
JOHN THOMAS
John Thomas (c.1826 – c.1900) was born in Birmingham,  

the son of  a miller but followed his artistic ambitions by 
training as a japanner (a form of  decoration which imitates 
Asian lacquer work) and studying at the Birmingham School 
of  Art. In a career spanning over fifty years, he worked as a 

book illustrator, wallpaper designer and landscape painter. 

However, his specialism was highly decorative Japanese-inspired 
murals. His work once adorned the walls of  the Royal Exchange in London 
and the Manchester Reform Club. Thomas’ murals at the Russell-Cotes 
Museum are now the sole remaining examples of  his extraordinary work.

Following his purchase of  the Royal Bath Hotel in 1876, Merton wanted to 
decorate his hotel with the latest fashions and styles, particularly Japanese 
motifs.  In 1881 he employed Thomas, whom he knew from his previous 
residence in Bowdon, Cheshire. Thomas, along with his sons Henry (1846 – ?) 
and Oliver (1864 –1941), furnished and decorated the magnificent Japanese 
Drawing Room.  

Thomas, assisted by his sons, continued as resident artist. Over two years the 
hotel’s walls, ceilings, covings, glass work and furnishings were transformed. 
Merton insured that Thomas’ mural work was featured in numerous art 
journals and publications; the glowing critical approval served as an excellent 
marketing tool for the hotel. 

In what would be his final commission, from 1898 Thomas was employed 
as decorator of  East Cliff Hall. Now in his mid-seventies, he incorporated 
favourite elements from the hotel’s decorative scheme throughout the house. 
Thomas’ age seems to have limited his input, and his sons, Oliver and Arthur 
(1862–1944) were also heavily involved. Thomas does not appear on the 1901 
census and it is likely he died before East Cliff Hall was finished.
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