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This article outlines research carried out by the author 
together with the late Terry Friedman following the 
discovery of a design by James Gibbs for an unexecuted 
palatial house amongst the papers of Charles Cobbe, 
Archbishop of Dublin (1686–1765). This led to the 
conclusive identification of Gibbs as architect of 
the villa that was actually built, Newbridge House, 
Co. Dublin, both of its plan, elevation and, to a 
surprising level of detail,its interiors, whose joinery 
closely reflects Gibbs’s concurrent work in the Radcliffe 
Library, Oxford.1 The research established that 
Charles Cobbe had been acquainted with Gibbs since 
1715 and probably commissioned the house when he 
was in London in 1744 and 1745. It is unlikely that 
Gibbs travelled to Ireland, but we know that George 
Semple, the executing architect in Ireland, was ready 
to visit London at the time of building, and that he 
did so more than once. Semple’s execution of Gibbs’s 
designs was meticulous; in certain instances, more 
so than, for instance, Francis Smith’s at Kelmarsh 
Hall, Northants.

It is perhaps somewhat uncommon that the 
architect of a notable building should only 

be identified some two and a half centuries after 
its completion, especially when that architect 
was one of the major figures of his age. The old 
Newbridge House and its surrounding townlands 
were purchased by Charles Cobbe in 1736, and was 
rebuilt 1747–52 (Figs. 1, 2). His accounts make no 
mention of an architect or anything to do with the 

process of building. The house was described in 
early nineteenth-century topographies as ‘a noble 
mansion’, but only in 1913 was Newbridge tentatively 
attributed to an architect, Richard Castle.2 That 
attribution was dismissed by John Cornforth in 
1985, partly on account of the ‘clumsy placing’ of two 
upper window apertures over a tripartite entrance at 

GIBBS IN IRELAND
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Fig. 1. Charles Cobbe, Archbishop of Dublin,  
mezzotint by Andrew Millar (after Francis Bindon),  

1746. (Cobbe Collection)
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the centre of the main elevation.3 In 1986, a remark 
in a treatise by the Irish architect-builder, George 
Semple, was noticed, stating that in 1750 he was 
engaged in ‘the conduct of a new house’ for the 
Archbishop of Dublin.4 This appeared to settle the 
question; except that Newbridge does not resemble 
Semple’s known works.

The first hint of any Gibbs connection at 
Newbridge came to the present writer whilst casually 
perusing Gibbs’s folio, A Book of Architecture in a 
friend’s library, and coming upon engraved designs 
for chimneypieces, some of which startlingly 
resembled that in the Entrance Hall at Newbridge. 
Later, a more in-depth study of this work led to 
a breakthrough moment with the realisation that 
Gibbs’s plans printed in Plate 48 – an unexecuted 
project for the Earl Fitzwilliam’s Milton Hall, near 
Peterborough – were very similar, but not identical to 

those on a sheet contained in a bundle of drawings 
of unbuilt projects among the Archbishop’s papers, 
and inscribed by him ‘Plans for Houses’ (Fig. 3). 
These had always been made available to historians 
interested in the house;5 that there was a project by 
James Gibbs amongst them, had passed unnoticed.

gibbs’s first proposal for newbridge

The plans in the Archbishop’s bundle represented 
the most ambitious country house proposal 
of Gibbs’s mid-career. First submitted to Earl 
Fitzwilliam in 1726, the scheme was abandoned in 
1728 on the Earl’s death, when both interior and 
exteriors designs, after a number of metamorphoses, 
had reached an advanced stage and building work 
had just begun. One of the eight preliminary designs 
for Milton specifies the room distribution: a ‘Great 
Hall … two storys high’, a ‘salon or great dining 
roome towards the Garden’, ‘two great staircases’, 
‘back stairs for all the appartments’, a ‘parlour or 
common eating roome’, a ‘Library, or billiard roome’, 
a chapel and bedchambers with closets; and at cellar 
level ‘a common Roome’, ‘Servants Hall’, ‘Stewards 
Hall’, ‘Stewards parlor’, ‘waiting roome’, kitchen, 
housekeeper’s and servants’ rooms, confectionary, 
wine cellar, butler’s pantry and strong beer cellar.24 
The house was approached on both main fronts 
by elaborate staircases leading to monumental 
temple porticoes.

Study of the Newbridge sheet revealed a 
technique wholly consistent with Gibbs’s office 
practice, and paper with a watermark of the Roman 
numeral IV, identical to that on many other drawings 
in the Gibbs Collection at Oxford (more than sixty 
in vol. I). The architect’s numerous designs for 
Milton in the Fitzwilliam archive (there are around 
forty) included plans showing the same divergences 
from the engraved version as did the Newbridge 
‘Milton’ plan. The scale bar on the Newbridge plan 
is unusually elaborate for Gibbs, being triple rule, 

Fig. 2. Newbridge House, Co. Dublin.  
(photo: Paul Barker)
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chequered and with arrow heads to the divisions. 
These, including the arrowhead divisions,6 are all 
features that appear separately in Gibbs’s known 
scale bars; the combination of all three derives from 
a form used by Gibbs’s teacher, Carlo Fontana, 
appearing on designs engraved in Fontana’s Il 
Tempio Vaticano, published in Rome in 1694, of 
which Gibbs himself possessed a copy (Fig. 4). 

Thus, Gibbs re-submitted to Cobbe, probably when 
the latter was in London during 1744 and 1745, the 
fully-worked out scheme for Milton that had been 
abandoned in 1728 on account of Lord Fitzwilliam’s 
death. Cobbe’s annual emoluments were equivalent 
to the rental income of the Earl of Leicester at 
Holkham, so, from a financial point of view, he 
could certainly contemplate such a project. We will 

Fig. 3. Design for an unexecuted palatial proposal for Newbridge, surviving among  
Archbishop Cobbe’s papers, James Gibbs, c.1744. (Cobbe Collection)

Fig. 4. Triple-rule scale in Carlo Fontana,  
Il Tempio Vaticano, Rome, 1694, p. 409.
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see below circumstances which may have induced 
Cobbe to scale down his ideas.

Could Gibbs, therefore, be connected to the 
house that was actually built? An obvious line of 
research was to spend some time examining the 
Gibbs bequest of all his office drawings now in the 
Ashmolean Museum. Working through the eight 
hundred and forty or so drawings, one (vol. II, no. 
54) so strongly resonated to the author’s eye with 
the house in which he had grown up that he felt 
instinctively that it was related (Fig. 5). Consulting 
with Terry Friedman, the possibility that Newbridge 
might indeed be by Gibbs led to their collaboration 
on the aforementioned publication.

On rehearsing the Archbishop’s history, 

ample grounds were found as to why he might 
have consulted Gibbs. Firstly, Charles Cobbe’s 
kinsman, patron and godfather (after whom he was 
named), Charles Paulet, second Duke of Bolton, 
had sponsored Charles’s education, getting King 
William III to write a ‘command letter’ to Winchester 
College to receive him as a pupil. He had also stood 
by the Cobbe family when Cobbe’s father ran into 
financial difficulties. After Cobbe went down from 
Trinity College, Oxford, where he had taken holy 
orders in 1712, the Duke employed him as private 
secretary, continuing on to take him to Ireland as 
his vice-regal chaplain when he was made Lord 
Lieutenant in 1717. During that time the Duke was 
employing the 30-year-old Gibbs in redesigning all 

Fig. 5. Plan and elevation of Newbridge, James Gibbs, c.1747.  
(Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Gibbs Collection, vol. II, no. 54)
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Fig. 6. Elevation of 
Newbridge House, 
detail of fig. 5.

Fig. 7. Newbridge  
House, Co. Dublin. 
(photo: David Mees)

Fig. 8. Overlay of 
Newbridge as built 
(red) onto Gibbs’s 
design (blue).
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the Paulet family seats in Hampshire. As the Duke’s 
private secretary Cobbe must certainly have come 
to know the architect. Secondly, decades later, in 
1741, Cobbe’s much-loved elder stepson and ward, 
Sir John Rawdon, married the daughter of Gibbs’s 
friend and champion, John Perceval, Earl of Egmont, 
in whose family circle Cobbe would now dwell when 
in London. Gibbs visited Egmont on 16 January 1742 
and on the following day Egmont dined with his 
daughter and Sir John.7 Cobbe features in Egmont’s 
journal on several occasions and it is improbable 
that the latter was not aware of Cobbe’s plans to 
embark on building; he would, most certainly, have 
encouraged him to go to Gibbs.8

the exterior architecture of 
newbridge as built

Study of the Ashmolean design, and Newbridge as 
built, proceeded by taking detailed measurements 
of the main elevation of the latter for comparison 
with Gibbs’s drawn elevation. As well as strong 

similarities there were obvious differences, such as 
the omission of the attic storey and dormer windows 
(which in the event allowed extra height for rooms 
on the principal storey), and the consolidation of the 
entrance door and flanking window apertures into 
a tripartite entrance. Where no changes in design 
had occurred, however, the measurements coincide 
to such a striking degree (see Figs. 6, 7, 8) that the 
identification of Gibbs’s drawing (vol. II, no. 54), 
as a design for Newbridge is conclusive. Moreover, 
in the case of some of the differences such as in the 
width of the elevation, further connections are to be 
found. The main elevation of Newbridge is 68 feet 
wide. The width of the elevation in Gibbs’s drawing 
is inscribed 63 feet, but is actually drawn at 65; 
however, a pencil amendment on the drawing alters 
the width to just over 68 feet. This additional width 
allowed the introduction of corner quoins. The 
depth of the house is inscribed by Gibbs at 53 feet 
as indeed it was built; however, the pencil revisions 
intended to increase it to 64 feet.9 There were, 
doubtless, further drawings in which such pencil 
amendments were probably enacted, and these were 

Fig. 9. Side elevation of Milton, James Gibbs.  
(Northamptonshire Record Office, Fitzwilliam designs, no. 78)
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retained by Semple. As to surmounting a tripartite 
feature with two window apertures, the setting 
of two against three is a tremendously important 
relationship in music, and is found to have appealed 
to Gibbs (pace John Cornforth). For an example as 
a central feature similar to that at Newbridge, one 
has to look no further than his designs for the side-
elevations of Milton – and it appears in other designs 
besides (Fig. 9).

A near-unique feature of the Newbridge plan 
is the presence of bookcases in each room, these 

presumably to house the bibliophile Archbishop’s 
valuable books, of which he had a large collection.10 
The only other occurrence of this, found by the 
author in Gibbs’s oeuvre, is in the plans of the 
Fellows’ Building at King’s College, Cambridge, 
where each Fellow’s room has accommodation for 
books (Fig. 10). From Milton come the Newbridge 
main gate piers, delineated in a drawing in the 
Gibbs collection – another example of the pervasive 
influence of the Milton project on Newbridge 
(Figs. 11, 12).11 That design was published in Plate 88 

Fig. 10. Plan for the Fellows’ Building, King’s College, Cambridge, showing bookcases in  
every room. (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.340, no. 1)

Fig. 11. Entrance gates to the park at Newbridge, c.1752, historic photograph c.1890.
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of A Book of Architecture, but omitting the string 
course creating a frieze under the cornice at the top. 
The latter is present in the Newbridge gate piers – 
clear evidence that the Newbridge gates were not 
designed from the engraving but from a drawing 
supplied by Gibbs. The same gate pier design (but as 
in the engraved version) was employed at St Mary’s 
Gate House, Derby (see p. 118), a house that had 
probably been designed by Gibbs, and featured a 
similar tripartite entrance to Newbridge.

Gibbs had thus provided two proposals for 
Newbridge, one a palace and the other a villa. What 
might explain the disparity in scale? The palatial 
proposal was submitted when Cobbe, as Archbishop 
of Dublin and Primate of Ireland, was fourth in 

precedence in the government of Ireland. He could 
then have believed, as the next most senior prelate 
in the kingdom in age as well as position, in the 
certainty of his succession to the top job, Archbishop 
of Armagh, Primate of all Ireland, who was 
outranked only by the often-absent Lord Lieutenant. 
Strangely, the see of Armagh (unlike that of Dublin) 
possessed no palace in or near the capital; instead 
it rented a house in Henrietta Street to serve the 
purpose. Gibbs’s palatial proposal for Newbridge 
may have been solicited with a view in due course 
to making good this deficiency. In the event, in 
1746, Cobbe was passed over. An ambitious, much 
younger man, George Stone, Bishop of Derry, whose 
brother, Andrew, secretary to the Duke of Newcastle, 

Fig. 12. Elevation 
and plan of a pier 
with vermiculated 
rustication, James 
Gibbs; the string 
course below the 
cornice was omitted 
in the engraved 
version in A Book 
of Architecture. 
(Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, Gibbs 
Collection, vol.  
WA 1925.341, no. 21)

Fig. 13. Ground 
plan of Newbridge 
(far right) after 
the addition of the 
Drawing Room wing.
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exerted a pernicious influence over both the Duke 
and his brother, Henry Pelham, the Prime Minister, 
succeeded in being elevated to the position.

This public rebuff was almost certainly the 
reason for abandoning the grand scheme for 
Newbridge. Nonetheless Cobbe was aged 61, his 
impressive financial advantages as Archbishop 
of Dublin continued as before, and his two sons 
were approaching manhood. If he was going to 
build a house on the considerable estates he had 
accumulated, he could hardly afford to lose time. 
And indeed, in 1747, the first survey to separate 
Newbridge out from its surrounding group of 
townlands, since Cobbe’s acquisition of them 
eleven years earlier, indicates that development was 
imminent. As we have seen, the Archbishop turned 
again to Gibbs, who provided the revised proposal, 
intended for what it became: a domestic residence for 
his posterity. The re-building of Newbridge probably 
commenced in that year and plans were sufficiently 
advanced by 1749 for the Archbishop to write in his 
account book ‘Newbridge now in own hands’.

In 1755, shortly after its completion, the 
Archbishop’s son Thomas married Lady Eliza 
Beresford, and, in a generous marriage settlement, 
the Archbishop presented the house and his estates 
to the young couple. A daughter of the Earl of 
Tyrone and accustomed to the grand households 
of Tyrone House in Dublin and Curraghmore in 
Waterford, Lady Eliza clearly felt Newbridge to be on 
the small side and the couple soon entertained ideas 
for its enlargement. It appears they retained George 
Semple, who at first produced a plan for pavilions 
butting directly onto the main block on either 
side, creating a long enfilade along the south front. 
However, the plan settled on was for a sculpture 
vestibule and picture gallery wing added to the rear, 
with the inclusion of additional bedchambers above 
and, at its extremity, a large kitchen department 
(Fig. 13). The building of this wing was accompanied 
by the development of a courtyard beyond with 
stabling and coach-houses. This major modification 

left the integrity of Gibbs’s villa unimpeached, and 
was completed by 1764. If Gibbs’s pavilions had ever 
been commenced (and imprints in ground levels 
suggest that they had been) they were removed at 
this stage, enabling unrestricted views of the park 
that was simultaneously being landscaped.

the interior architecture of 
newbridge

With Gibbs’s authorship of the exterior design 
of Newbridge established, the question arose 
as to whether he was involved with its interior 
architecture. We know from Semple’s own accounts 
that Semple was ever ready to travel to London, 
and he probably met Gibbs at the outset. It became 
clear that the ‘Milton’ proposal had probably 
been accompanied by interior designs; influence 
of such drawings can be detected in the house as 
built. Certainly, the majority of interior features 
at Newbridge, down to the smallest details, can 
be sourced to Gibbs. That many of these sources 
are unpublished designs, rules out the idea that 
Semple simply designed the interiors out of 
Gibbs’s published works, with numerous instances 
confirming that Gibbs himself had supplied designs. 
Gibbs’s designs for interior features continued to be 
used in Semple’s additional wing of the 1760s.

Gibbs’s general approach to internal harmony 
was influenced by ‘the greatest masters’. Andrea 
Palladio’s seven time-honoured ‘beautiful and 
proportionable’ ratios – circular; 1:1; 1:1⅓; 1:√2 (the 
diagonal of a square of 1); 1:1½; 1:1⅔ and 1:2 – all make 
their appearances in Gibbs’s work. Like Palladio, 
Gibbs did not restrict himself to these alone; it is 
rather in the series or succession of proportions that 
an architect reveals his individuality. In a typical 
formal plan by Gibbs, the rooms of the central axis 
might have true (or nearly true) Palladian proportions 
(i.e. one of the seven beautiful ratios), while other 
rooms were allowed to display a wide range of other 
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ratios, such as 1:1¾; 1:1¼; 1:1¹⁄₇ or 1:1⅛.12 In many 
instances there is no obvious significance to a ratio. 
For example, a recurrent feature of his plans are room 
dimensions that fall between one and two feet short 
of a square; thus, dimensions in feet such as 15 3 16, 
18 3 20, 18½ 3 20, 21 3 22, 22 3 25, 23 3 25, 30 3 32 
etc. are often seen.13 In the heights of rooms, however, 
in view of ‘the coldness of the climate in England’, 
he usually departed from Palladio’s recommendation 
that the height of flat-ceilinged chambers should not 
be less than their breadth, instead, advising heights 
of four-fifths, or at the very least three-quarters of 
their breadths.14

In the matter of room proportions Newbridge, 
as built, is typical of Gibbs. The floor plans of the 
two rooms on the central axis each exhibit one of 
Palladio’s seven beautiful proportions. The ratio 
of breadth to length in the Hall (18 3 27 ft.) is 
precisely 1:1½ (a ratio, incidentally, used by Gibbs 
in the entrance hall of a plan modifying Palladio’s 
Villa Rotunda),16 while the centre ‘Salon’ beyond 
(now the Museum) is a perfect square of 18 ft. 
The central rooms of the first ‘Milton’ proposal 
for Newbridge also each displayed one of the 
beautiful proportions.15 The great room in Semple’s 
additional wing (42½ 3 25½ ft.), has the Palladian 
‘beautiful ratio’ of 1:1⅔, adding a bow at one side.

The height of the principal rooms in Newbridge, 
as built, conforms to Gibbs’s cold-climate 
recommendation, being not less than three quarters 
of their breadth. On the Oxford drawing (Figs. 5, 6)
the heights of the principal rooms are inscribed ‘12 
ft.’ but drawn at 12ft. 3in.; however, the omission of 
the attic allowed them to be built at 15 ft., the height 
as originally envisaged for the principal rooms of 
the ‘Milton’ proposal. The height of the chambers 
on the first storey is inscribed ‘10 ft.’ but drawn at 
10ft. 9in. The omission of the attic floor also allowed 
the first-floor chambers to be given coved ceilings 
impinging into the roof space. The cornices at the 
base of the coves marks where flat ceilings would 
otherwise have been implemented, and these are 
at the height as drawn in the Oxford design, 10ft. 
9in. – an example of Semple’s precise adherence 
to Gibbs’s specifications. The heights of the coves 
in the upper chambers, incidentally, follow Gibbs’s 
recommendation of being one quarter of the total 
height of the room.

The principal floor of the house in Gibbs’s 
design is planned symmetrically around a central 
hall and ‘salon’, flanked by staircases and principal 
apartments on either side. This layout is a reduced 
version of the seven central bays of the rejected 
‘Milton’ plan. It is a formula that Gibbs employed 

Fig. 14. Fragmentary sketch for a ceiling, presumably 
intended for Milton, James Gibbs. (Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford, Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.340, no. 19a-verso)

Fig. 15. Design for a ceiling for an  
unidentified house, James Gibbs.  

(Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, WA 1925.341, no. 92)
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on a number of occasions,16 and may derive from 
the layout of the earliest villa by Andrea Palladio, the 
Villa Godi-Malinverni at Lonedo di Lugo, north of 
Vicenza, built c.1540.17 In the building of Newbridge, 
the right-hand staircase was (from a practical point 
of view, justifiably) omitted, enabling a larger hall 
and dining room; this change eliminated the need to 
increase the depth of the house as indicated in the 
pencil revision in Gibbs’s design mentioned above.

Designs intended for, or developed from, the 
planned interiors at Milton appear to have been 
incorporated into the built Newbridge. The Gibbs 
collection in Oxford contains a number of drawings 
for stucco ceilings in various hands, including that 

Fig. 16. Ceiling of the library at Newbridge,  
plasterwork attributed to Richard Williams.  

(photo: David Davison)

Fig. 17. Design for ceiling at Milton, James Gibbs.  
(detail; Northamptonshire Records Office, Fitzwilliam 

designs, no. 87). Ceiling of the Drawing Room at 
Newbridge, plasterwork by Richard Williams,  

executed c.1763–64 (detail)

of Paolo Lafranchini (1695–1770). Resonant with 
both a ceiling sketch on the reverse of a design for 
Milton and another Gibbs design (see Figs. 14, 15), 
the ceiling of the Library, the principal room of the 
house, as originally designed, is ornamented by a 
compartmented scheme with medallions of Mars, 
Venus, Ceres and Flora (Fig. 16). The splendid 
stucco ceiling of the Great Room in the additional 
wing, executed by the Dublin plasterer Richard 
Williams, again relates in significant elements to 
a ceiling design supplied by Gibbs for the Milton 
project (Fig. 17, 18), which is thus seen to be still 
exerting its influence on Newbridge in this second 
phase of building.
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The Newbridge Entrance Hall is an aggrandized 
version of the Milton sub-hall, whilst using the 
grander cornice of the principal Hall above it 
(Figs. 19, 20). The pedimented chimneypiece 
appears in two variant forms in the drawn and 
engraved interior designs of Milton, in no less 

than eight variants in A Book of Architecture, and 
differently again as rendered at Newbridge (Figs. 21, 
22). Gibbs, like Beethoven, was inclined to explore 
every possibility that a design might offer. The 
Newbridge version has a Rococo armorial cartouche 
perhaps inspired by Matthias Lock’s book of 

Fig. 18. Ceiling of the 
Drawing Room at  

Newbridge, plasterwork 
by Richard Williams, 

executed c.1763–64 (detail) 
and design for ceiling at 

Milton, James Gibbs (detail). 
(Northamptonshire Records 

Office, Fitzwilliam  
designs, no. 87)

Fig. 19. Entrance Hall, Newbridge House. (photo: Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 20. Interior section of Milton (detail). 
(Northamptonshire Records Office, Fitzwilliam designs, no. 75)
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Fig. 21. Design for pl. 94 in Book of Architecture  
(detail), James Gibbs. (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford,  

Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.340, no. 25b)

Fig. 22. Chimneypiece in Entrance Hall,  
Newbridge House.  

(photo: Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 24. Chimneypiece in Dining Room,  
Newbridge House. 

(photo: Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 23. Cartouche, etching in Matthias Lock,  
A Book of Shields, London, c.1746  

(reissued 1768), pl. 4.
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designs published in 1747 (Fig. 23). The Dining 
Room chimneypiece (Fig. 24), with its broken 
pediment, relates to a series of similar chimneypieces 
Gibbs proposed for the Drawing Room, Library 
and Saloon at Kelmarsh, Northants (Fig. 25). 
The scroll-framed chimneypiece in the Library at 
Newbridge (Fig. 26) is an unornamented variant of 
an unpublished design by Gibbs, which survives 
among his papers (Fig. 27). This design is annotated 

with the dimensions of the aperture – width 4 ft. and 
height 3ft. 8in. – which is virtually identical to the 
size of the aperture of the Newbridge chimneypiece, 
the smallest of those on the principal floor (width 
4 ft. and height 3ft. 8¾ in.). The upper part of the 
design was omitted either from the variant design or 
in execution, but it is nonetheless of interest, since 
the consoles are ornamented with a rare acanthus 
drop-motif that was actually executed on the 

Fig. 26. Chimneypiece in Library, Newbridge House. 
(photo: David García González)

Fig. 25. Designs for chimneypieces at Kelmarsh (details), James Gibbs.  
(RIBA, London, Kelmarsh designs, nos. 14, 17, 20)

Fig. 27. Design for unidentified interior (detail),  
James Gibbs. (Ashmolean Museum, Oxford,  

Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.341, no. 30b)
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Fig. 28. Detail of chimneypiece in Entrance Hall, 
Newbridge House. (photo: Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 29. Chimneypiece in Drawing Room, Newbridge 
House. (photo: Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 30. Design for pl. 96 in Book of Architecture (detail), James Gibbs.  
(Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.340, no. 26b)
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Corinthian doorcase leading from the sculpture 
vestibule into the great Drawing Room (Fig. 33) 
may well have been made to a design originally 
supplied by Gibbs, its proportions being similar 
to an example delineated in Plate 38 in Rules for 
Drawing (Fig. 34). The doorcases within the room 
(Fig. 35), are of a type used at Kelmarsh, and relate 
closely to two designs in the Gibbs Collection 
inscribed ‘for the Great Room’, one with shouldered 
architraves, the other without them but with scrolled 
consoles (Gibbs Collection, vol. II, nos 136a and b; 
Fig. 36). A scrutiny of the measurements marked 
on these drawings reveals how closely the features 

Fig. 31. Stair banisters, 
Newbridge House. 
(photo: Alexey 
Moskvin)

Fig. 32. Design for a 
banister, engraving in 
James Gibbs, Rules 
for Drawing, London, 
1732, pl. LXII.

consoles of the Hall chimneypiece (Fig. 28). In the 
added wing, the chimneypiece in the great Drawing 
Room (Fig. 29) is of another Gibbs design, relating 
to a model in A Book of Architecture (Fig. 30).

Throughout the house the joinery, such as 
doorcases and staircase balusters, relate closely to 
Gibbs designs, both unpublished and engraved 
in Rules for Drawing. Even in the interior joinery 
of the added wing, Semple continued to make use 
of Gibbs’s designs, so there is no loss of internal 
homogeneity in the principal rooms. The staircase 
banisters relate to an example published in Rules 
for Drawing (Figs. 31, 32). The monumental 



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

  

g i b b s  i n  i r e l a n d

Fig. 33. Corinthian doorcase, 
entrance to Drawing Room 
at Newbridge House. (photo: 
Alexey Moskvin)

Fig. 34. Design for Corinthian 
doorcase, engraving in James 
Gibbs, Rules for Drawing, 
London, 1732, pl. XXXVIII 
(detail).

Fig. 35. Doorcase in Drawing 
Room at Newbridge House. 
(photo: David García González)
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at Newbridge reflect Gibbs’s finely balanced sense 
of proportion. The aperture height on both designs 
is marked 7ft. 6in., as was implemented at both 
Kelmarsh and Newbridge. The aperture width of the 
unshouldered design is 3ft. 6in., as was implemented 
on the unshouldered versions at Kelmarsh, while 
that of the shouldered design is 3ft. 9in. The 
Newbridge version is shouldered, despite having 
also the scrolled consoles, and is indeed executed at 
the increased width of 3ft. 9in., making the aperture 
a double square.

The level of Gibbs’s involvement in the interior 
architecture throughout Newbridge becomes 

strikingly apparent even in the profiles of minor 
details such as architraves, skirtings and chair-rails. 
Designs for these rarely survive in Gibbs’s oeuvre. 
We have seen that the building of Newbridge 
probably commenced in the year during which the 
interior of the Radcliffe Library was being executed 
(1747), and in which Gibbs published its final 
designs in Bibliotheca Radcliviana. This included 
drawings of interior details and moulding profiles 
(plate XXI),18 and we shall see that these strongly 
influenced what Gibbs prescribed for the detailing 
of Newbridge. Among the details in Plate XXI is a 
profile for a surbasse (as Gibbs termed a chair-rail) 

Fig. 36. Design for doorcases ‘For the Other Room’ and ‘For the Great Room’ of an unidentified project, James Gibbs. 
(Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.341, no. 136a and b)
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identical to one he had drawn nearly two decades 
before for the Hall at Kelmarsh, but enlarged from 
the earlier height of 3½ in. to a height of 6 in. – more 
suitable for the scale of the Radcliffe Library. Here, 
it is coupled with a basse (skirting) profile with an 
upper moulding height of 4 inches, and together they 

Fig. 37. Design of profiles  
of basse and surbasse,  

James Gibbs, Bibliotheca 
Radcliviana, London, 1747,  

pl. XXI (detail).

Fig. 38. Basse and surbasse in the Radcliffe Library  
(left) and Newbridge House (right).

Gibbs used the same basse and surbasse profiles in the  
Radcliffe Library (left) and Newbridge (right).

The illustrations are in 
scale with each other
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Fig. 39. Architrave profiles in the Radcliffe 
Library and Newbridge House.

‘Architrave … on the Outside of 
the Building’, designed to be 21in. 
wide. James Gibbs, Bibliotheca 
Radcliviana, pl.XXI.

Architrave of all 
internal doors in the 
main block, 71 ⁄4in.
wide. Newbridge 
House.

The Architrave 
Moulding of the 
Arches’, designed 
to be 18in. wide. 
James Gibbs, 
Bibliotheca 
Radcliviana, 
pl.XXI.

Architrave of the 
round-headed 
staircase window, 
93 ⁄4in. wide. 
Newbridge House.

Architrave of the 
windows in the Sculpture 
Vestibule, 73 ⁄8in. wide. 
Newbridge House.
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are applied to the pedestal piers for the interior Ionic 
pilasters.19 In the preface to Bibliotheca Radcliviana, 
Gibbs stated that the designs were ‘taken from the 
building as it now stands’. This is certainly the case 
with the surbasse profile, which was executed as 
drawn, but not so with the basse moulding profile, 
which was executed differently, it being provided 
with an additional ‘bull-nose’ moulding inserted 
below the cyma recta. Gibbs was receiving an annual 
payment of £100 for supervising the construction of 
the Radcliffe Library, so one can be confident that 
any deviation was by his specific intention, rather 
than that of the contracted masons (William Smith 
and John Townesend).

The skirtings and chair-rails at Newbridge, 
uniform throughout the principal rooms, have 
exactly the same profiles that Gibbs prescribed for 
the Radcliffe Library. The height of the surbasse is 
scaled down from 6 to 5 inches, the basse moulding 
from 4 to 3¾ inches. Crucially, the Newbridge basse 
moulding profile does not conform to the version 
published in Bibliotheca Radcliviana, but to that 
actually executed; it possesses exactly the same 
‘bull-nose’ variation as seen in the Radcliffe Library 
– clear evidence, once again, that Gibbs had supplied 
Semple with drawings for these details (Figs. 37,  38). 
The interior architraves of the doors and windows 
of the principal rooms also correspond closely with 
Gibbs’s profiles for architraves in the Radcliffe 
Library (Fig. 39).

Discounting Sir Christopher Wren’s 
transportable ‘itinerant house for His Majesty 
… to lye in in the Field’ designed for William III 
on his Irish campaign, it was almost unknown, 
before the 1750s, for a British architect to build 
in Ireland.20 Gibbs’s Newbridge is, perhaps, the 
earliest building in Ireland to be designed by an 
architect living and practising in London.21 While his 
powers of invention have sometimes been compared 
unfavourably with those of Sir John Vanbrugh 
and Nicholas Hawksmoor, what Gibbs possessed, 
perhaps to a higher degree, was an acutely developed 

sense of harmony in balance and proportion. His 
buildings, whether complex or simple, monumental 
or domestic, always display this mastery, which was 
certainly enhanced by his rigorous Roman training 
in the classical traditions of architecture. While 
lacking the quirky eccentricities that make some Irish 
buildings so appealing, Newbridge, in its external 
simplicity and beautiful proportions, stands as a 
handsome achievement in Palladian restraint, one 
of the very few of Gibbs’s country houses to survive 
almost entirely unaltered.

endnotes

 1 The research was embraced by Sir Howard 
Colvin, who contributed to its discussion of 
tripartite entrances. It was published in: Alec 
Cobbe and Terry Friedman, James Gibbs in 
Ireland; Newbridge, his Villa for Charles Cobbe, 
Archbishop of Dublin (Bookham, 2005).

 2 Georgian Society Records, Dublin, vol. V, 1913 
p. 87.

 3 The words in quotes were expressed verbally to 
the author; the same sentiment was conveyed in 
more moderate language in Cornforth’s articles 
published in Country Life, 20 June 1985, pp. 1732–
37 and 27 June 1985, pp. 1808–13.

 4 This discovery was made by David Griffin of the 
Irish Architectural Archive.

 5 For instance, one of them was reproduced by 
Desmond Guinness and William Ryan, Irish 
Houses and Castles, (London, 1971), p. 157.

 6 The author is grateful to Richard Hewlings for 
drawing his attention to the arrowhead divisions 
of the scale bar in Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 
Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.341, no. 20.

 7 Historical Manuscripts Commission, Egmont, 
London, vol. III (1923), pp. 242–43.

 8 Ibid.: Perceval’s diary mentions Cobbe’s name on 
four of his visits to his daughter and son-in-law 
(22 and 23 June, 1744, and 5 and 13 February 1745), 
which occurred several times a week.

 9 The need for this extra depth was obviated with 
the elimination of the second staircase.
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 10 The Archbishop’s books were sold at auction by 
Valance of Dublin by his son in 1800: sadly neither 
the house catalogue nor the auctioneer’s catalogue 
survives.

 11 Gibbs Collection, WA 1925.341, no. 21. This 
design was associated with Milton by Terry 
Friedman in his James Gibbs, (New Haven and 
London, 1984), p. 318.

 12 Andrea Palladio, I quattro libri dell’architettura 
(Venice, 1570), Book I, Chap. xxi, p. 52: ‘Le piu 
belle e proportionate maniere di stanze’. These 
proportions are also found in the writings of 
Palladio’s predecessors, Vitruvius, Alberti and 
Serlio.

 13 See A Book of Architecture, pls. 37, 40, 44, 52, 54, 
55, 59 and 62.

 14 Ibid., pls 38, 39, 43, 46, 48, 52, 56, 57 and 62.
 15 Rules for Drawing the Several Parts of 

Architecture, p. 24.
 16 The hall of the ‘Milton’ Newbridge proposal is a 

square of 35 feet, while the central Salon is 25 3 35 
feet, i.e. 1:√2.

 17 In two villa-like plans for gentlemen in Yorkshire 
and Oxfordshire (A Book of Architecture, pls. 
63 and 65) and in the central bays of Ditchley, 
Oxfordshire (ibid., pl. 39).

 18 Palladio, op. cit., Book II, p. 65.

 19 Another, earlier, design delineating such details 
is among those for Kelmarsh (c.1728–32; no. 23) 
showing all the mouldings for the Hall, including 
profiles for the ‘basse’ and surbasse, the latter 
having the same profile as was later used in the 
Radcliffe Library, but with the lesser height of 3½ 
in. In Kelmarsh itself these mouldings were not 
executed as Gibbs designed, though whether by a 
change of plan from Gibbs or by the independent 
action of the executant architect, Francis Smith, is 
unknown.

 20 They are similar to, though not identical with, the 
profiles for Ionic pedestals published by Gibbs in 
Rules for Drawing, Plate X.

 21 See Edward McParland, Public Architecture in 
Ireland (New Haven and London, 2001), p. 7.

 22 In the second half of the eighteenth century it 
became rare for a British architect not to have 
commissions in Ireland. For example, from 1758, 
William Chambers was designing for the Earl of 
Charlemont at Marino and Charlemont House, 
Dublin; the 1770s saw Robert Adam designing the 
interiors for Semple’s Headfort House and James 
Wyatt the exterior and interiors of Abbeyleix; later 
on, in 1790, Wyatt designed Castle Coole for the 
Earl of Belmore.


