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I[N wrITING and in speaking of architecture Voysey always demanded an
open mind, ready for all healthy development, prepared to accept conditions
that it cannot alter such as the advent of the machine. He knew that man’s
habits, customs, conditions and ideas were for ever changing. “WWe must shake
off the fashionable convention of obedience to style,” he said, ‘and be sincerelv
ourselves, and recognize our limitations.’

The Voysey House is white and its windows are grouped in horizontal bands.
These two easily observed characteristics seem to have been enough to link
Voysey with the style of architecture at present known as ‘Modern’, the coin-
cidence of white walls and horizontal lines is, on the face of it, supported by
the call for fitness that recurs so frequently in Voysey’s writings on art and
architecture and, as he himself has noted: ‘Men are quicker to discern likeness
than difference.’

Voysey himself, like Frank Lloyd Wright, had no respect for his self-
appointed successors and not a little resentment at their claims. Those who
have time to study his own sayings and his own buildings can judge for them-
selves how far it is justifiable to class him as a ‘pioneer of the Modern Move-
ment’.

Charles Francis Annesley Voysey was born in 1857, in the same year as
W. R. Lethaby, and one year after Sullivan and Berlage.

Voysey’s father was Vicar of Healaugh, a small and isolated parish in York-
shire. The family was a large one and according to Voysey his two elder sisters
exercised a ‘salutary and humbling effect upon their brother’. Two younger
sisters separated him from his three brothers, who were in consequence too
young to make satisfactory companions for him in his childhood. As a result
of these circumstances much of his time was spent with his father.

It is not surprising that these early years should have been of supreme
importance in developing the character of the son. The Reverend Charles
Voysey was himself a most remarkable man. ‘He believed in a Good God
instead of an Angry One’, and he was eventually deprived of his living and ex-
pelled from the Church of England for denying the doctrine of everlasting Hell.

Charles was fourteen when the family migrated to London and settled in
Dulwich near to the famous public school to which the boys were sent as day-

269



scholars as they became old enough. The eldest son, however, was unable to
settle down after eighteen months, was withdrawn and educated by a private
tutor until the time came for him to choose a profession. His grandfather,
Annesley Voysey, had been one of the old school of engineer-architects, a builder
of bridges and lighthouses as well as of homes and churches. This, coupled with
the fact that anyone could then call himself an architect without having to pass
an examination, eaused him to agree to be articled to a distinguished architect
for five years.

Voysey’s professional education began in 1874 in the office of J. P. Seddon,
a contemporary of Brooks and Bodley, who had in hand a number of churches
and vicarages as well as the University of Aberystwyth. In later years it amused
him to recall that, in spite of the fact that the art master at Dulwich had
reported him as ‘quite unfit for an artistic profession’, Seddon entrusted him,
while still a pupil, with the painting of life-size figures on the walls of one of his
churches. His pupilage completed, he remained with Seddon for a year and then
spent a short period with Saxon Snell. In 1880 he received an invitation to
join the staff of George Devey. Voysey regarded this chance as providential.
The work in the office was interesting and varied and he was given several
‘outside’ jobs that he enjoyed and remembered.

In 1881 Devey bought some land in Northamptonshire, adjoining the
estate of one of his clients, on which he decided to build a pair of small cottages.
Voysey was given complete control of this work; he made all the necessary
drawings, ordered the material, engaged the workmen and lived on the spot
while the work was in progress. He had to send a weekly time-sheet to the
office and the only limitation imposed upon him was that the total cost of the
two cottages must not exceed five hundred pounds!

Devey himself was a fine water-colourist and in his youth had been a pupil
of J. 5. Cotman. His practice was extensive, and he specialized in the design of
country houses for the nobility and gentry. Among his patrons were several
members of the Rothschild family and also the Princess Louise, for whom he
built a shooting lodge in Scotland. He seems to have been one of the first of the
‘Gothic’ architects to realize that the men of the Middle Ages had themselves
built small houses as well as buildings of monumental scale, and that for the
domestic architect at least there was much to be learned from farm-house,
cottage and barn, and it seems likely that his experiments helped to pave the
way for the greater originality of Philip Webb and Norman Shaw. It is also
clear that the earliest of Voysey’s published designs were very much coloured
by the work that he had been doing as Devey’s assistant.

There can be little doubt that the bed-rock of Voysey’s life and art was the
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