
text  © the authors 1992

David Watkin, ‘Adam, Dance and the 
Expression of Character in Architecture’, 
Adam in Context, Georgian Group Symposium, 
1992, pp. 50–54
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CHARACTER IN ARCHITECTURE

David Watkin

I
 shall suggest that Dance is separated from Adam, 13 years his senior, by being in touch 
with some of the architectural theories and ideals of the European Enlightenment. It is 
against that intellectual background that we need to study Dance, whereas the context of 
business history is the appropriate one for Adam. If that sounds like a put-down, it is certainly 

not intended to be, as there is no doubt that Adam is the greater architect of the two.
Dance spent 10 years from 1748 at St Paul’s School where he received what was 

probably the best education then available in Britain. A contemporary described in 1756 how 
boys at St Paul’s, a school firmly rooted in Italian Renaissance humanism, became “perfect 
Grammarians, good Orators and Poets, well instructed in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and some
times in other oriental Languages”.1 Indeed, the catalogue of Dance’s own extensive library 
suggests that he was intellectually far in advance of the majority of his fellow architects.2

In December 1758 he set off for Italy where he remained for six years receiving archi
tectural education in Rome from Nicolo Giansimone who was then lecturing at the Acca- 
demia di S.Luca.3 Dance was admitted to membership of that academy in 1764, having won 
the gold medal of the Accademia at Parma in the previous year. It should be noted that the 
Parma Academy had been founded as recently as 1757 by the Duke of Parma in order to pro
mote modern French ideals, the first director being a member of the Academic royale 
d’architecture.

Dance’s election in 1764 to the Accademia degli Arcadi in Rome, the famous society of 
literature, poetry, and philosophy. His familiarity with Franco-Roman academies, a world 
which did not seem to attract Adam, flowered in 1768 when he became a founder member of 
the Royal Academy in London, again not an institution to which Adam was sympathetic. It 
seems clear that Dance had a conceptual approach to architecture which was very different 
from Adam’s more empirical techniques.

Because the Accademia di S.Luca had long been connected with the Academic de 
France a Rome, it is probable that Dance knew some of the students at the French Academy. 
Like them, he will have been excited by the remains of antique domestic buildings, for there 
was a growing feeling that 18th-century Classical architecture had failed as a result of imitat
ing the public and sacred buildings, rather than the palaces and houses, of ancient Rome. 
Robert Adam, on his first visit to London in 1754, had seen “with detestation”4 the Mansion 
House, built in 1739-42 by Dance’s father. Adam’s criticism was probably based on discus
sions with his fellow-Scot, Allan Ramsay. In his essay, “A Dialogue on Taste” (1755),5 Ramsay 
was to condemn what he regarded as the over-use of columns in the Mansion House which he 
found ostentatious and inconvenient in a dwelling house.

The theory of propriety and character in architecture was also at the centre of the 
unpublished essay on architectural theory which was drafted by Robert Adam’s brother, 
James, in 1762. Here he claimed that he was “more persuaded than ever that architecture is 
capable of receiving any sort of character one is pleased to give it, so that nobody would be at 
a loss to say what purpose such a building was put . . . the ancients in this as well as in 
everything else have had just ideas. One is never at a loss to judge from a small remains if a 
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temple was dedicated to Mars or Juno, to Apollo or Venus. One can see the solemn in the 
Pantheon, the grave and majestic in their Thermes and the gay in their arabesques of Titus 
&ca. ”6

This belief in appropriate character, which seems to have been central to Dance, was 
rooted in the notions of decorum in Vitruvius, Cicero, Alberti, and Palladio. It was adopted in 
his Lectures on Architecture (1734) by Robert Morris, the most important British architectural 
philosopher of the first half of the 18th century.7 Morris also published a remarkable book 
called The Art of Architecture: A Poem in Imitation of Horace’s the Art of Poetry (1742). Here, he 
took Horace’s phrase, ut pictura poesis (as with painting so with poetry), and adapted it as ut 
architectura poesis (as with architecture so with poetry) .8 The belief that poetry and architec
ture speak to one in the same way through the choice of a rhetoric appropriate to each differ
ent occasion, was taken up in French architectural theory, for example by Boffrand and 
Blondel. Dance, I think, was aware of this tradition and I would like to hear from those who 
know more about Adam than I do how far they think Adam was aware of it.

Turning to Dance’s designs, we should begin with his prize-winning entry in the com
petition at Parma Academy in 1763 for a public gallery. This was described by the Parma 
jurors as one in which “everything . . . appears suited to its place . . . suited to the subject.”9 
Not only did it fit current notions of the expression of character in architecture, but it was 
obviously influenced by Trouard’s second Grand Prix project of 1753, and by designs by M.-J. 
Peyre such as his cathedral and two palaces, submitted in the competition of the Accademia 
di S.Luca in 1763, and his academy, prepared at the French Academy in Rome. With its rusti
cated windowless walls, stone domes, and top-lit one-storeyed interiors, Dance’s gallery was 
partly inspired by Peyre’s study of ancient Roman domestic architecture,10 in particular by the 
excavations undertaken by both Adam and Peyre at Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli in the 1750s. 
Here is the origin of the theme of top-lit one-storeyed buildings, which recurred in the work 
of both Adam and Dance.

In Dance’s first executed work, the church of All Hallows’, London Wall (1765—67), he 
pondered the appropriate use of columns in an interior, perhaps trying to correct his father’s 
method at the Mansion House. In abolishing the full entablature and replacing it with an 
enriched frieze, Dance was not, as is often supposed, following a radical Laugier-inspired 
reductionism, but was returning to the principles adopted by the ancients when introducing 
orders into interiors.11

Dance’s Newgate Gaol (1770-80) was described by James Elmes in 1847 as “one of the 
most characteristic designs that ever emanated from an architect’s mind”.12 Elmes, who had 
studied architecture at the Royal Academy Schools in 1804—05, was a prolific writer on art and 
architecture, and a friend of Haydon and of Keats, some of whose odes and sonnets he pub
lished for the first time in Annals of the Fine Arts. He was doubtless aware of the background in 
aesthetics to Newgate which was based in Burke’s claim in his Philosophical Essay into the Origin 
of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful that, “Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of 
pain and danger . . . whatever is in any sort terrible ... is a source of the sublime.”13 J.-F. 
Blondel, in his Cours d’architecture 1771 etc.), also argued for the prison as the type of 
“architecture terrible”, while Farington records an occasion when “Burke was mentioned. 
Dance spoke of His essay on the Sublime & Beautiful as a very excellent work. - That part on 
Taste the best He has ever seen on the subject.”14

As a building with a strong French flavour, it was appropriate that Newgate Gaol 
should have been one of the very few English works included by J.-N.-L. Durand in his monu
mental Recueil et Parallele des edifices de tout genre, anciens et modemes (Paris, 1799—1801, plate 
28). Here an elevation and plan of Newgate were included on a page of engravings entitled 
“Casernes, arsenaux, prisons &c.”, where they were accompanied by such august neighbours 
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as Piranesi’s reconstruction of the ancient Roman arsenal, and Ledoux’s prison at Aix-en- 
Provence.

The festoons of chains over the doors of Dance’s Newgate Gaol, sometimes ascribed to 
influence from Piranesi’s Carceri engravings, are, in fact, rooted in the theory of the expres
sion of character in architecture. Though more familiar in French theory, this doctrine had 
been clearly expressed in Robert Morris’ poem, The Art of Architecture: A Poem in Imitation of 
Horace’s Art of Poetry where he wrote that:

“The prison’s entrance, massy chains declare,
The loss of freedom to the wretched there.
Thus every spot assumes a various face;
And decoration varies with the place.”15

Elmes explained how, at Dance’s St Luke’s Hospital (1782-89), the sources of light 
and air were windows so high up that inhabitants could not be seen and stared at as in the old 
hospital in Moorfields. As a result, he argued, the building was “highly characteristic of the 
use to which it is designed” and had “appropriateness of style”. He also wrote of Dance’s 
Guildhall of 1788-89 that, “the facade belongs to no style, and is amenable to no laws; but 
may be considered as a fanciful dress of this inventor, composed of civic ornaments of swords 
and maces, caps of maintenance, shields and other civic heraldry ... a picturesque and most 
original composition”.

Dance’s Shakespeare Gallery in Pall Mall (1788-89) was another example of his under
standing of the French concept of “the poetry of architecture”, as expressed in theorists such 
as Blondel. The facade of the Shakespeare Gallery demonstrated Dance’s intention of using 
ornament that was appropriate because it was either symbolical or was founded in nature. 
Thus it incorporated lyres, appropriate in a building dedicated to the muses, and the 
ammonite order, a portrayal of the origin of the Ionic order based on an idea by Piranesi. 
This is surely rather different from Adam’s purely decorative use of Piranesian motifs.

Associated with the poetry of architecture was the French concept of “lumiere 
mysterieuse”. According to Le Camus de Mezieres in his Le Genie de I’architecture, ou Vanalogic 
de cet art avec nos sensations (Paris 1780), concealed light, for example through top-lighting, 
could create moods of mystery or sadness.16 This converged fruitfully with Dance’s preoccupa
tion with top-lighting, that is to say with one-storeyed interiors, which had been initially 
encouraged by reconstructions by Peyre and others of ancient Roman domestic interiors.

An early expression of this in Dance’s work is his Common Council Chamber of 
1777-78 at the Guildhall, where he also pursued his search for what he called an “Architec
ture unshackled”: the dome here became a kind of tent, anticipating Quatremere de 
Quincy’s reduction of primitive building types to the cave, the tent, and the hut. Quatremere 
de Quincy who was closely studied by Dance’s pupil, Soane, defined three classes of primitive 
social structure, hunters, shepherds, and husbandmen, located in Egypt, China, and Greece. 
Inspired by Winckelmann’s universalisation of the primitive, he attempted to argue for a uni
versal grammar on the grounds that there was a structural similarity between architecture and 
language.17

Another of Dance’s vaulted interiors which influenced Soane was his ballroom of 
about 1780 at Cranbury Park, Hampshire. This was indebted to antique tomb ceilings such as 
that in the grounds of the Villa Corsini in Rome, published by Bartoli.18 Since we know from 
Dance’s letters home from Italy that he was on intimate terms with the Corsini family during 
his stay in Rome, it is possible that he knew this monument at first hand. Adam, too, owned 
numerous volumes of engravings by Bartoli which he used as a model for decorative piaster
work.
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At Lansdowne House, the careers of Dance and Adam again converged in 1788 when 
Dance was commissioned to complete the library or picture gallery which Adam had left as a 
shell.19 Dance’s ambitious top-lit interior might be compared to Adam’s sculpture gallery at 
Newby Hall, but Dance’s concealed light falling from semi-domes seems indebted to the 
experimental architecture of Piranesi. In his unexecuted design for remodelling S. Giovanni 
in Laterano, Piranesi deployed the same sliced-off domes, ultimately inspired by reconstruc
tions of the Roman Baths. Dance’s chimney-piece in the Lansdowne House library is obvious
ly inspired by plates in Piranesi’s Diverse Maniere d'adornare i Cammini which was a powerful 
influence on Adam’s decorative vocabulary.

Piranesi acted as a catalyst for the creative talents of both Adam and Dance. Indeed, 
Adam’s work can be seen as a realisation of the synthetic vision outlined in the “Apologetic 
Essay in Defence of the Egyptian and Tuscan Architecture” with which Piranesi prefaced his 
book, Diverse Maniere d’adomare i Cammini (1769). In this boldly anti-Vitruvian statement of his 
design philosophy, Piranesi claimed that the modern architect “must not content himself 
with copying faithfully the ancients, but studying their works he ought to shew himself of an 
inventive and, I had almost said, of a creating genius, and by prudently combining the Gre
cian, Tuscan and the Egyptian together, he ought to open himself a road to the finding out 
of new ornament and new manners”.

Dance shared this view for, as Joseph Farington records, “He derided the prejudice of 
limiting designs in Architecture within certain rules, which in fact, though held out as Laws 
had never satisfactorily been explained. He said that Architecture unshackled wd. afford to 
the greatest genius the greatest opportunities of producing the most powerful efforts of the 
human mind.”20 This quotation is usually cited out of context, but it is important to stress that 
these views were expressed at a dinner party given in 1804 by Sir George Beaumont at which 
the poet Coleridge and Dance were the principal guests and at which conversation centred 
on poetry, painting and sculpture.

Dance’s romantic belief in genius, which was coloured by the philosophy of Shaftes
bury, lies behind one of the most inventive of all his designs. This is for a dining room with a 
ceiling which reflects poetically the form of a wine-cask, rather as in the “architecture par- 
lante” of Ledoux’s barrel-shaped cooper’s house. Indeed, the architect S. P. Cockerell 
claimed in 1798 that each work by Dance “explained the purpose for which the building was 
intended”. Cockerell’s stress on the narrative role of Dance’s work was echoed by his son, C. 
R. Cockerell, in his lectures at the Royal Academy where he was appointed Professor of Archi
tecture in 1839 in succession to Soane. C. R. Cockerell paid tribute to Dance, one of his pre
decessors as Professor at the Academy, as “The most complete poet architect of his day. No 
one can doubt that Newgate is a prison, that St Luke’s is an asylum, prison, or place of milder 
confinement for the unhappy and bewildered in mind, nor that the front of the Guildhall, 
though anything but Gothic, is still the metropolitan and magnificent palace of government 
and civil authority.”21

Cockerell probably derived his understanding of Dance’s place in 18th-century 
aesthetics from Sir John Soane whose lectures at the Royal Academy he had attended. Soane, 
who succeeded Dance as Professor at the Academy in 1806, made his own translations of 
theorists such as J.-F. Blondel and Le Camus de Mezieres. These were undertaken as part of 
his own obsession with the doctrine of character:22 as is well known, he was indebted through
out his career to the inspiration of Dance.
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