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The Refurnishing of Chiswick House

Julius Bryant

The absence of furniture inside Chiswick House has disappointed visitors since Britain’s 
most celebrated Palladian villa reopened to the public in 1958. For thirty years the assump
tion prevailed that all the original pieces are at Chatsworth and thus must either be borrowed 
or copied. Happily, this assumption can now be laid to rest. The recent purchase by English 
Heritage from diverse sources of eight pieces of Chilswick furniture, representative of three 
contrasting suites of chairs, illustrates the range of unique furniture specially made for the 
house. These acquisitions also raise the prospect of the interior being fully restored as close 
as possible to its appearance in Lord Burlington’s day.

The eighteenth-century contents are last recorded at Chiswick in a series of photographs 
taken in the 1880s prior to their removal from 1882. In 1892 Burlington’s heirs, the Duke and 
Duchess of Devonshire, vacated the villa and let it ds a lunatic asylum. Evidence of the orig
inal furniture also includes drawings by Lady Burlington and William Kent, receipts to cabi
net-makers relating to the furnishing of Lady Burlington’s Garden Room in 1735, water
colours from 1828 by William Henry Hunt, and the inventory of 1770?

The hall chair is listed in the inventory as one of ‘Twelve Mahogany Elbow Chairs’

Fig. 1 Hall chair designed for Chiswick House, probably by William Kent (1685-1748) c. Yl'SS. Carved 
mahogany; 92.6 x 61 x 48.2 cm. (English Heritage).
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Fig. 2 Side chairs, designed for Chiswick House, probably by William Kent (1685-1748) c. 1735. 
Gilded pine; 95 x 61.5 x43.2 cm. Illustrated prior to conservation (English Heritage).

in the Gallery, eight of which can be seen in Hunt’s later view of the same room. (Fig. 1) 
Seven remain at Chatsworth today. The unique design is given to Burlington’s artist-in-resi- 
dence, William Kent (1685-1748) on the strength of a similar sofa published by John Vardy 
in Some designs of Mr Inigo Jones and Mr Wm. Kent (1744, plate 42). The pedimented back 
befits the architectural interiors of Chiswick whilst the use of acanthus, fish scales and coin 
ornament (carved in the solid) is consistent with other Chiswick furniture.

The pair of giltwood chairs may be identified with the two matching sets of ‘Eight Gilt 
Back Stools, Cover’d with Velvet & Serge Cases’ that stood in the Red and Green Velvet 
Rooms in 1770. (Fig. 2) Traditionally these chairs have been associated with Devonshire 
House, Piccadilly. They do not appear in the 1880s photographs of Chiswick, but may have 
been moved to Devonshire House around 1862 when Chiswick was let to a succession of ten
ants. A third chair from these sets was previously purchased for Chiswick and is currently on 
loan to the Victoria & Albert Museum. The inclusion of female masks and scallop shells help 
to link the fish-scale ornament to Venus, whose statue gazed over the gardens from a column 
in Burlington’s day, as the presiding deity.

The diminuitive scale of the mahogany and giltwood furniture made for the villa itself is 
emphasized by comparison with five of the chairs suppplied by Stephen Langley in 1735 to
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Fig. 3 Armchair, supplied to Lady Burlington for her Garden Room at Chiswick by Stephen Langley 
(fl!712-d by 1735) 107 x 70 x 71 cm. (English Heritage).

Lady Burlington’s Garden Room which, strictly speaking, stands alongside the villa. (Fig. 3) 
It was furnished at Lady Burlington’s expense with a magnificent pair of mahogany com
modes, giltwood mirrors, green silk damask hangings and ‘Eight Gilt Elbow Chairs. . .Two 
Ditto Settees’. Langley’s posthumous bill for ten chairs survives, Lady Burlington appears 
seated in her room on a sofa en-suite with the chairs in a sketch by Kent, and one of the 
chairs can be seen in the 1880s photograph of the Red Velvet Room. Four chairs from the 
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same set remain at Chatsworth. Langley is not otherwise known as a furniture maker so we 
may assume that he supplied the suite to Kent’s designs. The intricate floral ornament carved 
in the gesso is appropriate to a Garden Room and underlines the importance of symbolism in 
the integration of the decoration of Chiswick House.

None of these pieces of furniture was acquired from Chatsworth. But during 1994-95, as a 
further contribution to Lord Burlington’s tercentenary, the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire 
generously lent Burlington’s magnificent desk to stand in the recently restored Blue Velvet 
Room.3 At the same time, the Victoria & Albert Museum returned to Chiswick one of 
the ‘Two Sienna Marble slabs on Gilt Stands’ (the pair to which remains at Chatsworth) as 
recorded in the 1770 inventory and illustrated in Vardy’s publication in 1744. (Fig. 4) 
Gradually, through the generosity of The National Art Collections Fund, the National 
Heritage Memorial Fund, The London Historic House Museums Trust, The Friends of 
Chiswick House and lenders, the richness and meaning of one of Britain’s most celebrated 
examples of interior design is being restored, without resorting to replicas.

Fig. 4 Pedestal table designed for Chiswick House by 
William Kent (1685—1748) c. 1730. Gilt pine with Sienna 

marble top 89 x 45.8 x 68.5 cm. Recently placed on loan to 
Chiswick (Victoria and Albert Museum)
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the enlargement of the structure some yet remain 
untenanted. Each is calculated to receive five 
coffins, the price is fifty pounds. Other similar pri- 3 
vate repositories for the dead were formed when 
the chapel was erected. To obtain admission it is 
necessary to remove the pews and the flooring of 
the chapel. There is also a general receptacle 
denominated ‘the Vestry Vault’ wherein on pay
ment of a moderate fee, the remains of frail mor- 4 
tality may securely rest’, Heal Coll. A VI, p. 60 
(both accounts). 5

29 The new Parish Church of St Pancras, Euston
Road (built to replace the old parish church and 
consecrated in 1822), the Camden Chapel (later
All Saints Church, consecrated in 1824) and the 6 
Regent Square and Somers Town Chapels (both 
opened in 1826), see Lee, pp. 44—54.

30 St Pancras New Church and the Camden Chapel 7
were thus equipped. 8

31 The News, 12 May 1822, quoted in Lee, p. 43. 9
32 The Morning Chronicle, 22 June 1822, quoted in Lee, 10

p. 48.
33 3 January, 1844. see Langman, vol. 1, p. 70. 11
34 The church is now in occupation by the Rainbow 12

Community. The author would like to thank 
members of the Community for their courtesy and 13 
consideration and for permitting me to inspect the 
church.
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