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THE REPAIR OF THE MUSEUM, ENVILLE, 
STAFFORDSHIRE

William Hawkes

An important part of the Georgian Group’s activities must be the support it gives to 
friendless buildings, and to raising and sustaining the flagging spirits of owners, who 
feel burdened with fine 18th century buildings but lack the immediate resources to 
help them with repair. Nowhere is this seen more clearly than on the typical English estate or 

landscaped garden. Owners’ funds are so often fully committed to keeping matters running 
on a day-to-day basis and it can appear to make little sense to divert money to repairs, 
particularly to restoring buildings of little practical use. The Museum at Enville was just such a 
case.

The authorship of the Museum is subject to some debate. There is documentary 
evidence to suggest that the architect was the amateur Gothicist Sanderson Miller and that the 
outside at least was designed by him and built in 1749-50 under his supervision by his mason 
Williams Hitchcox. Little now remains of what was obviously once a particularly fine and 
precocious piasterwork interior, but it is possible to gain a fairly accurate idea of how this 
looked from a careful study of what remains and from old photographs. A tripartite fan- 
vaulted ceiling with pendant fans (Figs 1,2) sprang from clustered columns which framed 
ogee-headed alcoves set above a quatrefoiled dado. The style of the interior owed more than is 
usual with Miller to Batty Langley’s ideas, and the detailing and overall design are strongly 
reminiscent of Henry Keene’s early work, particularly his slightly cruder Chapel ceiling at 
nearby Hartlebury Castle. As Keene and Miller had co-operated elsewhere, a joint authorship 
of the interior seems a distinct possibility.

Enville was one of the three Midlands gardens which were de rigueur for persons of taste 
in the late 18th century, the others being Hagley Hall and The Leasowes — William 
Shenstone’s garden. Shenstone was apparently responsible for the naturalising of the grounds 
which then included a Chapel in his memory, a Millerish Gothic Gateway, an octagonal 
castellated Sheepwalk House, a thatched Hermitage, a Rusticated Portico, Samson’s Cave, and 
a Gothic seat and Boathouse. Later 19th century additions to the grounds were a tufa and iron 
Owl Cage, a timber Pagoda in the woods, and nearer to the Hall a spectacular collection of 
glasshouses and fountains. Many of these survive. The interior of the Museum (or Billiard 
Room as it was then known) is recorded by Joseph Heely in his Beauties of Hagley, Envil and the 
Leasowes (1777), where he describes it as ‘a stately gothic edifice and does much credit to the 
designer. Its inside is curiously and richly adorned with stucco, the ceiling remarkably so. At 
one end in a niche is a bust of Homer; at the other a Cicero. A Billiard table and a small organ 
are the furniture of this superb room.’

My own aquaintance with the Museum dates back to 1964 when I first visited Enville 
whilst researching the architectural work of Sanderson Miller. At that time the last of the 
wonderful plaster vault had just fallen in but the majority of the wall decoration remained in 
situ. Photographs taken slightly earlier from outside by the cautious RCHM and (with less 
regard for imminent collapse) from inside by Christopher Lyster gave a good idea of what had 
then already been lost. Over the next twenty years I watched with growing and ineffectual 
concern the gradual disintegration of large parts of the interior; thick, almost tropical, 
vegetation steadily enshrouded the building (Fig, 3) and its interior, creating a picturesque 
contrast between the heavy hand of Decay and the fragile survival of the delicate Gothic 
piasterwork. That such plaster could survive several decades of frost and rain seemed 
remarkable.
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Fig. 1. Vault plan.

Fig. 2. Interior elevation of south wall.
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Fig. 3. Facade before restoration.

Fig. 4. Facade under restoration.
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In 1982 a letter from the architectural historian Dr Tim Mowl to Country Life stimulated 
public interest in the Museum, and in consequence the building owners decided, with 
encouragement from the Georgian Group and English Heritage, to investigate the possibility 
of repair. Whilst grant assistance was critical to the scheme going ahead, an immediate 
problem was the Commission’s attitude to the need for public access. The owners appreciated 
the justice of allowing the public to visit a building which had received money from public 
funds, but could only accept visits by appointment, as the building is close to the house and 
their privacy would otherwise be destroyed. There followed a lengthy period of negotiation, 
which still continues, in which the Commission gradually agreed to increase their original 
standard 40% offer of grant but, each time they did so, sought to achieve a greater degree of 
public access. By the time the access conditions were again sorted out, the building costs had 
risen and the whole process had to be embarked on once more. It is now some six years since 
the original grant application was submitted, and any chance of repairing the interior is still 
blocked by the Commission’s desire to see full access. A higher than usual level of grant was 
however achieved for the outside of the building and for putting a new roof back on to protect 
the surviving plaster.

Building work started in 1988, and the new roof is in position (Fig 4). Completion 
currently awaits new stonework for the principal ogival arches, inspection from scaffolding 
having revealed that this part of the building had been erected evidently in some haste and 
with disregard for normal masonry practice — something not visible from below through the 
earlier shroud of vegetation. In clearing out the debris, much evidence of the earlier building 
form has been revealed, along with a fossilised tree trunk and a full-size Romanesque 
Crusader — survivals of the family museum. Some of the magic has gone, the piasterwork 
now standing rather forlornly in a darkened room, no longer open to sunlight and the 
heavens. However the Museum now has a future. It is sounder structurally and the weather is 
kept out. If the chances of reinstating the interior seem slim at present, patient negotiation can 
achieve much and the task seems no more daunting than did the work to the exterior 
originally.
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