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‘UNDOUBTABLY ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT FIGURES OF THE
BRITISH SCHOOL OF DECORATION’ Studio Magazine

Celebratory exhibition & book launch of the work of pioneering designer Betty Joel

1929 Portrait of Betty Joel by British artist Frederic Whiting (1874-1962) in a frame by Betty Joel Ltd

LONDON. March 2025. Olympia Auctions is honoured to present a celebratory exhibition of works by
the pioneering furniture and textile designer, Mary Stewart Lockhart, known as Betty Joel (1894-
1985), a pioneer in the field of design in the 1920s and 1930s. Described by Studio Magazine in 1932,
as ‘Undoubtably one of the most important figures of the British school of decoration’, the exhibition
will showcase some of her extraordinary works, alongside images of design schemes and life inside

her business empire, which ranged from furniture design, to textiles.



Betty Joel Ltd in Knightsbridge in the 1930s ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

Not only will the exhibition take place on the 40th anniversary of Betty’s death and the centenary of
the Arts Decoratifs Exhibition in Paris, which instigated the Art Deco movement, it also coincides with
the publication of a book by her great nephew Clive Stewart-Lockhart, titled Betty Joel, Furniture
maker, designer and businesswoman in 1920s and '30s Britain. The book offers unseen insights into
the life and creative mindset of Betty Joel through personal diaries, family photographs and archive
photographs and records of the business in action, as well as notes and original designs for schemes

and ranges of furniture for their prestigious client base.
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Lord Mountbatten’s Park Lane, London home which Betty Joel was commissioned to design in 1938 ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

Of Scottish heritage on her father’s side Betty was born in Hong Kong due to her father’s appointment
to Government in the 1880s and spent her childhood in Weihaiwei in northeast China, before being
schooled in England. Her marriage to the former naval officer David Joel (1890-1973) brought her back
to England, where they set up a furniture design business from their new home in Hayling Island,
Hampshire in 1921. Although it was a joint business they wanted to appeal specifically to women and

therefore named the company Betty Joel Ltd.

Betty Joel with Hopkins, the workshop foreman and Betty’s most trusted cabinetmaker ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive



Betty said: “I personally began to design furniture because | despaired of trying to adapt old furniture
to the needs of my own entirely modern house. The aims | set myself were three: one; to achieve a
result by beauty of line, form and proportion, rather than by ornament, two; to rely on the natural
beauty of choice timber and the careful blending of contrasting woods, three; to obtain a perfection

of workmanship equal to the classic periods.”

A design scheme for 27, Harley Street, c. 1930 by Betty Joel ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

They started out by employing just one craftsman and their first range of furniture was given the name
Token as it combined the creative use of teak and oak. Throughout the duration of the business each
piece created, bore a label with the name of the craftsperson that had made it. They exhibited the
Token range at The Ideal Home exhibition at Olympia, London in 1922, with the strapline on all
promotional materials reading: ‘Dawn of a new Period in Furniture Design’. This led to the
establishment of the Token Works factory on Goldsmith Avenue in Portsmouth in 1929, which

remained in operation until 1935.

The regard for Betty’s works appealed to women across the board, who praised both the practicality
of the furniture; the fact that the simple lines and less fussy decoration made it quick and easy to dust,
while society magazines focused on Betty’s elegance and ‘contemporary’ style, which translated
through to her designs. One of her main aims in her designs was to come up with space-saving ideas,
such as stools designed to slide under dressing tables, tables that had a fold up central flap, bathroom
stools that doubled as laundry baskets and tables that could be folded up completely. Always striving

to be in touch with her audience, when she became pregnant in 1923, she designed a comfortable



nursing chair, however sadly her daughter Idina, died at seven months old, with Betty never having

any more children.

Vanity Set ‘Cheval mirror’ by Betty Joel c. 1923 ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

As Betty Joel Ltd expanded they took a location at 177, Sloane Street and then 25, Knightsbridge,
London, which attracted affluent clients, such as Lord Louis Mountbatten and Sir Winston Churchill, as
well as Royalty. The larger Knightsbridge space enabled David and Betty to offer a full interior design
service. They created complete ‘room sets’ in their showroom and in 1932 Betty designed a sumptuous
four-room show apartment overlooking Park Lane. The interior design business was flourishing and
David Joel’s brother, Humphrey and his wife, Vera who were interior photographers documented many

Betty Joel projects, some of which can be seen in the book.

Betty Joel also branched out into the creation of unique, beautifully designed rugs and carpets,
sourcing fabrics from France, which could also be used for upholstery. Often the company would
collaborate with architects and make furniture and fittings to their requirements. As the business
expanded, so did their use of more exotic woods, following a conversation Betty had while exhibiting
at another Ideal Home Exhibition in 1928, where she spoke to HRH Duchess of York. HRH was
‘tremendously interested in the electrically lit and electrically warmed bed’ that Betty Joel was

showcasing and mentioned various Australian woods to her.



Commissions for commercial clients included Fortnum & Masons and the Savoy Hotel and their designs
were also commissioned for some of the most notable buildings of the 1930s, such as the Daily Express
building on Fleet Street, Shell Mex House on the Strand and Viyella House in Nottingham. Her panelling
clad the walls of Coutts’ Bank in Park Lane and transatlantic voyagers on the RMS Queen Mary were

offered the comfort of her armchairs.

Betty Joel sycamore stepped chest with ivory handles c. 1931 ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

Betty broadened the company’s reach further throughout the 1930s, opening a film furnishing and
decoration hire department in 1931, where she would loan furniture for productions and then sell it
at a discount afterwards. One such film was Sleeping Car starring Madeleine Carroll in 1933. Further
diversification included the design of a radio in Queensland walnut, bound with chromium-plated steel
for Kolster-Brandes Ltd, which was a hit — selling 2,500 sets in one day. Three years later, she designed

a cooker for leading British manufacturer, Esse.

In a 1936 Daily Mirror series about high achieving under 40s, Betty is described as ‘one of Britain’s
leading designers of furniture and among the few women in the history of furniture designing, who
have touched anything like eminence in this most specialised craft. It continued, stating that ‘in a
couple of hundred years collectors would be running after Joel furniture, as today they chase

Chippendale or search for Sheraton.’



Betty Joel nest of three tables made from teak from the decking of HMS Tiger 1932 ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

While the business was highly successful, in 1938 Betty suddenly took the decision to leave, which has
always been somewhat of an enigma to the press and her esteemed clients. The retail arm closed and
her husband purchased the factory to sell furniture under his own name David Joel Ltd. He wrote
several books on furniture in the 50s and 60s discussing their business and always referred to Betty,

who by then had reverted to her maiden name.

While various underlying reasons for her departure may have been at play, she
never designed again, or even spoke of the business, until her great nephew Clive
Stewart-Lockhart visited her as a teenager in the 1970s. He was able to discuss
the memories of her business and her unique design ethos, which has been
fascinatingly encapsulated into a much-anticipated book. A special exhibition
which will offer insights into some of Betty’s most celebrated projects and
designs, will take place at the same time as the launch of the book at Olympia

Auctions from April 1st- 8th April, 2025.

Commenting, Clive Stewart-Lockhart, said: “Betty Joel came from nowhere, with

no formal education or training and in 17 years became one of the leading

furniture makers and designers in Britain, only to walk away from it all in 1938,

never to work again for the rest of her long life. Establishing a fine Modernist
works in Kingston on Thames and employing up to 80 craftsmen at a time, then
going on to run a large showroom in Knightsbridge, when few women ran

businesses on that scale, is an incredible achievement.

Left: A Betty Joel sycamore and glass clock wit ‘Tempus Fugit’ dial 1937 ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive



| hope that by writing this book, her accomplishments can be appreciated by a new generation of
collectors and writers on the subject. The exhibition at Olympia Auctions of pieces created by Betty
Joel and predominantly from her own collection, will hopefully go some way towards paying tribute to

a great talent.”
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Betty Joel’s diaries will be featured in the exhibition ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

Highlights of the works in the exhibition include several portraits and a bust of Betty Joel, alongside a
rug dating from 1937, which won first prize in the ‘Rugs and Carpet International Exhibition’ at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Within a range of furniture going on display is a nest of
three tables crafted from the teak decking of HMS Tiger in 1932, a sleek cocktail cabinet dating from
1933 and one of Betty Joel’s popular ‘Vanity Set’ Cheval mirrors. Among dressing tables and teak
cigarette boxes, bookcases, console tables and a mahogany and chrome desk from 1934, are some
more personal items. These include Betty’s own stylish powder compact from Paris dating from 1930
and her travelling hat case from circa 1935. Betty’s diaries will also be featured, offering a window into

one of the most creative minds of her time.

Examples of Betty’s work can be found in the Victoria & Albert Museum, London and the Museum of

the Home, London and a portrait of her is in the collection of the National Portrait Gallery, London.

~ENDS™



Betty Joel (1894-1985) ©Stewart-Lockhart family archive

Notes to Editors

Here is a list of a some of the projects that Betty Joel Ltd was commissioned to do:

George V, HM the King: In 1926 betty Joel designed a wardrobe in American black walnut, bearing a
crowned monogram for George V

Glasgow Herald, Fleet Street, London: Betty Joel supplied furniture for the building in 1927

Stansted Park, Hampshire: In 1928 Betty Joel designed a bedroom suite for Lord Bessborough, the
politician and businessman who served as Governor General of Canada from 1931-1935

Savoy Hotel, London: Betty Joel made furniture for eight bedrooms plus some subsequent chairs in
1929

Dartington Hall, Devon: In 1929 Betty Joel made a suite of bedroom furniture

Elvedon Hall, Suffolk: In 1930 Betty Joel was commissioned to made a bedroom suite for Lord and
Lady Iveagh

Claridges Hotel: Betty Joel redesigned rooms 523-526 in 1932

St. Olaf House, Hays Wharf, London Bridge: Betty Joel fitted out a number of rooms and made all of
the doors in 1932



New Castle House, Nottingham: In 1933 the architects F.A Broadhead commissioned Betty Joel to
design and provide display cabinets and furniture for the boardroom and Chairman’s office at New
Castle House, Nottingham (the makers of Viyella)

HM the Queen Mary: In 1935 Betty Joel made a tea caddy which was presented to HM the Queen with
her monogram, by the Ceylon Tea Council. Betty Joel also made a glove box for HM

Eton College, Windsor, Berkshire: Two large library tables and a round pedestal table made by Betty
Joel remain at the school today, Dating from 1935

League of Nations, Palace of Nations, Geneva: In 1936 Betty Joel provided the Australian and British
delegations to the League of Nations with furniture

British Airways Ltd, Terminal House, Grosvenor Gardens: Betty Joel was commissioned to furnish the
London terminal in 1937-8 With wood and metallic finished it looks slick and elegant, as well as
functional. (In archive images of it are light fittings that Betty designed for Coutts Bank in 1937)

Royal Society of Medicine, London: In 1935-6 Betty Joel created a table, 8 chairs and curtains
Australia House: Betty Joel designed furniture in Australian timbers in 1936

Lord Mountbatten’s Park Lane, London home: Betty Joel designed a study and dressing room in 1938
All Saints Church, Harewood, Yorkshire: A set of altar rails commissioned by Princess Royal, Countess
of Harewood in 1937 in memory of her late father, King George V. The rails remained as fitted by Betty

Joel in 1938

N.B. Archive images of the above projects are available on request

For more information on Olympia Auctions please go to:
https://www.olympiaauctions.com/

The book is available from central books: https://www.centralbooks.com/betty-joel-furniture-
maker-designer-and-businesswoman-in.html|
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