
Certainly the most famous example of Georgian Gothic architecture is 

Strawberry Hill (1747–77), the Gothic villa created by Horace Walpole (1717–97) the late 

and last son of Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745), first Earl of Orford and the first British 

Prime Minister, who followed eighteenth-century fashions and had built a Classical 

country house, Houghton, Norfolk, in the 1720s.  

Unlike his father, then, Horace Walpole, later the fourth Earl of Orford, chose to 

create a Gothic villa as his retreat from London life, and in 1749 purchased Chopp’d 

Straw Hall, Twickenham. This collection of houses was transformed over the course of 

nearly thirty years into the most famous Gothic house of the period. 

As we discussed in last week’s session, Horace Walpole was an avid letter-writer 

and author on various topics from history to art. His letters preserve important details 

about his opinions on architecture and country houses, and help shape our 

understanding of Strawberry Hill’s development. And additionally, John Carter, an 

antiquarian topographer in late eighteenth-century England, recorded Strawberry Hill’s 

interiors and exteriors in 1788, an endeavour which gives us unprecedented access to 

the genesis and evolution of Walpole’s Gothic villa. Writing about Gothic architecture’s 

highly emotive qualities — something that he would pursue specifically because of its 

abilities to create monastic and other, ‘gloomthful’ atmospheres — in his Anecdotes of 

Painting, Walpole suggests that: 

 

It is difficult for the noblest Grecian temple to convey half so many 

impressions to the mind, as a cathedral does to the best Gothic taste — a 

proof of skill in the architects and of address in the priests who erected them. 

The latter exhausted their knowledge of the passions in composing edifices 

whose pomp, mechanism, vaults, tombs, painted windows, gloom and 

perspectives infused such sensations of romantic devotion; and they were 

happy in finding artists capable of executing such machinery. One must have 

taste to be sensible of the beauties of Grecian architecture; one only wants 

passions to feel Gothic. 

 

He chose Gothic because of its architectural resonances and its ability to speak 

to the imagination of the mind, something that, in time, Gothic novelists, poets and 

playwrights, too, would do. The house that he created, Strawberry Hill, like Esher, was 

quite unusual in the history of the Gothic Revival because both its exterior and interior 

were Gothic. And Walpole was aware of Esher Place. In his correspondence he writes 

that ‘Esher I have seen again twice […] and I prefer it to all villas, even Southcote’s; Kent 

is Kentissime there’. 



In a letter from 1760 Walpole offers a revised interpretation of Kent’s Gothic. 

Writing of Rousham Hall, Oxfordshire, he notes that ‘it has reinstated Kent with me; he 

has nowhere shown so much taste. The house is old and was bad. He has improved it, 

[and] stuck as close as he could to Gothic’. Kent’s efforts at Rousham are praised; 

however it is clear that Walpole considered his work in the mode to be limited. This 

became obvious to Walpole once he approached Gothic architecture from another 

perspective. Rather than creating Gothic architecture based upon an imaginative and 

Classical perspective, Walpole based his house, at least in its mature second phase from 

the late 1750s, upon the diligent study of medieval remains, especially those preserved 

in prints.  

In the introduction to the A Description of the Villa of Mr Horace Walpole first 

published in 1774 and in an enlarged edition in 1784, Walpole writes that: 

 

A farther view succeeded; that of exhibiting specimens of Gothic architecture, as 

collected from standards in cathedrals and chapel-tombs, and shewing how they 

may be applied to chimney-pieces, ceilings, windows, balustrades, loggias, &c. 

The general disuse of Gothic architecture, and the decay and alterations so 

frequently made in churches, give prints a chance of being the sole preservatives 

of that style.  

 

Walpole converted the seventeenth-century buildings into a ‘new-old’ Gothic castle. 

Though not unprecedented, Walpole’s work at Strawberry Hill from the late 1740s 

onwards was, to date, the most ambitious project of the Gothic architectural revival.  

Although this clearly pleased him, he also acknowledged that his architectural work 

contradicted accepted mainstream taste for the time: 

 

in the heretical corner of my heart I adore Gothic buildings, which by some 

unusual inspiration Gibbs has made pure and beautiful and venerable. The style 

has a propensity to the Venetian or mosque-Gothic, and the great column near 

it makes the whole put one in mind the Place of St Mark. The windows are 

throughout consecrated with painted glass; most of it from the priory of 

Warwick, a present from that foolish [Mr Wise], who quarrelled with me for 

asking him if Lord Brook had planted much. 

 

The idea of gloomth — a word that he invented — is central to Strawberry Hill. 

Looking at the house’s plan it is possible to understand what it is. If you think of 

medieval churches or cathedrals they are dark spaces, despite medieval craftsmen and 



builders striving to let in as much light as possible. Walpole evoked this architectural 

style by creating dark and twisting spaces opening up into light ones — the trunk sealed 

passage, leading through to the Holbein Chamber are particularly important here.  

As already indicated, Strawberry Hill developed over the course of thirty years, 

and the house’s early phase is markedly different from its later parts. Indeed, Walpole 

complains that ‘Neither Mr. Bentley nor my workmen has studied the science [of 

Gothic], and […that] My house therefore is but a sketch by beginners’. Looking at the 

earlier architecture at Strawberry Hill, there is a preference for overtly decorative 

patterns: windows have double- or triple-headed ogee headed windows, and quatrefoils 

punctuate the façades. This is largely a whimsical and curvilinear reinterpretation of 

medieval forms applied to a structurally unrelated surface. By contrast, turning to the 

later parts of the house, including John Chute’s State Apartment (or Gallery), located 

above the cloister, the arches are of simply four-centred forms and much more 

restrained. This reflected a change in Walpole’s understanding of Gothic, a shift away 

from the merely imaginative towards the more accurate, antiquarian or archaeological.  

Despite these changes, Strawberry Hill’s exterior is a celebration of asymmetrical 

variety, and it is this picturesque variety that later architects and designers cherished 

about the style. A particularly poignant example is Downton Castle, Herefordshire, 

constructed in the ‘medieval style’ between 1772 and 1778 for Richard Payne Knight. 

Writing in 1805 Payne Knight notes that  

 

it is more than thirty years since the author of this inquiry ventured to build a 

house ornamented with what are called Gothic towers and battlements without, 

and with Grecian ceilings, columns, and entablatures within; and though his 

example has not been much followed, he has every reason to congratulate 

himself upon the success of the experiment; he having, at once, the advantage of 

a picturesque object, and of an elegant and convenient dwelling. 

 

Downton’s Neoclassical interior is an important example of taste and the perception of 

comfort, and is representative of the prevailing aesthetic in late eighteenth-century 

Britain. Strawberry Hill’s architecture is very distinct from mid eighteenth-century 

pattern-books circulating designs for Gothic country-house architecture or 

architectural mouldings, such as Batty Langley’s Ancient Architecture Restored and 

Improved (1741–2), and the Halfpenny’s Chinese and Gothic Architecture Properly 

ornamented (1752). 


