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Sir Reginald Blomfield (1856-1942),

VOYSEY AND BLOMFIELD
A Study in Contrast

BY MARTIN S. BRIGGS, F.RLBA.

ON seeing the title of this article, the
reader will presumably ask: ** Why
bracket these two men together? What
on earth is the connection between
them? " My answer or excuse is
simply that, having had to make a
simultaneous study of their respective
lives and work for another purpose,
the contrast between them appeared to
me so striking and so illuminating that
it suggested the following brief essay.
Like those two famous literary rivals
of a generation ‘ago—H. G. Wells and
Arnold Bennett—they were contem-
poraries, they came from a similar stra-
tum of society, and they both became
notably successful in their chosen pro-
fession; but, again like Wells and Ben-
nett, they differed profoundly in their
phyaique, ‘mentality, temperament,
ideals, ambitions and outlook on life.
So, while Voysey and Blomfield were
porn and died within a year or two of
each other, while both were reared in
country parsonages and both became
celebrated, there is hardly any other

“The Pastures,” Nopth Luffenham, Rutland (1901).
C. F. A. Yoysey, Architect.

respect in which there was the slight-
est resemblance between them.

Even the similarity in their parent-
age is more apparent than real. Voy-
sey's father, the Rev. Charles Voysey,
was a graduate of Oxford and a clergy-
man of the Church of England, facts
which suggest orthodoxy at least; but
he was expelled from his Church in
1871 on account of his heterodox
views, more especially because of his
inability to accept the doctrine of ever-
lasting punishment. He then proceeded
to establish a sect of his own, and

reached in the famous Theistic

hurch in Swallow-street, off Picca-
dilly, for nearly 30 years. Dissent may
have been in his blood, for his great-
great-grandmother was John Wesley's
sister, and his son, C. F. A, Voysey
(1857-1941), the architect, was proud
of his family tree (going back far be-
yond the Norman Conguest), which he
drew out in his beautiful and charac-
teristic lettering on an enormous sheet
of paper. e resembled Wesley so
closely that on one occasion he sat as

“ Moor Crag,” Windermere (1898).
C. F. A. Voysey, Architect,
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model for a portrait of the great evan-
gelist. He was himself something &f 2
freethinker and a rebel.

Sir Reginald Blomfield (1856-1942)
was also a stormy petrel in his way
and loved to attack established ipsti-
tutions, yet was never really unortho-
dox, His father, too, was a country
clergyman, but his mother was the
daughter of a famous bishep. Sir
Reginald tells us in his Memoirs that
his ancestors in the 17th century were
nearly all on the Puritan side, and
adds: “ This engrained Puritan, or per-
haps "one should say rebellious, in-
stinct may account for certain abnor.
mal elements of a rather uncertain
character,” i.e., his own. Those Mem-
oirs, by the way, published in 1932,
provide most racy and amusing read-
ing. They tell us everything we want
to know about him, as he saw himself,
up to his 75th year; and one could
wish that Voysey had left us an
equally vivid record of his own less
‘spectacular career, about which infor-
mation is rather mcage.

The childhood of the two men pre-
sents a vivid contrast.  Voysey, the
eldest of a large family in straitened
circumstances, seems to have besn a
timid, repressed little boy, a slow
learner who could not read till he was
nearly 14; and his education up to
that date was undertaken by his father.
He then went to Dulwich College, but
was regarded there as an unsatisfactory
pupil and left within two years, there-
after undergoing a short spell of pri-
vate tuition. Blomfield describes with
gusto his own childish escapades, and
states that at seven years old he was
reported as having “ the strength of
Hercules and the temper of the Devil."
He was duly sent to “a fashionable
private school at Brighton™ in 18685,
where he “ received 16 thrashings in
one term.”  His subsequent passage
through Haileybury was entirely satis-
factory, for he ended his schooldays
there as captain of his house and
a member of both the XI and the XV.
In 1875 he won a leaving scholarship
to Oxford and also a Stapledon
scholarship at Exeter College. A year
earlier, Vo%scy had been articled, ai
the age of 17, to J. P. Seddon, an archi-
tect of the Gothic Revival school, and
his latent artistic ability sobn de-

veloped, so that even before his five
years pupilage was over he was de-
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Warehouse, Greycoat-place, West-'
minster  (1895). Sir Reginald
Blomficld, Architect.

signing buildings on his own account.
Meanwhile, his formidable contem-
porary was doing brilliantly at Oxford.
playing cricket and Rugby [ootball on
several occasions for the University
though never obtaining a Blue, but
working so hard that in 1879 he
secured a First Class in Greats. “1 at-
tended some of Ruskin's lectures,” he
writes, * but 1 heard so much about
Ruskin and so little about anybody else
that | gave it up. The atmosphere of
rapt adoration with which Ruskin and
all that he said was received by the
young ladies of Oxford was altogether
too much for me." He remarks that
at this stage he was “ keenly interested
in art in a very amateur sort of way,”
but attributes his choice of a profes-
sion to the circumstance that his
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uncle, - Arthur
field, whose office he
entered in 1881, " was
already a successful
architect.” . However,
uncle and nephew did
not agree, and Reginald
left the -office within
two vyears after a
mysterious ' misunder-
standing,” the first of
many in his lively
career. Vovsey' like-
wise disclaimed any
divineé call to architec-
ture, and - stated in
later life that he entered
the profession merely St
because it wds at that . © | v
time the only one k|
which did not insist up- !
on an entrance examination; but
heredity may have unconsciously in-
fluenced him, for his grandfather,
Annesley Voysey (1794-1839), had
been an architect, When his pupilage
was over, he became an assistant to
George Devey, whose lucrative prac-
tice consisted mainly of huge country
houses in the neo-Elizabethan style.
In 1884 we find the two men more
or less abreast, for both started inde-
pendent practice in London about that
time. Blomfield had previously spent
three months in touring France and
Spain, and returned with a crammed
sketchbook and the illuminating dis-
covery that he did not like Gothic.
Voysey never travelled, and through-
out his life he disapproved of foreign
travel for architectural students, For
the first few years of practice both men
had a lean time. Voysey's commissions
before 1890 or thereabouts were
mostly small buildings, many of them
for artists or manufacturers encoun-
tered as a result of his designing of
furniture, wallpapers and fabrics and
other decorative accessories with which
he filled up his time and his purse
when architectural work was lacking.
His buildings in those early years
resembled the work of Norman Shaw
and George Devey in their quasi-
Elizabethan style, with brick or half-
timbered gables and other features
characteristic of the period. Almost
from the beginning they were illus-
trated in the technical Press, especially
in the British Architect, and one pub-
lished but imaginarv
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“The Orchard,” Chorley Wood, Herts. (1900).
C. F. A. Voysey, Architect.

design—for a small
house—is said to
have brought him
his first commission.
His chief buildings
at this stage, the
South Devon Sana-
‘orium and a hotel
adjoining, display no-
thing of the famous
Voysey manner that
was soon to emerge,
but we find it as early

Bedford Park, where

extreme austerity.
roughcasted walls.
and rows of small

leaded windows with
square mullions Te-
vealed the embrvo
of his future style,
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as 1889 in a house at’

Menin Gate, Ypres (1923-26).

and indicated a break with'the work |
of Shaw, Devey and Ernest George. It |
may be noted here that Voysey §
married in 1885, Blomfield in 1886,
courageously (or rashly) considering |
their stage of worldly progress, &
Blomfield, like Voysey, did not find §
practice to be easy going at first. The &
enormous list of his executed build- b
ings, published in the R.[.B.A. Journal |
(vol. L, p. 88) after his death, contains §
very few examples earlier than 1890, B
and most of them were small houses
or minor alterations to churches. S0 ¢
he, like Voysey, sought for some
means of augmenting his slender
earnings and found it in writing, to
the great benefit of posterity, thanks B
to sound scholarship acquired as the |
result of a thorough classical educa- {5
tion. He began with articles on Sussex §=
ironwork and half-timbered houses: i
then came a series on English archi- &
tects of the Renaissance. His first |
book, The Formal Garden in England.
published in 1892, was followed 1n §&
1897 by his masterly History of |
Renaissance Architecture in England
in two volumes, and in 1901 by his
delightful Short History of the same [
geriod. His researches for these books
rought him into touch with many &
influential and .aristocratic owners ol ¥
great houses and gardens, and soon @
lea to important commissions to alter. |§
enlarge or restore several historic i
mansions, such as Apethorpe, Brock-
lesby Park and Chequers, during the
ensuing decade. One other design of
his earlier days must be mentio
here: the fine and massive warehouss &
for the Army and Navy Stores inf
Greycoat-place, Westminster, where
his preference for traditional Renais- F
sance forms is not so evident as in his§
later work.
In 1905, then, we find Blomfield
with his foot on the ladder, but hetter B
known as a scholar than as a prac-
titioner; whereas Voysey had shot right
ahead as a most original designer of
houses, mainly in the country. H=§
reputation abroad was even higherp
than in England, for the German
writer Hermann Muthesius had pub-§
lished between 1900 and 1904 severalf
books on domestic architecture
which Voysey’s work was lauded to
the skies. Tt was about 1900 that both
Voysey and Blomfield came into mv¥
youthful ken. Blomfield was one oi
the Commitiee that founded theB
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Architectural Review in 1901, and he
contributed to it regularly ull 1905,
when he had a dispute with the pro-
prietors. Out of my meagre pocket-
money 1 subscribed to the Keview, and
read his learned articles with awe and
his Short Hisiory with pleasure; but 1
experienced a real thrill when I saw
two genuine Voysey houses on the
shores of Windermere, with all the
characteristic features and individual
tricks of design that had been made
familiar to us in the provinces by the
Siudio magazine and to, Londoners at
every exhibition of the Royal
Academy. A year or two later, the
president of our local architectural
society visited Voysey at his house in
the hope of inducing him to give us a
talk in Leeds, and told us, on returning,
how the great man's study formed a
harmonious colour-scheme, which cer-
tainly included carpets, curtains, wall-
paﬁr, blotting-pad, and—I think
u n.
o Vog:cy had, in fact, established a
vogue; and, almost up to the First
world War, he designed a vast number
of houses in a style which was entirely
individual, and, so far as hé could con-
trive it, ‘consistent, Probably most of
his patrons were so anxious to possess
an authentic Voysey house, during the
so-called “Mauve Decade” of the
'nineties, that they gave him his head;
put, when they proved recalcitrant, he
was quite capable of resigning his com-
,mission. Generally speaking, his pre-
scription for a country-house at any
date between 1890 and 1914 (his pro-
ductive period) required an asym-
metrical but not eccentric plan, rough-
 casted brick walls with battered but-
 qresses at the angles, rooms 8 feet high
regardless of size, steeply pitched slate
roofs with gables, chimneys sometimes
pattered and always capped with black
chimney-pots, a black plinth, long low
leaded windows with square stone mul-
lions and dressings, square-framed oak
panelling in the principal rooms (if
possible), and architect-designed man:
relpieces and ironwork. He often said
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that an architect eught to design every-
thing in the house down to the tooth-
brushes, and approached nearer to that
ideal than anyone else, before or since
his day. This is not the place for a
long list of his country houses, but
the home he built for himself at Chor-
ley Wood in 1900, and christened
*The Orchard,” is an example of his
work at its best, and remains substan-
tially wnaltered. “ Spade House™ at

Sandgate (1899-1900), for H. G. Wells,’

figures in Wells' Autobiography as a
successful venture, Voysey being ex-
plained as " that pioneer in the escape
from the small snobbish villa residence
to the bright and comfortable pseudo-
cottage.” That is not a bad descrip-
tion. Voysey was certainly the most
active person in the revolt against Vic-
torian fussiness and “ period stuff.”
His houses, though simple and very
English, were not cheap, and they were
full of little mannerisms. The har-
mony that he generally achieved
throughout was a great merit.

Apart from country houses, his out-
put was relatively small. There were
town houses in Chelsea at Hans-road
and Swan-walk, various studios in
London, a couple of country inns, a
cottage hospital, Atkinson's perfume
shop in Bond-street, and a remarkably
“ functional * little factory for Sander-
sons at Chiswick (1902). e competed
unsuccessfully for three public build-
ings, but those designs were far below
his domestic standard. He frankly
disliked classical architecture, Georg-
ian or otherwise, regarding it as un-
English, and remained a Gothicist at
heart. A strenuous and rapid worker,
he did most of his drawing himself.
leaving the rest to his pupils. He used
a hard pencil and eschewed indiarub-
ber. He would make complete sketch-
plans for a house, or a design for a
wallpaper, in a single week-end. In
professional politics he took no part,
and here the contrast with Blomfield is
particularly striking. Voysey was
thoroughly at home in the Arts Club
and the Art Workers' Guild, of which
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he became Master in 1924, but he kept
aloof from the R.1,B.A. until that Insti-
tute elected him a Fedow in 1929. In
1940 he was awarded the Royal Gold
Medal for Architecture.  The out-
break of war in 1914 extinguished his
large practice, but his vogue had
begun to wane betore thai. From
1¥17 onwards he lived alone in a ser-
vice flat in St. James-street, spending
much of his time at the Aris Club,
always ready for a chat and an argu-
ment, In the last 25 years of hus ufe
he continued to do some desultory de-
signing for manufacturers, and exe-
cuied a few war memonals, but his
day was done. X

Meanwhile Blomfield had risen to
eminence. He continued to write, pro-
ducing his important History of
French Architecture from 1494 10 1774
in four volumes between 1911 and
1920. Other and later books, besides
several volumes of collected articles
and lectures, were his own Memoirs,
(1932), Modernismus (a witty and
slashing attack upon new fashions in
architecture, 1934), and biographies of
Vauban (1938), and Norman Shaw
(1940). His professional career became
a series of triumphs punctuated by
controversies, He joined in the terrific
battle over registration at the Institute
in 1891, contributed to the famous
symposium, A rchitecture: a Profession
or an Art? and resigned from the
R.I.LB.A.; but returned to it in 1905,
did valuable service on the new Board
of Architectural Education, and filled
the otfice of President with great dis-
tinction in 1912-14. In 1913 he was
deservedly awarded the Royal Gold
Medal. He joined the Art Workers’
Guild in 1883, but resigned from it in
1894—another disagreement! He was
also a member of the Arts Club, and
was Chairman in 1915 when he
resigned owing to yet another dispute.
Naturally he knew Voysey well, but
there is no mention of him in the
voluminous Memoirs, and they were
poles apart. Voysey was an artist pure
and simple, Blomfield a scholar a:;si a







