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AN AESTHETIC MOVEMENT TILED CAST-IRON FIREPLACE
INSERT,
in the manner of Thomas Jeckyll and incorporating a set of ten Minton
"Shakespeare" series tiles by John Moyr-Smith,
the cast iron frame ornamented with a frieze of diapered ornament with a pair of roundels, the

aperture with strapwork spandrels, the ten tiles framed down the jambs and comprising, "The

Twelfth Night III IV", "Romeo & Juliet I.I", "Antony & Cleopatra IV.IV", "Romeo & Juliet II.II", "A

Mid-Summer's Night Dream IV.I" to the left jamb, "Antony & Cleopatra V.II", "The Tempest II.II",

"The Twelfth Night II.III", "Taming of the Shrew IV.III", "King Lear I.I" to the right,

DIMENSIONS: 96cm (37¾") High, 97cm (38¼") Wide

STOCK CODE: 44498

HISTORY

The following is taken from The British Museum website, a footnote discussing an example of

one of this series of tiles held in their collection:

"This tile forms part of Moyr Smith's largest set of tile designs, which featured scenes from

Shakespeare's plays. See Stapleton 2002, pp. 71-72 for illustrations and a discussion of the set.

For an oak sideboard and a chair inlaid with John Moyr Smith's Shakespeare tiles, see Hans van

Lemmen, 'Tiled Furniture' (Princes Risborough, Shire, 1989), p. 11 and p. 16.Walker & Higgs

2001

The scene, transfer-printed in black on a cream ground, is one of a series of twenty-four



subjects from Shakespeare, which included two scenes from Antony and Cleopatra: Act IV,

scene iv, and this one, Act V, scene ii. The scene depicts Cleopatra being given the asp with

which she kills herself at the end of the play after Antony's death. The asp was brought in a

basket and this is faithfully reproduced on the tile. The artist's initials, MS, appear on the steps

of the dais.

John Moyr-Smith (1839-1912) trained as an architect in Glasgow, but settled in London in 1867

and is best known as a prolific illustrator; his other tiles series include illustrations to the Bible

and the works of contemporary authors such as Walter Scott and Tennyson. His Shakespeare

series was made at a time when there was much interest in the revival of Shakespeare's plays

in authentic costume. Building on the tradition of antiquarian research in stage design

established by J.P. Kemble in the 1820s and Charles Kean in the 1850s, the architect E.W.

Godwin designed costumes for Shakespeare's plays throughout the 1870s and 1880s; his

designs were based on meticulous sketches in the British Museum and from scholarly

publications, and were made for the actress Ellen Terry, with whom he lived from 1868, and

the actor-manager Henry Irving.

The industrial production of tiles in the second half of the nineteenth century made them

available for a wide range of domestic interiors. They became especially popular for the

fireplace, where they would be set into a cast-iron frame forming a fireproof wall lining as well

as a miniature picture gallery around the fire. The Victorian hearth was the focal point of the

home and soprinted tiles with literary subjects such as this were considered the most

appropriate, being both morally improving and educational.
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