
Wild Search and 
BloomSBury

Clive Aslet describes the history and context of  Wild Search’s offices in the heart of  Bloomsbury

20-21 Bloomsbury Way, otherwise called Swedenborg House, which became the 
home of  Wild Search in 2016, stands in the heart of  mid-Georgian Bloomsbury. 
Although the street used to be called Hart Street, probably after a pub called 
the White Hart, Bloomsbury Way is more appropriate: it follows the line of  
the medieval drainage ditch called Blemund’s Dyke from which Bloomsbury 
(Blemundsbury) takes its name.  

The windows of  the Wild Search 
offices look onto Bloomsbury 
Square. This has the distinction 
of  being the first London Square 
to be so-called.  Originally the 
sides unfolded in front of  a large 
house that had been built by 
Thomas Wriothesley, 4th Earl 
of  Southampton, just before the 
Restoration. Originally known as 
Southampton Square, it was the 
scene of  a duel in which John Law 
killed Edward ‘Beau’ Wilson with 
a single thrust of  his sword (after 
being sentenced to death, Law escaped from prison and later became Louis XV’s 
Controller General of  Finances of  France). Lord Southampton’s daughter Rachel 
married Thomas, one of  the sons of  the 1st Duke of  Bedford. The Bedford 
Estate rebuilt the terraces of  Bloomsbury Square in the early l9th century. The 
Square includes an impressive bronze statue of  Charles James Fox, the former 
Whig MP for Westminster and campaigner for the reform of  slavery.
 

The original grid layout of  Bloomsbury Square
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In 1716-31, the houses on the then Hart Street were 
joined by the church of  St George’s, Bloomsbury. 
With its giant portico, this is one of  Nicholas 
Hawksmoor’s boldest and most curious works, the 
spire, topped by a statue of  George I, taking the 
form of  a ziggurat, grappled by a lion and a unicorn 
with the crown between them.  The ziggurat form 
was intended as a reference to the 4th century BC 
Mausoleum (to King Mausolus) at Halicarnassus, 
one of  the Wonders of  the World, although known 
only from its description by Pliny the Elder. In 
1720, Stow’s Survey of  the Cities of  London and 
Westminster described the future Bloomsbury Way 
as ‘large and open, with well-built houses.’

Around 1760, the corner site that formed 1 
Hart Street – now 20-21 Bloomsbury Way – was 
rebuilt. Rising four storeys over a basement, it 
is typical of  the sober terraces that Victorian 
architects hated so much.  Presumably the 
atmosphere of  London was already somewhat 
smoky – John Evelyn had complained about it 
in his Fumifugium of  1661, although the Stuarts 
and Georgians got off  lightly compared to the 
Victorians and Edwardians – because the bricks 
have been treated to make them darker.  The 
ground floor is coated in stucco which would 
have been painted to imitate stone; repainting 
on a regular basis was usually a condition of  the 
lease.

The entrance to the Wild Search offices is via a Doric doorcase which leads into a 
panelled hallway – and there, in front of  you is the original staircase, with carved 
balusters, two to a tread. There is more panelling in the board room, together 
with a cornice, as well as that view, over a balcony, to Bloomsbury Square: more 
sylvan, probably, than when the Earl of  Southampton knew it, since the trees 
have now matured.

St George’s Church

Swedenborg House
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University College London’s 
Bloomsbury Project describes Hart 
Street as having been occupied, in 
the early 19th century, by solicitors, 
surgeons, a wine merchant and a 
water-closet manufacturer, adding, 
somewhat ungenerously: ‘Otherwise, it 
was largely a haunt of  the retired, the 
forgotten, and the unsuccessful.’ But 
at least one occupant of  the present 
Swedenborg House deserves comment. 
He was Daniel Sutton, who built a 
lucrative medical practice in smallpox inoculation, although, by the time of  his 
death in 1810, his method had been superseded by vaccination.  

Bloomsbury remained determinedly unfashionable throughout the Edwardian 
period. Although, in a paper of  1910, the influential critic C.H.Reilly, head of  
the Liverpool School of  Architecture, described Bloomsbury as ‘the most liberal 
town planning yet achieved in England,’ he had to admit that its houses were 
‘despised.’ This is reflected in the fate of  20-21 Bloomsbury Way: in 1914 it 
became a brewery, which it remained into the 1920s.

By then Bloomsbury was synonymous with the Bohemians who, as Dorothy 
Parker famously quipped, lived in squares, painted in circles and loved in 
triangles. But 20-21 Bloomsbury Way would not become a home to the 
Bloomsbury Group; instead, its destiny was to become the headquarters of  the 
Swedenborg Society in 1925. Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) was a Swedish 
scientist, Biblical scholar and mystic, whose poetry and art were dedicated to the 
expression of  his moral convictions, often in visionary form. Halfway through 
his life, Swedenborg believed that he had been given privileged access to the spirit 
world which man would inhabit after death, filled with its angels and demons. 
This parallel universe of  the spirit, starkly polarised into good and evil, can be 
spied both through Blake’s early Songs of  Innocence and Experience and his 
later impenetrably symbolic epic poems. The Swedenborg Society was founded 
by in 1810 by the artist John Flaxman and the writer and politician Charles Tulk 
to translate, publish and sell Swedenborg’s works.

‘Wonderful Effects of  the New Inoculation’, James Gillray
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The Society installed a bow-fronted shop front, as well as giving the staircase 
behind the shop oak banisters and green Doulton tiles. The architect Lewis 
Solomon built a lecture theatre at the back of  the building, which can seat a 
hundred people. This has an interior of  English oak, the room is lit by a lantern, 
and stained glass windows show Swedenborg’s portrait and coat-of-arms.

Whilst early-20th century 
Bloomsbury may have been 
shabby and unfashionable, a 
century on, its stock is now 
rapidly rising. Bloomsbury is now, 
in planning parlance, regarded 
as part of  London’s resurgent 
Midtown: that buffer between 
the West End and the City, 
whose future will be gilded by 
the opening of  Crossrail, with 
stations at Tottenham Court 
Road and Farringdon. The number of  passengers using Tottenham Court Road 
is expected to treble in a few years. Along the road from the Wild Search offices, 
that notorious cause célèbre of  the 1960s, Centre Point, is being redeveloped as 
a luxury tower block surrounded at ground level by a ‘halo’ of  shops, restaurants 
and open spaces. And yet, amid the boom and bustle of  an area on the move, 
the qualities that have endeared it to the millions who have visited the British 
Museum or studied at London University over the years pertain. Wild Search 
has come to a place of  architectural distinction, where fast-moving change is 
ballasted by tradition.

Clive Aslet is an award-winning writer and journalist, acknowledged as a leading authority 
on Britain and its way of  life. He has been part of  the Wild Search team since 2014, 
contributing to a number of  its publications, most recently Agricultural Societies and Shows: 
Past, Present and Future (2015).
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Modern day Sicilian Avenue, just off  Bloomsbury Square


