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E. W. Godwin, British 
archkea and designer 

N<}1 a l l interior design c o m ­
missions iTesult i n fiiend-

sh ip be tween h o m e o w n e r a n d 
designer, pa i t ic i i la r ly w h e n both 
parties aiie eccentric geniuses. A 
case i n point i m olvcs Oscar W i d e 
and the equally pugnacious a n d 
idiosyncratic interior designer E . W. 
G o d w i n . T h e y quarreled a n d even 
wen t to l a w before m a k i n g up i n 
1885, w h e n Wilde wTOte G o d w i n 
about h is l emode i ing a n d redeco­
ra t ing pioject i n general a n d the 
d i n i n g r o o m i n par t i cu la r : " Y o u 
ha\'e h a d a good dea l o f t rouble 
o\r the house for w h i c h I t hank 
y o u very rnucfi, and mus t insist on 
vour honorEirium being not ten but 

fifteen guineas at least E a c h 
c h a i r is a sonnet in i \o iy , a n d the 
table is a masterpiece i n peari." 

A n exhibit ion e\^ocative of God­

win's \'ast a n d i-aried output is o n 
\ ' iew at the B a r d Graduate Center 
for Studies i n the Decorati\ 'e A T I S 
galleries in N e w York Citv. T h e 
s h o w is entitled E. W. Godwin: Aes-

idetic Movement Aivhitect and De-

sigtwr a n d remains on \ievv unt i l 
Feb rua ry 27, 2000. S o m e 150 
objects testif>' to Godxsin's extraor-
dinarv' x i s ion a n d talent, w h i c h he 
applied to nea i ly e v e w aspect o f ar­
chitecture a n d decoration. H e de­
signed buildings a n d orchestrated 
the decoration o f their interiors, in ­
c luding textiles, carpets, c e i a m i c s 
(both tiles a n d hol low wai 'e) , w a l l ­
paper, furniture, metalwoiic, stained 
glass, and theatrical stage sets a n d 
costumes. ( G o d w i n l ived w i th a n d 
had two childiien by the celebrated 
actiTess E l i e n Tony. ) H e w a s also a 
prolific wr i t e r a n d cr i t ic and a n as­
tute and devoted collector Lit t le 
wonder, then, that he worked i n so 
m a n y stylistic idioms. H i s furniture 
designs alone incorporated orna­
ment and design elements ftTjm 
m a n y earl ier civil izations and styles, 
a m o n g them Japanese. Chinese, 
Gieek , Eg>ptian, and the E n g l i s h 
Gothic , Jacobean, G e o i ^ a n , 
cottage, a n d Queen Anne periods. 
H i s designs v\'ere maike ted to a 
wide audience a n d he undertook 
cu,stom w o r k foi" se\'eial clients. 
More than a handlu l o f his designs 
nx^uinw.! the assistance of some of 
(he leading artists and a a f t s m e n o f 
the period. F o r example, Gcjdwin 
called upon his great friend J ames 
M c N e i l l Whis t l e r to execute splen­
did painted decoration o n pieces o f 
his Rimi tu re , a n d Whis t l e r c o m m i s ­
sioned G o d w i n to design a London 
studio house w h i c h w a s to be a n 
atelier a n d l iving qua i t e i s for the 
artist's students. 

Thi r teen essa\-s by leading schol-
ai^s comprise t l ic catalogue for the 
exhibit ion, w h i c h gi\-cs an excellent 
o v e n i e w of the w ay of life of the 
leading lights i n E n g l a n d dur ing the 
lattci- h i J f of Uie nineteenth century 
and the m a n y artistic col laboia-
tions that were a natural outcome 
of the position G o d w i n held i n soci­

ety T h e publication is edited b y S u ­

san Weber- SorTJS and co-publ ished 

by Band and Yale Univei 'sity Press. 

It m a y be obtained bv telephoning 

800-987-7323. 

Neoclassical Boston 

Only i n the last twenty-five 
years have decorative a i t s 

m a d e i n B o s t o n l>etween about 
1810 a n d 1835 been the subject o f 
b road scho la r ly inquiry . P rev ious 
invest igat ions for the mos t par t 
w e r e conf ined to a pa r t i cu l a r 
m e d i u m , w i t h furni ture rece iv ing 
the mos t at tent ion. Now, a w e l ­
c o m e exh ib i t i on su rveys the ar t i s ­
t ic output a n d local patronage in 
this c i t y t h rough a group o f m o r e , 
than one h u n d i r d objects i n a wide 
variety o f med iums . T h e s h o w has 
been oi-ganized b y H i r s c h I a n d 
Adie r Gal ler ies in N e w Y o r k City, 
a n d the guest c u r a t o r for the ex ­
h i b i t i o n is the deco ra t ive a r t s 
h i s t o r i a n Page Talbot t . T h e s h o w 
is en t i t l ed Boston in the Age of 

Neo-Classicistn, a n d . w h i l e m o r e 
than one t h i r d o f it i s devoted to 
fu rn i tu re , there ai^e also paintings, 
prints , d rawings , ce i amics , glass, 
silver, and other metalwork. T h e 
s h o w is on \ i e w at H i r s c h I a n d 
Adicr until F e b m a i y 5, 2000. 

As Talbott lelates in her catalogue 
essay, Bos ton in the nineteenth 
centurv w a s a ci ty of pai t idoxes— 
conservative a n d retardataire, pro-
gressi\'c and inno\'ati\-e. Changes i n 
styles were s low to take root liecause 
Bostorrians preferred i^estraint over 
ostentation. Most of the cit\ 's cabi-
netmcdters dur ing the period were 
of B r i t i sh stock, but native bom, and 
depending on the fonn they were 
making , they took t l ieir cue s ty l i s t i -
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cally f rom the Engl i sh Regency 

(card tables and chair's) or f rom the 

F rench E m p i r e (secretaries, chests 

o f drawers, and pier tables) whi le 

still d i sphy ing a fondness for forms 

i n the tlien-outdated Sheraton style 

(chests of drawers w i th mirrvr's, 

some card tables, sofas, and some 

chaii-s). Quality w a s important, and 

most extant pieces of Bas ton furni­

ture display excellent aa f t smansh ip 

v\ i th a preference for mahogany 

both for" highly figuiied \'eneers a n d 

in secondary locations. T h e most 

successful cabinetmakers werie Vose 

and Oia tes (later Isaac Vose and 

Son) , E m m o n s and Archibald, H e n ­

r y and W i l l i a m Hancock, and 

W l l i a m Fisk . 

_ Documents iie\'eal that very little 

fmnitur^^ w a s imported into 

Boston, demonstrating that the af­

fluent residents prefernxl to patron­

ize local cabinetmakers. (Dur ing 

the period i n question there were 

some one thousand fimis m a k i n g 

or selling furniture there.) Talbott 

puts forth two possible reasons for 

(Continued on pa^e 168) 

Comer cabinet entitled Uurelia, 
designed by Edward William Godwin 
(1833-1886), made by Collinson and 
Lock with painted panels by Chaiies 
Fairfax Murray (1849-1919), I«ndon, 
1873. Stamped "Collinson and Lock" 
inside the thiid drawer, initialed "CFM" 
on the painted panel with the inscrip­
tion " Lucretia" and stamped " Edwards 
and Roberts" on the inside of the top 
drawer. Rosewood with painted panels; 
height 75, width 32, depth 23 inches. 
Detmit Institute <^Ai-ts. 

BinJ tiles attributed to Godwin and man­
ufactured by Minton, HolHns and Com­
pany, Stoke-on-Trent, England, c.1881. 
Glazed earthenware; each tile, 6 inches 
squaav-CoUectionofPtad Reeves. 
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