ART. XV. — Lowther Hall and Castle Illustrated.
By M. H. PORT, M.A., B.Litt., F.S.A.
HE medieval manor house at Lowther, extended in the 1570s, was transformed
1 between 1628 and 1664 by rebuilding and extensions carried out by Sir John
ohn Lowther
(d. 1637) and his son John (cr. baronet 1639, d. 1675). The elder Sir John rebuilt the
central range in 1628-30, with a central feature consisting of a low tower and ogival
dome (Pl. I). His son, whose income from land alone more than doubled between 1637
and 1672, greatly enlarged the house, forming an inner court, with wings at a slightly
obtuse angle to the north front, between 1640 and 1657, and a wider outer court marked
by detached stable blocks in the 1660s. The north-east wing (chapel and gallery, Pl. 3),
built in 1655-7 by Alexander Pogmire, resembles that built by Pogmire at Hutton-inthe-Forest in the previous decade. The north-west wing of 1640-I at Lowther was
probably also his work, and he was employed to dignify the porch with pilasters and
cut work. Thomas Machell, the antiquarian rector of Kirkby Thore, drew the house in
the 168os (Pls. 1, 5).
The second baronet, also named John (succeeded grandfather 1675, cr. Viscount
Lonsdale 1696) was a leading politician after the Revolution, and determined to build
a modern house appropriate to his standing. Except for the wings, the old house was
demolished in 1692, and a new 13-bay `palace-like fabric' (Pls. 2, 4) erected in red
sandstone by the mason Edward Addison, who had been responsible for the classical
wing at Hutton-in-the-Forest (c. 1685). Lowther had consulted Robert Hooke, William
Talman and Sir Samuel Morland, but claimed the design was `principallie my own'.
Built low (with basement and two storeys) to withstand northern storms, it cost him
£7,000. He retained Pogmire's wings, but the outer court he had already reconstructed
in the 168os at a cost of £1,500, "very uniform ... like two wings ... each like a fine
house" (C. Fiennes).
Lowther's splendidly decorated mansion was gutted by fire in 1718, the upper storey
and most of the east* or chapel wing being destroyed. Although throughout the eighteenth
century many architects were employed to make designs for building a new Lowther
Hall, the second and third Viscounts Lonsdale and their successor Sir James Lowther
(cr. Earl of Lonsdale and Viscount Lowther 1784; d. 1802) were content to adapt for
their Westmorland residence the outer west wing admired by Celia Fiennes in 1698 (Pl.
6). It was not until the earl's distant cousin, Sir William Lowther (1757-1844), succeeded
him as Viscount Lowther (cr. Earl of Lonsdale 1807) that the long-projected rebuilding
was put in hand. But the new owner's immediate task was to equip the house for
permanent residence by adding new kitchens and offices, built by Francis Webster of
Kendal in 1802, to the south of the existing accommodation (Pl. 7).
William, Viscount Lowther, was a friend of the connoisseur Sir George Beaumont,
then pondering the building of a new house at Cole Orton (Leics.) to be designed by his
close friend, the London architect George Dance jnr. (1741-1825). So it came about that
* The references to `west' and `east' in CW2, lxxxi, p. 127, lines to and 13, should be transposed.
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Dance at Lowther's invitation added one more to the family collection of great unbuilt
houses (Pls. 7, 9). Finding the commission, 30o miles from home, too burdensome at
his age, he threw it up. In his stead he proposed a young friend, Robert Smirke (17811867), just commencing practice. It was Smirke whom Lowther eventually employed to
build his castle in 1806-14.
Not surprisingly, Dance's protégé paid homage to his sponsor's design. Dance planned
his symmetrical mansion on the site of the old Lowther Hall, quadrant corridors and
arcades linking it to the surviving seventeenth-century outer wings (Pl. 7). Smirke made
one major change in plan (Pl. 8), bringing the mansion forward to sit neatly between
those wings, with the ground falling away before it to the north. The kitchen block of
1802 he retained, the outer west wing he converted to servant's hall and offices, and part
of the small westward extension (?1798- 1800) — which may be discerned on the extreme
right of Dance's elevation (Pl. 9) — he made use of for a detached brew- and bake-house.
To the east, new stables were the first building to be erected ( June 1806).
In the mansion itself, too, Smirke adhered to much of Dance's planning (Cp. Pls. 7,
8). The sequence of entrance hall, staircase hall and saloon derived from James Wyatt's
Kew Palace, is common to both, and the dimensions similar. Smirke, however, dispensed
with the twin four-bay arcades that formed aisles to the entrance hall; and where
Dance had designed a five-bay arcade between the two halls, Smirke emphasized their
distinctiveness by walling the two outer bays. He retained the ascent to the inner hall,
but reduced its width from seven bays to five, and its depth from five to four (Pl. 17).
In the south front he kept Dance's articulation of the saloon as a central space with
wings, but on either flank turned the drawing and dining rooms (Pls. 14, 16) through
90 degrees so that their long axis lay along the front. He followed rather more closely
Dance's disposition of apartments at the north-west of the central block, the outer corner
marked by a circular tower; but for the corresponding apartments to the north-east
substituted the library (Pl. 13). Dance's remarkable lateral wings (library and public
dining room) composed of three interlinked circles he abandoned, partly, no doubt, in
the interests of a more economical design.
It was perhaps in elevation that the differences between the two designs were most
marked, Dance's being much more neo-classical in feeling, its elements presented as
simple geometrical forms; the old wings given cosmetic treatment to bring them into
accord (Pl. 9). Smirke's more highly elaborated Gothic, however, retained and indeed
emphasized the pyramidal massing of elements favoured by admirers of the Picturesque.
The north front, looking to the Border, was — at a time when Scott's "novels in verse"
were recalling turbulent days — in stern castellar style (Pl. to); the more private south
front more ecclesiastical, its central gable surmounted by a canopied statue (Pl. I I).
Smirke's building campaign was brought to a halt in mid-1814. He had spent £77,000,
but estimated the real value of the work at £150,000; building materials having been
provided largely by the estate. Some parts of the castle were unfinished, works being
accounted for in 1817 and 1818, the billiard room reported unfinished as late as 1826.
Thereafter, not very much appears to have been done. The first earl lived into his late
eighties; his son was a politician, a bachelor addicted to the ballet and collecting china,
who spent much of his time in London, but in 1866 added sculpture galleries at Lowther
designed by James Mawson. Later in the century, the drawing room was refurnished by
Mellier & Co. of Margaret Street, London (Pl. 14). In the twentieth century, Smirke's
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Gothic drawing-room chimney piece was replaced with a Palladian one in statuary
marble; but the house was closed in 1935, and the library sold. In 1947 the remaining
contents were sold; the roofs removed in 19S7, the gutted castle stands, a magnificent
ruin (Pl. 18) enhancing the picturesque landscape.
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PLATE I. - Lowther Hall in the 168os. North Front, drawn by T. Machell (Notes, III, f.45).
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PLATE 2. — Lowther Hall. Survey Plan after the fire of 1718 (Lonsdale Drawings, L 11/4/9).
PLATE 3. — Lowther Hall. East or Chapel Wing after the fire (L/i1/4/10).

CD

tcwaas_002_1984_vol84_0017

LOWTHER HALL AND CASTLE ILLUSTRATED

PLATE 4. — Lowther Hall. North Front of 1692 after the fire (Li 1/2/15).

PLATE 5. — Lowther Hall in the 168os. North end of
East Wing, drawn by T. Machell (Notes, III, f.42".).
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PLATE 6. — Lowther Hall in the eighteenth century. Contemporary painting.
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PLATE 7. — George Dance, jnr.: Plan of design for new house at Lowther, 1804-5 (L ti/6/i).
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9. — George Dance, jnr.: Elevation of design for a new house at Lowther (L 11/6/2).

io. - J. C. Buckler, Lowther Castle from the north-east, 1 Aug. 1814 (B.L., Add.MS 3639o, f.156".).

PLATE I I.

- Lowther Castle. South Front, c. 1980.
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PLATE 12. - Lowther Castle. The Saloon, c. 1910.
PLATE 13. - Lowther Castle. The Library, c. 1910.
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PLATE 14. — Lowther Castle. The Drawing Room, c. 19ío.
PLATE 15. — Lowther Castle. The Picture Gallery, c. 191o.

tcwaas_002_1984_vol84_0017

20I

o

,

1

1/ /

PLATE 16. — J. C. Buckler, The Dining Room, Lowther Castle, 2 Aug. 1814 (B.L., Add.MS 36390, f.155).
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Lowther Castle. The Staircase. A. Photograph, c. 1957. B. Drawing by J. C. Buckler (f.159).
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PLATE i8. - Lowther Castle. Staircase tower, c. 1980.
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