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introduction

It is rare for an architect to sign a building. But 
on the frieze of St Martin-in-the-Fields (Fig. 1) 
is inscribed in classicising majuscule lettering: 
‘D[eo]. SACRAM AEDEM S[ancti]. MARTINI 
PAROCHIANI EXTRVI FEC[erunt]/ Iacobo Gibbs 
Architecto’, meaning ‘the parishioners caused the 
church of St Martin, sacred to God, to be built./ 
[By] James Gibbs, Architect’.1 Gibbs was perhaps 
the first architect working in London to proclaim his 
authorship of a building in so bold and prominent 
a fashion; indeed, there are few who could rival his 
self-confidence in that respect.2

Gibbs was trained in Rome by Carlo Fontana 
(1638–1714), the successor as papal capo architetto to 
Gianlorenzo Bernini. During his years in Italy, from 
1703 to 1708, it was still comparatively rare for the 
British to travel. When in 1704 Charles Talbot, first 
Duke of Shrewsbury hosted a dinner for English 
residents in Rome, only fourteen guests attended.3 
And of the few other architects to have travelled 
abroad, none received Gibbs’s formal training in 
architecture.4 Thus, when he arrived in London 
in late 1708, he could already lay claim to being 
one of Britain’s most remarkable architects. Given 
these professional credentials, we can understand 
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Fig. 1. Detail from the frieze of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields,  
built to designs by James Gibbs, 1721–7. (author) 
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why Gibbs would have the self-assurance to draw 
attention to himself – and his identity as an architect 
– in this way.

But Gibbs’s confidence in himself is at odds 
with the prevailing attitude of the historiography, 
which has relegated him to the rank of an architect 
‘of very great ability, if not quite genius’, in Sir John 
Summerson’s words; or, to borrow Erwin Panofsky’s 
memorable paraphrase of Gilbert and Sullivan, 
that of the ‘very model of a major minor master’.5 
Stylistically, Gibbs has been seen as a ‘chameleon’, 
one who disguised his Baroque predilections – 
supposedly inherited from his time in Italy – beneath 
a thin veneer of Palladianism.6 Perhaps none have 
summarised this position, which was first and most 
influentially set out by Summerson, better than 
Giles Worsley, who wrote: ‘unfortunately, Gibbs 
had trained as a Baroque architect when taste was 
turning to Palladianism, and was a Roman Catholic 
in a Protestant country’.7 Stylistically, politically, 
religiously, therefore, Gibbs was on the wrong side 
of history – a Palladian wolf in a Baroque sheep’s 
clothing, so to speak. This is the case even in 
recent revisionist accounts of the period, with one 
prominent historian describing Gibbs as ‘the main 
victim of Palladian transformation’.8 The author 
of the most recent monograph on Gibbs, Terry 
Friedman, was himself a proponent of this view, even 
going as far as to suggest that ‘Gibbs’s training would 
not have done him much good in a building world 
increasingly dominated by Whiggish Classicism’.9

It is the intention of this article to challenge 
these assessments of Gibbs’s career. Gibbs – of 
whom it was said within years of death that ‘no 
architect, except Sir Christopher Wren, ever had 
a better opportunity of displaying his genius in 
the great stile of architecture’ – was hardly an 
outsider.10 His career is best understood in a way 
that places the architect of St Martin’s-in-the-Fields 
and the Radcliffe Library and author of the book of 
architecture (1728) at the heart of the architectural 
developments. By focussing on one aspect of Gibbs’s 

architectural practice – namely, his training in Italy – 
the article seeks to demonstrate that, if Gibbs was at 
all removed from his contemporaries, it was as one of 
the leading architectural designers of the period. By 
consequence, it is hoped that this interpretation will 
enhance our understanding of what might be termed 
the ‘Palladian turn’ more generally.

gibbs’s years in italy

Gibbs left for continental Europe around 1699; he 
first spent time with an ‘Ant [sic]’ in Holland, before 
taking the land route to Rome via France, Germany 
and Switzerland.11 His obituary in the Scots Magazine 
suggests that in Holland he entered into the service 
of an architect, but it is unclear how much truth 
there is in this account; his obituarist, writing under 
the soubriquet ‘Palladio’, makes no mention of the 
fact that Gibbs’s first purpose in travelling to Rome 
was to train for the Catholic priesthood.12 But this 
was indeed the case. His arrival in Rome by October 
1703 is disclosed by the appearance of his name in 
the register of those enlisted at the Scots College, a 
Catholic seminary.13 The author of this obituary does 
not disguise Gibbs’s Catholicism, so it may be that 
he was either unaware of this information or chose 
knowingly to exclude it.

In any case, Gibbs did not pursue his vocational 
studies for long. The Scots College was a difficult 
place to study in this period and accounts suggest 
that the atmosphere was hardly what one might term 
‘priestly’. The two college rectors who presided over 
Gibbs’s time there were both habitual bullies, with 
one Scots Catholic in Rome reporting that the second 
rector had ‘terrified [Gibbs] by his rudeness’.14 The 
situation soon became so intolerable for Gibbs that, 
by August 1704, he had decided to leave the College, 
instead securing an introduction to Carlo Fontana.15 
At the same time, it seems that he also enlisted to 
study under Abramo or Abraham Paris (also Preiss, 
Preuss, Preuß, active 1684–1715). Little is currently 
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known about Paris, but it appears that he ran a 
separate school for foreign students of architecture 
with close ties to that of Fontana.16 Furthermore, if 
George Vertue’s account is to be believed, Gibbs may 
also have studied perspective under Pier Francesco 
Garoli (1638–1716).17

Gibbs later wrote that he ‘loved to live at Rome 
and would have stayed longer’, but his stay was cut 
short.18 Late in 1708, news arrived of the terminal 
illness of his half-brother, William (dates unknown), 
forcing him to return to Britain; he did not return in 
time to see his brother still alive.19 In total, Gibbs’s 
time in Rome had lasted some five years, and he had 
not set foot in Britain in almost a decade.

Carlo Fontana was responsible for the training 
for many of the brightest and best architects working 
in Europe in this period. Fellow alumni of the 
Fontana school – which might better be described as 
a workshop – include figures, to name but a few, such 
as Nicodemus Tessin, best known for his work in 
Stockholm; Johann Bernard Fischer von Erlach, who 
worked in Vienna, as did Lukas von Hildebrandt, 
another pupil; Filippo Juvarra, subsequently 
architect to the court of Turin; and Niccolò Michetti, 
one of the early architects of St Petersburg. With 
students coming travelling from near and far to study 
there, Fontana’s workshop was highly competitive. 
Gibbs wrote to Sir John Perceval, later first Earl of 
Egmont, whom he had met in Rome, that ‘there is 
such a pack of us, and so jealous of one another, that 
the one would see the other hanged’.20

Historians have often looked for stylistic 
attributes, attributes that have been termed ‘the 
flagrant effects of the Roman baroque’, for evidence 
of Gibbs’s time in Italy.21 But a study of Fontana’s 
teaching method reveals that Gibbs did not just 
learn in Rome a series of Baroque clichés. Instead, 
what Fontana provided was a rigorous training in 
architectural design in a classical idiom from its 
foundational principles. We might here quote Gibbs’s 
own succinct account of Fontana’s curriculum, 
contained in a manuscript now kept in Sir John 

Soane’s Museum, London. This document was, 
as I have argued elsewhere, written by Gibbs at 
the end of his life, and comprises two sections: the 
first, a description of the most famous buildings 
of Europe, particularly those in Rome, the second 

Fig. 2. Carlo Fontana, ‘PIANTA E PROFILI CHE 
DIMONSTRANO IL COMPOSTO DELL’ 
ARMATVRE E CVPPOLA VATICANA’,  

plan and profile showing the composition of the 
framework and dome of the Vatican, from  

Il tempio Vaticano e sua origine (Roma, 1694), p. 321. 
Notably, Gibbs directly emulates this method of 

presentation in some plates of his 1747 work  
bibliotheca Radcliviana.  

(archive.org (https://archive.org/details/
gri_33125008467413/ [accessed 17th June 2019]).
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a brief autobiography followed by an inventory of 
Gibbs’s buildings.22 The prominence with which 
Gibbs’s training in Rome is foregrounded in this 
manuscript itself attests to the central position that he 
believed it held for his career. In it, he describes how 
he ‘studed in [Fontana’s] school some years, wher he 
was taught Architectur, geometry, and perspective, so 
by the Assistance of his Master reading of Books, and 
constant application to drawing, became proficient 
in that profession’.23 Gibbs’s account suggests that 
there were two parts to Fontana’s teaching method. 
First, students were taught the fundamentals of 
architecture – geometry and perspective. They were 
then expected to perfect their understanding by way 
of directed self-study and practice. This might be by 
copying from books or, most importantly, by making 
studies of buildings.24

Fontana’s lessons in draughtsmanship – refined 
by ‘constant application’ on the part of the student, 
as Gibbs puts it – were of paramount importance. 
His was very much a working studio; he taught, 
in part, to ease the burden placed on him by his 
many commitments as papal architect.25 These 
commitments were made more strenuous by the fact 
that, as an architect, he paid close attention to the 
intricacies and minutiae of his commissions. This is 
reflected in his publications, which show a detailed 
knowledge of and interest in engineering (Fig. 2).26 
In order efficiently to handle this demanding 
workload, Fontana taught a standardised method 
of draughtsmanship so that multiple hands could 
work across project drawings without obvious 
discrepancies in style.27 As a result, moreover, of 
his wide-ranging interests, students were given a 
particularly thorough grounding on the potential 
challenges that could be faced by the practising 
architect.

The hallmarks of this can directly be seen in 
Gibbs’s skills as a draughtsman and in his attitude 
towards project supervision. He was a highly 
accomplished draughtsman, a fact that is readily 
visible when one studies the large collection of 

his drawings that is now held in the Ashmolean 
Museum, Oxford (Fig. 3).28 Many of these are 
highly-finished presentational studies, which attest 
to Gibbs’s high level of technical skill. A drawing 
(Fig. 4) in these collections indicates how a student 
in Fontana’s workshop might have been taught to 
draw. It depicts a project that Fontana submitted in 
1699 for the façade of San Giovanni in Laterano, and 
is the only record of this design. Once thought to 
have been the work of Fontana himself, infelicities 
in the draughtsmanship instead show the hand of 
a student copying from Fontana’s originals. It has 
been suggested that this student might even have 
been a young Gibbs, but for now this must remain 
speculation.29

Gibbs’s work on the Commission for Fifty 
New Churches bears witness to the technical facility 
that he had acquired in Italy. With this in mind, it 
is noteworthy that, when in 1714 he was appointed 
to the post of Surveyor to the Commission, it 
was over the head of a more experienced, older 
architect – John James, who had worked with 
Wren on St Paul’s – and that it saw him elevated 
to the same rank as his fellow-Surveyor, Nicholas 
Hawksmoor, around twenty years his senior. Gibbs 
seems to have had no difficulty in performing the 
same tasks as Hawksmoor, like him assessing the 
suitability of land for purchases, making technical 
observations on churches that were in structural 
danger, and even bartering with householders to 
secure additional plots.30 This was complex work 
that was beyond the capabilities of some of his 
colleagues. Thomas Archer, for instance, never 
more than a Commissioner, called on the services 
of the Surveyors to assist him in technical matters, 
with Gibbs reporting on the setting of mortar at 
the marshy site of St John’s Smith Square.31 Gibbs 
even provided specialised advice to Hawksmoor 
himself, suggesting a more cost-effective and 
watertight means of vaulting his church of 
St Alphege, Greenwich.32

Fontana’s training had left Gibbs a highly 
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proficient technician of architecture. But of arguably 
greater importance was the second strand of the 
education provided by Fontana: the study of 
esteemed exemplars both ancient and modern. 
Fontana’s pupils were expected to apply their 
theoretical education by making measured drawings 
of the buildings with which they were surrounded. 
Most highly prized among these were the remains of 
classical antiquity. It ought here to be remembered 
that these ruins were the ultimate source of all of the 

most fashionable architectural styles of this period 
throughout Europe, whether we call them Palladian 
or Baroque. To have studied them as closely as did 
Gibbs gave a great claim to architectural expertise. 
In the Preface to the book of architecture he stated 
that ‘a cursory View of those August Remains can no 
more qualify the Spectator, or Admirer, than the Air 
of the Country can inspire him with the knowledge 
of Architecture’.33 In other words, it was only by the 
study of ‘many years’ that one could gain a sufficient 

Fig. 3. James Gibbs, ‘Design for the side upright of the “Round Draught being of the Ionick Order”, 
of St Martin in the Fields, London’. (© ashmolean Museum, University of oxford, Wa1925.340.30)
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understanding of the principles upon which they 
were built. Gibbs soon became expert on these ruins. 
He would make use of his expertise by working as 
a cicerone to touring aristocrats such as Perceval, 
and also, as he recounts in the Soane manuscript, 
by making drawings for them.34 Indeed, in a letter 
written to the painter Edward Gouge (d.1735) in 
Rome following his return, Perceval remembered 

Gibbs as a man of scholarly bent, writing that he 
hoped ‘that Mr. Gibbs finds scholars to his mind’.35

Gibbs would have found his scholarly 
disposition encouraged by the environment in which 
he found himself. The Rome of Gibbs’s day was 
possessed by something of a mania for the study of 
classical remains, particularly the early Christian 
churches.36 Fontana, who published innovative 

Fig. 4. ‘Design of a proposed façade for S. Giovanni in Laterano’, school of Carlo Fontana. 
(© ashmolean Museum, University of oxford, Wa1925.342.36)
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excursuses on Roman architecture, was one of the 
foremost figures of this antiquarian culture.37 Indeed, 
the profession of architect held a position of great 
importance in this period of antiquarian revival.38 
Acquiring what has been described as the status of 
imaginative interpreter, the architect was increasingly 
expected to have a knowledge of textual sources 
as well as of the physical remains of antiquity. As a 
consequence, the architect was expected to be able 
to think about the remains historically, with the ruins 
metaphorically speaking to him ‘in several tenses: 
past, present and future’.39 This can be seen in 
Fontana’s publications, such as l’anfiteatro Flavio 
descrito e delineato (1725); here Fontana not only 
provided measured drawings of the ancient ruins 
like those of Palladio or Antoine Desgodetz, but 
also used his extensive knowledge of the classical 
source material to give hypothesised reconstructions 
of buildings such as the Colosseum.40 Thus, when 
Gibbs writes of his ‘Master reading of Books’, he 
meant works of practical instruction, theory and 
perhaps even works of history.41 This is borne out in 
the remarkable breadth of interest represented in the 
library of ‘near seven hundred Volums’ that Gibbs 
had assembled by the time of his death.42

This critical attitude towards antiquity would 
have been taken into account when it came to the 
study of the architecture of the ‘moderns’. Fontana 
was selective in the modern examples that he 
commended to his pupils. His personal aesthetic 
preferences were relatively sober: ‘respectable, 
competent, restrained’, in Anthony Blunt’s words.43 
A story from a biography of Filippo Juvarra – written 
by an acquaintance, Scipione Maffei, and published 
in 1738 – is instructive here. According to this, when 
Juvarra arrived in Fontana’s studio in 1704, he was 
instructed by the maestro to unlearn everything 
that he had seen in his native Messina, known for 
its exuberant architectural forms, and to study 
‘praised-but-simple’ architecture instead. By this, 
Fontana meant the works of the High Renaissance, 
epitomised in the architecture of Bramante, Raphael 

and Michelangelo Buonarroti.44 Gibbs later wrote 
of his own disapproval of the Baroque of southern 
Italy, criticising Neapolitan buildings that are ‘over 
charged with too many Ornaments and incrusted 
with variety of Marbles without judgement’.45 
Neither was Fontana a great exponent of the dynamic 
concave and convex forms of Francesco Borromini 
(his façade of the Church of San Marcello in Corso is 
notably restrained by comparison Borromini’s work) 
a view that Gibbs also shared. Of Borromini’s niches 
of San Giovanni in Laterano, Gibbs writes that they 
are ‘a little bordering upon the gothick’ (a term that 
he regularly deployed in its pejorative sense).46

the benefits of an italian training

We have already seen the technical advantages with 
which Gibbs’s training presented him, but it also 
allowed him to claim intellectual advantage over 
his rivals. Gibbs consistently promoted himself by 
reference to his Italian training for the remainder 
of his career. When he returned to London in 
1708, the architectural climate in which he found 
himself ‘was noticeably concerned with knowledge 
about architecture, and the accumulation of that 
knowledge’.47 In this context, Gibbs’s Italian training 
– with the attendant knowledge that it had furnished 
him of both the theoretical and technical aspects 
of architecture – could be said to have provided 
him with a kind of cultural capital. Architectural 
knowledge held a particular value in this period as it 
came to be increasingly invested with connotations 
of gentility.48 So, throughout his career, Gibbs 
promoted himself explicitly by reference to his 
training in Rome. Self-image was clearly of great 
concern to Gibbs as is evidenced by the fact that, 
other than Sir William Chambers (1722–1796), no 
architect commissioned so many portraits of himself 
in this period.49 We see this in his own petition to the 
Surveyorship for the Fifty New Churches, where he 
advertised his suitability for the post by reference to 



t h e  g e o r g i a n  g r o u p  j o u r n a l  v o l u m e  x x v i i



i l  r i t o r n o  d i  ‘ s i g n o r  g i b b i ’  i n  p a t r i a :  j a m e s  g i b b s ’ s  t r a i n i n g  i n  i t a l y

the fact that he had ‘studied architecture abroad for 
several years under the greatest masters at Rome, and 
especialy that parte that relates to churches’.50 Gibbs 
was even known to his early patron, the Earl of Mar, 
as ‘Signor Gibbi’ – as William Kent was ‘Kentino’ or 
the ‘honest Signor’ to Lord Burlington – and signed 
his name in various Italianised forms such as ‘Jacopo 
Gibbs’, or in Latin as in the frieze of St Martin’s.51 
It was also by reference to this ‘knowledge’ that 
Sir Christopher Wren, in a petition of support 
for Gibbs’s application to the Surveyorship to 
the Commission for Fifty New Churches in 1713, 
promoted Gibbs’s cause, writing that he had 
had ‘opportunitys to observe his knowledge in 
Architecture and what relates thereto’.52

Gibbs’s knowledge of Italy also provided him 
with a critical distance to recent architectural 
developments in England. Having grown up – as 
far as we are aware – exclusively in Scotland, it is 
likely that his arrival in London in 1708 would have 
provided him with his first personal exposure to 
English iterations of what might be termed élite 
classical-style architecture. Gibbs is often cited 
as an exponent of the ‘English Baroque’, but the 
documentary evidence suggests that he was far from 
wholly complimentary towards this style of building. 
Writing to Robert Harley, first Earl of Oxford in 
1713, before he had attained his Surveyorship, he 
described architecture as ‘a science that every 
body criticises here, and in all the Countrays that 
ever I was in, never did I see worse performers’.53 
He expressed this opinion elsewhere, writing to 
the Earl of Mar in 1716 to inform him that their 
‘brothers of the brush’ were well, but that they 
‘go on in the same style of building as formerly. 
I wish some of them would travel to improve their 
knowledge in that science, for it is but Gothick and 
best […] although this Gothick style costs them 
ten times more’.54 This was a concern that he again 
expressed in the 1728 book of architecture, where he 
lamented: ‘what heaps of stone, and even Marble, 
are daily seen in Monuments, Chimneys, and other 

Ornamental pieces of Architecture, without the 
least Symmetry or Order?’55 Gibbs then explained 
that the designs in the book are ‘in the best Tast 
I could form upon the Instructions of the greatest 
Masters in Italy, as well as my own Observations on 
the antient Buildings there’.56 Clearly, therefore, he 
found little to admire in the buildings of the ‘English 
Baroque’. This should give us cause to be cautious 
when talking, as some have done, of Gibbs’s ‘earlier 
Baroque manner’, or characterising him as a 
reluctant convert to a new, plainer, ‘Palladian’ style 
of building.57

Gibbs’s views on contemporary English 
architecture were less straightforward than has 
previously been suggested. But this is also true of 
British attitudes towards Italian architecture more 
generally. Hitherto, historians have at times made the 
assumption that the ‘blatantly Roman associations’ 
supposedly be seen in Gibbs’s early work, such as 
the church of St Mary-le-Strand, would have been 
universally seen as a negative by contemporaries.58 
But English attitudes towards ‘modern’ Roman 
architecture were more nuanced than that, and even 
at times bore a resemblance to Carlo Fontana’s views 
on the topic. Fontana’s reported belief in a ‘golden 
age’ of Italian architecture in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries was a trope that was repeated by 
Colen Campbell. Campbell is a figure who is usually 
taken to be diametrically opposed to Fontana: a claim 
that he himself made when he termed ‘affected and 
licentious […] the Works of bernini and Fontana’.59 
But Campbell also wrote of his high esteem for 
Bramante, Raphael and Michelangelo – views similar 
to those that had been expressed by John Evelyn in 
his edition of Roland Fréart, Sieur de Chambray’s 
Parallèle de l’architecture – and would perhaps only 
differ from Gibbs’s master by citing Palladio as the 
last great architect, other than Inigo Jones, until 
his own day.60 Indeed, Campbell himself claimed, 
perhaps falsely, that he had travelled to Europe in 
his own petition to the Commission for Fifty New 
Churches.61 It is evident, therefore, that, in the eyes 
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of Gibbs’s contemporaries, to have travelled abroad – 
particularly to Italy – was highly desirable.

It is also significant that James Ralph (d.1762), 
who is usually numbered as one of the Lord 
Burlington’s ‘Palladian’ acolytes, identified Italy as 
the ultimate source of good taste in building.62 In his 
description to the entrance of old Somerset House, 
when commenting on the faults of a building that 
he hailed as ‘the first dawning of taste in England’, 
he wondered whether the architect perhaps ‘had 
not opportunity to review the Italian models, or 
form his judgement on the plans of the antients’.63 
For Ralph, even an explicitly religious building 
such as St Peter’s Basilica in Rome was ‘a model 
which the most finish’d architect need not have been 
ashamed to imitate, and as all its particular beauties 
have long publickly been known and admir’d’.64 
In his view, the opportunity presented by the new 
St Paul’s Cathedral was wasted; although he admired 
the cathedral as a great piece of architecture, he 
lamented the fact that an opportunity to surpass 
St Peter’s in architectural excellence had been 
missed. Campbell also shared this view, hailing 
St Peter’s as a ‘Majestick Building’ and including 
it as the only non-English work to be illustrated in 
Vitruvius britannicus.65

We might here conclude by turning to the 
architects of the generation that followed Gibbs: 
that represented by Sir William Chambers and 
Robert Adam. Like Gibbs, both men trained on 
the Continent and then subsequently promoted 
themselves by reference to this period of study, 
making shrewd use of publications to this end. 
Indeed, as the century progressed, this story 
becomes an ever more familiar tale. But Gibbs was 
the first to have trained in this way. For Summerson, 
he was the last in a line, the ‘delayed fulfilment of 
Wren’.66 But perhaps instead he was the first of a 
new breed.
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 1 My thanks both to Frank Salmon for having drawn 
this to my attention, and to Oren Margolis for 
translating the Latin.

 2 Henry Flitcroft emulated Gibbs when he placed 
an inscription ‘H. Flitcroft Architectus’ on the 
façade of St Giles-in-the-Fields not long after 
the completion of St Martin’s. His lettering is, 
incidentally, less classicising, being carved in a 
lower-case font. One imagines that this would have 
rankled for Gibbs, since Flitcroft had beaten him 
to the commission: see T. Friedman, ‘Baroque 
into Palladian: The Designing of St Giles-in-the-
Fields’, architectural History 40 (1997), pp. 115–
143. An interesting precedent comes in the work 
of Andrea Palladio, some of whose buildings bear 
inscriptions identifying him as the architect.

 3 I. Pears, ‘Patronage and Learning in the Virtuoso 
Republic: John Talman in Italy’, the oxford art 
Journal 5/1 (1982), p. 28.

 4 Sir Christopher Wren made only one known visit 
to the Continent: to France in 1665–6. Thomas 
Archer, the most recent British architect to have 
travelled to Italy, had returned some seventeen 
years prior to Gibbs’ departure. William Kent, 
who left for Italy in the year of Gibbs’s return to 
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