LIFE IS VERY SWEET: an installation created by JANE WILDGOOSE
The Harley Gallery, Welbeck Estate, 18 July – March 2011
part of museumaker: unlocking the creative potential of museum collections
LIFE IS VERY SWEET: a feast for the eyes
A 21st century interpretation of the 18th century Dessert Course 

· Stunning displays of sugarwork flowers and ‘curiosities’ form the centrepiece of an installation evoking the atmosphere of Welbeck’s rococo table settings.
· A complement and response to the exhibition Dinner with a Duke, Decoding Food & Drink at Welbeck, 1690 – 1910
From the Renaissance to the mid-18th century, elaborate decorations in sugar graced the great banqueting tables of Europe. Sugar was an expensive, exclusive luxury and these confections were very fashionable at diplomatic banquets, and the dinners of aristocrats, when the hosts would show off their status to important guests. The extravagant sugar creations included complex baroque figures by leading sculptors, pavilions, triumphal arches, delicate figurines and bountiful baskets and vases of flowers, intricately crafted and accurate in every detail.

The Dessert Course reached its apogee in the mid-18th century, at a time when rococo floral motifs abounded in the decorative arts: on silverwares, tapestries, furniture and paintings – and the terms ‘embroidery’ and ‘enamelling’ were popularly used to describe contemporary garden designs. Theatrical table-settings reflected this fashionable taste: fantastic sugarwork and porcelain decorations featuring flowers, temples, and urns, were set up in rooms overlooking elegant gardens. Desserts included conserves, pâtes de fruits, jellies, compotes, brandy fruits, gaufres, elaborate ices, coffee wafers, chocolate puffs and strong liquers. 

Margaret, Second Duchess of Portland (1715 – 85), patron of botanists and scholars from throughout Europe (and also remembered by the Duchess of Portland Rose), was a noted hostess. Jane Wildgoose’s installation has been informed by her fascinating tablewares, examples of which are on display in Dinner with a Duke. Jane’s influences include the Duchess’s spectacular 155 piece, silver gilt dessert service, with 36 place settings, intricately decorated with naturalistic flowers, fruits and insects; and items such as a set of silver gilt candelabra modelled after tree branches. Her installation will present magnificent sugarwork flowers including roses, orange blossom, jasmine, lilies and ivy leaves, with a dramatic centrepiece as the focus. These creations will be complemented by 18th century paintings, porcelain figures, Chinese watercolours showing porcelain production, garden sculpture and decorative arts, all from the Portland Collection, to recreate the atmosphere of enjoying the Dessert Course at the Duchess’s Welbeck.
As a backdrop, Jane Wildgoose is evoking the ambience of an 18th century Tapestry Room by using state-of-the-art 21st century, digital printing techniques. She has taken her inspiration from the magnificent set of Gobelins tapestries at Welbeck Abbey. Woven in 1783, they were discovered in their original packing cases by the 6th Duke of Portland and his half sister, Lady Ottoline Morrell, in 1879. These remarkable tapestries have retained their vibrant colours: the principal images are taken from paintings by Francois Boucher, and fascinating details woven into the borders include meticulously observed representations of flowers, birds and wildlife.

Continues…
 Jane Wildgoose’s display will also tell the story of how porcelain table decorations eventually superceded sugarcraft. Great European families and ruling dynasties were entranced by imported Chinese porcelain, and had chosen to use this rare commodity for serving desserts since the 17th century. The secret of porcelain production was eventually discovered at the Court of Augustus the Strong and the first European porcelain manufactory was set up at Meissen in 1710. After this, the Dresden court started to use porcelain figures as substitutes for sugar ornaments. Knowledge of porcelain production spread throughout Europe and other famous factories – such as Sevres, Chelsea and Bow – were set up. Gradually, this more durable substance took the place of sugarcraft. Early porcelain figures show the influence of their sugarcraft predecessors in both style and colouring.

In creating her installation, Jane has worked in collaboration with food historian and researcher Ivan Day, local sugarcraft expert Christina Ludlam and volunteers, including artists with studios on the Estate, as well as the School of Artisan Food at Welbeck. Exquisite sugar flowers have been specially made in a series of workshops, underpinned by accomplished design, historical knowledge and skilful craftsmanship. Welcoming bowers of 18th century style planting, created by Jane with the Darfoulds Nurseries, Worksop, will be echoed by further intricate displays of sugarcraft flowers, together with shell flowers, in the gallery windows. Shells were one of the Duchess’s passions.
‘LIFE IS VERY SWEET’ will complement Dinner with a Duke, Decoding Food & Drink at Welbeck, 1690 – 1910. Curated by Philippa Glanville, this exhibition is sited in the Treasury at The Harley Gallery. Through stunning examples of fine and decorative art, drawn from the collections at Welbeck, Dinner with a Duke reveals details about food, recipes, and entertaining on a grand scale - from William of Orange’s visit to Welbeck in 1695 until the onset of the 1914 War and the end of the ‘Golden Age’ of the great country house. Extravagant objects contrast with ‘receipt’ books, detailed lists of food and wine required for Royal visits and journals kept by staff of life ‘below stairs’. 

MARGARET, DUCHESS OF PORTLAND (1715 – 1785), the Duchess of Curiosities, created the Portland Museum, a collection of fossils, corals, birds’ nests and eggs, insects, sculpture, coins, medals, drawings, paintings and the largest collection of sea shells in Europe. A major figure in the Enlightenment, the Duchess was part of the “bluestockings” alliance of learned aristocratic women, and her collection of natural specimens was the largest and most coherent of its time. Her house was known as “The Hive” to describe its atmosphere of intense study and scientific exploration. She supported a network of suppliers of natural history objects (sailors, naturalists and travellers), employed agents to buy objects on expeditions to the South Seas, and asked Captain Cook to collect specific objects for her Museum.  Her shells came from Tahiti, the West Indies, New Zealand, Hawaii and Madagascar and the birds’ nests from remote regions of China and Japan. If the Duchess’s collection had not been auctioned at her death, she would have been recognised as an important figure in the development of museums.

JANE WILDGOOSE is an artist, writer and broadcaster who works with collections and museums, exploring the narratives to be found in remains of all kinds. In 2005 she received a NESTA Fellowship to develop her role as Keeper of The Wildgoose Memorial Library, her own private collection of found and made objects and books. In 2006, Jane was commissioned by the Yale Center for British Art to celebrate the friendship between Mary Delany and the Second Duchess of Portland in a site-specific installation to accompany the exhibition 'Mrs Delany and Her Circle'. The resulting highly acclaimed work has been shown at the Yale Center and Sir John Soane's Museum. ‘LIFE IS VERY SWEET’ is an expansion of her researches into a fascinating Duchess. 

The Portland Collection

The Portland Collection has been brought together through marriages between several aristocratic families. The family name descends from Sir William Cavendish, second husband to ‘Bess of Hardwick’, thereafter joined with Holles, Harley, Bentinck (descended from Hans-Willem Bentinck, supporter of William of Orange and 1st Earl of Portland) and Scott.

The Harley Gallery

The Gallery was built in 1994 and has won numerous awards including a Civic Trust Award for Architecture and an HETB Award for Excellence. The Gallery displays contemporary visual art and craft, hosts five national touring exhibitions per year and has a Crafts Council recognised shop. It also houses the Cavendish Bentinck family art collection (Portland Collection) which includes outstanding items of fine and decorative historical art.

museumaker

The Jane Wildgoose commission at The Harley Gallery is part of museumaker, a prestigious national project involving sixteen museums across the country. It is unlocking the creative potential of collections through imaginative interchanges between the heritage and contemporary craft sectors. It is supported by Arts Council England (ACE), Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) and its Renaissance Programme. As well as offering new experiences for existing museum visitors, museumaker is establishing innovative ways of developing audiences, including young people. Each museum has commissioned one or more outstanding makers to create intriguing new work in response to the venue, its associations and collections.
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Jane Wildgoose’s working idea for the gallery window displays (photo: © Jane Wildgoose)
FOR FURTHER PRESS INFORMATION contact Lianne Jarrett Associates

info@lja.uk.com; 01273 674692
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