
VISIT TO CHRISTCHURCH MANSION, IPSWICH, 
3rd March 2003

When we assembled in the old kitchen at 
Christchurch Mansion before our foray into the 
furniture collections, few of us had previous knowledge 
of the riches we would find. Tbe Museum occupies an 
impressive mid-16th century house built on the site of a 
dissolved Augustinian Priory, owned first by the 
Withypoll family and later by the Fonnereaus. From the 
early 18th century onwards the general public had 
enjoyed access to the extensive grounds, and the 
threatened sale of the whole estate to property 
developers in the 1890s would have been a serious loss 
to the people of Ipswich. Happily, the intervention of 
the wealthy local brewery Felix Cobbold, secured its 
future in the ownership of Ipswich Corporation. The 
House has been a museum since 1896 and, with its 
surrounding park and arboreta, has continued to be a 
public amenity.

Very little of the furniture in the house is original to it. 
Most was acquired through gift or bequest, and 
sometimes by purchase at local sales. There are some 
fine examples of panels of both carved and painted 
varieties, carved oak overmantels and other 
architectural features: most of these were rescued from 
timber-framed Ipswich houses being demolished 
during the 1920s and 1930s. Our tour, in two groups, 
took in the full range of this rather haphazard 
collection, and we much appreciated the opportunity to 
handle many of the pieces and study them closely and 
to forage in the attic stores.

Two early chests were among the highlights. The first, 
used by Ipswich Corporation for many years as a 
muniment chest, and now enclosed with 19th century 
framing, dates from the first half of the 16th century; 
vigorously carved with figures of German soldiers on a 
background simulating a curtain suspended on rings 
from an iron rod, it is almost certainly of German 
origin. The second, also probably early 16th century, is 
naively carved with animals, including a camel with a 
barrel on its back and an antelope, flanked by symbolic 
or heraldic motifs. The excavated plank top with its 
raised moulding bears the remains of several layers of 
paint and may once have had a scumbled surface.

A Glastonbury chair was singled out as a rare 
genuinely early one from the late 16th century, and we 
looked at two 'Nonsuch' chests, one unusually small. 
The oak pieces range widely, and while many bear 
evidence of 19th century alteration some of the humbler 
items, including a planked stool, a desk box and several 
cupboards were considered to be above suspicion.

The later 17th, 18th and 19th century room settings 
threw up a number of treasures, particularly clocks, as 
well as some teasers, like the tallboy and side table with 
borders of horses' teeth. Is there a precedent for this 
form of decoration? Our enthusiasm for a magnificent 
early 18th century library table, supported on ebonised 



(and once gilded) lion monopodia, with brass banded 
drawers and kneehole space on all four sides, and with 
its original green leather top, would have gladdened 
the heart of Thomas Hope himself.

In the attic stores we noted a late-18th century exercise 
horse and a pair of finely painted Hepplewhite chairs as 
well as upholstered pieces, all in their original 
condition, and two immaculate children's chairs.

As might be expected, the Mansion has a 
representative collection of Mendlesham chairs, made 
in the Stowmarket area in the first half of the 19th 
century, but some of us were disappointed to find few 
other examples of furniture from the region.

Our visit was infused with an exciting sense of 
discovery. Successive curators with pre-eminent 
interest in the picture collection, in addition to 
relentless reductions in museum staff over the years, 
have left the furniture collections on the sidelines, 
unresearched and unlabelled. While this is regrettable 
for most visitors to the museum, who can find out little 
about its considerable holdings, the kindness of the 
conservators, Dominique and Bob, who allowed us the 
freedom to roam (with gloves on, of course) enabled 
Christchurch Mansion to unlock some of its well-kept 
secrets to the RFS. Warm thanks are also due to Heather 
and Michael Staff who organised the visit.

Noel Riley


