, published
from 1869 onwards.The Galleria at the centre of the Villa offers a climax; the marble-clad
walls punctuated by pilasters incorporating micro-mosaics from Hadrian’s Villa, four life-
size relief sculptures, niches lined with mirror-glass and set with still larger statues, marble-
top pier tables, more busts and statuettes and three marble doorways of unsurpassed
magnificence (the central opening leading into the oval ante-room). The style of these
princely rooms is Roman baroque, with intimations of neo-classicism. We encountered the
latter in excelsis with Asprucci’s interiors (1770–1800) at the Villa Borghese. None should
doubt the impact of the Villa Albani on the eighteenth century Grand Tourist. Detail
mattered. Here is Gavin Hamilton writing to Charles Townley on 20 February 1778 (British
Museum) about his interior decoration, ‘In the Cardinal Albani’s Gabinetto the porphiry
vases doe well upon the grey ground because much gold is introduced in the stucco
ornament, otherwise would have the same effect as a man with a fine crimson velvet coat
seen in a cottage.’ 

The Museo Mario Praz had been the residence of the author and academic, Mario Praz,
from 1969 until his death in 1982. His books have subsequently been donated to the
Fondazione Primoli, but the arrangement of his furniture remains basically unaltered since
that year. Praz’s collections mostly dated from the 1790s to the 1840s but there were also
20th-century paintings, including Surrealists of the 1950s and a portrait of Praz, aged 55, by
Emilio Cecchi, one of the first items you see on entering the museum. The overwhelming
bulk of his collection, on display, is early nineteenth-century neo-classical and Style Empire
objects which were acquired from the 1930s onwards with the help of friends and dealers.
Until the 1960s, such items were more modestly priced and unfashionable, and this enabled
him to build up a large collection of very important objects with his slender resources. He
was particularly interested in bookcases as a symbol of taste, and prided himself in
possessing one that once belonged to Gabrielle d’Annunzio, the leading Italian poet of the
Fascist era. The library thus contains the ‘owl’ bookcase, from Naples, which Praz managed
to buy very cheaply because it was considered unlucky, and one in mahogany, which he
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claimed was English, even though some of the group were not entirely happy with that
attribution. Other intriguing pieces included an inlaid cabinet for storing logs, supported
on tortoises, a popular motif in Italian art; a collection of wax statuettes and Dutch
dioramas of glass and a bust of Elise Bonaparte, sporting the then highly fashionable
coiffeure à giraffe. John Whitehead pointed out a fine marble-topped table signed by Rafaelli
with legs designed by Dugourc, probably made by Thomire. James Yorke noted the
number of interesting musical instruments ranging from a harp by Erard to a lyre guitar by
Gennaro of Naples. 

Palazzo Colonna is still the home of one of the oldest noble families in Rome, which we
visited accompanied by Anthony Majanlahti. We first visited the Princess Isabelle Apart -
ments on the ground floor. Within this early twentieth-century refurbishment of a much
earlier setting, the furnishing of the apartments brings together disparate objects from the
Colonna collection in addition to parts of the substantial paintings collection. One piece
which occasioned much discussion was a console table supposedly associated with the
famous ‘Colonna bed’. This bed — as was reported in contemporary Roman sources — was
erected in 1663 to celebrate the birth of the first-born son of Lorenzo Onofrio Colonna and
his wife, Maria Mancini. Traditionally the console table, its support entirely carved and
gilded, comprising a figure of Neptune flanked by putti riding sea horses, has been
assumed to be associated with the Colonna bed, possibly as part of a separate sculptural
group displayed within the same room. However, the marine theme alone was insufficient
to convince our group of the connection, in the absence of any more concrete proof.

After the Princess Isabelle apartments we worked our way through the state rooms
towards the palace’s pièce de résistance: the gallery. Throughout its 76 m length, the gallery
combines all the elements one would expect to see in a baroque palace interior of this kind:
the ceiling frescoes, which depict the victories of Lepanto and the apotheosis of Marc -
antonio Colonna; the collection of paintings, arranged in geometrical formations only
loosely according to subject type; and the gilded console tables, placed against the walls
underneath large painted mirrors and topped with marble busts. Having spent several
days in Rome looking at carved and gilded furniture with no documentation, the furniture
of Palazzo Colonna offered us a welcome example of documented pieces. The mirrors we
know to have been painted by Carlo Maratta and Mario Nuzzi (known as Mario dei Fiori),
while the gilded consoles are mentioned in a 1714 inventory of the palace. Interestingly the
consoles — whose bases are all comprised of vanquished or bound figures of Turks,
flanking the Colonna emblem of a siren holding a column — were not gilded at the date of
this inventory, those in the main part of the gallery being described as ‘legno colorito nero’
and those of the Sala della Colonna Bellica at one end of the gallery described as gessoed
white. 

In addition to the tables in this gallery, we spent some time looking at the two monu -
mental cabinets which stand in the ante-room to the gallery. One of these is thought to have
been designed in c. 1678 by Carlo Fontana and was executed in ebony with small ivory
reliefs by the Austrian brothers Franz and Domenikus Stainhart. Facing this, the second
monumental cabinet represents the taste for pietre dure: again supported on a base of slave
figures attributed to the Stainhart brothers, this cabinet is decorated with small panels of
floral hardstone work, a taste and manufacture that was evidently strong in seventeenth-
century Rome as well as Florence.

On Saturday evening the group enjoyed an unexpected treat as we were led on a lively
private visit of the Palazzo Patrizi Montoro, which is not open to the public. The Patrizi,
were originally bankers from Sienna, the family has lived there since 1642 in a building,
which had been acquired by Giovanni Aldobrandini in 1596. Important marriages related
the Patrizi to many Roman families, in particular to the Montoro in 1736 and the Naro who
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were the custodians of the famous banner of the Holy Roman Church, the vexillum present
at Lepanto, entrusted to them by Pope Urban VIII in 1603.

We were kindly welcomed in the Palazzo’s entrance hall by Marchese Patrizi. The hall
although modest in size is enriched with porphyry columns from Egypt and exhibits at one
end an important Roman figure of Cupid whose carved body dates from 3rd century AD.
We then proceeded to the Sala del Baldaquino on the piano nobile, the room in which
important Roman families received the Pope. As far as furniture was concerned, the most
remarkable was in the first room, a pier table close to those of the Palazzo Colonna’s grand
gallery celebrating the victory of Lepanto, possibly made from the woods of one of the
ships, and a Genoese mirror. Further into the apartments we studied an eighteenth-century
Genoese or Roman century bureau, Roman commodes and pier tables, all standing under
a roll call of distinguished Old Masters. Last and totally surprising was the final room hous -
ing the very important archives concerning the accounts of the Vatican as well as the
famous vexillum. Built in a Gothic Revival style quite unique in Rome we were suddenly
transported north of the Alps. Cosy and intimate, it most certainly encourages the scholarly
perusal of ledgers. 

The Palazzo Corsini was built for the Corsini family between 1730–40 when Cardinal
Neri Maria Corsini, nephew of the then Pope Clement XII acquired the land from the Riario
family and built a new palace. Now housing the collection of paintings created in the seven -
teenth and eighteenth centuries by the Corsini, most particularly Clement XII and Cardinal
Neri Maria, it also has an impressive collection of furniture made for the palace in the
eighteenth century. Our main concern was primarily to see the many varied console tables,
which have been described by Colle in his book, Il mobile rococò in Italia. We were able to
examine many mid-eighteenth century tables in the gallery, among them an important pair
which are unusual in having dragon legs. Alvar Gonzales-Palacios argued that these were
derived from the designs of Nicolas Pineau and Colle suggest that they may have been
supplied aropund 1752 when the workshop of Lucia Corsini Barbarossa was supplying
furniture to the palace. The tables are described in the archives as ‘ two noble small tables
. . . with cradled feet embellished with cartouches, leaves and palms and carvings with masks
at each foot . . . four small dragons weaved with ornamentations going all around it . . .’

The Villa Borghese was our final visit of the trip and although we visited it along with a
great deal of Rome, we were able to spend the afternoon looking at the magnificent collec -
tions of paintings, sculpture and furniture in relative calm. The interiors of the villa were
remodelled and furnished in the eighteenth century by Marcontonio IV Borghese, who
used the architect Antonio Asprucci (1723–1808) to redecorate all the state rooms with
marble in the new classical style. Generally the themes of the paintings reflect the sculp -
tures on display as for example in the room of Apollo, where Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne
is displayed in the centre of the room. The state rooms were also intended to display the
important collection of antiquities, many of which were bought after 1808 when the
Borghese sold the original collection owned by Cardinal Scipione to Napoleon. 

The rooms provide a suitable setting for the furniture, which was designed to hold its
own in these very richly decorated neo-classical interiors. Designed by Asprucci, they are
among the most important neo-classical and most innovative furniture of the time. The two
large tables in the first floor gallery were particularly impressive, with table legs, fluted
columns ending in lion paw feet, the sides painted with antique scenes of a central panel of
two putti attending a fire and the two side panels showing a basin with birds drinking from
it. The sets of seat furniture were equally interesting and it was wonderful to see the often-
illustrated set of square-framed chairs with a large patera decoration for the back. The
range of designs gave a good indication of the boldness with which Roman designers
expressed the antique, far greater than English or French designers.
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Some members were able to stay on and look at the world-renowned collection of paint -
ings before we all had to leave. We would like to express our gratitude to the organisers of
the trip, Sylvain Lévy-Alban, Charles Garnett and Adriana Turpin. We would also like to
thank Alvar Gonzales Palacios and Enrico Colle, who provided guidance and secured
entries to some of the private visits; Dona Paola Torlonia, Mme Jean Amic and Silvia Davoli
for others. We would most especially like to thank HSH Princess Boncompagni-Ludovisi,
Prince Jonathan and Princess Gesine Doria Pamphilj, Prince Torlonia, Princess Rospigliosi-
Pallavicini, the Marquese Patrizi Montoro, the Marchesa Sacchetti, Dr Lanfranco Mazzotti
and Fra’ John Dunlap for so generously inviting us to their homes and collections, in many
cases not just giving up their time to show the collections but also entertaining us, making
this an exceptional opportunity to study the wealth and variety of Roman interiors and
furniture. 

Susan Bracken, Anne Ceresole, Dudley Dodd, 
Joanna Norman, Adriana Turpin, James Yorke

The Oliver Ford Trust and Tom Ingram Memorial Fund

In line with one of its roles — the promotion of interest in interior design — the Oliver Ford
Trust has generously expressed the desire to sponsor a place on each FHS study weekend
or foreign tour. Applicants should either be a student with a particular interest in interiors,
or a junior museum professional. Applications from non-members will be considered.
Grants will be awarded via the Tom Ingram Fund, to which candidates should apply.

The Tom Ingram Memorial Fund makes grants towards travel and other incidental
expenses for the purpose of study or research into the history of furniture (a) whether or
not the applicant is a member of the Society; (b) only when the study or research is likely
to be of importance in furthering the objectives of the Society; and (c) only when travel
could not be undertaken without a grant from the Society. Applications towards the cost of
FHS foreign and domestic trips and study weekends are particularly welcome from
scholars. Successful applicants are required to acknowledge the assistance of the Fund in
any resulting publications and must report back to the Panel on completion of the travel or
project. All enquiries about Grant applications to the Tom Ingram Memorial Fund or Oliver
Ford Trust should be addressed to Clarissa Ward, Secretary FHS Grants Committee, 
25 Wardo Avenue, London SW6 6RA, email grants@furniturehistorysociety.org, or the
application form can be downloaded from the Grants page of the Society’s website,
www.furniturehistorysociety.org.

The FHS Grants Committee will now meet quarterly to consider all grant applications,
either for independent travel/incidental expenses for the purpose of study or research, or
for participation in FHS foreign and UK study trips. Completed application forms should
be submitted, with current Curriculum Vitae, by the following deadlines so that they can
be considered at these meetings:  

March 10, June 10, September 10 or December 10.

The importance of the scholarships we are able to offer through the Tom Ingram and
Oliver Ford funds is summed up by Jo Norman from the Victoria and Albert Museum who
took part in the intensive Rome study tour, April 2013: ‘As a relative novice to the world of
furniture, but knowing that my interests are concentrated on Italian furniture of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the trip offered me an unparalleled opportunity to
study a far greater number of pieces of furniture — as well as entire collections — in private
as well as public hands, than I would ever manage to see on my own. The experience of
looking at such a number of pieces, usually on my knees and armed with a torch, has
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helped greatly to increase my confidence in learning to trust my eyes and instinct when
looking at unknown pieces for the first time. In particular, I greatly appreciated the
privileged access that we were granted during our visit, the generosity of our hosts, and the
collegiate atmosphere of the FHS group, which offered a scholarly and yet unthreatening
environment in which to pose questions, suggestions, and from which I have learnt a great
deal. Quite simply, it has provided me with the greatest and most concentrated oppor -
tunity to date in which to look and learn, and will, I know, provide me with the most
fantastic basis on which to build in my future work on Italian furniture.’

Copy Deadline

The deadline for receiving material to be published in the next Newsletter is 15 March. Copy
should be sent, preferably by email, Elizabeth Jamieson ea.jamieson@tiscali.co.uk or posted
to Elizabeth Jamieson, 10 Tarleton Gardens, Forest Hill, London SE23 3XN.
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