
VISIT TO THE GEFFRYE MUSEUM AND 
SOUTHWARK 18th November 1999

Our day began at the Geffrye Museum where David Dewing, 
the Director, welcomed us and gave us an interesting 
introduction to the Museum's history. Opened in 1714 as the 
almshouses of the Ironmongers' Company, the buildings were 
sold in 1911. The London County Council purchased the site 
initially to retain the gardens for local recreational uses, and in 
December 1914 opened the buildings as a museum of furniture 
and joinery. Over the years, the Geffrye developed into a 
museum of English domestic interiors from 1600 to the present 
day. In 1992 the museum began to plan a new extension for 
additional galleries and improved facilities, including a 
restaurant. Branson Coates, Architects, were appointed to 
design the extension, which was opened in November 1998. 
The horseshoe-shaped building is linked to the almshouses by 
a copper clad roof. Inside, the materials include traditional 
bricks, stone flooring and pitch pine roof beams; a design 
which manages to retain the sense of a domestic environment.

Under David's guidance and perseverance, these ambitious 
development plans have been implemented which not only 
ensure the safekeeping of the Museum's furniture such as the 
John Evelyn cabinet made in Paris (refer to Newsletter No. 24 
Summer 1996, A. Bowett, East End Visit, November 1995) but 
provide the scope for displaying furniture typical to the 
different types of 20th century domestic interiors described in 
more detail below.

i) The Edwardian period living room reflects the 
aspirations of a wealthy middle class family seeking 
a more healthy life in suburban surroundings; a 
contrast to the ornate and diverse mix of styles often 
favoured by a previous generation in the Victorian 
age. The diversity and volume of furniture has been 
pared down to include in this instance examples of 
the Sheraton revival style which was fashionable at 
this time. An original Donegal wool carpet with 
borders of fruit and flowers covers mosUof the floor, 
leaving a dark stained border.

ii) The 1930s room reflects a new type of urban living 
for the middle classes, now making do without 
servants. David described the model as 'urban flat, 
ocean liner look' with 'a bit of art deco on the chair 
covers, and a blousy floral paint ing over the 
fireplace'. The room included an area for dining and 
sitting with furniture manufactured by Gordon Russell.

iii) In the 1960s a new type of town house was being 
built by firms such as Span Developments with their 
emphasis on picture windows and underfloor 
heating. It provided an open living plan but within 
small spaces. Clean-lined Danish teak furniture and 
wood block floors became popular.

iv) To complete the 20th century, the 1990s period room 
has one large space, very minimalist in content, with 
furniture purchased from shops such as Heals and 
Conran. A leather arm chair, a plain blue sofa and an 
aluminium and glass coffee table placed on a wooden 
floor reflect the fashionable urban loft style.

On the lower ground floor the Geffrye Design Centre provides 
space for contemporary design and craft from East London. 
Members saw displays of textiles, glass and ceramics and we 
look forward to Contemporary Furniture exhibitions in the 
year 2000 featuring work by East London furniture designers.

We very much enjoyed seeing the new extension and con
gratulate David on his achievements to date. We understand the 
next project is to review the 17th and 18th century displays 
with particular attention to their social and economic context.

A bus ride and invigorating walk took us over the river to 
Southwark Cathedral. Here the highlight was the Cologne
type 'Nonesuch' chest given to the Cathedral by a wealthy 
London leather merchant and aiderman Hugh Offley (c.1588- 
94). The inlayed chest with three lower drawers, bears the 
arms of Hugh Offley and those of his wife and, unusually, has 
the merchant's mark on the lid. Victor Chinnery pointed out 
that there were more questions than answers here. Stylistically 
of German boarded construction featuring dovetailing which 
was not consistently adopted in England until a much later 
date; it may have been made for Offley by a German 
'schreiner' in the Southwark area.

The German link is very clear but we may never know the 
true workshop origin. Victor mentioned that variants of this 
type of chest are to be found in a number of country houses. 
Such a chest with two lower drawers, was listed at Hardwick 
Hall as early as 1568.

A tablet to Sam Wanamaker reminded us that it was time to 
leave the Cathedral and proceed to the Globe Theatre. We 
stopped off at the site of the Rose Theatre to watch a film of 
the excavations, upon which much of the building of the 
Globe had to be based; being one of the few references 
remaining.

We arrived at the Globe Theatre where Polly Legg had 
previously explained our interests prior to being introduced 
to Callam who proved an excellent guide. He recounted how 
Sam Wanamaker had come to this country in 1949 determined 
to build a theatre in which Shakespeare could be played. Land 
was given to Sam in 1969 and in the tapestry room Callam 
explained the object was to build as close to the 1599 theatre 
as possible, on little evidence and no plans.

Gudrun Leitz told us about her work turning green oak 
balusters, roughly eight per day (not every day) over a period 
of three winters. During the winter, oak is not as wet and is 
therefore less likely to split. Straight sections (2ft - 4ft in 
diameter) of oak were split and side axed into octagons. These 
were then shaved into rounds with a draw-knife ready for the 
pole lathe. Gudrun stressed the importance of preparation to 
ensure good pole-lathe work.

She demonstrated on the pole-lathe the cut on the downward 
stroke. The baluster profile was derived from a piece of wood 
found in the Rose excavation.

When we moved into the Theatre, members could really 
appreciate the enormity of Gudrun's work. The balusters, now 
painted in a brown and cream marbled effect, circled the seats 
round the stage. Callam told us how the green oak timber 
frame, predominately mortice and tenon, had been constructed 
from timber given by Estate owners, the Forestry Commission 
and individuals. Twelve thousand draw-pegs assist in holding
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the framework together but by the nature of the unseasoned 
wood used the shape will inevitably change.

The lime and hair plaster used is 'self-healing' and when it 
cracks, it is hosed and mends itself. It is also three times more 
fire resistant than breeze blocks. We learnt that the roof is 
thatched with Norfolk reed and the floor is made up of lime, 
sand silt, ash and hazelnuts - which apparently assists drainage. 
So far the floor has not been polished with bull's blood to the 
black colour it would have been.

As we sat in the amazingly colourful surroundings, Callam 
described the act of theatre; the plays, the actors and the 
audience, giving members a vivid picture and for myself an 
enthusiasm to come and see a performance.

Finally to the George, the only remaining galleried inn in 
London, for mulled wine or ale in convivial surroundings and 
good company.

Many thanks to David Dewing who led the day, Polly Legg 
for more organising and to Victor Chinnery and Gudrun Leitz 
for patiently answering our questions and imparting their 
valuable knowledge.

Daphne Todd


