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ART. XII.—Lowther Hall and Castle. 

Lowther Castle, i 8o6-14: plan of the ground floor, central block, as to the designs of Robert Smirke. 
[Reproduced from H. Colvin, J. M. Crook and T. Friedman, Architectural Drawings from Lowther Castle, 

(198o), by kind permission of Mr Colvin and the Hon. Editor, Society of Architectural Historians of 
Great Britain.]  
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ART. XII —Lowther Hall and Castle. By M. H. PORT, M.A., B.Litt., F.S.A. 

Read at Lowther Castle. 

LOWTHER has been in the same family for more than six hundred years since 
the manor was emparked by Sir Hugh Lowther, under Edward I.1  By 1630 the manor 

house consisted of an ancient peel of three storeys on the east; a hall, great chamber and 
"sevrall Low ould roomes", extending about sixty feet; and at the west end a tower built by 
Sir Richard Lowther and his wife in the 15705. Behind, to the south, lay the domestic 
offices.2  In early Caroline times some of the Cumberland gentry, benefiting from the 
peaceful conditions near the Border, set about beautifying and enlarging their houses. The 
Lowthers, already important, were emerging as major gentry, thanks to considerable land 
purchases enabled by profits from mortgages, demesne farming, legal practice, and, from 
1630, trading ventures.3  Sir John Lowther (d. 1637) rebuilt the central range and offices 
here in 1628-30, buying the roof of the great hall of Kirkoswald Castle from Lord William 
Howard for £14o to re-use the lead and timber.4  This work included the construction of a 
central tower.5  A late seventeenth-century drawing by the antiquary Thomas Machell 
shows a three-storeyed, five-bay facade between the two towers, the three central bays 
somewhat higher and with elaborately carved battlements incorporating the date 1630.6  
The windows are of a cross pattern, with a single mullion and high transom. Behind rises a 
low central tower surmounted by an ogival dome topped with a ball and weathervane. 

At his father's death in 1637, Sir John Lowther (d. 1675), (1 st baronet of Lowther, 1639) 
came into a landed revenue of about £2,000 gross p.a. which by 1672 he had increased to 
about f5,200 p.a., irrespective of his trading and money-lending.' As he increased his 
wealth, he improved his house. Between 1640 and 1664 he transformed the north side of 
Lowther Hall, building a new porch, new wings, a gatehouse and loggia, and created an 
outer court by building new stables. Although he left a quite detailed account of his work, 
some obscurities remain. His first undertaking in 1640-1 was a new west wing of stables with 
garner above, and a gatehouse and "clostered walke".8  With "leade Cutt woorke etc.", 
these works cost over £400. It would seem that the gatehouse and cloister would have closed 
the courtyard from the north, but no such feature is shewn in late seventeenth-century 
views or plans.9  Next, Lowther beautified the hall porch, "which was only playne 
formerly", with "Pilosters and other cutt woork" carved in white stone (quarried in the 
bank at Clifton) by Alexander Pogmire.1° 

The years of civil war proved expensive to a Royalist, but after his second marriage 
Lowther resumed building. A new east wing — a gallery with rooms "under and above it", 
distinguished with a canted bay window carried on pillars — was begun in 1655, replacing a 
cowhouse and stables.11  Lowther contracted with Pogmire for workmanship only, 
supplying all the stone, lime and sand himself.12  Drawings of the wing shew that it closely 
resembles that constructed by Pogmire in the 1640s at Hutton-in-the-Forest for Sir 
Richard Fletcher, father of Lowther's first wife.13  Since Lowther congratulated himself 
that the new wing would make his house "much more uniforme", we may assume that it 
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I24 	 LOWTHEtt HALL AND CASTLE 

was similar to the west wing of 1640-I, which we may also ascribe to Pogmire.14  The east 
wing incorporated a chapel on the ground floor, a closet off the gallery enabling Lowther to 
overlook his worshipping domestics in the manner of that day.15  A wet summer hindering 
the quarrying and transport of stone in 1655, and the mason employing insufficient men, 
only the window sills of the gallery were reached that year; it was a further two years before 
the external walls were finished and slated. In 1657 Lowther also "new laid and cast the 
leade gutters" for the west or garner wing, as well as adding to the old (east) tower a closet 
for his wife and rooms for her maids.16  

The west wing was presumably converted into domestic offices after 1663, when 
Lowther built a new coach house with stables in the end at a cost of £80. The first baronet's 
new stables almost certainly occupied twin blocks lying to the north of the old courtyard, 
forming a wider outer court that gave great depth to the house." Represented rather 
schematically in a "survey of Lowther Parke, taken in Aprill ... 1683",18  their life was 
short, for Sir John Lowther, second baronet, who succeeded his grandfather in 1675, spent 
£1,500 on building new stables.1  ' These were sketched by Machell, and represented in an 
important late seventeenth-century plan now in the Drawings collection of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects.20  These drawings shew twin I-shaped blocks, 16o ft long and 
standing 272 ft apart, with north and south wings of four bays and a gabled central feature 
on the court front. The second baronet later extended the stabling to form an open 
quandrangle behind the eastern block; and by the early eighteenth century the western 
block was used as domestic offices.21  

The RIBA plan, probably prepared when the second baronet was contemplating further 
building works c. 1690, also chews that the wings of the inner court, of ten unequal bays, 
were slightly splayed out (142 ft apart at the north end), at an obtuse angle to the main 
house, exaggerating the perspective effect.22  Quadrant features connect them with the 
stable wings. In the body of the house proper, the two original towers are clearly indicated 
by their massive walls; between them lie a hall and staircase; and contiguous with the 
western tower lies a 13-bay block of apartments or offices enclosing a rectangular area. 

The 2nd baronet who inherited a noble estate, became an active politician, was a 
minister in several of William III's cabinets, lord lieutenant of Westmorland, and was 
created Viscount Lonsdale in 1696. Like his colleague Lord Nottingham, further enriched 
by the profits of court and ministerial places, he set about building a seat becominghis rank 
and station. He confessed to his son that in his building he had "committed an Excesse", 
though in defence he asserted that "our estate had exceeded our house, and that a good 
house is a debt owing to a family". The disagreeableness of the old house and its site (it 
stood, he declared, "in the Middle of the Village") might have inclined his sons to live 
constantly in London, so the rebuilding would be a lasting advantage to his posterity. The 
greatest part of our lives, moreover, he argued, is spent in our houses, which therefore 
ought to be made pleasant and easy to us. Furthermore, nothing could be a greater relief to 
the poor of the neighbourhood. To achieve his object, he moved the old village, diverted the 
high road, and levelled "mighty irregularities of the ground, and all that rock", persisting 
in his task because "when executed the Place would be as pleasant as so Northern a Climate 
was capable off".23  

As early as 1679 Sir John II was consulting the scientist and architect Robert Hooke 
about rebuilding the church at Lowther.24  His cousin had already embellished Hutton with 
a "very stately" centrepiece, in the new "regular" style of architecture employing a 
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classical vocabulary, executed by Edward Addison, a local mason.25  Lowther first made 
improvements in his old house, and then in 1692-3 embarked on "such a palace-like fabric 
as bears the bell away from all".26  The old house was demolished, except for the inner 
wings.27  Lowther, in an abstract of his "charges in building" dated II September 1697, 
stated the cost of the offices as £1,200, that of the stables at £1,500, and that of the "square 
and other courts with the stables" as £500.28  

For a design for his new house, Lowther, a minister and courtier, naturally turned to the 
king's Office of Works — not to its head, the fully-occupied surveyor-general, Sir 
Christopher Wren, but to his deputy, William Talman, then at the height of his reputation 
as a country-house architect.29  He appears previously to have consulted Hooke about 
refronting the house,30  but in 1690 as First Lord of the Treasury it was natural for him to 
look to an architect in his own department. A design formerly in the Lonsdale papers31  may 
well be Talman's response: it bears little resemblance to the executed work, but Lowther 
himself explained the cause. 

What I have done [he related to his son] was it is true Principallie my Own thought because the 
Inequalitie off Ground and many other circumstances made it impossible to be judged off at a 
Distance. But for my Hous after I had directed Mr Talman the Kings Comptroller off his works to 
Draw me a Design such as I thought convenient for me, I had the Correction and Approbation off 
Sir Samuell Morland. A Man surpassing most if not anie off the Age in Mechanical and 
Mathematical) knowledge.32  

Whether Lowther experienced Talman's cantankerousness we do not know; but he did not 
employ him as superintending architect. At some stage in the design process Lowther had a 
model of the proposed house constructed by Alexander Fort, the Office of Works' Master 
Joiner,33  before contracting with Edward Addison (whose work at Hutton I have already 
referred to) for the pulling down of the old house and performing all the mason's work of 
the new, executed in 1692-4.34  Such a design-process was no uncommon story.35  

In so proceeding, Lowther was following closely the advice given by Sir Roger Pratt, a 
notable gentleman-architect of the 166os, to "resolve with yourself what house will be 
answerable to your purse and estate ... get some ingenious gentleman who has ... been 
somewhat versed in the best authors of Architecture ... to give you a design of it in paper, 
... shew this afterwards to men of ingenuity, but withal well capable of judging ... and 
after you have had the advice ... of many such, according to what you shall then be 
convinced of, get a model of wood to be most exactly framed accordingly".36  Pratt also 
advised that building should be by contract, i.e. at a predetermined price, a practice 
Lowther recommended to his son, "since the charge would be Endless if you should trust to 
the consciences of Artificers in performing their Daye Work".37  

I have consulted strength as well as Ornament [Lowther told his son], suitable to the coldnesse of 
our Climate, and Necessarie to defend us from the Rigour off the Winters. Some Object that tis too 
lowe, but when tis considered that this is Westmerland not Italie or France, and that nothing is 
handsome but what is convenient, perhaps it will not be thought an objection. Should wee not 
think that Merchant mad that should cloth himself and his Familie in thin silks and callicoes, 
because he had seen the people so habited in India. Noe doubt it would appear deservedlie 
Ridiculous. Noe less ought it to doe so to build loftie Piles, to be tossed and Battered with the 
Storms becaus such houses are Frequent in the Warmer countries of Italie and France. Mine looks 
what it is and what it ought to be Substantial) and Warme, and yet hath as much Respect to 
Regular Architecture as is consistent with those two more Necessarie Qualities off a Northern 
hous. 
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The result was a double-pile house of 13 bays with small lateral projections, extending 
some 220 feet from east to west; a centre broken forward on both north and south fronts, 
and marked with pilasters on the north; and shallow wings to the south. In elevation, an 
exposed rusticated basement was surmounted by a principal floor of full height, the 
mullioned and transomed windows adorned alternately with segmental and triangular 
pediments, and a range of square windows in the upper storey, above which a balustrade 
concealed the roof.38  All this cost Lowther some L7,000.39  To the north stretched the wings 
built by his grandfather and the stables and offices he had rebuilt himself, giving a depth of 
about 33o ft to the inner and outer courts. 

That intrepid traveller Celia Fiennes came to Lowther in 1698, and described the Hall 
and its surroundings:40  the stables and offices built "very uniform, ... like two wings . . . 
each like a fine house jutting out at each end and the middle is with pillars white and 
carvings like the entrance of a building", on either side of a court approached through 
iron gates at the head of a broad flight of steps. The court was crossed by two paved walks 
dividing it into four grass squares, each adorned with statues; further steps brought one to 
the inner court, crossed by several paved walks to the various doors, and embellished with 
more statues. This description corresponds closely to the view drawn by Kip for Britannia 
Illustrata (I 707). The house itself, she noted, was flat-roofed and of the "red sort of stone of 
the country". 

Fiennes's description of the interior is less easy to relate to existing plans of the Hall, 
drawn several decades later, which agree with Kip in showing an external flight of steps 
giving access direct to the principal floor.41  Fiennes, however, refers to entering "a porch 
with pillars of limestone .... Below-staires you enter a space that leads severall wayes to all 
the offices and on one side is a large parlour which lookes out on these green plotts with 
images [statues]; the staircase very well wanscoated and carv'd at the top; you are landed 
into a noble hall very lofty". This was the hall of which the ceiling and walls had been 
painted by Verrio ("the best hand in England", Fiennes called him) with a Feast of the 
Gods and the Four Seasons, at a charge of £40o in addition to gold leaf, presents and his 
diet "for near nine months",42  and presumably was the central room on the north front. 
But the stairs shewn on the plan are at the east end of the front, where there appears to be a 
door at ground level; they rise into a gallery which occupies the five eastern bays of the 
front. The internal planning is, save for a slight variation in the south front rooms, 
symmetrical on either side of the entrance axis. Fiennes writes of passing from the hall 

thence into a dineing room and drawing-room well wanscoated of oak large pannells plaine no 
frettworks nor carvings or glass work only in chimney pieces; 3 handsome chambers, one scarlet 
cloth strip'd and very fashionably made up the hangings the same, another flower'd damaske lined 
with fine Indian embroidery, the third roome had a blew satten bed embroider'd, in this roome was 
very fine orris hangings in which was much silk and gold and silver; a little roome by in which was 
a green and white damaske canopy bed which was hung with some of the same hangings — being 
made for the Duke of Lauderdale ... the roomes are all well pitch'd and well finish'd ... a good 
gallery so adorn'd [with paintings] which leads to a closet that looks into the Chappell, all things 
very neat tho' nothing extraordinary besides the hall painting; the chimney pieces are of a dark 
coulloured marble which is taken out of the ground just by, its well polish'd, there was some few 
white marble vein'd but that is not dug out of this country.43  

This seems to describe the eastern parts of the house; it is unlikely that Fiennes saw Lady 
Lonsdale's apartment, as "it was so early in the morning that she being indisposed was not 
up".  

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1981_vol81_0014



LOWTHER HALL AND CASTLE 	 I27 

Lowther enjoyed his viscountcy of Lonsdale for only four years, dying in i 700. His elder 
son, just out of his minority, died in 1713. His second son, the third viscount, shewed his 
father's interest in building as soon as he attained his majority. In 1717, although a zealous 
anti-Jacobite,44  he invited the Tory architect Gibbs to Lowther.45  Their principal object 
seems to have been a re-building of the mid seventeenth-century wings, though Gibbs took 
the opportunity to submit proposals for up-dating the house too. One of his schemes was 
engraved for Vitruvius Britannicus, the collection of architectural designs of which 
Campbell was publishing the second volume at that time; others are now in the RIBA 
Drawings Collection.46  Nothing was undertaken, however, before a disastrous fire gutted 
the Hall and destroyed most of the inner west or chapel wing in 1718.47  Both Gibbs and 
Campbell made designs for rebuilding,48  but Lord Lonsdale, a lord of the Bedchamber from 
17 17, necessarily spent much time at Court, and when in Westmorland was content to live 
in the adapted offices (outer east) wing, which had so impressed Celia Fiennes. In 1751 he 
died leaving his estates to his cousin and great nephew James, aged 15. 

Five years later James succeeded to the Whitehaven estates and vast riches of another 
cousin, which gave him another residence, Whitehaven Castle, and great electoral 
influence in Cumberland as well as Westmorland.49  Notorious for the vigour with which 
he exerted his political muscle (see p. 113) and the great sums he spent on elections, his 
tyrannical manner made him highly unpopular (see p. 119). An exacting landlord, he lived 
parsimoniously, sending to Penrith, it is said for wine merely by the dozen, and of very 
inferior quality, when entertaining the assize judges every year, although he was reported 
to have left a vast stock of wines worth £io,000 at his death.5° 

During the 1760s, however, Sir James Lowther clearly contemplated rebuilding his 
ancestral home in a magnificent fashion, obtaining plans from Brettingham, Capability 
Brown, and Robert and James Adam. Brettingham supplied plans in 1759 for a new house 
lying between the ruined Hall and its wings.S1  A later design proposed a house with four 
wings very similar to Brettingham's Holkham Hall, Norfolk.S2  One Adam design of 1767 
proposed a mansion something like Kedleston, another, an octagonal house with angle 
towers — the first revival of "Lowther Castle" — and an internal court of 166 ft diameter.53  
With lateral courts, the total extent of the proposed front was 656 ft. There were to be 24 
principal bedrooms. Yet another Adam plan in 1771 was for a castellated mansion 
measuring 42o ft by 26o ft.S4  The main block was to contain a circular court of 125 ft 
diameter, in the centre of which would have stood a tower rising to form a culminating 
feature i i o ft high, linked to the house by corridors. No fewer than three suites of principal 
rooms were provided, including winter and summer dining rooms, nearly all measuring 
about 56 ft by 24 ft, and every bedroom on the principal storey was provided with a water 
closet. These grandiose schemes remained paper schemes. Sir James, created Earl of 
Lonsdale in 1784, continued when at Lowther to live in the old offices wing (perhaps 
improved by Brettingham),55  filling most of the rooms with letters and papers of every 
kind.S6  In 1799-1800 estate craftsmen constructed an addition to the house, supervised by 
Francis Webster, a mason of Kendal who developed into an architect, an evolution common 
enough at that time.S7  An early nineteenth-century plan shows that a small square block of 
rooms had since Brettingham's survey been built behind (i.e. west of) the converted offices 
wing, to which it was linked by a corridor.S8  It is probably this block that was added in 
I 799-I 800. 

On Lord Lonsdale's death in May 1802 his viscountcy of Lowther passed to his distant 
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cousin, a man of the opposite character, the affable and generous Sir William Lowther, who 
in 1807 was himself created Earl of Lonsdale. Inheriting at least £40,000 p.a., William, 
Viscount Lowther, took immediate steps to make Lowther Hall more convenient. By 
August 1802 men were at work digging out foundations for a new building designed by 
Webster, embracing new domestic offices to the south of the house. But there were clearly 
improvements in the house itself, as Webster in his capacity of mason supplied marble 
chimneypieces and there were payments for gilding.S9  

Work was sufficiently advanced by February 1803 to require rope for hoisting stone, 
which was quarried on the estate at Fuze Cragg. In March a joiner was paid for making 
window-frames for the kitchen, at 5d. a foot. In June, the new kitchen, larders, servants' 
hall and a passage were being paved with flags. Slate for roofing was sledged down the hill 
from Hartsop quarry to Kirkstone foot, carted thence to the head of Ullswater, brought by 
boat to Pooley Bridge, and finally carted to Lowther. Bricks were brought from 
Crackenthorpe, laths sawn on the estate. In April 1804 Robert Watson of Kendal was paid 
for hanging bells with patent cranks (one of the technical advances that facilitated 
removing the servants to a remote quarter of their own). Meanwhile painting, gilding and 
glazing had been going on. In the two years from his succession Lowther spent some J4,000 
on his house.6° 

Whatever the extent of Webster's improvements, it is clear that Lowther was intending 
to build a house commensurate with his dignity and wealth. Plans, probably by Harrison of 
Chester, the leading neo-classical architect in Northern England at that time, show several 
schemes: one for incorporating the then house as the back range of a house about 210 ft by 
175 ft enclosing a courtyard (which involved removing the stables);61  another for 
connecting the existing house and stables by rooms ranged about a huge central hall, with a 
block of vast state rooms projecting northwards to afford them extensive views.62  This plan 
marks the impact of Picturesque theory on house design, the house being intended to be at 
one with its setting, and the view from the interior being as much considered as the external 
views of the house. Of these designs, one offered a boldly be-towered, battlemented and 
machicolated castle elevation, another, an ecclesiastical façade.63  Again, these were 
destined to remain castles and convents in paper. 

Lowther was friendly with a circle of connoisseurs which included Sir George Beaumont, 
himself then planning to build a country seat at Cole Orton. Beaumont had asked his friend 
George Dance (1741-1825), surveyor to the City of London, for designs, and probably 
recommended him to Lowther. Dance visited Lowther Hall in September 1803, and met 
Lord Lowther again in London in May 1804, when he reported to his cronies that Lowther 
was proposing to build a house that would probably cost ,J8o,000 — one on the grandest 
scale, fulfilling the aspirations of his predecessors.64  Dance proposed a design with 
something of an Indian flavour, recalling the Gothic of his Guildhall façade.65  It offered the 
convenience of a porte cochère, which opened into a series of halls with staircases. The state 
rooms would have been chiefly on the south front, including a music room, 65 ft by 24 ft, 
and, extending from the middle of the east and west sides, curious wings consisting in plan 
of octagons flanked by circles, which would have provided a library and a public eating 
room each measuring 78 ft by 4o ft. Quadrant corridors would have linked the mansion 
with the existing wings. Thus, compared with Harrison, Dance would have placed the 
main block of the house closer to the site of the gutted Hall, and its principal views would 
have been to the south rather than to the north. 
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Dance, however, in his sixties, found the prospect of building a palace three hundred 
miles from London too formidable. He recommended in his place young Robert Smirke, a 
friend's son, who in 1805 returned from a tour of classical sites in Greece and the Near 
East. Beaumont supported the recommendation.66  Lowther's friend, Lord Essex, however, 
suggested he should employ James Wyatt, who had been working for Essex at Cassiobury 
Park, Hertfordshire. No one, he thought, knew "the True Gothic Taste but Wyatt". "If 
you could once get him to come down to you he would do more for you in one day than all 
other architects in one month", he told Lowther in September, 1805. But despite chasing 
Wyatt to Windsor, Essex was unable to drive him north. "If the Castle of the Seven 
Towers of the Grand Signior belonged to me", he wrote in December, "I would shut up 
Wyatt in one of them till he had given you the completest possible Designs for all yours, but 
with such a Fellow what is to be done in a Free Country. There is no Law existing to punish 
want of punctuality, Lying, Prevaricating, shuffling, etc. etc."66a  

Lowther therefore invited Dance's protégé, Smirke, to prepare designs, on which 
Beaumont and Dance kept a sponsor's eye. Essex commented: "I have heard of Smirke & if 
you are not in a hurry and digest well his Plans perhaps he may and will answer your 
purpose as well as any other Person. Only let me advise you if you adopt the Gothic Style of 
Architecture not to suffer him to give you the Elevations till you have fully decided upon 
the Ground Plans." He complained that most architects went for outward show, "jumbling 
together the Gothic of different ages"; all should be upon one principle, and simplicity 
should prevail. He offered to send his plans from Cassiobury, or show them to Smirke: "all I 
pray for is that you would preach to him the Beau et le simple". By February 1806 Lowther 
had firmly commissioned Robert Smirke to design him a house. Essex was with him when 
he called on Smirke to instruct him to begin the building.66b  
Bidden to Lowther in April 1806, Smirke was directed to start work on the offices.67  
Smirke's plan* retained Webster's 1802 offices, with internal modifications, as well as the 
south wing and part of the west front of the old building, converted into servants' hall, 
butler's and housekeeper's rooms, etc.68  The northern part and the block here dated to 
1799 appear to have been demolished. Thus the castle stands north of the Hall of 1692, on 
the edge of the high ground that falls away to the north and west. As Lowther's great 
amusement was hunting — he kept about 5o hunters — it is not surprising that it was with 
new stables that a start was made in June, the work being executed by Webster now in 
partnership with one B. Proctor.69  More slate was sent down from Hartsop quarry for the 
roofing, more stone quarried, vast quantities of timber sawn into laths, coal dug at Regill 
pits for heating the kilns for making tens of thousands of bricks or burning hundreds of 
baskets of lime, tons of alabaster and stone bought for grinding into plaster. Hair for the 
plaster, and nails and sand were likewise supplied by the estate. Cast iron was brought from 
Porter's foundry at Carlisle. Some of the plaster work was done by Simpson of Kendal, but 
it was chiefly executed by the ornamental plasterer, Bernasconi of London. Similarly, while 
Colvin of Penrith did some of the painting, the greater part was performed by Cornelius 
Dixon of London." 

Externally Smirke followed principles of picturesque composition: a lively façade to the 
north, advancing and retreating, with turrets of various shapes and sizes, and a skyline 
similarly varied in height, but pyramidal in composition culminating in the great central 
tower — even in ruin it makes a superb landscape feature, dominating the scene from the 
north and we must be extremely grateful that Lord Lonsdale decided not to demolish it 

* See plan on page 122. 
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entirely in 1957. Although the early nineteenth century was an age of castle-building — 
Brancepeth, Ravensworth, Lambton being but three contemporaneous northern 
examples71  - Smirke derived Lowther from a limited range of sources. 

In his design he was reported to have adopted "principally" Dance's idea for the plan of 
the house.72  For the central block this assertion is in the main true, but Smirke's treatment 
of the wings is very different: he provided much more accommodation. Like Dance, he 
provided an entrance hall approached from a porte cochère, opening into a great pillared 
central hall, entirely of stone, from which a long flight of stairs rose to a landing where it 
divided into two even longer return flights. A groined roof soared 90 ft above, and large 
clerestory windows poured light down on the staircase.73  "The entrance is like coming into 
the aisle of a Gothic cathedral, of which the cross or centre forms the staircase, and the 
apartments branch out from the side aisles .... The staircase is magnificent", declared Mrs 
Arbuthnot: it put Ashridge, she thought, completely in the shade.74  Ashridge, indeed, built 
by James Wyatt for Lord Bridgwater from 18o8, is a house which has considerable 
resemblances to Lowther, notably in the external massing of a series of turrets culminating 
in a grand central tower, and the correlated internal planning progressing to an impressive 
central staircase hall of vast height.75  Both owe something to Wyatt's castellated palace at 
Kew, begun in 1800 for King George III, which was also characterized by a central 
staircase hall forming a culminating feature in the external composition.76  At Kew Wyatt 
also pioneered the use of iron supports, a new technique borrowed from industrial building 
and taken further by Smirke. But although an £8,000 bill for cast iron and smith's work at 
Lowther suggests the employment of iron structurally, most if not all of the cast iron was 
ornamental.77  

On the north front, extending 342 ft, exclusive of stable court and office wing, Smirke 
created a suite of family apartments to the west: Lady Lonsdale's room next the hall (hung 
in scarlet and light green satin), a dressing room, a bedroom, another dressing room and, 
projecting northwards, Lord Lonsdale's spacious room, about 42 ft by 20 ft. To the east of 
the entrance, the first three bays of the front were occupied by the oak-lined library, and the 
recessed section by a bedroom and dressing room; the projecting wing corresponding to 
Lord Lonsdale's room formed part of the stables. The centre of the house, right and left of 
the staircase hall, contained stone-groined corridors, 22 ft wide, in part used as ante-rooms, 
leading on the east to a gallery and on the west to a pillared hall 5o ft in length. At either 
end, stained glass windows formed an impressive feature. As in Dance's plan, the principal 
state rooms lay on the south front, the fan-vaulted saloon in its traditional Palladian 
position in the centre, a vast room 58 ft by 27 ft, with an oak dado richly carved, light grey 
silk damask hangings and furniture; to the east, a drawing room 42 ft by 26 ft, in white 
satin embroidered with gold, and beyond it a billiard room; to the west, a dining room with 
doors and dado of oak, the walls scarlet cloth with gold enrichments, and velvet curtains; 
and adjoining it a breakfast room.78  

The number and character of rooms provided indicates the growing tendency towards 
specialization that accompanied the trend for the inmates of such great houses — family and 
guests — to spend much of the day together, rather than remaining in self-contained 
apartments, while at the same time separate quarters were allotted to the various categories 
- children, servants, bachelors, etc. Male and female spheres developed, the billiard room 
becoming a predominantly male preserve, and the breakfast room an additional drawing 
room for the ladies.79  We may note that at Lowther there was no direct connection between 
the drawing room and the billiard room. 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1981_vol81_0014



LOWTHER HALL AND CASTLE 	 131 

On the south front, arched open cloisters swept round at right angles to hide the stables 
and domestic offices from the view of the state rooms. Externally the 280 ft south front 
presented a different character from the baronial north front, towering over the park. As 
Wordsworth put it, 

Lowther! in thy majestic pile are seen 
Cathedral pomp and grace, in apt accord 
With the baronial castle's sterner mien. 

The ecclesiastical flavour of the south front was imparted by its central gable80  and 
pointed-arched window, and the buttressed and pinnacled cloisters. This more 
pacific character was suited to the state rooms and the level lawns that spread before 
them. 

The east wing, dining and drawing rooms and rooms over them were the first to be 
completed, and by February 1809 were sufficiently forward to permit the family to live 
there.81  Lonsdale then reduced the building activity to enable Smirke to concentrate on the 
rebuilding of Covent Garden Theatre.82  The central rooms above the principal floor, 
however, were finished in 181 o, the staircase and hall in 1811, when Betsey Fremantle 
spent a night there and was taken to the top of the castle to see the mountains of Scotland.83  

In 1812 the saloon and bed chambers over the drawing room and library, on the east, were 
plastered, and in 1813 the library and west corridor.84  In March 1811 Smirke had thought 
that another eight or ten years would be needed to finish the castle completely, but in May 
1814 he told Lonsdale that little remained unfinished — the plasterers were still at work on 
the cloister ceilings, but the painters had left.85  It is clear, however, that some parts of the 
castle were left in an incomplete state: mason's work was paid for in 1817, and labour at the 
south front in 1818; in 1826 the billiard room was reported to be still unfinished.8ó 

Smirke submitted his account87  in June 1814, showing a total expenditure of £77,000 
since I 8o6 — not an unreasonable sum for a man whom he reported to be worth between 
£80,000 and £ i oo,000 p.a.88  So much had been provided in the way of building materials 
from the estate that Smirke estimated that in the normal way the castle would have cost 
more than £150,000.89  His generous and obviously satisfied client offered to pay him the 
five per cent architect's commission on the whole of this sum, but Smirke gracefully 
declined to charge it on more than the actual sum expended.90  

Here, then, at Lowther Castle, the Lowthers lived in more than baronial splendour: the 
grandest of their three country seats, with 4o grooms in the stables and troops of indoor 
servants — "A silent, but not scanty court of retainers" Disraeli called them91  — entertaining 
crowned heads; seating 6o or 7o at dinner (no problem with twelve dozen dinner plates 
among a collection of silver that in 1824 amounted to nearly 16,000 ozs); dispensing 
charity to the neighbourhood — 1,473 lbs of beef at Christmas 1823: a way of life that lasted 
little more than a century,92  to vanish with the collapse of Whitehaven coal revenues and 
the burden of taxation.93  The fifth earl closed the castle in 1935,  and in 1947 its remaining 
contents were dispersed in a sale lasting 22 days and including 7,820 lots.94  The roofs were 
removed in 1957, the house gutted, and its bare walls left a magnificent ruin.95  

Fall if ye must, ye Towers and Pinnacles, 
With what ye symbolise: authentic Story 
Will say, ye disappeared with England's Glory! 
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91 W. F. Monypenny and G. E. Buckle, Life of Benjamin Disraeli (rev. ed. 1929), ii, 154. I owe this reference to 
Miss Helen Port. 

92 CROC, Lonsdale MSS. 
93  L. Dawson, Lonsdale (1946),  153-9. 
94 Sales catalogues, Carlisle Public Library, M 1267. 
94 I am grateful to Mr John Peel and to Mr T. R. Riley of the Lonsdale Estate Office for information about the 

recent history of the building and for affording access to its immediate environs. 
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