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Westonbirt’'s Two Drawing Rooms

Exceptional examples of a late 19™ century interior with an encyclopaedic approach
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The Large Drawing Room and adjoining Blue Drawing Room in the 1935 School prospectus .

Robert Stayner Holford and his legacy

Westonbirt's creator, Robert Stayner Holford, was a genuine scholar of the Arts,
renowned for his two exemplary architectural creations, Dorchester House ( Park Lane)
and Westonbirt (Gloucestershire), built in Britain’s economic heyday of 1850-1870. He
was equally famous for assembling his unsurpassed Arboretum, his unrivalled
collections of rare books and manuscripts and his superlative collection of old master
paintings. In the economic decline of the 1920s, most of Holford’s legacy was sold and
dispersed but Westonbirt House and its Arboretum were saved. Westonbirt represents
the end of the encyclopaedic tradition of house building stemming from the
Enlightenment. Used as a school since 1928, the house is still a treasure trove and
worthy of conservation to ensure the preservation and wider appreciation of Holford’'s
accomplishments, whose by-words were excellence, quality and scholarship.

What made these rooms so exceptional ?

The rooms were clearly designed to make an overt claim to cultural sophistication,
seemingly emphasising the importance of Holford’s Library. The ceiling was a replica of
that in the Biblioteca Laurenziana in Florence, designed by Michelangelo for Cosimo
d’Medici which contained a plethora of classical and religious references. At a time
when Florence was then being plundered by British museums and collectors, such a
coup was conspicuous and its significance spoke volumes. Holford’'s own decorative
treatment of the ceiling underwent several trials and has yet to be finally deciphered.
The walls of the large Drawing Room were clad in a unique and rich fabric whose
design echoed the architecture of the garden visible beyond the enormous windows.
Beautiful mellow walnut wood from Holford’s own estate provided the panelling and
magnificent doors. The shutters are all oak lined.



[Type text]

The Drawing Rooms’ furnishings in the Holfords’ d ay.

Originally the Large Drawing Room, with its ornate ceiling and
rich walnut panelling, was elegantly furnished with three sofas,
(one gilt), four easy chairs, a settle, three pier glasses, nine
ornate tables, (three being ormolu), and two Italian gilt console
tables and numerous paintings and objets d’art. The unique
amber coloured silk/linen Brocatelle on the walls cleverly echoed
the architecture of the garden beyond and whose picturesque
vistas also helped characterise each room.

On the floor a Persian rug and a large Indian carpet gave the
room a vibrant, sunlit atmosphere.
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On Sir George Holford’s death in 1927 the
Drawing Room boasted two Italian
torchéres and an electrified glass
chandelier of thirty lights. The adjoining
room, entered via two magnificent walnut
doors, was a Temporary Billiard Room in
1892 but was entitled ‘the Blue Drawing
Room’ by 1926. Its walls were clad in plain
velvet, presumably blue. Both rooms
derived particular richness from their
textile wall-coverings, which had not been
used in Holford’s sumptuous Dorchester House, whose walls were papered.

The Conservation Challenge

Over 80 years of wear and tear has robbed Westonbirt's extraordinary rooms of their
original impact but it is within our capability now to rescue it before it is too late.

What can be done ?

- The fine silk / linen Brocatelle has been damaged by
sunlight and is so weak that in places it is falling away
from the walls dramatically. Happily it can still be
replicated by a traditional weaving mill in Suffolk which
in turn will help to preserve these rare skills.

A hand-weaver in Norfolk,
intrigued by this unusual
Braid, has built a special loom with which to replicate it.
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The Drawing Rooms’ extraordinary Ceiling

In creating this ceiling RS Holford was making an exceptionally bold statement of
cultural sophistication. He copied Michelangelo’s design for the Mannerist, Biblioteca
Laurenziana ( Florence) established by Cosimo and Lorenzo d’ Medici. The ceiling was
in effect a Renaissance encyclopaedia, a significance long since lost in Westonbirt.

Over the years Westonbirts ceiling has been damaged, repaired and over-painted with a
cream lead-based paint and a ‘scumbled’ brown glaze.

The Conservation Challenge

Initial investigations suggest

that Holford tried various

designs and colours on the

ceiling. These included

metal  foils, pigmented

varnish and faux gilding.

There was decorative painting , including an ‘H’
monogram in some flat beds. It is as yet unclear

how much of the ceiling was painted as some areas

are not, but may have been repaired. Comprehensive trials need to be undertaken to
establish the true character and intention of Holford’s ceiling.

What can be done?
Further paint analyse is needed and in areas more raking-light tracings and paint

scrapes and will be necessary to reveal how Holford customised the ceiling. A scheme
must be produced and methods devised to re-create it. This will restore the significance
of the rooms and the statement they make about Holford’s unsurpassed Library,
effectively likening it to the Medicis’ own library modelled as it was on the famous
Alexandrian one, contrived to represent the seat of all knowledge.
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Woodwork

As in the Library, the woodwork is of exceptional quality, bein|g mainly English Walnut
and probably from the Westonbirt estate. However it has become dull and grey.

The same dramatic
transformation as has been
achieved in the Library can be
effected in both Drawing
Rooms by removing the old
varnish and accumulated
wax, made opaque by
sunlight. This will allow the
original grain and colour of the
walnut  paneling to be
revealed, returning a rich glow
to the rooms.

The Marble Fireplaces

Westonbirt has four white marble fireplaces all of which are extremely fine examples of
Georgian workmanship. It is very likely that these were the fireplaces recorded as
having been saved from the earlier family house on the same site, built by R S Holford’s
father. The carving is refined and elegant.

Three of the four are now in need of conservation cleaning. The one in the Reading
Room ( detail below right ) has a cracked panel which needs conservation repair.
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Lighting
In the inventory of 1927 the Large Drawing room had ‘a
Cut-Glass Chandelier with branches for 30 lights,
festooned with cut glass chains, and with numerous
pear shaped drops, fitted for electric light. The central
hook for this remains. It is possible that the chandelier/s
were made by the famous Apsley Pellatt and Osler who
revived Renaissance Venetian glass-making skills and

provided a striking centre piece for the Great Exhibition.

The exceptional splendour of Holford’s chandeliers at Dorchester
House ( right ) shows that he clearly intended them to make a
dramatic impact. Originally supplementary lighting was provided by
‘Two Italian Torchéres with octagonal stems and rectangular bases
carved with Sphinxes, Renaissance ornament and foliage, partly
gilt and painted green, red and black.” These were not electric and
therefore some modern alternative must be sought.

Probably postdating the 1927 inventory
but still of historic interest are the lights
present in archival photographs of 1935.
These were ingeniously designed to be
movable vertically and horizontally on the
wall. With prismatic holophane non-glare
shades they were excellent picture lights.

The bronze centre lights currently in the Blue Drawing Room and
the Library were probably bought by the school in the 1920s and
lack the scale and decorative finesse needed for the rooms.

What can be done to improve the lighting?

Renewing the lighting presents challenges as new lights needs to maintain an aesthetic
integrity appropriate to the house, whilst providing a variable quantity and quality of
lighting to serve the school's needs and public events. It must also meet conservation
and energy-efficiency criteria. This is not insuperable but needs professional and state
of the art technical expertise to produce a survey and an efficient and imaginative
scheme.



