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The Maltwood Collection

In the role of a connoisseur and collector John
Maltwood shared his wife’s love and devotion to
art. Persian rugs, antique furniture, silver and objets
d’arl were among his special interests and collecting
became an absorbing hobby. In addition his leisure
time was spent gardening, hunting, fishing, reading
and playing the organ. The youngest of four, John
Maltwood was born in 1867 in North London where
his father was a clergyman. His parents were of
modest means and raised their children in a highly
principled and strictly religious household. John
Maltwood showed his great astuteness at the early
age of fourteen when he passed the senior Oxford
University entrance exams. He later entered a very
successful business career.

Katharine Sapsworth was apparently a childhood
sweetheart and the couple married after a whirlwind
courtship in 1901.% The artist’s fatherjokingly
referred to his new son in law as “the pauper”,
however in a short time he became much wealthier
than her father and retired as managing director of
Oxo Ltd. in 1921.

Various portraits of the Maltwoods shed an
interesting light on their personal lives. In formal
photographs Katharine Maltwood usually poses as a
sculptress at her labours and this even after she had
turned to other interests. Her husband on the other
hand, is portrayed with his eyes transfixed on some
small objet d’art, often an oriental piece. The suggestion
perhaps being that they viewed themselves as inspired
artist and admiring patron.

In the major portrait of Katharine Maltwood as a
young woman she is in the pose of a Morris-Rossetti
pre Raphaelite woman. Seated on a heavy, rustic
chair, she is wearing an early English embroidery
fishu with an Art Nouveau pendant and her hair is
in the latest Edwardian coiffure. The watercolour
is dated 1905 and the artist Nico Jungman signs
his name in the Japanese fashion. Jungman was a
well-established exponent of the Arts and Crafts
Movement and the portrait, commissioned by John
Maltwood, was one of “a series of ladies well-known
in society”.%® In copying the pre-Raphaelite style of
dress and pose Katharine Maltwood reflects the Arts
and Crafts concern to incorporate art and beauty
into one’s life style.

During their sixty years of companionship the
Maltwoods appear to have shared a highly idealized
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outlook on life. A verse Katharine Maltwood wrote
to her husband at the time of their engagement is
revealing:

Beauty in Living
How delightful it is to feel bourne upon one’s soul the divine
law of Harmony, which is neither more nor less than Beauty.

Whatever subject you find me taking up will be to help in
the study of that, the greatest of all sciences.

A beautiful form is better than a beautiful face, beautiful
behaviour than a beautiful form, for the last is the assurance
of God within. If fate so orders that not only our lives, but
our souls shall blend in absolute Harmony, we must never
flag in our pursuit of Beauty absolute.®’

One has the impression the couple believed they
moved under fate to fulfill this mission in life. John
Maltwood later wrote: “Perhaps understanding each
helping the other is the quest for Harmony absolute.
How much is lost because so few have this ideal
before them. Selfishness is the curse of individuals
and nations.”® It was this constant pursuit of beauty
and truth through art that took them around the
world and led to the formation of the Maltwood
Collection.

In furnishing their homes with beautiful and
meaningful objects the Maltwoods were in many
ways following the ideas of William Morris whose
golden rule was “have nothing in your house
which you do not know to be useful or believe to
be beautiful.” The Arts and Crafts artists admired
early English furniture designs and popularized the
collecting of oriental rugs, porcelain and paintings.
They felt that with industry, art and beauty had
become divorced from use instead of being part of
the fabric of living. Beautiful objects were simple
and handcrafted rather than luxurious, meaningful
rather than precious, and honestly made reflecting
the ideal state of affairs where artis man’s expression
of his joy in labour.

Being well versed in this Morris-Ruskin school
of thought, Katharine Maltwood appreciated the
simplicity and beauty of English Gothic as expressed
in the vernacular traditions of British seventeenth
century furniture.® The collection contains several
very fine pieces which show a marked preference
for sturdy construction, hand carved decoration and
rough grained, native woods such as oak. Tables,
chairs, chests and dressers from the Tudor and Stuart



periods added graciousness to the public rooms.
In the bedrooms were four-poster bedsteads,
one heavily carved with the coat of arms of a
cardinal, another with Chinese hangings and
a third, with canopy, dating from 1685. In all
they created a pervasive atmosphere of English
history in their home.

On the floors the Maltwoods preferred Oriental
and Persian rugs, most of them antiques, which
again reflect the craft bias and respect for religious
content. According to Morris and his associates, the
hand crafted carpets of the East were alone worthy
of emulation in their skillful workmanship and rich
and imaginative designs.

In place of tapestries as of old, Oriental silk
hanging scrolls decorated walls and screens. These
paintings came from collections in Paris, London
and Peiping; the subjects are landscapes, flowers,
figures, birds and horses. It was the expression of
philosophical or lyrical conceptionsin these Chinese
works that appealed to Katharine Maltwood. They
attempted to reveal something of a common great
spiritual system underlying both man and nature.
This is well exemplified in the atmosphere of
pantheistic repose and calm contemplation in “The
Eight Taoist patriarchs in a gorge in the mountains
with attendants”, which dates from the Ming
Dynasty (A.D. 1368-1644). Among the Japanese
Kakemonos are two representing Amida Buddha
attended by Wisdom and Mercy” which date back
to the Kamakura period (A.D. 1183-1334) and
were purchased by the Maltwoods on their trip to
Japan in 1920.

Similarly the artist’s sympathy with Eastern ideals
is reflected in the purity of form discernible in her
choice of Chinese vessels. In the ceramics there is
a marked preference for clear and essential form
emphasized by line and subtle refinements of
shape. Among the many pieces are a vase and cover
of Celadan porcelain from the Sung Dynasty (A.D.
960-1279) and, from the early Ming period, a round
dish of Tzu-Chou ware decorated with flowers and
leaves in brown and sepia. Other vessels include a
Lapis Lazuli bowl on three carved feet, a bronze
incense burner from the Ming Dynasty and a green
jade jardiniere on three “sacred fungus” feet which
takes the shape of the natural block from which
it was carved. Also of interest among the Chinese
works is the early figure of a Tomb Attendant’' from
the T’ang Dynasty (A.D. 618-906) and a fine pair of
ridge tiles, blue horses, representing Day and Night
in clouds, from the Ming Dynasty.

The miscellaneous objets d’art often reflect the
all encompassing nature of Katharine Maltwood’s
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philosophical interests. The mysticism of the East
is suggested in her collection of votive figures
from Thailand and Burma. Ivory and Lapis Lazuli
crucifixes mingle with Buddhist shrines and Taoist
images. The Moslem world is represented by antique
pottery and metalwork. There is also a sizeable
collection of oil and watercolour paintings. Many
are modern landscapes while others romantically
capture the beauty of places especially dear to
the couple. Augmenting these works was a library
containing numerous art and reference books.
Much of the collection was put together as ancilliary
to the artist’s own works and interests, examplars to
lluminate, confirm and support the meaning of her
own sculptural pieces. In all it sets a stage for the
Maltwoods’ rather detached lifestyle and bespeaks
their romantic search for moral goodness.

In 1935 the couple grew restless in their Somerset
home and moved to “Tocknells House”, Painswick,
Gloucestershire. However, by 1938 they were so
dissatisfied with the state of affairs in Britain they
decided to settle in Canada. John Maltwood disliked
the financial pressure of Britain’s taxation policy
and sensed the coming of a second war. For his wife
the reasons for moving were more fundamental.
Katharine Maltwood felt her art and the evidence
she had amassed on the Glastonbury Zodiac would
be lost and unappreciated if left in Britain. By
bringing it to British Columbia it had a chance to
be properly preserved for future generations. Just
as the ancient priests had moved west to find a safe
home for their sacred knowledge so she hoped to
bring the wisdom embodied in the Grail to a new
“earthly paradise in the Western seas”. That this
was her intention is further suggested by the way
she brought with her a scion from the famous Holy
Thorn of Glastonbury to plant in their new garden.
The original hawthorn is renowned for flowering
every year on Christmas Day and supposedly grew
where Joseph of Arimethea thrust his staff into the
ground on Weary All Hill. The scion survived and is
now a flourishing tree situated in ground adjacent
to the Maltwood Museum’s new location on the
campus of the University of Victoria.

Due to her visionary nature Katharine Maltwood
had always cherished a romantic conception of
Canada. She saw it as wild, natural, unspoiled
and on the upward way of spiritual evolution in
comparison to the moral and spiritual decline she
associated with Britain. This was the message of
Canada awakening to her Destiny, the monument she
had carved some twenty-five years earlier and it
explains why the sculptress Brynhild Ingmar was
portrayed as a young Canadian.



Upon their arrival in Victoria the Maltwoods
established themselves in a house on Beach Drive
in Oak Bay. Shortly afterwards the artist began
work on her museum project, a plan to donate the
Maltwood Collection to the city along with funds
to build a Civic gallery. In a letter to the Municipal
Council in April 1939 she explained: “My proposal
is that the City of Victoria will devote their site on
Douglas to a Fine Art Gallery, I will build the first
little hall to house the Maltwood Collection, sketch
herewith as the collection would not be available
for a few years I propose that the sculpture hail
should be used for fine art activities meantime,
superintended by Mrs. Uhthoft of the Government
Art School.” Katharine Maltwood emphasized
that such a gallery would be highly desirable both
educationally and as a cultural asset to the city.
However, although ardently supported by several
local artists, including Ina Uhthoff, the museum
project was discourteously ignored.

It was not until a local restaurant went on sale
that she found a solution to the problem. This was
the Royal Oak Inn, a picturesque Tudor revival
house, on West Saanich Road which the Maltwoods
purchased in 1944. They renamed it “The Thatch”
and with alterations turned it into a spacious country
home aptly suited to displaying their art treasures.

“The Thatch had been built in 1937 and opened
as a restaurant. Since an old blacksmith’s forge
still operated nearby, the original owners had
felt it would be appropriate to recreate an old
English tearoom. They sought an evocative English
design and, after studying Tudor architecture and
consulting with local architect Hubert Savage, chose
to base the design on a Tudor hall house. Everything
in the building was of first rate quality, especially
the woodwork with oak floors and hand adzed
beams. Fireplaces were inspired by those in existing
sixteenth and seventeenth century country homes
and a musicians gallery was set in the mezzanine
above the great hall.”

It was this medieval English ambiance that
appealed to the Maltwoods. In its emphasis on
exposed timber and evidence of handcraftmanship
the Arts and Crafts principle of natural expression
of material and structure can be seen. The Tudor
style exemplified the craft ideal of vernacular
and sturdy, honest building traditions. English
vernacular architecture was admired for its organic
qualities; it seemed to be part of the familiar nature
amid which it stood.

The Maltwoods’ old English furniture and Oriental
rugs were well suited to the majestic great hall with
its massive timbered roof. Above the large open
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fireplace to the north was hung a carving in wood
of the mystic Glastonbury Zodiac. Below, framed by
candelabras and gold curtains, was placed her most
important sculptural work, The Holy Grail. Opposite,
over the south fireplace, the medieval atmosphere
was enhanced by a brass rubbing representing
Lord Camoys, K.G., and his wife Elizabeth. This
gallant-looking noble had been made Knight of the
Garter by King Henry V for commanding the left
wing at the battle of Agincourt in 1415. Rubbings
of brasses covering other Gothic tombs in English
churches were reproduced on white velvet curtains.
The fabric of the suite showed a flat floral and leaf
pattern repeated in the rhythmic, sinuous lines
of Art Nouveau. The great hall also displayed
many of Katharine Maltwood’s other sculptures
complemented by Oriental hangings, pottery and
votive objets d’arls.

A copper replica of Magna Mater was hung on
the balustrade of the minstrels gallery. Boy Tickling
Trout was placed on the terrace outside, its base
forming an ornamental bird bath. At the top of the
driveway, opposite the blacksmith’s shop, a copper
electrotype of The Path of Enlightenment stood among
the shrubs and trees to greet visitors. The grounds
were beautifully landscaped with an emphasis on
intimacy, human scale and closeness to nature. In all,
the Maltwoods’ new home with its informal garden,
thatched roof and leaded casement windows,
achieved a natural harmony with its environment.



M964.1.519-1
Portrait of John Maltwood
by Bertram Park M964.1.161

Arm Chair, English, c1650

M964.1.151
Oak Side Board, Jacobean, English, early 17th century

M964.1.140
Oak Draw Table, English, 1600




M964.1.135

Amida Buddha with Kannon
Japanese, Kamakura Period
(1183-1334 a.d.)
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M964.1.136

Amida Buddha attended by Kannon
Japanese, Kamakura Period
(1184-1334 a.d.)

M964.1.20
Vase and Cover
Celadon China, Sung Dynasty (960-1279 a.d.)
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M964.1.16
Grave Figure (Tomb Attendant)
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China, Tang Dynasty
(618-906 a.d.)

M964.1.277
Chinese Carpet



The Thatch, Royal Oak, B.C.
exterior view

The Thatch, Royal Oak, B.C.
great hall

The Thatch, Royal Oak, B.C.
great hall
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