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James Gibbs sits uncomfortably in the 
historiography of eighteenth-century English 

architecture. A Scotsman, Catholic, and Tory, 
attempting to forge his career in Protestant England 
during ‘The Whig Supremacy’, Gibbs appears 
an outsider in personal terms.1 He has been 
portrayed as even more of an outsider from an 
architectural perspective. In Sir John Summerson’s 
Architecture in Britain, Gibbs is the subject of a 
stand-alone chapter – ‘The Individuality of James 
Gibbs’ – in a longer section called ‘The Palladian 
Phase (1710–50)’.2 Gibbs is separated from his 
direct contemporaries in David Watkin’s English 
Architecture: A Concise History, where he features 
at the end of ‘From Inigo Jones to James Gibbs’.3 
Campbell, Burlington, and Kent, by contrast, are the 
subjects of the next chapter, ‘The Classical Revival’.4 
This happens in several other general histories of 
English architecture.5

It is odd that one of the most successful and 
celebrated architects of his generation, and the 
author of what Eileen Harris and Nick Savage 
described as ‘probably the most influential 
[architectural book] of the century’, fits so 
uncomfortably in our understanding of eighteenth-
century architecture.6 An account of its development 
that struggles to include Gibbs needs to be refined. 
In what follows, I outline two ways in which 
historians have portrayed Gibbs as standing apart 
from his contemporaries. Secondly, I suggest some 
themes that have been underplayed in much of the 

historiography, as well as some ways in which our 
interpretation of early eighteenth-century English 
architectural development might be refined, such 
that Gibbs’s architecture is better accommodated.

gibbs as outsider in the historiography 
of eighteenth-century english 

architecture :

There are two main, and related, ways in which 
Gibbs has been portrayed as an architectural outsider. 
The first is the belief that – with his training in Rome 
under Carlo Fontana, the early encouragement he 
is said to have received from Sir Christopher Wren, 
and the opulence of his most celebrated early work, 
St Mary-le-Strand (Fig. 1) – he was, in David Watkin’s 
words, ‘the last important inheritor of the Baroque 
style that had been established with Hawksmoor’s 
help in Wren’s office at the end of the seventeenth 
century’.7 By asserting that Gibbs ‘is best described 
as the delayed fulfilment of Wren, a brilliant 
continuator of a chapter closed about 1692, when the 
Vanbrugh-Hawksmoor episode began’, Summerson 
also associated Gibbs with the Baroque, though he 
placed Gibbs apart from Vanbrugh and Hawksmoor.8 
In much of the rest of the historiography, Gibbs 
is portrayed – whether by association with Wren, 
with other English architects, or with Rome – as an 
isolated, final bastion of the Baroque, in an England 
dominated by austere Palladianism.9
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Fig. 1. St Mary-le-Strand, london. (Wikimedia Commons)
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Related to this is the idea that Gibbs found 
himself swimming against a Palladian tide, and was 
forced to adopt a barer, neoclassical Palladianism, in 
defiance of his true – Baroque – architectural vision. 
His dismissal by lord Burlington at Burlington 
House, london, and his subsequent replacement 
by his countryman and rival Colen Campbell, is 
seen to symbolise this change in taste, and to mark 
a watershed, both in his career and in Burlington’s 
own architectural development.10 This view of Gibbs 
as a ‘Baroque wolf in Palladian sheep’s clothing’ (to 
borrow an expression coined by William Aslet) is the 
second way in which Gibbs has been portrayed as 
an architectural outsider. Again, it is an idea found in 
the work of Summerson, as well as most subsequent 
historiography on Gibbs.11 It is interesting that this 
idea survives in much of the revisionist scholarship 
that criticised Summerson’s account of the end 
of the English Baroque and the beginnings of the 
Palladian Revival.12 It dominates the treatment of 
Gibbs in Giles Worsley’s Classical Architecture in 
Great Britain: The Heroic Age, the revisionist text 
par excellence.13 Worsley accused Gibbs of having 
doctored and backdated some of the plates in A 
Book of Architecture in a bid to portray himself as 
the real innovator behind the Palladian Revival.14 
In Classicism and Modernity: Architectural Thought 
in Eighteenth-Century Britain, Barbara Arciszewska 
described Gibbs as having been ‘initially the main 
victim of the Palladian transformation, before 
embracing the new classical mode (if somewhat half-
heartedly) and cashing in on its popularity with his 
Book of Architecture’.15 Terry Friedman’s monograph 
on Gibbs does not particularly challenge either of 
these views.16

There are elements of truth to both of these 
beliefs. They do not, however, tell the whole story. 
Allowing them to dominate our understanding of 
Gibbs risks oversimplifying his architectural output, 
and marginalising several of his important designs. 
This can be illustrated by two examples. According 
to the view that the ‘Baroque’ was Gibbs’s true 

style, St Mary-le-Strand is seen as the archetype of 
his early work. His austere, classical colonnade at 
Burlington House (Fig. 2), roughly contemporary 
with St Mary-le-Strand, has received much less 
coverage from architectural historians, some of 
whom have attributed it to other architects.17 This 
is despite the fact that the generally reliable list of 
buildings by Gibbs in the manuscript at the Soane 
Museum suggests that the colonnade was built to 
his design.18 Campbell, moreover, did not claim the 
colonnade as his own in Vitruvius Britannicus or 
ascribe it to Burlington.19 Why should one roughly 
contemporary building be held up as the archetype 
of Gibbs’s architecture, but the other ignored or 
attributed to others?

Several things can be said to rebuff the idea that 
Gibbs found himself swimming against a Palladian 
tide. Campbell’s supplanting Gibbs at Chiswick 
House was matched by Gibbs usurping Campbell 
as Sir Robert Walpole’s architect at Houghton 
Hall (Norfolk).20 Gibbs secured commissions 
from other patrons, seemingly in preference to 
Campbell.21 The difficulties that historians have had 
in differentiating between the work of Campbell and 
Gibbs at Houghton and Chiswick suggests, surely, 
that the two architects were closer stylistically than 
has been implied.22 Campbell’s veiled attack on 
Gibbs did not prevent him from including Gibbs’s 
designs (unattributed) in Vitruvius Britannicus.23 
And if Gibbs wished to use A Book of Architecture to 
stake his claim as the innovator behind the Palladian 
Revival, it is odd that it prominently featured 
‘Baroque’ plates, including St Mary-le-Strand.24 
Several of Gibbs’s later built projects were far 
removed from Palladianism: the Radcliffe Camera 
in oxford, the Chapel and Mausoleum built for Sir 
William Turner at Kirkleatham (yorkshire), and the 
interiors of Ragley Hall (Warwickshire), come to 
mind.25
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re-evaluating gibbs’s place in  
english architectural history

Two further factors should be recognised when 
attempting to situate Gibbs in eighteenth-century 
English architectural history. If these are considered 
– alongside his architectural education and training, 
and broader stylistic developments – he begins to fit 
amongst his contemporaries far more comfortably 
than the awkward position he currently occupies in 
the historiography.

The first factor – already present, to some extent, 
in some scholarship on Gibbs – is the huge variety, 

from a stylistic perspective, in his architectural 
output, from the start of his career until the end.26 
Gibbs’s time in Rome, generally characterised as 
having constituted, in Howard Colvin’s words, 
a ‘professional training at the fountain-head of 
Italian baroque’, would have furnished him with 
an extraordinary knowledge of Roman antiquity.27 
Carlo Fontana had a strong interest in ancient Roman 
buildings, which he appears to have imparted to 
his pupil.28 Many of Gibbs’s early projects feature 
archaeological motifs, which seem to contradict the 
thesis that he came reluctantly to adopt neoclassical 

Fig. 2. The Colonnade at Burlington House, watercolour, c.1806-8. (Wikimedia Commons)
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Palladianism only later in his career. In the 1710s, 
Gibbs, in Richard Hewlings’s words, had ‘some claim 
to be the portico in antis man of the hour’.29 He had 
designed at least three, and probably four, porticos 
in antis by 1720.30 His portico at Witham (Somerset) 
(Fig. 3) was based on Desgodetz’s reconstruction of 
the Portico of octavia in Rome.31 Gibbs, in the 1710s, 
proposed several ideas for churches based on antique 
temples, including a preliminary design for St Mary-
le-Strand.32 Robert Morris, an unqualified admirer 
of Burlington, compared Gibbs’s architecture with 
that of the ancients.33 John Harris has suggested that, 
at Chiswick, Burlington possibly emulated Gibbs in 
his use of ancient Roman sources.34 Horace Walpole 
said of the Burlington House colonnade (which he 
failed to attribute to Gibbs) that ‘we have few samples 
of architecture more antique and imposing’.35 All 
these designs are approximately contemporary with 
‘Baroque’ buildings such as St Mary-le-Strand and 
Cannons (Middlesex). Indeed, an interest in the 
antique, and, conversely, examples of more ornate 
‘Baroque’ designs, can be identified throughout 
Gibbs’s career. These, alongside his various essays 
in the Gothic, should make us pause before pigeon-
holing him as a Baroque architect, who reluctantly 
embraced Palladian neoclassicism later in life. This 
variety reflects Gibbs’s huge range as an architect – 
something he had in common with Hawksmoor and 
Kent – as well as the diversity of commissions coming 
from patrons who, in general, were knowledgeable 
and discerning.

The second factor relates to how we think about 
‘Palladianism’ and its popularisation after 1715, 
throughout the 1720s and 30s, and beyond. A key 
part of the revisionist scholarship of the past twenty-
five years has been to stress the ‘Palladian’ elements 
appearing in English architecture before the early 
eighteenth-century Palladian Revival, as well as 
the interest shown in Palladio by architects of that 
period.36 Giles Worsley memorably described this 
exercise as ‘removing the Palladian straitjacket’.37 
It was an exercise that served to undermine the 

Summersonian notion that the Palladian Revival 
was a radical statement of rebellion against the 
English Baroque.38 Historians, however, continue 
to downplay the significant elements of continuity 
in English architecture from the period before 
the late 1710s or early 1720s which are unrelated 
to Campbell, Burlington, or ‘Palladianism’. So 
often, the totality of English architecture after the 
late 1710s is seen in terms of those two men: their 
influence, the dominance of their protégés, or of the 
nebulous stylistic label ‘Palladianism’.39 Typical of 
this tendency are claims that Burlington formed a 
‘dictatorship’ in architectural taste, that Palladianism 
became a ‘national style’, or that a Palladian 
‘orthodoxy’, ‘supremacy’, or even ‘stranglehold’, 
was established.40

The emphasis on ‘Palladianism’ as a key 
explanatory concept characterises the revisionist 
scholarship even more than the Summersonian 
account that the revisionist scholarship sought 
to criticise. Worsley, in Classical Architecture in 
Great Britain, acknowledged the stylistic pluralism 
that existed throughout the period, but the book 
focused on Palladianism because Worsley believed 
‘that it was the dominant approach to architecture 
in Britain from about 1615 to the last decades of 
the eighteenth century’.41 Contrasting his account 
with ‘the standard view of Palladianism in Britain’, 
he stated that it could ‘be argued that Palladianism 
was a much more pervasive influence on British 
architecture’ than the standard view had implied.42 
Similarly, writing journalistically, he claimed that ‘it is 
undeniable that between 1720 and 1750 Burlington’s 
authority over English architecture was absolute’.43 
In Arciszewska’s Classicism and Modernity, another 
self-proclaimed revisionist book, it was suggested 
that the concept of Palladianism is fundamental to 
understanding English architecture in the eighteenth 
century.44 Despite noting the anachronistic nature of 
Palladianism (and several other problems associated 
with the concept), Arciszewska adopted a broad 
definition of the term, and advanced the view that 
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between 1715 and 1760 ‘the dominant position of 
Palladian classicism remained unquestioned’.45 
In the same book, Arciszewska described 
Palladianism’s ‘entrenchment as the hegemonic 
discourse’ in eighteenth-century England, and 
referred to Palladianism as ‘a discourse that was to 
dominate most of the eighteenth century’.46

In other words, whilst the revisionist work of 
the past twenty-five years removed the Palladian 
straitjacket in respect of the period before Campbell 
and Burlington, it tightened it in relation to the 

period after them. There are several problems 
with an account of eighteenth-century English 
architectural history in which Palladianism 
predominates.47 In the first place, the extent to 
which the architectural culture of England became 
‘Palladian’ after 1715, during the 1720s or 30s, or at 
any time, has been exaggerated. It is undeniable 
that Campbell and Burlington were highly 
influential, as their contemporaries and immediate 
successors recognised. It is also undeniable that, 
after around 1715, buildings that looked different 

Fig. 3. Witham Park, Somerset. (Vitruvius Britannicus II, p.92)
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to those designed beforehand were constructed, 
and that throughout the 1720s and 30s highly 
ornate country house facades became rarer, to the 
point of extinction. And yet there is still a danger, 
retrospectively, of over-emphasising the extent to 
which Burlington, Campbell, and ‘Palladianism’ 
came to dominate English architectural culture. 
This can be illustrated by several examples. 
English church architecture was hardly affected by 
Burlington, Campbell or Palladianism. Despite the 
clear interest shown by Burlington and his circle in 

Palladio’s Venetian churches – not least San Giorgio 
Maggiore, whose elevation, based on Palladio’s 
reconstruction of the Basilica of Maxentius, inspired 
several buildings in early eighteenth-century 
England – they failed to exercise any significant 
influence on English church architecture.48 The 
churches most associated with Burlington’s circle – 
Henry Flitcroft’s St Giles-in-the-Fields in london 
and St lawrence, Mereworth (Kent), generally 
attributed to Roger Morris – feature Palladian or 
archaeological details of a sort that could equally 
have been designed by Gibbs. Their form, however, 
is recognisably that of the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth-century English church. other churches 
built throughout the 1730s, and into the 1740s, 
continued to be designed in the same manner.49 In 
the steeples of many of these churches, the debt to 
St Martin-in-the-Fields and the Wren city churches 
is obvious.50

Architectural innovation in this period did not 
come exclusively from Campbell, Burlington, or the 
architects in his circle. The architects characterised 
as Palladian can be seen to have picked up on at 
least one idea initially associated with Gibbs and 
adopted it as their own. This relates to the work 
of the Swiss-Italian stuccatori and their role in the 
design of interiors. Whilst seemingly not the first 
British architect to employ the stuccatori, Gibbs, in 
several of his early commissions, was amongst the 
earliest and most prominent to use them.51 Cannons 
– portrayed by Worsley as the final swansong of the 
English Baroque – should also be seen as having 
been innovative.52 In Christine Casey’s words, 
Cannons was ‘undoubtedly the catalyst for the 
formation of the luganese squadra in Britain’.53 
Gibbs’s use of stuccatori and ornate ‘Baroque’ 
motifs, like his interest in the antique, was a constant 
throughout his career. This cannot be dismissed as 
reactionary, or as evidence of an outmoded interest 
in the Baroque. Stucco interiors were also deployed 
by many of the architects associated with the 
Palladian Revival. They appear in the architecture 
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of Campbell, Kent, Burlington himself, and other 
architects associated with Palladianism.54

Stucco interior decoration features in much 
of the work of those often termed the second 
generation of Palladian architects, which includes 
James Paine, Isaac Ware and Sir Robert Taylor. 
The architecture of that cohort is said to show the 
dominant position that Palladianism came to occupy 
in English architecture. Influenced though Paine, 
Ware, Taylor, and their contemporaries undoubtedly 
were by Burlington and Campbell, that influence 
did not guide everything that they did.55 Palladian 
motifs – pyramid towers, Diocletian and Venetian 
windows, broken-based pediments, and so on – all 
feature in many buildings by the architects of that 
generation. But so too do many features not so 
readily associated with Campbell, Burlington, Jones, 
or Palladio. Taylor, Ware, and Paine have all been 
associated with the English Rococo (as, of course, 
has William Kent).56 Ware and Paine both criticised 
blind adherence to models from antiquity amongst 
their contemporaries.57 Paine even warned English 
architects against imitating Palladio.58

I have focused on churches, and these particular 
architects, as examples to illustrate a broader point. 
Similar arguments could be made in respect of other 
types of building, and other architects forging their 
careers in England in the 1720s and onwards. Many 
such architects can be seen to have incorporated 
Campbellian, Burlingtonian, Palladian, and Jonesian 
elements into their architecture. But these existed 
alongside features whose origins lay elsewhere. Can 
the popularisation of certain ‘Palladian’ forms and 
motifs, almost all of which can be found in English 
architecture before Campbell and Burlington, really 
be said to amount to Palladianism establishing an 
orthodoxy or stranglehold?

There are further problems with the view 
that Palladianism characterised and dominated 
eighteenth-century English architecture from 
around the 1720s. Palladianism, as a concept, 
homogenises leoni, Campbell, Kent, Burlington, 

and the other architects associated with his circle 
– all of whom, from a stylistic perspective, were 
very different – and it obscures how each of them 
influenced English architectural culture, and one 
another. Influential though Campbell, Burlington, 
and Kent were, the entirety of English architecture 
of the second quarter of the eighteenth century 
cannot be seen as an expression of their influence 
alone. Significant elements of continuity in English 
architecture can be identified from the start of the 
English Baroque, up to and throughout the Palladian 
Revival. During the same period, a steady stream of 
Gothic, Chinese, ‘Rococo’ and, shortly thereafter, 
early Greek Revival designs were being produced. 
In those circumstances, the influence of an abstract, 
anachronistic stylistic label, or of the architects 
associated with that label, can be overstated when 
any such influence is defined in absolute terms.

How, if our current conceptual framework is 
flawed, should we conceptualise English architecture 
in the first half of the eighteenth century, and account 
for the undeniable changes in taste, and the clear 
aesthetic and stylistic differences in the buildings 
of the various architects of that period?59 My view 
is not that the terms ‘Palladian’ and ‘Palladianism’ 
need to be discarded.60 They can serve a useful 
explanatory and descriptive purpose. The adjective 
‘Palladian’, moreover, was used by people in the 
eighteenth century to describe buildings and 
certain architectural forms. 61 The stylistic label 
Palladianism, however, is, like its counterpart the 
Baroque, a creation of art historians. The fact that 
we continue to use anachronistic, and ultimately 
imprecise and vague concepts to characterise 
eighteenth-century English architecture in sweeping 
terms suggests that we do yet not understand – and, 
with some exceptions, have barely considered – how 
contemporaries understood buildings, architecture, 
and architectural change and development. 
Reconstructing that intellectual background 
– akin to what Matthew Walker has described 
as ‘the intellectual and theoretical foundations 
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notes

 1 The term ‘The Whig Supremacy’ is most 
associated with B. Williams, The Whig 
Supremacy, 1st edn. (oxford, 1939); for Gibbs’s 
biography, including his religious beliefs and 
political views, see T. Friedman, James Gibbs 
(New Haven, 1983), pp. 1–20; T. Friedman, 
‘Gibbs, James (1682–1754)’, in Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography, ed. H.C.G. Matthew and 
B. Harrison, 60 vols. (oxford, 2004) [henceforth 
ODNB], XXII, pp. 48–52; H.M. Colvin, A 
Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, 
1600–1840, 4th edn. (New Haven and london, 
2008), pp. 416–17.

 2 J. Summerson, Architecture in Britain: 1530–1830, 
9th edn. (New Haven and london, 1993), 
pp. 295–376. ‘The Individuality of James Gibbs’ is 
ibid., pp. 324–33.

 3 D. Watkin, English Architecture: A Concise 
History, 2nd edn. (london, 2001), pp. 96–123.

 4 Ibid., pp. 124–54.
 5 Christopher Hussey described Gibbs as a ‘leading 

architect’ of a phase in English architectural 
history that he called ‘Georgian Baroque 
1715–1730’. Burlington and Campbell feature 
in a subsequent phase, ‘Palladian, 1725–1745’: 
C. Hussey, English Country Houses. Early 
Georgian, 1715–1760 (london, 1955), pp. 17–18, 
35–120, 121–84. In Banister Fletcher’s History 
of Architecture Gibbs is discussed in a section 
entitled ‘English Baroque (1702–25)’; the next 
section is entitled ‘Palladianism (c.1715–50)’: 
Sir Banister Fletcher’s History of Architecture, 
ed. D. Cruickshank, A. Saint, K. Frampton & 
P. Blundell, 20th edn. (oxford, 1996), pp. 1038–
1043, 1043–49.

 6 E. Harris and N. Savage, British Architectural 
Books and Writers, 1556–1785 (Cambridge, 1990), 
p. 33; see also, Summerson, Architecture, p. 333. 
For some of the accolades bestowed on Gibbs by 
his contemporaries see Friedman, ‘Gibbs, James’, 
ODNB, XXII, pp. 49, 52. Gibbs was a success 
financially: George Vertue reported in october 
1746 that he ‘has fortund very well here, by his 
industry and great business of publick & private 
works, amongst other things I heard him say, he 
made by his books of Architecture he publishd 
1500 pounds and afterwards he sold his plates of 
these books. for 400 pounds more’: G. Vertue, 

of architecture’ – will allow us to consider how 
different architects operated against it, how their 
views on architecture, buildings, and ornament 
differed from one another, and from those of their 
immediate predecessors, and then to investigate 
how their architectural ideas found expression in 
built form.62 This would offer a more nuanced, and 
a more historically accurate, account of architectural 
development in eighteenth-century England than the 
current conceptual framework in which Palladianism 
predominates. The career of James Gibbs, and 
historians’ struggles to accommodate it satisfactorily 
within that conceptual framework, demonstrates 
clearly the deficiencies in the current approach. 

Gibbs must be considered one of the most 
successful and influential architects of his generation. 
His individuality is undeniable, but it is misleading 
to see him as a complete outsider, separated from 
his contemporaries and competitors. Emphasising 
the variety in his architectural output throughout his 
career, and adopting a more nuanced understanding 
of how Campbell, Burlington, and ‘Palladianism’ 
influenced eighteenth-century English architecture, 
should help us reach a fuller and more accurate 
understanding of his achievement.
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‘carried on the tradition of Wren until 1754’. 
Wren, according to Kimball, ‘had replaced the 
Palladianism of Jones by the Italian baroque 
of Borromini, tempered by reminiscences of 
the French academism of Perrault’: F. Kimball, 
‘Burlington Architectus, Part I’, Journal of the 
Royal Institute of British Architects, 34 (15 october 
1927), pp. 680–1. Sacheverell Sitwell said of 
Gibbs that ‘at his death ended the great and long 
influence of Wren’: S. Sitwell, British Architects 
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of Wren…an architect schooled in the Roman 
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‘always harked back to the triumphant baroque 

style of his Italianate youth’: J. lees-Milne, Earls 
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