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Andrew Cox-Whittaker has taken up the mantle of 
Christopher Gilbert in studying the Wakefield firm of 
Wright and Elwick and, like his predecessor, is a great 
example of thoroughness. The paper we heard at 
Cuddesdon is clearly only the beginning of a longer study 
of this maker, first mentioned in modern times in 1951 and 
the subject of an article by Christopher Gilbert in Furniture 
History in 1976. The firm has subsequently become the 
saleroom attribution of choice for any piece made in the 
manner of Chippendale though showing evidence of 
having been made elsewhere than in London (both 
partners were subscribers to the Director and clearly saw 
the value of bringing these designs to a northern market 
that was expanding at a great rate).

In this talk, we were given a good account of the 
importance of Wakefield in the 18th century. It was the 
main town of the West Riding, an area much larger than 
the current West Yorkshire but one that was booming for 
most of the century, with an unprecedented rate of country 
house building. Though Wakefield was not itself a 
manufacturing town, its importance was as an 
administrative and legal centre, and an inland port on the 
Aire and Calder Navigation. From the 1750s it also 
functioned as a centre for leisure, with a regular influx of 
county visitors to public entertainments and sporting 
events. It was clearly a considered decision on the part of 
the firm to set up in Northgate: only one other 
cabinet-maker offered competition in the town, where 
joiners served more modest needs. Wright and Elwick’s 
‘Glass and Cabinet Warehouse’ offered something quite 
new and their success clearly owed as much to their 
shrewd decision to set up in Wakefield as much as to the 
quality of their design and technical skills. Though Edward 
Elwick served his apprenticeship in York (with Robert 
Barker), it was Richard Wright’s origins ‘from London’ that 
were clearly more important in currying favour. Andrew 
pointed out that these links seems to have been very 
actively maintained, with the London firm of Paul Saunders 
(for whom it is likely that Richard Wright worked as young 
man) often supplying to the same houses as the Wakefield 
firm.

Christopher Gilbert had recorded many of the firm’s 
commissions, throughout the West and North Riding, and 
as far afield as Nottinghamshire and Co. Durham. Our 
speaker, a conservator, was looking largely at the 
idiosyncrasies of design and construction that may allow 
anonymous pieces to be linked to the firm as they are 
systematically recorded. He discussed in particular the ash 



rails that appear frequently on chairs, the use of an 
extended shoe to the back splat that covers the edge of 
upholstery, and the use of a grass roll in the upholstery.

There is clearly much more to be discovered about this 
firm and we look forward to hearing again from Andrew.
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