Sir John Soane museum's lost gallery is flushed out
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Lavatory that displaced sculpture collection will be removed in multimillion-pound revamp of Britain's first public gallery
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 Sir John Soane's house is full of shadowy alcoves and secret doors. Photograph: Graham Turner 

Britain's first public gallery devoted to contemporary sculpture is to be recreated in every detail, complete with statues, plaster casts, bas reliefs and a towering stained glass window – just as soon as the washbasin and Edwardian lavatory have been removed.

The grandly titled Tivoli Recess, a sliver of a room halfway up the main staircase, was a typically eccentric feature of the extraordinary museum Sir John Soane, architect of the Bank of England, created in his own London home and studio before his death in 1837.

The tall, narrow house is full of shadowy alcoves and secret doors, with double walls that swing open to reveal layers of pictures, an Egyptian sarcophagus in a coal cellar, and a tomb for a dog, all lit in amber or blood red through stained glass windows.

The house, in Lincoln's Inn Fields, was always open to visitors, and was left to the nation with contents including paintings by Canaletto, Turner and Hogarth, stone carvings from Old St Paul's and other long lost buildings, and a jewelled badge worn by Charles I at the Battle of Naseby.

The museum's director, Tim Knox, launched a public appeal for the last £500,000 – it has already raised £6.5m through the heritage lottery fund, the Monuments Trust and other charities and private donors – for the most significant restoration in its history. "Rest assured that it will all be done in the best possible taste," Knox promised: "no brash new labels or burbling audioguides."

All the rooms were recorded in contemporary watercolours, and nothing was ever thrown out, so although some gradually became offices and staff quarters, all the contents were carefully stored. Lost rooms to be recreated include Soane's own bedroom and bathroom, which he showed to the public in his lifetime, where the original red-and-cream patterned wallpaper has been discovered under layers of later beige paint.

The minute sculpture gallery had become a staff lavatory by 1918. "We're very fond of it," deputy director Helen Dorey said. "We'll really miss it."

