
Strawberry Hill House 

From the moment you see the white tower and the twisted chimneys looming up in front of you on 

an ordinary suburban road, you know you are in for a treat. Strawberry Hill House is a perfect gothic 

fantasy with each room giving you something new to admire and wonder at. 

It was created by Horace Walpole (see his portrait against the bright blue wall) in the second half of 

the eighteenth century as a riverside retreat, but the river has long since been obscured by housing 

and roads. Walpole was a wealthy single man, the third son of Robert Walpole, our first prime 

minister, who had been on the Grand Tour and determined to spend the rest of his life, and much of 

his income, embellishing his home with memories of his travels. He adopted the motto ‘Do as you 

feel.’ 

The front door is at the end of a passage leading from a gateway onto the road and before you are 

even inside you pass a small cloister housing a statue of what Walpole thought was a saint but is 

now believed to be an angel. We were told he was not religious, nor a historian, but loved the 

trappings of both. As we entered the hallway we were asked to observe the contrast in light and 

darkness as soon as the door was closed. Walpole apparently welcomed guests by inviting them into 

‘the gloomth’, a combination of gloom and warmth, which is a 

characteristic of the whole house. From the hallway onwards you 

are in an entirely artificial gothic interior, only surpassed by the 

best stage sets or Disneyland itself.  

The hall is decorated with (restored) wallpaper with a tromp l’oeil 

effect representing stone carving, and the carved banisters are 

also painted grey to imitate stone.  Each room has recently been 

restored as far as possible following Walpole’s own designs, 

helped, hindered or advised by his two friends, John Shute and 

Richard Bentley, or sometimes with additions from Lady Frances 

Waldegrave who inherited and rescued the house after her 

husband’s death. Most of Walpole’s rooms have mantelpieces, 

screens and bookcases in the carved grey wood/fake stone, all in 

incredible detail, and contain several family portraits. However, 

there is little furniture and almost none of the original artefacts that would have been on display as 

almost everything was sold by auction in 1842 when the house was deliberately left to deteriorate 

by George Waldegrave. The present owners are trying their best to track down everything and buy it 

back (if affordable) or borrow it. In October this year they are opening an exhibition of as many of 

the original contents as they have managed to track down and bring ‘home’. What cannot be bought 

or moved from its present location has in several cases been reproduced by very convincing digital 

photographs and in one case a 3D-printed version of a carved and gilded picture frame. You have to 

see it to believe it. Considering everything Walpole created was artificially produced it does not 

seem wrong that modern methods are now used to do the same. 

The windows are the other interesting features of most rooms: pointed ogee shapes in the oldest 

part of the house and ordinary gothic ones in the later extension, as well as quatrefoil windows on 

the top floor. Most windows are inlaid with coloured glass or painted glass which Walpole 

commissioned his friend to bring back from Holland when many of the churches were throwing 

them out. These are religious or classical, but also show scenes of Dutch life. All the windows have 

intricate shutters that slide into the walls and in one case the window sashes themselves can be 

opened and hidden in the same way. I also noticed the door to his bathroom had a section that 



could be opened like a spyhole in door, possibly so that he could leave it open to inform the servant 

when he had finished his bath? 

 

One of the most extraordinary rooms that dates to the nineteenth century is the Turkish smoking 

room, which has an embroidered fabric ceiling in the centre of which is a draped velvet and tasselled 

‘tented’ effect. This is said to be impossible to restore so they have simply left it until it falls apart. 

Much of the textile restoration has been carried out by a 

group of amateur embroiderers and needlewomen who 

meet weekly and make not only textiles for the house 

but historic costume and dressing-up clothes for 

children. One of their latest projects is the hangings and 

quilt for a four-poster bed, copied from the style of a 

campaign bed taken to war by one of Walpole’s 

relatives. 

Having walked through several rooms with grey carved 

panelling and mantelpieces, each more extraordinary 

than the last, we were taken through a dark corridor and anteroom into something completely 

different – a long gallery with a vaulted ceiling painted dazzling white and embellished with red and 

gold in the style of one of the chapels at Westminster Abbey.  It was constructed from papier mache. 

This was used as a dining room and the mirrors behind the fretwork on the far side of the room 

supposedly made the 30 candles lit in the evening into 3000. A similar style was used for a room 

known as the chapel which was said to have had a white and gold fitted carpet – the first known in 

England. 

Our tour lasted 90 minutes and did not include the garden. I could have happily stayed far longer 

and look forward to going back in October to see some of the original furniture and contents back in 

position. There is also a good café to complete a visit. 

 

 

 

 


