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NARFORD HALL, NORFOLK

Steven Parissien, John Harris and Howard Colvin

arford Hall has long been an enigma. It is one of the major country houses of 
Norfolk, yet until now remarkably little has been written about it, partly because 
almost no documentary evidence concerning the house has been available. Sir

Nikolaus Pevsner’s description in his Buildings of England volume of 1962 was characteristically 
concise (based, it is said, on a fifteen-minute lightning tour), and erroneously (as it turns out) 
attributed the Victorian additions to William Burn. Lack of evidence to connect the house with 
specific architects also meant that Narford was accorded only a fleeting reference in Howard 
Colvin’s Biographical Dictionary ... of 1978. Other literary accounts of the architectural history 
of the Hall have been similarly brief. Thus Narford is one of the few important country 
houses of Britain to have remained almost wholly unknown to the historian.

In March 1988, however, Howard Colvin, John Harris, Steven Parissien and Roger 
White were given an unprecedented opportunity to visit the house and to examine the 
archives. Their investigation, while necessarily brief, represented the first time that 
architectural historians had been allowed access to the archives, and indeed the first serious 
examination of the drawings and manuscripts — buried in boxes, drawers and cabinets 
throughout the house — since the nineteenth century. No doubt much still remains to be 
unearthed among the papers, but the discoveries made have helped to shed some light on 
Narford’s tantalisingly enigmatic history.

1. Scheme for a new house, c. 1700, unsigned (Narford Library).
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Perhaps the most important find of the visit was an unsigned plan not later in date than 
c.1700 showing the outline of a scheme for a new house (figure 1). On this plan a three-sided 
office courtyard described as ‘Old Building’ occupies the same site as the existing courtyard 
containing the library on its west side. So this courtyard was there before the present house 
was built, and still exists today despite much subsequent remodelling. With the plan is an 
elevation, also unsigned (figure 2), which corresponds to the front of the existing house of 
1702-4 (see figure 3). (A memorandum preserved in the library records that the first stone 
was laid on 29 June 1702, whilst the date 1704 appears carved in the cornice of the main 
staircase.) This design, with its conventional, three-bay centre projection (figure 1), is a simple 
building much in the style of late seventeenth century architects such as Henry Bell of nearby 
King’s Lynn. Bell (1647-1711) is principally known as the architect of the Custom House in 
his native King’s Lynn (1683) and of the churches at Northampton (1677-80 and 1711) and 
North Runcton, Norfolk (1703—13). It seems quite credible that when the first Andrew 
Fountaine (who died in 1706) sought in c.1700 to build a new, classical house to replace the 
existing Tudor building, he should turn to his neighbour, East Anglia’s foremost architectural 
amateur.

2. Elevation for a seven-bay house, c.1700 (Narford Library). This represents the basis for the executed house of 
1702-4.
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3. Narford Hall from the south-east.

In 1706 the second Andrew Fountaine (knighted in 1698; identical nomenclature was a 
notable feature of the Fountaine family) succeeded to his father’s estate, and soon after his 
return from his second tour of Italy in 1716 he embarked on a series of extensions to the 
north and east sides of the house.1 It is these Palladian additions which continue to present the 
most vexing problems of date and authorship. An account of the house drawn up by 
Benjamin Ibbots2 for Horace Walpole some time during the late eighteenth century declared 
of Fountaine that:

At his return the lease of Narford being expired he began adorning his house there by adding a 
sort of wing or quadrangle to it consisting of his library, large dining room, bed chamber, &c. Mr 
Roger Harrison an ingenious bricklayer who had been foreman at the works of Grosvenor & 
Hanover Squares was here director and worked himself at it, and one Mr Laurence and his 
workmen were carpenters and joiners . . . this was done in 1718.3

A survey made some time before 1725, illustrated as plate 95 of the third volume of Colen 
Campbell’s Vitruvius Britannicus (figure 4), clearly shows the three-sided court on the eastern 
side of the main house (see below). In 1728 Sir Matthew Decker saw the newly-created library 
and kitchen (both in the old courtyard) and noted that stables and other ‘out offices’ were 
being contemplated.

But who was the author of the library? From the evidence of Ibbots, the Palladian 
architect Roger Morris (1695—1749) is a possibility. Morris certainly began his career as a 
bricklayer, and did on a number of occasions act as both architect and tradesman at a site. 
However, aside from the obvious discrepancy in surnames, Ibbots’ account as recorded also 
contains a number of other inaccuracies. Morris was not involved in the project at Grosvenor 
Square until 1726, when he acted as mason-contractor, not as foreman. Additionally, whilst he 
was involved in a building scheme close to Hanover Square (in George Street) after 1738, 
there is no evidence to connect him with building work in the Square itself. (Ibbots may have 
been confusing this episode with Morris’ own residence, which, after 1730, was in the parish of 
St. George’s Hanover Square.) Ibbots also states that Sir Andrew succeeded Isaac Newton as
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4. Narford Hall as illustrated in Colen Campbell’s Vitruvius Britannicus III (1725) (The British Architectural Library).

52



Warden of the Mint in 1732 or 1733, instead of the actual date of 1727. Thus the name of the 
‘director’ may itself be wrong, as indeed may the date of the new work. Certainly 1718 would 
be unduly early for Morris’ involvement as a designer, if not as a workman; his first recorded 
commission, Marble Hill House in Twickenham, was begun six years later, in 1724.

If not Morris, was Colen Campbell possibly the author of the additions? From 1719 
until the mid-1720s Campbell was firmly established as the principal architect to the Prince of 
Wales. Fountaine, Vice-Chamberlain to the Princess of Wales after 1725, was a key member of 
this circle, whilst in Vitruvius Britannicus Campbell compliments Fountaine on the ‘good taste 
and affection for Architecture’ he had shown ‘in several pieces lately erected’ at Narford. 
However, from the evidence of the other plates of Campbell’s Vitruvius Britannicus, it appears 
very doubtful that Campbell, a practised self-publicist, would have published one of his own 
designs without claiming the credit for it.

It is quite probable that the architect of the additions of c. 1718 was, in fact, Sir Andrew 
Fountaine himself. The dedicatee of Robert Morris’ Essay in Defence of Ancient Architecture of 
1728, he was described by Morris, in company with the amateur architect-earls Burlington 
and Pembroke, as a ‘practitioner of architecture’. William Halfpenny, George Vertue and 
Horace Walpole also testify to Fountaine’s predilection for architectural design. It may be 
significant that Sir Matthew Decker, for whom Fountaine had designed a room at his house in 
Richmond, noted in 1728 that the library at Narford was painted and gilded ‘as our room’.

The library (figure 9) is a surprisingly sophisticated piece of work, and testifies to the 
advanced Palladian taste of Andrew Fountaine. The four-bay elevation to the west — a piano 
nobile range set over a half-storey — is based on the six-bay wing fronts of Campbell’s 
Wanstead, illustrated in volume one of Vitruvius Britannicus of 1715, and both this facade and 
the original elevation to the south are astylar, anticipating the astylar manner of Burlington’s 
and Morris’ works of the mid-1720s.

The library was not the only addition made by Sir Andrew. He appears to have 
sponsored two distinct phases of rebuilding at Narford: c.1718, and c.1735. At some point 
after the Vitruvius Britannicus survey the gap between the two arms of the east wing was filled 
with a four-bay block, now the Music Room. A date of c.1735 would certainly correspond with 
the handsome Kentian fireplace in this room. Moreover, a letter discovered in the library at 
Narford, from the Earl of Pembroke to Fountaine, demonstrates that at some point Fountaine 
was consulting Pembroke on additions to the Hall; this letter must date from some time after 
1733, the year in which the ninth Earl succeeded to his titles. If Pembroke was involved at 
Narford, it seems probable that his architectural collaborator, Roger Morris, was also 
consulted; thus Ibbots may have been confusing Morris’ involvement in the 1730s with the 
construction of the library some years earlier.

A date of c.1735 for the Music Room and related works may also help to explain the 
evident presence at the house of the renowned French artist Andien de Clermont.5 Clermont, 
active in England as a decorative painter between 1716 and 1754, is principally known as the 
author of singerie ceilings, featuring monkeys and other exotic animals and birds, which he 
appears to have derived from Watteau’s singerie scheme of 1709 for the Chateau de Marly. 
The singerie ceiling in the Queen Anne Room beyond the Music Room is a typical example of 
this genre, being adorned with one of his favourite motifs — the hoopoe (figure 5). The closet 
to the north of the library also has a ceiling painted by Clermont al antica featuring buildings 
connected with the Emperor Titus, who is depicted in the central medallion astride an eagle. 
And although the central medallion on the ceiling of the octagonal china closet (see below) is 
not Clermont’s work, the ribs and border — including numerous representations of the 
Fountaine elephant crest — are clearly by the Frenchman.

It seems likely that Clermont was hired as a result of Fountaine’s consultation with 
Pembroke of c.1735, since during this period Clermont was also working for Pembroke at
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5. The Queen Anne Room ceiling, by Andien de Clermont, c.1735.

Wilton House. Clermont’s presence may also help to substantiate the claim for Morris’ 
involvement at Narford. Not only was Pembroke a major patron of both figures, but they were 
employed simultaneously by the Earl in the Colonnade Room at Wilton in the mid-1730s. In 
addition, Clermont is definitely the author of the painted panels in the octagonal Fishing 
Lodge built by Morris at Monkey Island, on the Thames near Bray in Berkshire, in 1745, and 
may also have been employed at two other houses associated with Morris — Whitton Park and 
Marble Hill House, both in Middlesex.6

The work performed during the 1730s included the interesting octagonal china closet 
added to the north side of the new house (figure 6). In 1735 the antiquary Jeremiah Milles 
described the new closet as follows:

In the third room amongst many others is remarkable the picture of Vandyke painted by himself. 
Within this room is a closet with a glass door before it, which is full of vases, pots, plates, and all 
sorts of earthen ware; which seem to be put there as having all something curious . . .

Another observer of the 1730s noted its unusual lighting:

China Closet is lighted by 3 cupola windows which has a surprizing pretty Effect as the china which 
is dispos’d extreamly well is viewed thro the glass door.9

This closet could well be the work of Roger Morris, who is known to have used octagonal 
spaces at the Monkey Island Fishing Lodge and elsewhere. A second china room, mentioned 
by both Decker and Milles, was made beneath the library; this still exists today, although 
without its original contents, which were disposed of in the Christies sale of June 1884.

The closet or cabinet to the north of the library may also be by Morris, since, as has 
already been noted, it contains both a ceiling by Clermont and also a small angle fireplace
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much in the Palladian style of the 1730s (figure 12). This closet was evidently used to house 
small ornaments - in particular a collection of brass objects, mentioned by most of the 
eighteenth century visitors. The oddly angled doorway between this room and the library 
appears to be proof that the closet, whose west wall corresponds to the brick wall of the 
pre-classical courtyard, postdates the library.

Whilst the examination of the archives at Narford has so far failed to provide any 
documentation for the Palladian additions, it has brought to light evidence of the nineteenth 
century work at the Hall. An elevation exists featuring the south front remodelled to include 
two slightly projecting wings of two bays each; this is signed ‘J.C. and G. Buckler’ and is dated 
1840. The Bucklers’ scheme, however, was clearly never executed. Instead, at the end of the 
1850s the fifth Andrew Fountaine (the present owner’s great-grandfather) brought in Robert 
Ketton of Norwich to design substantial new additions to the house. The Family Book testifies 
that Fountaine

.. . redecorated the house, throwing the drawing rooms there into one with connecting arches; laid 
down library floor made at Bruxelles. Formed the park, & made a lake artificially wh. cost £1200, 
with bridge &c, in /60 the fire proof room for china was constructed, then added bedrooms over 
dining room, making extra bow with car and ketton stone casing . . . also refronted the library to 
match ... I next built tower and entrance hall... In 1860 the clock tower, conservatory and screen 
walls were completed.

This account is substantiated by the existence at Narford of a number of signed drawings by 
Ketton. Two of these feature an ambitious project for remodelling of the east wing, a scheme 
which was never carried out. Ketton’s name (‘R. Ketton Architect’) also appears on the cupola 
of the stables, with the date ‘1868’. (Ketton was also employed by Fountaine in the early 1870s 
to design farm buildings for the Fountaine estate village of Tunstall.)
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The present house is certainly an architectural jumble from the outside, but the interior 
repays close examination. As Philip Yorke commented in 1750, The house is irregular, 
having been built at different times, but is much better than it appears to be’. It is entered not 
through the original front door of c. 1702, but through the tower-lobby added by Ketton in the 
angle between the main house and the library wing of c.1718 (see figure 14). Ahead lie the 
stairs to the library, and on the right is the Music Room of c. 1735. Beyond this, occupying the 
east side of the quadrangle shown in Vitruvius Britannicus, lies the Queen Anne Room and the 
Clermont closet, two rooms which were at some point - possibly the nineteenth century - 
knocked into one, though retaining their individual ceilings. (The sophisticated cornice 
mouldings of these two rooms suggest that this alteration included a comprehensive 
remodelling of the piasterwork.) Dominating the Music Room is the Kentian fireplace, 
which contains in its overmantel Pignatta’s portrait of Sir Andrew Fountaine and Friends 
in the Tribuna of the Uffizi’ of 1715 (figure 8), his friends including the amateur architect and 
Burlington ally, Richard Arundell.

7. The original entrance of c.1700. Note the Palladian 
fanlight.

8. Pignatta’s ‘Sir Andrew Fountaine and Friends in the 
Tribuna of the Uffizi’.

The library (figure 9), although provided with an elaborate parquet floor in 1860, 
remains essentially an outstanding example of an early eighteenth century interior. Its 
appearance has changed comparatively little since Milles recorded it in 1735:
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The library is a very neat, and elegant room, with large, and very polite collection of books mostly 
French, Italian and English. It has 3 or four cases in it, which I suppose are full of medals etc. The 
tops of them are adorned with shells, idols, etc.: all round the room are painted the heads of great 
men, and Poets.

The decoration of the library presents a marked contrast between the lush, colourful Baroque 
depiction of Morning, Noon and Night on the ceiling, and the later, classical grisaille figures 
on the coves. What dominates the room, however, are the portraits of noted artistic, literary 
and scientific persons above the cornice, the ebony cabinet and the striking chimneypiece. On 
the latter the satyr’s head, framed with oak swags and open-mouthed rams’ heads in profile, 
and the large brackets with their grotesque simian masks, are realised in a forceful, Antique 
manner surprising for the early eighteenth century. The seventeenth century Baroque 
cabinet (figure 14) is a most important piece of architectural furniture. The base consists of a 
rusticated arch with a course of Vitruvian scroll; the cabinet itself rests on four ormulu lions 
and consists of four gilt Corinthian capitals supporting an entablature with a central broken 
pediment, surmounted by a gilt balustrade. The drawers would have held medals and other 
treasures.

To the west of the lobby runs the main east-west axis of the house of 1702—4. To the 
right is the modern kitchen, housed in an extension by Ketton designed to match the china 
closet projection on the other side of the Dining Room; this extension was itself extended to 
the north by the present owner (see figure 11). Between this block and the Dining Room is the

9. The Library, from the south door.

57



splendid staircase of 1704, decorated with portraits of Stuart and Hanoverian monarchs 
(including the portrait of Queen Caroline allegedly presented to Sir Andrew by the Queen 
herself), and with superb infill panels featuring martial and topographical subjects. The 
staircase ceiling is in imitation of, although inferior to, the work of Pellegrini. The awkward 
space to the right of the stair is not, as it seems, a result of modern replanning: it was originally 
devised to house a statue of Vulcan (according to Milles and Yorke) or of Mars (according to 
Decker), which Decker noted was initially intended to support a statue of William III, carved 
to mark the Treaty of Ryswick of 1697.

The Saloon of the original house, now the Pellegrini Room, runs across what was once 
the principal entrance. The Pellegrini canvases in this room, painted between 1709 and 1713 
and possibly a gift from Burlington to Fountaine, are quite outstanding both in the quality of 
their execution and in the wide variety of subjects that they depict.10 The classical figures 
depicted by the artist — Minerva, Europa, Sophonisba, Achilles, Susanna — represent the whole 
gamut of mythical symbolism, from wisdom to beauty, and dominate the entire room. 
Pellegrini may have attended to the fitting of these canvases (whose shapes neatly correspond 
with the sizes of the wall panels) when he was in England in c.1719. Since the destruction of 
the Saloon at Castle Howard they represent the finest work of the outstanding immigrant 
artist of the early eighteenth century.

At the centre of the north wall of the Saloon a door leads to the Dining Room. Buckler’s 
sketch of c.1820 shows that only the lower part of the semicircular bow, with its curved 
Venetian window, existed prior to 1860: drawings at Narford reveal that it was Ketton who 
added an extra floor to it. The marble relief over the Dining Room chimneypiece (figure 12) 
represents ‘Roman charity’, and during the nineteenth century was attributed to Rusconi. 
Hurried additions seem to have been made to the chimneypiece in the form of the insertion of 
feather badges of the Prince of Wales on either side of the mantel; these most likely date from 
1725—7, when Fountaine was Vice-Chamberlain to the Princess of Wales, thus suggesting a 
date earlier than 1725 for the original chimneypiece. Above each of the two doorcases in this 
room are two linked niches, containing busts; these are presumably modelled on the paired 
niches found in antique Roman tombs.

11. Narford Hall from the north.
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12. The Library Closet: the fireplace. 13. Antonio Pellegrini: detail, ‘Minerva and Arachne .

The Pellegrini Room opens out into the Drawing Room to the west. From here Ketton’s 
Neoclassical arches provide a vista north through an anteroom to the octagonal china closet. 
As drawn by Buckler, the eighteenth-century house terminated on the west in another 
semicircular bow (a feature which presumably dated from the 1730s); to this Ketton added a 
further one-storey projection to the west. Little, incidentally, survives of the eighteenth 
century interiors on the first floor, excepting a fine room to the west of the staircase which
contains a heavy Palladian ceiling dominated by a large moulded oval.

The garden at Narford raises problems as perplexing as those presented by the 
architecture of the house. The survey published by Campbell in 1725 (figure 4) cannot be
later in date than May of that year, and might well have been executed late in 1724. Even for 
1724—5 it is uncommonly interesting if studied in relation to Burlington’s Chiswick - not to the 
latter’s first phase of garden alteration, from 1715 to c.1720, but to the second phase which 
followed Burlington’s marriage in March 1721. This was the period marked by a more antique 
style of gardening - of temples or pavilions set beside basins of water, of obelisks, and of deer 
houses. The relationship of Chiswick’s Temple by the Water of c. 1722 to the water itself is 
paralleled at Narford by the porticoed temple set at the end of the double-apsed canal; similar 
resemblances to Chiswick can be found in Narford’s obelisk and deer house. Knowing the
intimacy and friendship that existed between Fountaine and Burlington — they exchanged 
letters frequently, and donated books and paintings to each other — there must have existed a 
mutual concern about gardens. (In 1860 the apsed canal was replaced with the present large 
expanse of water, and the temple relocated to the west.)
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14. The library cabinet.

When Campbell assembled his material for the third volume of Vitruvius Britannicus, it was a 
project which had probably not been contemplated in 1717. Then, as Dr Eileen Harris has 
demonstrated, Campbell had been compelled to reject many engravings intended for volume 
two in order to accommodate the pseudo-Jonesian scheme for Whitehall Palace that had come 
to Campbell’s attention. Many of the garden surveys in the 1725 volume had therefore been 
intended for publication in 1717. Was Narford among these? A date of 1717 certainly fits in 
with work begun in 1718, and thus Campbell’s survey might well have shown the complete 
proposal for the quadrangle, with the south elevations linked by a screen wall broken in the 
centre by a small pavilion or lodge. Of course, if of 1717, then the garden at Narford must be 
seen as crucial to the development of that at Chiswick. This question, together with numerous 
other details concerning the house, is still to be resolved. Perhaps the answers may yet be 
discovered in the barely-disturbed Narford archives.

NOTES

1. For Fountaine’s Grand Tour, see A. W. Moore, Norfolk and the Grand Tour (Norwich, 1985), chapter 
2, and Brinsley Ford, ‘Sir Andrew Fountaine’ in Apollo, vol. cxxii, November 1985. Fountaine, born 
in 1671, was knighted in 1698, and received a mark of especial royal favour when in 1701 he was 
entrusted with the carriage of the vital Act of Succession to the Court of Hanover.

2. Ibbots was ‘a great collector of prints’ according to J. C. Robinson in The Times, 18 April 1884. 
Robinson erroneously transcribed the foreman’s name as ‘Roger Harris’. The original text is now 
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lost, but a transcription survives inside the Narford Family Book compiled by the present owner’s 
grandmother.

3. An Andrew Laurence worked at Golden Square in London as a mason-contractor in the early 1700s 
(see Survey of London, xxxi, 141 and passim). As yet, however, no other trace of an Edward Laurence 
or Lawrence has been found.

4. Sir Matthew Decker’s diary is now in the Wilton archives.
5. For an account of Clermont’s career, see Ingrid Roscoe, ‘Andien de Clermont, Decorative Painter to 

the Leicester House Set’ in Apollo, vol. cxxiii, February 1986.
6. When Whitton was sold in 1796 ‘Mounsr Claremount’ was specifically mentioned in the sale 

particulars (see John Harris, Sir William Chambers (1970), 178—81), Clermont’s name has also been 
linked (without any documentary substantiation) with the porcelain room at Marble Hill, made for 
Henrietta Howard in 1739.

7. BL, Add. MS 15776, ff. 66-9.
8. From an anonymous travel diary in Sir John Soane’s Museum, 4769.
9. The mention of a glass door provides another link with Pembroke, who was recorded by the 

Duchess of Marlborough in 1732 as having installed a similar feature at Westcombe Park in Kent.
10. Burlington’s portrait by Kneller (‘Lord Burlington with a woman representing Fame’) was once 

hung over the Hall overmantel. This was seen by William Freeman in August 1745 (anonymous 
diary: see note 8 above).

Original photography by Roger White, by kind permission of Commander Andrew Fountaine.
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