rendezvous
or the Arts

The Athenaeum, B ""I“"H"Jr.
Waterloo Place, London SW1 |

One of the grandest
Regency clubs in London
has undergone a revival in
recent years. John Goodall
looks at the remarkable story
of its development on the
former site of Carlton House

Photographs by Will Pryce

N 1813, Parliament approved plans

submitied by the architect John Nosh

for a major new thoroughfare throwgh

the hegrt of the West End of London
His aim was (o conneel his new and pictur-
esque suburt, Regent's Park, with Whitehall
and Westminster. In the process of con-
structing this route, he played o leading role
in transforming a great swathe of the capi-
ol el comesived two public spaces Chiat
were named after Britain's most fmmous
vietories in the Napoleonic Wars—Trafalgar
Square and Waterloo Place.

The lniter, opening onto Pall Mall from
Lower Regent Street, originally infrodudeed
Carlion House, Thiswas the palatin] home
of the Prince Regent, who lent his name (o
many of the: principal elements of the scheme.
The ouwtward grandenr of Carlton House,
however, concealid serious structural prob-
I snel, in 1822, 1t was abandoned by the
Prince Regent, now George [V, in favour
of Buckingham House on the Mall

I the summer of 1825, the Commissioners

of Woods, Forests and Land Revenues solicl-
ted applications for those interestd in
taking out lenses on the site of the empty
busilding, which was approved for demolition
in May the following year.

Two clubes expressed an interest in creat-
ing new buildings on this prime boilding
plot overlooking 5t James's Park. Such =

Fiy 1 The main stair, with its copy of the
Apollo Baivedere. The column capitals
echo those of Athens's Tower of the Winds
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institutions were then proliferating in the
crpital. They were also changing in architec-
tural charncter, mutating in the lirst quarter
af the 19th century (rom what were, in effect,
grand townhouses (o bulldings of architee-
tural pretension. This change was, in a large
part, a mark of their gathering wealth and
growing membership. It also reflected their
Inereasing importince as meeting places,
supplying the capital with its largest social
interiors appropriate for public gatherings.
The larger of the two clubs seeking a new
home on the site of Cadion House was the
United Serviee Club, now swollen beyond
the capiacity of its existing building. With the
hope of fMeilitating the planning process,
it-appointed the architect of the Commis-
sioners—.John Nash—as its own in March
1826, The other club, however, wis 4 ¢om-
etely new foundation and the brainchiid
aof the remarkable John Wilson Croker.
Born in Galway, Croker was a successful
prolitheian without high ambition. His Anglo-
Irish connections, Tory sympathies and
ability gave him an important role in the heart
of political Hife, yet be combined Chese acti-
vities with interests as an historian, editor
and critle. With huge enerpy, he straddied
two dilferent worlds. In Croker's view, the
new clubs belng founded in London ‘had
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Fig 2 pbone: The
maain hall, with
its marble panels
added by Alma-
Tadema and Poyn-
ter after 1861.
Fig 8 vight: The
east front, with
its gold figure of
Athena by Edward
Hodges Baily,
erected in 1830,
Above is a copy
of the Parthenon
frieze, picked out
in Wedgwood blue

superseded and destroyed the old coffee-
houses and [ eonsidered that literary men
and artisis require a place of rendezvous’,

Speaking of his proposed club ina lotter
dated November 23, 1823, to the president
of the Royal Society and another driving
force in the project. Sir Humphrey Davy, he
doclured that! 1 lknow already more than 100
persons who wish to belong to it and many,
mist of their names will be attractive. ..
wii e certain of sucoess, The difficulty will
be in & short name, and one nod lable to
any Shandean objections.”

The Society, &5 it was first known, had its
Inzugural meeting on February 18, 1824, for
which it hired temporary accommedation
at No 12, Waterloo Place. Two months Inter,
it hired the architect Decimus Burton to
improve the premises, Decimus, the 10th
child of the London builder James Burion,
was undoubtedly recommendisd for his role
by Nash, already a member of the new club.

It wits al Regent's Park in 1823 that Burion,
who had studied at the Royal Academy
Sehools under Sir John Scane, launched his
public career, ot the age of only 23, with
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Fig 4 Aview down the splendid drawing room. It has three fireplaces surmounted by enormous pier glasses that reflect the space

the construction of the so-called Colosseum,
This copy of the Pantheon in Rome—with
o dome Broader than St Paul's, but in Greelan
guise—was yel another in the long line
of London's spectaceular buildings of enter-
tainment., It eventually opened in 1829 as the
home of a panorama of the city (taken from
the simunit of its cathedral), but Burion
lived to see it demolished In 1874,

Within a month of Burton's appointment,
the Society assumed its familiar modern
name—ithe Athenacum. The choice was
perhaps informed by such other institutions
as the Liverpool Athenaeum, founded In
1797, but it also perfectly expressed the
interests of the club, which were in sharp
distinction to the professional or political
focus of its peers, From the first, itattracted
o litany of literary and seientific celebrities
and, to date, its members have won 52 Nabel
prizes, ot least one in every category.

By the summer of 1826, the position of the
two proposed club buildings was agreed,
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facing each other across Waterloo Place,
which was now extended across the full
site of the demolished Carlton House. The
arcangement gave both bulldings a triphe
frontapge st the end of terraces.

Mash, in his capacity as architect to the
Commissiomirs, wrote to the Athenaeum
directing thai the Walerloo Place {east) nnd
Pall Mull (north) fronds of the club *must
correspond’ to those of the United Service
Cluby, The Athenacum committes concurred
and expressed the hope that its members
would be consulied as (o the design,

At almost exactly the same time, how-
ever, the United Service Club extended the
original area of its lease along the Pall Mall
frontage, making such symmetry hetween
thie twa buildings to the north impossible.
Nash, meanwhile, untruthlully declared the
designs of the Unlted Services Clib had
been linalised and agreed { presumably, he
had no intention of consulting amyvone alboul
his designs), And, as he couldn't share what

didn't exist, Burton was foreed to develop
his ideas for the Athenaewm without clear
information aboul Nash's proposals.

On Oetober 13, Nash lnally submitted
his plans for the United Serviee Club v the
Commissioners. Then, without waiting for
amy reply, he persuaded the building com-
mitiee Lo sign a constrocibon contract. When
the Athensenm's members linally saw his
proposals, they were bafTled: how could the
two buildings be kentical? Perhaps, they
suggested, the two Wateroo Place fromtages
shoubd match each other,

The Commissioners concurred and the
Py cliubs drew up an agreement in December
that the Athenaeum adopt as its east front
the design of the west front of the United
Service Club, with various modifications,
including the fact that it should incorporate
acentral entrance and that each first-floor
window should possess a baleony. This last
provision was significant, becanse the clubs
overlooked what was intended to be o=
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Fig & abooe: The Coffee Room, with its new
pelmets. Fig & righi: The main stair rises
and divides baneath an octagonal dome

A processional route for State oceasions,
The Commisstoners later decreed that the
baleony should be continuous around thres
sides of the biiilding.

In 1827, however, as work to the United
Service Club advanced, it became clear that
Ui mvew Busilding: was being realised withoul
any modification to Nash's original designs,
To make matters worse, the Commissioners
falledl tocall the club to gecount. Thus, when
doseph Bennett and James Hunt of Horse-
fierry Road tendered to buaild the Athenaeum
for 520,715 in the spring of 1828, the twa
bulldings clearly were not going to match.

A particular annovance o members of the
Athenaenm was Niash's two-storey portico
to the United Service Club on Pall Mall.
It was desmed *to throw an alr of inferiority
over the Athenacum’ and it was proposed,
thierefore, to strengthen the cornice of their
building with e eomplote frieze from the
Parthenon, displayed at roughly its original
height. The copy, jointly executed by Johin
Henning and his two sons, John and Samuel,
et the fabu bosrs sum of 51300, 1t was picked
out in Wedgewnood Blue only in 19650,

With the Commission deeply embarrassed
by Mash's behuvionr, several forther chinges
were now madde to the external design of the
Athenaeum. These included the enlarge-
ment of the windows, the erection of an iron
railing around the baleony and the expan-
sion of the original portice into a tetrastyle
Roman Dorie structure (Fig ). As alwiys
intended, howeyver, the exterior was stuceoed
1o suggest a Mnish of exquisitely cut blocks
of stone, 11 originally ecomprised two storeys,
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i Jowier of pusticated masonry (o bend visial
wetght to the design. An inconspicuons attic
level was added by T. B, Coleutt in 18889-1900.

On February B, 1830, the club entered
its mew premises and, soon afterwands, the

building commities lssiued a statement of

costs, The whale cluby eost 843,101 of which
534,250 was spent on construction: S6, 700
on Purpiture (roach of 1t designed by Barton);
and 770 on gas fittings. The committee
expressed ‘thelr entire satisfaction at the
manmer in which the work has been con-
ducted by Mr Burton. ., and they trust thit
Lhe Club ot large, aswell as the public, must
be satishied of s professional skill, and
the beauty of his architectural Designs’,
Burton's commisslon was 51,614 45 104,

um'n} 1!l=ms|
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For all this pratse, Burton miest hove baen
aware at architectural tastes had decisively
moved on, The competition for the neighbour-
ing Travellers Club (Coustay LiFe, Felivuary
20, 2018 in 1828 signalled the fashion for
the lialianate Renaissance that would char-
acterise the next generation of grand clubs.

Ther interior af the Athenaenm comprises
a relatively small pumber of interiors on
o palatial scale, which are introduced by thae
vuntted and arcaded entrance hall (Fig 2),
as well as the sweeping stair rising up from
it {Fig I). These spaces have been redecor-
ated on several occusions in the course of the
club's history, notably from 18891 by o com-
miftee that included the artisis Lawrence
Alma-Tadema and Edward Poynter. It was
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7 The South Library. Burlon supplied the room with much of ils furnilure. He also added the galleries as an early alterthought

at this period that the panels wore
inserted up the gr s (Fig 6).
To the left of the hall ks the Colles Room
with views over the garden (Fig 5). lis inte-
1 b the architeel Albert
Richardson in 1956, and has recently been

PO wiid redeeor

reefreshed and supplied with new curtalns
by Trenwe Haines of Tisbury, On the Tirst Noor
is the drawing room, an enormous interion
articulated by paired columns (Fig 4), which
opens ab one end into the South Library
(Fig 7). The library collecthon his long s

in Cthis room almost Doome

expansion with o gallery in 18 in 1843,

El ol hl. rr, There are pow two addiional
eollection bold:
i Lhie T
Georgian \-‘r'u:l-'iln;, T ]
el in 7 by Sir Aston W

jeartitioned v ol ome end Lo create
bedrooms in the 160, bat his sines

been reopened. A special carpet has

mude for the room by Ulster Carpets,
The present secretary, Jonathan Ford,

has overseen these and many other changes

He arrived more than 20 vears ago at & tmae

whim Lthe fortunes

[ the Athenamun were

at a low ebb (i g, the United Ser-
vice Club closed in 1 became the
Instituie of Dlrectors). In that dme, Lthe
rowms and furnishings of the bullding have
sk gradusl renovation, Hi FHETY
8 furni-
identified part of the original
t, wiich had been sakd by the ¢lub
I5. The elub itself has returned
tir rude health, too, both with the el
of women members in 2002 and changes
Loy thee structure of the subsceription system
The bullding is in iviely used and the
cluby continug

Lrachoe
Liire and
puoreed

in the 14

cemury needs of s membership, e
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