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D E S I G N R E V I E W 

All-Around Maverick 
Comes Back Into Focus 

In the Japanese 
manner: 
"Sideboard" 
(circa 1877), one 
of the works in a 
show on Edward 
William Godwin, 
a polymath of 
the Aesthetic 
Movement, at the 
Bard Graduate 
Center. 

Bard Graduate Center 

o 

B y G R A C E G L U E C K 

I f not the most accomplished man 
in E n g l a n d of his t ime, E d w a r d Wi l ­
l i a m Godwin (1833-1886) c a m e close. 
A n archi tect , ant iquarian, designer 
of furniture and text i les , inter ior dec­
orator , set and costume designer, 
journa l i s t , c r i t i c , collector, bon v i -
vant , high-caste Bohemian and wom­
anizer , this dazzl ing polymath was 
also a close friend of Osca r Wilde, a 
collaborator w i th Whist ler and the 
father — by the ac t ress E l l e n T e r r y 
— of E d w a r d Gordon C r a i g (1872-
1966), the thea t r ica l designer and 
theorist. 

A major p layer in cu l tu ra l c i rc les 
dur ing his l ifet ime, Godwin — identi­
fied wi th the art-for-art 's-sake Aes­
thetic Movement — w a s qu ick ly for­
gotten after his p remature death, 
overshadowed by a new generation 
of t a s temakers l ike the A r t s and 
Cra f t s archi tect Char les Rennie 
Mackin tosh (1868-1928) and a broad 
shift to more socia l concern in the 
a r t s . Although Godwin w a s r emem­
bered for a whi le in the worlds of 
a rchi tec ture and theater, by the turn 
of the century his name — unl ike that 
of his contemporary W i l l i a m Mor r i s 
— had faded f rom the public mind. 
A n d Godwin 's work, too, w a s in l i m ­
bo, i ts identity shrouded, the records 
of it b lurred. 

Not until the late 1940's, wi th the 
publication of a biography that dealt 
w i th his range of achievements , did 
his rehabil i tat ion begin. S t i l l , his 
m a v e r i c k ideas went l a rge ly ignored 

beginning he s a w h imse l f as an " a r t -
archi tec t ," that is , one concerned 
more wi th aesthetics than wi th the 
nuts and bolts of building. I n 1861 he 
landed his f i r s t major nonchurch 
commission, winning a competition 
to design and build the Northampton 
town ha l l , one of the m a n y such 
s t ructures that were popping up a l l 
over Eng land . 

Done in the Gothic R e v i v a l s tyle 
promoted by the influential c r i t i c 
John R u s k i n , the ha l l ( a s seen in a 
d rawing and a recent photograph) 
has a s y m m e t r i c a l m a i n front wi th a 
cent ra l tower, and a facade whose 
boggle-the-eye busyness includes 
bands of stone in a l ternat ing colors, a 
sculpture p rogram wi th eight large 
figures of kings and queens at f i rs t-
floor level , a ser ies of pointed-arch 
windows, a wide v a r i e t y of capi ta ls 
and c a r v e d reliefs of h i s tor ica l and 
local scenes. Regarded by Godwin as 
a " total des ign" success, it an­
nounced his coming of age as an 
architect . And short ly thereafter he 
began getting other big projects : 
more munic ipa l buildings, cast les , 
factories and v i l l a s . 

But his most enduring work c a m e 
almost two decades later. I n the 
" las t f lower ing" of his talent, God­
win produced domestic a rchi tec ture 
in a v e r y different mode f rom the 
thea t r ica l i sm of his Gothic R e v i v a l 
work, including a ser ies of houses 
and studios on T i t e Street in the 
Chelsea section of London. T h e best 
of them were a house for Whis t ler 
and another for F r a n k Miles , a soci­
ety portrai t is t close to Osca r Wilde, 

unti l the e a r l y 60's, when a broader 
perspect ive developed on the mod­
ern is t aesthetic, and he began to be 
re-evaluated as a highly individual is­
tic contributor to it ( l a t e r to post­
modernism, too). T h e ambit ious ex­
hibition " E . W. Godwin : Aesthet ic 
Movement Arch i t ec t and Designer ," 
at the B a r d Gradua te Center for 
Studies in the Decora t ive A r t s , a ims 
to set things right, establishing a 
f i r m place for h i m in the his tory of 
19th-century archi tec ture and de­
sign. 

The crowded show, neat ly shoe-
horned into B a r d ' s s m a l l gal ler ies , is 
less engrossing than its solid catalog, 
a 431-page tome weighing about five 
pounds, wi th essays by nine authori­
ties on the many aspects of Godwin 's 
career . The show has a number of 
examples of his furniture, no tab ly 
the Anglo-Japanese pieces that were 
his specia l ty ; specimens of his w a l l ­
paper and texti le designs; architec­
t u r a l plans and renderings along 
wi th photos of some of the buildings 
that s t i l l s tand; and a section de­
voted to photographs and sketches 
for his thea t r ica l ventures . 

Although he set up an archi tectur­
a l prac t ice in 1852 in his hometown, 
B r i s t o l , and did m a n y building com­
missions, Godwin ' s 20th-century rep­
utation rests more on his furniture 
designs, says Susan Weber Soros, 
director of the B a r d Graduate Cen­
ter, who has wr i t t en the catalog es­
s a y on that aspect of his work . A n 
av id collector of Japanese a r t and 
ar t i fac ts f rom ea r ly in his career , 
Godwin used Japanese and other 
A s i a n motifs in many of his designs. 

I n the range of his tor ic is t styles 
that appealed to popular taste, from 
Gothic to Jacobean as we l l as the 
Anglo-Japanese s tyle he is credited 
wi th inventing, he designed at least 
400 pieces over a 25-year period, in­
terpret ing each s tyle in his own fash­
ion. 

His most famous Anglo-Japanese 
piece was a skele ta l sideboard of 
ebonized mahogany (produced by 
the furniture m a k e r W i l l i a m Watt in 
m a n y vers ions between 1867 and 
1888), an austere s t ructure consist­
ing of a long table supported by two 
cabinets that balances on its top an­
other two, a l l f r amed in an a i ry , 
gr id l ike s y s t e m of sk inny uprights 
and horizontals that suggest a Mon-
d r i an painting. T h e vers ion shown 
here is happily accessorized wi th 
Godwin-designed pottery. 

A s an archi tect , Godwin star ted 
out (af ter a short apprenticeship to a 
c i ty engineer in Br i s t o l ) restoring 
old churches and designing new ones 
in Eng land and I re land . F r o m the 

" E . W. Godwin: Aesthetic Move­
ment Architect and Designer" is at 
the Bard Graduate Center for Stud­
ies in the Decorative Arts, 18 West 
86th Street, Manhattan, (212)501-
3072, through Feb. 27. 

done in a much s imple r Queen Anne 
R e v i v a l s tyle that s tressed a s y m m e ­
t r y and i r regu la r i ty . 

The or iginal facade of the Whist ler 
house w a s austere. Of white br ick 
wi th woodwork painted a pale blue-
g r a y of Whis t le r ' s choice, the house 
had a green-tiled mansa rd roof and 
plain sash windows that reflected the 
v a r y i n g levels within. But the Metro­
politan Boa rd of Works f rom which 
the site w a s leased, entitling it to 
design control, rejected the or ig inal 
scheme as too plain, forcing Godwin 
to add var ious kinds of ornament. 

The same thing happened wi th his 
s t r ik ing plan for the three-story 
Miles house, ci ted by Godwin as "the 
best thing I ever did ." The interlock­
ing rectangles of balconies and win­
dows on i ts facade are perfectly bal ­
anced, though placed a s y m m e t r i c a l ­
ly. The accepted design, shown here 
in a d rawing by Godwin, is the result 
of two revisions, which removed 
s ta rk features l ike corbels and 
carved-br ick balconies and added 
shaped gables reminiscent of Dutch 
archi tecture before the board w a s 
satisfied. 

Godwin 's contributions to set and 
costume design are not the least im­
portant par t of the show. Given to 
hanging out in theat r ica l garb, as 
seen in a wonderful photograph ( c i r ­
c a 1861-65) of h i m wear ing a medi­
e v a l tunic, tights and hood, he creat­
ed hundreds of costumes, properties 
and set designs for the theater. A n 
enemy of anachronism, he paid s t r ic t 
attention to h is tor ica l r ea l i sm, acting 
as producer for m a n y plays to con­
trol the fidelity of their production. 

Dur ing his long relationship wi th 
E l l e n T e r r y — whom he e a r l y on 
costumed as T i t a n i a in " A Midsum­
mer Night 's D r e a m " — Godwin 
drew on her p rac t i ca l experience to 
help h i m wr i t e a series of important 
ar t ic les on the archi tecture and cos­
tumes of Shakespeare 's p lays . His 
designs for Shakespearean cre­
ations, shown here among those for 
other plays, include costumes and 
mus ica l instruments, taken from Ve­
netian paintings, for an 1875 produc­
tion of " T h e Merchant of Venice , " 
costume designs for an 1880 staging 
of "Othel lo" (Godwin self-promot-
ingly reviewed the play in the maga­
zine B r i t i s h Arch i t ec t ) and a group 
of costume designs for " H a m l e t , " 
produced in 1884 at the P r inces s ' s 
Theater in London, for which Godwin 
did extensive research in Denmark . 

Overa l l , the show succeeds in 
evoking a rounded picture of one of 
the 19th century 's most far-ranging 
v i sua l talents. But be warned : many 
of the f latworks (the plans, theater 
drawings, sketchbook pages and 
what have you) demand patient look­
ing and an eye for detail . Y o u get 
more of a feeling of Godwin 's ex t rav­
agant dimensions from the catalog, 
which wags this scholar ly exhibition 
rather than the other w a y around. 


