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Road between the new British

= -

| 25 Library and the austere King’s

Cross railway terminus is one of the most strik-
ing examples of High Victorian Gothic archi-
tecture in London, the Midland Grand Hotel.
It was built to the designs of Sir George Gilbert
Scott between 1868 and 1874 to front Saint
Pancras Station, the London terminus of the
Midland Raitway (see PL V).!

Rail travel revolutionized life in nineteenth-

century Botain, becoming the predommant
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form of transport for passengers and industrial
and agricultural goods. As testaments to the

importance of this industry, railway termini

Pls. I-TV. Drawings from Gillow and Company (c. 1730-
1897) Estimate Skeich Books. Leff fo right: Walnut hat-
stand in Sketch Book 344/115, March 1876. Walnut cabi-
net in Sketch Book 344/116, Aagust 21, 1877, Mahogany
and walout chair in Sketch Book 344/137, 1876, Walnut
and thuya wardrobe in Sketch Book 344/114, February
1B76. City of Westminster Archives Centre, London.

Pl. V. Southwest view of the Midland Grand Hotel, Lon-
don, designed by Sir George Gilbort Scott (1811-1878)
and built between 1868 and 1874, in a photograph of
c. 1876, Photograph by courtesy of English Heritage,
Natiornal Monements Record, Swindon, England.

PL. VL Clock tower of the Midland Grand Hotel. Photo-
gvaph by the author.



were modeled on cathedrals and palaces in a
range of revival styles—a tangible expression
of the intercompany rivalry that had emerged
among the different lines” Building News wrote:

Railway station architecture is constantly
making spasmaodic efforts to force itself upon
public notice...every style has been tried to
captivate and draw the attention of the travel-
ling public, from Egyptian and Greek to
Gothic’

Meeting on May 3, 1865, the directors of
the Midland Railway proposed that a compe-
tition be held for the design of a hotel to be
built adjacent to Saint Pancras Station.* Scott
was declared the winner> with a proposal for
a monumental Gothic structure in red brick
with terracotta and buff stone that far exceed-
ed the requirements originally specified.®
With a total frontage of about six hundred
feet, ornamented with stepped gables, point-

Pl. VIL From Pentonville Road Looking West: Evening, by
John O’Connor (1830-1889), 1884. 0il on canvas, 352 by
59 inches, Saint Pancras Station and the Midland Grand
Hotel are shown in the background. Musewm of London.

Pl. VIIL Display cabinet and sideboard, made by Gillow
and Company, 1876-1877. Stamped “470” and “criiow &
co” on the top central drawer. Walnut and thuya with
ebonized and gilded decoration and applied painted

panels; height 66, width 75, depth 18 inches. Photograph ¥ ‘ l"t ' "‘

by cowrtesy of the Country Seat, Henley on Thames,
England.

Pl. VIlla. Detail of PL. VIII showing the maker’s stamp.
Author’s photograph.
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ed arches, and turrets, the facade evoked the
splendors of a thirteenth-century French
Gothic church and incited many compar-
isons of railway architecture to cathedral
naves in the use of arched ceilings and vault-
ed supports.” This otherworldly quality is cap-
tured in John O'Connor’s ethereal painting
shown in Plate VII.

In March 1868 construction of the hotel
began in earnest,® but as the project progressed
the directors became alarmed by the rising cost
of fitting out the interior with Scott in charge of
the design and execution. Consequently, the
board resolved that the balance of the com-
mission would be put out for tender’ In the
autumn of 1872 proposals for the furniture
were received from the following: Jackson and
Graham,'? Holland and Sons,'! Doveston, Bird
and Hull,'?> Robert Rough and Son,”* and
Gillow and Company (often called Gillows)."
These firms were among the leading English
cabinetmakers of the day, consistently manu-
facturing furniture of the highest quality. So,
although the decision to limit Scott’s involve-
ment in furnishing the interiors was a cost-cut-
ting measure, it is clear from the group of com-
petitors that the board was unwilling to sacri-
fice quality. Indeed, the tender accepted from
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the Gillow firm was the second highest sub-
mitted.'s

Gillow was widely admired for the range
and quality of its production. Its furniture at
the time included work in the standard late
Grecian and neorococo styles that dominated
commercial production in the mid-nine-
teenth century, as well as more innovative
styles such as the Elizabethan, Jacobean, and
Gothic revivals. Further enhancing its reputa-
tion, the firm was recognized internationally
through its prize-winning exhibition pieces,"
and had reccived the royal warrant as cabi
netmakers 1o Queen Victoria (r. 1837-1901) in
1863.'” The company’ sustained success was
due, in part, to its ability to adapt to the ever
changing tastes of the market by maintaining
a judicious balance between conservative and
progressive designs.

hile the Gillow family had

little direct involvement with

the firm after about 1820,

the later partners, Red-
mayne, Whiteside, and Ferguson, and their
successors,'’ continued to capitalize on and
develop Gillow’s reputation and clientele.
The diversity of the firm’s patrons, socially,
geographically, and economically, may also
have played a role in its longevity. With the
principal factory in Lancaster and show-
rooms in London, the firm was better able to
control costs, manage inventory, and monitor
the quality of output. By the year 1852 more
than eighty-eight percent of the production of
the Lancaster factory was consigned to
London clients.?!

The Midland Grand furniture and interiors
are representative of the later phase of the
Gothic taste that emerged within secular
design during the 1860s and 1870s. Described
as modern or reformed Gothic, it was con-
ceived as a more decorative interprelation of
the Gothic style, using medieval architectural
elements scaled for furniture in conjunction
with flat-patterned decoration such as mar-
quetry or low relief carving. This was only one
of many design expressions that coincided
with the art furniture or aesthetic movement
of the period.” The high Victorian decorative
detail of the hotel’s interiors, most notably the
elaborate painted ceilings and stenciled walls,
balanced by Gillow’s modern Gothic furni-
ture, produced a sophisticated and fashion-
able ensemble. Indeed, a typical contempo-
rary critique of the interior "warmly com-
mended...the furniture and decoration and
general appointments of the building.”*

The Gillow estimate skeiches drawn for the
Midland Grand project between 1874 and
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1877 (see Pls. I-IV, XIV) pro-
vide insight into the complex
nature of this large commis-
sion.* As an internal record
of the firm’s production, they
convey valuable information
about the cost of the materi-
als and labor for each piece
of furniture. Because Gillow
was responsible for both the
elaborate public spaces and
Lthe bedroorms, it produced a
vast range of objects.”> Com-
mon picces designed for
bedrooms such as an “oak
luggage stool” % and a “ma-
hogany airing horse,”*” along
with simple ash washstands
and dressing tables, appear
together with detailed sketch-
es of substantial side tables
and cabinets ornamented
with ebonized and gilded
decoration.

The rooms on the upper
floors of the hotel were
much more modest in scale
and decor than those on the
lower floors. Even the wood
used for the furniture ditfer-
entiated the floors, and thus
the status of the clientele:
the servants’ rooms in the
attic were supplied with fur-
niture made of “deal, jap-
anned, as oak”; the fifth and fourth floors
were fitted with furniture made of ash; on the
third floor the furniture was “of mahogany
and black, parts being carved, incised and
ebonized”; the second floor rooms were fur-
nished in oak; and the first floor was fur-
nished with “furniture of walnut and black
wood relieved with gold.”?® A contemporary
periodical commented that

The sitting- and bed-rooms on the upper floors
have had care and taste bestowed upon them
equal to that of the lower, but in a simple man-
ner, combining the comfort of more sumpltu-
ous rooms with less costly materials.”

The Gillow designs for wardrobes, used on
the fifth floor and the [irst floor, respec-
tively, illustrate this measured dillerence
in quality.

All the bedrooms® had writing tables, up-
holstered chairs, chests of drawers, and dress-
ing glasses. The House Furnisher and Deco-
rator felt the bedrooms were “hurnished
rather in the Continental manner than the

English.”*! So elaborate were the bedrooms
on the first floor that furnishings for a single
room cost £108 more than those for a single
room on the fifth floor*? The grandest bed-
rooms on the first floor were supplied with
Brussels carpets, velvet upholstery, and “cur-
tains of silk & wool damask...trimmed [with]
bow fringe.”*® One contemporary source
remarked:

The spacious and lofty apartments, the hand-
some furniture, the Brussels carpets, the
massive silken or woolen curtains, and the
pinoleum blinds; the wardrobes, chests of
drawers, clocks, writing tables, sofas, arm-
chairs, with which they are supplied, leave
nothing to be desired by the wealthiest and the
most refined. >

But in Tiavels in South Kensington, Moncure
Fig. 1. Private sitting room on the first floor of the
Midland Grand Hotel, in a photograph of June 1876.

Science and Society Picture Library, London, and
National Railway Museum, York, England.
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Daniel Conway held a different view:

One of the bedrooms which I visited had deep-
green paper, with gold livies and spots, and
bed-curtains somewhat similar. The furniture
was of heavy oak, tastefully carved.... Yet I
could not altogether like it...the bedroom
ought to be more quiet. One does not desire to
sleep amid purple and gold.”

The public rooms of the Midland Grand
were designed above all to impress. Entering
the western wing from Euston Road one
passed under the massive porte cochere and
through a Venetian Gothic doorway. The en-
trance hall set an opulent tone for the build-
ing with its linen-fold paneled rood screen
separating the manager's office from the rest
of the room, floor tiles by Minton and
Company (founded 1793) of Stoke on Trent
arranged in a mosaic-like design, and boldly
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carved decorative stone-
work. While ecclesiastically
inspired Gothic elements
dominate the hall, the inclu-
sion of carved facing pea-
cocks on the lintels above
the interior doorways give a
hint of the aesthetic move-
ment taste.’® This type of
rich textural decoration was
evident throughout the hotel
and is aptly illustrated in the
period photograph in Figure
2 showing the entrance to
the Grand Coffee Room, the
principal public room on
the ground floor stretching
one hundred feet along the
curved facade of the build-
ing.

The decoration of the
Grand Coffee Room was
largely designed by Scott,
who specified columns of
polished red Devonshire and
green Connemara limestone,
an elaborate painted wall dec-
oration, and grand baronial
fireplaces juxtaposed with
dramatic Gothic window
surrounds. Under Gil-
low’s direction, at the in-
sistence of the board, the
final decorative scheme
was scaled down signifi-
cantly from the original
plans, though the budget
for this room alone

amounted to £6,500.3

As the project pro-
gressed, a suggestion
“to put a rich [wallcov-

ering] like Venetian
leather in the panels
and paint every other

part’® was adopted

in lieu of tapestries for the walls, and “the four
statues Messrs. Brindley & Farmer were pre-
pared to erect” in the niches around the room
were canceled to economize further.*
illow supplied 160 walnut “Ken-
sington” side chairs™ (pictured to
the left of the doorway in Fig. 2)
# for the Grand Coffee Room, “the
seats & backs stuffed & covered in moquette at
£4,”4 along with thirty-six walnut tables of
varying sizes, and three hat- and umbrella
stands (see Pl I). The firm also executed the
monumental sideboard shown in Figure 4,
reputedly to Scott’s design,” embellished with
marquetry and embossed, richly gilded
leather. It is valued in the hotels inventory of
furniture and fittings at £306 8s. The side-
board was used primarily for the display of
objects that included many pieces of Elk-
ington electroplate produced specially for the
hotel, such as the three-handled “Loving Cup”
(PL. XV)* engraved with a wyvern, the winged
heraldic beast adopted by the Midland Rail-
way as its symbol.

In addition to the Grand Coffee Room,
there were numerous other public spaces—
music rooms fitted out with “ebonized and
gold furniture and crimson velvet,”* billiard
rooms,”® and smoking rooms. The Ladies
Coffee and Reading Rooms were particularly
notable as they were supplied with ebonized
and gilded furniture, including several “circu-
lar tables on pillar and claws.”*" The House
Furnisher and Decorator wrote:

The chairs and all the stuffed fumiture, are
covered with cinnamon-coloured velvet, and
the cabinets decorated with painted tiles, the
cuitains being of vich tapestry in peacock-blue,
cinnamon and gold...giving the whole a most
cheerful and artistic appearance.”

Several private sitting rooms were available
for hire on the first three floors of the hotel,
presumably providing a quiet place for visi-
tors to relax without spending the night. The
photograph shown in Figure 1 documents the
opulence of these rooms. The competing flat
surfaces—the painted ceiling, the papered
walls, and the patterned carpet—created a

Fig. 2. Entrance to the Grand Coffee Room in the Mid-
Jand Grand Hotel in a photograph of June 1876, Science
and Society Picture Library and National Railvay Musermn.
P1. IX. Edis pattern side chair, made by Gillow and
Company, 1870-1877. Stamped “GILLOWS LANCASTER”
under the front rail. Oak and leather; height 35 1/,
width 18 1%, depth 18 1% inches. Photograph by courtesy
of H. Blairman and Sons, London.
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