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The sudden and unexpected loss last year of Clive Sherwood, 
collector and connoisseur, and the subsequent sale of his 
collection, was the impetus for this event staged at Sotheby's, 
Olympia. Although I did not have the pleasure of meeting the 
man it became clear from the various tributes and amusing 
anecdotes that he was universally popular and a highly respected 
individual with a keen eye and a relentless desire to constantly 
improve his collection. The excellent catalogue accompanying 
the sale will almost certainly become a useful reference on the 
bookshelf of all those with an interest in early English furniture.

This event, a joint venture between the RFS and the Royal 
Institute of Chartered Surveyors could be viewed as a coming 
together of the tweeds and the pin stripes. Jonathon Meyer 
MA FRICS, Head of Sotheby's Furniture Department and 
RICS Antiques and Fine Arts Faculty Chairman welcomed the 
delegates and professed a desire to promote similar joint 
events that encouraged the sharing and assimilation of 
knowledge between enthusiasts in a forum that would 
temporarily suspend any divisive labels of Auctioneers and 
Dealers, Collectors and Academics.

Anthony Wells-Cole was the first speaker and started the 
day with a look at his work on printed sources of Early 
English Furniture. Drawing on his book familiar to many 
students of this period (Art and Decoration in Elizabethan 
and Jacobean England - The influence of Continental Prints 
1558 -1625. Yale - London, 1997) Anthony warned us that 
there would be no revelations and added 'The more work I 
have done the less I understand'. A sentiment that may strike 
a chord with the academics amongst the RFS!

Anthony highlighted the danger of placing too great an 
emphasis on the influence of printed design sources specifically 
on furniture design, suggesting that printed sources had a far 
broader influence across the decorative arts. While he 
acknowledged the existence of buildings containing examples 
of motifs and designs that can be linked to a specific pattern 
book, such as Jan Johannes De Vries Vraderman's First Book 
of Architecture published in 1565; designs from which can be 
found in Montacute House, Somerset, Anthony was 
unconvinced as to what extent such pattern books were 
assimilated across the country. He suggested that one must 
look wider to the influence of other sources of inspiration 
such as the intricate designs to be found on book bindings 
and woven cloth as well as motifs that had provided a ready 
source of inspiration for previous centuries, such as the stone 
carving on religious buildings. The latter influence possibly 
explained the prevalence of interlaced carving on furniture 
attributed to Westmoreland, the inspiration for which may 
lay in 12th century stone carvings to be found in the area.
Anthony also suggested that one should not discount the sheer 
joy of geometric pattern making in provincial workshops, far 
from the influence of continental prints. While the religious 
persecutions in Europe undoubtedly lead to an exodus of 
designers and craftsman, these immigrants did not cross the 
channel into an artistic vacuum.

Anthony concluded that in the hierarchy of English arts, 
furniture is quite low on the list in terms of absorbing influence 
directly from Continental prints and that most craftsman probably 
relied upon the patterns and motifs they saw around them, 
whether they be bookbindings, textile designs or stonework 
as well as patterns and motifs created from their imagination.

The second speaker was the entertaining and very 
knowledgeable Dr Anthony North, Curator of non-precious 
metal at the Victoria & Albert Museum. Dr North took us on a 
fascinating whistlestop chronology of base metal objects from 
the medieval period right up to the 20th century. Following 
on from Anthony Wells-Cole, Dr North asserted that there 
was a strong tradition of base metal working in England from 
medieval times and that not everything we see was as a result 
of continental influence. Using examples from the V&A 
collection Dr North explained that the rarity of many items 
both secular and non secular was due in part to the 
reformation and also the habit for melting down base metal 
objects for refashion in the contemporary style. Interspersed 
with the chronology were anecdotes from a lifetime's interest, 
including the heady days when medieval relics dredged from 
the Thames in London could be purchased for insignificant 
sums in the Portobello Road, objects that today can command 
small fortunes, ironically contradicting the somewhat 
derogatory label of 'base-metal'.

With time running short Tobias Jellinek, the respected oak 
dealer and Sotheby's consultant for this sale, took a moment 
to share with us his dealings with Clive Sherwood and pay 
tribute to a man he had known for over thirty-five years. 
Tobias explained some of the methods of a man who 
continually upgraded his collection and sought always to 
further his understanding of his chosen field. To this end 
Clive could often be seen with a pair of calipers measuring 
the variations in diameter of turnings, looking for a slightly 
oval profile caused by shrinkage across the grain, a sign 
perhaps of authenticity in the face of doubts about a piece. 
Keen to understand more about the pieces within his 
collection Clive took a great interest in dendrochronology and 
after much time and examination finally adopted a method of 
comparison using fixed chronology pieces.

The day ended with an opportunity to examine the 
collection while three informal study groups formed looking 
at different aspects of the collection. Michael Legg provided a 
fascinating insight into the assortment of joined stools in the 
collection answering a barrage of questions from onlookers 
eager to glean snippets of information freely given from a 
lifetime in the trade. Dr North was on hand to discuss the 
metalwork in the collection and Tobias Jellinek was also 
available to discuss the collection as a whole.

The day provided a useful learning experience with a good 
range of speakers and the rare opportunity to handle and 
examine in detail a carefully assembled collection with experts 
on hand willing to share their considerable knowledge. The 
consensus amongst the delegates was that it was a fitting tribute 
to a man who will be sadly missed by many amongst the RFS. 
Tobias Jellinek's quote taken from Clive's wife Rosemary provides 
a simple insight into the passion of the man and the collection 
he created. "If it moves we feed it, if it doesn't we polish it!"

Toby Pinn
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Fig. 3 Michael Legg explaining the construction 
techniques on a 17th century joined stool from the 
Clive Sherwood collection


