"And What a Place for a Shopman!’

Liberty’s, Regent Street, and the Intersection of
Empire and Commercialism, 1875 — 1927
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Foreword

When [ first considered writing a senior thesis in the spring of 2013, [ knew that I
wanted to write about London. The city has always played an active role in my
imagination as well as my childhood and adult life. My family and I moved from North
Yorkshire to California in 1998, and visiting London, either from York or Sonoma
County, meant trips to the theatre, fish and chips, and hours spent traversing the city
streets. | remember staying in London a few weeks before we moved to California. My
parents took my sister and me to Hamleys Toy Shop on Regent Street, where we spent an
entire afternoon playing with plush animals and train sets winding around glitter-covered
mountains. Perhaps this was simply a ploy to distract my sister and me from the eventual
chaos and stress of packing our lives into boxes, but all I can remember are the feelings
of awe and joy as we stood outside the shop, surrounded by flags and hundreds of other
families and Londoners. To some, Regent Street only formed part of a well-wom
commute between tube lines and bus stops, but to others like myself, the street created a
of consumer magic: a place which felt other-worldly and English

dreamscape

simultaneously. London’s West End has always sparkled, and my childlike wonder has

only grown with time.

As a student of History, urban life has remained a topic of my fascination, from

medieval cities to the modern development of the “megalopolis.” Cities, like humans, are

organisms, and their historical growth mirrors that of a child transforming into an adult.
Over the 2012-13 academic year, I lived in Madrid, Spain, and had the good fortune to
take a nineteenth- and twentieth-century urban history course on my new city. In addition

to the conventional lectures and discussions, we traveled as a class into Madrid itself,



exploring historic plazas and understanding the development of various sectors of the
urban economy and society. The course taught me how to walk through a city, how to
understand its spaces and to be able to fit historic events into their architectural and
spatial environments. My experience in Madrid encouraged me to look at all cities in this
manner, and so [ found myself developing a new and deeper relationship with a city
already close to my heart: London.

My choice of Regent Street and Liberty’s as the subject of my research was an
easy one. Many of my fondest memories had revolved around the West End, and it felt
natural to write about something whose history felt as personal and intimate as my own
upbringing. My mother brought me to Liberty’s for the first time in December 2011, and
the store’s architecture immediately indicated to me that this was not “just another
department store.” As my research progressed over the past several months, subsequent
visits with my mother have stayed in my mind as contemporary foundations for my
historical analysis of the store’s contents and architectural design. The store, like the rest
of London, has occupied my thoughts and my heart. | have poured over maps of the city,
read contemporary articles on historic and modem buildings, and have plans to relocate
and begin my post-college life in London. My history and future remain inextricably tied
to the fog-covered banks of the Thames.

This thesis, while a strong representation of my dedication to and interest in
historical research, would not have been possible without an incredible support system.
My visit to the City of Westminster Local Archives Centre owed greatly to the help of
Alison Kenney, who graciously and kindly helped me navigate my first archive

experience and allowed me to pour over every document in the Liberty’s Archive
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catalogue. At the University of California, Santa Barbara, the Inter-Library Loan
retrieved innumerable books and primary sources, and miraculously provided me with a
wealth of Builder periodicals, which consequently represented a bulk of my primary
source material. 1 would also like to thank my fellow Senior Honors Seminar students
and Dr. Stephan Miescher for their attentive edits and warm encouragement. Special
thanks to my American and English family who all showed a great deal of support and
love, even when my topic scemed vague, and encouraged me to keep writing even when |
felt that my words had already been used. My close friends Katie Thompson and Melissa
Buckley have been invaluable parts of my life, offering nothing but love and support as |
cmbarked on my rescarch project. From the long evenings of revision to the morning
discussion of sources over coffee, both women have taught me more about writing,

rescarch and most importantly self-confidence than [ ever thought possible.
Finally, this thesis would have been impossible without the guidance of my

osteemed mentor, Dr. Erika Rappaport. This thesis is dedicated to her, and to all that she

has helped me achieve. Her knowledge and passion for all things British, whether

architectural, cultural, political or otherwise has influenced me more ways than [ can put

into words. Despite complicated circumstances, she has consistently given me astute and

helpful advice, from my sourcc analyses to the structural and thematic arrangement of

this thesis. Her own writing has been an immense inspiration to me, and | feel honored to

have had the opportunity to work with such a renowned historian and caring individual.



Introduction: Designing and Defining Modern London

In January of 1912, the British architectural journal The Builder published an
editorial that imagined rebuilding London as an “Imperial” metropolis. The style and
scale would be monumental, and would send a clear message to London’s visitors and
inhabitants the global reach of the Empire. The editors understood the difficulties
involved in transforming a historical “city of many villages” and a modern city with an
already highly concentrated built environment into “a capital city of sufficient grandeur”
reflective of what the editors saw as a population with “a wider and more international
outlook.”" Such a change would achieve “nothing less than a complete reversal of our
present mental attitude towards architecture and of our conception of London.™ By that
they meant that the /aissez faire attitude towards governing and building the city needed
to be replaced by bold and comprehensive central planning, such as that demonstrated in
rival cities such as Paris, Vienna and Berlin.

Following the path laid out by previous propositions for an imperial London, the
Journal published just such a plan, beginning with the demolition of Buckingham Palace.
A new palace would be reoriented so that a great avenue—similar to the Champs-Elysées
in Paris—would traverse Green Park “as a grand processional way from the Palace to
Westminster” (Figure 1).> The design also proposed to develop the South Bank of the
Thames as the imperial center, complete with an imperial Parliament House and various

“embassies of foreign Powers™ and the offices of “different dependencies or Crown

Colonies” built atop the Thames itself, while river commerce would continue

1 “Imperial London,” Builder, January 5, 1912. Vol. 112, no. 3596, 11.
2“Imperml London,” Builder, January 5, 1912. Vol. 112, no. 3596, 11.
3 “Imperial London,” Builder, January 5, 1912. Vol. 112, no. 3596, 11.



underneath.’ The Empire, in both a political and architectural sense, would unequivocally
be present in the metropolis. Imperial imagery would confront the London tourist and
inhabitant at every turn; the strength of the British Empire would be impossible to ignore.
The plan’s mention of a split-level imperial-commercial waterway suggested, however,
that any proposal would also have to acknowledge and make way for commercial and
practical considerations. This plan begged important questions: to what extent should the
British Empire be visually incorporated into the capital city? Was architecture the
primary way to embody empire? Lastly, was London simply an imperial capital and

nothing else?

Figure 1: London looking towards the South end of the City towards Westminster (on right), courtesy of the
Builder.

London’s early twentieth-century history never fulfilled the imperial dreams of
planners. Rather its built environment reflected the tensions between their ideals and the
artistic sentiments and practical concerns of architects, politicians, businessmen and
consumers. As Erika Rappaport and others have argued, these groups struggled to define

London as at once the center of a varied empire, a cultural, artistic, financial, leisure and

4 “Imperial London,” Builder, January 5, 1912. Vol. 112, no. 3596, 1 1.



shopping center, a royal metropolis, and a home to millions of inhabitants. London was
an imperial capital, but it was also the seat of the British government, and the center of
British and global commerce. Moreover, the electric lights in Piccadilly Circus and
department stores in Oxford and Regent Streets, transformed the West End into a
pleasure center, inviting men and women from all classes to leave their obligations
behind and devote themselves to diversion, leisure and freedom.’

Regent Street, in particular, posed a considerable thorn in the sides of those
groups who looked to define London under a singular heading. In 1813 the Regency
government sought to establish an economic space for the middle and upper classes, in
which “narrower Streets and meaner Houses,” or unsightly slums, intentionally vanished
from view and made space for a centrally planned shopping space to take form.® The
Prince Regent commissioned his favored architect, John Nash (1752-1835), to design a
street that could compete with the impressive and markedly linear urban spaces of Paris
and Vienna. These cities encompassed the strength of their governments, and due to the
recent memory of the Napoleonic Wars, the royal lands of Marylebone Park would serve

as the canvas to create an urban space worthy of comparison to its continental

5 For a general overview of England’s twentieth century political history, see Charles Loch
Mowat, Britain Between the Wars: 1918-1940 (London: 1955); Walter L. Arnstein, Britain
Yesterday and Today: 1830 to the Present (Boston: 2001). For general overviews of London’s
modern history, particularly its social and cultural fluctuations in the twentieth century and
interwar period see Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long Week-End: A Social History of
Great Britain 1918-1939 (New York: Norton, 1994), Gavin Weightman, et al. The Making of

Modern London (London: 2007), Judith Summers, Soho: A History of London's Most Colourful

Neighborhood (London: 1989.), Mike Hutton, Twenties London: Sex, Shopping and Suburban
Dreams (Sussex: 201 1), Frank Mort, Capital Affairs (New Haven & London: Yale University
Press, 2010), Erika Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure, (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000).

6 Quoting John Nash, Laurel Flinn, “Social and Spatial Politics in the Construction of Regent
Street” Journal of Social History 46, no. 2 (Winter 2012), 368.
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competitors.” Prior to the development of the royal lands, London had been identified as a
collection of villages rather than a cohesive whole. The intention behind the creation of
Regent Street was indisputable: the street would establish the Prince Regent as a
benevolent leader intent on developing London for the sake of his subjects—albeit only
those of a certain social class. By manipulating the flow of commerce and trade from
East-to-West to North-to-South, Nash and the Crown made it clear that the eastern part of
the city did not fit in with their plans for Regent Street. While Oxford Street remained in
the East-West orientation, Regent Street blocked off the working class living in the East
End by simply making them unable to pass through the new architectural boundaries put
in place. Lower class commerce, which had existed in spaces behind Regent Street such
as St. James’s Market, moved north to Oxford Street and Holborn and further eastward.
This move was largely symbolic; the new street would represent the elegance of the

Regency period,8 with its sweeping colonnades and luxury shops while conveniently

ignoring the larger social problems embedded into the architecture and layout of the rest

of the city.

Regent Street preoccupied Iondon’s intellectual and political circles from its
inception in the first half of the nineteenth century to its contentious completion over one
hundred years later. The street traversed the imaginations of various groups and its spatial

identity shifted with larger social and political shifts, with each interpretation competing

7 For a complete history of Regent Street, see Hermione Hobhouse, 4 History of Regent Street
(London: MacDonald and Jane's, 1975).
8The Regency Period (1811-1 820) refers to the period in which the Prince of Wales (later King
George 1V) ruled as a proxy for his father, King George III. The period, commonly associated
with excessive and luxurious lifestyles of the upper classes, could be easily represented in the
elegance of spaces such as Regent Street, or cities such as Bath in Somerset County. For an
examination of Regency London and urban layout, see Deborah Epstein Nord, “The City as
theater: from Georgian to Early Victorian London,” Victorian Studies 31, no. 2 (1988), 159-88.



Wora palpable space i its own inagined urban covironment. However steadfast and
sRblishad, the space paovad malleable and lmitless even within the confines of its
phaxeal eniswenee,

The e of mass commernvialism in the late nineteenth century prompted a shift in
relations botwaen the vwners of Regent Street, the Crown., and its inhabitants and long-
standing bustnesses. The tncrease of print advertising and heightened competition
Donvaen stores urgad shepkeepers o reach out o these new consumers, ostensibly
mudidleclass women, through eve-catching window displays and enticing sales and
promotional offors.” At the exact moment that advernsing skarocketed as a means of
conmmencial development, the impenial government formalized its control over a wider
swath of menes, and with this renewad vigor many architeets, politicians, and writers

The Suilder aditors, believad that the Empire's capital citv should accurately

provad successtul on a superficial level in other areas of Westminster, namely Trafalgar
Square and government buildings along Whitchall. but Regent Smreet's dual identiy as a
commarcial space and a govemnment-ownad space inflamad tensions over what kind of
architevmural image it would presant o the world.

Those renstons that endad up delaving the streets rebuilding were incorporated
me the final Jdosign thar ook shape i the 12205 and resohved in one of the streat’s most
frous speres, Libeety s Openad 1 IR73, Libemy s encompassad the complexity of
Regent Sweet's Wdenuy with the sale of “Oriennal™ f3brics and sntgques. many of which

cane trom the Empire. and s selt~proclamanion as an suthentcally English store. The

® Enka Rappeport, A, Commerce, of Empire? The Robunlding of Regent Sueet. 1380-1927 "
Hiszory Worksdop Fowrmnad, T 33, (202N B Rappaport. Shoprimg or Dicmure: Women in
s Madang of Lomdons Wy Sad (Pancton: Pancsion Universiny Press, 2000), 3,
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store’s founder, Sir Arthur Lasenby Liberty, harbored close ties with London’s artistic
community; the Aesthetes in the late-nineteenth century and the Bloomsbury group in the
early twentieth.'® Liberty’s therefore represented an altogether distinct perception of
commerce and empire, one more tied to the aesthetic pleasure gleaned from visiting
Regent Street and examining its buildings rather than an overwhelming spectacle of lights
and imposing grey Portland stone columns. The store’s promotional materials, the goods
it sold, its interior design and especially the exterior of its entirely new building in 1924
blended “bohemian” aestheticism, monumental neo-classical visions of empire, a revival
of neo-Tudor Englishness and a celebration of Elizabethan mercantilism and maritime
adventurism. Liberty’s had occupied the same premises since 18735, but the new stores
looked to blend the spatial arrangement of small stores with the larger artistic and historic
ideologies coming to the fore in the 1920s. It promoted a domestic and artistic vision of

empire and Englishness that appealed to its upper-class female clientele and the new

mass market emerging in interwar Britain.

This thesis will examine the relationship between empire and commercialism on
Regent Street, particularly focusing on public debates that emerged immediately prior to

World War One and then reappeared in the interwar years. The debate, largely between

architects, artists, shopkeepers and politicians, underscored the multi-faceted nature of

Regent Street’s identity. These groups continued to fight for their specific architectural

design through the 1920s, with tensions mounting as a result of a weakened empire and a

shaken British economy following the war. Liberty’s redesign of its Tudor shop and East

India House in two completely distinct styles echoed the debates between artists and

10 For a complete history of Liberty’s, sce Alison Adburgham. Liberty's: a Biography of a Shop.
(London: Allen & Unwin), 1975.















































































































































































































