
I have been volunteering as a room explainer at Kenwood House at the top of Hampstead Heath for 

five years or so now but I have to say conducting a group of lively, inquisitive U3Aers around, 

showing them the “best bits”, was quite a different experience from chatting to visitors in ones and 

twos. Most of the group had visited before; some knew the house well and there were two who had 

never been, so I hope it was particularly interesting for them. I had written myself a lovely concise 

comprehensive room-by-room script but that went right out of the window in the face of questions 

and comments like: 

“Why aren’t there any nudes in the art collection?” 

“What exactly is a knife safe?” 

“Why do Gainsborough’s trees look so… indoorish?” 

“Is that the Vermeer that was stolen, and how long for?” 

“How much did the Rembrandt cost?”* 

   

It was a great pleasure for me to share Kenwood with my group of thirteen – I took them from room 

to room, following the story of the house from 1700 to the present day and along the way explaining 

the influence of  three important people – Lord Mansfield the Lord Chief Justice, Robert Adam the 

noted 18th century neo-classical architect and finally in the 20th century Lord Iveagh, the Guinness 

millionaire. There wasn’t time to talk about every one of the 60-plus works of art so I picked some of 

my favourites and hoped that would inspire people to come back for more. There was a very 

satisfactory reaction to the “wow” room – the grand Robert Adam Library, like “being inside a 

wedding cake!” – with its decor restored to the original pale blue, pink and white colours. 

And no matter how I tried to marshal my group there would always be someone wandering off and 

finding the Constable that I neglected to mention, or exclaiming over the skeleton clock, or 

remembering the days when you couldn’t actually walk into the Library but had to peer in from the 

doorway behind a rope. 

Many of the group had watched the BBC “Fake or Fortune” programme where the team discovered 

the identity of the artist who had painted the portrait of Lord Mansfield’s mixed-race great-niece 

Dido Belle, with her cousin Elizabeth. They took a great interest in the story of Dido and her life in 



the house, but were slightly disappointed that all we can show is a photographic copy of the painting 

− the original now lives at Scone Palace, the Mansfield home in Scotland. Wouldn’t it be lovely if it 

could come back to Kenwood House, where it was painted! 

 

I hadn’t led a group tour around the house before so this was a first for me and what a pleasure it 

turned out to be. They were such a lovely audience that I forgot to be nervous – I hope they enjoyed 

it as much as I did – and I hope some make a return visit – if it’s a Monday morning, I should be 

there, back to my normal role as a room explainer! 

 

*Answers: 

Lord Iveagh just didn’t buy any nudes – or religious paintings, for that matter. 

A decorative lockable container with vertical slots for the household’s precious cutlery. 

Gainsborough didn’t really like painting out of doors. The story goes that he used sprigs of broccoli 

to model his trees on! 

Vermeer’s “The Guitar Player” (for which Lord Iveagh paid £1,050) disappeared in February 1974 and 

was found undamaged in St Barthlomew’s churchyard three months later. 

The Rembrandt late self-portrait, bought as a pair with a portrait of an unknown woman by 

Ferdinand Bol, cost Lord Iveagh £27,500 in the 1920s. 


