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Introduction 

The country house is well recognised as an important vehicle of the social and political ambition of the English aristocracy and gentry. As the embodiment of elite status and power, the aristocracy thus spent huge sums on building houses; decorating and furnishing them to create fashionable and tasteful interiors, and landscaping gardens and parks according to the prevailing fashion. The investment in economic capital that was thus underlined by the symbolic capital of both house and garden as expressions of taste and power. Indeed, Corfield has argued that ‘power was resynthesized into active terms, of acquisition, production, and display, rather than of inheritance, formal title, and ancient lineage.’
 
Viewing the great house as the embodiment of social and cultural capital places emphasis on outcomes and often overlooks the processes of consumption and the systems of supply which met the needs and wants of the elite. There is considerable interest in the aristocracy as patrons of artists, architects and landscape gardeners, and on the practices of the fashionable London elite.
 But, beyond this, interest fades – or rather it refocuses on the consumption practices of the middling sorts. As a consequence, we know remarkably little about the more general consumption practices through which the ambitions and tastes of the gentry were brought to fruition or about the full breadth of their changing material culture. This neglect is all the more striking given the importance often accorded to the elite as the engine of consumer transformation in the eighteenth century. 

This paper forms an attempt to fill this gap by exploring the consumption patterns of the Leigh family of Stoneleigh Abbey in Warwickshire.
 At a basic level, I aim to identify and map those supplying the Leighs with goods and services, and to explore the nature of their relationship with the family. Building on this, I want to assess the ways in which the practices revealed mesh with broader ideas of the changing nature of consumption in the eighteenth century, in particular the emergence of a so-called new material culture that was more influenced by fashion – a shift which arguably forms part of the redefinition of status on the grounds of display and taste.

The Leighs were raised to the peerage in 1643, but remained essentially county magnates: wealthy, but not extravagantly so and certainly more cautious than many in their building projects. Stoneleigh Abbey, as the name suggests, was originally a Cistercian abbey. Sold off following the dissolution, it was slowly converted into a country house – a process which climaxed with the addition of a grandiose baroque west range – largely completed in the 1720s (Plate 1).
 

Where, then, did the Leighs go to find professionals and tradesmen to decorate and furnish their house, supply textiles for clothing, food for their table and so on?

The geography of supply

At first glace, the basic geography of supply appears to have been relatively straight-forward. London dominated both in terms of the number of suppliers and the overall amount spent there (Table 1) – a pattern which confirms the general impression of elite families acquiring goods from high quality metropolitan suppliers. Of the other places to which the Leighs looked for supplies, only Coventry and Warwick stand out. The former accounted for about one-fifth of the bills sampled, but less than 10 percent of the total spent by the Leighs. In contrast, Warwick retailers appear to have been patronised less often, but for larger purchases – a point to which we shall return later. 

In all, then, we have a remarkable concentration of spending in just three places. 

If we consider the kind of goods and services being bought in these three towns, some striking patterns begin to emerge. London was, unsurprisingly, the chief source for luxury goods. Most of the £4642 spent on silverware, art and books was laid out in London shops. These included £48 9s 1d for a silver ‘thread tea vase’; £26 5s for ‘two large India Mandareene Figures’, and £105 for a 113 volume set of the publications of L’Academie de Sciences.
 It is likely that such items were only available from specialist shops in London. The same is probably true of some high quality decorations and furniture, including upholstered chairs (Plate 2)
 and decorative wallpapers, which were often ordered in large numbers by the Leighs. However, good quality furniture was made by provincial craftsmen, so it seems likely that the kudos of the London supplier was important since it would add to the symbolic value of the items. 

It was not just luxury items that came from the capital. London was also the source of many everyday commodities that were certainly available more locally: things like haberdashery and groceries. Here again, the rationale for buying from metropolitan suppliers was partly distinction: they offered a better choice and/or higher quality; but it also reflected purchases made whilst the Leighs were staying in London for the season and was thus a product of convenience as much as choice.

If London reached down the hierarchy of retail circuits, retailers in Coventry and Warwick appear to have been unable to compete with their London rivals at the upper ends of the market. Most of the goods that were locally supplied were relatively low cost and mundane items. However, it would be wrong to dismiss these local towns as irrelevant to the production of Stoneleigh Abbey as a symbol of elite power and taste. Indeed, the design and construction of the grand west range was the work of the Warwick architect, Francis Smith, who is known to have employed local carvers, masons and stuccoists. After Smith’s death, the interior decoration of the new range was entrusted to another Warwick-based architect, Timothy Lightoler (Plate 3), and much of the building work was carried out by William Hiorn, also of Warwick. Whilst subsequent and more ornate decoration was undertaken by the London partnership of Bastard and Fox, Warwick craftsmen continued to play a role in fashioning the fabric of the Abbey, including the plasterwork, painting and gilding.

Coventry tradesmen were missing from this structural and decorative work, but the city’s retailers were still important in supplying a range of luxury items, most notably plants for the garden; chinaware; wines and spirits, and tea and coffee.
 Indeed, Lilley Smith (a Coventry grocer) had stock to rival many London shops, including green, bohea, hyson, ‘congo’ and souchang teas.
 The fact that such goods were available in provincial shops is no surprise. What is striking, however, is the fact that the Leighs saw these local retailers as perfectly capable of meeting many of their needs. This was facilitated by the willingness of shopkeepers to acquire for the Leighs goods which they did not necessarily in have in stock and even bend their usual practice to accommodate what were clearly valued customers (see Figure 1). 

A plethora of shopkeepers

It is apparent, then, that the pattern of supply was far from a being simple dichotomy of local-everyday and metropolitan-luxury purchases: choices were being made across a wide range of provincial and London retailers. 

Perhaps more striking is the sheer number of retailers patronised by the Leighs. In the years sampled, over 420 tradesmen and women presented bills, including 16 china and glass sellers; 25 booksellers and stationers, and 62 ironmongers, chandlers, coopers and smiths. That said, there is also evidence of considerable continuity of supply: Sarah Gunter, for example, made dresses and sold textiles and haberdashery to the Leighs for at least twenty-five years in the early eighteenth century and William Neale supplied ironmongery for a similar period. 

Within this group of long-standing contacts were some who enjoyed especially favoured status. William Butler, for example, provided a range of servnats’ livery. More prominent, however, were some of the London retailers. When the house was being refurbished around the coming of age of the fifth Lord Leigh in the mid 1760s, there was a burst of spending.
 In excess of £300 of table linen was ordered from the London partnership Jordan, Heyland and Biggar over a four year period, during which time they dominated the Leigh’s purchasing of such wares. Similarly, Thomas Gilpin enjoyed the lion’s share of the Leigh’s considerable spending on silverware and jewellery from the 1730s through to the 1760s. 

Despite this, no single retailer was ever a monopoly supplier to the Leighs, suggesting either that they were unable to find all the goods they needed from a single shop or that they actively shopped around to secure the best price, quality or choice possible. Groceries and cloth always came from a range of different retailers. More striking is the number of booksellers from whom books were purchased in the mid 1760s when an extensive and costly library was being assembled at the Abbey. Eight booksellers were used, with substantial purchases being made from four London tradesmen. There was apparently some specialisation of provision: Thomas Payne tended to supply histories and classic texts, for example, whilst Paul Valient supplied folio editions of prints.
 However, there was considerable overlap and the impression is that Lord Leigh was acquiring good quality books as and where he could, perhaps reflecting problems in supplying the right or suitably high quality copies. Indeed, Payne wrote on one occasion that: ‘I have made bold to send yr Lordp Dionysius and Juston, they are good copies but if not approved of, shall be taken again’.
 

Whatever the motive, it is apparent that the Leighs were not dependent upon one supplier, rather were exercising choice as consumers: they were in contact with and could readily acquire goods from a large range and number of retailers. 

Modernity or marking status?

Relating the practices and outcomes of buying revealed above to wider processes and conceptions of consumption, we can see the Leighs as modern consumers caught up in the changing material culture of the age. In economic terms, the switch to less durable goods involved a relatively lower unit price which in turn facilitated the ownership of more and a greater variety of goods. In conceptual terms, goods became less important as stores of capital and more important in terms of their symbolic value. Significantly, this symbolism placed greater emphasis on the new and fashionable, rather than heritance and pedigree.

Many aspects of this changing material culture are apparent in the purchases recorded in the Leighs’ household accounts. This point is nicely illustrated in terms of the furniture purchased over the course of the eighteenth century. That bought from John Burroughs in 1710 was fairly traditional in character: the emphasis was on the quality of the cloth used for the upholstery, and the only wood mentioned was walnut.
 By the 1730s, most of the furniture being bought was gilded or of mahogany; and, thirty years later, the furniture ordered from Gomm & Co. of London was of a very different character. There were dozens of mahogany chairs and a huge variety of tables, chests of drawers and commodes. Tellingly, it was not simply the wood that mattered, but also the design which was often described in some detail. Around the same time, the bill from Bromwich and Leigh for papering what appears to be the entire house is revealing of the importance placed on the different colour and design of papers. As Vickery notes, these were often chosen to reflect the different character of each room and, no doubt, were chosen to complement the decorative stucco work.

It is clear that the Leighs sought to make and maintain their home a fashionable place. However, theirs was not a seamless transition to a new material culture. Running parallel and sometimes conflicting with this trend was the priority of marking and redefining aristocratic status through patronage, conspicuous consumption and taste. 

Patronage was a traditional prop to aristocratic power and took many forms. The Leighs gave to charitable causes both in Warwickshire and London, making donations to the girls’ school of industry in Kenilworth, subscribing to the Westminster Hospital and to a charity for decayed musicians.
 They also patronised the arts, sponsoring musical concerts in Coventry, employing a resident music teacher, and engaging a large number of skilled craftsmen, both locally and in London. 

One outcome of this patronage was, of course, a wealth of material artefacts. Many of these were luxury goods aimed at marking elite status through conspicuous consumption.
 Apart from the itself house, one of the most public expressions of status was the private coach. A bill paid in 1765 details the making of a new coach with ‘neat ornamental mouldings, painted with a glaz’d ruby colour, and the arms and dignity in very large mantles, and all the framework gilt, and the roof, back and sides japan’d’.
 The total cost of £130 reflected the quality of workmanship and the very public statement that such a coach would make. It is telling, therefore, that careful mention was made of painting the Leigh’s coat of arms on the coach. Indeed, despite Corfield’s suggestion that inheritance, formal title, and ancient lineage were of decreasing importance in the eighteenth century,
 the Leighs were assiduous in impressing their arms on a wide range of items, most notably silverware.
 This stamping of title and status on material objects seems to underline the importance of silverware to aristocratic self-image: a very traditional mechanism for storing wealth as well as an expression of status. Even when a growing emphasis on workmanship appears later in the century, each piece was carefully engraved with the family crest.

Alongside this conspicuous consumption were expressions of taste and learning. This can be seen in the classical allusions in the decorative plasterwork in the main public rooms (Plate 3) and in the selection of artwork with which to adorn the walls and shelves. This included old masters such as Rembrandt and fashionable prints of Hogarth; marble busts and porcelain figurines – a typical range of goods acquired on or inspired by the grand tour.
 Taste and knowledge were also acquired from and expressed through reading, making an extensive and well-chosen library both a source and statement of social and cultural distinction.
 Between 1763 and 1766 around £1,700 was laid out on books, including the classics, natural history, law, bibles and religious treatises, scientific and medical books, dictionaries, county histories and antiquarian studies. The speed with which such a wide ranging and high quality library was assembled was a tribute to the fifth Lord Leigh’s good connections and his willingness to spend large amounts of money. 

Just as telling, though, is the detail given about binding these volumes in a manner which would make them an ornament to the aristocratic library (see Figure 2). Such to the appearance of the books underlines the importance of books as furniture as well as texts: taste and learning was communicated through outward appearance as well as internal content and meanings. 

Conclusions

The household accounts of the Leigh family provide a fascinating insight into the changing material world of the (minor) aristocracy in the eighteenth century. They reveal that the Leighs acquired many of their goods in London, but also drew on retailers and craftsmen in local towns. Significantly, the pattern of supply was far from a being simple dichotomy between local-everyday and metropolitan-luxury purchases. Also significant is the sheer number of shopkeepers and others who supplied the Leighs. Whilst they clearly had favoured suppliers, they patronised a number of retailers, often buying a similar range from two or more shops simultaneously. 

Relating these basic patterns to wider processes and conceptions of consumption, we can see the Leighs as modern consumers caught up in the changing material culture of the age. At the same time, though, they were also engaged in marking and redefining their status through patronage, conspicuous consumption, and taste. Indeed, there was a conservatism to their consumption which forces us to re-examine Corfield’s assertion that traditional means of bolstering power were being replaced by more modern notions of consumption, display and taste, and also to question the image of the elite as frivolous and insatiable followers of fashion.
 Certainly, the Leighs were active consumers and clearly sought to reinforce their social and cultural standing through displays of splendour, fashion and taste; but this was tempered by a keen awareness of title and inheritance – aspects of status that were, quite literally written onto their material possessions.

Table 1.  Purchases of the Leighs of Stoneleigh, 1710-1789 - by type of location of tradesman

	
	Purchases
	Tradesmen
	Total spend

	
	no.
	%
	no.
	%
	£  s  d
	%

	Birmingham
	1
	0.4
	1
	0.6
	21-0-0
	0.2

	Cheltenham
	1
	0.4
	1
	0.6
	20-0-0
	0.2

	Chipping Norton
	2
	0.8
	1
	0.6
	3-17-0
	0.0

	Coventry
	49
	19.1
	28
	18.1
	735-0-0
	8.7

	Kenilworth
	7
	2.7
	2
	1.3
	47-12-9
	0.6

	Lichfield
	2
	0.8
	2
	1.3
	6-9-8
	0.1

	London
	155
	60.5
	91
	58.7
	6627-7-10
	78.1

	Oxford
	4
	1.6
	3
	1.9
	12-12-6
	0.1

	Rugby
	2
	0.8
	2
	1.3
	5-1-9
	0.1

	Warwick
	28
	10.9
	19
	12.3
	944-4-7
	11.1

	Others
	5
	2.0
	5
	3.2
	66-11-6
	0.8

	Total
	256
	
	155
	
	8489-17-7
	


Source: Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, Leigh Estate Bills and Receipts, DR18/5 - 1710-12, 1736, 1738, 1750-52, 1765-66, 1768, 1789-90

Table 2.  Purchases of the Leighs of Stoneleigh, 1710-1789 - by type of good

	
	Purchases
	Tradesmen
	Total spend

	
	no.
	%
	no.
	%
	£  s  d
	%

	Art & scientific instruments
	13
	2.1
	10
	2.2
	504-13-8
	3.8

	Books & stationery
	54
	8.6
	25
	5.6
	1733-18-11
	13.2

	Building & repairs
	68
	10.8
	55
	12.2
	1962-18-3
	15.0

	China & glass
	21
	3.3
	16
	3.6
	132-10-6
	1.0

	Food & drink
	87
	13.9
	55
	12.2
	1168-11-10
	8.9

	Furniture 
	43
	6.8
	32
	7.1
	1946-19-3
	14.9

	Garden
	12
	1.9
	8
	1.8
	59-1-1
	0.5

	Hardware
	83
	13.2
	62
	13.8
	436-6-3
	3.3

	Leisure & charity
	26
	4.1
	22
	4.9
	309-6-8
	2.4

	Miscellaneous
	58
	9.2
	50
	11.1
	890-1-1
	6.8

	Physicians & drugs
	25
	4.0
	19
	4.2
	93-4-0
	0.7

	Silverware
	19
	3.0
	10
	2.2
	2405-12-3
	18.4

	Textiles & clothing
	119
	18.9
	85
	18.9
	1459-11-5
	11.1

	Total
	628
	
	449
	
	13102-15-2
	


Source: Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, Leigh Estate Bills and Receipts, DR18/5 - 1710-12, 1736, 1738, 1750-52, 1765-66, 1768, 1789-90

Figure 1. Letter from Elizabeth Taylor to Lord Leigh, 7th March 1764
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Source: SBT Dr18/5/4122

Figure 2.  Extract from the bill of Thomas Payne of London, bookseller (1765)

	Baskets great imperial Bible 2 vols richly bound in blue turkey with purple ribbons & Gold Fringe - fine Copy
	12-12-0

	Marsigli Cours du Danube 6 vols impls folio 
	9-9-0

	Binding the above 6 vols impl folio in Russia Leather Gilt with a border of Gold, double headbands
	9-9-0

	Bucks Views of the Reiens of England 17 collect. and half, 24 prints in each Collections, the first impression at 2-2 each sett
	36-15-0

	Binding ditto 6 vols royal folio
	3-12-0

	Fields Bible in Blue Turkey finely Gilt and ornamented, with plates: an extraordainary copy
	9-9-0


Source: SBT, DR18/5/4529
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