
An architectural history of Royal Holloway College Egham
1874-87

by ELIZABETH WILLIAMS

The architectural history and description of  Royal H olloway College are seen in the light o f  the 
architect, W H Crossland’s, need to accommodate the wishes of  the founder Thomas Holloway. 
The various plans propos ed by Crossland before the final F rench Renaissance design was 
constructed in the early 1880s, suggest an examination of  his most probable sources.

In June 1886 Queen Victoria formally opened the college on Egham Hill which its founder, 
Thomas Holloway, had fondly referred to as the ‘Ladies’ University’. This grandiose, albeit 
inaccurate, title must have seemed entirely appropriate to Holloway, for his college was built for 
250 women students at a time when other women’s colleges in England were lucky to have 25,1 
while the scale of the undertaking was matched by the exuberance of the architecture, ‘French 
Renaissance’.

Royal Holloway College, was, and remained, unique in providing facilities for women to 
study on a scale far ahead of contemporary demands (the first session opened in October 1887 
with only 28 students), and which many thought quite unjustifiable: shortly after the opening, 
the journal Christian L ife described it as a ‘stupendous monument of mistaken benevolence’. 
Holloway himself never saw his college in use; he had died in December 1883, a millionaire 
several times over, having made his fortune in patent medicine. What distinguished Holloway’s 
career from that of many similar manufacturers of universal remedies, however, was his 
uncanny -  and precocious -  instinct for publicity. From very early on in his career, in the 1840s, 
he spent considerable sums on advertising and clearly succeeded in dazzling a public innocent of 
sophisticated sales techniques. By the time of his death in 1883 he was expending an estimated 
£50,000 a year on advertising. In the 1870s, himself in his seventies and childless, he cast around 
for a benevolent enterprise on which to lavish his fortune. It should be said that remarkably little 
reliable information exists about any aspects of Holloway’s life and career;2 he was an unsoci-
able man whom his correspondence shows to have been gauche and blunt, the epitome of a 
certain sort of Victorian workaholic. So the interesting question of his reasons for undertaking 
this unusual venture were never recorded, and can only be guessed at from telling phrases in his 
letters. He toyed briefly with the idea of a housing project for London’s poor, but settled instead 
for helping the middle classes, founding the Holloway Sanatorium at Virginia Water, six miles 
from Egham (built between 1872 and 1875), then the college. It is striking that, from the 
beginning, the idea of a ‘grand and imposing’ building ‘worthy the acceptance of the nation’, as 
he put it, seems to have taken precedence in his eyes over the exact nature of his foundation; for 
very soon after his purchase of the site at Egham, in August 1874, when he was thinking that his 
college might be a secondary school for girls, he wrote to an enquiring lady teacher that it would 
have ‘a palatial appearance’.

By February 1875 he had decided -  at whose instigation we unfortunately do not know -  that it 
was to be a ‘College for Ladies’, and he consequently called a meeting of specialists in the field of 
higher education for women. Here again he appears to have been preoccupied with how the 
building was to look. While confessing to his guests his almost total ignorance of the require-
ments of a women’s college, he announced that it would be built in the Renaissance style, 
adding, ‘This may be somewhat expensive, but for a public Building I do not regret it’. Outward 
display and the show of expense on a building intended to bear his name seem to have been at 
least as important to him as the efficient planning of the building.

Tentative plans and elevations for the building were produced for the benefit of Holloway’s 
guests and advisers by his architect, W H Crossland,3 who had already designed the Holloway 
Sanatorium and whose versatility in adapting historical styles was astonishing even among



Victorian architects. He had already designed parish churches in Yorkshire in a rather angular 
Gothic, Rochdale Town Hall and the Sanatorium in 15th century Flemish, and had freely 
combined Classical and Gothic details on buildings in Huddersfield. What was doubtless just as 
important in Holloway’s eyes was that Crossland had shown, both at Rochdale and at the 
Sanatorium, that he was able to handle a large project with considerable self-confidence. 
Certainly, Holloway’s faith in him was complete: ‘You, I know’, he wrote to Crossland in 
February 1875, ‘can do anything in the way of designing and planning’. This Crossland 
proceeded to do by turning to the Renaissance for the new college.

For Crossland’s generation, the charm of Renaissance architecture lay in the combination of 
Classical grandeur and medieval picturesque. From as early as the 1850s the building journals 
provide frequent illustrations of the style Renaissance -  by which the English understood the 
architecture of the Loire and Fontainebleau almost exclusively. The accompanying discussions 
often centre on the possible adaptation of the style to current building. In 1857, a contributor to 
the Builder comments on its usefulness in towns, ‘in places where a broken skyline is an object of 
importance, . . . towering above and giving variety to the usually monotonous horizon of a 
modern city’.4 For its use in the larger building, Dixon & Muthesius5 cite Wykehurst (Sussex), 
Waddesdon Manor (Bucks) and the Bowes Museum, Barnard Castle (Co Durham). All these 
examples date from the 1870s, which makes them contemporary with Crossland’s plans for the 
College. While they are characterised by their accurate borrowings from French Renaissance 
work, the most prestigious product of the mid-19th century Renaissance revival was altogether 
freer in its interpretation. This was the New Louvre, built between 1852 and 1857 to plans by 
Visconti subsequently embellished by Lefuel, and closely documented by building journals on 
both sides of the Channel. Intended as the showpiece of Napoleon I ll’s Paris, both architecture 
and decoration are provocatively exuberant beside the existing 16th and 17th century wings. 
Their high pavilion roofs and Renaissance detailing introduced a fashion for more plastic 
facades, which soon appeared across the Channel, notably in designs for the 1856—7 War Office 
Competition.6 So Crossland appears to have been well in tune with current thinking when he 
produced his Renaissance design for Holloway in February 1875.

If the patron could indulge his preoccupation with appearance, the architect’s problem was to 
marry the historical style with the requirements of a modern residential and teaching establish-
ment. Existing women’s colleges at Cambridge were of little help to him as models, being at this 
time little more than large houses or modest one-wing buildings, while the classic Oxford or 
Cambridge college does not at first appear to have interested either Holloway or Crossland. A 
foundation which clearly did excite Holloway’s interest was the recently founded Vassar College 
for Women, New York, which opened in 1865 with 300 students and had over 400 by the mid- 
1870s. Vassar was visited by Mrs Holloway’s brother-in-law, George Martin, late in 1874, and 
an exchange of information was maintained throughout 1875 by Holloway and the Principal of 
Vassar. In terms of scale and achievement, Holloway came to see Vassar as a model for 
emulation: about this time he wrote with abrasive enthusiasm about his ambition to ‘beat Vassar 
into fits’. In terms of its general organisation, Crossland must have taken account of its efficient 
housing of administration and accommodation for some 400 students as well as the exceptionally 
high level of facilities it provided, all within the four- and five-storey main block. No doubt he 
also noted that the building was very French -  one of the very first important Second Empire 
works in the USA, in fact7 -  with its open court plan, high mansard roofs, prominent pavilions 
and with its distinctive central dome (derived, not from the New Louvre, but from the 16th 
century Tuileries, at the specific behest of the founder).

Since Holloway, no doubt thinking of Vassar, was at this stage planning for a college of 400 
students (later to be modified to 250) we should perhaps bear in mind as a possible influence on 
the design of the college the recent emergence of another type of building designed for large 
scale accommodation. The large hotel, built with upwards of 300 bedrooms and innumerable 
suites, first rose to prominence in the 1860s. Hotels such as the Grosvenor of 1860 and the 
Langham of 1864-6, seven- and eight-storey blocks, raised planning problems comparable in 
many ways to those of the large residential college. They too used the fashionable Second



Empire roof, with a free Italianate style of decoration; and their designs were available for all to 
draw on, from illustrations in the building journals.

The tentative plans for the College which Holloway had shown his guests at their meeting in 
February 1875, can be deduced from a paragraph in the M orning Post of 2  February 1875. It was 
written by Graham Sandberg of the M anchester Guardian from information supplied by 
Holloway, and it provides our earliest record of statistical details for the College. The plan is to 
consist of ‘one great quadrangle, 550ft by 400ft’ (that is, even larger than the actual building), 
and is described as having ‘projecting wings’, presumably pavilions. The two shorter wings are 
to house library, lecture-hall, dining-hall and chapel. The suggested measurements of these 
rooms are in fact very close to the definitive ones: 40ft wide and 100ft long (except for the 
chapel, which is to be 1 4 0 f t ) .  Thirty-six classrooms are planned, each 2 4 f t x 2 0 f t ,  together with 
accommodation for 400 students. The extraordinarily ambitious nature of these early proposals 
surely reflects the influence of Vassar and, taken in conjunction with the proposed Renaissance 
style, fully justifies Holloway’s remarks about expense and grandeur.

Despite Holloway’s attachment to the 16th century style, however, he did allow himself to be 
momentarily diverted from it. We may deduce that it was the Cambridge representative at his 
meeting, Mrs Millicent Fawcett (who, with her husband, Henry Fawcett, had helped to found 
Newnham College a few years earlier), who put it to Holloway that the late Gothic and Tudor of 
the Cambridge colleges was perhaps better suited to his purpose. When Crossland came to write 
his account of the building of the College,8 he was in no doubt as to where this idea had come 
from, irritably attributing it to ‘the influence of certain highly educated ladies who had been 
interesting themselves in the scheme’. He had some grounds for feeling aggrieved: in mid- 
March, Holloway rushed him off to Cambridge, where they spent a hectic two weeks looking at 
‘every college several times over’, and turning Holloway’s apartment at the Lion Hotel into ‘a 
regular architect’s office’, as Holloway wrote to Professor Fawcett with obvious satisfaction. 
Two of Crossland’s assistants were sent for, and they all worked ‘from 9 in the morning till 10 at 
night in getting out plans and drawings’. Holloway, clearly a hard taskmaster, did not allow 
them to rest until the whole design had been ‘thoroughly worked-out’. Again, appearance was 
his chief concern, and the following extract from his letter to Fawcett shows that he himself 
clearly took credit for the choice of details: ‘After due consideration, I selected Trinity College 
as most likely to afford us the best model to work from, omitting much that appeared unsuitable 
for our plans. The gateway though very fine was too large for us, so that we took for our model a 
pretty little gate with belfry on the top, which stands on the right side of St John’s College. Some 
other interesting bits suitable to the period were taken from other Colleges.’ The ‘pretty little 
gate with belfry’ was no doubt the 15th century King Edward’s Tower in Trinity Great Court, 
adjacent to St John’s; but it is interesting to note that some things were too big even for 
Holloway. Whatever the appearance of the resulting design, the ground plan was settled at this 
time. ‘It will consist’, wrote Holloway to Fawcett ‘of a double quad -  the length will be about 
515ft and width 350ft.’ The large communal rooms too, especially the dining-hall, were to retain 
the influence of the Cambridge models. There the matter appears to have rested for a good year, 
during which Holloway was ill and, as Crossland was to observe caustically, ‘the influence of the 
learned ladies lost its effect’. Whereupon, ‘at my earnest solicitation, Mr Holloway returned to 
the Renaissance, and henceforward there were no more hindrances put in my way’. This 
development is confirmed by the laconic note sent by Holloway to a firm of building contractors 
in May 1876: ‘The Holloway College on the Mount Lee Estate has all its basement plans ready 
but the plan of the superstructure is being changed from the Gothic style [no doubt the 
“Cambridge” design] to the Renaissance’.

This new Renaissance design can almost certainly be identified with an illustration in the 
Building N ews of 21 December 1877 (pi 1), if we are to believe Crossland’s claim that it took him 
‘something like two years’ to work out the plans, elevations and details.9 It will be observed that, 
in this illustration, the plan and elevation do not correspond to each other: while the ground plan 
closely resembles the final version, the elevation is radically different. (Compare, for example, 
pi 1 with the final north tower and its clock in pi 11.) There is nothing to explain this discrepancy,
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PI 2. Paris, Louvre, Pavilion de l’Horloge, reworked by Lefuel, 1853-7
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PI 3. Chateau de Madrid, Bois de Boulogne, begun 1528. From du Cerceau, Lesplus excellents Bastiments de France, 
1576



nor does it appear to have been noticed by the Building News which, in its next article on the 
College, in September 1881, offered a detailed description of the building then under construc-
tion while referring its readers back to the design published in 1877. As has been said, the 1877 
ground plan was to change little: a double quadrangle, with the corridor system on the long 
wings, and the characteristic Holloway College staircases compressed into less than half the 
width of the wing. The central vestibule of the cross wing is on a square plan, suggesting that the 
octagonal base for the water tower was either a later addition or was originally planned to start 
above ground level. The elevation, however, shows borrowings from 16th and 17th century 
chateaux which can be directly attributed to the journey to the Loire undertaken a few years 
earlier by Crossland and Holloway (see Appendix). The division of floors into basement, etage 
noble, upper floor and attic is pure chateau, as is the long, high-roofed wing with its central and 
corner pavilions capped by a dome. Nor has the Neo-Renaissance been forgotten: Crossland’s 
central pavilion almost certainly looks to the Pavilion de l’Horloge at the Louvre, 17th century 
but remodelled with characteristic ebullience by Lefuel in the 1850s (pi 2).10 The decoration is 
more muted than Lefuel’s, however, and the whole effect is flatter and more restrained, no 
doubt to bring the centre piece into harmony with the ‘pure Renaissance’ of the wings, where we 
have dormers from Blois, chimneys from Chambord, and turrets from Azay-le-Rideau, all 
monuments we know were visited by Crossland. Perhaps, too, it is not too much to see in 
Crossland’s design a hint of the long since demolished Chateau de Madrid (pi 3), the subject of a 
monograph by Laborde published in 1855. The similarity with Francis I’s chateau is strong in the 
entrance steps, the grouping of the loggia windows, and in the strict regularisation of both 
facades. It is curious to see all these borrowings come together in the end pavilions, where Azay- 
le-Rideau turrets appear beside the New Louvre’s truncated pyramidal roofs. Here certainly 
was a design with the ‘palatial appearance’ Holloway demanded; but how successful would it 
have been as a college? The prominence given to the first floor suggests strongly that this was 
intended for the large communal rooms (library, dining-hall, etc), with two floors of students’ 
rooms above them, an unusual though not impossible arrangement. Or was the first floor 
intended for lecture-rooms? More likely, perhaps, except that this would have resulted in a high 
ratio of teaching space to residential space. The half-plan included with Crossland’s drawing, 
which shows the final, more efficient, distribution of rooms, is of course of no help in solving 
these problems.

The 1877 elevation suggests that neither architect nor patron had yet fully come to terms with 
the particular needs of the building. It was a sumptuous essay in historicism but not a practical 
design for a college. At what point it was rejected in favour of the definitive version is not 
known.11 The evidence suggests that gradual changes were made over a long period for, late in 
1879, even after the laying of the first brick, adjustments were still being made to details of the 
roof work, and the appearance of the towers was considerably modified. In fact, after the burst 
of activity in 1875, almost all information is lacking about the 11 years it took to complete the 
building and this delay must remain unexplained. We hear nothing more of the College until 
July 1879, when the contract for £257,000 was signed with John Thompson of Peterborough, a 
builder whose record of restoration work no doubt qualified him to handle Crossland’s design. 
After the laying of the first brick by Mrs Holloway’s brother-in-law, George Martin, in 
September 1879, building must have progressed with considerable rapidity, for in the autumn of 
1881 the building journals reported that work was ‘approaching completion’, a statement which 
appears to be confirmed by the date 1881 on a dormer gable on the west wing. Plaster work in the 
library and museum was begun late in 1882, and several accounts of the College at the time of the 
opening in 1886 state unequivocally that ‘building was finished well within the stipulated time of 
four years’. If this was so, and the building was indeed ready by 1883, we still have an 
unaccountable delay of three years before the opening, followed by a further whole year before 
the first students were admitted in October 1887.12

The College stands at the top of Egham Hill on the former Mount Lee Estate, commanding a 
magnificent 95 acres of what was at the time mostly dense woodland. The ground slopes away 
quickly from north to south, a factor which has determined the design of the long east and west
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wings, where the basement floor, non-existent at the higher (north) end, is a full 10ft deep on the 
south fagade. The ground plan consists of a double quadrangle, 500ft by 350ft, with picture 
gallery (originally the recreation hall) chapel and library housed in the shorter north and south 
wings, and with the dining-hall and kitchens forming the cross-wing (pi 4). This makes Cross-
land’s plan, on paper at least, a traditional collegiate one. The quadrangle was frequently 
retained in the new colleges and universities of this period, especially in residential colleges, 
where such a plan gives a strong sense of communal existence.13 The long wings at Holloway 
College follow the pattern established in the new buildings at Girton (begun 1873) and 
Newnham (begun 1875), using corridors rather than the staircase system which had until then 
been the norm in college building. The corridor plan is more rational: it makes the building into 
an integrated whole rather than a series of independent units welded together by facades. The 
staircase system is not only wasteful of space and materials, as Pevsner points out,14 but it has the 
inconvenience of isolating the different parts of the building. At RHC you can reach any point of 
the building from any other, under cover. From this point of view, the campus plan of separate 
residential and dining blocks frequently adopted in university building of the 1960s and 1970s is 
arguably a return to the bad old days. The greater comfort and more domestic atmosphere 
generated by the corridor plan was doubtless thought more appropriate to the women’s college; 
and this plan did in fact become the norm, with very few exceptions, in university residences. In 
the case of Holloway College, it is possible that Crossland was also influenced by his recent work 
at the Sanatorium, where he had been obliged to incorporate a corridor plan at the last minute.

PI 5. RHC, Egham, upper quad, SE corner, basement passage



The corridors at Holloway College are an imposing 500ft in length, which means that the 
staircases are situated not at the ends of the wings, but at the central point of each quadrangle, 
two on each corridor. Although these staircases are accessible from both sides of the wings, it is 
interesting that they are little used on the quadrangle side and that the usual entrance to the 
building is by the doors facing outwards on the long wings. This in turn means that the building is 
effectively used as though it were a series of isolated corridor blocks; so that the north tower, 
which greets the visitor approaching from the road -  and which looks invitingly like the main 
entrance- is scarcely used. This tower, so obviously based on the collegiate gate-house, does not 
operate as the main entrance to the building, and the use of the quadrangle as a natural meeting- 
place has been replaced by the ‘centrifugal’ doors on the outer side of the wings. This



PI 7. RHC, Egham, west wing, intermediary pavilion (NW)

arrangement was undoubtedly designed for ease of transport -  a road runs round the perimeter 
of the building -  whereas the old colleges looked in on themselves, and were in any case hemmed 
in by their neighbours.

That the traditional quadrangle plan is really little more than notional at Holloway College 
can be seen, too, in the way the slope of the site on which the College is built, makes it impossible 
for the quadrangles to connect directly with each other. At the point where dining block and 
long wings meet, what is on the lower quadrangle a normal basement floor, is, on the upper 
quadrangle, just a cellar or storage space some 5—6ft high. The doors here lead out into a narrow 
basement passage between building and lawn, which has to be railed off, and which is altogether 
too reminiscent of the backyard to be in keeping with the general grandeur of the College 
buildings (pi 5; pi 9 shows the effect from the quadrangle). As a result, getting from the (lower) 
Founders’ Quad to Queen’s Quad is considerably complicated,15 another reason why the 
quadrangles, like the main entrance, are relatively little used. Crossland’s ingenious attempt to 
combine rationality and tradition does not itself escape inconsistencies.

The exterior elevations of the long east and west wings show how far Crossland had rethought 
his design since 1877 (pis 6, 7). The final version has an additional storey (three residential



PI 8. RHC, Egham, west wing, central pavilion, 
dome

PI 9. RHC, Egham, upper quad, NW staircase 
pavilion

PI 10. RHC, Egham, lower quad, SW staircase pavilion



floors, basement and attic, the last originally the servants’ floor), which ensures a far larger 
number of rooms.16 Despite the increased exuberance of the skyline, the whole elevation is 
considerably less pretentious. The windows are flanked by simple brick pilasters, rather than the 
elaborate stonework of the earlier project, and the basement also uses brick with stone 
rustication round the windows. The great length of these wings has, however, created problems 
of relief and variety which Crossland counters with many of the architect’s traditional devices. 
The corner and central pavilions have a bulbous dome, a reduced version of those at the New 
Louvre and on Crossland’s own 1877 design (pi 8); but, unlike their predecessors, which stand 
alone, the College domes are crowded with Renaissance chimneys, pepper-pot roofs and gabled 
dormers. These borrowings, so obviously from Chambord, certainly create points of emphasis 
on the skyline of the facade, and one feels that the elevations below them were intended to do 
likewise. Here the projecting bays with their engaged turrets running the whole height of the 
facade are again taken from Chambord, but the volume of the turrets has been reduced so much 
that it is ineffectual in counteracting the long horizontal bands of windows. Clearly Crossland 
wanted to adapt his model to provide rooms that were habitable (nothing could be less so than 
the round towers at Chambord, as the French court knew); but the emphasis he wished to create 
with the repeated turret motif is scarcely perceived by the spectator who looks along the length 
of the wing.

Two intermediary pavilions subdivide the wing midway between the central and corner 
pavilions (pi 7). They give access to the corridors and, in design terms, provide secondary 
accents along the facade. As with the larger pavilions, however, the decorative apparatus -  
columns, oculus windows, mock castellations -  barely adds up to an adequate point of reference 
for the eye. The same may be said about the further subdivision by bow windows on every fourth 
bay, where the oblique projection of the bays is too shallow to be easily noticeable. Yet the 
distinctive oculus above each bow window signals to us that we are meant to notice this feature. 
At roof level, too, the distinctive dormers, although part of the ‘special vocabulary’ of the 
building, are not used to full effect but are partially obscured by the balustrade. This combina-
tion of dormer and balustrade is another borrowing from Chambord, but there the dormer is 
itself surmounted by a gabled window, so that the decorated window unit is seen to full effect (pi 
16, extreme right). Crossland does this only on certain windows of the pavilion domes, where 
greater height is required.

Unexpectedly, the impression produced by Crossland’s 500ft long facades is one of flatness 
rather than plasticity. The source of this apparently paradoxical conclusion must be the 
discrepancy between Crossland’s reluctance to use architectural features boldly and his energe-
tic handling of decorative motifs. It should be added that the choice of building materials plays a 
role here too: the vivid contrast between the Portland stone used for the surrounds and 
decoration and the red brick of the walls, creates a restless patterning of the surface which 
detracts from our perception of the architectural design. This effect is perhaps most clearly seen 
on the doorway elevation (pi 7), where the sense of projection is lost in the accumulation of 
balconies, balustrades, columns, oculi and heavy quoins, all picked out in a rather harsh white.

When we go into the quadrangles, we find a repeat of these elevations on the east and west 
wings, except on the staircase pavilions. There are four of these in all, one in the centre of each 
wing and back-to-back, as it were, with the intermediary pavilions just discussed (pis 9,10). The 
elevation of these staircases is undoubtedly the most impressive design in the College. The 
architectural elements are bolder and simpler than elsewhere: above a rectangular entrance, 
two or three floors (in the upper or lower quadrangle respectively) of tall, round-headed 
windows are arranged in threes and surmounted by oculi and an attic floor of round-headed 
windows. The elevation is completed by a curved pediment, and the groups of triple windows 
are flanked by buttresses. The fact that the window surrounds and the cornice are recessed more 
deeply than elsewhere in the building and so cast deeper shadows, increases the monumentality 
of the design. The distinctive size and shape of the tall windows, and their staggering in relation 
to the other floors, provide a point of real emphasis on these facades. This was a design which 
had to work on two different elevations, one of three floors, and one of four; and it is a tribute to



Crossland that each staircase, with its particular ratio of height to width, seems appropriately 
proportioned.

It is of course the skyline of RHC which attracts the attention of the spectator even more than 
the impressive mass of the elevations. It is here that Crossland has most obviously submitted to 
his patron’s wish that his College should echo the most famous monuments of the French 
Renaissance. But the intended resemblance is actually quite limited, more because of Cross-

Pi 11. RHC, Egham, north (entrance) tower with picture gallery (L) and chapel (R), from upper quad. (Compare with 
projected elevation, pi 1)



land’s handling of his motifs than because of any lack of fidelity to the original. Chambord -  
clearly the model for the Holloway College roofs -  is striking largely because of the arrangement 
of its turrets, chimneys and dormers in irregular and consequently picturesque groups, reflect-
ing the changes in taste and design which occurred during 40 years of building (1519-59). 
Holloway College, designed by a single architect on an absolutely regular plan and built within 
some five years, produces its surprises at measured and entirely predictable intervals along the 
rooftops. Even the elaborate chimneys and dormers are disappointing when examined closely: 
there is only one design for the chimneys, one for the dormer windows on the towers, another 
for those on the wings. These dormers are perhaps the only example of genuine dullness at 
Holloway College, and lead one to ask how Crossland could come up with such a thoroughly 
conservative compromise when he had been so fulsome in his praise of the ‘elegance of design’ 
and ‘beauty of sculpture’ of the Chambord dormers. He had, in his own words, sketched 
Chambord ‘from bottom to top’, right down to ‘a small dormer window on the east front which 
we could not get at easily, but which had to be got at before our work could be passed’ by the 
exacting Mr Holloway. Either Crossland’s labours at Chambord were quite unnecessary, or 
they could have been used to create a livelier set of designs for the College. After all, Holloway 
was already spending so much on building costs that a little extra carving can scarcely have been 
a consideration.17



Of the three cross wings, the north (entrance) wing, housing the chapel and picture gallery, 
originally the recreation hall (pi 11), and the lower south wing, for the library, and originally the 
museum as well (pi 12), are practically identical, the only difference being the oculi above the 
library windows. The south wing, being on lower ground, also has a basement with heavily 
rusticated pilasters. (The library basement was originally the gymnasium and rackets court, the 
museum basement being set aside for music rooms. Both now serve as an extension of the 
library.) The architectural interest of the two wings, however, is clearly concentrated in the 
central towers, which rise between the shallow roofs of the wings into an exuberant assembly of 
turrets, buttresses, balusters, arches and gables, 130ft high on the north wing and 140ft high on 
the south. All the architectural proportions at Holloway College are generous, and this is 
nowhere more apparent than in the broad base of these towers. The square core rises to eight 
arches supporting a crown, but the heavy balusters which surround them are disproportionately 
heavy. The spectator senses a discrepancy between the mock fortified character of the lower 
storeys and the profusion of rather coarse details in the crown. Even the critic of the Art Journal 
who, in the 1880s, called the library fagade ‘one of the most successful pieces of design recently 
carried out in England’,18 pointed to the telescoping of the storeys as one of its more obvious 
weaknesses. Certainly, the Renaissance motifs used here cannot disguise a family likeness to the 
Gothicising clock-towers of much contemporary civic architecture, but the ornate silhouette 
and massive base of the Holloway towers have no close equivalent in contemporary work -  and 
certainly not in the Renaissance.

It seems clear that, in designing the lower part, at least, of these towers, Crossland had in 
mind some imitation of the traditional gate-house, perhaps King Edward’s Tower in Trinity 
Great Court, which, as we have seen, was actually mentioned by Holloway as a possible model. 
But, as so often in Crossland’s adaptations, the main differences lie not just in scale or style but

PI 13. RHC, Egham, dining hall and kitchen wing, from lower quad
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PI 14. RHC, Egham, dining hall and kitchen wing from chapel balcony, upper quad

in proportion. Where the Cambridge tower has two simple polygonal turrets providing relief 
and verticality, Crossland uses four almost identical turrets, which are consequently shallow 
rather than bold in relief. One might further comment that, whereas the Trinity College tower 
has an aesthetic as well as a functional role to play, in drawing together the two quite different 
styles of the adjacent buildings, each of Crossland’s towers is the rigid centrepiece of an 
absolutely symmetrical wing, and is, moreover, functionally quite unnecessary. The appeal of 
the picturesque skyline -  already noted as one of the attractions of the Renaissance style -  has 
resulted here in gratuitous monumentality, for the south entrance is described by the architect 
merely as the ‘tradesmen’s driving gateway’. As with the north tower, the entrance is very little 
used; indeed, it is visible in its entirety from nowhere of any consequence outside the lower 
quadrangle.19

The particular challenge of the College site -  the slope of the ground -  is most obvious in the 
dining-hall and kitchen wing, where the ground level is different on either side. The tall 
windows, with alternating curved and straight pediments, and the colonnade with balcony over, 
add up to a Classical elevation which, although somewhat heavy, is quietly harmonious when set 
off by plain brick walls and surmounted by a balustrade and low roof. (It will be noted how 
readily Crossland abandons the fiction of ‘16th century chateau’ in the large communal rooms of 
his College: this may well reflect what he knew of the Cambridge colleges.) In the lower 
quadrangle (pi 13), a reasonable depth of ground floor ensures satisfactory proportions for the 
colonnade and double flight of steps. The difficulty arises when access to the first floor of the 
long wings has to be maintained on both sides of the dining-hall block. Keeping the elevation 
just described on the upper quadrangle as well, would have meant half-sinking the colonnade, 
since the ground level here is particularly high because of the lawn. So, in the upper quadrangle 
(pi 14), the balcony leads into the second floor of the wing, and it is the colonnade below it which



communicates with the first floor corridors; beneath this, a rusticated half-floor is added to 
provide light for the basement. Consequently, on this side, the balcony and colonnade cut right 
across the dining-hall windows. The inelegant effect produced by this admittedly ingenious 
solution is further increased by the glassing-in of the colonnade, and by the heavy stone-work 
and glass of the basement, all of which detracts from the unity of the original design and looks 
unfortunately utilitarian. Even the flights of steps on this side are less attractive because of their 
squatness. Mr and Mrs Holloway, whose statues are in the lower quadrangle, certainly have the 
better view.

Dominating this wing, and at the centre of the whole building complex, is the water-tower. 
This tower is so obviously based on the Chambord lantern tower, yet is so very different from it 
in the effect it produces, that we are once again justified in pursuing the comparison (pis 15,16). 
The most obvious resemblance is the crown borne on eight arches surmounting a drum with 
windows; the most obvious differences lie in the radically dissimilar proportions of these 
features. Where Chambord’s lines are elongated, those at Holloway College are massive, as can 
be seen most clearly in the flattened slope of the upper arches and in the bulbous secondary 
drum and cupola at the top. For all its Renaissance motifs, Chambord looks Gothic by 
comparison. Of course, it must be borne in mind that the two towers were built for quite 
different purposes: that at the College contains water cisterns and requires brute space, while 
the Chambord tower houses the famous double spiral staircase. We must conclude that 
Crossland came to prefer the chunky proportions of his own design, since drawings of the tower



PI 16. Chateau de Chambord, lantern-tower, c 1537



dated April 1880 are much closer to the original, with elongated arches and restricted decorative 
work; in other words, as with the south tower (see n 19), he moved steadily away from existing 
models as he worked on his design.

Another factor which explains why these two structures affect us quite differently is the 
handling of the mass. At Chambord, the lantern tower is only partially visible among the 
chimneys and gables: it is a feature among many, but nevertheless the dominant one. Crossland, 
on the other hand, is working with a single unit, and not unnaturally wants to show its intricacy 
to full advantage. The price for this boldness is a certain bleakness when seen in complete 
elevation. But the symmetry and isolation of the tower make it just as likely that Crossland 
remembered a striking lantern tower he must have seen in Cambridge: Thomas Rickman’s 
‘Wedding Cake’ in his New Court at St John’s, built in the 1820s. The pinnacles and flying 
buttresses of Rickman’s tower, though in the flat, thin manner of the early Gothic Revival, share 
with all three of Crossland’s towers the unexpected combination of absolute symmetry and 
picturesque silhouette.

Where Crossland’s work differs from both the Chambord and the Cambridge models is in the 
sculptural detail, which -  as on the north and south towers -  is robust to the point of coarseness. 
Unlike much of the decoration at the College, most of the motifs used here have clear 
associations with the structure they embellish. All are water creatures, except the winged lions, 
used predominantly for architectural effect at the base of the drum. Higher up, the transition 
from the prominent cornice to the tall square buttresses of the crown is marked by swans. 
Grinning crocodiles -  aquatic cousins of the Chambord salamanders, no doubt -  tumble down 
the arches of the crown; but, like the stork motif on the small drum, they encourage a blurring of 
the architectural lines and contribute to the general massiveness of the silhouette.

The College towers repeat the discrepancy already noted in Crossland’s facades, between his 
confident choice of architectural features and his ability to make them ‘work’. For all their 
wealth of decorative detail -  and few 19th century buildings have more -  they lack the sense of 
volume which would have counterbalanced their considerable scale. They bear out Pevsner’s 
assertion that ‘The scale of Victorian buildings is so much larger than that of any current 
architecture before that it leads to a devaluation of scale’.20 The regularity and symmetry 
Crossland imposed on his design as a rational formula for the purpose-built college, jars 
strangely with the element of the dramatic which characterises his 16th century models, and 
which he has applied here in a purely superficial way.

The interiors are, as Pevsner observes in his survey of Surrey,21 generally disappointing after 
the magnificence of the fa?ades. As communal rooms, the library, dining-hall and picture 
gallery are extremely spacious, each measuring 100ftx30ft and well proportioned in a hand-
some if unoriginal way. The 30ft high coffered ceilings are probably derived from the great halls 
of the Chambord keep. In the library, the style noble predominates, with Roman swags and 
traditional motifs carved on the keystones. The massive bookcases have straight-sided or curved 
broken pediments and elaborate Baroque carving a little ‘out of period’ with the architecture 
but probably in imitation of Wren’s library at Trinity College, Cambridge. At any rate, this 
seems to have been what the anonymous contributor to the Building News had in mind when he 
described the ‘oak furniture and cases’ as ‘massively designed in a characteristic style’.22 The 
picture gallery, originally intended as a recreation hall, is described as such in early articles on 
the College; however, the iconography of the panels at the main entrance to the gallery (below 
the north tower), showing palettes and brushes, suggests that at any rate by the time these panels 
were in position, the destination of the hall had been fixed. The gallery came in for some fairly 
severe criticism from the Art Journal’s  critic,23 who thought the lack of roof-lighting and the 
pilasters breaking up the wall space made the room unsuitable for ‘the expensive collection of 
modern pictures Mr Holloway began to form in the summer of 1881’.24 Convinced that the 
paintings could not be ‘fitly accommodated’ in the College, he suggested instead the building of 
‘a proper gallery, in a dependance, as was done at Dulwich’ (which had been built between 1811 
and 1814 with very advanced roof-lighting). Yet the fact remains that, despite the side lighting, 
the natural lighting here is more adequate than in many a public gallery.



Pevsner has pointed out that the College lacks a central staircase, surprising at first in such a 
large building, but explicable by the fact that all the large halls are entered at ground level, 
although the dining-hall can also be reached from the first floor of the long wings. (Crossland’s 
more centralised grouping of communal rooms at the Sanatorium had produced an elaborate 
staircase with the lower arm single and the upper one double, the effect of which is visible 
through a large mirror on the landing.) The College staircases have been compressed into less 
than half the width of the building, that is, into the same 12ft width as the students’ rooms

PI 17. RHC, Egham, west wing, staircase



PI 18. RHC, Egham, staircase capital

adjacent to them, so that the corridors run an uninterrupted 500ft. The sense of space generated 
by these corridors, which must be unrivalled in institutional architecture, is due to their width of 
over 10ft, and to the light reaching them at regular intervals from bays opening to the outside. 
Each floor therefore has two short flights of stairs which double back on themselves, an 
ingenious way of allowing for the varying height of the ground floor caused by the steepness of 
the site. The treatment of the staircases, which have stone ceilings, is massive (pi 17): round- 
headed arches with heavy mouldings set on short sturdy columns, and with a correspondingly 
sturdy handrail. There are two designs of capital: a well-proportioned Corinthian with swags, 
and an arum leaf carved in high relief (pi 18). The rolling sweep of this design makes it the most 
satisfying, as well as the most original, decorative feature of the College. The heavy stonework 
of the staircases -  modelled on the chateaux, perhaps Chaumont -  undoubtedly makes them 
appear lower than they actually are, an effect heightened by the light flooding in at the half-
landing from the tall windows and creating areas of deep shadow. The great advantage of this 
design, however, is that by isolating the staircases from the corridors, Crossland has achieved a 
considerable reduction in the noise usually associated with communal stairs.25 The decorative 
work of the staircases creates a small but disconcerting peculiarity, visible on pi 17. The 
mouldings of the handrail are continued round the columns at the end of each flight of stairs, but 
this ring of stonework slopes at the same angle as the handrail. The effect is an uncomfortable 
tension between our perception of the column as an anchor and the slipping associations of the 
diagonal rings.

Early visitors to the College were clearly impressed by the sumptuously decorated chapel, as 
one sees from the articles written for the opening in June 1886. While the stucco figures in the 
spandrels were the source of much admiration, no one seems to have mentioned the rarity of this 
type of decoration: for while murals, mosaics and tiles had considerable popularity at this time, 
Victorian church interiors were seldom, if at all, decorated with relief work. Crossland himself 
claimed they were ‘after the manner of Primaticcio at Fontainebleau’. In other respects, 
however, the Holloway College figures are disappointing (pis 19, 20). The iconography is a 
standard repertoire of prophets, angels and evangelists with their appropriate beasts, and the 
style is presumably based on Michelangelo, the flaccid, inexpressive bodies suggesting a rather 
crude interpretation of Mannerism. The groups of figures are harmonious enough, however,



PI 19. RHC, Egham, chapel, St Mark

though strictly in terms of conventional spandrel decoration. The sculptor here was the Italian 
Fucigna,26 and his relative success can be seen by comparing these groups with the east end, 
where the composition is arbitrary and the figures coarse and harshly coloured. This was the 
work of Fucigna’s assistant, Boldini, left to complete the chapel after Fucigna’s death in about 
1884.

The colouring of the relief figures seems to have been the cause for considerable satisfaction 
on Crossland’s part because of the way the colours were ‘mellowed’ during painting. By working



PI 20. RHC, Egham, chapel, St John the Baptist

the pigment into the hollows and rubbing it off the areas of high relief, an effect of patina 
‘somewhat in the manner of old ivories’ was obtained, so that the resulting fresco-like tonality 
appeared ‘not unlike that of the Sixtine Chapel’ [sic] . Sadly, Crossland’s eagerness for the 
antique look means that, 100 years on, his work is considerably more dingy than if it had been 
allowed to mellow naturally.

Crossland appears to have arrived at the decorative schema for the chapel vault by combining 
the diapered work of medieval vault painting with a strictly rectilinear Classical coffering; but
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the details are small-scale and restless, and the colouring too weak to emphasise the design. (A 
similar overcrowding can be seen in Crossland’s decoration of the Recreation Hall at the 
Sanatorium, but there the Gothic paraphernalia of roof supports and wall niches provide regular 
divisions on the ceilings and walls.) How much more effective the chapel might look without its 
painted vault and dado may be deduced from a drawing, signed by Crossland, showing the south 
elevation of the chapel with the vault entirely free of decoration (pi 21).27 That Crossland could 
work with a simpler vocabulary can be seen in the Sanatorium chapel (pi 22), where plain white 
walls enhance the architectural lines of the windows and dark Gothic ribs. The decorative work 
here has an incisiveness quite lacking in the College chapel, where patterns of different scales 
and periods produce the over-rich effect of a Victorian domestic interior. Pevsner’s remark 
about the wall decorations of the Recreation Hall at the Sanatorium -  ‘not a hint of the existence 
of either Whistler or Morris’28 -  is equally true of the College chapel.

Besides his work in the chapel, Fucigna was responsible for the sculptural details on the 
exterior of the building. Most, like the Heads of the Great on the keystones of the north wing 
windows and tower, are harsh and lifeless. His larger pieces -  the four staircase pediments -  
combine the apparent exuberance of 19th century Neo-Baroque with a cold efficiency in the 
carving. Elaborate titles explain the allegories: Poetry and Science, Charity and Education, 
Commerce and Medicine ‘to illustrate the characteristics of the illustrious founder’ and ‘a large 
portrait bust of the founder, supported by allegorical figures of Surrey and Agriculture’. The

PI 22. Holloway Sanatorium, chapel



descriptions are Crossland’s. It is unlikely that many others have ever known or asked what the 
subjects are. Their function is primarily to complement the architecture, and their ponderous 
symbolism is largely superfluous. Fucigna’s best work, however, is where one might least look 
for it, in the series of small panels above the windows of the east and west wings. The range of 
themes is surprising: Graeco-Roman acanthus leaves, wolf-skin and thyrsus, ram’s heads and 
swags; and naturalistic animal motifs, hares, frogs, dolphins, doves cheek by jowl with wheat- 
sheaves and architect’s instruments. It is clearly useless to look for any systematic theme here, as 
with the dog’s head which appears below a magnificent leaf-scroll carved on a panel at the 
entrance to the picture gallery (pi 23). Evangelical beasts, unsurprising at the entrance to the 
chapel, reappear less explicably in the library. The sculptor had clearly been given a free hand in 
the choice of motifs and, finding few which were strictly appropriate, enjoyed himself to good 
effect; for, however arbitrary the subjects, the craftmanship of these small panels is consistently 
high.

The statues in the centre of each quadrangle are the work of the sculptor Gleichen.29 They 
differ little from the many ‘official speeches in stone’, as Novotny describes the majority of 19th 
century public statues.30 The figure of the Queen is indistinguishable from many another up and 
down the Empire; and more attention is paid to the drapes and fringes of Mrs Holloway’s shawl 
than to any suggestion of character portrayal in the figures on their great Neo-Baroque base (pi 
24). Yet the asymmetrical grouping of the two Holloway figures is charmingly unexpected in

PI 23. RHC, Egham, north tower, entrance to picture gallery



PI 24. RHC, Egham, the Holloways, lower quad

such a formal work, and the slight turning movement of the standing figure gives the group 
considerable flexibility. Where it differs from its model, the Baroque statue dominating a square 
or place, is in the isolation of the group. Even though all paths in Founders’ Quad converge on 
them, the paths are little used and the statues can scarcely be said to form a natural focus. The 
same is true to a slightly lesser extent of the statue of the Queen in the upper quadrangle. Like 
the pediments on the staircase pavilions, the two sets of statues were intended as ostentatious 
and necessary tributes to founder and monarch; consequently, like the College towers, their 
very existence was more important than either their position or their aesthetic appeal.

Even the embellishments of the building remind us of Crossland’s dilemma at Holloway 
College, which was that, in a commission which demanded above all a practical solution, he was 
obliged to lean heavily on historical trappings to humour the whim and ambition of his ageing 
patron.31 But the historicising style of the College can be seen as an irrelevancy, albeit a 
magnificent one. It is in practical terms that Crossland scores a triumph, in the efficient grouping 
of well over 800 rooms fulfilling a variety of different purposes.32 His problem was essentially 
different from that of, say, Destailleur at Waddesdon, where the architect was simply required 
to provide picturesque details for a traditional framework. Crossland was asked to impose 
retrospective forms on a new genre of building. The result is the ebullient combination of a 
rational plan with a conception of aesthetics dictated by the need to impress. The ‘Ladies’ 
University’ was, after all, to be ‘a grand and imposing building’, as Holloway had written to 
Henry Fawcett in 1875. He had added with disarming simplicity, ‘You are aware, I am sure, that



now a days [ sic]  it is necessary to fill the eye’. No wonder that Holloway was ‘more than pleased’ 
with the result.

APPENDIX 1

Holloway as patron
The little we know of Thomas Holloway suggests a man of narrow interests who, in the last years 
of his life, turned to large-scale building projects at least as much as a way of perpetuating his 
name as out of disinterested benevolence. This seems to have made him a difficult, possibly 
infuriating, patron. Ostentation was what he demanded of his architect and, having been 
advised of the picturesque potential of the French Renaissance as a building style, he accor-
dingly dispatched Crossland to the Loire. The date of this visit cannot be fixed with absolute 
certainty. Crossland’s assertion, in his RIBA paper, that Holloway was ‘over eighty’ at the time 
is clearly inaccurate, as this would put the journey in 1880, by which time the College was half 
built. Evidence in Holloway’s correspondence connected with the building of the Sanatorium, 
allows us to conclude that he and Crossland visited France between July 1872 and the autumn of 
1874. The story of the ‘sketching and measuring in the completest way’ of the best known 
chateaux of the Loire as well as Versailles and Fontainebleau, was recorded by Crossland in his 
RIBA paper, and was widely reported at the time of the opening. It is justly popular for what it 
tells us about the quaint determination of Holloway’s search for a style. At Chambord, for 
example, Holloway spent two days checking off the most minute details, ‘feature by feature’, in 
his architect’s sketchbook. It was clearly the extravagant side of Chambord which attracted 
Holloway; but there is a nice irony in the situation of a building ‘considered by all sensible 
architects as just about uninhabitable’, being used as the principal model for a residential 
college. (The remark is from Pierre Gascar, 1962 Chambord, 75.)

Holloway’s correspondence allows us to refute the idea put about by Crossland and others, 
that the journey to France was made solely with the College in mind. Writing to Crossland in 
November 1874 about the construction of the Sanatorium, he suggests altering windows in one 
of the turrets, ‘[which] would make it like so much I admired at Chambord’; and more than once 
at this time he expresses the wish to incorporate elements of Chambord into the design of the 
Sanatorium. Although this particular suggestion finally fell through, it shows that the idea of 
using Loire models was already being mooted in connection with the earlier building.

His patron’s capricious obsession with style undoubtedly caused Crossland much frustration. 
When he found himself obliged to change the College plans some four times, he was only 
repeating his experience of a few years earlier at the Sanatorium. There, even though building 
was already under way, Holloway had ordered a change from ornamental cut brick to Portland 
stone on grounds of economy. This entailed ‘a change in the character of the design’, which 
Crossland had to carry out without halting the speed of building, scrapping all his original 
working drawings, and ‘making detail drawings haphazard and trusting to the general effect 
turning out satisfactorily’: a haphazard procedure indeed.

Holloway’s presence was to be less intrusive in the building of the College. The death of his 
wife late in 1875 almost certainly accounted for his diminished involvement with the scheme, 
after the flurry of activity earlier that year. Even so, the College plans continued to undergo 
revision, sometimes drastically, until as late as 1880, even after the start of building. When 
Crossland revised the 1877 elevation in favour of the definitive one, it seems likely that he was 
respecting Holloway’s well-documented attachment to Chambord in the increased debt to the 
decoration of that building. After so much obsessive interest on Holloway’s part -  even if it was 
limited only to the superficialities of the enterprise -  it is sad to read in Crossland’s account that 
the ageing Holloway visited the College site only four times during the entire period of its 
construction.



APPENDIX 2

A check-list bibliography of the contemporary articles on the building of RHC (omitting short 
notices)

1877 21 Dec: Building N ews : plan and elevation (see pi 1 of present article).
1881 16th Sept: Building News: ‘Holloway College and Sanatorium, Virginia Water’; detailed 

description of college.
1881 8 Oct: The Builder: ‘Holloway College, Egham’, with illustration of staircase block; text 

substantially reproduces preceding.
1882 10 June: The Builder: ‘Holloway Sanatorium and Holloway College’; illustrations of 

Sanatorium; account of visit by the Architectural Association.
1883 19 Dec: The Times: ‘The Holloway College and Sanatorium’; description of college 

buildings and of planned administration of the college.
1885 Jan: Art Journal: Walter Armstrong, ‘A women’s university’: detailed and enthusiastic 

account.
1886 18 June: Building News: ‘RHC, Egham’; a detailed critical description with plan and 

illustrations.
1886 26 June: The Builder: ‘RHC for Women, Mount Lee, Egham’; a fairly brief account of 

the building and its inception.
1886 3 July: The Builder: ‘RHC, Egham’; a detailed technical critique of the building’s 

architecture and engineering, with plan and illustrations.
1886 8 July: Pictorial World: ‘RHC, Egham’; description and illustrations of building and 

opening, thorough but closely echoing already published descriptions.
1886 10 July: The Builder; three further illustrations.
1886 10 July: The Graphic; account and illustration of opening.
1886 3,10,17 July: Illustrated L ondon N ews; articles and illustrations of building and opening.
1887 British A lmanac and Companion, 145; brief account of building.
1887 1 April: Building N ews ; account of paper read by Crossland to the RIBA and of the

discussion which followed.
1887 2 April: The Builder; as Building N ews, 1 April 1887 above.
1887 11 June: The Builder: ‘Chapel at the RHC’; illustration and description which follows

Crossland’s account very closely.
1887 29 Sept: Transactions of  the RIBA , new ser, 3, 141-8: W H Crossland, ‘RHC’.
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NOTES
1 For an account of the circumstances leading to the foundation of the College, see E Williams, The foundation of 

Royal Holloway College, Egham, 1874-1887, L ondon 7, 11, no 1, Summer 1985, 28-38
2 The most reliable account, shorn of the apocryphal stories inevitably surrounding such a figure, is to be found in the 

Dictionary o f national biography (ed Lee), 1891, 27, 181-2.
3 William Henry Crossland remains a relatively undocumented figure among Victorian architects. Although a 

frequent contributor to building journals and a Fellow of the RIBA, no records from any of these sources throw light 
on his dates of birth and death. The year of his birth has been given as 1823 both by R Dixon & S Muthesius, 1978, 
V ictorian architecture, 256, and by R Gradidge, 1969, Check  list o f architects, compiled for the SPAB and the 
Victorian Society (a work kindly brought to my attention by Angela Mace of the British Architectural Library). 
Crossland may well have been a native of Leeds. H R Hitchcock, 1954, E arly V ictorian architecture in Britain, 462, 
suggests that he was probably responsible for designs for Copley, the model industrial village near Halifax, while still 
working in G G Scott’s office in the early 1850s; but the Building N ews of 7 February 1890, which carries the most 
complete list of Crossland’s work (doubtless drawn up by the architect himself), fails to mention Copley while stating 
quite specifically that he designed Akroydon, Halifax, a second and similar project by the same benefactor (built



1861-3). He was elected FRIBA in 1867 and seems to have moved to London in about 1869. The vast majority of his 
works are in Yorkshire: see D Linstrum, 1978, West Yorkshire, architects and architecture, and N Pevsner, 1967, The 
buildings o f E ngland: West Riding, 2 edn. His three most important commissions were Rochdale Town Hall, 1866-71 
(see J L Maxim, 1959, Rochdale Town Hall: not very helpful), the Holloway Sanatorium, 1873-85 (both of these won 
by competition), and the College. His last years have been the subject of conjecture in view of the fact that he 
disappears from the records of the RIBA after 1895. He is variously said to have gone bankrupt, to have drunk 
himself to death in Liverpool, and to have died abroad. Gradidge gives the year of his death as 1908, Dixon and 
Muthesius as 1909. It would be interesting to have more information about the man described in 1887 by the 
President of the RIBA as having ‘led the ideal life of the architect, with a munificent patron, almost unlimited 
means’, the pleasures of travelling with his patron, and the satisfaction of ‘carrying on his work in [such an] agreeable 
manner’ (The Builder, 2 April 1887).

4 Anon, Dialogue between Gothicists and Classicists, The Builder, 12 December 1857, 721
5 Dixon & Muthesius, op cit in note 3, 43-4. At Waddesdon and Bowes, even greater authenticity was sought by 

employing French architects, H A G W Destailleur and J A F A Pellechet respectively.
6 Borrowing from the French ‘so freely and so slavishly’ was regarded by some as unpatriotic. For an account of the 

Second Empire style’s general popularity in England, however, see H R Hitchcock, 1977, A rchitecture: 19th and20th 
centuries, 4 edn, 191ff and 228ff.

7 H R Hitchcock, op cit in note 6, 240, and M Whiffen & F Koeper, 1981, A merican architecture, 1607-1976, 212.
8 W H Crossland, The Royal Holloway College, read to the RIBA in March 1887 (Trans Roy Inst BritA rchit, new ser, 

3, 141-8). With the exception of a handful of letters and drawings, this is the only document known to be by 
Crossland. It is, unfortunately, largely anecdotal and not entirely reliable.

9 Crossland also states, op cit in note 8, that the working out of the plan involved ‘revisiting France and Belgium’. (For 
details of the first visit to France, see Appendix 1.) These visits are often mentioned in contemporary articles on the 
College as though in connection with the search for a style, a rather grandiose interpretation fostered by both 
Crossland and George Martin-Holloway (Mrs Holloway’s brother-in-law, who supervised the College project after 
1876). Holloway’s own correspondence and accounts, however, suggest that these later journeys revolved wholly 
round technicalities such as a heating system Holloway and Crossland had first seen in Brussels in 1876, and a system 
of ventilation which Crossland and Martin inspected in Paris in February 1880. In other words, the visits to the 
Continent were considerably less extensive and less glamorous than was popularly thought.

10 Lefuel himself imitated the Pavilion de l’Horloge in his own Pavilion Denon, with the usual 19th century elabora-
tions, while in England Destailleur also drew on it in the 1870s for the south front of Waddesdon Manor. When 
discussing possible sources, it is worth recalling Crossland’s remark that he and Holloway made ‘large purchases of 
photographs and books in Paris’ on their way home from the Loire. Perhaps among them were well-known recent 
publications such as Berty’s comprehensive and well-illustrated Renaissance monumentale en F rance (1858-64) or 
Sauvageot’s 1860s publication on Renaissance palaces and chateaux.

11 It would be helpful to have dated drawings, but strangely no copy of them has survived, although we learn that the 
completed drawings, which were ‘of the most detailed description’, were ‘bound into three large volumes’ and ‘were 
never afterwards altered’ (account of the discussion following Crossland’s RIBA paper, B uilding N ews, 1 April 1887, 
and The B uilder, 2 April 1887). Each volume presumably represented a complete set of drawings, since we are told 
that the contractor and the clerk of works each had a copy, while the third doubtless belonged to Crossland. It is to 
say the least surprising that no copy found its way into the College archives. Even more surprising is a letter from 
Crossland, his last known letter, dated 26 February 1906, in which he replies to a request for a copy of the plans from 
the College governors, by regretting that he cannot comply as they were, ‘with others, sent to the mill some years ago 
to be destroyed’.

12 Certainly, in February 1875, Holloway himself foresaw no obstacles, hinting in fact that the start of building was 
already imminent, and forecasting that the College would be complete in ‘a good four years’. Nor should his death in 
1883 have affected the course of the work, since he had effectively stepped down from active involvement with it in 
1876, when he set up a trust consisting of his brother-in-law Henry Driver, his wife’s brother-in-law George Martin 
(both of whom later assumed the name of Holloway), and David Chadwick, MP for Macclesfield, who had been 
consulted from the beginning.

13 Eg (non-residential): Mason College, Birmingham, 1875-80 (now demolished); Owen’s College (later the Univer-
sity), Manchester, begun in 1870 with one wing, the quadrangle, projected from the start, being completed in 1888. 
Among residential colleges, Girton built its first court by adding wings to the original 1873 building.

14 N Pevsner, 1970, The buildings o f E ngland: Cambridgeshire, 2 edn, 194.
15 There are two possible routes (shown on pi 4): (a) uses the steps and balconies of the dining-hall wing, (b) uses the 

main staircases with a long walk along the corridor. In both cases one must twice change levels.
16 Each student was to have two rooms, the bedroom facing into the quadrangle, the study facing out.
17 Taking the comparison with Chambord a little further (since Crossland himself invites it), we might return to the role 

of the different building materials. Chambord is built of white stone, with the geometrical patterning picked out in a 
dark grey slate. The severity of these tones, sitting above the massive walls of plain white stone with their very simple 
windows, off-sets the exuberance of the roof details. At Holloway College, there is no such contrast between 
plainness and decoration.

18 W Armstrong, A women’s university, Art J , 1885, 24-8.
19 That the south tower exists at all is obviously the result of a late revision. Drawings dating from September and



October 1879 (ie shortly after the first brick was laid) show a central pavilion no higher than the corner ones and with 
the same truncated pyramidal roof. This Second Empire feature, surmounted by an extremely tall, thin flech e, gives 
this design a French hotel de ville appearance, much closer in character to the 1877 elevation.

20 N Pevsner, Victorian prolegomena, in P Ferriday (ed), 1963, V ictorian architecture, 22.
21 N Pevsner, 1971 The buildings o f E ngland: S urrey, 2 edn, 445.
22 Building N ews, 18 June 1886, 975.
23 W Armstrong, op cit in note 18.
24 This practically unique collection of Victorian paintings has been catalogued by Jeannie Chapel, 1982 V ictorian taste.
25 Sadly, but not surprisingly, it has been found that two staircases on a corridor of 500ft are inadequate, and additions 

have been provided in the form of small spiral staircases of cast-iron at each end of the wings.
26 Ceccardo Fucigna, a frequent exhibitor at the Royal Academy between 1863 and 1879. Thieme-Becker gives him as 

being a member of the Academy of Carrara, his native town, so it is probably a mistake of Crossland’s (in his RIBA 
paper) to quote this as Ferrara. He studied Renaissance art in Florence and Rome as a pupil of the much esteemed 
Neo-Classicists Pietro Tenerani and C D Rauch, and later worked with Birnie Philip on a section of the Albert 
Memorial podium.

27 The Chapel drawing appeared in the Building N ews, 18 June 1886. It will be noted that the drawing shows statues in 
the wall niches. There is no record of these statues, other than that they are reported to have been lost ‘when returned 
to have their plinths lowered’. This is a rather unsatisfactory explanation, since the most likely person to whom they 
would be returned was Fucigna, who, like Crossland, lived on the site.

28 Pevsner, op cit in note 21, 314.
29 Victor, Prince of Hohenlohe-Langenburg, known as Count Gleichen (1833-91), combined a career in the British 

Navy with that of a sculptor and painter of water colours. This explains how, in 1887, soon after completing his 
commission for the Holloway groups, he could also be made admiral.

30 F Novotny, 1971, Painting and sculpture in E urope, 1780-1880, 405.
31 Crossland’s reward, as he and Holloway stood surveying the almost completed building, was a literal pat on the back 

and the patronising understatement, ‘Well done, Mr Crossland, I am more than pleased’.
32 The fact that the College was purpose-built needs to be stressed in view of misconceptions such as R Furneaux 

Jordan’s description of it as ‘this millionaire’s mansion, now a college’ {V ictorian architecture, 1966,217). Could even 
a millionaire have,used over 800 rooms? As for scale, RHC must be unique among modern foundations in not 
needing to expand its residential capacity beyond the original building for something like 80 years.




