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William Newton (–), architect, of
Newcastle upon Tyne, is best known for his

classical designs, with a growing number of country
houses, churches and public buildings credited to
him. These include the Assembly Rooms and
St Ann’s Chapel in Newcastle and country houses
at Backworth, Howick, and Dissington in
Northumberland. Newton also executed several
buildings in the Gothick style of the eighteenth
century. This article will examine the interrelated
designs of two of his buildings, The Castle at Castle
Eden in County Durham, and Kielder Castle in
Northumberland.

The dominant architectural style in eighteenth
century Britain was classical. Ayres has suggested
that classical designs were used to demonstrate
patrons’ political, cultural and philosophical union
with the ethos of ancient Rome. The view of
eighteenth century – Augustan – Britons as the heirs
of Rome was given archaeological support through
the publication of such works as John Horsley’s
Britannia Romana in  and Drake’s Eboracum in
. For the gentlemen of the North of England,
ancient Rome was often at the end of their gardens in
the form of Hadrian’s Wall and its outpost forts
along the Stanegate and Dere Street, ensuring easy
acceptance of the classical heritage.

How did the Gothick style and the illusion of the
castle architecture fit with these Roman aspirations?
Gothick was seen as an appropriate style for additions
to mediaeval buildings, and it may be that a Gothick
design demonstrated the patrons’ desire to be seen as
the inheritors of the ideals of the Magna Carta, as

well as portraying their families as a long-standing
feature of country life (which many of the newly-
enriched land-owners were not ). In the north of
England, a landscape studded with genuine
mediaeval castles, Gothick also recalled the role of
the landed gentlemen as defenders of the nation
against Scottish incursions – an analogy unlikely to
be lost on those who had so recently witnessed the
Jacobite rebellions. Many houses with Gothick
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Fig. . Castle Eden church, County Durham.



Burdon (–), with the additions of aisles. It is
likely that around  Rowland Burdon the elder
commissioned William Newton to prepare designs
for a new country house on the estate, as there was
‘not a vestige remaining of the mansion house’.

The Burdons’ house, called The Castle (Fig. ),
is a large three storey building with symmetrical
Gothick facades on the south, east and west elevations,
constructed of white Hesleden limestone. The north
elevation, facing the service courtyard and largely
obscured by later buildings, is of brown rubble. A
nineteenth century concrete and glass palmhouse
was built across the ground floor façade of the west
(entrance) front. The east and west elevations are
each of seven bays, the central three projecting as full
height canted bay windows. The Castle has been
dated to the later part of the eighteenth century, but
there has been some suggestion that its Gothick
appearance may be a later re-casing of a classical
style house.

exteriors had classical interiors, a layering of tastes
that allowed patrons to subscribe to all of these
allusions.

William Newton’s first building in Gothick style
was at Castle Eden, miles south east of the City of
Durham. The estate, described as ‘waste and
unenclosed’, was bought by the Newcastle
merchant Rowland Burdon (–) in .
Burdon began to improve the estate, but the first
building to be reconstructed was not his house but
the parish church of St James, rebuilt in  (Fig. ).
Pevsner believed that the tower might be that of the
mediaeval church re-cased in eighteenth century
Gothick garb. As it stands today it is the eighteenth
century idea of mediaeval that prevails. The tower
has Gothick battlements and quatrefoils. A
contemporary description records that the
rebuilding commenced April th  and was
completed August st . The church was
expanded by Burdon’s son, also called Rowland
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Fig. . The Castle, Castle Eden: east façade. 
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Fig. . The Orangery, Gibside, County Durham.

Fig. . Dissington Hall, Northumberland.



Newcastle Assembly Rooms, built by Newton –,
ends in a canted bay, rounded on the interior to form
an apse, but clearly three-sided on the exterior. Kielder
Castle, built for the Duke of Northumberland from
–, originally featured a full-height canted bay
overlooking the rugged moorland of the Kielder Burn.
The house built for Joseph Forster at Newton-by-the
Sea, Northumberland, also has a canted bay. Finally it
is used at Dissington Hall (Fig. ), though one of
Newton’s designs for this house had a curved bow,
more fashionable by the s. It may be that in this
instance the canted bay appealed more to Edward
Collingwood, Newton’s ageing client. Indeed Giles
Worsley suggested that it was an architectural feature 
of the s, the period when William Newton
established himself as an architect.

Inside The Castle, the screens of columns to the
staircase at first and second floors (Fig. ) provide

In fact the Gothick guise, essential for a location
called Castle Eden, is only skin-deep. The Castle may
have battlements and arched hood-moulds over the
windows, but it is essentially a classical house.
Eschewing the asymmetry of Walpole’s Strawberry
Hill, the public facades of The Castle are symmetrical,
even employing false window openings to preserve the
balanced appearance.The exterior has several
features common to Newton’s classical designs,
including horizontal bands connecting the bottoms of
windows and between ground and first floors. The
canted bays in the centre of the main elevations at The
Castle are repeated in several of Newton’s designs. He
designed a lakeside Gothick building with this feature
for the Wallington estate of Sir Walter Blackett c..

A canted bay is used on the Orangery at Gibside,
exploiting the fine view along the valley of the River
Derwent (Fig. ). The east end of the ballroom at the
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Fig. The Castle, Castle Eden: The first and second 
floor columns of the staircase hall.



Soane noted room dimensions and positions of
doorways and fireplaces. Apart from the alterations
caused by the removal of the imperial staircase,
Soane’s dimensions match those of the house today.
He also drew the elevation and plan of the entrance
porch, which forms the ground floor of the three-
storey canted bay in the centre of the west elevation,
carefully including the details of the horizontal bands
on the façade and the hood moulds over the
doorway and side windows, confirming that these
are original features and not later additions. Soane
designed niches and lamps to light the staircase of
The Castle, but his plan and elevation for a new
classical style house at Castle Eden and alternative
designs for Gothick and classical style stables were
not executed.

The stylistic details of the current house point to
William Newton as the designer of The Castle, and
this is supported by other evidence. Newton had
already produced a building at Castle Eden for
Rowland Burdon the elder, namely the church of

another link with the ground and first floor columns
of the Dissington Hall staircase.The original
imperial staircase of The Castle was removed in the
nineteenth century, a first floor inserted across the
void and the entrance hall and dining room enlarged,
but the form of the original staircase is confirmed by
no less an authority than Sir John Soane. Soane
visited The Castle on –October  to see his
Grand Tour companion Rowland Burdon the
younger and drew the plan of The Castle in his
notebook (Fig. ). The imperial staircases in
Newton’s work at Dissington and Hesleyside in
Northumberland survive to remind us how The
Castle might have appeared.  Newton’s design for
Backworth Hall, Northumberland, built for Ralph
William Grey (the brother-in-law of the younger
Rowland Burdon) from –, also included an
imperial staircase.

Soane’s notebook provides further evidence that
the current house dates to before . As well as
drawing the ground plan of the existing house,
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Fig. . Plan of The Castle drawn by Sir John Soane during his visit on October . 
By courtesy of the Trustees of Sir John Soane's Museum.



Another of Newton’s castellated designs
provides further support for his authorship at Castle
Eden. Kielder Castle in Northumberland was built as
a shooting lodge for the Duke of Northumberland
and completed in . It is often claimed that
Kielder Castle was designed by the Duke, but details
of the completed Castle Eden house and the designs
at Sotheran’s are so close to those at Kielder Castle
as to cast serious doubt on this claim. Newton was
paid for building Kielder Castle, including thirteen
visits, and it is likely that he was the designer.

As originally built, Kielder Castle was
symmetrical. The south front was animated by a full
height canted bay, like those Newton employed at
Castle Eden, Gibside Orangery and Dissington Hall.
Although Kielder Castle’s canted bay was removed
in the nineteenth century, it is clearly shown in the
earliest plan and elevation of Kielder Castle and in a
 print by William Beilby (Fig. ). The surviving
wings of Newton’s building (Fig. ) show the same
combination of arched hood-moulds over the first

. Burdon was a businessman who derived his
wealth from commerce in Newcastle, where Newton
dominated public building work from  until his
death in . Indeed, one of Newton’s obituaries
specifically mentions that his ‘abilities as an architect
will be acknowledged so long as Castle Eden,
Howick Hall and the Assembly Rooms of this town
shall remain’, so Newton’s contemporaries were in
no doubt that he designed The Castle.

New evidence also points to Newton’s
authorship of The Castle. This is a folio of designs
for Castle Eden attributed to William Newton, dating
from c., at Sotheran’s of Piccadilly. These show
what must have been his initial design for Burdon’s
house, a five by four bay, two-storey house in Gothick
style, with an asymmetrically placed entrance and
attached L-shaped service wing extending to the
north. It may be that Burdon desired a grander
design than this, but details from this draft help to
confirm Newton’s responsibility for the present
house, particularly the corner turrets.
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Fig. . Beilby’s  view of Kielder Castle, Northumberland, 
showing the full height bay window.
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Fig. . Kielder Castle, Northumberland: surviving wing of  building. 
Note similar pattern of window mouldings, plinth and floor band to 

Castle Eden design below.

Fig. . Sotheran’s folio of Castle Eden designs: south front.
By courtesy of Sotheran’s of Piccadilly.
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The documentary and stylistic evidence
presented here suggests that William Newton of
Newcastle designed The Castle at Castle Eden for
Rowland Burdon the elder, probably around ,

and that the house was complete and inhabited by
the time of Sir John Soane’s visit in October .
The Castle must be counted among the growing
number of buildings created by William Newton in
the counties of Northumberland and Durham and
confirms his ability to adapt his designs to the
classical and Gothick forms favoured by the fashion-
conscious North Eastern elite.
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