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Abstract 

 

The Maurice Egerton Collection at Tatton Park consists of 1213 objects of natural 

history, ethnography, archaeology and geology collected by the last Baron on his 

travels around the world between 1896 and 1958. This thesis comprehends the 

rationale of the collection by distinguishing significant cultural markers beginning at 

its conception through to displacement at the death of its collector in 1958. This is 

achieved through a ñcultural biographyò of the collection, which traces its evolution 

through a series of interventions made by its collector and curator. Uniting the 

objects with diary entries and primary source material for the first time reveals untold 

stories of cultural exchanges and follows the life trajectories of the collector and 

collection in tandem as they impact upon each other. The collectionôs contextual 

frameworks and the processes through which objects were selected and pursued are 

situated within an established tradition of aristocratic ñmale collectingò in the early 

twentieth century. The identity of the collector is established as both an inevitable 

product of his times and class, and as the product of a unique series of 

circumstances that affected the size, content and distinction of his collection. 
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Preface 

 

The first encounter of the Maurice Egerton collection is, and has always been, a 

surprising discovery. The select guests invited into the inner sanctum of Tatton 

Parkôs Tenants Hall by the collector himself bore witness to an imposing display of 

his command and virility. Fierce taxidermy trophies held court on every wall, drawers 

over-spilled their contents of eggs, shells and rocks, and hand crafted cabinets 

showcased the tools and artefacts of the ñotherò. The collection has engendered a 

plethora of emotions in its diverse audiences ranging from surprise, wonder, intrigue 

and distaste. It has remained unflinchingly provocative and confrontational. 

This thesis has its genesis in my own discovery of the collection in 2010, when I 

applied for the position of Mansion Assistant at the National Trust property of Tatton 

Park in Knutsford, Cheshire. A main attraction of the role had been a vague 

awareness of a mysterious collection of taxidermy and ethnographic ñcuriosò, of 

which a tantalising glimpse was offered in a small gallery space in the old Servantôs 

Hall. It was hinted that the portion on offer to visitors at Tatton was just a small part 

of the entire collection, which was hidden behind locked doors.  

During my MA in Art Gallery and Museum Studies the previous year I had become 

fascinated with the acquisition process and subsequent life trajectories of natural 

history collections in museums; in particular how the peaks and troughs in their 

popularity corresponded with their visibility on the gallery floor. Tracing public 

attitudes to the perception of taxidermy as a timeline from the exciting displays of 

natural wonders at the Great Exhibitions and new National Museums of the 19th 

century to the modern sense of distaste at tired and fading displays of ñdeadò 

animals was a captivating journey. Just as popular opinion in the recent past seemed 

ready to consign outmoded taxidermy displays to the dustbin of history, the wheel of 

fortune began to turn again, regenerating many Natural History galleries once more 

into relevant and thought- provoking spaces. ñDifficultò representations of manôs 
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ultimate domination of nature remain present, but have been superseded by new 

narratives of conservation and diversity1.  

It was against this backdrop of resurgence that I assumed my role as a custodian of 

the Maurice Egerton Collection. Yet whilst many museums were dusting off and 

imagining new potential for their natural history collections, Tatton Park remained a 

contested space. Since the death of Maurice Egerton in 1958 and the subsequent 

acquisition of his property by the National Trust, his collection had continued to make 

a slow retreat from its purpose-built museum room, the Tenants Hall. This retraction 

culminated with almost all of the collection being locked away by the 1990s, barring 

the 200 trophy heads that remained too cumbersome to remove and store 

elsewhere.  

The collection rested uneasily in storage, its personality too outsized to accept 

invisibility. Although it was out of sight, it was not out of mind. The memories and 

protestations of local visitors remained a strong advocate, and by 2004 it was 

acknowledged that permanent storage was wasteful and unethical2. In that year, the 

Tatton Park House and Collections Manager wrote a statement of significance for 

the MEC, designating its continued importance in the twenty-first century. She wrote:  

ñHis collection is one of the most important surviving examples of a private 

museum assembled by an aristocratic amateur collector. The Tenants Hall 

Museum at Tatton Park is important for a number of reasons. It is the private 

collection of a gentleman polymath, assembled towards the close of the great 

period of colonial travel and development. It is preserved in the grand hall 

specially built to house it, and it is both a significant social document and a 

key example of the history of collecting at that period. Although certain items 

in the museum are of individual importance, its chief raison dôetre lies in the 

assemblage as a whole, including its layout and interpretation. Any attempt to 

redesign, modify or modernise the display would seriously compromise its 

                                                           
1
 In the course of this research, Manchester Museum opened the ground-breaking and award winning new 
ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅ ά[ƛǾƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƭŘǎέΣ ǊŜŀǊǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳŜǎΦ 
2
 In 2003 funding was awarded to create a new permanent exhibition including significant objects from the 

collection. 
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historical integrity, and would diminish its value as a key exemplar of the 

history of collectingò3. 

National Trust Natural History Conservator Simon Moore also championed the 

collection, describing it as: 

ñA superb gathering together of many artiodactyl species that any natural 

history museum would envyò4. 

Both statements prescribed value to the collection as an important historical and 

scientific resource and a unique and integral part of the fabric and identity of Tatton 

Park. It was proposed at this time that a partial re-display of the collection might suit 

a PhD project to explore the way the collection had been ñbuilt up, displayed and 

used at Tattonò5. To date, no such study has been attempted. 

However, despite an insistence that the value of the collection lay in its ñassemblage 

as a wholeò, it has never been possible to resurrect the original display. Neither is 

this a feasible hope for the foreseeable future. It is hoped that this research will affect 

the next phase in the development of the MECôs cultural biography by furthering a 

process of awarding the collection the visibility and acclaim it deserves. The ultimate 

significance of uncovering historical evidence surrounding the collectionôs rationale 

and following its changing identity throughout its association with its collector is to 

furnish Tatton Park with a better understanding of the legacy of the objects in their 

care. 

In drawing this thesis to its conclusion, I could not have imagined how much more I 

would come to respect and value the collection since that initial discovery in 2010. 

Ulrich et al wrote that ñasking a student to study an object- any object- almost always 

leads them in unexpected directionsò6. This has been very true of my research, 

which has thrown up rich and fascinating narratives from diverse archives. My 

biggest struggles have been to remain succinct and true to my aims, resisting the 

temptation to layer irresistible stories of Mauriceôs travels and encounters. I have 

                                                           
3
 McKean, Maggie (2004) ¢ŜƴŀƴǘΩǎ Iŀƭƭ aǳǎŜǳƳ wŜƛƴǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΣ /ǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ tƭŀƴ, TPA 

4
 aƻƻǊŜΣ {ƛƳƻƴ όнллнύ Ψ! CǳǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ƎŜǊǘƻƴ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀƳƳŀƭ ¢ǊƻǇƘƛŜǎ ŀǘ ¢ŀǘǘƻƴ tŀǊƪΚΩ The National 

Trust Views 36, p36 
5
 Dr Philipson, Minutes of meeting held at Tatton Park, 13/4/04, TPA 

6
 Ulrich, Laurel Thatcher, Gaskell, Ivan, Schechner, Sara J and Carter, Sarah Anne (2014) Tangible Things: 

Making History Through Objects, Oxford University Press, p3 
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become fiercely protective of the collection and despite physical gulfs in distance and 

metaphysical gulfs in ideology, I have excused Maurice his idiosyncrasies and 

embraced him as part of my day to day life. Approaching this thesis objectively and 

without emotion has been my biggest challenge. In spite of my inherent bias, I hope 

that I have been the right candidate to interpret Mauriceôs collection and that I have 

afforded the collector his deserved justice. 

My biggest rewards have included establishing networks with other researchers and 

visitors and finding that my research does not exist in a vacuum. Others have begun, 

renewed, or shared existing research with me, substantiating the vast potential 

scope of research centred on this multi-faceted personality. I have had the pleasure 

of watching a timeline of the development of the collector and collection evolve that 

has seen the stories told at Tatton stripped back to their roots and re-spun based on 

fact and fun. The most important education for me has been to see the world from 

my armchair, travelling by Mauriceôs side on his exciting adventures through 

America, Africa and India. I have had the opportunity to experience the world of an 

important and unique individual, and for that I will always be gratefu
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1 Impact and Contribution 

 

The Maurice Egerton Collection at Tatton Park is an unrevealed treasure. This thesis 

attempts a thorough imagining of the collectionôs rationale and promotion of its 

unique identity and legacy through an appreciation of an unusual history of 

prolonged private ownership. It recognises Maurice Egertonôs individual and valuable 

contribution to the activity of aristocratic travel and collecting in the early twentieth 

century1. This resolves a tendency to exclude the role of the collector from object 

histories by bringing more context of the collector into play alongside the narrative of 

the collection. In promoting the value of the MEC as an unvisited resource, this 

thesis contributes pertinent and valuable information to the context of elite male 

aristocratic collecting and representation.  

Amassed by the 4th Baron Egerton on his travels around the world between 1896-

1958, the 1213 objects are literally a collection of a lifetime2. Half of the objects are 

of African origin with fourteen countries represented; the majority sourced from 

British East Africa, Sudan and Somalia. Objects from China, Mexico, Cyprus, 

California, Alaska, British Columbia and India can also be found in the collection. 

Maurice Egertonôs passport in the Tatton Park archive is crowded with stamps (figure 

1) and when placed alongside his travel diaries it makes it possible to track his 

movements across the globe in pursuit of objects for his collection. The largest 

proportion of his objects can be categorised as natural history, including 192 

                                                           
1
 Throughout this thesis the collector will be referred to as Maurice. This is not to trivialise or over familiarise 

the collector, but is based upon standard interpretation at Tatton Park. It also serves as a simple abbreviation 
for his formal title of Fourth Baron Egerton of Tatton and to differentiate him from other Egerton family 
members referenced in this thesis. 
2
 The Collections Management Systems database at Tatton Park lists 1213 objects as being part of the MEC. 

The actual number of objects is likely to be much higher due to inconsistent cataloguing- i.e. some objects 
have been documented individually and some counted once as sets. The number can be further speculated 
when considering what is to be included as part of the collection. For example, the organ rolls and vehicles 
were collected by Maurice but are not included in this count, but should still be seen as part of the collection. 
After MauriceΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мфру ŀƴŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƪŜƻǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¢ǊǳǎǘΣ ŀ ǎŀƭŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 
quantity of objects seen as not necessary to the integrity and future of the site. Consequently, some items 
would have been lost in this sale. 
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taxidermy ñtrophiesò and 500 other specimens including animal skins, hooves, sinew, 

bones, butterflies, eggs and shells. The secondary focus of the collection was 

ethnography, including tools, basketry, clothing, weaponry and jewellery sourced 

from indigenous communities with whom Maurice made contact. Smaller quantities 

of geology, including rocks, fossils and minerals, and archaeology, including pottery 

and glass, complete the collection. 

Figure 1: Mauriceôs passport filled with travel stamps up until 1923, TPA 

 

Vast in scope, defying logical taxonomy and representing a lifetimeôs work, it is 

difficult to define the collection according either to content or context. The best 

measure of its rationale was dictated by Maurice himself in his will of 1958. Forced to 

be explicit in the delineation of his collection, he specified that it consisted of: 

ñMy collection of sporting trophies such as heads horns skins stuffed fish and 

other trophiesémy native curios or other curios and collectionséalso my 

large brown game book in which my big game and other collections are 

listedéall other articles at the date of my death in the Tenantsô Hall including 

pipe organ and other musical instruments and all other exhibits of various 
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kinds in the rooms near the Tenantsô Hall including the old cars and the coach 

in the stable yard and all my firearmsò3. 

This large and rambling collection has never been cohesive. Constantly growing and 

evolving during the lifetime of the collector, since his death it has retreated from view 

and become fragmented. Its tumultuous history of expansion and regime change 

responds fantastically to the idea of the ñcultural biographyò, which tracks the 

changing meanings of objects and collections as their lives unravel over time4. The 

identity of the entire collection is viewed as being made up of distinct commodities 

purposely sought by Maurice to contribute something to the whole. Belk sums up this 

essential object/human relationship by arguing that ñcollectors create, combine, 

classify, and curate the objects they acquire in such a way that a new product, the 

collection, emergesò5. Therefore, the rationale of the collection can only be 

understood alongside the agency and ideology of the collector. 

The process of gathering and making meanings through objects has different 

implications each time it is performed according to the unique social significance of 

the collector. This cultural biography cannot make sense of the status shifts of the 

collection without understanding why and how it was appropriate for Maurice to 

begin to amass it. This thesis makes known ñhow people over time reveal 

themselves through the ways they interpret or re-contextualise othersò6 and confirms 

Amesôs argument that to track the evolution of object meanings we must first 

understand the identity of the institutions that govern them. Not only are the 

collective meanings and identities of objects defined through associations with each 

other, but also through the social outlook of the collector. The collection is the unique 

product of the collector and would not exist without his interference. Measuring the 

quantity and quality of this interference contributes to the construction of the cultural 

biography.  

This thesis has chosen to map the establishment of the collection by using an 

adaptation of the cultural biography method. It does not present a sterile timeline of 
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the development and uses of the collection but seeks to understand how change has 

been made possible by the unique circumstances of the collector. This requires an 

analysis of the social context of the collector to be completed alongside the cultural 

biography of objects to comprehend how their intent and purpose was conceived and 

deployed through the key milestones of acquisition and display. This thesis is 

therefore a two-way process: object interpretation informs the identity of Maurice and 

Tatton Park, and researching the social background of Maurice reveals why he 

collected and displayed objects in particular ways.  

Hill describes how a cultural biography ñoffers a way of understanding the 

relationships between people and between people and thingsò7. This is particularly 

relevant to this study of the MEC which has the potential to construct a picture of its 

collector alongside the agency of the objects due to the existence of a large amount 

of primary diary evidence telling of the personal motivations behind Mauriceôs 

collecting and the private context of exhibition in his own home. Able to unite objects 

from the MEC with diary entries and primary source material for the first time, this 

thesis follows the trajectories of the collector and collection in tandem as their lives 

impacted upon each other. The significant stages in the life of the MEC and the 

changing roles the objects have assumed throughout their social lives are presented 

as a series of interventions staged by the collector.  

Analysing the changing uses and connotations of MEC uncovers new information 

about the relationships between collector and collection situated in the historical and 

social frameworks of the early twentieth century. This is achieved by the exposition 

of key objects as case studies that pinpoint significant moments in the self-

expression of the collector. The case studies build a timeline of the growth and 

development of Maurice as a collector through the analysis of acquisition and display 

techniques that represent the key demonstrations of his ideology. This thesis begins 

with an investigation into Mauriceôs background to gauge his appreciation of the 

material world and meanings cast upon his objects. It considers social and economic 

factors that shaped Mauriceôs emerging identity as a collector and the extent to 

which his collecting was unique, pioneering or merely predictable in light of these 

constraints. Maurice can be seen to have explored the boundaries of his social 
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position through the tangible practice of collecting and interpreting material and 

natural culture. His attempt at mastering his collection was an exercise in self 

representation as he established an identity that was necessary and relevant to 

modern times.  

As part of an aristocratic ideal, this thesis surmises that Maurice may have felt it both 

natural and necessary to represent himself through the objects he chose to acquire. 

The example of his ancestors each bringing a personal selection of goods to the 

overall collection of furniture and art within their ancestral home placed expectations 

on Maurice to continue a tradition to preserve and expand the collection of material 

property. Balanced with this need to conform to the role of aristocratic householder 

was a desire to add objects that reflected his own personality to differentiate himself 

from his forbears. Introducing such objects into the house was a public affirmation of 

identity and demonstrated a natural process of family succession by a conformation 

to an expected way of behaviour. As each successive generation of Egerton men 

lived through developments of science and technology, their personal selection of 

objects instilled in the fabric of Tatton Park demonstrated their grasp on modern life 

and a renewed bid for relevance within it. The objects available to Maurice and their 

acquisition were defined by a unique set of rules that dictated what was possible.  

In particular, Maurice is defined as a ñMale Collectorò, a term used distinctly in this 

thesis to refer to an upper middle class and aristocratic tradition of travelling and 

amassing specific material evidence of a superior physical, intellectual and economic 

privilege. Mauriceôs diaries provide pivotal access to the world of the Male Collector. 

They are interpreted for the first time as valuable writings that present themes of 

masculine ascendency, heightened ethical responsibility and the implementation of 

order.  Their production took place amongst a tradition of documentary writing by 

elite males to narrate and authenticate the Imperial experience. This thesis suggests 

that Mauriceôs writing did not exist in a vacuum, but was a social production and 

essential accompaniment to his collected objects. 

Questions of how, why and where the MEC was amassed are central to this thesis, 

but challenging ñwhy were specific objects collected and not others?ò, and ñhow have 

they been interpreted in specific contexts?ò attempts to reach the heart of the 

collection. This thesis draws parallels and highlights common themes and 
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motivations with other collectors and collections, but ultimately argues that the MEC 

is a distinct entity shaped by unique circumstances.  

Overall, this thesis will demonstrate that both the collector and collection take their 

place amongst contemporaries that were created and driven by a philosophy of elite 

male Imperialism. Maurice was a product of his times, shaped by an aristocratic 

legacy of privilege and a tradition of expressing the self through the appropriation of 

things. The MEC was the material embodiment of his world view, which was 

historically derived. Therefore, the development of Mauriceôs social biography is 

irrevocably linked to the cultural biography of his collection. A series of unusual 

circumstances that deviated from that of his ancestors had substantial implications 

for his collection, which quickly outgrew the scale and efforts of any previous Egerton 

endeavour.  

The rationale of the MEC reveals Mauriceôs individual interpretation of the world 

available to him, and how he defined his place within it. His objects appealed to him 

in a fundamental way at a historically derived moment in time. Their assembly and 

arrangement enabled him to order and make sense of the world in microcosm. 

Therefore, the MEC provides insight into Mauriceôs particular interpretation of 

aristocratic male advantage and brings new knowledge to collecting in the late 

Imperial world. 
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1.2 Aims 

 

Four main aims have been identified to concentrate the scope of this research: 

1. Establish the foundations and contextual frameworks of the MEC through the 

format of a cultural biography. This method will best reveal how disparate 

objects have come together to form a collection, and exposes the fluidity of 

object meanings from acquisition to exhibition. 

2. Use the rationale of the collection to reveal the purposes and motivations of 

the collector. This will establish the nature of the reciprocal relationship 

between collector and collection and demonstrate that the histories and 

identities of the two are defined through associations with each other.  

3. Unite primary source material with the objects in the MEC for the first time to 

uncover unique historical evidence of collecting practices in the early 

twentieth century. In doing so, this thesis will expand understanding of cross 

cultural, and cross natural exchanges and situate Maurice within an exclusive 

social context of aristocratic collecting.  

4. Return ñmythologicalò interpretation of the MEC at Tatton Park to a factual 

basis. This thesis aims to share the stories uncovered with a wide audience 

including visitors, researchers, museums and curators from within the 

National Trust. It will advocate the continued importance of the MEC to the 

narrative of Tatton Park and wider ethos of the National Trust. 
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1.3 Methodology and Use of Sources 

 

This thesis proposes to translate the language of objects in the MEC by means of a 

cultural biography. A cultural biography is constructed through shifts in economic 

status, whereby objects move in and out of the commodity sphere depending on 

their contextual circumstances, uses, and the social identities and purposes of the 

people coming into contact with them. A selection of objects in the MEC are studied 

by making sense of their changing connotations from when they were appropriated 

to when they were displayed by Maurice. A biography represents a series of ñcultural 

markersò1 beginning with formation or construction, the effective ñbirthò of the object. 

As this thesis focuses specifically on the life of the collection and its relationship with 

the collector, it does not consider the representations of objects in their lives before 

collection. This biography begins at the point of acquisition, a comparative ñbirthò 

point of the overall collection. At this point, each object was judged worthy to be 

absorbed into a new community of meaning and their original association as 

necessary objects of culture or nature was lost.  

The economic value and the implied ñstatusò of an object are measured firstly by the 

sacrifice made by Maurice to acquire it, and furthered through the level and nature of 

the care he bestowed through curatorship. Status shifts are also apparent through 

the signification of relationships with people and other objects. This necessitates an 

understanding of the social influences that led Maurice to assemble and order his 

collection, as well as an unravelling of the cultural and social bias of his governance. 

Mauriceôs objects were prescribed increased value as they were collected in a 

competitive market. Comparisons are made with other collectors operating in the 

Male Collector social milieu. The varieties of objects within the MEC are a unique 

combination, but it is constructive to identify collections of similar material assembled 

by men of comparable means and opportunity. This bestows an understanding of the 

singular development of the MEC, and facilitates appraisal of the life cycles of certain 

ñtypesò of collection collected by ñtypesò of people. Brief comparisons with 

contemporaries such as Powell Cotton and Lord Delamere determine that it is not 

always possible to imagine a standard model of the life cycle of collections 

established in this time period.   
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Acquisition is a key upheaval in the biography of collections, but following this 

milestone meanings continue to be constructed, developed and remade through 

display. Vergo argues that we should next look at exhibitions to see how the 

biography of an object is formed2. In this way, an object can be seen to build a 

career in the same way as a person if its participation in exhibitions is documented 

as a curriculum vitae. Changing contexts of the object over time can be assessed by 

various factors, such as physical position in displays, relationships with other objects, 

interpretation through labels and text panels and consumption by different 

audiences. Each of these factors can cause an object to assume new responsibilities 

and significations. Mauriceôs original display can be reconstructed by examining 

original photographs, documentation and accounts of physical location and effect. 

Tracking developments and modifications in the presentation of his objects continues 

the cultural biography by recognising the dynamic nature of objects post acquisition.  

A large quantity of primary source material provides considerable scope for this 

cultural biography to construct a detailed life story. However, limitations are imposed 

by the format of an academic thesis which dictates word and time limits that 

discourage a full and protracted account. Although the extent of the archive allows 

biographical data to be retrieved for almost every object in the collection, only a 

small selection are targeted to ensure a more thorough exposition of their lives. As 

this study is concerned with the construction of the relationship between collector 

and collection then this biography has chosen to focus exclusively on following the 

objects during the lifetime of the collector, and not on their lives before or after his 

appearance. This covers a sixty year period in which Maurice was the sole instigator 

of the collectionôs fate. The identity of the collection post 1958 will be briefly 

considered to attempt to measure Mauriceôs legacy, but does not form a crucial part 

of this research.  

The success of any cultural biography is dependent on the availability of evidence 

disclosing its status shifts. Despite the promise of a cultural biography to celebrate 

and amplify the voice of material culture, a full account of the journey and 

development of the object cannot be achieved without external evidence. Lubar and 

Kingsley agree that artefacts must be ñused in conjunction withédocumentary 
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sourcesò to ñwiden our view of historyò3. A collection with no record of its ownership 

and uses will remain isolated and unreachable. The evidence for the changing 

circumstances of the MEC is found in the documentation of the collector, and it is 

through the analysis of these discourses that a full and engaging biography can be 

formed. A wealth of primary evidence associated with the MEC facilitates an 

unusually complete and rich account of the acquisition and use of a private collection 

in the early twentieth century.  

As Mauriceôs diaries are the main sources used to assemble the stories of his 

collection, it is essential to outline the approach taken to interpret his written 

language. The genre of diary writing and its use within an ñinstitutionò of travel and 

recreation represents a socially constructed pattern of behaviour for men of a 

particular breeding and outlook. Mauriceôs diaries and other written correspondence 

have been used as tools to reveal the outlook and social structure of the author. 

Textual analysis uncovers how Maurice regarded his collection as it was formed and 

managed, enabling the cultural biography to take shape. As McNay argues, textual 

analysis allows us to take ña step behind the notion of the authorò to understand the 

discursive structures that enable and permit him to use language in such a way4. 

Identifying shared characteristics within the production of diaries should show the 

historical inheritance behind Mauriceôs language, speech and behaviour.  

Using and comparing Mauriceôs diaries as primary evidence reveals that a collective 

use of discourse was type casted by those in the Male Collector network. Danaher et 

al defines discourse as ña type of language associated with an institution, and 

includes the ideas and statements which express an institutionôs valuesò5. 

Documentary reflections and factual reportage of collecting demonstrated legitimate 

membership of this social group. Georgakopoulou and Goutsos argee that ñtexts can 

only be understood in their immediate and wider contexts of occurrence. Texts are 

communicative units embedded in social and cultural practices, shaping and being 

shaped by themò6. Joy condenses this to the statement: ñwriting does not occur in a 
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vacuumò7. This confirms that a text can only be fully appreciated when put into its 

wider context of when it was written, who was writing it and for what purpose.  

This thesis evaluates Mauriceôs background in comparison with the activities of 

peers and contemporaries to construct social parameters that exist on a crucial, but 

largely invisible, level. Hall argues that ñwe are born into a language, its codes and 

meaningsò, suggesting that language is a social phenomenon and a person must 

follow the rules if he wishes to be understood8. Assessing the stylistic elements and 

content of language in Mauriceôs diaries is crucial to establishing the rules of his 

background, as well as any unique contribution to the field of collecting in this time 

period. In particular, Thompson argues that ñlanguage has been centralò to a process 

whereby ñpeople envisage themselves as belonging to larger communitiesò9. He 

identifies a ñlanguage of imperialismò based upon ña specific historical settingò 

amalgamating politics, military campaigns and racial awareness10. This is a useful 

framework to understand the institution of the Male Collector, whose language 

developed alongside the context of Imperial omnipotence. 

Nineteenth century diaries are useful sources to determine how masculinities were 

played out through a personal and introspective form of self-expression. Diary writing 

amongst Big Game hunters of the period was commonplace, although many have 

not survived or been shared outside of family units. Hammerle describes a ñgolden 

ageò of primarily male diarists operating in this period who used diary writing to 

regulate their behaviour through constant reflection11. An excellent comparison 

would be the writings of Alexander Weston Jarvis, transcribed and published for the 

first time in 201412. Not exclusively a hunting diary, his writings covered periods of 

military service and leisure in Africa at the close of the nineteenth century, including 

time spent on safari with Maurice in 1896. Similarly, Powell Cotton used annual Army 
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and Navy issue Scribbling diaries to document his activity in campaigns in Africa as 

well as his collecting expeditions13. Spiers dictates that written output from soldiers at 

this time was ñfar from rareò, and that many officers kept diaries to chronicle their 

exploits14. Diaries that cross genres from military campaign to hunting party draw 

parallels between the two activities, suggesting that Big Game hunting became a 

peacetime alternative to exercise masculine virtues.  

Hammerle identifies the documentary travel journal as a sub-category of diary 

commonly produced at this time which particularly allowed the writer to practice ñself-

education and self-disciplineò15. This can be seen in the diaries of both Maurice and 

Major Powell Cotton, who provided an ñessential colonial toolkitò in appendices to his 

writings to enable others to follow in his footsteps16. Aside from content, similarities 

are also found in the presentation and lexis of diaries of Male Collectors. Powell 

Cottonôs diaries have been described as ñstilted, scrupulous, matter of fact 

documentaryò17. These adjectives are equally as appropriate to Mauriceôs style of 

writing. 

The value of diaries written by eminent figures was recognised as crucial to Imperial 

discourses, with many of them brought into print. Diaries of game hunts and travels 

in Africa by writers such as Percy and Frederick Selous, Arthur Blayney Percival and 

Rowland Ward encouraged and legitimised the emerging sport and British presence 

in Africa. MacKenzie describes how these texts were crucial in embedding scientific 

ideas into Imperial rule18. These volumes existed in Mauriceôs private library, and the 

style and content of their writing provided the inspiration for his own diaries. The 

publication of memoirs and field notebooks helped to align the collection of natural 

history and objects of ethnography with an emerging interest in science and the 

natural world, rather than discourses of supremacy and cultural appropriation. 

However, their publication meant that original private texts were likely to have been 

adapted or censored for mass appeal. In contrast, unpublished and unadulterated 
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diaries such as Mauriceôs have not been changed, edited or given new meanings, 

thus providing valuable insight into their social context. 

The primary texts available to this thesis were inventoried and assessed at the 

beginning of this research. A plethora of photographs, correspondence and receipts 

pertaining to the life of Maurice were found to exist in the Tatton Park Archive and 

Chester Records Office. To better inform case studies and contextual awareness, 

records relating to Mauriceôs contemporaries and their activities were located at 

Rhodes House at the University of Oxford, Scarborough Museums Trust, Quex Park 

in Kent and Cuckfield Museum in Sussex. Useful secondary material, including 

visitor feedback, oral history and exhibition research at Tatton Park were highlighted 

to provide retrospective views of the MEC. Mauriceôs diaries, beginning in 1896 and 

covering almost every year until 1956, were intended to be the main resource for this 

research. These held abundant potential to make a unique contribution to knowledge 

surrounding travel and collecting in the early twentieth century. Deposited at CRO for 

posterity, the diaries are notoriously user-unfriendly. Ranging in size from small 

pocket notebooks to large exercise book, the scrawled pencil handwriting is 

cramped, faded and barely legible. In 2012 a portion of the diaries was 

photographed and digitised by a team of volunteers at Tatton Park. This has been 

greatly beneficial to this research, allowing the quality of the images to be enhanced 

and accessed remotely.  

Samples of Mauriceôs diaries were accessed to give preliminary understanding of 

their nature and scope. This informed the selection of an appropriate method to 

effectively appraise their content and select the information required to construct this 

thesis. Although gripping and exciting to read, their vastness appeared 

insurmountable for a concentrated research project. An approach was needed to 

streamline the retrieval of useful information. Certain necessary factual information 

within the diaries was colour coded. This information was thought to be essential in 

forming an impression of Maurice, as well as beginning the process of the cultural 

biography. The information sought was as follows:  

1. Relationships with people. A list of acquaintances was established to better 

understand the network of friendships and relationships that directly or 
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indirectly aided collecting. Amongst these names, certain notable figures 

operating alongside Maurice were assigned to the group of ñMale Collectorsò. 

2. Locations visited. This included mode of travel, length of visit, 

remoteness/ease of access and purpose of visit. This information was used to 

gauge an understanding of the options open to Maurice, and how he exploited 

them. In addition, a timeline was constructed to keep track of his movements 

and highlight the extent and frequency of his travels. 

3. Objects collected. This included location, time and intent. Information about 

the type, nature and number of objects collected was recorded to gauge 

Mauriceôs opinions of their worth and value to his collection. Acquisitions were 

measured against the timeline of places visited, highlighting correlations of 

popular collecting regions and periods in the collectorôs life. 

4. The process of exchange. This included persons involved, and method of 

exchange. This was intended to reveal Mauriceôs position and role within the 

acquisition process and the type of transaction that took place. 

This information was accrued through a process of close reading of the diaries. The 

objects selected for case studies received priority, and their accounts have been 

located and followed through Mauriceôs texts. Aside from content, further information 

was taken from the stylistic elements of Mauriceôs texts. Structural features of the 

text such as genre, length, presentation, legibility and lexis are all factors thought to 

reveal the intentions and confidence of the curator. 

Due to the size of the collection, it has not been feasible to record the circumstances 

surrounding the acquisition and display of each object. Instead, objects have been 

chosen as case studies and their place and contribution to the identity of the overall 

collection have been examined. Where possible, these objects have been selected 

as typical examples of the wider collection, and representative of the passing of time 

and development in Mauriceôs career. Realistically, their selection has also been 

influenced by the level of documentation available. These case studies illuminate the 

key milestones in the rationale and identity of the collection, revealing as much as 

possible about their worth to the collector, the process of exchange and the 

connotations of display. As a sample, these studies track the development of 

Maurice into a collector, following the progress of his construction of identity and 

signifying tangible links with people and places. Each object case study represents a 
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snap shot through which the identity of the collector is framed at a given moment in 

time.  

This thesis divides its source material into chapters that follow a chronological 

development of collector and collection throughout their association with each other. 

Chapter two places this study and the collection itself into its wider context. It 

addresses the construction of the Male Collector, setting out arguments that suggest 

he can be both ñbornò and ñmadeò. Chapter three begins the process of biography by 

marking the transition from Mauriceôs first tentative travels abroad as an outsider to 

highlighting examples of Mauriceôs expressions of superiority which concluded his 

successful assimilation into the Male Collector group. Chapter four addresses the 

rules of the group, establishing how Mauriceôs collecting practices were influenced 

and governed. It sets out the ethical implications of Mauriceôs collecting, 

demonstrating that temperance and an awareness of conservation came to play an 

increasingly visible role in his collecting methods. Having established the rules, 

chapter five traces their application in acquisition methods. It follows the evolution of 

Maurice into an ordered collector seeking to establish a reputation as a successful 

and restrained Male Collector. The connotations of Mauriceôs display at his Cheshire 

home of Tatton Park are set out in chapter six, which also discusses the legacy of 

the MEC and Mauriceôs struggle to ensure that it endured the passing of time. 
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Chapter 2: The Maurice Egerton Collection in Context 

 

2.1 Situating the Maurice Egerton Collection 

 

To research a history of the MEC, it is necessary to acknowledge the abilities of 

objects to communicate meaningful narratives. Historians tend to rely on ñtext-based 

sourcesò19 as objects have been widely acknowledged to be ñmuteò and unable to 

speak of their history or purpose without human intervention20. An individual or 

institution would speak for an object through interpretation, of which they were 

always in control. More recent theory contradicts this, supposing that objects 

accumulate meanings of their own throughout their lives. Knell argues that the 

potential of studying material culture itself is widely underestimated in academic 

research, and that due to this, historians often fail when studying the history of social 

practice21. Franco agrees that ñobjects serve an active role in peopleôs livesò, 

therefore, ñmaterial culture studies that analyse the social context and iconographic 

meanings of objects can add considerably to an understanding of attitudes not 

otherwise recorded in written documentsò22. Shelton proposes that objects can be 

used as historical evidence and ñfunction like language in providing meaningful, 

comprehensible and appropriate communicationò23. These views allow that objects 

can and should be invested with value and brought to the forefront of historical 

discourses. 

The key study to give agency to objects was performed by Kopytoff who argued that 

objects can be seen to have biographies that can take shape independently of 

human interference24. This is condensed effectively by Lyons, who argues that 
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ñthings are the agents of social life, not only the passive reflections of itò25. Appadurai 

agrees that ñeven though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode 

things with significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things-in-motion 

that illuminate their human and social contextò26. Cultural biographies have most 

commonly been employed to track the histories of objects and collections with the 

purpose of revealing a useful history to augment understanding of their role and 

relevance to the museum or venue of today27. Ames explains how this can be 

achieved by following ñthe social history of the object from origin to current 

destination, including the changing meanings as the object is continually redefined 

along the wayò28. The curator and exhibition venue is active in making meanings, 

and Ames agrees that we should comprehend them as a ñlayered object and 

machine for re-contextualisationò29. Tythacott found it important to document the 

involvement of a series of curators in her biography of Chinese bronzes at Liverpool 

Museum30. She believes that the changing meanings of objects can only be 

understood in tandem with an appreciation of the institutional ideologies of their 

institutions31. This approach has been used in recent object and collection 

biographies by Henderson32, Poulter33 and Everest34, who have accepted the 

strengths of the cultural biography methodology in creating useful timelines in the 

histories of the collections they have studied.  

Although Carreau argues that ñpersonal, institutional, collection and object 

biographies need to be examined togetherò to fully illustrate the complexities of a 
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cultural biography35, in reality their focus and content can be extremely varied. The 

wide variety of substance and the distinction of taste in collections of objects greatly 

influence the focus of cultural biographies, dictating what information can be usefully 

mined from studying their past lives. For example, Coutu uses a biography of 

elephant specimens in the Powell Cotton collection to augment scientific 

understanding of elephant habitats in British East Africa36. He does not consider the 

complex relationships between the hunter and his prey, preferring to recognise the 

strengths of collections in revealing their original contexts of ecology. In contrast, 

Marvin argues that collections of animal trophies must always be linked to their 

hunter due to a strong relationship forged through the acquisition process37. He 

states that it should not be possible for biographies of natural history trophy 

collections to separate and ignore this strong bond of personal memory38. 

Personal memory is usually lost in collections where there is a lack of evidence or 

institutional reluctance to present a complete account, causing biographies to favour 

the situational connotations of the objects themselves rather than the stories and 

significance of people and collectors. For example, a ñculture of amnesiaò present at 

Manchester Museum prevented Poulter from investigating the multitude of donors 

responsible for the formation of the West African collections39. In his biographical 

study of an overlooked private collector, Jordan concurs that museums today rarely 

investigate the name in the donor section of their records, and that tracing the life 

and background of these names could provide ñinsightò and ñmeaningò to their 

collections40. He argues that these hidden histories of the acquisition of objects prior 

to museum donation are an important stage in their lives and should be better 

understood and put to use by the museums that display them. His biography 

establishes a series of unrelated objects as the ñErnest Marsh collectionò, a 
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collective entity formed by the private endeavours of an individual collector41. This 

thesis similarly establishes the ñMaurice Egerton collectionò, and traces its 

emergence as a product of an elite aristocratic masculine collector. 

Collections sought for and displayed in private homes have a long tradition in British 

aristocratic society. This has been shown by Stobart who argues that ñdynastic 

consumption was seen as an essentially male concernò and that it was crucial for 

elite status to be delineated through the display of ñluxury, taste and 

connoisseurshipò42. ñLavish, splendidò spending was the ñhallmark of the aristocracyò 

as it allowed them to distinguish themselves as a cohesive social group43.  

Country house collections were amassed over generations, and although varied in 

quantity and design, they were relatively united by theme and expectation. Suitable 

objects might be collections of art, books, furniture, ceramics and textiles. This 

affected constraint in consumption choices due to the expectation that heirs would 

continue to collect certain types of objects that would suggest continuity with the past 

and would fit into the material culture of a country estate. The contents of houses 

were so predictable as to be interchangeable. Sir Richard Sykes of Sledmere 

purchased an organ that had been built for Dunecht House in 194744. Two Turner 

paintings depicting Tabley Hall commissioned by Sir John Fleming Leicester of 

Tabley were bought by the Earl of Egremont for his collection of Turnerôs at 

Petworth45. This trade in country house commodities continued at Tatton Park where 

a seventeenth century oak panel staircase was moved to the house from Hough End 

Hall46. Two great collectors of art in the Tatton Park family were Wilbraham Egerton 

and his grandson, also Wilbraham, 2nd Baron. Their collections enriched the interiors 

they inherited in the nineteenth century and demonstrated their taste for early Italian 

and Flemish artists. 

Aristocratic collections become more diverse into the late nineteenth century when 

examined in context with increased interaction with new peoples and ideas. Conflicts 
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of inheritance caused heirs to struggle with a balance of tradition and continuity, and 

contemporary and personal desires to collect new material. Stobart describes a 

duality in the material culture of the elite, whereby heritance and the connection to an 

established past competed with fashion and a desire to collect what was new and 

novel47. It was as important for families to preserve, display and inherit the treasures 

of their forbears as it was for them to spend on modern furnishings and fashions that 

represented their current status of wealth and distinction. However, this also limited 

the individuality of the next generation as ñthe obligations of retaining family 

collections served to constrain an individualôs consumption choicesò48. 

Collections such as the MEC might be seen to be a development of an aristocratic 

historic inheritance rather than a unique and strange irregularity. Private collections 

of natural history and ethnography were commonly collected by elite males in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century and displayed in the home49. The term ñcabinet 

of curiosityò has been applied primarily to princely or elite private collections of the 

renaissance, whereby men would seek exotic and rare objects and arrange them to 

represent his understanding and position in the modern world. Tosi describes these 

cabinets as housing ñthe marvellous, the singular, the unusualò objects including 

ñelephant tusks, crocodiles, ostrich eggs, unicorn, rhinoceros and deer horns and 

bezoarsò displayed in cabinets in the stately homeò50. This description resonates with 

the MEC over 300 years later, with almost all of those stereotypical ñwondersò being 

present in Mauriceôs private home collection. Tosiôs adjectives could also define the 

priorities of the MEC, which was essentially an assemblage of objects of the ñotherò 

gathered to inspire awe and generate respect.  

Although some private collections of this nature continued to be amassed into the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Alberti notes a general shift from the 

personal cabinet to ñlearned institutionò and ñmunicipal ownershipò in the late 
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Victorian period51. Furthermore, he believes that private collectors were keen for 

their collections to be accepted by museums52. Therefore, the worth and status of 

collections that remained in private hands and were once accepted as personal 

ñcuriosò became more contested and conspicuous amongst the traditional trappings 

of a country house.  

Other sources agree that private collections that were assigned a curiosity context in 

the nineteenth century began to be viewed with an air of disrespect. MacGregor 

describes a curiosity stereotype of ñirredeemable quaintness, of random conjunctions 

of unrelated specimens brought together by chance and in an essentially haphazard 

mannerò53. Bann argues that such collections were seen as a threat to ñthe 

benevolent ideal of useful instructionò associated with museum collections, and as 

such they are more in keeping with unregulated private collections which were a 

ñchaotic, regressive domain, half hidden from the public eyeò54. The preferred, 

legitimate, model of collecting was to seek scientific examples of specimens or 

cultural objects in complete sets, according to an institutional belief in the need for 

collections to educate rather than amuse. 

Private collections such as the MEC may have used wondrous objects to draw the 

initial gaze of the viewer, but it is clear that his attention was sustained through 

further interpretation that demonstrated the knowledge and world view of the 

collector. Tosi suggests that this was apparent in seventeenth century cabinets, 

whereby ñwonderò introduced and sustained ñteachingò55, and that the true intention 

of these cabinets has long been misunderstood.  Impey, Oliver and MacGregor 

agree that curiosity collections should not be relegated as disordered and 

inconsequential56. They promote the value of collections amassed by wealthy 

collectors and interpret their activity as an attempt to value their world, in keeping 

with the idea that collections reflect the social understandings of their makers57. 
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George agrees that amongst the manifold intentions of curio objects, including 

ñcontinuing as records of their owners travels, as status symbols, as reflections of 

the general desire to collect odds and ends and pretty thingsò, their essential 

existence was to contribute ñto the ordering of the natural worldò58.  

An inherent problem with curiosity objects is that they remain heavily authored, and 

require considerable narrative expression to present them to an audience. In private 

collections this can be renegotiated as a benefit as objects claim a strong 

association with their collector and curator, whose continued care binds them ever 

tighter to his own identity. Therefore, the private country house context can be seen 

as the only legitimate platform to display ñcuriousò objects to enable them to share 

undiluted narratives of their life journeys. These objects are not isolated or ridiculed, 

but prescribed new significance as objects that appealed collectively to the collector 

and reflect his passage through the world.  

Whilst it may not be accurate to prescribe a curiosity label to the MEC, its apparent 

reputation as a house of curios should not be seen as derogatory or absolute. 

Thomas argues that the very term ñcuriosityò makes possible human history, 

whereby collectors are distinguished from ordinary men through their ñcapacity to 

venture into and indeed to dominate many environmentsò59. Although the MEC is 

unique in its scale, content and history, such collections retained in private hands are 

not, as Alberti suggests, rare60. It is apparent that many travellers worked diligently at 

ñthe business of museum makingò through their collecting priorities, but a multitude 

of collections were retained in domestic spaces61. MacKenzie agrees that ñimperial 

objects were everywhereò, not just in the great institutions but also in ñgreat country 

houses and private homesò62. Examples of notable collections are identified in 

chapter 6 of this thesis, and included the collections of the Brocklehurst family at 

Swythamley Hall, and Powell Cotton at Quex Park. 
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To comprehend the rationale of any collection, it is clear that cultural biographies 

must be socially informed and take into account the changing representations of 

objects as they are classified into cultural categories. Ames outlines several possible 

ways of viewing objects; as ñcommodity, as artefact, as specimen, as art, as 

someone elseôs heirloom, treasured cultural heritage, or sacred emblemò and proves 

that these can be different ways of seeing the same thing at different phases in its 

life63.  It is important to realise that no object is neutral, and in particular Trentmann 

reminds us that objects collected in the age of Empire have deep rooted associations 

with European supremacy and fortunes64. 

Although designed with museum collections in mind, Pearceôs definitions of souvenir, 

systematic or fetish objects remain a prominent discourse and are a useful starting 

point to unravel object meanings within the MEC65. ñSouvenirsò have come to be 

associated with single collectors, memorialising significant moments in their life 

history66. Such objects are very responsive to interpretation using the biography 

method as they represent key events and relay stories of people and places. 

Mauriceôs objects can be viewed at their most fundamental level as mementos of his 

travels and evidence of his participation in important historic moments in time. They 

retain this significance through exhibition as they hold a ñglamour-by-associationò 

and tangible legacy for their collector67.  

As they remain irrevocably tied up with the identity of the collector, souvenir objects 

are said to become ñboring and embarrassingò if interest in them does not span the 

passing of time or they become detached from the story of their collector68. Stewart 

agrees that objects are ñsaturated with meanings that will never be fully revealed to 

usò69 as we can never truly repeat the authentic experience of the collector. These 

limitations do not apply to the MEC, which has survived almost intact in its original 

setting it continues its association with its collector. Extensive accompanying 
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documentation surrounding its acquisition can also bring us closer to a full imagining 

of the significance of the souvenir. Despite this potential to link Mauriceôs objects as 

souvenirs, this approach would not necessary engender information that is useful or 

relevant to how the collection is viewed today. As Stewart suggests, the souvenir is 

retrospective rather than reaching ñoutwards towards the futureò70. In the recent 

timeline of the collectionôs life it is apparent that its prestige has waned as Mauriceôs 

activities have become difficult to equate with modern sensibilities. To meet the aim 

of this thesis to advocate the continued importance of the collection to the identity of 

Tatton Park, a deeper analysis of its rationale and legacy is required. 

A ñsouvenirò reading of the MEC can be useful, but the second of Pearceôs 

categories, ñsystematicò, suggests that it is superficial and overly simplistic to truly 

address the complexities of its rationale. The term ñsystematicò is applied to 

collections that openly demonstrate knowledge to public audiences as opposed to 

the furtive and shameful private world of the collector. They are purposeful and 

logical, emphasising classification, an ordered and dedicated mind and the ability to 

complete a set. Therefore, these collections are most favoured by museums as 

complete sets are conceived as a display with a logical formation and they carry no 

awkward or sentimental bias of the original collector71. As such, they rarely remain in 

private hands as they hold no personal meaning to a collector who desires that his 

series will become complete and aspires towards museum donation. The diversity of 

Mauriceôs collections, the organised methods of collecting and arranging 

demonstrate the orderly mind of a systematic collector. Systematic collections also fit 

with the image of a man wanting to control an image of the world through 

microcosm.  

The apparent antonym of systematic is the ñfetishò. Fetish collections are defined as 

samples of a similar thing that satisfy or subconsciously control the collector72. These 

objects play a large role in shaping the collectorôs personality, rather than the objects 

being a passive reflection of it as in souvenir or systematic collecting. Gathercole 

describes this phenomenon as existing when artefacts ñare assumed to be what they 
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are notò73. A collector will form a strong personal need for the object, making it ever 

necessary to seek more of the same for a renewal of stimulation, becoming enslaved 

to the imagined power of the object. Accumulation of these objects will stop only with 

ñdeath, bankruptcy or a sudden shift of interestò74. This thesis establishes that the 

scale of Mauriceôs collecting activity was pursued to the detriment of his finances and 

social relationships75. Although his collection was varied, trophy collecting was his 

primary concern, and the time and effort dedicated to the hunt could be seen as 

evidence of an obsessive mentality.  

Fetish collections are often associated with private collectors who are aware that 

others may not understand or approve of their activity76. They are rejected by the 

museum as they retain complicated associations with the collector that are difficult to 

unravel. The MEC was not available in the public domain during Mauriceôs lifetime, 

which might have been due to apprehension of receiving unsolicited public 

judgement. Made vulnerable through his display which was a flagrant image of self-

representation, Maurice retained control by keeping his collection private. The fetish 

definition falls short when the MEC is measured against a pattern of similar activity 

by other collectors, suggesting there was a common practice condoned amongst his 

peers. Trentmann agrees that it is not useful to separate collecting into ñgoodò and 

ñbadò as concepts of morality, including proper behaviour and spending in collecting, 

change over time with the realisation of new ideologies77. 

As elements of each of Pearceôs categories can be seen at play in the definition of 

the MEC, either they cannot be mutually exclusive or they are not a definitive model 

that realises the rationale of the collection. Nevertheless, they engender relevant 

discussion on themes of self-representation, ethics and order that will be expanded 

in the subsequent chapters of this thesis. 

Having situated this study of MEC against its relevant theoretical frameworks, the 

approach to understanding the make-up of its collector will now be laid out. A key 

debate in the attempt to break down manôs fascination and complex relationships 
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with objects, particularly in the consumer driven societies of Western culture, is 

whether a collector is ñbornò or ñmadeò. If Mauriceôs social status as defined by 

heritage, character and experiences is considered in correlation with his collecting 

activity, it could be argued that this made him more inclined to become a collector. It 

could even be possible to predict the types of object he might collect and the ways in 

which he collected and displayed them. Clarke supports the theory that that the 

collection of material culture is a social, rather than individual, production78, and 

Tilley agrees that individuals are always overruled by their social backgrounds and 

they do not escape the langue79 prescribed to them80. Tilley argues further that 

individuals do not construct material culture, but are constructed themselves through 

the selection of objects available to them81. If it is assumed that an appreciation of 

objects is formed according to what is available in oneôs social upbringing, and that it 

was particularly crucial for the aristocracy to use material heritage to define a ñsense 

of purpose and place in the worldò82, then it becomes highly probable that Maurice 

would become a collector. This path can be seen as pre-destined from a series of 

mitigating circumstances surrounding his unique position at birth. 

Attractive, but overly simplistic, this argument does not permit a study of the MEC 

and its collector to contribute beyond an introspective framework of inevitability. This 

thesis takes an alternative viewpoint that recognises the importance of background 

but enables individuals to emerge from it. The circumstances of Mauriceôs birth and 

the encouragement of his family gave Maurice the necessary inspiration and 

resources, but the content and scale of his collection was difficult to equate either 

with the industry of his ancestors or the most immodest predictions of what he might 

achieve. This perspective is supported by Shelton who argues that ñall collecting is 

necessarily partialò but ñcorresponds to individual reactions to particular ideologically 

constituted intellectual or emotional fieldsò83. Hodder agrees that there are cultural 
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frameworks defining the reproduction of actions, and states that these are historically 

derived84. But he disagrees with Clarke and Tilley by stating that ñindividuals are not 

simply instruments in some orchestrated gameò85. Categorising collectors according 

to their background becomes inadequate ñas soon as a level of human choice is 

involvedò as human behaviour is ñrarely entirely mechanisticò86. Mack and Belk lend 

further support to the theory that collectors are often born from within families that 

also collect, but the action of collecting and what is collected is highly 

personalised87.Therefore, private collections may be products of social upbringing, 

but are also bespoke, highly personal and sacred to the collector. This assumption 

gives value to this thesis by supposing that the MEC is a unique construction with 

original and significant information to share.  

It is crucial to glean an awareness of the socially constructed collector by following a 

timeline of his activities and the circumstances that placed him there. As the cultural 

biography method is sympathetic to the idea that a collection is constantly evolving, it 

follows that the collector also augments or reinvents himself. Therefore, the 

acquisition of an object is perceived as a snapshot from a fragmented moment in 

time which builds an image of the collectorôs habits and viewpoint at different stages 

in his life. Prown agrees that responses to objects are affected by an individualôs 

mentality at an exact moment88. In this respect, an object can excite a person in the 

present but have had no appeal in the past.  

Constructing a cultural biography made up from these snapshots into the past 

reveals the importance of the act of collecting to identity building. Kavanagh 

describes conscious acts as reminders of ourselves, so the repetitive act of 

collecting can then be seen as reinforcing and affirming the subjective sense of 

self89. Lyons adds that ñcultural heritage is central to a sense of purpose and place in 

the worldò and that sustaining identity requires a person to frame their past against 
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others through the acts of appropriation and possession of goods90. Therefore, the 

ñcollecting of antiquities has been essentially a practice of representation as much as 

ownershipò91. As collectors view their collections as extensions of their personalities, 

they can be interpreted as the public face that the collector crafts and presents to the 

world. Therefore, the MEC is active in meaning making, and its themes of prowess, 

daring, exploration and economy were selectively promoted by the collector.  

The term ñMale Collectorò is used in this thesis for the first time to delineate certain 

men that conformed to a socially constructed ideology of masculine privilege and 

responsibility. Mangan and McKenzie have come closest to documenting the 

peculiarities of the Male Collector through their description of the ñAnglo-Saxon 

imperial hunter-officerò of the late nineteenth century who promoted adventurous 

masculinity through the collection of Big Game specimens92. A shared history of 

education and military service is an apparent similarity between men that will be 

considered as Male Collectors. However, their insistence that their ideology of 

Imperial masculinity was born from military tradition and an ñepidemic of martial 

feelingò fostered through the public school system excludes a wider consideration of 

the impact of family relationships and the popularity of the Great Exhibitions of the 

era93.  

ñMale Collectorò is used here to encompass a broader variety of social markers and 

influences. Thompson argues that ñBritish society was exposed to a wide variety of 

Imperial influencesò that were ñsubtle and complexò94. MacKenzie agrees that the 

Empire ñcame to the British public in new and often dramatic waysò95. In her 

imagining of what instituted the ñracial and cultural superiorityò of the Imperial male, 

Bush brings together the contributory factors of school curriculum, scouting 

movement, consumption of products, literature and popular culture96. All of these 
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staples can be seen to have influenced the development of the Male Collector, and 

therefore, to fully ñappreciate their cultural indoctrination from infant to adult, they 

must be set carefully into the context of their timesò97.  

The context of an aristocratic or upper class childhood and education in an age of 

Imperialism was extremely influential to the moulding of the Male Collector identity. 

The education received at public schools promoted manliness as ñthe highest virtue 

to which a British schoolboy could aspireò98. Springhall describes how playing games 

and sports was an intrinsic part of building a manly persona99. Bateman highlights 

cricket in particular as a ñperformanceò of Imperial masculinity, which upheld ñrigid 

class distinctionsò and embodied the ñspirit of fair playò100. He describes it as an 

ñintegral elementò to public schoolôs ability to ñdiscipline hegemonic representations 

of Anglo-British masculinityò101. This link between manliness and Imperialism 

became particularly pronounced in the 1890s, the decade during which Maurice 

received his education. MacKenzie describes how thereafter lesson plans in 

humanities were focused around Empire to promote ñnational identity and pride to 

schoolchildrenò102. In complement to this theme, popular fiction of the period aimed 

at boys created a heroic new era filled with explorers and British statesmen 

traversing the Empire. 

In addition to the classroom and school playing fields, boys clubs were of vital 

importance in ñpropagating Christian manlinessò103. Springhall describes how 

organisations such as the Young Menôs Christian Association and Boys Brigade re-

aligned the ñfeminineò piety of Christianity with a more ñrobust and manly affairò 

based on ñobedience, reverence, discipline and self-respectò104. This outlook was 

encouraged through regimes of games, sports and drilling, and has been referred to 

as ñmuscular Christianityò, whereby boys were taught according their natural 
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inclinations to become active defenders of the faith105. Embodied by the fictional 

schoolboy character Tom Brown, whose ñmachismo was retained yet constrained, 

pugnacious but piousò, academic achievement could be overlooked so long as 

ñcourage, vigour and funò was displayed on the sports field106.  

The promotion of self-sufficiency emancipated young men from the restrictions of the 

domestic sphere and prepared them for a life of active service in Empire. Nowhere is 

this more apparent than in the doctrine of Baden Powellôs ñScouting For Boysò. 

Hyam states that the purpose of the scouting movement was to ñre-engine the 

Empireò with young men capable of steering Imperial strategy107. It achieved this by 

equipping boys in peacetime with the skills they would need in war108. These 

qualities can be seen in the underlying ethos of the Male Collector, discussed further 

in chapter four, suggesting that the courageousness and Spartan self-regulation 

encouraged by these youth movements took firm root and was propagated through 

the ñstrength through struggleò collecting techniques they prized in later life109.  

This reimagining of masculinity at the end of the nineteenth century broke away from 

a Victorian tradition that saw the home as ñcentral to masculinityò and the status of 

an adult man defined by his success as a householder110. Previously, the role of a 

father had been to ñestablish a home, protect it, provide for it, control it and train its 

young aspirants to manhoodò111.  In contrast, young men were now encouraged to 

be independent from childhood by being sent away to school, university or the grand 

tour to ñdistance themselves from the householdò as well as to ñacquire worldly 

polishò112. This practice limited parental influence and encouraged the individual to 

gain crucial first-hand experience of his society and cultural parameters. ñYouthful 
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exposure to the worldò was encouraged to test their moral integrity and justify their 

power113.  

In the mid to late nineteenth century, young men indoctrinated with an ideology of 

white privilege and enhanced moral judgement travelled and settled in new territories 

abroad, particularly in Africa, and there laid the theological foundations of the Male 

Collector network. The Empire became an ñall-male site for the testing of manly 

endurance and the exercise of authorityò114. French and Rothery argue that the 

landed gentry established themselves as ñnatural rulersò at this time through 

ñpersonal autonomy, independent judgement and self-commandò115. Thompson 

describes how the colonies provided a ñfree, healthy and spaciousò environment to 

ñrestore the vitalityò of the British people that had come under threat from the 

feminine, domestic influence of the English sitting room116. Male Collector ideology 

can therefore be seen as having evolved from a re-imagining of elite masculinity in 

the 18th century that removed the head of the household from the domestic sphere 

and recognised the governance of the self through the governance of others. 

The vision of empire from 1895 was based around ñsettler coloniesò that did not 

encourage assimilation but became ñBritish communities transplanted abroadò117. 

Recognition of parity amongst these men educated at elite institutions and with 

proven experience of martial prowess strengthened their bonds and legitimised their 

consumption practices. Thomas and Thompson argue that the class consciousness 

of settlers in empire was shaped by a growth of ñkinship structuresò and ñfraternal 

organisationsò that ensured a sense of continuity with the homeland118. Despite a 

shift in location, migrants remained ñBritishò in the material, economic and cultural 

expressions of their identity119. In the early twentieth century, this distinction of British 

identity was crucial in upholding a façade of importance and influence amongst 

settlers in BEA who had become dislocated from their familial seats of power in 

Britain. Thompson describes the importance of Empire in defending the aristocracy 
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against modernity and satisfying their wish for an ñordered, layered and peacefulò 

society120. Collecting, interpreting and where possible displaying artefacts of the 

ñotherò back at home reinforced their physical and ethical superiority over nature and 

culture, demonstrating their continued relevance to the world and right to assume 

positions of power. 

Called by some a ñgolden ageò of Big Game hunting, the development of the sport 

was increasingly ring-fenced as the intellectual property of an aristocratic and upper 

class elite and became a crucial part of the identity of the new Imperial male121. 

Masculine collections of Big Game trophies and objects of ethnography were the 

epitome of the Male Collector focus on healthy outdoor pursuits, displaying their 

imagined ethical and physical superiority. MacKenzie describes how hunting 

ñrequired all the most virile attributes of the imperial male; courage, endurance, 

individualism, sportsmanship, resourcefulness etcò122. Furthermore, the large and 

dangerous animal specimens sought by Male Collectors and the ñtrophyò taxidermy 

methods of preservation represented ñwestern manôs dominance of the worldò123. 

Jones describes how ñcritters of imperial conquestò were created to celebrate the 

ñglobal prowess of the hunter-hero and the exotic worlds he inhabitedò124. Trophies 

became the ultimate material symbols of Imperialism, and their conspicuous 

placement in western homes demarked the masculine sphere of power from the 

feminine furnishings of the home. 

Attempting to locate Maurice within this elite masculine tradition is assisted by 

various frameworks that propose to deconstruct the abstract terms of ñidentityò and 

ñstatusò in reference to collectors and collections of material culture. One of the most 

comprehensive is outlined by Clarke in a five-point model which includes 

commentary on social, economic, religious, psychological and material culture 

markers of identity125. Although his categories may be insufficient in defining 

complex societies, they provide a useful model for this thesis to begin to break down 

the elusive concept of ñsocial backgroundò in relation to Maurice and his network of 
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contemporaries. To this model, this thesis contributes the amendment of ñgenderò; a 

crucial theme which the MEC has particular scope to explore. The categories are 

used in this thesis as follows: 

1. Social (personal relationships) 

Accepting that family is usually first group around whom a child begins to shape their 

identity, it is apparent that parental guidance and family expectation influences the 

growth and character of the individual. Cannadine describes the aristocracy as being 

part of a distinct and self- aware social group126. Bush identifies the group by their 

landed assets, narrow range of occupations and the level of exclusivity which limited 

the amount of newcomers admitted to their rank127. This exclusivity safeguarded 

their class characteristics, and meant that members of the aristocracy were unlikely 

to interact with those from other classes and situations in terms of parity. This thesis 

places Mauriceôs development and behaviour against the context of his membership 

of this exclusive club, and awareness of a very specific position of hierarchy within it, 

which both gave access to, and limited, opportunities available to him.  

Male Collectors were confident of their right to collect based on a shared 

acknowledgement of their ñsound Anglo-Saxon manhoodò that gave them the skills 

for Imperial responsibility128. Mangan and McKenzie emphasise the ñsocial 

demarcation of collectors which heightened the self- perception of superiority based 

on ancestryò129.  Examining the specific choices of this specific collector in what 

material he collected, how he interpreted it, and who for, determines that a primary 

motive was intentionally seeking acceptance from a social circle that he aspired to 

be part of. It locates Mauriceôs collecting within a wider understanding of social 

influence and expectation, addressing the balance of individuality and social 

restraint. 

2. Gender (how the collector and collection represents ideals of gender) 
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Having located Maurice amongst a network of his peers, it is evident that this group 

is almost exclusively male. The historical context of collecting in the colonies of late 

Imperial Britain has aligned itself to a masculine tradition of supremacy and privilege. 

This thesis identifies a network of contemporaries of Male Collectors and defines 

their logic and ethos. This includes a very particular ethical framework that ring-

fenced certain objects and collecting practices as sacred to the group. Big Game 

hunting gathered momentum in response to a perceived feminisation of traditional 

country sports enjoyed by the English upper classes130. Seeking to invigorate the 

sport, Mangan and McKenzie define the emergence of Big Game hunting as ña 

logical outcome of a mid- nineteenth century imperial expansionò that enabled 

collectors to ñrelive their exclusively male experiences, affirm a fundamental 

masculinity and maintain a firm distance from inferior femininityò 131. Male Collecting 

acquisition methods were synonymous with the practice of an ethical code of 

conduct and ordered techniques. This fits well with Pearceôs stereotypes of 

masculine collecting as precise, dedicated, informed and complete, as opposed to 

female antonyms of erratic, half-hearted, whimsical and fragmented132.  

Social prejudices facilitate the giving of gender characteristics to most objects. Belk 

and Wallendorf agree that objects and displays are heavily gendered, such as 

trophies being a ñmasculine image of evilò133. Trophies can be viewed as animals 

that have been dominated through the act of collection, and the translation from 

nature to material culture that adorns the home is a virile symbol of capture and 

defeat. The poses selected by Maurice for his trophies (snarling, teeth-bared etc.) 

served to re-enforce his right and need to kill as well as propped up his image as a 

skilled hunter. In this respect, he can be seen to be actively gendering his displays 

through object choice and exhibition technique.  

3. Religious (rituals and beliefs about the supernatural) 

The term ñReligionò is used by Clarke but does not solely refer to devotional practice. 

This would exclude this category from having any real relevance to a collector who 
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seemingly held no strong religious views of his own134. Preferred synonyms would be 

ñideologyò or ñphilosophyò, and therefore the religious aspect to the social self in this 

thesis is understood as a system of beliefs that influenced an ethical code of 

behaviour. Mauriceôs collecting took place against a wider context of muscular 

Christianity that advocated clean and frugal living in tandem with sporting prowess. 

Mauriceôs legacy of developing boyôs clubs in Knutsford gave young men the 

opportunity to learn vital skills and experience a healthy outdoor life. Having himself 

been excluded from the ñconditioning of Imperial malesò which took place ñon the 

school playing fieldsò, Maurice sought to impart instruction in sportsmanship and 

enthusiasm for adventure through his regimes for local boys135. 

A consideration of how a collector responded to material that might be considered 

powerful or magical is important to the religious identity of the collector. Defeating 

and possessing objects represented transference of power that augmented the 

prestige of the collector. Therefore, large and rare objects were preferred as their 

collection evidenced skill and eminence. Other, more obscure, objects in the MEC 

suggest reverence was given to certain magical artefacts that represented the power 

of the animal or source community conquered by a superior power in Imperial 

contexts. These include bags of ólucky bonesô, witch doctor knives and gold nuggets. 

Their original representations as sacred tools or natural strength was appropriated 

through collection and assigned new meanings.  

A sense of heightened sentimentality was bestowed upon everyday objects if the 

story behind their collection was considered memorable or singular to the collector. 

Maurice killed many specimens, yet only a few with exceptional collection narratives 

or animals that were assigned specific anthropomorphic traits were described in 

detail and given preferential treatment through interpretation. This is supported by 

Kopytoff who argued that it is not the fact that objects are collected that is interesting, 

but it is why they were collected that informs a stimulating cultural biography136. 

                                                           
134

 There is no indication of regular religious observance in his diaries or files, which presents a flagrant 
contrast with the Christian devotion of his Uncle Wilbraham Egerton, 2

nd
 Baron who regularly attended and 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ wƻǎǘƘŜǊƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀ ŎƭŜǊƎȅ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ aŀǳǊƛŎŜΩǎ .ǳǘƭŜǊ DŜƻǊƎŜ aƻǊƎŀƴ 
described how Maurice deconsecrated the Tatton Park chapel to create a dark room for his interest in 
photography, and in later years became a junk room and storage for sherry due to its constant temperature, 
Local Express, (25/12/1958) 
135

 Mangan and McKenzie, Duty unto Death, p1083 
136

 KopytoffΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ .ƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎΩΣ Ǉст 



53 
 

Particularly loquacious acquisition accounts suggest why objects were considered 

worthy of collection and build a clearer picture of how and why Maurice generated 

meaning through his objects.  

4. Psychological (subconscious beliefs and values supported by culture and 

environment) 

Psychological readings into the identities of collectors have been consistent in 

describing a need to fill a void and satisfy an innate need for love and fulfilment. 

Adults collect objects in an attempt to reconstruct an idealised childhood or to add a 

sense of completeness to their lives after an inadequate childhood. Baekeland 

argues that a typical characteristic in common amongst collectors are ñemotionally 

empty lives at homeò137. In reference to social background, he claims that 

possessions stand in for love and so the future gathering of possessions becomes a 

way of assuring a person that he is loved. Freudian thought, as advocated by 

Abraham and Baekeland, likens the activity of collecting to sexual desire, whereby 

collectors often describe a need to possess objects using sexual language 138. 

Baekeland extends this comparison to exhibitionism and voyeurism, suggesting that 

men derive satisfaction from putting themselves on show and receiving applause139. 

Finally, Fenichel applies Freudôs theory of toilet training to collecting and argues that 

collecting gratifies feelings of productivity, assessment and pride associated with 

early toilet training140.   

A lack of evidence discourages these psychological theories from being applied to 

this study of the MEC. It could be conjectured that a cosseted childhood may have 

encouraged Maurice to travel, but any genuine sentiments relating to his childhood 

are absent from the archives. Therefore it is not worthwhile to perform a detailed 

psychoanalysis of Maurice in the task of constructing an identity.  

Where psychological theory might have greater relevance is in the interpretation of a 

language of order and control used to describe objects and collections. Many studies 

have differentiated between the positive implications of a collector, and the negative 
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inverse of the hoarder. Pearce describes private collectors as psychologically 

deviant ñpossessorsò, demanding and overbearing in their acquisition of objects141. In 

contrast, museum collectors are sedate, orderly and controlled142. Her main 

distinction lies in the fact that possessors will never be satisfied and will continue 

gathering objects to fulfil some innate need or greed, whereas collectors are working 

towards a rational goal of completion. Possessors fits neatly with her definition of 

ñfetishò objects, whereas collectors form the systematic collections of museums143. 

Baekeland similarly describes ñaccumulatorsò who may not know why they collect, 

stash things away and feel a sense of shame, and ñcollectorsò who derive pleasure 

from their work and actively seek out certain types of object to enhance their self-

definition144. Danet and Katriel simplify their opposites to ñhoardersò who are 

interested in quantity, and ñcollectorsò who are interested in quality145. Collectors are 

able to discriminate intelligently between similar objects and select the best based on 

their shared langue of rules of what makes something collectable.  

The distinction is not easily applied in practice as most collectors operate in unique 

circumstances that blur the boundaries between organised and erratic. It is not 

simple to assign Maurice to one end of this spectrum, but it can be assessed how 

the acquisition of key objects in his collection embraced the characteristics of both 

poles at different points in his life. Baekeland acknowledges that even the most 

orderly collections can escalate as any collector might make big sacrifices to improve 

his collection146. This thesis identifies evidence of an innate psychological need to 

collect which often came into conflict with the dogmatic order and ethical resilience 

required and accepted within the Male Collector network.  

5. Economic (subsistence methods) 

Aside from a heightened awareness of invisible ties of lineage between families, 

aristocratic status has also been measured tangibly through the accumulation of 

things. Milne confirms that the assemblage of objects in country houses was 
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necessary to the self-definition of the aristocracy147. Belk has described an ñideal of 

the English gentlemanôs country houseò, which is ñable to claim an established 

lineage documented with established paintings, heirlooms, manor house, and 

possessionsò148. Possessing taste alone was insufficient, but exhibiting taste through 

flagrant displays was a public confirmation of their superiority. Furthermore, Bourdieu 

states that material possessions represent ñthe individualôs possession of symbolic 

and cultural capital and the way in which taste can be displayedò149. Greenblatt also 

supports this argument that status ñwas increasingly associated with not only 

possessing, but showing wondersò150. The economic status of a privileged 

aristocratic childhood might be more inclined to produce a collector, meaning that it 

was not just likely that Maurice would collect: he was expected to collect. The 

collection of Big Game trophies asserted a Male Collectorôs status of wealth and 

privilege, as tremendous resources were required to support the sport. 

Further economic interpretations of the identity of collectors differ in categorising the 

definition of collecting. Belk argues that collecting should be understood as an 

occupation involving concentrated effort that is respected and worthwhile151. 

Furthermore, Belk suggests that only when collecting is pursued with the dedication 

of work-ethic is it a óguilt-free activityô152. This suggests that collecting should only be 

seen as a legitimate and valuable way of spending time if it is done with measured 

dedication, which is synonymous with museum collecting. This is problematic to this 

particular study where the boundaries between ñoccupationò and ñleisureò are 

particularly difficult to quantify.  

Aristocratic identity has historically been linked to roles of estate management and 

political power rather than employment153. Theodore Roosevelt was explicit that 

hunting should be ñpastimes, and not business and they must not be carried to 

excess. The man able to be something more should be that something more- a man 
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who makes his hunting trips merely delightful interludes in his life workò154. Maurice 

invested time and attention to many different endeavours over his lifetime and 

satisfied this aristocratic ideal of avoiding regular employment, but his collecting 

remained the constant activity that endured beyond any other pastime throughout his 

life.  

With no interest in distinguishing an economic value for his collection, this thesis 

takes the approach that collecting was simply an overriding interest for Maurice. He 

was able to pursue it so intensively and with such success due to his privileged 

economic background, and later through the sacrifice of assets that were viewed as 

subsidiary to this main passion. Baekeland supports this opposing view that the role 

of collector is distinct from every day ñworkò and is a form of self-definition through 

choice, rather than a career which might not satisfy the perceived sense of self155. 

This approach allows that Maurice may have found a strength and purpose through 

collecting to compensate for a disinclination to excel in a professional field. As 

evidenced by the careers of others in the Male Collector network, travelling and 

collecting throughout the British colonies was an established and respected tradition 

at this time. More specific support to this statement comes from Danet and Katriel 

who also disagree that collectors see collecting as work; instead distinguishing 

between private collectors, who are able to play and take pleasure in the hobby of 

collecting, and museum collectors, who are dedicated to seeking and achieving 

objects156. 

6. Material culture (patterns in the artefacts that define our behaviour).  

The actual process of selecting objects is heavily tied up in the social nature of the 

collector. It is therefore crucial that this social nature is explored, as Appadurai 

agrees that we can only understand the types and implications of exchanges if we 

know the rules of different individuals157. A collector is likely to select objects that 

appeal to him in some fundamental way that is not always straightforward to 

imagine. Pearce calls the selection process the ñthe crucial act of the collectorò in 
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determining what objects he will bestow with value158. It is also likely that a collector 

may be aware of conflict between what he believes he is expected to collect and 

what appeals to him on a deeper psychological level which he may be ashamed of 

but unable to resist. This leads back to psychological readings of collectors, and 

what Pearce describes as a struggle between ñthe value which should (or should 

not) be attached to a particular objecté and impulses which lie at the deepest level 

of individual personalityò159.  

Analysing the precise mechanisms of appeal continues to suggest that the values 

placed on objects are fluid over a lifetime. Prown proposes a model to explain a 

specific relationship between a collector and object as they are first introduced160. 

The process begins as the collector appraises the aesthetics of an object and 

concludes as he applies use of his senses to interact with it and place it in his 

world161. Prown insists that each time the process is repeated, the outcome may be 

different as a person adapts, develops and consolidates their appreciation of 

objects162. Although exchanges exist within a set of rules governing what is possible, 

all exchanges are highly personal occurrences and can reveal much about the 

individual involved.  

Utilising Clarkeôs categories with the proposed amendments enables this thesis to 

successfully navigate the influential factors in the formation of Maurice as a 

collector163. These markers of social status are largely inherent from familial 

influence and insentient in their transmission.  

Having followed the shifts in status in collection and collector through the active 

process of acquisition, examining how objects have come together to create new 

resonances through exhibition forms the next chapter in the lives of objects as they 

are re-defined in Western environments. It is not just the collection that undergoes 

transformation during display; the collector has become a curator, and the processes 

and choices involved in constructing displays illuminate his sense of self-

representation. Displays communicate institutional knowledge, priorities and 
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purposes. Vergo presents a set of questions to decipher exhibitions: ñHow do they 

come about? By what means, and with what resources, are they created? Under 

what circumstances and for what reasons? What kind of exhibitions will a particular 

institution mount?ò164 This thesis applies these questions to Mauriceôs unique display 

of his collection to uncover the stories that were considered appropriate for this 

venue to tell. 

The Tenantôs Hall at Tatton Park was purposely constructed to house Mauriceôs 

collection. Therefore, considering the unique characteristics of the design reveals 

how Maurice wished both himself and his collection to be viewed.  Ferguson agrees 

that exhibitions reveal the status of the maker165. Karp and Levine expand further 

that ñevery museum exhibitionéinevitably draws on the cultural assumptions and 

resources of the people who make itò166. Analysing the choices made through 

exhibition reveals the social values of the curator.  

Acquisition is not the only process that demonstrates domination by a collector. An 

object is defeated when taken into the sphere of the collector, and then utterly 

subdued through the re-contextualisation of exhibition. Mauriceôs exhibition should 

be seen as statement of his position of authority as he managed his world in 

microcosm. His interpretation of his collection is his authoritative voice as he dispels 

the original meanings of objects and imposes his own. MacDonald agrees that the 

institution mounting the display is empowered as they hold sway over a precarious 

balance of power167. Ames argues that ñreconstruction involves repowering the 

object, investing it with the authority and privilege of those currently possessing it, 

who then impose upon it (and upon whom it represents) their own historiesò168. 

Exhibition is an exercise of control and self-representation on behalf of the curator, 

and where he fears no institutional and public moderation the grip of control is 

tightened. Mauriceôs influence extended beyond his objects to the visitors of his 

exhibition, who received tailored messages through personal interpretation.  
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The final stage in the cultural biography of the MEC is its changing circumstances 

following the death of its collector. With no direct heir and with Tattonôs finances in 

ruin, the care and attention lavished upon his collection did not extend to making 

provisions for its future survival. Collectors are characteristically thought to be 

extremely anxious that a collection should not be split up. Pearce argues that the 

more substantial the collection, and the more of his personality the collector has 

invested, the greater the significance of final disposal, and correspondingly, the more 

serious the problems surrounding it169. She supposes that most private collectors 

prefer their collections to be received by museums, either to establish a legacy, to 

have their collection officially validated, or because their heirs are known to have no 

sympathy towards the collection170. Despite the collection being of a substantial size 

and featuring some important pieces, Maurice made no move to donate his 

collection. This obstacle of selecting an heir can be seen as problematic when it has 

been supposed that private collections are very much an extension of personal taste 

and identity, and are therefore difficult for others to form meaningful attachments.  

Baekeland appreciates the fears of collectors with deeper insight171. He describes 

various sentiments: some may not want their collections to languish in the ñcold 

tombsò of museums, some would take their collections to the grave to prevent any 

other hands influencing it, and some would prefer for their objects to be auctioned off 

separately so that others can have a chance to build up a collection anew172. He 

supports the view of this thesis that it does not follow that the natural end point for 

private collections is museum acquisition173. As such, the final interference made by 

Maurice in the lifecycle of his collection was to set its future on a new tangent. 

Mauriceôs wish for his collection to be received by the National Trust confirms his 

belief in its significance as a whole, stipulating that it must remain intact rather than 

be dispersed. This choice ended the private nature of his exhibition, yet ensured his 

name and legacy would continue its association with his collection by keeping it 

intact in its original location.  
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2.2 The Formation of a Male Collector 

 

This sub chapter begins a concise biography of Mauriceôs formative years to 

commence the process of constructing a socially-informed cultural biography. The 

earliest moments of Mauriceôs childhood can be seen to unfold along distinct lines 

that shaped and influenced his development into a Male Collector. Unlike other 

young men of his class, the situation of Mauriceôs birth afforded him a degree of 

independence which, when coupled with the relaxed expectations of his parents, 

allowed a certain amount of freedom of expression as his character developed. 

When Maurice was born at 9 Seamore Place, Mayfair (figure 2), on August 8th 1874, 

he was far from being an obvious candidate to inherit the Tatton title and estate174. 

His grandfather William (figure 3) was the incumbent 1st Baron Egerton of Tatton, to 

be followed by his uncle Wilbraham (figure 4), the first-born son of a large family 

produced by the 1st Baron and his wife, Charlotte Loftus, daughter of the 2nd 

Marquess of Ely175. Wilbraham had married in 1857 but had so far produced only a 

daughter, whose sex barred her from the line of succession, but it was not unfeasible 

to hope that more children might follow176. If not, the title would default to Mauriceôs 

father Alan, the second son of the 1st Baron, which it eventually did in 1910177. Alan 

(figure 5) and his wife Anna (figure 6), the eldest daughter of Simon Watson Taylor 

of Erlestoke Park in Wiltshire, had married in 1867 and had already produced two 

sons before the birth of Maurice in 1874178. However, this second branch of the 

family was beset by tragedy when the eldest of the boys, William, died as a toddler in 

1870, followed eventually by their second son Cecil as a teenager in 1888179. 
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Figure 2: Footmen stand outside 9 Seamore Place, Mayfair, Mauriceôs place of birth 
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Figure 3: Mauriceôs grandfather, William Egerton, 1st Baron Egerton of Tatton, 1806-

1883 
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Figure 4: Mauriceôs Uncle Wilbraham Egerton, 2nd Baron and 1st Earl Egerton of 

Tatton, 1832-1909 
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Figure 5: Mauriceôs father, Alan de Tatton Egerton, 3rd Baron Egerton of Tatton, 

1845-1920 
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Figure 6: Mauriceôs mother, Lady Anna Watson Taylor, daughter of Simon Watson 

Taylor of Erlestoke Park in Wiltshire, 1843-1933 

 

Despite an unheralded birth, Maurice took his place amongst one of the most 

illustrious families of the North West. Rigid class structures and hierarchies were 

observed amongst the aristocracy, who were very aware of degrees of preference 

that made them a multi-layered group180. Hartcup describes how aristocratic children 

ñgrew up cocooned in class consciousnessò181. Within this complicated, fragmented 

web of hierarchies, Maurice would have held a distinct sense of placement derived 

from an understanding of his lineage and relationships. Cannadine supports this by 

                                                           
180

 /ŀƴƴŀŘƛƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀǎ άan unequal society characterised by a seamless web of layered 
graduations, which were hallowed by time and precedentέΣ ƛƴ Cannadine, David (2001) Ornamentalism: How 
the British saw their Empire, Penguin, p4 
181

 Hartcup, Adeline (2000) Children of the Great Country Houses, National Trust Enterprises Ltd, p50 



66 
 

arguing that ñmore than any other class, they knew where they had come from, they 

knew where they were, and they hoped and believed they were going 

somewhereò182. Mauriceôs status and prospects as a younger son of a younger son 

would not have aroused excessive anticipation and would have set him on a very 

different path compared to a male heir in direct succession. Hartcup confirms that 

ñheir favouritismò was well established in the nursery and greatly affected the 

education and career prospects of younger sons183. It was markedly unexpected that 

Maurice would overcome seemingly improbable odds to succeed to his family title in 

1920, thus re-writing his life trajectory in a momentous and irrevocable manner. 

Despite subtle intricacies in differences of rank, aristocratic status has been marked 

by a number of unanimous signifiers. A comprehensive overview has been provided 

by Cannadine, who argues that:  

ñThey (aristocracy) lived in country mansions and town houses. They were of 

gentle status in that they did not have to work for a living; they were a leisured 

class in that they had no occupation. In terms of the amount of time and effort 

they devoted to it, most members of the patrician elite were more interested in 

spending money than in making it. They possessed a strongly developed 

sense of liberality and hospitality- of keeping up their position. They accepted, 

implicitly and absolutely, an unequal and hierarchical society, in which their 

place was indisputably at the top. They boasted unrivalled and unquestioned 

glamour and prestigeò184. 

This description stresses the importance of leisure, spending, liberality and glamour 

to the aristocracy; values that were appeased and embodied through the collection 

of material goods. Stobart states that ñit had to be the right sort of things that were 

consumedò, in particularly luxury goods that were ñexclusive to elite social groupsò185. 

Girouard describes country houses ñfilled with beautiful pictures and fine furnitureò 

and ñlibraries well stocked with books bound in vellumò186. The survival of the 

Egerton estates and family name into the early twentieth century might be attributed 
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in some part to the close adherence to these expectations. Each Egerton patriarch 

had contributed to the material fragments of the house by adding to the collections of 

paintings, ceramics and furniture, following a cycle of adding more ñsuitableò objects 

to enhance the wealth and reputation of the estate. Commissioning family portraits 

and displaying antique furniture was a vital message to demonstrate that lineage 

was past reaching and would continue secure into the future187. Though collections 

of antiques may not have been to the taste or fashions of a new generation, past 

collections were kept intact for their children to inherit. In this respect, ñpersonal and 

family associations could be layered onto the country houseò188. As Maurice was 

born into this family of collectors, he was likely to follow the example set before him 

of what was and was not suitable material to collect. Froggett and Trustram describe 

objects as ñcultural resourcesò that help ñthe individual to feel part of a shared 

cultureò189. It could be suggested that Maurice would follow the examples set by his 

ancestors, collecting suitable objects to prop up the status of the family and 

demonstrate continuity between the generations.  

Maurice was steered towards collecting to uphold a social façade, but he also faced 

an intrinsic pull towards facets of personal interest that had been unavailable to any 

of his ancestors. As Hodder suggests, social background is often irresistible, but 

collectors can operate creatively within their social parameters.190 Furthermore, 

Mandler describes the aristocracyôs ñremarkable success in preserving wealth and 

authority into the twentieth centuryò as being achieved ñby respecting and steering 

change, not resisting itò191. Stobart agrees that the accumulation of goods was fluid 

and that ñelites sought out new goods or fashions in order to maintain their social 

distinctionò192. In the context of changing fashions, the MEC can therefore be seen 

ñnot as anomalous intrusions, but components of a long, organic, innately and 

uniquely English evolutionò193. 
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In the Egerton family, Mauriceôs deviant behaviour as a collector was not new as it 

had already been made possible by the context of colonial expansion and travel in 

the mid to late nineteenth century. Male Collector Theodore Roosevelt suggested 

that men had an innate desire to travel and hunt, but that ñuntil the nineteenth 

century the difficulties of travel were so great that men of our race with a taste for 

sport could rarely gratify this tasteò194. As travel became possible, Egerton men took 

the opportunity to collect distinct material that marked their appreciation of their new 

horizons. 

The first steps towards self-determination in the collections at Tatton Park had been 

taken by Mauriceôs uncle Wilbraham, the second Baron and 1st Earl Egerton. 

Although he did continue to work towards the greater magnificence of the estate 

through his collecting efforts, he was the first to branch out and collect a detailed and 

specific collection in an area of private concern. His grandson the ninth Earl of 

Albemarle praised Wilbraham as:  

ñAn inveterate connoisseur in relation to objects of art, pictures, books, 

medals and artistic examples of weapons. A lifelong member of the Royal 

geographical Society, since his wide explorations in Northern India, he was 

also a member of the old Geological Museum in Jermyn Street, and a 

collector of geological specimensò195. 

Wilbraham was able to exploit the acquisition of India into the British Empire to 

amass an extensive collection of Indian arms and armour that was well respected by 

the press and National Museums (figures 7 and 8)196. He researched and published 

a guide to his collection that was considered to be a first rate scholarly companion to 

an educated, detailed and precise accumulation of objects197. In 1910 the collection 

was ñthe chief attractionò on display at Heaton Hall, a previous Egerton-owned 

property since transferred to Manchester City Council. 

                                                           
194

 Roosevelt, Outdoor Pastimes of an American Hunter, p318 
195

 Albemarle Papers, (1968), TPA 
196

 The Manchester Guardian praised the collection as: άhƴŜ ƻŦ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ 9ŀǊƭ 9ƎŜǊǘƻƴ 
mingled shrewdness with enthusiasm in his purchases of this class of artworkέΣ The Manchester Guardian, 
(09/06/1910), p9 
197

 This collection would have been housed at Tatton Park and would almost certainly have been viewed by 
aŀǳǊƛŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŀƴΦ ¦Ǉƻƴ ²ƛƭōǊŀƘŀƳΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎƻƳe part of the estate of 
Egerton heirlooms inherited by his brother, but was gifted by his only daughter to Manchester Art Gallery. 
Although it became a much admired and prestigious part of their collection, it proved difficult to display 
alongside other permanent collections, and has largely remained off public view in store rooms. 



69 
 

Figure 7: Wilbraham Egertonôs collection of Indian Arms and Armour, donated by his 

daughter Gertrude to Manchester Art Gallery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


