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JAMES GIBBS AND “THIS MOST MISERABLE 
BUSINESS OF ARCHITECTURE”

Terry Friedman

In 1716, at the age of 34, James Gibbs was unexpectedly dismissed from his post as co
surveyor to the Commissioners for Building Fifty New Churches (the so-called Queen Anne 
Churches), a coveted appointment which he had struggled hard to secure only two years 
earlier.1 As surveyor, he had succeeded in designing the richly Baroque church of St Mary-le- 

Strand, which was not only his first ecclesiastical achievement but his first public building, and 
in 1716 it was far from finished, so the dismissal was a devastating piece of ill-fortune. In a letter 
to the Commissioners dated January 13, Gibbs denied “a false report of a Countrayman of mine 
[probably the Whig architect, Colen Campbell] that misrepresented me as a papest and a 
dissafected person, which I can assure you is initrly false and scandalous, and done purly out of a 
designe to have gott him self into the place I have now lost”. “I hope”, Gibbs continues, “you 
will not be against my proceeding with the Church in the Strand, since I have carryed it up so farr 
to the intire satisfaction of every body ... all the advantage that I propose by it, is to gain me a 
reputation to recommend me to other business.”

He was allowed to complete St Mary-le-Strand (consecrated in 17 24) and during the early 
1720s, by sheer force of talent, he bounced back into the public eye as the architect of the 
glamorous new royal parish church of St Martin-in-the-Fields, and is said to have “engross’d all 
the business” at the two universities. Horace Walpole pinpointed the year 1720 as the moment 
Gibbs became “the architect most in vogue” and he then launched what became one of the most 
successful and most influential architectural careers of the 18th century, revealing an 
uncommon ability to turn his hand to a great variety of building types and decorative features, 
designed in all the currently fashionable styles; never at a loss for work; hardly ever suffering a 
fallow year; the subject of repeated panegyrics: “a man of great Fame”, a “most famous 
Architect”, one of “the greatest Architects in the Kingdom”, “clarissimum architectum”. Only 
the poet, Alexander Pope, seems to have taken umbrage, describing Gibbs in 1730 as a 
“Nobleman’s Builder . . . S-d”!

It was in the 1720s that he established a professional scale of fees for supplying designs 
and services as a surveyor. He explained to the Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University in 
1730 “how I am generally payed. I have at London five per Cnt of the total expence of the 
Building whither great or small, and if ther are any exterordinary drawings made they are payed 
for. And if I goe to the Countray I am allowed my Coach hire”. In 1738 the Radcliffe trustees 
agreed to pay him £ 100 annually for “drawing all plans that shall be necessary for Compleating 
that work & Corresponding wh the Builders Jk going down four times in Every year to see the 
Building”. For 10 years work on the library he received £ 1,292 from a total cost of £43,226 6s 3d. 
In 17 46, the diarist, George Vertue reported that Gibbs “has fortund very well. . . by his industry 
and great business of publick & private works”. At the time of his death in 1754, at the age of 7 2, 
Gibbs was a rich man, the owner of at least seven properties in Marylebone and Westminster, 
with a healthy bank account and a distinguished art collection.

Nevertheless, in the professional world of architecture the events of 1716 plunged Gibbs 
into long-term isolation. The new Whig government was undoubtedly suspicious of hisjacobite 
connections, and despite his denial, Gibbs remained a Papist all his life. Nor could knowledge 
that he had studied in Rome from 1704 to 1708 with Carlo Fontana, the Papal Architect, have 
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done him much good in a building world increasingly dominated by Whiggish Classicism. As a 
consequence Gibbs was the only major London architect practicing during the first half of the 
18th century who failed to secure one of the important, lucrative, salaried posts offered by the 
Office of Works, or one of the surveyorships to the Bank of England, St Paul’s Cathedral, 
Westminster Abbey or the London hospitals, though between 1727 and his death he was 
Architect of the Ordnance, a post which was largely a sinecure.2

However, these professional restrictions had an emancipating effect. It is almost certainly 
not a coincidence that the earliest recorded public portrait of Gibbs, a mezzotint by Peter 
Pelham after Hans Huysing, appeared soon after the loss of the New Churches surveyorship. 
During the next 30 years or so he also sat to the great sculptor, Michael Rysbrack, and to the 
painters John Michael Williams, Andrea Soldi, William Hogarth and other celebrated artists; he 
is, in fact, the subject of more portraits than any other British 18th-century architect. 
Furthermore, it was soon after 1716 that Gibbs began contemplating advertising his work in the 
form of a collection of engravings, which eventually, in 1728, appeared as A Book of Architecture, 
containing some 385 separate designs on 150 sheets, and distinguished from other British 
architectural publications up to that time in that the designs are exclusively his own (no other 
architect’s work is represented); and it is pertinent that Gibbs financed, published and 
distributed the book himself. The egocentricity ofd Book of Architecture, and to some extent the 
abundance of portraits and the incessant lauditory literature, are symptomatic of an architect 
dependent on self-promotion, of having to fend for himself in a highly competative market in 
which his more fortunate rivals were sequestered in the unassailable and bureaucratic fortress of 
the Office of Works. The minutiae of information about Gibbs’s business acumen and his daily 
working methods over a long and independent career, therefore, are of particular interest.

Between 1721 and 1724 Gibbs designed and built the Oxford chapel in Vere Street, 
Marylebone, for the newly laid-out estate owned and financed by Edward Harley, 2nd Earl of 
Oxford, and he also built the Oxford Market House about this time. In 1723, Gibbs speculated 
on the estate by building three terrace houses in Henrietta Street (demolished 1956, though the 
drawing-room from Noll survives in the Victoria and Albert Museum). Then, in 1725, he took 
a long lease on a terrace-house at the corner of Henrietta and Wimpole Streets as his own 
residence and there he lived for the rest of his life. We know almost nothing of its appearance, but 
by 1754 the contents included a collection of some 117 paintings representing work said to be by 
Canaletto, Panini, Ricci, Van der Velde, Watteau and other famous masters, as well as a few pieces 
of fine sculpture by Rysbrack and Francois Girardon. The house also contained one of the 
largest and most impressive fine art libraries belonging to any British architect at the time (some 
160 titles), each embellished with the architect’s bookplace, engraved by Bernard Baron (Fig. 1). 
This, in turn, suggests that Gibbs’s drawing office was also located on the premises.

Among the hundreds of surviving drawings associated with Gibbs is a small group of 
sketches which one must assume comes from the master’s hand, but the majority are finely 
finished, monochrome renderings showing a plan, elevation and sometimes a section of a 
building carefully arranged on the sheet as if intended for publication; some were obviously 
prepared ford Book of Architecture. These were presumably executed byJohn Borlach, who Gibbs 
described in his will of 1754 as “many years my draughtsman”.

From numerous accounts and bills we know that Gibbs had a standard charge for single 
drawings, which were usually prepared for the client’s approbation. The 1719 and 1721 bills for 
work at Wimpole Hall (Harley’s country house in Cambridgeshire), ranged from Ign each for a 
bridge, an obelisk, an urn, 3gns for “Several dores for the Liberary”, to 8gns for “two fronts” for 
the house and lOgns for the same fronts “most carefully drawn”. Sets of finished drawings for 
particularly important and complex commissions, such as St Martin-in-the-Fields and the 
Radcliffe Library, were also produced by the office. Gibbs charged £30 for a set of about a dozen
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Fig. I. Bernard Baron, engraved bookplate of “Jacobus Gibbs Architectus 1736”.

drawings for Kirtlington Park, Oxfordshire in 1741, for example. There were also full-scale 
working drawings intended for use on site during construction, none of which have survived but 
which are recorded, as for instance in a letter of July 27, 1730 to the governors of St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital, Smithfield, from the Bath impressario, Ralph Allen, who was 
supplying stone for the new buildings: he writes “the utmost care shou’d be taken in forming of 
the Agreement to prevent future misunderstandings ... I cou’d not propose any Method to 
answer this purpose So well, as a Larg Plan of each Side of the building wch: is to be Erected, 
drawn by Mr Gibbs on the same Scale which the Ornaments that you Lately sent me was made 
by, and this Plan to be fix’d to the Articles for our guide”. Finally, a group of finished drawings 
nowinthe Victoria and Albert Museum signed either “Maskall” or “Nicholas Maskall Stanhope 
Street”, once belonged to this bricklayer, who was resident in St Clement Danes parish and who 
must have worked for Gibbs. These hint at how office drawings might have passed among his 
wide circle of craftsmen.

This circle was more than merely a loose and scattered confederacy of talented men who 
were called upon from time to time to collaborate on a building project; they were a close-knit 
group who might even have been formed as a modest but forceful alternative to the Office of 
Works brigade. During much of his professional career, which stretched from 1710 to just after 
17 50, Gibbs belonged to one or another of the London artists’ clubs. In 1711 he was a founder 
member of Sir Godfrey Kneller’s Academy of Painting, which met near Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and 
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which also included the sculptor, Francis Bird, who subsequently executed several of Gibbs’s 
earliest church monuments, notably the Newcastle in Westminster Abbey; also the sculptor, 
Michael Rysbrack, the landscape gardener, Charles Bridgeman, who collaborated with Gibbs at 
Wimpole, Tring and above all at Stowe; and the painter, Sir James Thornhill, who decorated 
Gibbs’s chapel at Wimpole. These men, including Gibbs, also belonged to the Club of St Luke, 
which met from 1716 at the Three Tuns Tavern. In the 17 20s Gibbs belonged to the Rose and 
Crown Club, which met at a tavern in Covent Garden piazza on Saturday nights, and in the 
17 30s he was among a group of prominent artists and connoisseurs who met at the King’s Arms, 
New Bond Street, and who included, again, Bridgeman and Rysbrack as well as George Vertue, 
Joseph Goupy, William Kent and Gawen Hamilton, who painted them in coversation in 1735. 
In 1729 Gibbs was elected a member of the Royal Society.

His most intimate circle in the 1720s revolved around Edward Harley at Wimpole and 
was known as Harley s Virtuosi. They included, once again, Thornhill, as well as the painters 
Michael Dahl and John Wootton, the poet, Matthew Prior, and Harley’s librarian, Humfrey 
Wanley. Moreover, Bridgeman, Gibbs, Rysbrack and Wootton lived on Harley’s Marylebone 
Estate, which served as a Tory stronghold against the Whig paradise south of Oxford Street. 
Other Marylebone residents, or speculators on the Estate, included architects, carpenters, 
joiners, masons, plasterers and smiths whom Gibbs consistently employed to execute his 
designs Henry Elkins, Thomas Goff, John Lane, Walter Lee, Isaac Mansfield, George Mercer, 
Thomas Phillips, Alexander Rouchead, George Shakespeare, Benjamin Timbrell, Thomas 
Wagg, William Wilton. Most of these craftsmen, and a number of others with whom Gibbs 
collaborated, subscribed to A Book of Architecture. Among the book’s unusual features is Gibbs’s 
public recognition of the virtuosic talents of some of his finest craftsmen. Giuseppi Artari and 
Giovanni Bagutti (the Italian-born decorative plasterworkers, or stuccatori, who worked at St 
Martin s, the Oxford Chapel and James Johnson’s Octagon at Twickenham) are lauded as “the 
best Fret-workers that ever came into England”. Francis Bird and Michael Rysbrack (who is 
called “an excellent Sculptor”) are also praised.

In Bibliotheca Radcliviana: or, a short Description of the Radcliffe Library at Oxford, published in 
1747 and again “Printed for the Author” (rather than by a commercial bookseller), Gibbs thanks 
the trustees on behalf of his craftsmen for “your punctual Payments” and in an unprecedented, 
but hardly unexpected, show of comradship, Gibbs names the chief craftsmen responsible for 
creating this masterpiece: the masons, William Townesend of Oxford and William Smith of 
Warwick; the carpenter John Phillips; the plumber George Devall; the cabinet-maker William 
Linnell; Artari the stuccatori; Blockley the locksmith and Rysbrack (“a noted Sculptor”), who 
carved the marble statue of Dr John Radcliffe for the rotunda reading-room. In a Satire Upon 
Physicians, published in 1755 in response to the oration delivered at the opening of the Library in 
1749:

Troy’s wall was build, else Homer lies,
By two Free-Mason Deities;
For hireling Gods in antient time
Blush’d not to work in sand and lime;
Handled their trowels and their spade, 
Each a learn’d artist in his trade.
Had Gibbs then liv’d, he had been chose
Their foreman, when the Turrets rose;
Vulcan had own’d the Briton’s Skill;
And Neptune paid him all his Bill;
With him divided all their gains,
And bowing, thank’d him for his pains.
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The building accounts of the Radcliffe Library and of some of Gibbs’s other major 
enterprizes — St Mary-le-Strand, St Martin-in-the-Fields, All Saints at Derby, King’s College 
and the Senate House at Cambridge — cannot be dealt with in this brief examination, except to 
mention that they reveal an architect concerned not only with the grand concepts of design but 
with the details of buildings: decorative vases at Wimpole, cast-iron fences at St Martin’s as well 
as its internal furniture (pulpit and chandelier), and the fittings of domestic interiors. The 
architectural writer, Robert Morris, was certainly correct when he wrote in The Art of Architecture, A 
Poem. In Imitation of Horace's Art of Poetry, published in 1742

GIBBS may be said, most Times in Dress to please
And few can decorate with greater Ease

I do not want to suggest by this that Gibbs’s participation in building was either 
dilettantish or solely concerned with theory and preparation. There is ample evidence that 
much time and energy was also devoted to what he called “this most miserable business of 
architecture,”3 and he early marked himself out as a very able practitioner in dealing with the 
mundane, daily drugeries of the profession. As co-surveyor with Nicholas Hawksmoor to the 
Commissioners for Building Fifty New Churches (between 1714 and 1716), his responsibilities, 
beyond that of designer, entailed surveying potential sites for churches and drawing site plans, 
for which he charged 14s to 19s 6d. At the proposed Three Cups Inn site in St Andrew’s, 
Holborn parish, he reported that the soil lay on a solid bed of gravel capable of carrying any 
weight, but he declined to recommend another site because the ground was “black Mudd & 
water”. He was also responsible for drawing up workmens’ bills, indicating appropriate forms 
of vaulting — for St Alphege, Greenwich, (a Hawksmoor church) Gibbs recommended a 
solution which he regarded as “Extremely Beautiful as well as Convenient. . . for keeping the 
pavement drye, for preservation of the Pews, for Security of the fab rick”, adding that the 
“difference of the Expence in fitting it up with earth, and vaulting it is not more than — £200”. In 
1714 he insisted that atThomas Archer’s church in Smith Square the mortar should have time to 
set and the walls harden “to Avoid bracks and Settling”. He was particularly concerned with the 
use of “Common place Bricks, mixt with Sea Coal Ash — After the Infamous way of the City of 
London” and took measures to rectify its misuse by incompetent bricklayers employed on the 
churches project.

By the 17 20s Gibbs had established a good reputation as an adjudicator of fees and as an 
arbiter brought in when the quality of other architect’s or builder’s work was in dispute. Aware 
of the criticism that “Architects will be modest when they Canvass the performances of those of 
their own trade”, Gibbs nevertheless signed a damning report in 1719 on the inadequate repairs 
made to the House of Lords, which resulted in one of the chief architectural scandals of the day 
and the dismissal of the Surveyor-General and his deputy, William Benson and Colen 
Campbell. (Was Gibbs getting even for the indignities of 1716?). Between 1720 and 1728 he 
adjudicated with Nicholas Dubois and Benjamin Timbrell on a number of disputes arising from 
building agreements for the newly created Grosvenor Estate in Mayfair. He was also invited “to 
determine all disputes that may arise” during the speculative building of terrace houses in 
Henrietta Street. In 1741, John Wood the elder’s winning design for the Bristol Exchange was 
criticized for the vagueness of its masonry specifications and it was suggested that “before it is 
too late [to] ask advice of some Man that is ajudge of designs and work such as Lord Penbrook or 
Burlinton Mr. John] James or Mr. Gibbs”. In The Art of Architecture, 1742, Morris eulogized

Ask G—s, or F—tc—t, to correct your Plan, 
They’ll freely, when you err, instruct the Man, 
In what’s amiss, with Judgment, and with Care, 
Where needfull add', and where profusive; spared

In 1742, Gibbs was invited to arbitrate in a dispute betwen the Bristol architect, George 
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Tully, and William Smith (one of the Radcliffe Library masons) regarding the quality of the 
repairs recendy made to the medieval church atTetbury in Gloucestershire. Gibbs went down to 
Tetbury in September, bringing with him John Townesend of Oxford and John Phillips (both 
currendy employed at the Radcliffe); he inspected the work but refused to discuss the matter 
with Tully, and then submitted a written report which revealed that “having ordered several 
Place of the Walls to be opened ... to view the several bracks . . . found the same fdled up with 
small Stones and Mortar and Whitened over to deceive the Eye. . . Nor are the Scantlings of the 
Timbers of the several Roofs so strong as they ought to be”, and he recommended total 
demolition and rebuilding.

Other adjudicating ventures were overshadowed by controversy. In 1723 the City of 
London Lands Committee agreed to rebuild medieval Bishopsgate according to a design 
submitted by its clerk of the works, George Smith.5 The lowest building estimate (£648) was 
chosen but a contorted dispute over the contract ensued and Gibbs was invited to arbitrate. He 
approved Smith s design, proclaiming that it would “last for ffive hundred Years and more”, but 
unfortunately the new gate collapsed during construction in 1733. Gibbs had a change of heart 
and now ruled against the design; Smith was dismissed and the job was turned over to a builder 
named Christopher Horsenaile, who had strong links with Gibbs. When construction costs 
reached £1,730 there were suspicions of favourtism and mismanaged funds, and in a pamphlet 
entitled City Corruption and Mai-Administration Display’d, issued in 1738, Gibbs and his stooges 
were accused of using “all the meanest Tricks, Evasions, and Artifices. . . tomakeagoodjob” for 
themselves, while Gibbs was condemned as “a Person wholly unskilled in Business of this 
Nature, and easily wrought upon to allow whatever should be insinuated as just”. The 
reprecussion of this squabble was that in 1738 Gibbs failed to secure one of the most prestigious 
public commissions of the period, the new Mansion House for the Lord Mayor of London (the 
job went to George Dance the elder) and from that moment he found himself estranged from the 
City building world. However, this can have mattered little since Gibbs had just replaced 
Hawksmoor as architect to the trustees of the Radcliffe Library.

NOTES
1. For details of Gibbs’s career referred to in this paper see T. Friedman, James Gibbs, 1984.
2. Nevertheless, the post was coveted: George Lyttelton wrote to Sanderson Miller, August 19, 1754: “I wish 

we could have applied to St. John before Gibbs’s Death, for there are so many ready to snap at a Sine Cure 
that they could hardly stay till his Breath was out of his Body” (Warwickshire Record Office: CR125 B/671). 
Gibbs had died on August 5, 1754.

3. James Gibbs in Rome to John, Lord Perceval in London, December 1707 (quoted in Friedman, 7).
4. “Burlington, Gibbs, the rest of name,/Yield to this architect your fame” (from “The Snail. By a Welch Curate”, 

The Gentleman’s Magazine, January 1737, 49).
5. For full details of this controversy see T. Friedman, “The Rebuilding of Bishopsgate: A Case of Architecture 

and Corruption in Eighteenth Century London”, Guildhall Studies in London History IV, No. 2, April 1980 75- 
90.
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