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Editorial

the Leeds Art Collections
Although
Fund did not in the end play any part in
from
bringing the library writing-table
Harewood to Temple Newsam it almost
certainly would have done had its trust
deed been worded differently. This document has indeed caused much heartsearching in the past particularly when
we wanted a government grant to help buy
the silver race cup for Leeds (see Leeds
Arts Calendar No. 53). Suffice it to say
here that the deed is now in process of
being re-drawn in an attempt to make it a
more adaptable and effective framework
within which the trustees and committee
may work and this includes preventing
art treasures from leaving Yorkshire whenever possible. That the L.A.C.F. had to be
a bystander is however of small account,
the writing-table
is safely among
the
permanent treasures of Temple Newsam
and this is all that really matters. It
seemed, therefore, entirely appropriate that
a whole issue of the Arts Calendar should
be devoted to it.
When last September the news was
released that negotiations had been completed and the writing-table would soon be
on view to the public we were given good
coverage in the national as well as the local
papers. It was clear then that history had
been made, but now that some time has
elapsed we are in a better position to sum
up a number of the more important
aspects of its acquisition. There are, for
instance, the principles and tastes which
lay behind our benefactors'riginal
offer
and then there is the object itself, what it

—

amounts to as a work of art and how it fits
into the story of British art made so
graphic at Temple Newsam already.
With the cosy feeling that a good story
bears re-telling one might start at the
beginning. It was announced in the press
during the Spring of last year that some of
the Harewood House treasures, the library
writing-table among them, were to be sold
on the international market; at that time
there did not seem much that could be
done about it. The piece had an enormously high valuation put upon it and
this appeared realistic enough. So the
matter stood until three days before the
fatef'ul sale at Christie's
then, totally
a well known Yorkshire
unexpectedly,
business man vvalked into the director's
oflice at Temple Newsam and suggested
that he and three others would like to buy
the writing-table and present it to Leeds.
This staggering offer was then discussed as
as possible and the condispassionately
clusion come to that the four benefactors
might between them be able to raise about
.')0 per cent of what the writing-table was
likely to fetch. There followed a series of
somewhat
nerve-racking
long distance
telephone calls thc recipients of which
included
the National
Art-Collections
Fund, the Victoria and Albert Museum
and the Treasury. There was certainly no
time to lose. Only a few hours before the
sale one of the benefactors agreed to act as
banker and go up to 40,000 guineas for the
writing-table. If he succeeded in buying it
he would offer it to Leeds already
promised a contribution of 20,000 by

$
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him and his colleagues, provided that the
rest of the money could be raised. By this
time Mr. George Levy of Messrs. Blairman's had agreed to do the bidding and
take no commission; he therefore became,
in effect, a fifth benefactor. Fortunately
'the banker'ecided at the last minute to
go to Christie's with Mr. Levy and so was
able to raise his bid to 41,000 guineas and
so win the day.

.-II

Plate 1
The Weeks Cabinet

At this point what one might call the
administrative
phase of the operation
began. 43,050 (this is what you get if you
convert 41,000 guineas into pounds) had
to be found as soon as possible. Much
credit is due to the outside bodies all of
whom made great efforts to help, with the
result that very soon our account stood as
follows:

$

Z20,000 to be given by 4 benefactors

through the N.A.C.F.
from the National ArtCollections Fund itself.
g8,625 from the Victoria and Albert
Museum.
4,000 from the Leeds Corpora tion
purchase grant.
@2,069 from the Corporation art fund.

$5,000
$

j39,694
We were therefore left with a deficit of
g3,356 and this was finally paid off by
further donations from the four business
men who have insisted all along on
remaining anonymous. The sum given by
the Victoria and Albert Museum (from
their annual treasury grant available to
provincial museums to help with important purchases) is an odd amount and
came about because we had already
received $ 1,375 to help buy the Weeks
cabinet (plate 1) an outstanding piece of
English late neo-classical furniture. Therefore their total disbursements to Leeds in
1965 amounted to $ 10,000 the maximum
that may be credited to any museum in
one year. The N.A.C.F. too made a very
from funds in great
big contribution
demand from everywhere. In fact, one of
the most lasting memories of the whole
transaction is the enthusiasm shown by the
public bodies who helped and the personal
interest taken by their officers in our
progress.
Without belittling in any way the help
received after the sale, however, the really
significant point of the story was the part
played by the four benefactors who not
only initiated proceedings, but saw the job
right through to a successful conclusion.
Obviously gratitude is owed to them by

who enjoys looking at the
anybody
writing-table at Temple Newsam, but one
or two aspects of their generosity might be
pondered over. In the first place theirs was
a quite remarkable example of private
enterprise in the service of public amenity
both in scale and suitability. In the
second place it was a gift to the city in
which the benefactors and their forebears
had made their money. As such it was at
the same time an act of loyalty and an act
of faith in a great provincial city which by
good fortune is privileged to maintain one
of the most beautiful art museums in the
world. Today when industrial and commercial concentration in London and the
South-East is seen to be growing into
crisis proportions enriching Temple Newsam might also be seen as an act of foresight. Any way round the giant human and
material traffic jarns of the capital must
surely lead to the provincial centres where
creative work and business expansion is
still possible. But any great city must cater
for the minds of men when they are off
duty, a point well understood in America

—
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Candlestick, one of a
Pair, Shegield Plate,

c. 1775

and indeed in some of the oldest countries
of Europe where the arts are given high
priority. In this country the outcry against
the injustice of sending, as a matter of
course, the great works of art which
occasionally fall into government hands —no matter from where they have been
taken
to London shows a realization that

such chattels play an important part in the
life of a healthy community.
By way of a postscript we might remember that some of the more enlightened
manufacturers
early in the industrial
revolution, for example, Matthew Boulton
and Josiah Wedgwood, saw their future in
the provinces too.

A Neo-classical

Masterpiece

In recent years a great deal of interest
has been taken in the neo-classical period
in England and much has been written
about the various manifestations
of it.
This is in very marked contrast to what
obtained before. The image of Robert
Adam has always been obtrusive, but ii.
served rather to block the vision than to
concentrate attention on his ideas and the
accomplishments
of those who worked
around him. The omnibus description
'Adam style'o distinguish almost anything made after about 1760 and before
1810 is still current and has its parallel in
the attribution of all good furniture dating
from the second hall of the 18th century to
Thomas Chippendale. As far as the latter
is concerned, the wheel has already come
full circle and it has become a mark of
learning to take everything away from
Chippendale unless descriptive bills can be
found to prove his authorship.
Curiously enough Adam has suffered
from two conflicting views of his achievements. In a tacit and somewhat nationalistic way his 'style'as thought to be all
his own and he was therefore seen as the
founder of a European fashion
what one
might call a 'Britain led the way'ttitude.
On the other hand he was considered an
eclectic artist who merely made a new
pastiche of classical decorative
motifs.
These could be made to sound rather
stuffy by repeatedly quoting the archaeological digs at Herculaneam and Pompeii
gleanings from a long dead, though
admittedly distinguished, past.
The inevitable re-assessment has led to a
fear of drawing convery understandable
clusions from insufficient evidence lest the
next writer on the subject disprove them,
but positively to the view that Adam fits
comfortably into an international group of
avant-garde
art historians and artists. It
would not be appropriate here to dwell
upon the genius of Adam himself, but only
to stress that he does emerge, within the

—

—

context of his time, as a great inventive
artist rather than as a mere innovator with
a particular gift for creating a demand for
his style.
There are difficulties in ascribing exact
dates to any aesthetic movement, but, with
this proviso, it would be reasonable as well
as convenient
to split the neo-classical
period in this country into three phases.
Allowing for the time lag between idea and
manifestation, very important where the
decorative arts are concerned, the first
phase might be taken from the e;irly 1760's
to the late 70's, the second from this time
until the late 90's, and the third that
aspect of the so-called Regency style still
specifically concerned with Greek and
Roman forms and ornament.
Temple
Newsam now possesses superb examples of
furniture and other movables in the neoclassical manner of the 18th century and
the collection of those dating from the
early 19th century is building up. In
passing one might be forgiven for drawing
attention again- —it is mentioned in the
editorial of this issue to the Weeks
cabinet. This piece epitomises the austere
elegance of the best furniture of the end of
the century and may be seen as a reaction
against the all pervading intricacies of
Adamite decoration.
For the purpose of this article, however,
we must concentrate on the first phase
and separate objects made during it into
two categories; those actually designed by
the Adam brothers and made up by a
suitable craftsman and those designed and
made by specialists whose first concern—
loyalty one might say was to their own
medium. The silver candlesticks'f 1767
by the well-known maker John Carter to a
design emanating from the drawing office
of Robert and James Adam provide an
excellent illustration
of the former. It
seems fair comment to suggest that the
design has better potential than the candlesticks themselves have realized. The mass

—
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of detail, delineated clearly enough,

is lost
to the eye when translated into a reflecting
metal. The same lack of comprehension of
the characteristics and limitations of the
material in which their designs would have
to be made up is born out in much of the
wall furniture conceived by the architects
their predilection for insubstantial aerial
festoons, for instance, may be seen in pier
tables intended to go beneath looking
glasses, as well as in patterns for silverware.
That Robert and James were aware of
their difficulties, one of which was certainly lack of time, and encouraged experts
to make objects of all sorts, suitable for
their interiors is obliquely testified by
letters between James Adam and Matthew
Boulton of Birmingham on the one hand
and Josiah Wedgwood on the other, concerning showrooms in the Adelphi precinct. Similarly, in the realm of furniture
Thomas Chippendale had the facilities for
the demand created by the
supplying
Adam brothers without the need to be
directly dependant upon them.
An object in the second category which
illustrates well how a craftsman could

—
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make the neo-classical manner his own is
the silver Race Cup2 by Holmes and
Dumee of 1774. While the whole conception is more elaborate than that of the
candlesticks the ornament is so arranged
in three dimensions and with the contrasting intervals that it makes a comprehensible whole. The charming pair of
Sheffield Plate candlesticks (plate 2), just
acquired, offer another example of a
completely Adamite idea rendered in an
essentially metal form.
We may now move on directly to the
writing-table.
There is nothing flimsy
about this, rather it has a massive dignity
which at one and the same time places it in
the best tradition of English furniture
making and ensures that it could never lose
identity in an overall decorative scheme.
All the available circumstantial evidence
points to the fact that it was both designed
and made within Thomas Chippendale's
workshop.
was providing
Chippendale
splendid furniture for Edwin Lascelles at
Harewood from the late 1760's onwards
and in a letter dated 19 July 1767 written
to Sir Rowland Winn he explains why he
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could not call on his client at Nostell: "As
soon as I had got to Mr. I.ascelles and
looked over the whole of ye house I found
that I should want many designs. I
knowing that I had time enough went to
York to do them, but before I could get all
adone I was taken very ill with the
quinsy".s This may be a key statement and
even the most restrained interpretation
was
would suggest that Chippendale
responsible for the main ideas behind the
designs even if many were worked up by
employees, or even consultants, in London.
there is an
Unfortunately,
although
account for an overall sum of g6,326 owed
individual
bills for as
to Chippendale,
much as 3,024 of it have not so far come
to light among the Harewood papers.
There is no bill for the principal item of
the writing-table,
furniture,
nor is it
mentioned
in the household
accounts
which incidentally suggest that Chippendale's firm supplied a good deal besides the
main pieces of furniture and that the final
account would have come to more than
just over g6,300. There is, however,
an entry in the Day Work Book 1760—74
under the date April 18—25 1772 which
reads "making covers for the Library
Table R. Stool", the man concerned being

$
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foreman at the house a
Mr. Reid. The stool mentioned can no
doubt be identified with the library steps
still in the house, which fold away into a
stool. Covers, it might be noted, were
usually supplied by the makers of the

Chippendale's

furniture itself.4
It used to be taken for granted that
Robert Adam provided drawings for the
most important furniture at Harewood and
that these must subsequently have been
lost. Over seven years ago, however, the
late R. W. Symonds suggested,5 very
convincingly, that the absence of Adam
drawings might simply be due to the fact he
did not do any and that while the furniture
in question was substantially unlike anything Adam conceived, it had marked
authenticated
links with Chippendale's
work. The library writing-table had two
pages devoted to it in Christie's sale catalogue of July 1st 1965 where it was
described as "By Thomas Chippendale
from a design by Robert Adam". The
almost
mounts were said to be
but
certainly by Matthew Boulton...
more of this later.
The construction of the writing-table is
in accord with its massive visual qualities
and, expectedly, it is made in three sections

"..."—

Plate 4

—two

pedestals and a top. The main
carcase is of oak with the marquetry veneer
placed directly on it. It is worth noting
that this method of making is common to a
number of the other fine pieces at Harewood House, for example the side tables in
the Music room. The four long sides of the
two pedestals,
the greatest lengths of

veneered surface on the writing-table,
show no signs of cracking though through
the centuries overall contraction has taken
place. This is suggested by the fact that the
gilded brass pilasters do not now line up
exactly with the framed paterae on each
end of the top section (plate 4). The four
doors clearly caused the cabinet maker the
most careful thought; in the event he made
them entirely of mahogany in the orthodox
stile and panel manner and veneered both
sides. Even so they have all split down the
centres and have from time to time been
restored in a more or less expert way.
Since the writing-table has been at Temple
Newsam the cracks have been filled with
tinted beeswax with the result that they
are almost invisible. It seemed worth
commenting at some length on the construction as it shows traditional English
methods at their best and also how sound a
wood prime oak could prove if used with

enough skill. Finally. it should be recorded
that the table moves easily on brass castors
of a size and weight suitable for a tramcar.
There are two aspects to the decorative
repertoire of the table, which need separate
attention; the marquetry and the applied
metalwork. The former is of superb quality
and rivals in skill of execution the best
French work of the period. The motifs and
general layout of the main panels derive
ultimately from the source books available
at the time, specifically no doubt Wood
and Dawkins'almyra and Baalbek and Sir
William Hamilton's Vases6; more directly
perhaps from the Adam interiors and
some for Harewood
designs
including
House itself that Chippendale must surely
have seen by the time he needed to think
about the writing-table. There was certainly no shortage of material on which
artists and craftsmen, working during the
latter part of the 18th century, could draw
for inspiration. They did not need to go
further afield than the houses of their
with their well-equipped libraries
patrons
for which indeed they in turn were
producing the goods. One of the intriguing
things about this most important period of
English art was the way in which the best
craftsmen could adapt what might be called

—
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stock motifs, until they seemed appropriate
material.
only to their own particular
What, for example, could be more wooden
than the ubiquitous vase, central to the
door panel designs on the writing-table

(plate

6).

The metal mounts are boldly conceived
and heavily gilded, but there is a certain
coarseness about them. The castings bear
little evidence, except in the case of the
splendid rams heads (see cover design), of
chasing up and finishing and in this respect
fall far short of the immaculate products of
the French ormolu makers. On a question
purely of finish they do not compare very
favourably either with the metalwork on

otli er important furniture at Harewood and
may well have been supplied by a diH'erent
founder. One is tempted to think that the
order was executed in a hurry. There is

certainly a problem of authorship here, but
it seems clear from the available evidence
that the mounts were not supplied by
Boulton and Fotliergill of Soho, Birmingham. Among the extensive collection of
Boulton papers in the Assay OHice at
Birmingham theie are no letters to or from
Chippendale, nor for that matter is there
correspondence to be found with any of the
leading cabinet makers of the day the one
exception being the firm of Ince and
Mayhew. With these makers there is an

—
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illuminating, if spasmodic, series of letters
ranging over a number of years and it looks
as though Boulton numbered Ince among
that group of manufacturing friends determined to find and use the best patterns
provided by the 'Ancients'. Two of the
letters are worth quoting from here as they
not only prove that Boulton did supply
metal mounts when asked, but they also
throw light on the traditional problem of
getting rich customers to pay within a
reasonable time. The first letter, a long one,
dated 26th Aug. 1771 discusses an order for
Lord Kerry and contains much of general
interest. Concerning the metal embellishments for a chimney piece Boulton says
we should be glad to have Mr. Devall's
opinion how the Ornament should be fixed
on whether by Screws going through the
Gilt Ornament or by soldering pins on the
back of the Ornaments...
Further on
comes this passage
as we apprehend
you will have a pretty large account with
Lord Kerry we doubt not but you will
know the means of being regularly paid
and it will be much more agreeable to us
if you will permitt us to execute the
Ornaments for his Lordships Chimney
piece and Tripods on your Account for
which we will allow you 10 per cent in
order to be upon a certainty of being paid
at the expiration of 6 months from the
date of the Invoice. We ask you ten
thousand
pardons for not sending the
Cabinet furniture before it has been finished
these 3 Months but by accident put by in a
corner." It might be noted that the mounts
on the Harewood writing-table are fixed by
both screws and pins and that neither
method proved entirely satisfactory to
judge by the number of replacements and
extra fixings that had to be made by
generations of house carpenters. When the
mounts were cleaned recently some of the
more unsightly odd screws and pins were in
turn replaced, though this time, with
appropriate historical conscience, anything
removed has been carefully preserved. The
second letter written to Ince and Mayhew
nearly four years later 6th April
how careful Boulton was to ensure
that anything made in the Soho manufactory was as good as he could get it. The
letter was sent under the firm's name and

"...
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refers to the "Ornaments for the Dutchess
of Manchesters Cabinet" which"... will be
compleat for Gilding in about 9 Days, when
we shall immediately
as they are ready
forward them to you in order to try how
they fit as we think it best so to do, before
they are Gilt for fear there should be any
alterations to make after, (when considered
that the Gilding parts will not delay them
above 3 or 4 days after we receive them
back) we are sorry it has not been in our
power to compleat them sooner and hope
our delay will be no Great Disappointment.
We remain respectfully

BkF"

Other letters suggest that Boulton was
sometimes prepared to gild and repair brass
ornaments and mouldings not made by
him, but perhaps this was a special concession to a friend.
Of the three famous names at one time or
another associated with the writing-table
it looks then as though we must dismiss
Robert Adam and Matthew Boulton as
having had nothing directly to do with it.
We are left with Thomas Chippendale and
those who worked for him; to them may
now be given a great deal more of the credit
than they have enjoyed before. The brass

founder responsible for the mounts must
for the moment remain anonymous and,
because we do not know what sort of person
he was, we cannot tell how much of the
designing of the products ordered was left
to him.
Piecing together the story of how the
writing-table came to be is a fascinating
academic exercise, but of paramount
importance is the fact that this masterpiece
of English neo-classical furniture is readily
accessible for anyone to study at first hand.
Now that it is in public ownership we may
reasonably expect that it will be safe from
any further saleroom hazards and remain
in sympathetic
at Temple
surroundings
Newsam
barely ten miles from that other
great house for which it was originally
made. It has weathered the near two
centuries of its private existence well and
today displays a subtly faded countenance
which some would claim gives it a greater
dignity than it probably possessed in the
full splendour of its youth.

—
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