
Pedestal Stairs in

Eighteenth-Century Britain
by

Richard Hewlings

It is a crude but allowable generalisation to propose that, whereas seventeenth-century joinery staircases 
are (Wf are <Mcak. cAmzcJ&nn o/'^g /a(kr Aaj am opm
string, with three thin (and often differing) balusters per tread, newels whose proportions are those of 
a Corinthian column, and springily spiral curtails. This article draws attention to a small number of 
stairs of the same period which are, by contrast, more like seventeenth-century stairs. Their strings are 
closed, their balusters do not differ but are identical plump vase-shapes, their newels are massive, styled 
as pedestals rather than columns, with deep plinths in due proportion, and their handrails are broad 
and deep, modelled on a cornice. Abraham Swan named them ‘Pedestal Stairs’ and those with open 
strings ‘Bracket-Stairs’}

There must be several hundred bracket stairs, but no more than twenty-eight pedestal 
stairs are known to me, although doubtless there are or were a few others. The earliest 
was apparently at Burlington House, almost certainly part of Colen Campbell’s 
alterations for Lord Burlington between 1717 and 1719; it was removed in 1815 (Fig. 
I).2 The second, rather plainer, has also gone; it was in the Burlington School for Girls, 
Boyle Street, on Lord Burlington’s Mayfair estate, also designed by Colen Campbell on 
Lord Burlington’s instructions, built in 1719-21 (Fig. 2).3 There is a richly carved one 
at No. 9 Clifford Street, London, built by Benjamin Timbrell in 1719-21 (Fig. 3), but, 
as discussed below, the stair may be an alteration of 1721 or, more plausibly, 1736.4 If it 
was installed in 1721 it maybe the earliest to survive. If not, the earliest survivor maybe 
that at Houghton, designed by Campbell and begun in 1722 (Fig. 4).5 It was followed by 
that at Marble Hill, designed by Roger Morris, and built between 1724 and 1729 (Fig. 
5).6 It is possible that the latter may have been just preceded by the stair in the Duchess 
of Kendal’s apartment at Kensington Palace, begun in 1725, by an unknown architect 
(Fig. 6).7 This was followed by the stair at Compton Place, Eastbourne, built between 
1728 and 1730 (Fig. 7); Campbell was the architect of the alterations to Compton Place, 
but Roger Morris succeeded him there on his death in September 1729.* The staircase 
leading to the Court Room at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, of which Gibbs was the 
architect, is a simpler example (Fig. 8); the building was designed in 1728, but not built 
until 1730-2, and details such as the stair balustrade may not have been finalised until 
then.9 There is a more modest example at Fox Hall, Charlton, probably designed by Roger
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Fig. 1
Burlington House, Piccadilly, London. Joiners: John Lane and William Bavarstock

Fig-2
Burlington School for Girls, 

Boyle Street, London

Fig- 3
No. 9 Clifford Street, London



Pedestal Stairs 55

Fig5
Marble Hill House, Middlesex
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Fig. 6 Fig. 7
Duchess of Kendal’s apartment, Compton Place, Eastbourne, Sussex
Kensington Palace, Middlesex

Morris, and built in 1730-1.10 Far from modest was the stair at No. 30 Old Burlington 
Street, London, also designed by Roger Morris, and built in 1731-2 (Fig. 9)." The stair 
at Clandon is not closely documented, but was presumably designed by Leoni, and built 
perhaps c. 1730-3 (Fig. 10).12 The very grand stair at Lyme Park was certainly designed 
by Leoni, and built in 1734-5 (Fig. 11).13 There was another stair of the simpler type at 
No. 36 Whitehall, built and apparently designed byjohn Lane in 1732-3 (Fig. 12).14 Nos 
9 and 10 St James’s Square, both have stairs of the type; they were built by Benjamin 
Timbrell under the supervision of Flitcroft in 1735-6 (Figs 13 and 14).15 There is a stair 
similar to the one at Marble Hill, at Radburne Hall, Derbyshire (Fig. 15), designed by 
William Smith and begun in 1739.16 There is a stair similar to that at No. 36 Whitehall 
at Catton Hall, Derbyshire (Fig. 16), also designed by Smith, and begun in 1742.17 There 
was at least one at the Foundling Hospital, designed by Theodore Jacobsen; this was the 
stair in the west wing, made in 1744 (Fig. 17).18 There is another simple example at Haslar 
Hospital, Gosport, also designed by Jacobsen and built in 1745 (Fig. 18).19 There is one 
at Kirtlington, probably designed by William Smith, and made before 1747, although 
in that year John Sanderson received a payment as architect in succession to Smith (Fig.
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Fig.8
St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London. Joiner: Tobias Priest

Fig. 9
No. 30 Old Burlington Street, London

Fig. 10
Clandon Park, Surrey
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19).20 There is another at Edgcote (Fig. 20), which may have been designed by William 
Smith, although it was not made until 1747-52, by which time the building of Edgcote 
was being supervised by William Jones.21 There is another designed by Flitcroft at 
Wentworth Woodhouse (Fig. 21); although Flitcroft’s work there began c.1735 the stair 
may only have been made a short time before 1748.22 There are two at the Mansion 
House, Fondon, designed by George Dance, and built in 1748 (Fig. 22).23 There is one 
at Hagley, basically designed by Sanderson Miller, but revised by John Sanderson, and 
built in 1758 (Fig. 24).24 There is one at Blair Castle, built and designed by Abraham 
Swan in 1758, although it has horizontally symmetrical balusters, rather than vase-shaped 
ones (Fig. 25). Tike those at Houghton and Marble Hill it is made of mahogany.25 Swan 
published his designs for it in Collections of Designs in Architecture in 1757 (Fig. 23).26 The 
latest seems to be that at The Vyne, designed by John Chute, and built in 1770 (Fig. 
2b).22 There is one Fine, but undated example, probably contemporary with work which 
appears to have been done between 1720 and 1750, at Firle Place (Fig. 27).28 The date 
range of this group is thus 1717-70.

The stairs may be presumed to have been designed by the architects of these 
buildings, although there is some ambiguity about the third example. No. 9 Clifford Street 
was certainly built by Timbrell in 1719, probably to his design, but the stair occupies 
more space than is available in the room which houses it, obliging its architect to site its 
four lowest steps in the adjacent hall, and to run the lower flight up through the Ionic 
screen which separates the two rooms. The awkwardness of this arrangement suggests 
that the stair may be a later insertion. If so, there are two likely dates - 1721, when the 
house was acquired by the Earl of Harold,29 eldest son of the Duke of Kent of Wrest 
Park, patron of Feoni,30 and 1736, when it was acquired by Sir Jacob des Bouveries,31 
owner of Fongford Castle, Wiltshire, where he employed Roger Morris.32 As well as 
possessing the ornamental features which class it with the rest of the group, the stair at 
Clifford Street is of the imperial plan-type.33 It would be surprising if Benjamin Timbrell 
were responsible for both of these ambitious characteristics, but less surprising if Feoni 
or Morris were. Timbrell built two of the other stairs in this group, at No. 9 and No. 10 
St James’s Square, but he probably did so to Flitcroft’s design. As Leoni designed two 
(possibly three) and Morris designed three (possibly four) of the others in the group, it 
may well be that one or other of them also designed the Clifford Street stair.

Colen Campbell designed four staircases in the group, including the First two. Morris, 
who designed three (possibly four), and Feoni, who designed two (possibly three), were 
both followers of Colen Campbell.34 Flitcroft, who designed three, was originally Ford 
Burlington’s draughtsman and would have been influenced by the stair at Burlington 
House.35 John Fane, who built No. 36 Whitehall, had been the joiner at Burlington 
House under Campbell, and at Compton Place, Eastbourne, under both Campbell and 
Morris, and he succeeded Campbell as architect of Hackney House;36 therefore he may 
also be regarded as Campbell’s follower. It was he who executed the First staircase in 
the group. Fane may have collaborated at Hackney House with John Sanderson,37 who 
designed two more stairs in the group. Sanderson worked under Theodore Jacobsen 
at the Foundling Hospital in 1742-52,38 and at Trinity College, Dublin, in 1752-9;39 
Jacobsen designed another two. Jacobsen also designed East India House for the East
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Fig. 11 Fig. 12
Lyme Park, Cheshire. Joiner: John Moore No. 36 Whitehall, London. Joiners: John Packer and co.

Fig-13
No. 9 St James’s Square, 

London. Joiner: 
Benjamin Timbrell
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Fig. 17 (&*,
The Foundling Hospital, London. 

Joiners: Lancelot Dowbiggin and William Spier

Fig. 18 {top right)
Haslar Hospital, Gosport, Hampshire

Fig. 19 [left]
Kirtlington Hall, Oxfordshire. 

Joiner: George Eborall
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Fig. 20 Fig. 21
Edgcote Park, Northamptonshire. Wentworth Woodhouse, Yorkshire.

Joiner: Abraham Swan Joiner: Richard Dalton

India Company,40 whose surveyor was William Jones, architect of Edgcote.41 Abraham 
Swan, a joiner, worked under Jones at Edgcote, and made the stair there.42 John Chute 
had participated with John Sanderson in the design of Hagley Hall, and was a close 
friend of Horace Walpole, for whose father Houghton had been built to Colen Campbell’s 
design.43 Campbell’s influence may therefore have reached to these five architects also. 
Burlington, as Campbell’s employer, and Flitcroft, as Burlington’s employee, would also 
have been susceptible to his innovations.

Of the designers of these staircases, only Gibbs, Smith and Dance had no known 
connections with this group. Smith preceded Sanderson as architect of Kirtlington 
and Jones as architect of Edgcote, and is thus unlikely to have been influenced by 
them, whereas his indebtedness to Gibbs is well attested.44 Gibbs may have arrived at 
the balustrade design independently of Campbell’s direct or indirect influence, but he 
probably did not. Dance, Clerk of Works to the City of London, would have known St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital and probably been influenced by it, so he may have adopted 
the balustrade type under Gibbs’s influence.45 Most of the realisations of the balustrade 
type are therefore indicative of a discrete Campbell school, and all may be an indication 
of his influence.
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Fig.22
The Mansion House, London.

Joiners: Lancelot Dowbiggin and William Spier 
By courtesy of the trustees of Sir John Soane’s Museum

Fig.23
Abraham Swan, design for a Pedestal Stair 

in The British Architect, 1745

Unsurprisingly, Campbell did not arrive at it from first principles, but revived it. The 
balustrade was unknown in antiquity, and seems to have been first used by Florentine 
architects of the 1460s, and most conspicuously used by Antonio da Sangallo the younger 
in the 1530s.46 However, some Renaissance architects evidently believed the balustrade 
to be an antique form, notably Palladio, who illustrated balustrades both in his Quattro 
Libri and in Barbara’s edition of Vitruvius.47 It was presumably these sources that Inigo 
Jones used as models for the balustrades of the balconies both inside and outside the 
Queen’s House and the Banqueting House.48 Jones did not use it as an internal stair 
balustrade at the Queen’s House, where he designed a less ceremonial stair with stone 
treads and an iron balustrade (which became equally influential), but he used it in stone 
on the north front of the Queen’s House, from which a very long line of external stone 
balustrades trace their descent.49 Whatever other internal stairs he may have designed 
(at Whitehall or Somerset House, for instance) have been lost. Coleshill, built r.1650- 
62, had what may be the first known example in wood of what Swan was later to call 
the pedestal stair.50 Campbell’s contemporaries (and doubtless Campbell also) believed 
Coleshill to have been designed by Jones,51 and Webb certainly worked there.52 Webb 
also designed stairs of this type at Amesbury before 1660,53 and at Ashburnham House,
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Westminster, c. 1662.54 Slightly earlier, there were stairs of this type at Haslingfield Hall, 
Cambridgeshire of r. 1650,55 and Thorpe Hall, Peterborough, designed by Peter Mills and 
built in 1654-6.56 There is another in the Skinners’ Company Hall, designed by John 
Oliver and built in 1668-71,57 and others at Ashdown House, Berkshire,58 Powis Castle, 
Montgomeryshire,59 and Longnor Hall, Shropshire,60 designed by unknown architects 
c.1670. The fact that the earliest of these were designed by Webb suggests that its first 
introduction may be regarded as his or Inigo Jones’s innovation, and its realisations 
indicative of a discrete Jones-Webb school; indeed it focuses attention on those of these 
last buildings whose architect is not presently known. Nor are any pedestal stairs known 
(at least to me) to have been built after 1680 until their revival by Campbell. Campbell’s 
admiration for Jones is attested by his own words and it is hardly surprising that he 
revivedjones’s architectural details.61 His followers presumably shared that admiration, 
and John Chute may have illustrated a variant form of it, for the stair at The Vyne has 
columns placed on the newels, as at Ashburnham House; Chute’s homage is thus paid 
to Webb, an earlier architect of his house.62

But what the use of this balustrade type by both Webb and Campbell alluded to can 
only be guessed. A clue may he in the fact that its weighty appearance is contrived; the
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Fig. 26 Fig. 27
The Vyne, Flampshire Firle Place, Sussex

massive newels are not carpentered from single timbers, but joined from many smaller 
bits of wood. Such artifice suggests that the material was being used to replicate another, 
presumably stone. An architecture known in the eighteenth century only in its stone form 
was that of ancient Rome, and it is likely that, like Palladio, architects of pedestal stairs 
thought that they were using an ancient Roman form. The significance of the type may 
therefore be its evidence as part of the attempt to Romanise modern British culture.
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