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Beauty and magnificence were a
national duty, proclaims Jeremy Mus-
son in a sumptuous new volume on
English country house interiors. The
book concentrates on houses which for
all their grandeur are very much lived
in and brings the story right up to date
with the latest decorative schemes and
picture hangs at Hatfield, Wilton,
Chatsworth, Goodwood and Arundel
Castle. Musson has chosen his mo-
ment well and it makes a dazzling dis-
play of radiant colour, often provided
by newly woven silks and damasks.
It also goes to show that the furnish-
ing and decoration of great houseswas,
and still is, a masculinematter asmuch
as a feminine one. It is a remarkable
change from the 1950s and 1960s when
the interior decorator David Mlinaric
recalls how budgets were small and
owners’ tastes were cautious — and “it
was 20 years before I was asked to do
any new gilding”. When requested to
balance new colours with faded ones,
his painter once replied, tartly, “I can’t
match dirt.”
The delight in strong colour is all the
more welcome and resonant when so
manymodern interiors are an exercise
in monochrome, black, white and
shades of grey.
The book begins with a masterly
essayon thehistory of taste anddecora-
tion which raises intriguing questions,
suchwhether bed curtains came before
window curtains.
Musson treads lightly over the furi-
ous controversies about country house
redecorations in the 1970s and 1980s,
notably between the furniture depart-
ment of the V&A at Ham House and
John Fowler and the National Trust at
Sudbury.AtSudburyHall Fowler incur-
red the wrath of Lord Vernon, whose
childhood home it was, for stripping
the varnish off the carved staircase
which looked like oak and painting it in
brilliant white. At Ham in contrast the
V&A grained and gilded the staircase,
and was lampooned for lining up the
dining room chairs against thewalls.
The book brings the story up to the
present, demonstrating that the latest
country house schemes are based on
ever more impressive scholarship and
research, balanced by connoisseurship
and taste. At Hatfield Lord and Lady
Salisbury have rehung the picture col-
lection in the King James Drawing

RoomoverBrussels tapestry to sumptu-
ous effect, advised by the painter Alec
Cobbe,while commissioning a remark-
able new desk inlaid with hunting
scenes from the cabinetmaker Rupert
Browne. Browne also designed and
made the gilded Chinese dragons
which are part of a new Chinoiserie
bedroom.
Goodwood has been transformed by
Lord March, aided by the exacting eye
of the curator Rosemary Baird. The
Egyptian Dining Room is now replete
with its black and gold decorative trim,
settingoff the bold, almostmustard-col-
oured, scagliola, while the Yellow
DrawingRoom is a blazeof daffodil yel-
low and striped silks.
In the family wing at Arundel Castle
the larger bedroom suites have been
redecorated under Davis Mlinaric and
later Edward Bulmer, while the Large
Drawing Room was redecorated with
advice from latest champion of country
house splendour, Robert Kime.
Most exciting of all is the reworking
of the State Rooms at Chatsworth by
the present Duke of Devonshire with a
ravishing display of silver-gilt plate
fruit and garlandsof flowers in theman-
ner of Daniel Marot, as well as newly
installed modern pictures and furni-
ture around the courtyard.
The most sustained and captivating
programme of reviving interiors has
been carried out at Waddesdon by
Lord Rothschild, who is unrivalled in
the display and lighting of objets d’art,
as well as sumptuous table laying (inc-
luding napkins folded to look like
swans). The book concludes with a
startling set ofmodern Brazilian dining
chairs in the blue dining room atWad-
desdon looking as if they are made of
rolls of multicoloured ribbon with a
globe chandelier studded with colour-
ful puppets. While this may be too
much for some tastes the wildly
scrolledmetalwork of the consol tables
is the best modern counterpart of the
Rococo yet invented.
Less familiar is the story of Berkeley
Castle, owned by the same family over
eight centuries and inherited in 1916 by
the 8th Earl, a former naval officer and
scientist and fellow of the Royal
Society, who resolved to “transform
the castle into the most beautiful in
England” and carried a small handpick
to test the plasterwork for medieval
remains beneath.
English CountryHouse Interiors by
JeremyMusson (Rizzoli, £45)
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Edward Elgar stretches his legs before
him on the garden bench, his favourite
pipe in his left hand, as he gazes over
theMalvernHills that were his inspira-
tion— “my beloved country” he called
them.
The garden belongs to the small cot-
tage at Lower Broadheath, three miles
from Worcester, where the composer
was born in 1857, and though he spent
only his first two years there he re-
turned throughout his life. He wrote
his first music as a teenager at the
neighbouring farm where he and his
siblings spent their summers.
But although the bronze by Jemma
Pearson was commissioned in 2007 by
the Elgar Foundation to mark the
150th anniversary of his birth, this
small but respectable rural cottage has
become more than a memorial to one
of England’s greatest composers. It has
developed into the primary source for
studying the work as well as the life of
the man whose music was seen to
mirror the British character in the tu-
multuous first half of the 20th century.

Now, running a regular annual
deficit and receiving no subsidy, the
museum needs to avoid closure and an
appeal for £1 million over three years
has been launchedby the conductor Sir
Mark Elder who is president of the
Elgar Foundation, the charitable trust
that owns themuseum.
“Only at the Elgar Birthplace
Museumcan youget close toElgar, feel
his presence and understand his work,”
saysElder. “Themuseum’s existence as
a centre of excellence for Elgar’s life
and work is vital to the international
world ofmusic.”
The son of a piano tuner who later
had a music shop in Worcester High
Street, Elgar was the fourth in a family
of seven children. He was self-taught,
and his career began a gradual rise
from the day he married his muse,
Alice, at the age of 32. Recognition did
not come for another ten years, with
the premiere of The Enigma Variations
in 1899, and all his greatest works came
in the next 20 years, withAlice dying in
1920. By then he had world renown,
was the confidant of royalty, and he
eventually accrued four knighthoods,

including “The 1st Baronetcy of Broad-
heath” as he styled himself.
When he died at home inWorcester
in 1934 Elgar asked his daughter, Car-
ice Elgar Blake, to create amemorial in
the Broadheath cottage, then and now
owned by the local authority. She en-
dowed itwithmanyofElgar’s ownman-
uscripts, music, letters, recordings and
photographswhich over the years have
been added to by purchases and gifts.
It was opened in 1935 and no attempt
was made to re-create the house as the
toddler Edward might have known it;
there was no record. Instead, the house
tells Elgar’s story through his posses-
sions — his desk, his pens in the pen
holder hemade himself, a gramophone
(“The gramophone . . . can bring into
being a new public which shall under-
stand music by playing great composi-
tions adequately recorded,” he prophe-
sied in 1921), his pipes andhis books.He
was enthusiastic about his hobbies,
golf, cycling, travel, scientific experi-
ment— he invented a soap in his labo-
ratory— and crossword puzzles.
In 2000 a new visitor centre was
built to the north to ease the pressure

on the cottage, controversially because
it was seen as architecturally inharmo-
nious. At its centre is a changing dis-
play taken from the archive which tells
of Elgar’s early life, the violin he played
in local orchestras and the bassoon he
played in his ownwind quintet.
His annotated music manuscripts
are here as well as some of the wealth
of correspondence, and his honours
and decorations. Also in the centre is a
shop, a room for meetings and small
concerts, office space rented by the
local authority which is now going
through a cost-cutting exercise.
Butwith only a steady 10,000 annual
visitors—and little in theway of public
transport — the Elgar Birthplace
Museumneeds to expand to survive.
“We need to broaden its appeal by
looking more widely at the social his-
tory surrounding Elgar,” says the
museum’s director, Catherine Sloan.
“We can’t look at thismusic in the con-
text of the Great War, for instance. He
loved theMalverns, butwe forget there
were quarries with explosions going off
all the time and dust pollution which
would have affected him. We ought to

be able to look at what Worcester was
like when he was growing up.”
Already,with funding fromtheHerit-
age Lottery Fund and the Foundation
for Sport and the Arts, there is to be a
recasting of the visitor centre with
more interactive displays and a café,
and the delicate paper collections —
including 10,000 letters and 200 origi-
nal manuscripts — have been digitised
to make access easier. But to expand
further the museum needs to establish
an endowment.
Secure storage capacity has to be en-
hanced and an adjacent building is to
become a new exhibition space. The
museumwants to strengthen its acqui-
sitions fund, and while it earns only a
third of its costs from admissions,
ticket costs need to be kept to a mini-
mum if access is to be widened. Out-
reach and education programmes also
need to be developed.
“Elgar wanted his music to be for the
people,” Sloan says, “and we need to
safeguard our future if we are to make
that dream come true.”
Information about the Elgar Birthplace
Museum is at elgarmuseum.org
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