
 

 

Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of 
Cultural Interest, note of case hearing on 11 October 2017: Mae West Lips 
Sofa by Salvador Dalí and Edward James (Case 5, 2017-18) 

 

Application 

 

1. The Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of 
Cultural Interest (RCEWA) met on 11 October to consider an application to 
export the Mae West Lips Sofa by Salvador Dalí and Edward James. The value 
shown on the export licence application was £480,281.56 which represented 
the hammer price paid by the owner at auction plus the buyer’s premium plus 
Artist Resale Rights. The expert adviser had objected to the export of the sofa 
under the first, second and third Waverley criteria on the grounds that its 
departure from the UK would be a misfortune because (i) it was so closely 
connected with our history and national life (ii) it was of outstanding aesthetic 
importance and (iii) it was of outstanding significance for the study of furniture 
history as well as the history of design and Surrealist art.  

 

2.  All of the eight regular RCEWA members were present and were joined by 
three independent assessors, acting as temporary members of the Reviewing 
Committee. 

 

3. The applicant confirmed that the value did not include VAT and that VAT of 
£16,600 would be payable on the buyer’s premium in the event of a UK sale. 
The applicant also confirmed that the owner understood the circumstances 
under which an export licence might be refused and that, if the decision on the 
licence was deferred, the owner would allow the sofa to be displayed for 
fundraising purposes.  

 

Expert’s submission 
 
4. The expert adviser had provided a written submission stating that this 
upholstered sofa (one of a pair) was designed by Salvador Dalí (1904-1989) 
and Edward James (1907-1984) specifically for Monkton House, West Sussex; 
James’ country house. Composed of a red felted wool top cover with green 
decorative appliques in the form of larvae and black wool fringing over 
traditional horse-hair upholstery and webbing on a wooden carcass, it 
measures 79cm (h) by 202cm (w) by 92cm (d) and was made probably by 
Green & Abbot, London, in 1938.  
 
5. The sofa was the single most important example of Surrealist furniture 
ever made in Britain. Its provenance and the circumstances of its creation are 
exceptional in the annals of modern art and design in Britain. The sofa was 
not merely a commission, but a genuine collaboration between one of the 
most important and influential artists of the 20th century and his most 
significant British patron. The impetus for its creation came from James rather 
than Dalí and the decorative elements on the sofa related directly to the 



decoration of the interior of Monkton House. The house, originally designed 
by Sir Edwin Lutyens in 1902 for James’s parents, was renovated by James in 
the mid-1930s. Assisted by architect Christopher ‘Kit’ Nicholson (and Hugh 
Casson) and decorator Norris Wakefield, he created an astounding melange 
of Victorian, Regency and Surrealist design. Intentionally shocking Surrealist 
objects and surface treatments filled the spaces and surfaces of the house.  
 
6. The initial concept of a Mae West Lips Sofa may have arisen in 1936 after 
the completion of Dalí’s gouache Mae West’s Face which May Be Used as a 
Surrealist Apartment in 1934-35. Five sofas in total were made, all in 1938: a 
single sofa in pink satin (Edward James Foundation); a pair in contrasting red 
(seat) and pink (base) felted wool (Brighton Museum and Boijmans van 
Beuningen Museum, Rotterdam); and the present black fringed example and 
its pair, both made expressly for Monkton (both sold through Christie’s within 
the last year). This pair was very consciously altered by James from the other 
versions to make it an integral part of the decoration of his grand project for a 
Surrealist interior. It was also elongated to give the lips a different 
appearance. The pair was positioned in the dining room - on the one hand, 
designed to fit in with black, crocheted pelmets (‘like an old Spanish sacristy’) 
and other black-fringed elements while the red colour was reflected in the 
(striped) curtains. The fringing was, in James’ words, intended ‘to look like the 
embroidery upon the epaulettes of a picador or the breeches and hat of a 
toreador’. 
 
7. James’s vision of his Surrealist interior remained intact even after his 
death until when, despite the objections of English Heritage, the 20th Century 
Society, SAVE Britain and leading architectural critics, the Edward James 
Foundation sold Monkton and numerous contents rather than attempt to 
preserve it. The fact that Monkton was now in private ownership may not rule 
out that this hugely important house could—eventually—be restored and 
opened to the public, much in the way that, say, Spencer House or Croome 
Court had once again become accessible to the public after much longer 
periods of private ownership and an even more extreme dispersal of their 
original contents and interior decoration. 
 
8. When questioned about how this sofa compared to the other versions, the 
expert adviser replied that it could be considered the most successful of all 
the designs. While the existence of the fringing had made it seem in 
retrospect, perhaps, a less pure version of the design, it related much more 
closely to James’s idea of the complete Surrealist interior and very much to a 
British mid-20th-century taste that managed to artfully combine Victorian, 
Edwardian and Surrealist taste.  
 
9. When questioned about why the sofa was of outstanding significance for 
study, the expert adviser replied that it was of outstanding significance for the 
study of furniture history as well as the history of design and Surrealist art. It 
was in remarkable condition. Its dimensions, colour and textiles differed from 
the other versions and indeed other pieces of furniture from a similar period. 
Only with the physical object (ideally with its pair, and in comparison to the 



other versions of the sofa), could the design and construction of this important 
object be fully understood.  

 

Applicant’s submission 

 

10. The applicant had stated in a written submission that they did not consider 
that the sofa met any of the three Waverley criteria.  

 

11. With regard to the first Waverley criterion, this work was one of five that 
were made for James by two different manufacturers in 1938. In their opinion, 
the sofa was not unique and there were similar and better examples in 
England.  

 

12. With regard to the second Waverley criterion, the aesthetic taste 
manifested by this sofa could be appreciated in the UK through other examples 
in public ownership. This sofa was one of a pair conceived by Salvador Dalí 
and Edward James in 1936, and executed by Green & Abbott in 1938, to 
decorate the dining room at Monkton House. Dalí and James collaborated on 
the essential design of the Mae West Lips Sofa, however it was James who 
decided upon the final shapes, and the upholstery treatment of the five 
examples that he commissioned for his own use. James designed three 
different interpretations of the sofa, which were produced as two pairs in wool 
and a single example finished in satin. The condition of the sofa was good for 
its age but of the three felt appliqué shapes, suggestive of caterpillar larvae, to 
the seat and backs of both examples, one had been replaced. 

 

13. With regard to the third Waverley criterion, it was one of five that were 
made for James by two different manufacturers in 1938. This was an interesting 
sofa but it was not, in itself, an outstanding object for the study of a particular 
branch of art, learning or history. Other examples of the design concept 
remained in the UK and on public view. While the concept of the Mae West Lips 
Sofa was a good example of Dalí's collaboration with James for British 
Surrealist interior decoration, it was realized and best demonstrated by the pink 
satin sofa retained by the Edward James Foundation and the red and pink wool 
example on display in Brighton. Public access to view a Mae West Lips Sofa 
was, therefore, well served by these examples. 

 

14. The applicant added that, given the fact that Monkton house was not open 
to the public and much of its interior had been disbanded, this sofa alone did 
not meet the Waverley criteria. 

 

Discussion by the Committee 

 
15.  The expert adviser and applicant retired and the Committee discussed 
the case. The Committee noted that this sofa, designed by one of the most 
important patrons of the 20th century and one of the greatest artists of the 20th 
century, for a unique surrealist interior, was important for the history of 20th 
Century patronage, Surrealism and 20th Century furniture design. It was one 
of the most instantly recognisable pieces of furniture of the 20th century.   



 
16. Edward James was the key figure in the international recognition and 
promotion of Surrealism. His influence, both in Britain and overseas, had a 
resounding impact. Through him, Dali’s extraordinary imagination was 
realised. This particular version of the sofa was, aesthetically, the most 
successful and spoke most directly to the whole story of this unique moment 
in British cultural history. The fact that the extensive Edward James archive 
remained in Britain added to the significance of the sofa and the opportunities 
for further study. The dream of one day restoring the interior of Monkton 
House was still a possibility. 

 

Waverley Criteria  

 

17.  The Committee voted on whether the sofa met the Waverley criteria. Of the 
eleven members, nine voted that it met the first Waverley criterion. All members 
voted that it met the second Waverley criterion. All members voted that it met 
the third Waverley criterion. The sofa was, therefore, found to meet the first, 
second and third Waverley criteria for its outstanding significance for the study 
of furniture history as well as the history of design and Surrealist art.  

 

Matching offer 

 

18.  The Committee recommended the sum of £480,281.56 (plus VAT of 
£16,600) as a fair matching price.  

 

Deferral period 

 

19.  The Committee agreed to recommend to the Secretary of State that the 
decision on the export licence should be deferred for an initial period of three 
months. If, within that period, Arts Council England received notification of a 
serious intention to raise funds with a view to making an offer to purchase the 
sofa, the Committee recommended that there should be a further deferral 
period of three months. 

 

Communication of findings 

 

20.  The expert adviser and the applicant returned. The Chairman notified them 
of the Committee’s decision on its recommendations to the Secretary of State. 
The applicant confirmed that the owner would accept a matching offer at the 
price recommended by the Committee if the decision on the licence was 
deferred by the Secretary of State. 

 

21.  The expert adviser agreed to act as Champion if a decision on the licence 
was deferred by the Secretary of State. 

 


