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‘what is “regency”?’ This is the question posed at the front of the Souvenir 
Programme for the 1951 Regency Festival held in Brighton (Figure 1). ‘Regency 
furniture [it responds] comprehends a multiplicity of styles and trends, yet there 
is an unmistakeable character in all the work of the period.’ The article concludes, 
reflecting some of the enduring prejudices of the time, that at ‘its worst, Regency 
furniture paved the way for the horrors of Victorianism’, while also acknowledging 
that ‘at its best, there was grace, elegance and strength of design. It was many years 
before furniture again reached such heights of combined excellence in design, 
material and craftsmanship.’1 While some Regency design did, indeed, anticipate 
creations from the later 
nineteenth century, today 
these developments tend to 
be more positively received, 
thanks in no small part to 
curators such as Simon Jervis 
and Clive Wainwright (see 
below).

This article will examine the 
interdependent and over-
lapping ways in which the 
reception of Regency furni-
ture has evolved since the 
early twentieth century, no-
tably in the role played by 
publications, museums and 
exhibitions. Brighton, it will 
be suggested, was particu-
larly significant in changing 
attitudes, from the middle of 
that last century. As museum 
collections developed during 
the second half of the twen-
tieth century, so, too, did the 
broader interest of private 

Figure 1. Regency Festival, Brighton, Souvenir Programme 
(cover), 1951. Author’s image.
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collectors. Dealers and decorators also played a role. The ‘long’ Regency period is 
generally considered to be approximately from 1795 to the 1830s, and this is a time 
frame that describes ‘Regency’ throughout the article. 

For connoisseurs such as Philip Hewat-Jaboor, to whose memory this volume is 
dedicated, the Regency’s bold design, sense of fantasy, quality of manufacture, 
flamboyant patrons and increasing body of scholarship were all motivating 
attractions; but Philip also created elegant domestic interiors that echoed aspects of 
the period he so admired. 

Two connoisseur-collectors active during the Regency period itself were the focus 
of Hewat-Jaboor’s attention, both as a collector and scholar: William Beckford 
(1760–1844) and Thomas Hope (1769–1831). It was Philip who, while ‘aware of 
the debt owed to previous scholars and authors’,2 was determined to bring to 
fruition what became the memorable exhibitions William Beckford, 1760–1844: An 
Eye for the Magnificent (2001–02), and Thomas Hope Regency Designer (2008–09).3 The 
eponymous catalogues for each of these shows, the first edited by Derek Ostergard 
(1952–2023),4 and the second by David Watkin (1941–2018) and Philip himself, are 
monumental, multi-authored works of scholarship that will surely stand the test 
of time. The auction catalogue of Philip’s own collection, now widely dispersed, 
is further testament to his acuity (Figure 2).5 Furniture and works of art that had 
once belonged to Beckford and Hope, which later passed through the hands of 
twentieth-century collectors and then back onto the market, were captured (and 
sometimes parted with) by Philip. Several pieces from Philip’s collection now 
belong to American museums.6

Frances Collard and David Watkin have written on ‘The Afterlife of Thomas 
Hope: Designers, Collectors, Historians’.7 Collard and Watkin note that as early as 
the second half of the nineteenth century, Regency forms were admired by, and 
inspiring, contemporary cabinet makers (if not yet collectors).8 Designs by leading 
figures from the Regency period had, probably significantly, been shown at the 
1862 London International exhibition: Soane, Bridgens, Tatham, Flaxman, Hope 
and Holland being some of those listed.9 Notwithstanding a late nineteenth-century 
conflated taste for Empire/Regency interiors and, from the turn of the twentieth 
century, a fashion for reproduction Regency furniture, a considered appreciation 
of Regency production remained some decades off. Although in the late 1920s the 
interior decorator Lenygon and Morant (1915–51) included Regency decorative 
arts in an exhibition, describing it as ‘the last of the great English periods’, there 
was a separate entrance so that the earlier furniture ‘would not be contaminated 
through association with the earlier display’; and while the 1928 Daily Telegraph 
Exhibition of Antiques and Works of Art included, for example, Thomas Hope wall 
lights, interest remained muted.10 The following year, a loan exhibition of English 
Decorative Art at Lansdown House, London included several stellar examples of 
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Regency furniture (see Figure 3).11 Furniture from designs by Thomas Hope and 
George Smith, that will be discussed below, can be clearly seen. 

The present author is informed, in no small part, by his fifty years’ experience as part 
of a firm of dealers closely, and historically, associated with the Regency period.12 
He also draws on his ‘From Thomas Hope to “Vogue Regency” and Beyond: the 
growing appreciation of Regency design during the twentieth century’.13

Writing in 1892, Frederick Litchfield14 alludes to the designs of Thomas Sheraton 
(1751–1806), Thomas Hope and George Smith (1786–1826), as well as to the work 
of cabinet makers including Seddon15 and Gillow.16 He is, nonetheless, clearly 
unimpressed by Regency production:

Figure 2. Philip Hewat-Jaboor’s dining room, Jersey, 2023.  
© Christie’s Images.
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… the chief difference between the French and English work being, that, whereas in 
French Empire Furniture the excellence of the metal work redeems it from heaviness 
or ugliness, such merit was wanting in England, where we have never excelled in 
bronze work, the ornament being generally carved in wood… Where metal was 
used it was brass, cast and fairly finished by the chaser, but much more clumsy than 
French work.17 Therefore, the English furniture of the first years of the nineteenth 
century is stiff, massive, and heavy …18 

This dismissive view of Regency production prevailed among most collectors of old 
furniture until well into the twentieth century.

Percy Macquoid (1852–1925), in The Age of Satinwood (first published 1908), 
included some handsome Regency furniture without using that term to describe it. 
His opinions of furniture in this style are scathing. ‘After 1800, tables, like all other 
furniture, began to show signs of the coming dissolution, and the taper leg that for 
twenty-five years had been such a marked feature … was replaced by a different 

Figure 3. Room VII, from Illustrated Catalogue of the Loan Exhibition of English Decorative Art at 
Lansdown House, 1929. Author’s image.
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structure.’ He describes the 
‘palmated ornament on the 
legs’ of a table from Harewood 
House (his fig. 215) as 
‘meaningless’. He criticised 
the proportion of Regency-
period furniture as ‘clumsy’. 
He went on to comment that 
a stool from Harewood House 
(that we now recognise as after 
a design by Thomas Hope, his 
fig. 237)19 possesses ‘certain 
points of resemblance to 
Empire furniture, [but] in no 
way resembles it’, and another 
Hope-designed chair,20 from 
the collection of ‘W. James’ 
(his fig. 238) is described as 
representing ‘ultra-classical 
affectation’ (Figure 4).21 

As late as 1948, the eminent 
furniture historian R. W. 
Symonds (1889–1958) was still 
expressing doubts about much 
of the furniture manufactured 
during the Regency period. 
Although he admitted that at 
‘this stage it is not possible 
to classify with any accuracy 
the various schools of cabinet- and chair-making’, he makes the obvious comment 
that, with the vast increase in population in cities away from London, there was an 
increased need for modern furniture. This, he concluded, resulted in the use of poor-
quality timber and crude mounts on ill-designed forms outside London, singling 
out Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool and Newcastle. Had his thoughts travelled 
north of the border, would Symonds have equally dismissed the Edinburgh-made 
Regency furniture supplied for Paxton House by William Trotter? Symonds did, 
however, concede the attributes of London-made pieces and illustrated pieces from 
around the trade that make his point. Photographs, where acknowledged, are from 
the dealers Leonard Knight, Ronald A. Lee and H. Blairman & Sons.22

Despite the misgivings expressed by Litchfield, Macquoid and Symonds, and even 
early on, see below, by Margaret Jourdain (1876–1951), it now seems predictable 

Figure 4. After a design published by Thomas Hope, 
armchair (c.1805), from the collection of William James, 
presented by the Edward James Foundation, 1971, 
DA340014. Royal Pavilion and Museums, Brighton and 
Hove. Photograph: Jim Pike.
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that the elegance of the Regency period did, in due course, attract the attention of 
connoisseurs and collectors. The architectural historian Christopher Hussey (1899–
1970) was an early admirer. For example, writing in 1931, he rejected the view that 
Regency was ‘ugly’ and proposed that ‘the Regency designers were the modernists 
of a hundred and thirty years ago’, impatient with triviality, who sought ‘solidarity 
and simplicity’. Hussey saw a ‘kinship between Regency and modern taste’; a view 
that was surely, consciously or otherwise, understood by the architect and collector 
James Stirling (1926–92).23 

It seems surprising, given the collection he built at Avenue House in Ampthill, 
Bedfordshire, that in the introduction written in 1922 to Margaret Jourdain’s 
sumptuously illustrated English Decoration and Furniture of the Later XVIIIth Century 
(1760–1820),24 the architect Albert Richardson (1880–1964) was utterly dismissive of 
Regency design. He commented: ‘Thomas Hope became a slave to [the Empire style] 
and produced his book of designs, which lack the grace of similar French work, and 
in their heaviness contributed to the degradation of Victorian art.’ He went on to say 
that by 1810 ‘Sir John Soane … had established his somewhat mediocre reputation 
… [and] as a result he produced interior designs which are marred by brutality’.25 
Jourdain herself added: ‘The weakness of Hope’s style is that it is closely derived 
from French originals, and if the French architects reduced too scrupulously all 
evidence of life to a frozen calm, Hope’s designs are even more lifeless …’.26 Despite 
this muted enthusiasm, Jourdain illustrated much well-designed and beautifully 
made furniture, some anonymous, some after designs by Hope and Smith.27

Whatever her misgivings, Jourdain was evidently intrigued by the Regency period. 
Writing about post-1800 furniture earlier still, in December 1920, she quoted Sir 
Walter Scott’s observation in an edition of the Quarterly Review that national taste 
had ‘changed in almost every particular, from that which was meagre, formal, and 
poor, and has attained, comparatively speaking, a character of richness, variety, and 
solidity’. Jourdain conceded that ‘progress in solidity is very apparent’, while noting 
the distinguished qualities of earlier furniture designed by Robert Adam or made 
by Thomas Chippendale,28 but the outstanding significance of this article is that the 
author devoted scholarly attention, hitherto reserved for pre-1800 production, to a 
group of Regency furniture, in this case supplied in 1810 by George Oakley (1773–
1840)29 for Papworth Hall, Cambridge. The bookcase illustrated on p. 148 (Figure 5) 
is one of several pieces from Papworth Hall now in private collections.30

Jourdain’s pioneering 1934 book Regency Furniture, 1795–182031 suggests that 
her opinion had changed. The narrative begins a decade and a half before the 
establishment of the Regency (1811–20) of George, Prince of Wales, later George IV 
(1762–1830), and concludes with the accession of the Prince Regent as George IV. 
Jourdain, by ending abruptly in 1820, did not include the various developments of 
the period up to 1830 and beyond — for example, work carried out for George IV 
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at Windsor Castle — which have latterly been treated as a development of Regency 
design and manufacture.32 Jourdain opened with a description of some key Regency 
styles: ‘Greek Revival’,33 ‘Thomas Hope’, ‘Egyptian Revival’ and the ‘Chinese 
Taste’, before offering a taxonomic overview of Regency furniture, as understood 
in the 1930s. Jourdain also discussed ‘Materials and Processes’, as well as listing 
‘Furniture Makers’. Just as Jourdain overlooked the Gothic Revival, so have many 
connoisseur-collectors of the Regency period over the following decades.

Figure 5. George Oakley, bookcase, for Papworth Hall, Cambridge, from Blake 
and A. E. Reveirs-Hopkins, Old English Furniture for the Small Collector (1930). 
Author’s image.
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During the second half of the twentieth century Brighton, on the Sussex coast, played 
a significant role in raising interest in Regency furniture. The Regency Society was 
founded there in 1945, and in 1946 it organised the first Regency Exhibition as part 
of a Regency Festival held at the Royal Pavilion. The Society, which continues to 
this day, grew out of a determination to fight plans to replace the Regency terraces 
of Brunswick Town with modern blocks of flats and to build a new town hall on 
the site of the Royal Pavilion.34 Clifford Musgrave was a founding member of the 
Regency Society and, in due course, Director of the Royal Pavilion (1939–68).35 We 
owe Musgrave and his tenacious predecessor, Henry Roberts (1870–1951), Director 
of the Royal Pavilion (1920–35),36 an inestimable debt for their roles in resuscitating 
the Pavilion, which had been ‘stripped bare by the Royal Family when they sold it 
in 1850’ after which it ‘suffered from a century of neglect and botched restoration 
…’.37 The Regency Society organised several exhibitions before winding up the 
company created for that purpose, but Musgrave (and his successor John Morley, 
1933–2001) continued them until 1977. 

A delightful insight into Clifford Musgrave’s early days at the Pavilion survives 
in a series of letters written in 1987 by his widow Margaret to John Roles (1957–
2020), then Head of Collections and Archives at Brighton Museum. There is also 
an undated but revealing note by Musgrave himself: ‘Beginnings of Pavilion 
Restoration’.38 He recalls the state in which he found the Pavilion on his arrival, and 
how, in 1946, ‘Lady Birley, wife of Sir Oswald Birley the portrait painter, conceived 
the idea of holding an exhibition of Regency furniture and works of art in the 
Pavilion … Through her contacts with the Royal Family, Lady Birley succeeded in 
obtaining the loan of a quantity of the original furniture from Buckingham Palace.’ 
Musgrave’s account recalls how he approached bringing the Pavilion back to life. 
‘There was a fund for “furniture and fittings” but this was intended for such things 
as office chairs, tables and desks. I began buying period furniture out of this fund. 
There was also money available for “repairs and redecoration” which I applied to 
the restoration of the interior.’

The Introduction to the catalogue for the 1946 Regency Exhibition laid out its 
purpose: 

… to give an impression of the Pavilion at the time of its Royal occupation, by 
displaying in the various rooms a certain amount of original furniture … [and] other 
furniture and decorations of the Regency period in settings which are intended to 
convey a vivid sense of the surroundings of life at that time.39 

The exhibition was organised and run by committees of the ‘great and the good’. 
The Hon. President of the Regency Festival was Lord Leconfield (1872–1952), 
who in 1947 opened the State Rooms at Petworth to the public. Key figures in the 
organising of the exhibition include Mrs Oswald Birley (Rhoda Birley, 1899–1951)40 
and Clifford Musgrave, together with Arthur Boys (probably the writer, whose 
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dates appear to be unknown), H. S. Goodhart-Rendell (1877–1959), Felix Harbord 
(1906–81), Margaret Jourdain, Oliver Messel (1904–78), H. Clifford Smith (1876–
1960) and Mrs Ronald Tree (Nancy Lancaster, 1897–1994). Such fashionable and 
informed support surely added lustre to this ambitious enterprise. Loans of original 
Pavilion furniture were made by George VI (1895–1952), supported by twenty 
loans from Southill. Other lenders included Norman Hartnell (1901–79), the Duke 
of Wellington (1885–1972), Arthur Boys — his Thomas Hope’s ‘Flaxman Room’ 
table (Figure 6),41 Henry Channon (1897-1958), Mr Basil (1884-1950) and the Hon. 
Mrs Ionides (1883-1962), Kenneth Clark (1903-83) — including a pair of ‘Chinese 
porcelain pagodas’ (thought at the time to have once stood in the Music Room),42 
and many more. Dealers lent, too, including H. Blairman and Sons,43 Moss Harris 
and Frank Partridge.

The foreword to the 1959 catalogue stated: ‘Pride of place in the furnishing of the 
State and Private Apartments is of course taken always by the furniture of the 
Royal Pavilion which has been returned from Buckingham Palace on permanent 
loan …’.44 For the purpose of understanding the developing market for Regency 
furniture and works of art, it is instructive to see how many dealers were, by this 

Figure 6. After a design published by Thomas Hope, side table (c.1805), for Duchess Street.  
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London, W.19:1, 2-1976.
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date, listed as lenders. These include Ayer and Co., Bath, H. Blairman and Sons, 
Godden of Worthing, Moss Harris, Mallett, Frank Partridge and Pratt and Sons. The 
introduction to the catalogue noted that ‘[m]any of the exhibits lent by firms are for 
sale, and the staff will be pleased to give information and assistance to prospective 
buyers.’ Presumably to maintain a degree of decorum, the names of the dealers who 
made loans are not included against the descriptions of the exhibits in the catalogue.

It was Musgrave’s successor, John Morley, Director of Brighton’s Royal Pavilion, 
Art Gallery and Museums (1968–85) who, by persuading the Council to create more 
posts, was able to turn what was still perceived as a minor provincial museum 
into one of international importance. From 2019 to 2021, to commemorate the 
two hundredth anniversary of the accession of George IV, the Pavilion mounted 
a perhaps never-to-be-repeated exhibition: ‘A Prince’s Treasure: From Buckingham 
Palace to the Royal Pavilion. The Royal Collection returns to Brighton’. The 
exhibition, which placed many of the Pavilion’s treasures back in their original 
positions, was a collaboration between the Royal Collection Trust and the Royal 
Pavilion, under the guidance of its then Keeper David Beevers.45 The exhibition, 
showing the value of deep curatorial experience, allowed its many visitors from 
across the world the opportunity to experience the Pavilion as it would have been 
known by George IV. 

Under successive directors and curators (the titles changed), the approach to 
collecting for the Pavilion evolved. As is clear, the repatriation of original furniture 
has always been a priority, but at the same time, particularly under Musgrave, 
the Pavilion also became a more general museum of Regency furniture and works 
of art.46 Later directors and curators47 have sought out only original pieces, or 
acceptable substitutes. An unprovenanced Chinese bamboo sofa, matching one 
missing from the South Galleries, was acquired in 1986,48 and in 2017 David Beevers 
and Alexandra Loske conducted a swift campaign, with considerable local (and 
other) support, to bring back the original Tomkinson piano supplied for the Royal 
Pavilion (Figure 7).49

Collard and Watkin discussed, in some depth, pioneering collectors of Regency 
period furniture, including the architect Albert Richardson (mentioned above), the 
playwright Edward Knoblock (1874–1945) and the architect and decorator Gerald 
Wellesley (1885–1972), later 7th Duke of Wellington (both cited above), together 
with collectors, active later during the century, such as Gavin Henderson, 2nd Lord 
Farringdon (1902–77)50 and Ralph Dutton (1898–1985). The formal, somewhat rigid 
interiors created by Wellesley and Knoblock appear to prioritise the objects they 
collected over comfort,51 while Dutton’s Hinton Ampner was quite the reverse.52 A 
tendency towards domestic practicality can, unsurprisingly, be seen in the homes of 
many, but not all, recent collectors too (Figure 8).
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Figure 7. Thomas Tomkinson, piano (c.1821), made for the Royal Pavilion, Brighton; reacquired, 2017, 
R6036. Royal Pavilion and Museums, Brighton and Hove. Photograph: Dan French.

Figure 8.  
Oswin Bateman-
Brown for Lenygon 
and Morant, Design 
for a Dining Room, 
prepared for H. 
Blairman & Sons, 
1950s. © Victoria 
and Albert Museum, 
London, E.538-2009.
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Collectors of Regency furniture during the 1920s and early 1930s were principally 
informed by eye, at a time when references in the limited literature did not extend 
much beyond frequent mentions of Thomas Hope and George Smith, but their 
successors have enjoyed an ever-growing selection of books, articles and exhibition 
catalogues to inform and document their acquisitions. 

Brian Reade’s Regency Antiques broadened understanding of what was designed 
and produced during the Regency period: 53 

Reade believed strongly in extending frontiers of research into neglected and 
unexamined areas. This frequently yielded fruit which placed him far in advance 
of less [sic] predictable research. For instance, in 1953 he rediscovered the neo-
classical cabinet-maker George Bullock … which reinforced the foundations of later 
discoveries by a later, [less] original generation.54 

While sidestepping this some
what waspish comment, 
Reade’s chapter on furniture 
did indeed open doors, 
gratefully and enthusiastically 
entered by those who followed.

In 1961 John Harris published 
Regency Furniture Designs, 
1803–26, which made easily 
available in a slim volume 
plates published by Thomas 
Sheraton, George Smith 
and Thomas Hope, as well 
as some plates published 
by Rudolph Ackermann.55 
The reprint, albeit not until 
1984, of all the furniture and 
interiors published in Rudolph 
Ackermann (1764–1834), The 
Repository of Arts, Literature, 
Commerce, Manufactures, Fashion 
and Politics, published monthly 
from 1809 to 1828,56 gives 
an overview of the range of 
styles prevalent during those 
decades. In addition to broadly 
neoclassical designs, later 
volumes embrace the evolving 

Figure 9. George Bullock, Grecian Furniture, from Rudolph 
Ackermann, The Repository of Arts, Literature, Commerce, 
Manufactures, Fashion and Politics (May 1816). Author’s image.
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taste for the Gothic Revival. Despite the inclusion of a pair of mounted ‘Oriental 
vases’,57 missing is anything representing another familiar feature of the Regency 
period: chinoiserie,58 a style now sometimes sadly perceived as little more than the 
appropriation of Asian art and culture.59 The plate (Figure 9) in Ackermann dated May 
1816, Grecian Furniture, is one of several supplied by George Bullock (died 1818).60 A 
decade later, the plate from June 1826, Gothic Window Curtains, was probably supplied 
by Augustus Charles Pugin (c.1768–1832).61

While design remains paramount, the focus for connoisseur-collectors has evolved. 
Admiration for the long Regency, incorporating Gothic Revival, Louis XIV Revival 
and antiquarian production, is now often taking a lead from acquisitions made by 
the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A), better understood and more widely, if 
not universally, appreciated. Together with Clifford Musgrave and his successors 
at the Royal Pavilion,62 generations 
of curators in the Furniture and 
Woodwork Department at the V&A 
(currently the Performance, Furniture, 
Textiles and Fashion Department) 
have played a key role in leading 
research into many aspects of the 
Regency period. Meanwhile, much 
Regency furniture first accumulated 
with intuitive passion during the 1920s 
and 1930s has stood the test of time 
and found its way into museums, and 
into the homes of dedicated private 
collectors of more recent times. Many 
of these pieces have also been subject 
to considerable scholarship along the 
way.63 

A trawl through the V&A’s online 
catalogue shows that a little Regency 
furniture had already entered 
the collection by the end of the 
nineteenth century. For example, a 
pair of charming ‘Trafalgar’ chairs 
with simulated rosewood surfaces 
decorated with golden grisailles 
embellishments.64 The enormous frame 
with convex mirror glass (Figure 10), a 
familiar Regency form, was acquired 
from Moss Harris in 1926 for £65. 

Figure 10. Mirror (c.1800), acquired by the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in 1926. © Victoria  
and Albert Museum, London, W.85-1926.
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The online catalogue notes ‘[t]his would have been an early date for the purchase 
of Regency furniture by the museum’.65 That same year Queen Mary (1867–1953), 
a keen supporter of the museum, donated a Regency work box, the inside lid of 
which is lined with a printed silk image of a scene perhaps today in need of an 
interpretive label.66 During the 1930s more Regency furniture was acquired by both 
gift and purchase. Notable early purchases include a sofa supplied by Gillow for 
Kinmel Park, Denbighshire (1930),67 a bookcase, now attributed to George Oakley, 
(1934),68 a cut-glass chandelier supplied to Wroxton Abbey (1936)69 and a grand 
library table (1938).70 Other significant acquisitions include an undocumented table 
after a design by Thomas Hope (1936),71 and an armchair after a design by George 
Smith, bequeathed by Edward Knoblock in 1945.72 It was also that decade when the 
museum purchased for £140, again from Moss Harris, a ‘Bureau Bookcase’ by John 
McLean (1944).73 

Two of the objects cited above serve to demonstrate the influence on collectors of 
both publications on Regency furniture, as well as the presence of such pieces within 
the V&A’s collection. In 1955 Harrods (which at the time had a department dealing 
in antique furniture) exhibited the pair to the Kinmel Park sofa at the Antique 
Dealers’ Fair at Grosvenor House in London, where it was acquired by the collector 
Thomas Upcher (1906–85), of Sheringham Hall, Norfolk. By that time the sofa had 
been included in the Dictionary of English Furniture (1954) and would later appear on 
the dust jacket of Clifford Musgrave’s Regency Furniture.74 On Upcher’s death, the 
sofa was sold by Christie’s,75 and was later acquired by the notable collector Noorna 
‘Miki’ Sarofim; on her death, this was again offered by Christie’s,76 after which it 
entered the collection of another connoisseur-collector with a keen appreciation of 
the Regency style. The V&A’s George Smith chair, regularly published since the 
1920s, is thought to be part of a set from Leigh Court, Somerset, of which numerous 
examples survive. Four at the Royal Pavilion Brighton all probably once belonged 
to the collector of Regency furniture Wilfred Evill (1890–1963),77 whose collection 
was offered for sale in 1963 by Sotheby’s.78 Two more were sold from the Sarofim 
collection, having previously belonged to the Hon. Mrs Daisy Fellowes (1890–
1962).79 Another, now in an English private collection, was formerly in the Stirling 
collection (Figure 11),80 and yet one more is in an American private collection. Thus, 
it might be suggested, pieces of furniture with an early V&A or publication history 
have become ‘icons’, with comparable examples eagerly sought after by future 
generations.

In 1945, under the directorship of Leigh Ashton (1897–1983), the V&A had 
missed the opportunity to acquire (more) furniture from Edward Knoblock’s 
collection,81 but it was under Peter Thornton (1925–2007), who was Keeper of 
Furniture and Woodwork (1966–84), that the museum stepped up and broadened 
its acquisitions of Regency furniture. Outstanding but conventional acquisitions 
from the period include the bookcase closely related to a design by Thomas 
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Sheraton,82 and Thomas Hope’s pier table from the Flaxman Room at Duchess 
Street.83 By 1927 the table belonged to the decorator Ronald Fleming; it was later in 
the collection of Arthur Boys, and then of Philip Blairman. The table was borrowed 
for the magnificent exhibition ‘The Age of Neo-Classicism’, mounted in 1972 under 
the auspices of the Council of Europe at the Royal Academy and at the V&A.84

It was also under Thornton and his successors, supported by Simon Jervis, Clive 
Wainwright (1942–99), Frances Collard85 and others that George Bullock first 
entered the museum,86 together with other hitherto less considered production from 
the Regency period. Beckford was, of course, already represented by furniture and 
works of art from his collection — for example, the sixteenth-century Augsburg 
marquetry cabinet on an early nineteenth-century base, the seventeenth-century 
Japanese lacquer chest and the agate cup and cover with silver-gilt mounts,87 but 
not until 2006 by a piece of nineteenth-century furniture, designed specifically for 
Lansdown Tower.88 Driven by Clive Wainwright, with his passion for the ‘romantic 
interior’,89 and Simon Jervis, with his forensic curiosity, furniture that would have 
been overlooked by earlier generations arrived, such as three Bullock/Bridgens 
pieces from Battle Abbey,90 a Hopper wardrobe from Penrhyn Castle,91 an armchair 

Figure 11. After a design published by George Smith, armchair (c.1810), 
from the collection of Sir James Stirling. Private collection.
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from Adare Manor92 (Figure 
12) and a candelabrum from 
Carlton House.93 

In 1972 the V&A acquired, from 
the collection of the late Charles 
(1916–71) and Lavinia (d. 1971) 
Handley-Read, a gothic ebony 
and ivory side table made 
around 1805–06, later identified 
as having been designed by 
John Soane for Stowe House, 
Buckinghamshire. At the same 
time, the table’s pair was 
acquired by Clive and Jane 
Wainwright; this second table, 
together with an octagonal 
table from the collection of 
the Brighton Museum and Art 
Gallery, are both now back (the 
latter on loan) in the Gothic 
Library at Stowe.94

The significance of George 
Bullock is now recognised 
far beyond the walls of South 
Kensington. It was thanks to the 
initial encouragement of Clive 
Wainwright, and the support 
of John Morley, followed by the enthusiastic backing of Timothy Stevens for Lucy 
Wood, that the 1988 concurrent exhibitions ‘George Bullock: Cabinet-Maker’ came 
to fruition.95 These ground-breaking exhibitions have led to many more discoveries 
and publications over the following decades. There is no need to expand on 
these here.96 As one of the contributors to the catalogue would often say: ‘this has 
already been covered in print’. In a practical sense, as Lucy Wood has observed, the 
publication of George Bullock saw an end to ‘every’ piece of brass-inlaid Regency 
furniture being attributed to Bullock.

It should be noted that, despite the V&A’s role in expanding knowledge of Regency 
furniture, the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool had acquired a pair of cabinets 
supplied by George Bullock to William Roscoe as early as 1950 (the first) and 1961 
(the second).97 Since that date, the museum has built up an unsurpassed collection 
of work by the cabinet maker who first made his name in that city.98

Figure 12. Probably designed by Lewis Nockalls 
Cottingham, armchair (c.1840) for Adare Manor, County 
Limerick. © Victoria and Albert Museum, W.71-1982.
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The period since the 1980s has seen research and publications on a raft of Regency 
cabinet makers. Louis Le Gaigneur (fl. 1814–21) is now better understood.99 There is 
no evidence that much of the furniture associated with him, even sometimes to this 
day, was his responsibility. The unmarked cabinet, formerly on loan at the Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston (Figure 13) is, however, typical of work that is known to be 
by Le Gaigneur. Better known, too, is James Newton (1760–1829), the subject of a 
pioneering article by Giles Ellwood.100 The Regency period production of Thomas 
Chippendale Junior (1749–1822) has now been comprehensively recorded by Judith 
Goodison in her Life and Work of Thomas Chippendale Junior.101 

It is a measure of the growth of commercial interest in Regency furniture (and 
arguably a change in custom) that when Jourdain published her Furniture of the 
Later XVIIIth Century (1760–1820) in 1922, the images were all sourced from famous 
houses and anonymous owners, but in Musgrave’s Regency Furniture (revised 

Figure 13. Louis Le Gaigneur, cabinet on stand (c.1815–20). 
Private collection.
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edition, 1971) many images were supplied by the trade: H. Blairman and Sons and 
the specialist in Regency furniture Temple Williams (the firm probably established 
c.1953), who had worked previously with Philip Blairman (perhaps from around 
1939), supplied twenty-seven and fifteen photographs, respectively. Other sources 
included J. W. Blanchard, M. Harris, Jeremy, and Frank Partridge. 

As in much of their collecting, the curators at Temple Newsam House and 
Lotherton Hall, Leeds were forward-thinking and resourceful when it came to 
Regency furniture. In 1972 they purchased a pair of the c.1828 Augustus Charles 
Pugin-designed chairs from Windsor Castle,102 and in 1991 Temple Newsam was 
bequeathed a side cabinet attributed at the time to Marsh and Tatham.103 Most 
recently, Temple Newsam acquired, through gift, two chairs, a daybed (Figure 
14) and a foot stool from Ombersley Court, en suite with the four chairs sold by 
Christie’s chairs attributed to Tatham, Bailey and Saunders.104 

How soon were museums outside the United Kingdom acquiring Regency furni-
ture? Very early on the scene was the National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne. In 
1953 the museum acquired a pair of pole screens after a design by Thomas Hope 
and thought to have come from Duchess Street.105 These had been advertised in The 
Connoisseur Year Book of 1952 by the dealer Alfred Cook of St Christopher’s Place, 
London. Cook had also once owned the neoclassical pedestal from Hinton House, 
signed by Edward Wyatt.106 More recently, the Gallery acquired a cabinet by George 

Figure 14. Probably manufactured by Tatham, Bailey and Saunders, daybed for Ombersley Court 
(early nineteenth century), Worcestershire. Temple Newsam, given to the Leeds Art Fund by the  
Sandys Trust, LEEAG.2024.0001.0001.LAF. Image © Omnia Art Ltd.
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Bullock like one that had 
been supplied for Napo-
leon’s use on St Helena.107 
In 1964 the Art Institute of 
Chicago was bequeathed a 
variant of the well-known 
Hope pedestal table,108 the 
best documented version of 
which, with a provenance 
that includes Hope himself, 
Edward Knoblock and James 
Stirling, is now in a private 
collection (Figure 15).109 In 
2009 Christopher Monk-
house (1947–2021) acquired 
for Chicago a Hope-designed  
chair, also from the Stirling 
collection (see Figure 16, 
front left).110

Figure 15. After a design published by Thomas Hope, 
table (c.1810) for Duchess Street and later in the collections of 
Edward Knoblock and Sir James Stirling. Private collection.

Figure 16. Philip Smithies, The Middle Floor (front), Belsize Park,1999. Private collection. 
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James Stirling, whose name has appeared several times above, liked Hope’s chairs. 
As he said: ‘they are extreme, outrageous, over the top, eccentric, and more gutsy 
than anything French Empire. There’s absolutely no feeling of restraint or lack of 
confidence. But they aren’t huge in scale either.’111 As a collector, Stirling knew his 
mind. Everything he bought, he used (Figure 16). Writing tables in the office had 
to have wooden tops and be totally stable, so he could use them for drawing.112 
A small cabinet by George Bullock that might once have contained a collection of 
shells was used at Belsize Park for slides. 

Stirling’s eye for later nineteenth-century furniture was exacting, too. A cabinet 
attributed to Jackson and Graham, replaced by a Bullock cabinet (see Figure 16, 
left),113 is now in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.114 
Stirling, despite an outstanding library and extraordinary curiosity, did not consider 
himself a furniture historian; rather he collected by eye. Now largely dispersed, 
Stirling’s Regency furniture is today in public and private collections across the 
world, a testament to his intuition. 

Another collector, active earlier than Stirling, deserves a particular mention. Villiers 
David, a proud dilettante and painter (1906–85), furnished his St James’s, London 
flat115 with a wide range of pictures, sculpture and furniture, including a bookcase 
supplied by Marsh and Tatham for Carlton House.116 

Perhaps the only American museum to have made a concerted effort to acquire 
a body of Regency period furniture before the 2000s was the Huntington Art 
Gallery in California. Under the direction of Dr Robert Wark (1924–2007), the 
collection acquired works, including a version of John Flaxman’s Shield of Achilles,117 
that complemented its magnificent British paintings. Through the Judge Green 
Bequest, acquisitions include a sarcophagus wine cooler from Ingworth Hall, 
purchased in 1977 (Figure 17), a side cabinet supplied by Gillow to the 2nd Earl of 
Clonbrock, purchased the same year, two chairs supplied by Morel and Hughes for 
Northumberland House, purchased in 1979,118 and a pair of candelabra by the firm 
of Vulliamy, purchased in 1982.119

Regency furniture in some collections open to the public has come in through gifts. 
Examples include pieces bequeathed by Julian Glass Junior (1910–92) to the Museum 
of the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia, such as the giltwood sofa with a Royal inventory 
mark,120 and a stool after a design published by Thomas Hope.121 Another example 
is furniture at Fermoy House, Adelaide, belonging to the David Roche (1930–2013) 
Foundation. Some of this was exhibited in 1998 at the Art Gallery of South Australia, 
including a table by George Bullock with a specimen marble top and a stool after a 
design by Thomas Hope.122 The exhibition included Hope’s Egyptian suite from the 
Powerhouse Museum and a pair of gothic side chairs after a design published by 
Bullock in Ackermann’s The Repository of Arts, from the museum’s own collection.123 
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Museums continue to celebrate Regency furniture and works of art. Recent 
acquisitions include a medal cabinet by George Bullock by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art,124 a side cabinet that once belonged to Helena and John Hayward 
by the Nelson-Atkins, Kansas City (Figure 18),125 and a patinated bronze vase with 
gilt-bronze mounts after a design by Thomas Hope by the Museum of Fine Arts, 
San Francisco. Back in 1985, while still a curator at the V&A, Martin Chapman had 
published a vase after a design by Thomas Hope, that had been acquired by the 
museum in 1983.126 At a later stage of his career, in 2021, Chapman brought his 
experience to bear in capturing its pair for the Museum of Fine Arts, San Francisco, 
an example of the long shadow of South Kensington.127 

The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston has, since the 1980s, benefitted from the generosity 
of local collectors interested in Regency furniture. Both Herbert Heidelberger  
(d. 1984)128 and Richard Milhender (Figure 19)129 helped bring pieces to the museum. 

Figure 17. Wine cooler (early nineteenth century), from Ingworth Hall. The Huntington 
Library, Art Museum, and Botanical Garden; Adele S. Browning Collection, 82.1.
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Heidelberger and Milhender are representative of the American (and other) 
collectors who would spend part of each year in London, talking passionately 
about old furniture (and far more) with the dealers whose company they enjoyed: 
Hotspur, Jeremy, R. A. Lee, Temple Williams and Blairman, to name just a few. 

In 2009 Boston mounted an exhibition, Splendor and Elegance: European Decorative 
Arts and Drawings from the Horace Wood Brock Collection.130 In his catalogue essay, 
Horace ‘Woody’ Brock described his approach to collecting, one based in no small 
part on his mathematical definition of beauty. The exhibition included many 
examples of Regency furniture, some of which have subsequently been donated to 
the museum. Brock has gone on to make many additional generous gifts to Boston 
(and others), including more Regency furniture and works of art.131

The Brock collection is now installed in the museum’s The Art of the English 
Regency Gallery,132 which: 

features approximately fifty objects, many of which have before never been on public 
display. The gallery’s striking fabric-draped ceiling evokes the 19th-century fashion 

Figure 18. George Bullock, side cabinet (c.1815) from the collection of Helena and John Hayward. 
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art; acquired through the generosity of the Lillian M. Diveley Fund, in 
honour of Shirley Bush Helzberg and her leadership on the Board of Trustees, 2018.13.1,2.



291twentieth-century reception of regency furniture

for rooms that resembled military tents [Figure 20]. A focal point at the centre of 
the display is a gilt bronze and jewel-encrusted bust of George IV, presented by the 
royal family to the king’s physician. This gallery … is one of the finest groupings 
of English Regency furniture and decorative arts in any American art museum.133 

The overriding impression of the room is, indeed, one of ‘splendour and elegance’. 
Furniture after designs published by Thomas Hope includes wall lights once 
at Duchess Street, that subsequently belonged to Gerald Wellesley and Philip 
Hewat-Jaboor (Figure 21), a cabinet attributed to James Newton (see Figure 20), a 
remarkable, and still unattributed, sarcophagus-shaped inkstand with the Garter 
Arms, one of two examples known to exist (Figure 22), pieces by both George 
Bullock and his brother William, and some unattributed furniture and works of art 
that justify inclusion simply based on their design. ‘Good for whoever designed 
them’, as Brock says.

Figure 19. Washstand (early nineteenth century) from the 
collection of Richard Milhender. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; 
John H. and Ernestine A. Payne Fund, 1985.20a-c.
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Figure 20. View of The Art of the English Regency Gallery (Gallery 152), opened 2013. Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston.
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Figure 21. After a design by Thomas Hope, pair of wall lights (c.1805) for 
Duchess Street, and later in the collections of Gerald Wellesley, Philip Hewat-
Jaboor and Horace Wood Brock. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; museum 
purchase with funds donated by Horace Wood Brock and Rowland Burdon-
Muller Fund, Jane Marsland and Judith A. Marsland Fund, Helen B. Sweeney 
Fund, Mary L. Smith Fund, Ernest Kahn Fund, Arthur Mason Knapp Fund, and 
funds by exchange from a Gift of Elizabeth and Gordon Morrill, 2011.1636.1-2.

Figure 22. Inkstand (early nineteenth century). Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston; gift of Horace Wood Brock, 2007.1002.1-3.
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The Brock collection of Regency furniture encapsulates many of the themes discussed 
above. The collector’s eye has been paramount in determining his acquisitions, but, 
as an example of the symbiosis of collectors and dealers, Brock acknowledges that 
he has benefitted greatly from the hours he spent sitting in the offices of London 
antique dealers, looking at old cuttings, photographic archives and books. He 
remembers warmly George Levy as a patient and diligent mentor. The fact that the 
collection includes pieces by the leading designers and makers active during the 
Regency period and some with historic connections, as well as ‘perfectly designed’ 
but totally unrecorded examples, neatly summarises the different approaches that 
have informed collectors since the days of Frederick Litchfield.

The names of dealers active from the 1950s, onward, have appeared throughout 
this article. The trade is invariably a follower rather than leader when it comes 
to collecting tastes, and this, in general, applies to Regency furniture; but it can 
also be said that making Regency furniture readily available in their shops and 
at events such as the annual Antique Dealers’ Fair, first held in 1934 at Grosvenor 
House, has helped swell appreciation. By the 1950s, Regency furniture begins to 
feature in the Fair catalogues, alongside more ‘traditional’ eighteenth-century 
forms. In 1950, for example, Norman Adams showed an elegant rosewood and 
ormolu-mounted console table, dated c.1805, while Randolph showed a ‘late 
18th-century coromandel and rosewood secretaire cabinet’ that today would be 
dated nearer to 1810 and attributed to George Oakley. Two years later, Blairman 
showed a Regency porcelain-mounted secretaire from Harewood House134 
(Figure 23); Cook exhibited a ‘Regency cupboard with marble top’, and Stuart 
& Turner showed a ‘Kingwood and gilt Regency writing table’. In later years, 
Temple Williams regularly displayed fine examples from the period. In 1958, for 
example, he advertised a ‘fine Regency armchair, part of a small suite comprising 
two armchairs and a settee’; the chairs may be those now in the collection of 
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.135 Regency furniture has, of course, regularly 
appeared at auction, but usually as part of more general offerings. Interior 
decorators have also, since the early decades of the twentieth century, played their 
part. Frances Collard mentions Dolly Mann, whom Knoblock described as ‘one of 
the rare women decorators who knows her job from A–Z’ (and with whom Ronald 
Fleming joined forces after the Second World War, as Mann & Fleming), and 
Stéphane Boudin (1888–1965) of Maison Jansen (founded 1880 and run by Boudin 
1936–61), who created interiors for Henry and Honor (1909–76) Channon.136 
Felix Harbord, one of those behind the 1946 Regency exhibition in Brighton, 
was also a decorator. Many illustrious decorators, to this day, acknowledge their 
appreciation for, and show their debt to, Regency interiors.

It is evident that, more than a century after the disposal of Thomas Hope’s 
collections, once-derided Regency furniture and works of art, some made after 
the designs he published, have regained their lustre. While this article has not set 
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out to be a comprehensive account of the ‘twentieth-century reception of Regency 
furniture’, it has intended to have shown the roles played into the present century 
by furniture historians, museum curators and directors, collectors and dealers in 
resurrecting appreciation, interest and understanding. 

Figure 23. Secretaire, formerly at Harewood House and exhibited at the Antique 
Dealers’ Fair and Exhibition, 1952. Author’s image.
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