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Tēnā koe Peter, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on your two Levien tables. I realise they must represent a 

career highlight for you as they are extremely rare and of huge historic significance. 

Despite being a superb cabinet maker, Johann Levien (1811-1871) has remained rather enigmatic until 

the sale of his Great Exhibition Renaissance-style sideboard for £380,000 in the mid-1990s. That 

spectacular ‘massive’ totara and boxwood piece is now in a private Swiss collection.1 Other known 

pieces by Levien are a Louis XV Revival tulipwood and ormolu cabinet made in 1846 for Prince Albert 

as a present to Queen Victoria is in the Royal Collection2 and in 2012 a small totara side table was 

acquired by Te Papa Tongarewa, Museum of New Zealand.3 At the time that tilt-top table, similar to 

your pair Peter, was thought to be the only known piece surviving from Levien’s 1840-1843 period in 

New Zealand. Subsequent research has revealed that a totara knot breakfast table, also in the national 

collection since 1865, had been misattributed to a Dunedin cabinet maker, John Hill, but is now 

recognised as the work of Levien.4 No work by Levien prior to his 1840 arrival in New Zealand has yet 

been identified. In order to position the importance of your two tables Peter it is relevant to outline 

Levien’s immediate history following his departure for England. 

In December 1843 the 32-year old Levien and his wife (Jane, nee Whittaker) sailed for London with 

413 pieces of New Zealand timber. Levien intended to export indigenous woods to England and 

popularise them amongst the trade by manufacturing fine articles of furniture.5 His intentions were 

published a few days before departure. 

Mr. Levin[sic], a highly respectable German, and an excellent cabinet-maker, 
proceeds in the" brig Victoria to London, with a view to establishing a warehouse 
for the manufacture and sale of New Zealand wood. Mr. Levin has lived here for a 
considerable period, and has been industriously employed in proving the value of 
our forests, by working native woods in all descriptions of furniture. His work is 
beautifully executed, and his prices moderate. The sitting rooms of one gentleman 
in the Colony have been completely furnished by Mr. Levin, with articles all 
manufactured by him from native woods and nothing can be more beautiful or 

 

1 Cottrell, William, Furniture of the New Zealand Colonial Era 1830-1900, Reed Publishing, Auckland, 2006; p. 315 
2 https://www.rct.uk/collection/169/jewel-cabinet-on-stand 
3 https://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/object/1133140 
4 https://collections.tepapa.govt.nz/object/57031 
5 New Zealand Gazette and Wellington Spectator, 20 December 1843 
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attractive. Mr. Levin takes with him a large quantity of choice specimens of our 
woods, carefully selected by himself, and well-seasoned before embarked.6 

By March 1844 Levien had set up a workshop/showroom at the premises of the New Zealand Company 

in Broad Street, London. In October that year a report noted that... 

Levien has an order from the Baron of Rothschild to fit up an entire room with 
totara and hinau; old Mr Rothschild is about to do the same thing, and Gillow, 
Doubiggen, and some others of the cabinet-makers have purchased good quantities 
of his woods. 

By late 1844 Wellington readers were updated on Levien’s progress in London and encouraged to 

support his endeavours. 

 We lately announced the return of Mr. Levin[sic] from Wellington, with a valuable 
assortment of the beautiful woods of the colony; other woods have arrived in the 
Glenarm, and more are expected in the ships yet to come; so that we shall at last 
be in possession of sufficient materials to test fairly the capabilities of these woods 
for domestic purposes. We anticipate a favourable result, although it will be 
necessary to establish for them a high character, in order to, bring them into 
competition with those [mahoganies and rosewoods] of the South American 
continent… Mr. Levin, in his zeal for bringing a considerable quantity of the 
different varieties suited to his purpose, has expended the capital he had, as a 
workman, acquired in the colony; so that it will be necessary that he should receive 
some pecuniary assistance, to enable him to go to work in a proper manner. We 
have proposed that a fund should be formed for this purpose, consisting of small 
contributions, to be repaid in articles made by Mr. Levin from New Zealand woods. 
We have mentioned this proposition to several persons interested in New Zealand, 
who immediately coincided with us, and at once contributed for the purpose. We 
consider this mode the best under the circumstances, till the real merits of the 
woods shall be known; but in order that they may become so… It would not be fair 
that Mr. Levin should have the onus of making the woods known to the public 
thrown upon him… as they must be, preparatory to their becoming an article of 
export... The woods Mr. Levin has brought are of all sizes, from that of 
a sideboard, or dining- table, to a lady's work-box and the expense might thus vary, 
at the option of the purchaser, from one pound to twenty… Of Mr. Levin, as a 
cabinet-maker, we can speak highly, from a knowledge of bis workmanship and we 
trust that he will be supported as his exertions deserve to be [in] the best interests 
of the colony.7 

 

Levien had made significant headway within a conservative trade and highly competitive market. New 

Zealand Company directors clearly treated colonisation as a commercial enterprise as one of its 

speculators intimated of Levien’s efforts in early 1845. 

There is reason to hope that there will be a demand for New Zealand woods for 
furniture and cabinet work. Levien, from Wellington, has established himself in 

 

6 New Zealand Gazette and Wellington Spectator, 9 December 1843 
7 New Zealand Guardian & Cook’s Strait Spectator, 9 November 1844 



Broad Street Buildings, and has turned out some beautiful specimens of wood and 
workmanship… [The] first money he received here [was] £10 for a tea-poy of 
Totara. £26 per ton had been offered for some choice pieces [of New Zealand 
timber].8 

 

Two and a half years of leaving his beachfront workshop on Lambton Quay, in what was then Britain’s 

most distant colony, Levien had accumulated an enviable client list of dignitaries and royalty. In August 

1846 Levien was awarded a Royal Appointment “as cabinet-maker to her Majesty, in token of the very 

elegant specimens of workmanship made by him from the woods of New Zealand.” Additionally, he 

also had the patronage of the Prussian Ambassador Chevalier Bunsen through whom he received 

several commissions from Frederick William IV, King of Prussia. In 1848 he received a gold medal 

“awarded by the Prussian Court to persons of distinguished merits in the arts and conferred on him a 

Royal Appointment.” Nothing from these commissions has been identified in any collections. 

In an article reprinted in Wellington from the English trade paper Builder Levien had ascended as far 

as a cabinetmaker could go in London, then the world’s wealthiest city. 

New Zealand Wood. — The increased use of furniture woods, consequent on the 
favourable position we are now in, as regards the duty and the introduction of 
many new kinds, affords grounds for hoping that interior decoration may find new 
means of exercise. The resources of art in this respect have barely been examined 
[as] the British colonies are rich in beautiful woods, applicable for all the purposes 
for which mahogany and rosewood are adapted. The Totara wood of New Zealand 
surpasses any mahogany we have seen, it has great variety of grain, and a beautiful 
mottled appearance. An elaborate sideboard, lately made of it, for the King of 
Prussia, by Mr. J. M. Levein[sic], has lately been exhibited at New Zealand House, 
Broad-street Buildings. We hear, also, that her Majesty [Queen Victoria] has given 
orders for some articles. In other pieces of furniture, were specimens of eight kinds 
of wood, all of them of great beauty and well adapted for this purpose. The Mairi 
wood, of which a tea-poy has been made, when cut in the direction of the grain, is 
of a yellow stone colour, variegated in parts with dark brown of large pattern. Hino 
[hinau], of which the specimens were cut from the root, was of a dark brown 
colour. It veneers and polishes well, and can be had for a ton, which seems to be a 
pretty general price. Amongst other kinds were the Primo [rimu?], also beautiful, 
with a large mottled pattern; the Kattore[sic], in all respects like ebony ; the Mai 
[matai], rather plain, with an appearance varying from that of Satin wood to the 
lightest mahogany; the Kivverve[sic], and specimens of many other kinds. Names 
have been given to all the different species, thus included.9 

 

 

8 The New Zealand Spectator and Cook’s Strait Guardian, 1 March 1845 
9 New Zealand Guardian & Cook’s Strait Spectator, 31 March 1847 



Around 1848 Levien had set up a new and enlarged workshop at 10 Davies Street, Grosvenor Square 

and from this period several, work-tables, escritoire[s] and cabinets have been found labelled with 

that address. His output thereafter bridged three of the most favoured (English) styles – French/ Louis, 

‘Modern’ or neo-Grecian and Italian Renaissance or more loosely referred to as ‘Elizabethan’. 

In the Irish Industrial Exhibition (Dublin) 1853 Levien was described as a “Designer and Manufacturer” 

with his two exhibits. 

[an] Escritoire in the style of Louis XIV [sic] of tulip and kingwood [along with an]… inlaid 
worktable of New Zealand woods, discovered in that colony and imported in 1840[sic] 
by the exhibitor.10 

 

Two years later he exhibited a marquetry centre table of tulipwood, kingwood, box, satinwood and 

ebony in the Universal Exposition, Paris (1855). Perhaps, unsurprisingly the design for that table was 

based on a post-1846 pattern by formative Parisian furniture designer and publisher Désiré Guilmard’s 

L'Ameublement et l'utile (Furniture and its Use). By then Levien’s work was thoroughly continental and 

not colonial. Despite his continued promotion of New Zealand timbers, notably his The Woods of New 

Zealand and Their Adaptability to Art Furniture pamphlet published in 1861, there are no documented 

examples of his use of continued use of New Zealand timbers. His ‘Etruscan Cabinet’ made for the 

1862 Exhibition does suggest the use of colonial timbers in the Official Catalogue but an inspection of 

that piece, as with the Paris table, does suggest Levien was a little vague with his descriptions when it 

came to promoting his (NZ) timber importing business!   

So, Peter, this sets the scene for your two tables. They compare very closely to the two New Zealand-

made examples now in Te Papa, in particular the smaller of the two, which was originally found in 

Lower Hutt.11 It is quite clear that these three tables are based on the same pattern with relatively 

minor variations, typically associated with individual customer preferences. They are all in totara knot 

veneered onto mahogany and pine substrates. Levien used patterns directly from John Loudon’s 

Encyclopaedia of Cottage Farm and Villa Architecture and Furniture (1833) for both museum tables in 

the neo-Grecian Style.12 This predominantly pre-Victorian fashion largely pre-dated the ‘French Louis’ 

and in part overshadowed the Italian until Thomas King’s The Cabinet Maker’s Sketch Book (1835) 

popularised designs for ‘Parisian’ and  ‘Elizabethan’ tables and sideboards with the middle classes. 

 

10 Official Catalogue of the Great Exhibition in Connection with the Royal Dublin Society 1853; p.93, #1225 
11 Cottrell, (2006), p. 254 
12 Cottrell, William R., Patterns and Impressions; An Investigation into the Copying of British Furniture Designs, the Cabinet 
Maker’s Pattern Book and Trade Catalogue in New Zealand 1820-1920, (2016), University of Canterbury, unpublished PhD 
thesis. 



This then suggests that the all four tables (your two, Peter, and the two in Te Papa) were almost at the 

end of popular taste, with those particular designs referenced by Levien being published a decade 

earlier. Any ‘Modern Style’ or neo-Grecian furniture in the New Zealand context is exceptionally rare 

with possibly no more than thirty surviving examples and with very few pieces in private ownership. 

Indeed, in the colonial setting it is exceptionally rare at all to be able to date furniture with such 

precision. 

Peter, with the support of the handwritten ‘Broad Street’ label, it is clear then, that your tables were 

made very soon after Levien arrived in London, most certainly in timber he had taken on board with 

him. Moreover, he had reused the same pattern (meaning his sketches and measurements) that he 

had used in Wellington prior to his departure in late 1843. This also suggests that his earliest New 

Zealand work was competitive with London-made furniture and that popular taste was uniform 

throughout the British Empire.  

Peter, your two tables would also be the earliest known pieces made by Levien after leaving New 

Zealand and before he established himself as an important London cabinet maker. Following Prince 

Albert’s 1846 commission Levien had evidently adopted (the) ‘Louis’ Rococo style and his Great 

Exhibition sideboard (1851) suggested that he had also embraced the ‘Elizabethan’ or Italian.  

 I would argue that these two tables are extremely important to our early colonial settlement history. 

They were made by New Zealand’s most famous ex-patriot craftsman, in native timbers and were sold 

from the New Zealand Company office in London. At the time newspaper reports had encouraged 

visitors to those premises to inspect Levien’s work. In just a few years Levien’s ambition and talent 

had propelled him far beyond his first work in this colonial outpost to become a master of his 

profession, winning international awards and furnishing some of Europe’s finest homes and palaces.  

I am grateful for the opportunity to add some historical background and lend gravity to such important 

pieces. 

Ka kite ano, 

William 

Dr William Cottrell 

cottrellone@gmail.com 

Phone: 027 7665543 
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