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From opulence and obsession to debt and despair, new exhibition Edward Harley: The 

Great Collector follows the fortunes of the 2nd Earl of Oxford (1689-1741). Showing at 

The Harley Gallery from 25 May 2013, this exhibition explores Edward Harley’s 

background, family and marriage through his spectacular collections of fine and 

decorative art and books. 

           

 

 Lord Edward Harley was a dedicated but extravagant collector.  He bought at inflated prices 

when the desire to possess overrode any sense of the value of the piece or the extent of his 

resources.  In 1738 he found himself in great debt and had to sell his family home and his 

collections.    

The son of Robert Harley, one of the most powerful politicians in the country, Edward Harley 

married Henrietta Cavendish-Holles - the wealthiest heiress in Britain.  Harley filled his family 

home at Wimpole Hall with a hubbub of activity – writers, poets, artists, bibliophiles would be 

regular visitors. He was a dedicated collector; his collections were extensive and extravagant 

as he passionately sourced the rarest and most beautiful things. Harley was surrounded by the 

finest thinkers and the finest things. 

Besides magnificent silver, curios, paintings, and other works of art, he collected English 

miniature portraits dating from the early 1500s to his own time. These likenesses were 

intended as precious, jewel-like treasures to be kept in cabinets, brought out to be admired, 

and then returned to safety. They could be love tokens and gifts, souvenirs between friends 

and family members. Being so small, they were easily portable. Some were to be designed to 

be worn by a loved one as a pendant or bracelet.  

Many of Harley‟s miniatures came from branches of his and his wife‟s families; others were 

purchased because of the distinction of the artist or the importance of the sitter. They are 

the work of the greatest masters in the medium.  

http://www.harleygallery.co.uk/


Harley rapidly added to the library started by his father, and his collection included pivotal 

works such as Shakespeare‟s second folio and Jonathan Swift‟s Gulliver‟s Travels.  Through 

Harley‟s dedication, the library at Wimpole Hall grew at an astonishing rate, with some 

12,000 books in the collection by September 1717.   

By the beginning of the eighteenth century books and pictures were needing special 

accommodation in more and more houses.  They were to become an essential part of country-

house life.  It was not until the second half of the seventeenth century that rooms called 

libraries became more common in country houses.  Informed buying of art and literature was 

virtually non-existent until Charles I and other members of the court circle built up their 

collections in the 1620s and 30s.  It required leisure, knowledge and money and house design 

grew to accommodate the collections with libraries, picture galleries and cabinet rooms.   

By the end of his life in 1741 Edward Harley had amassed the largest private library in Britain, 

but his passion for collecting ranged far beyond books and manuscripts. Edward Harley‟s 

library contained 50,000 printed books, 7,639 manuscripts, 14,236 rolls and legal documents, 

350,000 pamphlets, 41,000 prints; “the most choice and magnificent that were ever 

collected” (Collins).   

His wealth gradually dwindled, yet Harley continued to add to his collections, often driving up 

the price of objects in his lust for ownership. In this obsessive collecting, Harley bankrupted 

himself and spent much of his wife‟s fortune, eventually selling his family home and his 

collections to pay his debts.  

The great library, started by his father and described by Dr Johnson as excelling any offered 

for sale, was dispersed in 1742, but the celebrated Harleian collection of manuscripts was one 

of the founding collections of the British Library. Harley was also a patron of contemporary 

writers, including Alexander Pope and Jonathon Swift and of artists and architects.   

Visit the Harley Gallery to see a selection of objects from Edward Harley‟s phenomenal 

collections, treasured by his widow and daughter. Glimpse the obsessive and opulent world of 

the 2nd Earl of Oxford in Edward Harley: The Great Collector, showing from 25 May 2013.     

 

Notes to Editors 

The Harley Gallery is situated in the countryside of Welbeck, a ducal estate which has been home to 

the Cavendish-Bentinck family for more than 400 years. Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of Oxford (1689-1741) 

married into this family around 1713, when he wed Lady Henrietta Cavendish–Holles, uniting one of the 

most politically powerful families in the country with one of the richest.   

Edward Harley – The Great Collector will be accompanied by a full colour publication written by 

Curator Derek Adlam. 

The Harley Gallery has recently announced plans to build a new Gallery which will show objects from 

The Portland Collections, the fine and decorative art collected by this family over the centuries. These 

collections include many objects purchased by Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of Oxford.  

 



This exhibition may be considered a taster for the new Gallery development, due to open in Autumn 

2015. 

 

For further information and images, please contact Rebecca Wombell, Marketing Officer on 01909 501 

700, marketing@harleygallery.co.uk.  

Press previews of this exhibition are available in the week commencing 20 May. Please contact us if you 

have a particular interest and we will endeavour to meet your requirements.  

The Harley Gallery, Welbeck, Worksop, Nottinghamshire S80 3LW  

Open 10-5 Monday – Saturday, 10-4.30 Sunday. FREE entry. 

www.harleygallery.co.uk 01909 501 700 info@harleygallery.co.uk 

www.facebook.com/harleygallery www.twitter.com/harleygallery 

 

Edward Harley: The Great Collector exhibits include: 

The Arundel Cabinet 

c.1630 

Flemish cabinet of ebony, the doors enriched with architectural 

ornament enclosing an array of small drawers painted by Cornelia 

van Poelenburgh, 1586-1667. The inside surfaces of the doors 

carry classical interiors painted by B. van Bassen, fl. 1613 – 1650, 

signed and dated 1630. The cabinet rests on a stand composed of 

four winged sphinxes supported by four tortoises in gilded 

bronze.  

The Latin motto reads ALTIUS HIC SCRUTARE LATENT SUB 

FRONDIBUS UVAE, which may be translated as  „Look more 

closely here, the grapes are hidden under the leaves‟ - or -  the 

good things are worth waiting for.  

Purchased by Edward Harley from the Arundelian Collection at 

Tart Hall in 1720. Thomas Howard, 2nd Earl of Arundel (1585-

1646) was related to Harley‟s wife, Henrietta Cavendish-Holles, and described by Rubens as one of the 

„four evangelists of our art‟. Like Harley, Howard established a celebrated library, the largest private 

library in England at the time.  

 

Edward Harley and his daughter Lady Margaret 

Enamel on gold, 1727  

Christian Frederick Zincke (1683 – 1767) 

Lady Margaret is holding a sheet of music which 

echoes the world she grew up in - one of 

booklovers, scholars and poets.  Her father is 

wearing the sapphire mourning ring for his son 

Henry.  

mailto:marketing@harleygallery.co.uk
http://www.harleygallery.co.uk/
mailto:info@harleygallery.co.uk
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“grande sonnerie” Table Clock,  no. 422 

Silver-gilt and scarlet tortoiseshell c.1705  

Thomas Tompion (1639 – 1713) 

Ornate clock made by the leading English clockmaker in fashionable, costly materials.  It reflects 

Edward Harley‟s father, Robert Harley‟s position as a statesman and member of the Court.  Such clocks 

strike the hours and the quarter hours.  

The son of a blacksmith, Tompion appears to have taught himself clock-making.  He ran a large 

workshop in London and was introduced to Robert Hooke, the leading experimental physicist in 

England.  Through Hooke he developed technical and scientific expertise and was commissioned to 

make clocks for the Royal Observatory.  His business thrived and his work was bought by the King and 

his courtiers.  He remains to this day the only son of a blacksmith ever buried in Westminster Abbey.  

French Inkstand 

Tortoiseshell, gilt brass and ormolu with silver boxes, around 1698 

Attributed to Charles Boulle (1642 – 1732) 

Owned by Matthew Prior who bought it in Paris, and purchased from his estate by Edward Harley in 

1721.  Decorated with fashionable Chinese motifs, fitted with a large plain silver box and two smaller 

silver boxes which contained ink and sand to act as a blotter.  

 Fire-dog 

Silver, 1704 

Philip Rolles  

One of a pair, this fire-dog is one of the grandest and heaviest pieces of State silver, demonstrating 

Robert Harley‟s position in Government and the court.   

The silversmith Philip Rolles held the post of goldsmith to Queen Anne and King William III. This huge 

and grand fire-dog is engraved with the royal arms for the Queen, who granted it to Robert Harley on 

November 13, 1704 as part of his allowance of State Silver.  The flame-like finial reflected firelight and 

the overall monumental design is French in style. 

Gold beakers, 1719 

Benjamin Pyne (1648 – 1723) 

The 20th century goldsmith Gerald Benney said, 

‘what a terrific pair, not flat on the bottom, 

difficult to make, the placing of the engraving 

is just right; something about them that makes 

you want to pick them up.’ 

Benjamin Pyne was a prominent English 

goldsmith who was at the cutting edge of 

design.  These beakers are engraved with arms 

for Harley, Holles, Brampton and Cavendish.   



Edward Lord Harley holding a medal of Queen Anne 

Oil painting, 1720  

Michael Dahl (1656 – 1743) 

Edward Harley chose to be painted in an informal pose, wearing a silk 

dressing gown with matching cap and scarf.  The wearing of middle 

eastern dress – kimono and turban – at home was fashionable in the 

18th c.  Edward Harley is shown holding a medal of Queen Anne, 

perhaps in memory of his father who was her closest advisor.   It is 

unlike the more formal paintings of his father and father-in-law in the 

adjoining cases. Michael Dahl, was a leading portraitist of his time, 

much collected by Edward Harley who owned eighteen portraits by 

him. 

Dagger 

White jade, with jacinths and small emeralds, gold.   

Iranian, c. 1550  

Traditionally known as Henry VIII‟s dagger, bought by Edward Harley in 1720 from a sale of part of the 

great Arundel collection.  From the Ottoman Empire and probably a diplomatic gift from the court of 

Suleiman the Magnificent. The blade is decorated with the verse, ‘if you stab me a hundred times it is 

not as painful as losing your love.  I cannot end my love for you’. 

 

Edward Harley’s wife Lady Henrietta with her 

daughter Lady Margaret 

Enamel on gold, set with brilliants, c. 1725 

Christian Frederick Zincke (1683 – 1767) 

The two miniature portraits are taken from oil 

paintings by Michael Dahl. 

The reverse of the miniatures displays the coats-of-

arms of both women in gold and enamel.    

 

 

Lady Henrietta Cavendish Holles Harley, later Countess of Oxford, on her mare attended by a 

running groom  

Oil painting, 1716 

John Wootton (1682 -1764) 

The horse in the painting is descended from a race horse owned by Lady Henrietta‟s ancestor William 

Cavendish and it was one of her favourite mounts.  

Inscribed on the back …my Ladys picture on horseback – 8 guineas.  John Wootton was a favourite 

painter of Edward Harley, his chief patron who commissioned forty paintings from him.  Lady Henrietta 

inherited her Newcastle family‟s passion for horses and hunting.  When Edward Harley‟s collection was 

sold she retained virtually all Wootton‟s horse and animal paintings.   



Edward Harley commissioned over 40 paintings from John Wootton and refers to him in his papers as 'ye 

Horse painter'.  He was also his main patron.  By 1728 Wootton was one of England‟s most sought after 

painters, „in great Vogue and favour with many persons of Ye greatest quality’ (George Vertue).  By 

1741 he is said to have commanded „the greatest price of any man in England‟.   

Wootton specialised in painting portraits of individual horses and dogs in a landscape setting, as well as 

life-size canvases of sporting and equestrian scenes.  He worked for the most prestigious patrons who 

included king George II, Frederick Prince of Wales, the prime minister Sir Robert Walpole and members 

of all the great aristocratic families.  

 

 

 

Mourning ring 

Gold and enamel set with a large sapphire, 1725 

Made to commemorate the death of Lady Henrietta and 

Edward Harley‟s son Henry who died when only four days 

old on 22nd October 1725. The ring is enamelled internally 

with the phrase „une vie si court grand affliction’ (a life so 

short, great sadness).  Lord Henry‟s coat-of-arms is 

displayed in enamel behind the sapphire. 

 

 

 

Tapestry 

Feathers and embroidery, c. 1720 

Nicholas Le Normand 

This panel may have been made as a fire-screen, to 

protect a lady‟s delicate complexion and make-up from 

the heat of the fire. 

This fragile panel of woven featherwork incorporates 

technical skill and a love of exotic materials.  It has been 

treasured as a rarity.  The only other known surviving 

commission signed by Le Normand is the textile hangings 

he made a bedroom for Augustus the Strong in Dresden. 

 

 

 A Group of Birds in a Landscape 

Oil on canvas,  

Jakob Bogdani, (1658-1724) 

Commissioned by Edward Harley directly from the painter in 1718.  It shows the menagerie of birds and 

animals kept by Edward Harley at his Cambridgeshire house, Wimpole Hall.  Bogdani charged £21.   



Edward Harley had ambitious plans for Wimpole Hall, which became one of the main centres of art and 

learning in early Georgian England.  As well as re-designing the house he developed an ambitious new 

garden scheme which included a Menagerie of exotic birds and animals.   

Bogdani was a successful still life and bird painter at the court of Queen Anne. His paintings with their 

combination of lush landscapes and brightly coloured exotic birds and animals tapped into early 

eighteenth century tastes.  They were increasingly popular and suited the grand interiors of the houses 

of the British aristocracy that commissioned them. 

 


