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A number of us converged in the suitably picturesque 
village of Strawberry Hill, London, to have a guided tour of 
Horace Walpole’s house, Strawberry Hill. We were received 
into The Great Parlour, one of Walpole’s first extensions to 
the formerly modest house known as Chopp’d Straw Hall. 
This generously scaled room effectively introduced the 
mission statement of The Friends of Strawberry Hill: to 
sympathetically restore, and gain a deeper understanding of 
Walpole’s interiors. In a state of undress, the wooden 
panelling encasing the room revealed the occasionally 
‘cobbled-together’ erection of the interior panelling, which 
had previously been hidden by numerous ‘improvements’ 
and alterations after Walpole’s death in 1797.

It is unfortunate, however, that very little of Walpole’s 
furnishing remains in the house: in 1842 a monumental 
sale of the houses interior lasted 32 days. Fortunately, in 
1784, Walpole wrote his Description of the Villa of Mr



RFS members in the library at Strawberry Hill. The bookcases are based 
on Dugdale’s engravings of the choir screen in Old St Paul’s, and the 
carved arcading forms doors to the upper shelves

Horace Walpole detailing the contents and decoration of 
each room. The remaining fixed furniture in the house: 
fireplaces, the library bookcases, and the Long Gallery fan 
vaulting and bay canopies all demonstrate Walpole’s 
idiosyncratic adoption of the Gothic idiom. Funerary 
monuments and details of ecclesiastical architecture were 
combined without regard for their medium specificity and 
original function. Indeed, the main library bookcases were 
based upon Dugdale’s engravings of the choir screen in Old 
St Paul’s, London, while the staircase’s balustrade was 
adapted from the library staircase at Rouen Cathedral.

Apart from the 16th and 17th centurj* painted glass in 
the heads of the lancet windows, it was details such as paint 
scrapings and Walpolian wallpaper, the height-adjustability 
of the shelves, and the pierced-tracery and arcaded ‘doors’ at 
the top of the bookcases in the library that caused the most 
stir among members. The way in which Walpole 
orchestrated the interiors, maintaining asymmetry in design, 
but also atmosphere, whereby visitors progressed from 
close, poorly-lit interiors, into large, light and open spaces, 
such as the Long Gallery, give testament to Walpole’s 
appreciation of theatre and the picturesque.
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