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DECORATIVE ARTS 

Sunflower 
star gets 
to bloom 
Clare Henry finds out more about Thomas 
Jeckyll, the forgotten design genius who laid 
the foundation for James Whistler's celebrity 

M ost ppijpip knciw of 
. l a m r s W h i s t l p r s 
f l a m b f i y a n t pcr -

s n n n l i t y . h i s V e n i r p Nor -
turnps. buttprfly t rademark 
a n d h i s e laborate peacock 
room, w h i c h created sxich 
c o n t r o v e r s y i n L o n d o n in 
1876. B u t w h a t of the room's 
nrig^inal a r c h i t e c t . T h o m a s 
. l e r k y l l . who died i n 1881 at 
the age of 54? 

J e c k y l ! w a s s n t i r e l y 
resiTOHsihle for the beauti ful 
Tudor-in«pired fan v a u l t i n g 
and pendant lamps, panelled 
d a d o , i n t r i c a t e w a l n u t 
s h e l v e s , Chine.se-style side
b o a r d a n d 1 8 t h - c e n t u r y 
e m b o s s e d l e a t h e r w a l l 
c o v e r i n g - a l l of w h i c h 
Whis t l e r , i n cava l i e r fashion 
a n d c o m p l e t e l y u n b i d d e n , 
p a i n t e d o v e r i n m o t t l e d 
shades of peacock blue and 
Kold . T h e o w n e r . s h i p p i n K 
magnate Freder i ck I ^ y l a n d . 
was not amused at th is sur
p r i s e t r a n s f o r m a l i o n but 
s u c h wa.s the s e n s a t i o n 
causf 'd by Whis t l e r ' s auda
c i o u s Ri lded peacocks a n d -
w a v e p a t t e r n s t h a t a i l (oo 
soon . i eckv l l w a s iKuored 

S a v v y whcpler-dealer that 
he was . Whis t l e r went along 
w i t h the a d u l a t i o n . F o u r 
years later . J e c k y l T s obitu
ar ies did not even mention 
h is part in the creation of 
t l i i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y ror jm. 
now preserved in Washing 
ton's F r e e r G a l l e r y of A r t . 

So dpspite f leckyi l ' s consid
erable t a l e n t s , a w a r d s a n d 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l s h o w i n g s i n 
P a r i s . V i e n n a a n d the U S . 
h is is not a name that rol ls 
off the tongue. T h i s , the f irst 
e x h i b i t i o n to focus on the 
f u l l r a n g e of h i s c a r e e r , 
should a t the v e r y least p u t 
h i m on the map . •• 
' J e c k y l l excel led i n meld ing 
a r i c h decorative vorabuIar>' 
w i t h sens i t iv i ty to the lead
i n g d e s i g n i d i o m s of the 
i870s. He w a s we l l ahead of 
h i s time i n h is love of J a p o n -
i s m and w a s i n n o v a t i v e i n 
incorporat ing the Anglo -Jap
anese design aesthetic into 
domestic commissions. 

He began b i s c a r e e r i n 
H r i t n i n as a Gothic r e v i v a l 
a r c h i t e c t , d e s i g n i n g rec to 
r ies , churches and schools, 
b u t s o o n g r a d u a t e d to 
renovations for r i c h indus t r i 
a l i s t s . I n 1871 he w a s work 
i n g on a n extravagant Cam^ 
bridge townhouse and huge 
Y o r k s h i r e m a n s i o n ; t h r e e 
years later he w a s designing 
v i l l a s in London 's Batter.sea 
and a notable residence i n 
u p m a r k e t H o l l a n d P a r k . 
S o p h i s t i c a t e d a e s t h e t i c 
per iod f u r n i t u r e , (on s h o w 
here) w a s designed for these 
h o u s e s , w i t h e b o n i s e d 

m o u l d i n g s a n d i n s e r t s nf 
t i f l icate. gilded .lapanese lac
quer work . 

However, it was his epoch-
m a k i n g m e t a l w o r k : gates, 
r a i l i n g s , c a n d e l a b r a a n d 
a l t a r r a i l s w h i c h brought 
h im attention. H i s 1862 Nor
w i c h Gates , { w h i c h ended up 
as the entrance gates to the 
roya l estate at Sandr ingbam) 
made s u c h a s t i r that they 
c a n he c red i t ed w i t h the 
r e v i v a l of wrought i r on i n 
the U K . 

W i t h the help of a Nor
w i c h foundry, B a r n a r d a n d 
Bi-shop, he c rea ted g r a n d 
pieces s u c h as the o r n a t e 
1876 P h i l a d e l p h i a P a v i l i o n , 
we igh ing 40 tons. He shipped 
i n 54 c r a t e s , a l o n g w i t h 
s m a l l s toves , fenders , f i r e -
i r o n s , benches a n d other 
domestic i tems w h i c h were 
both ar t i s t i c and affordable. 
These .sold to the new middle 
c lass in huge numbers , for. 
u id ikc design reformers such 
as Go i lwin or W i l l i a m Mor
r is , . leckyl l combined beauty 
w i t h u t i l i t y and low cost. 

T h e e x h i b i t i o n c o n t a i n s 
I W ) i tems, inc lud ing interna
t i o n a l l oans of f u r n i t u r e , 
drawings , meta lwork . period 
photographs ( m a n y of b i s 
buildings have been demol
ished) , texti les , arch i tec tura l 
fragments such as decorative 
br i cks and ti les, irons embel
l ished w i t h that (pi intrsspn-
t i a i mot i f of the aes the t i c 
m o v e m e n t , t lu ; s u n f l o w e r , 
and impress ive inter ior fit 
tings such a s cherry blossom 
sconces. 
• J p c k y l l ' s career bad i t s 

h i g h s a n d l o w s but w i t h 
W h i s t l e r ' s o v e r p a i n t i n g of 
the Peacock R o o m it u l t i 
mate ly came to a tragic end. 
curta i l ed by menta l i l lness . 

T h e B a r d Centre , k n o w n 
for i t s immacu la te exh ib i t i on 
d i s p l a y s a n d e r u d i t e c a t a 
logues, spec ia l i ses i n h i g h 
l i g h t i n g l a t e 19 thrcentury 
B r i t i s h decorative ar ts , espe
c i a l l y the w o r k of a r t i s t s 
contemporary w i t h W h i s t l e r 
h imse l f . T h e a c c o m p a n y i n g 
book by S u s a n Soros a n d . 
C a t h e r i n e A r b u t h n o t t i s a 
c o m p r e h e n s i v e , not l o s a y 
e x h a u s t i v e , tome. H a p p i l y 
t h e r e i s a l s o a d e l i g h t f u l 
i temised guide w h i c h m a k e s 
a w a l k round the three floors 
a pleasure. E a s y to follow, 
i t s e x e m p l a r y l a y o u t a n d 
cute l i t t le p ictures , a l l cour
tesy of desktop publ i sh ing , 
are something other i n s t i t u 
tions could w e l l emulate . 

Sadly the show does not 
tour, but i t ' s a must-see for 
l u c k y New Y o r k e r s . 
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