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III. THE ‘FIGURES’ OF ARCHITECTURE: RHETORIC, STYLE AND 

ARCHITECTURE IN VANBRUGH’S SEATON DELAVAL 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The architecture of John Vanbrugh has some unusual characteristics. Even 

though Nicholas Hawksmoor cooperated in designing some of the 

buildings, Vanbrugh’s hand is, although not precisely clear where and 

how, obvious in the drama that is put on display for the visitor. In 

Kimbolton Castle (fig. 52) medieval elements, such as battlements, towers 

and protective screen walls, but also Elizabethan elements, such as the 

decoration in pediments and friezes, were combined with Palladian plans, 

Serliana windows and a symmetrical design, though combined with a top-

heavy proportional scheme. Windows rarely add any rhythm, as they do in 

Elizabethan country houses such as Wollaton Hall (1580-88) and 

Hardwick Hall (1590-97) (fig. 59), but instead when Vanbrugh wanted to 

emphasize a certain repetition or rhythm, he dramatised the windows into 

deeply recessed arches, varied the shapes of windows within one façade, or 

created a three dimensional play with the help of columns, arches and 

cornices. Variety and rhythm was created by stressing masses and 

volumes. Even though Vanbrugh sometimes combined the appropriate (i.e. 

from the same historic period, and hence fitting) historic elements together 

in one façade, he sometimes mixed elements from different areas in a non-

conforming and un-apologizing manner. Examples of this can be found in 

Kimbolton Castle, Blenheim Palace and the Goose Pie House (figs. 54, 2, 

and 55)  

The famous Goose Pie house, which Vanbrugh built and designed 

for himself in Whitehall and was demolished in 1906, was mocked by 
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contemporaries for being a random mix of architectural elements. Swift 

gave it the name of Goose Pie in a poem (1703): 

Now Poets from all Quarters ran 

To see the House of Brother Van: 

Look’d high and low, walk’d often Round, 

But no such House was to be Found: 

One asks the Watermen hard by, 

‘Where may the Poet’s Palace lie?’ 

Another of the Thames inquires 

If he has seen its gilded Spires? 

At length they in the Rubbish spy 

A thing resembling a Goose-Pie.415 

 It was built on a small site and the design shows a combination of 

architectural elements from various historic periods.416 There are the strong 

rustica and heavy arches of the main façade, combined with two protruding 

‘guardhouses’ which each show a large Palladian motif as an entrance. The 

façades are very plain and sober. The brick structure that is just visible 

behind the main front of the building adds to the confusion of styles and 

surfaces. There is no clear entrance and no clear main floor or ‘piano 

nobile’. The guardhouses are disproportionably low compared to the main 

building and the rustica of the main building does not continue in the 

guardhouses. Was this the home of an aristocrat, somebody from the 

military, or a madman? It is understandable that this private home was 

sending an ambivalent message to the contemporary public. Nobody has 

been able to really offer an interpretation of this strange little house, which 

is mostly known through a romantic nineteenth century watercolour 

drawing from Sir John Soane’s office (fig. 55). The building no longer 

                                                 
415 Beard (1986), p. 20; Downes (1977), pp. 304-307; Swift, ‘Van’s 
House’, p. 307. 
416 Hart (2002), p. 254.  
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exists and until somebody can create a satisfying interpretation, it remains 

the creation of a seemingly free artistic mind, were it not for the fact that 

the love of such interpretations based on artistic expression and freedom 

has a strong twentieth-century ring to it. 

Vanbrugh Castle in Greenwich is another building that Vanbrugh 

designed and built for himself and his family in 1718, now still extant (fig. 

55). It is seemingly less of a mix of historic architectural elements, as the 

medieval connotations are obvious in the name (‘Castle’) and the many 

towers, battlements, screen walls and the extensive use of bare-faced brick. 

But no medieval king would ever have built a castle like this. Only a 

romantic mind (as we would now call it) could design a building that has 

nothing of the original functions of a medieval castle and hence, could 

make free use of any and all architectural elements found in those 

structures. The Elizabethans started this tradition as a way of entertaining 

themselves and their audiences when they built their ‘mock’ castles and 

palaces with obvious medieval connotations.417 A relatively relaxed 

approach towards architectural elements from the past started to exist then 

in English architectural practice.  However, Vanbrugh’s design was 

different as he used curving lines, and piled up towers, walls and windows. 

If this would have been designed half a century later, by the architects of 

the Picturesque movement or the Romantics of the nineteenth century, 

historians would have had no trouble accepting this as the result of a 

romantic mind. The only thing missing would then have been some ruinous 

structure, or a grotto to add to the romantic drama. But Vanbrugh designed 

this before the Picturesque movement was fully developed. The 

introduction of the castle as a romantic echo of the past can only be 

interpreted by us within the context of the future Picturesque movement 

and the romanticism of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Associations with the late eighteenth century concept of the ‘sublime’ are 

                                                 
417 Girouard (1983), p. 41. 
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easily attributed to Vanbrugh Castle, but Vanbrugh’s design seems to sit 

perfectly in-between the wit of the Elizabethan medieval mock-castles and 

the romantic and intellectually serious Picturesque structures from the later 

eighteenth century. 

I.1. Vanbrugh: A much-loved Dissident? 

The architecture of John Vanbrugh is usually situated in the English 

Baroque. But his buildings do not fit very well with their contemporaries. 

Why this is so has so far not been answered satisfactorily by architectural 

historians. In most widely used architectural history handbooks Blenheim 

Palace and Castle Howard are described as the ‘culmination’ of the English 

Baroque.418 His lesser-known buildings, such as Grimsthorpe and Seaton 

Delaval display more unusual features and are less easy to group within the 

Baroque.  

Kerry Downes wrote the leading monograph on Vanbrugh in 

1985 and continued the manner of describing Vanbrugh’s architecture that 

was already set out by John Summerson in his Architecture in Britain 

(1953) and The Classical Language of Architecture (1963). Both authors 

analysed Vanbrugh’s Seaton Delaval in Northumberland (an example for 

which I will offer an alternative interpretation later in this chapter) in a 

Vitruvian manner. Seaton Delaval has the plan of a medieval keep, but this 

is combined with elevations that incorporated elements of classical 

architecture. Downes called it a complete fusion “of a Gothic Castle and a 

Palladian Temple”.419 This ambivalence in the analysis of Seaton Delaval 

reappears in descriptions of Vanbrugh’s larger buildings; Castle Howard 

and Blenheim Palace, and as we will see later, also in the descriptions of 

the work of Vanbrugh’s colleague Nicholas Hawksmoor and his designs 

for the London city churches. Apparently it is hard to decide if the 

                                                 
418 Summerson (1963), p.166. 
419 Downes (1977), p. 105. 
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buildings can be unreservedly described as Gothic or classical and hence, 

difficult to construct a framework in which they make sense. 

Labelling the buildings is difficult, and generally the description 

of the buildings illustrates the difficulties critics have. Summerson did not 

describe Blenheim Palace’s façade in traditional stylistic terms, but instead 

chose to describe its evocative qualities. The use of the Doric order in the 

façade of Blenheim Palace in The Classical Language of Architecture 

(1991) is described as:  

There is a double beat, then [the Doric Order] 

wheels round. Another double beat: it turns, enters 

the towers – it disappears. Then out it marches 

from the near side of each tower, marches forward 

till it is returned as a formal entry with steps inside 

and a flourish of arms above.420  

His description is eloquent and captures the mood that the building 

provides very well, but unfortunately it does not answer any of the 

questions we might have. Why was it built that way? Analysis of the plan, 

something that Summerson believed to be the most important part of any 

interpretation, did not provide entirely satisfactory results.421 Summerson 

started his analysis of Blenheim Palace in his Architecture in Britain with 

the plan.422 It was based on Wren’s Greenwich plans, he wrote, but he then 

quickly moved towards a more visual description. There is an “over-all 

conception of the castellar mass”, and the “combination [of the Greenwich 

plans and the French inspired château plans] is enormously powerful”. The 

Doric columns in the entrance “emerge” and “sweep around” to the 

pavilions. Architectural elements “sink”, “sweep”, “meet”, and “knit 

together” and all this is summarized as “the drama is wonderfully 

sustained, mounting to the portico which, robbed of its focal gravity by the 
                                                 
420 Summerson  (1991), p. 71.  
421Summerson (1978), p. 86. 
422 Summerson  (1963), p. 166. 
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presence of the two heavier pavilions, is compensated in height”. 

Summerson concluded that here the “English Baroque culminates”.423 This 

change in focus becomes even clearer when the description of Blenheim 

Palace is compared to that of the Greek Cross design for St. Paul’s 

cathedral earlier in the same book, where Summerson applied his own 

theory that “much – almost everything – is to be learnt from a study of the 

plans”.424 The design is analysed by its plan, as a “domed central space 

whose distinguishing characteristic is that the dome is supported on eight 

equal, but not equally spaced, piers, instead of four.”425 The traditional 

Vitruvian analysis of a classical building apparently did not work for 

Blenheim Palace. Instead Summerson chose to focus on the effect of the 

building on the onlooker. 

The problems in describing and interpreting the architecture of 

Vanbrugh and Hawksmoor appear in other authors as well. One often finds 

Vanbrugh’s architecture described in suggestive terms that provide the 

reader with a sketchy illustration of what these buildings are about. 

Terminology such as Summerson’s, or the use of terms like “dramatic”426, 

“majestical”427, “revivalism”428, “muted medievalism”429 or descriptions of 

Seaton Delaval as “superb, a breath-taking exaggeration”430 unfortunately 

do not illuminate the meaning of the design for architect, client or 

audience. Why was the building designed the way it was? And what did 

the architect and client want to communicate, if anything at all? 

I would like to suggest another method of analysing this 

architecture, which was already suggested by Summerson’s emphasis on 

the effect of the building. Instead of analysing the building as such, we can 

                                                 
423 Summerson (1963), p. 166. 
424 Summerson ( 1963)p. 130; Summerson (1978), p. 86. 
425 Summerson (1963), p. 130 
426 Summerson (1963), p. 168. 
427 Summerson  (1963), p. 168. 
428Downes (1959), p. 52. 
429 Ridgway (2000), p. 72. 
430 Summerson (1963), p. 168. 
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focus on the relationship with its audience. After all, buildings are situated 

in a landscape or cityscape, are lived in, viewed and visited, and often 

judged and interpreted by people. The analysis of the relation between 

building and audience developed here is a rhetorical method of 

interpretation, because it uses the classical theory of persuasion with its 

strong focus on the impact of a speech on its audience, that is the relation 

between speaker and audience, as its basis. Rhetorical theory has also 

offered various prescriptions and guidelines on how to design a work of art 

in such a way that it reaches its purpose, in this case its goal as a certain 

type of building, i.e. as a church, an imposing country house or a 

monument.  Rhetoric provides guidelines on how to choose the elements of 

the work of art and in which manner they should be formed and 

represented. This is what we can refer to as rhetorical style (elocutio). This 

chapter will further explore the concept of style and how the analysis of 

rhetorical and art historical style can help us interpret a building like 

Vanbrugh’s Seaton Delaval. Especially the relation with the text On the 

Sublime by Longinus will provide us with clues as to how we can interpret 

Vanbrugh’s use of style.  The modern period style classification was 

developed in the nineteenth century and since then we are now all familiar 

with style periods such as Gothic, Modern, Romantic, Expressionistic, 

Renaissance etc.  But we are also more aware of the confusing and 

misleading connotations that come with the use of such classifying 

concepts when applied to works of art and buildings designed before the 

nineteenth century. 

II. MODERN CONCEPTS OF STYLE 

The modern concept of style in art history has, broadly speaking, two 

meanings. The philosopher Richard Wollheim (1923-2003) has argued this 
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in his essay Style in Painting.431  Wollheim wrote some leading works on 

art theory and aesthetic philosophy, most notably Art and its Objects 

(1968) and Painting as an Art (1987) on pictorial perception and 

representation and the intention of artists. In his essay Style in Painting he 

distinguishes ‘general style’ from ‘individual style’.432 General style is the 

style of a period or school. The chronological ordering of these styles is 

now accepted as the main system of classification and interpretation within 

art history. From Winckelmann to Wölfflin art historians created the 

almost fixed classification of one style period following the other.433 

Winckelmann argued for a connection between Greek art and the Greek 

way of life and others subsequently did the same for other art periods, such 

as Gothic, Baroque and Rococo. All an art historian has to do is “to 

demonstrate this unitary principle”.434  

But this has been questioned in the twentieth century. Wollheim 

divided the modern concept of style in art history in these two meanings: 

a. General style: Style refers to the shared characteristics of a 

group of artists (school) or a group of artists within a certain time 

(period). 

As a consequence style functions as a means for classification and 

interpretation. 

b. Individual style refers to the individual manner of the artist, 

which can be intentional or not. 

Wollheim made a distinction between ‘general style’ which “lacks reality”, 

has no “explanatory value”, and is very “changeable”, and ‘individual 

style’, which does have reality and is intentional and expressive.435  

General style concepts, such as the Baroque, are, according to Wollheim, 

                                                 
431 See on Wollheim: Danto (2003). Wollheim (1995), Wollheim (1968), 
Wollheim (1987). 
432 Wollheim (1995), p. 37; cf. Gombrich (1966);  
433 Gombrich (1968), p. 354. 
434 Gombrich (1968), p. 357. 
435 Wollheim (1995), pp. 41-45. See also Sohm (2001), p. 63. 
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unifying concepts formulated after the period they refer to, that is often not 

based on the ways in which artists at the time considered their work. The 

artists of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century were not 

striving or working towards what would be called ‘Baroque Art’ in the 

nineteenth and twentieth century. The classifying concepts such as the 

Baroque are applied to art history from the viewpoint of the historian who 

has the (dis)advantage of looking back in time. They were applied to art 

history in order to impose order and create a clean-cut perspective, but then 

do not always help in the interpretation of the art of that period, since they 

were not a modelling principle for the art of that time.  

These modern concepts of style share a certain determinism, since 

they imply that artists are not able to work ‘outside’ their art historic period 

or their school. When an artist creates something that does not fit into the 

established classification system, it is usually not considered as a 

meaningful work of art. Art historians or critics can simply not make sense 

of it. The same applies to individual style. Within an approach to art 

history based on stylistic classification, the artist’s conscious intentions and 

ability to express them are acknowledged, but at the same time his works 

are judged in terms of period and individual style. Works that do not fit 

into these categories are either ignored or dismissed. Taken to its limit the 

stylistic approach to classification and interpretation takes away the 

possibility of human intention and choice.436 The interpretation of the 

architecture of Vanbrugh, which as we have seen, displays a so far 

inexplicable mixture of historic architectural elements, suffers from these 

modern style concepts. The principle unifying his work and that of  

contemporary architects seems to be insufficient and unclear.  The very 

modern concept of individual style, which acknowledges artistic individual 

expression and intention, has proven easier to apply to Vanbrugh as an 

artist, but this concept’s anachronism within the context of early 

                                                 
436 Gombrich (1968), pp. 356-358. 
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seventeenth-century English architectural practice and theory prevents us 

from interpreting Vanbrugh as a twentieth-century style avant garde artist 

who works to express himself. 

II.1. “express’d in a plain but Just and Noble Stile”: Seventeenth-

Century English Concepts of Style in Architecture. 

Vanbrugh’s architecture might be difficult to place in any modern period 

style concept now, but he was one of the first who were able to recognize 

and incorporate the modern concept of period styles in his designs. One of 

the origins of the classification system which was fully developed in 

particular for architectural history in the 19th century, lies arguably with 

him in the early eighteenth century. In order to trace the development of 

the concept of period style we need to start first with Sir Christopher Wren 

and then consider Hawksmoor’s treatment of historical styles.437 

II.1.a. Wren: Historical Concept of Style 

In the 1660s Wren was involved in many schemes for the 

rebuilding or refurnishing of old Gothic buildings. His scientific skills 

were highly appreciated by the commissions for rebuilding St Paul’s 

Cathedral and he provided various ideas for the reconstruction of the City 

of London and its cathedral. In these ideas he showed a growing awareness 

of the historic qualities of the buildings of London, which would later 

result in his Report on Westminster Abbey (1713) in which he formulated 

one of the first histories of British architecture. Wren was, of course, not 

entirely correct in his dating or in tracing the origins of architectural 

elements from historic periods, but his remarks were an important step in 

the development of the concept of period ‘style’ as a means of 

distinguishing and classifying the periods in British architecture. It was 

                                                 
437 Germann (1972), chapter 1; De Beer (1948). 
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John Aubrey (d. 1697) who, as far as we know now, wrote the first history 

of British architecture in the fourth section of his Monumenta Britannica, 

which appeared in the 1670s.438 An awareness of the historical evolution in 

building, expressed in terms of style, slowly emerged in England in the 

seventeenth century. An early example can be discovered in the treatise of 

JohnWebb and/or Inigo Jones on Stonehenge (1655).439 In this treatise the 

author acknowledged the differences in building between various countries 

and times. These differences however were not considered in terms of 

style, but were considered as differences between the ‘customary’ and the 

‘strange’.440 Within the ‘customary’ way of building a development was 

recognized which had resulted in the classical buildings of the continent, or 

as Christopher Wren put it in his Report on Old St. Paul’s (written in 

1666), the “modern way of Italy”.441 In the late sixties Wren continued 

writing about old cathedrals as built in a traditional, but faulty manner.  He 

disapproved of too much ornament in the cathedrals, as was common in 

“all the Cathedralls of the Gothicke Forme”, and instead preferred the 

Romanesque or the modern classic manner which were, according to 

Wren, both based on ancient Roman buildings.442 

In his Report on Westminster Abbey Wren developed a 

comprehensive account of the history of Gothic architecture. He described 

the ‘Gothic’ style as the Saracen Style of building, which was brought to 

Europe by the crusaders of the Middle Ages. He acknowledged the positive 

value of this style when he wrote  

I think it should with more Reason be called the 

Saracen Style; for those People wanted neither Arts 

                                                 
438 See Colvin (1999). 
439 In Raphael’s letter to Pope Leo X (1516) a first attempt was made at a 
stylistic history of architecture that differentiated between the Gothic and 
the classical. See Rowland (1994), p. 97. 
440 De Beer (1948), p. 157. 
441 Soo (1998), p. 55. 
442 Soo (1998), pp. 63-8 [‘Report on Salisbury Cathedral’, 1668]. 
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nor Learning; and after we in the West had lost 

both, we borrowed again from them, out of their 

Arabick Books, what they with great Diligence had 

translated from the Greeks.443  

Wren distinguished the Saracen (or Gothic) style and the modern style, 

which referred to sixteenth and seventeenth-century architecture. His 

words in Tract II clearly show what he thought of Renaissance 

architectural theory with its emphasis on proportion and the correct 

handling of the orders:  

Modern Authors who have treated of Architecture, 

seem generally to have little more in view, but to 

set down the Proportions of Columns, Architraves, 

and Cornices, in the Several Orders, as they are 

distinguished into Dorick, Ionick, Corinthian, and 

Composite; and in these Proportions finding them 

in the ancient Fabricks of the Greeks and Romans, 

(though more arbitrarily used than they care to 

acknowledge) they have reduced them into Rules, 

too strict and Pedantick, and so as not to be 

transgressed, without the Crime of Barbarity; 

though, in their own Nature, they are but the 

Modes and Fashions of those Ages wherein they 

were used; but because they were found in the 

great Structures, (the Ruins of which we now 

admire) we think ourselves strictly obliged still to 

follow the Fashion, though we can never attain to 

the Grandeur of those Works.444 

                                                 
443 Soo (1998), p. 82 [‘Report on Westminster Abbey’, 1713]. 
444 Soo (1998), p. 157 [Tract II]. 
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Instead, Wren stressed the importance of a selective and critical use of 

stylistic elements. In his design for Westminster Abbey, which he 

presented together with his report on the old structure, Wren chose to 

integrate the new design with the old Gothic church, because “to deviate 

from the old Form, would be to run into a disagreeable Mixture, which no 

Person of a good Taste could relish”.445 So, even though he did prefer the 

classical way of building, he acknowledged the need to conform to 

architectural elements of a certain historic period when it was found 

suitable. The conscious choice for historic architectural elements was a 

decision based on the visual effect and the appropriateness of the elements 

(decorum). Only if the historic architectural would create the appropriate 

and wanted effect would they be chosen.  He wrote at the end of his 

Report:  

For all these new Additions I have prepared perfect 

Draughts and Models, such as I conceive may agree 

with the original Scheme of the old Architect, 

without any modern Mixtures to shew my own 

Inventions.446  

His reluctance to mix old and new ties in with notions of decorum which 

were current in the seventeenth century and originally rhetorical in 

character. These ideas were picked up after Wren by his pupil and 

colleague Nicholas Hawksmoor, who would show more emphasis on the 

visual effect of buildings. Wren’s writings at this time do not yet display an 

historical awareness which would allow for a free choice from the rich 

palette of period styles that history provides.447  

                                                 
445 Soo (1998), p. 90 [Report on Westminster Abbey, 1713]. 
446 Soo (1998), pp. 91-92. 
447 See chapter I.III.2.c on decorum. 
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II.1.b. Hawksmoor: Towards an Associational Historical Style 

The designs for the city churches of Vanbrugh’s contemporary Nicholas 

Hawksmoor were criticized by James Ralph in his Review of the Publick 

Buildings in London and Westminster (1734) as being “mere Gothique 

heaps of stone, without form or order”.448 Hawksmoor responded in a letter 

to the Dean of Westminster in 1734-5 in which he accused his critics that 

“they are not enough skill’d in masonry, and the Styles of Building” to be 

able to object to his designs.449 Hawksmoor took over the job of 

remodelling Westminster Abbey after Wren had died, and designed the 

two towers. The towers follow Wren’s designs and Hawksmoor claimed 

that he had acquired enough experience under Wren’s supervision and on 

his own to know how to build according to the Gothic style. His towers 

were supposed to conform to the older building, just as Wren’s designs for 

it did. Hawksmoor claimed to have done no more than to restore and 

rebuild the church where necessary, and only gave in to alterations in the 

design where it was “irrationall and impracticable to follow” the old.450 

Earlier Hawksmoor had been asked to design alterations to All 

Souls College, Oxford, and it was here that we can observe Hawksmoor’s 

own handling of Gothic elements. In 1715 he presented numerous designs 

for a library, lodgings with twin towers, a ‘cloister’ and a remodelling of 

the south side.451 He wrote a long letter accompanying this design in which 

he gave an extensive history of Gothic architecture, largely based on 

Wren’s ideas. He emphasized that even though the chapel of All Souls 

College does not have right angles “(in all appearance) it will seem 

uniform” and further in the letter he wrote that he added “those Small 

irregularitys frequent in ye Gothick workes” to a Gothic styled arcade 

                                                 
448 Ralph, A Critical Review, p. 6. 
449 Hawksmoor’s ‘Letter to the Dean of Westminster’, 1734-5, p. 257 
450 Hawksmoor’s ‘Letter to the Dean of Westminster’, 1734-5, p. 257. 
451 Downes (1996), p. 161. 
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which will “preserve a Reasonable uniformity”.452 He used the terms 

‘seem’, ‘appearance’ and ‘uniformity’ (in which he meant that the 

elements would seem uniform with the rest of the building). They refer to 

the visual effect these architectural elements would have on the onlooker, 

and the mental consequences of these visual stimuli into associations of a 

historic Gothic past. This document shows that he approached Gothic 

architecture differently from Wren, because he emphasized the 

associational character of his architectural choices, whereas Wren 

conformed to historic (visual and decorous) congruity. Instead of 

architectural choices based on decorum, Hawksmoor based his choice on 

the associational characteristics of these architectural elements. These do 

not necessarily have to be in the correct shape or with the correct detailing 

for that historic period, but Hawksmoor tried to make sure the onlooker 

associated these elements with the right historic period. His letter dating 17 

February 1715 in which he explained his designs for the College clearly 

stressed this design method.   

At All Souls it was not simply a matter of restoring and rebuilding 

a Gothic building, but remodelling and adding to an older building so that 

it became a contemporary one. Hawksmoor was aware of the value of 

architectural heritage, and the history of the College, and did not make 

stylistic choices based on historical congruity as Wren did, but on the 

visual qualities of architectural elements. He rarely worked in a proper 

Gothic style, which Wren probably tried, his designs for All Souls and his 

city churches show that he was able to suggest a Gothic style without using 

Gothic elements.453 All Souls College for example incorporates a Venetian 

window and classical interior designs in a mainly Gothic building. 

Hawksmoor was mostly concerned with the Gothic appearance of the 

building and felt he could freely use Italian Classical elements to reach that 

                                                 
452 Hawksmoor’s ‘Letter to dr. George Clarke (All Souls College)’, 17 
February 1715, p. 241. 
453 As Downes also observed, see Downes (1996), p. 163. 
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goal. Like Wren before him, he was able to make design choices that 

represent an awareness and recognition of the existence of architectural 

elements of a certain historic period such as Gothic and Classical. At the 

same time Hawksmoor began to mix elements from different historical 

styles with an eye to the associations this would evoke in the mind of the 

beholder 

II.1.c. Vanbrugh’s use of historical style 

Hawksmoor worked closely together with Sir John Vanbrugh on 

numerous occasions. Vanbrugh was a member of the commission for the 

building of fifty new churches in London, where Hawksmoor was the 

surveyor, and the two men worked together on the designs for Blenheim 

Palace in Oxfordshire and Castle Howard in Yorkshire. But in the designs 

of Vanbrugh it becomes even more apparent that style is now a matter of 

choice, based on the visual appearance and associations of architectural 

elements from a certain period of time or geographical location. 

Commenting on his designs for Kimbolton Castle, which had partly 

collapsed in 1707, he wrote to his client, Lord Manchester: 

As to the outside, I thought ‘t was absolutely best, 

to give it Something of the Castle Air, tho’ at the 

Same time to make it regular. And by this means 

too, all the Old Stone is Serviceable again; which to 

have had new wou’d have run to a very great 

Expence; This method was practic’d at Windsor in 

King Charles’s time, And has been universally 

approv’d, So I hope you Ldship won’t be 

discourag’d, if any Italians you may shew it to, 

shou’d find fault that ‘tis not Roman, for to have 

built a Front with Pillasters, and what the Orders 

require cou’d never have been born with the rest of 
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the Castle: I’m sure this will make a very Noble and 

Masculine Shew; and is of as Warrantable a kind of 

building as any.454 

This recalls the manner in which Wren remodelled old buildings. 

Vanbrugh was here mostly concerned with the appropriateness of his 

remodelling. Questions of suitability and decorum were a primary concern. 

But when Vanbrugh wrote his Proposals about Building ye New Churches 

(probably written in 1711) for the commission in London he was more 

explicit in his ideas style and design.455 In this paper, which is vital in the 

understanding of Vanbrugh’s architecture, he emphasized the power of 

architecture to evoke associations in the mind of the spectator and 

recommended to build the city churches of London with this in mind. 

According to Vanbrugh, buildings are able to inspire feelings such as piety, 

power or wealth. The “Magnificence” of churches, he wrote in his 

Proposals, “has been esteem’d a pious expression of the Peoples great and 

profound Veneration towards their Deitys. And the contemplation of that 

Magnificence has at the same time augmented that Veneration”.456 

Churches are the most important buildings in which a state and a religion 

could express their power. The language Vanbrugh used to express his 

ideas on this power was not used by Christopher Wren, who sat on the 

same commission and also wrote his recommendations for the building of 

the city churches. In Wren’s recommendation it seems that he was mostly 

concerned with the placing of pews, burials and the capacity of the 

building. Vanbrugh on the other hand, expressed a belief in the persuasive 

power of architecture. He stated in his Proposal that the churches should 

not only be useful and answer the needs of the local parishes, but “at the 

same time, remain Monuments to Posterity of [the Queen’s] Piety & 
                                                 
454 ‘18 July 1707, to the Earl of Manchester’, Webb (1928), p. 14. 
455 The manuscript is undated. It was probably written in 1711 since on 16 
July 1712 the general guidelines for the churches were drawn up by the 
commission. 
456 Vanbrugh, ‘Mr Van-Brugg’s Proposals’, p. 257. 
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Grandure And by Consequence become Ornaments to the Towne, and a 

Credit to the Nation”. Through the ages, Vanbrugh continued, churches 

were always considered most important. Expenses were never spared for 

their construction. “Their magnificence has been esteem’d a pious 

expression of the Peoples great and profound Veneration towards their 

Deitys, And the contemplation of that Magnificence has at the same time 

augmented that Veneration”.457 The commissioning of fifty new churches 

for the city of London in 1711 was a most suitable occasion for putting 

these ideas into practice. The designer for the city churches should then, 

according to Vanbrugh, not only bear in mind the use of the buildings, but 

also this use should be  

made consistent with the utmost Grace that 

Architecture can produce, for the Beauty of it: 

which Grace shou’d generally be express’d in a 

plain but Just and Noble Stile, without running into 

those many Divisions and Breaks which other 

buildings for Variety of uses may require; or such 

Gayety of Ornaments as may be proper to a 

Luxurious Palace.458 

The government wanted to honour Queen Anne with these new landmarks 

for the city. The recommendations of Vanbrugh and Wren were put 

together in guidelines for the architects that prescribed a number of 

elements for the designs. He wrote the recommendations shortly after the 

commission was installed in 1711, which was only a few years earlier than 

Wren’s notes on Westminster Abbey in which he described the history of 

English Gothic architecture. But according to Vanbrugh one must choose 

the manner in which a building was built according to the building’s 

purpose. He followed Alberti who attributed moral qualities to architecture 

                                                 
457 Vanbrugh, ‘Mr Van-Brugg’s Proposals’. 
458 Vanbrugh, ‘Mr Van-Brugg’s Proposals’. 
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when he recommended keeping the purpose of various building types in 

mind when choosing a style.459 This refers to functional decorum. 

Vanbrugh displayed a consciousness of appropriateness when designing 

“Luxurious Palaces” that would need “many Divisions and Breaks” and 

“Gayety of Ornaments” while the city churches should express a grace “in 

a plain but Just and Noble Stile”.  

Sir Christopher Wren considered the development of architectural 

styles in a linear manner, following the Gothic of the Middle Ages which 

developed into the Modern way of the Italians. He restored medieval 

buildings and used a fitting Gothic style for this but also designed new 

buildings in a modern manner, which was inspired by Italian architecture. 

Vanbrugh, however, chose freely from architectural elements from all 

known historical periods independent of functional and historical decorum, 

or whether it would fit with the rest of the existing building. Hence he 

added battlements to Kimbolton Castle, which was mostly classical in 

character, and the Italian Baroque style of Castle Howard was contrasted 

with a kitchen block with bare faced brick and sober masses. The 

mausoleum that was situated in the park of Castle Howard received a 

dramatic Roman classicist design. All types of architectural elements from 

all historic periods and geographical regions formed Vanbrugh’s palette. 

Decorum does not seem to have been the only factor in his design choices, 

but as the other factors remain unclear, Vanbrugh’s architecture is often 

considered wild and expressive. It is certainly full of associations for the 

viewer. It seems that the contemporary associations people might have 

when confronted with architectural elements from a certain historic period, 

directed Vanbrugh’s design choices. Not only was Vanbrugh aware of the 

ethical connotations attached to a certain type of building, but he could 

also make an informed choice of historic architectural elements that would 

be appropriate in the circumstances. Vanbrugh was able to integrate 

                                                 
459 Lang (1965), pp. 128,138 ; Onians (1988), pp. 149-157 ; Alberti, De re 
aedificatoria, IX. 
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different historic architectural elements, and thereby create something new 

and contemporary. The results of his choices were buildings that trigger the 

imagination of the onlooker. The buildings either tell a story, place the 

onlooker in a certain state of mind, or even transport the viewer to other 

times and places as the analysis of Vanbrugh’s Seaton Delaval will 

illustrate later in this chapter. 

As to where Vanbrugh’s buildings take the viewer and what story 

his buildings seem to tell we must continue to guess. The translation of his 

architectural choices into historically plausable interpretations remains 

difficult because Vanbrugh did not provide enough clues or because we are 

unable to read them. Giles Worsley recently added his interpretation of the 

mix of styles in Vanbrugh’s buildings and concluded Vanbrugh was tyring 

to create a ‘National Style’.460 Worsley referred to the Elizabethan and 

medieval influences in Vanbrugh’s architecture and concluded that 

Vanbrugh was creating a “new and yet self-consciously English 

architecture”. The architectural quotations from Elizabethan, medieval and 

ancient times cannot in themselves lead to the conclusion that Vanbrugh 

was after a ‘National Style’. Worsley further remarked on the parallels 

with France, Germany and Switzerland where architects made use of 

earlier national architectural styles.461 Unfortunately they remain just 

parallels. Worsley’s observations on Vanbrugh’s sources and inspirations 

are insightful and valuable, but I cannot take the leap towards a ‘National 

Style’ with him. An interpretation of Vanbrugh’s wild choice of historical 

architectural elements remains to be presented. 

Vanbrugh adopted architectural elements from various historic 

periods such as Gothic, Roman and Modern relatively freely in his designs. 

He was able to make stylistic choices from the growing field of period 

styles that emerged from the study of the history of architecture. We are 

therefore confronted with the paradoxical situation that Vanbrugh (like 

                                                 
460 Worsley (2002), p. 113. 
461 Worsley (2002), p. 122-123. 
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Wren and Hawksmoor) was one of the first to show an awareness of the 

historical development of architectural style and of the characteristics of 

each style, and this awareness clearly points to subsequent developments in 

the work of Winckelmann and nineteenth century historians of art and 

architecture. But at the same time, and in this Vanbrugh is different from 

these later developments, he used that awareness not for historical inquiry, 

but as an instrument for architectural design. To add to this paradox, he 

consciously employed elements from historical styles in his buildings on 

the basis of considerations of expressive and functional decorum and with 

the aim of awakening associations in the spectator, thus combining 

elements from rhetoric, as I will show, with the emerging doctrine of 

associationalism. Associationalism was developed by David Hume, 

Francis Hutcheson and Henry Home, Lord Kames who, among others, 

would take the first steps on the path that would make associationalism 

into a theory of ‘associationalist aesthetics’. They did not believe in 

objective beauty, and individual taste and subjective judgement of beauty 

became the ruling aesthetic theory.462 Richard Payne Knight (1750-1824) 

developed the idea of stylistic eclecticism further and the stylistic 

multiplicity of associationalism could then replace the rigid authority of the 

architectural order and beauty of classical architecture.463 We can consider 

Vanbrugh’s architecture as an early example of this associationalistic 

thinking. This clear when we consider his work with the help of some 

rhetorical concepts such as style or elocutio. 

III. THE RHETORICAL CONCEPT OF STYLE 

Quintilian described style or elocutio as the third stage in the process of 

designing a speech or text.464 The five stages were inventio, dispositio, 

                                                 
462 See Mordaunt Crook (1995), pp. 73-75. 
463 Mordaunt Crook (1995), pp. 74-80. 
464 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.iii.1. 
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elocutio, memoria and actio.  These stages were divided in two main 

groups, the first group in which the orator found his subject matter and 

created his argument (inventio and dispositio), and the second group in 

which the orator found the manner in which he could present his case 

(elocutio, memoria and actio). The first group is therefore concerned with 

res (subject matter), and the second with verba, or the expression of one’s 

ideas on the subject matter.465 Even though the subject matter of a speech 

was the so-called ‘backbone’ of the speech, the subsequent presentation of 

this was found very important.466 However, Quintilian emphasized that one 

should be careful not to ‘overdress’ the subject matter of a speech and not 

to give too much attention to appearance. After all, “while […] style calls 

for the utmost attention, we must always bear in mind that nothing should 

be done for the sake of words only, since words were invented merely to 

give expression to things: and those words are the most satisfactory which 

give the best expression to the thoughts of our mind and produce the effect 

which we desire upon the minds of the judges”.467  

After this caution, Quintilian continued in book VIII to describe 

the properties of elocutio, or rhetorical style. Within elocutio, propriety (or 

decorum) is of a fundamental importance. Whatever ingredients for 

elocutio are chosen, the orator should always have the particular 

circumstances of the text or speech in mind. Inappropriateness will result 

in a reversal of the wanted effect and persuasion will certainly not be 

achieved. Ornaments are vital in attaining and maintaining the most proper 

elocutio throughout a speech. Quintilian emphasized the power of 

ornaments as he wrote “the speaker who possesses it [the “employment of 

skilful ornament”] fights not merely with effective, but with flashing 

                                                 
465 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, III.iii.1. 
466 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII.pr.18. 
467 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII.pr.32. 
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weapons”.468 And an orator who uses ornaments properly also helps 

himself to attain his objective, that is, to persuade his audience.  

For when our audience find it a pleasure to listen, 

their attention and their readiness to believe what 

they hear are both alike increased, while they are 

generally filled with delights, and sometimes even 

transported by admiration.469 

The main ornaments in rhetoric are the figures of speech. Figures and 

tropes create “alterations in language” and “add force and charm to our 

matter”.470 Figures are intended to enhance what is said or written, through 

the creation of vividness, or enargeia.471 If the subject matter is presented 

vividly the listener will, so to speak, ‘see’ things and consequently be 

persuaded more easily.472 Quintilian described vividness as making the 

orator “seem not so much to narrate as to exhibit the actual scene, while 

our emotions will be no less actively stirred than if we were present at the 

actual occurrence”.473 Figures help to create this vividness as they provide 

variety in a text or speech. Real life speech has this variety naturally and an 

orator can attain his goal best when he persuades the audience that he is 

speaking naturally. Figures are used to gain support, defend a subject, 

simply relieve monotony, or express a meaning in the best way.474 There 

are numerous figures, which are all described extensively by Quintilian. He 

and other classical orators often described the value of the rhetorical rules 

for the other arts. In a famous and very influential passage Quintilian 

described the value of variety achieved by means of the use of figures in a 

                                                 
468 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII.iii, 2-3. 
469 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII.iii.5. 
470 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.i.2. 
471 For the history and meaning of this concept see Ueding (1992)(ed.), 
Historisches Wörterbuch der Rhetorik, s.v. ‘evidentia’; Rosen (2000), pp. 
171-208. 
472 Aristotle, Rhetoric, III.xi.1; and Cicero,  De inventione, I.liv.104. 
473 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VI.ii.32. 
474 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.i.21. 
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speech by describing the Discobolus by the Greek sculptor Myron (5th 

century B.C.). He described a body which, when standing straight seems 

lifeless, but when “curved” gives an impression of life and motion. The 

variety in the position of limbs and head in a sculpture creates a vividness 

that convinces the onlooker of its quality: 

Where can we find a more violent and elaborate 

attitude than that of the Discobolus of Myron? Yet 

the critic who disapproved of the figure because it 

was not upright, would merely show his utter 

failure to understand the sculptor’s art, in which 

the very novelty and difficulty of execution is what 

most deserves our praise. A similar impression of 

grace and charm is produced by rhetorical figures, 

whether they be figures of thought or figures of 

speech. For they involve a certain departure from 

the straight line and have the merit of variation 

from the ordinary usage.475  

One of the most important characteristics of figures is their connection 

with real life. Only when an orator can imitate real life speech correctly, 

only then can he hope to persuade his audience. In a Greek treatise of the 

first century A.D. attributed to Longinus on the rhetorical category of the 

sublime, to which I will refer later in section IV, the rhetorical figures were 

described extensively.476 Longinus emphasized the qualities of rhetorical 

figures as “natural allies of the sublime”, and stressed the need to conceal 

                                                 
475 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, II.xiii.10-11. On this passage and is 
influence on Renaissance artist theory see  Summers (1981), pp  91-92. 
476 Longinus, On the Sublime. I will refer to the Loeb edition from 1999 
[first edition 1995] as translated by W.H Fyfe. On Longinus see Kennedy 
(1972), pp. 369-377. On Longinus and his influence on 17th-century art 
and thought see Hope Nicolson (1963), pp. 29-31; Brody (1958); Henn 
(1934), Monk (1935), and Rosenberg (1917). 
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them so that the audience can believe in their naturalness.477 He compared 

this concealment with the art of painting, where highlights draw the eye 

and shadows suggest the depth of something in the background.478 So it is 

with figures, which evoke an emotional response in the audience without 

being noticed initially as figures.  

The figures should always be applied with decorum in mind. Only 

proper and fitting figures can be used in order to gain the maximum effect. 

This also applies to the correct choice of style, or elocutio. Cicero 

distinguished three styles in rhetoric; the grand, the middle and the plain 

style.479 He linked these styles with the three goals of rhetoric, respectively 

persuasion, pleasure and proof.480 Quintilian would later disagree with the 

division of rhetoric in only three styles, since according to him, there are 

numerous variations within each style. He wrote that oratory has many 

forms “but they differ greatly from one another, and not merely in species, 

as statue differs from statue, picture from picture, and speech from speech, 

but in genus as well, as, for example, Etruscan statues differ from Greek 

and Asiatic orators from Attic”.481 He continued describing the differences 

in the style of various artists and concluded the section with the description 

of the various styles in oratory. He stressed that within the traditional three 

styles of oratory “countless species of styles” can be found, “each differing 

from the other by some fine shade of difference”.482 An orator will choose 

the elocutio according to the subject matter, the audience, the time and 

place of delivery, but an orator will also change his choice of elocutio 

throughout his speech depending on the demands of the different portions 

of the case.483 

                                                 
477 Longinus, On the Sublime, 17, p. 231. 
478 Longinus, On the Sublime, 17, p 231-233. 
479 Cicero, Orator, 20.69 and 28.99. 
480 Cicero, Orator, 20.69. 
481 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, XII.ix.1. 
482 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, XII.x.67. 
483 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, XII.x.69. 
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Elocutio within rhetorical theory was then a consciously added 

‘colouring’ which expressed the ideas of the orator as best he could. 

Hence, it added vividness and thereby persuasive power to the subject 

matter at hand, and was intended and added consciously by the orator. In 

the words of the sixteenth century writer Puttenham it “delight[ed] th’eare” 

and created “a stirre to the mynde”.484 

 

Within classical rhetorical theory choice is vital in the adding of elocutio in 

a speech or text. Most orators distinguish the three rhetorical styles, the 

Grand, the Middle and the Plain and associate them with the Greek regions 

or people of their origin; Attica, Rhodos and Dorian, which refers to the 

Doric tribe. The three styles received normative descriptions corresponding 

to the supposed characteristics of their original country and countrymen. 

For architecture Vitruvius classified the three classical orders in a 

comparable manner and gave them normative descriptions. 

The classical orators did strongly believe in choice. With decorum 

in mind, an orator had to choose his style and the appropriate figures. The 

clear separation of res (subject matter) and verba (its expression through 

words) marks the value of style as a consciously chosen, added factor.485 

Therefore, the present-day art-historical concept of style is an instrument 

of chronological and local classification, made by the art historian after the 

work has been created; the rhetorical concept of style is one used by the 

speaker (or artist), and refers to the ways in which the most persuasive 

formulation is reached: it is not about classification, but about choice. 

Vanbrugh chose various period features for his buildings to excite 

associations in the onlooker. To understand Vanbrugh’s approach to design 

and the way he envisaged the design process the description of the effects 

of rhetorical figures in Longinus’ treatise is very helpful. As we shall see in 

the next section, the resemblance between Longinus’ advice on rhetorical 

                                                 
484 Puttenham, George, The arte of English Poesie, III.3.1, p. 119. 
485 Sohm (2001), p. 65. 
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style and Vanbrugh’s approach to architectural design is no coincidence. 

Rhetorical theory in the early eighteenth century had long been part of the 

curriculum of schools and formed part of the upbringing of gentlemen and 

especially politicians. Rhetorical theory therefore forms a valid corpus with 

which to analyse the architecture of Vanbrugh and Hawksmoor. It will 

provide us with tools for a new manner of analysis and interpretation that 

can easily be extended beyond the works of Hawksmoor and Vanbrugh, 

but which will be limited to them in the present book. Longinus’ rhetorical 

treatise gained an immense popularity in the early eighteenth century and 

even though we do not know if Vanbrugh knew any of the contemporary 

translations or editions, he must have been aware of the modern 

interpretations of Joseph Addison and John Dennis. The conscious choice 

of various design elements, either to provide associations, or to provide or 

relieve monotony and variety, can be interpreted in terms of the method 

Longinus advised for writing speeches. 

IV. LONGINUS’ ON THE SUBLIME  

According to the modern literature on Vanbrugh’s architecture, 

Vanbrugh’s choices in architectural style seem to be based on his intuition 

or his artistic expressionism. He seemed to have known what elements to 

choose and what not, in order to design the building he wanted to build. 

Modern historians acknowledged this, and wrote on Vanbrugh’s “feeling 

for the qualities of the medieval fortress”.486 But the process behind this 

‘feeling’ has so far not been analysed. 

There exists a text, however, that is wholly devoted to the choices 

an artist has to make in order to have the greatest power over the 

imagination of the audience, which might supply the missing link. That 

text is Pseudo-Longinus’ On the Sublime, which I have briefly mentioned 
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in the previous section. The actual identity of this author remains 

uncertain, but it seems the text was not written after the first century A.D. 

As a consequence of this uncertainty surrounding his identity, nothing is 

known about Longinus’ other work.  There are some clues that Longinus is 

actually the third-century scholar and statesman Cassius Longinus, since 

parts of On the Sublime are repeated in his treatise on rhetoric. But Cassius 

Longinus lived in the third century, while our text refers to the ‘decline’ of 

oratory which seems to refer to the first century A.D.487 Judging by the 

many translations and editions the text was very popular in the early 

eighteenth century.488 After some early Greek editions published in Italy in 

the early 16th century, it was translated by the French poet and critic 

Nicolas Boileau Despreaux (1636–1711) in 1674. English interpretations 

of the text appeared in the writings of Joseph Addison (1672-1719) and 

John Dennis (1657–1734). Addison and Vanbrugh were both members of 

the Kit Cat Club, and hence, we can assume that they knew each other’s 

work. As a play writer Vanbrugh must have been aware of the current art 

theoretical debates. Longinus’ prescriptions and advice on how to write a 

sublime text provides us with interesting links to Vanbrugh’s architecture, 

and may throw some new light on his design choices.  

                                                 
487 See Longinus, On the Sublime, Loeb edition with introduction by 
Donald Russell, pp.145-146. 
488 Longinus’ Greek text was first published in the sixteenth century (1554, 
1555, 1569)  and translated into Latin in 1566 and 1572. In the seventeenth 
century it was translated by Gerard Langbaine (1636-38) into Latin. 
English translations appeared in the seventeenth century by John Hall 
(1652), and John Pulteney (1680). William Smith translated the text in 
1739. The most famous translator and instigator of Longinus’ huge 
popularity was Nicolas Boileau Despréaux, whose French translation 
appeared in 1674. See also: Hoffmann (1961), Bolgar (1977), pp. 40-41, 
480. 
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IV.1. What is the sublime? 

Longinus’ treatise dealt with a specific part of rhetorical theory; the 

sublime. The sublime is a category in rhetoric which is difficult to 

describe, since it is not really a rhetorical style, but as Russell in his 

preface to the Loeb edition wrote, it is “better described as a tone of 

writing, attainable only as a consequence of a developed intellectual and 

emotional response to life”.489 When reading a 1711 anonymous English 

translation of the French edition the interpretation of the meaning of the 

sublime becomes clearer: 

It must be observ’d then that by the Sublime he [ie. 

The translator, Boileau] does not mean what the 

Orators call the ‘Sublime Stile’, but something 

extraordinary and marvellous that strikes us in a 

Discourse and makes it elevate, ravish and 

transport us. The Sublime Stile requires always 

great Words, but the Sublime may be found in a 

Thought only, or in a Figure or Turn of Expression. 

A Thing may be in the Sublime Stile, and yet not be 

Sublime, that is, have nothing extraordinary nor 

surprising in it.490 

The sublime style in traditional rhetoric was associated with the grandest 

and most ornate style. This does not correspond with the sublime as it 

became known in the late eighteenth-century in particular in the new 

definition of the sublime as an aesthetic category by Edmund Burke and 

Immanual Kant.491 It was more than just a style.492 In order to attain the 

                                                 
489 Longinus, On the Sublime, p. 153. 
490 Boileau, A Treatise on the Sublime, p. 7. 
491 Burke, Edmund, A Philosophical Enquiry in to the Origin of our Ideas 
of the Sublime and Beautiful, London, 1757; Kant, Immanuel, Kritik der 
Urteilskraft, Berlin, 1790.  
492 Brody (1958), p. 16. 
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sublime the orator needed to add certain literary turns and measures to 

elevate and transport the audience. The sublime is not only concerned with 

persuasion, as the classical rhetorical handbooks prescribe, but mostly with 

a higher (and even more persuasive) goal. The sublime does not  

properly speaking, perswade, it charms, it 

transports and produces in us a certain Admiration 

mingled with Astonishment and Surprize, which is 

quite another Thing than pleasing or perswading 

only.493 

Now it is obvious that this rhetorical category is concerned with effects on 

the mind that create strong emotions. Creating strong emotions is a very 

successful manner of persuasion. The treatise described the ways and 

means to create a sublime effect in speech and writing.  

Longinus divided his treatise in several parts. After a preface in 

which he presented and defined his subject, he continued with a discussion 

of faults in the process of achieving sublimity. Next Longinus described 

his subject in more positive terms, after which he continued to the five 

sources for sublimity. These are: great thoughts, strong emotion, figures of 

thought and speech, noble diction, and dignified word arrangement. After 

an extended description of these five sources Longinus discussed language, 

metaphors, similes, hyperboles, word arrangement and in chapter 33-35 a 

small digression into the concept of  ‘genius’. He concluded his treatise 

with some notes on the effect of the opposites of the causes of the sublime 

and the causes of failure. The treatise breaks off suddenly, as the last 

remaining paragraphs are missing.494 

The link between rhetoric and the visual arts and architecture is 

regularly emphasized by Longinus. He often compared the power of 

speech with architecture, sculpture or painting, for instance when he 
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likened the arrangement of parts of a speech with that of architectural parts 

to form a firm foundation. Architectural metaphors are common in 

Longinus’ text, although the different translations use different metaphors. 

In book 10 Longinus wrote that intervening words or phrases “ruin the 

whole, by introducing, as it were, gaps and crevices into masses which are 

built together, walled in by their mutual relationships”.495 John Hall 

translated in 1652: “For such things infect the whole like washes, but great 

Buildings are raised up by the correspondie of parts one towards another”, 

and John Pulteney (1680) wrote: “...which must necessarily spoil all, and 

are like Morter and Rubbish anyway heap’d together to raise a foundation” 

while an English translation of Boileau from 1711 stated: “Indeed it spoils 

all, to dwell long upon little things; and is like Piling Dirt and Rubbish 

upon each other, to form a building”. The 1739 translation of Smith totally 

ignored the architectural link.496 

On another occasion Longinus explained the value of 

concealment, an infamous point within rhetoric because of its supposed 

‘treachery’497, in order to elevate the various artifices into an integrated 

unity with the message of the text.  

The artfulness of the trick is no longer obvious in its 

brilliant setting of beauty and grandeur, and thus 

avoids all suspicion. [...] We see something of the 

same kind in painting. Though the highlights and 

shadows lie side by side in the same plane, yet the 

                                                 
495 Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 205. 
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De Pictura Veterum on the unnecessary and sometimes spoiling 
characteristics of decorative wording. See further page 111. See also Fehl  
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highlights spring to the eye and seem not only to 

stand out but to be actually much nearer. So it is in 

writing. What is sublime and moving lies nearer to 

our hearts, and thus, partly from a natural affinity, 

partly from brilliance of effect, it always strikes the 

eye long before the figures, thus throwing their art 

into the shade and keeping it hid as it were under a 

bushel.498  

In another example Longinus compared the representation of a subject in 

sublime wordings with a statue that seems to come to life “like the bloom 

on the surface of the most beautiful bronzes, and endows the facts as it 

were with a living voice”.499 This comparison is similar to the one 

Quintilian made earlier between the vividness of Myron’s Disc thrower 

and the vividness that figures provide for a speech. The “artfulness of the 

Trick”, or the use of figures is concealed by the effect of vividness, and 

vividness is an important factor in the persuasion of an audience. Only 

when “things absent are presented to our imagination with such extreme 

vividness that they seem actually to be before our very eyes” will the 

orator have “the greatest power of the emotions” and hence, persuade.500 

Music offers a very interesting case of the connections between 

the arts and rhetoric, again with striking architectural associations not only 

in Longinus; in most other treatises on rhetoric music plays an important 

part in the understanding of the persuasive powers of sounds, melody, 

rhythm and arrangement. Longinus described the composition of words as 

a “Harmony of Discourse”501 or a “Melody in words”502 

                                                 
498 Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 17, 231-3. 
499 Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 30, 257. 
500 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VI.ii.29. 
501 Boileau, A Treatise on the Sublime, p. 79.  
502 In the translation of Fyfe in Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 39, 287. 
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which are part of man’s nature and reach not his 

ears only but his very soul – stirring as it does 

myriad ideas of words, thoughts, things, beauty, 

musical charm, all of which are born and bred in us, 

and by the blending of its own manifold tones, 

bringing into the hearts of the bystanders the 

speaker’s actual emotion so that all who hear him 

share in it, and by piling phrase on phrase builds 

up one majestic whole – must we not think, I say, 

that by these very means it casts a spell on us and 

always turns our thoughts towards what is majestic 

and dignified and sublime and all else that it 

embraces, winning a complete mastery over our 

minds? Now it may indeed seem lunacy to raise 

any question on matters of such agreement, since 

experience is a sufficient test [...].503 

IV.2. Translations 

In the late seventeenth century the French poet and critic Nicolas Boileau 

Despréaux (1636-1711) published his edition of Longinus’ On the Sublime. 

Boileau must have worked from a printed text available to him via the 

many publications that circulated Europe at that time.504 Boileau’s 

translation was published in 1674 as Traité du sublime ou du merveilleux 

dans le discours, traduit du grec de Longin and became a great succes. It 

was the catalyst of numerous other translations (mostly based on Boileau’s 

French text) and comments.505 The publication of this translation occurred 

                                                 
503 Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 39, 287. 
504 See Bolgar (1977), pp. 40-41, 480, Hoffman (1961). 
505 Rosenberg (1917), p. 15. 
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at the height of the Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes, the seventeenth-

century dispute that was fought out between authors, artists and patrons on 

the usefulness of ancient classical literature, art and ethics for 

contemporary thoughts and publications. The question as to how far one 

should follow antique examples was debated by the main players such as 

Swift, Temple and Evelyn. In France it was Charles Perrault who took one 

of the star roles in the Querelle.506 Boileau took ‘sides’ with the Ancients. 

Boileau is often known as a man deeply concerned with reason, which 

would not seem to fit with his translation of Longinus who emphasized 

passion and emotions. Boileau did not seem bothered by this opposition, in 

fact, he “magnified” the “qualities of intensity, spontaneity, and 

enthrallment […] the writer’s power to cast a spell, create a gripping 

illusion”.507 He had numerous confrontations with Charles Perrault, the 

author of the Parallèle des Anciens et des Modernes, published from 1688-

92, and a brother of Claude Perrault, the architect and scientist who wrote 

the Ordonnance des cinq espèces de colonnes selon la méthode des 

Anciens (1683). Charles Perrault favoured the ‘Modernes’ and criticized 

ancient writers. In the 1694 edition of the Longinus translation Boileau 

responded to Perrault’s criticism and accused him there of not 

understanding enough of the Greek language.508 Boileau also referred to an 

architectural comparison that Perrault made in his comments on Homer 

and Pindar, where Perrault compared an exordium in a poem to a 

frontispiece in a palace.509 Boileau responded: 

An Exordium shou’d be simple, and without 

Affection. This is as True in Poetry as Oratory, it 

being a thing founded on Nature, which is the same 

                                                 
506 See Levine (1999). 
507 Brody (1958), p. 142. 
508 Brody (1958), pp. 38, 97-114. 
509 Unfortunately I have not been able to locate this text as yet. The 
reference to it was found in the English translation of Boileau’s work, 
Critical Reflections, 1712. 
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every where: And Monsieur Perrault’s Comparison 

of the Frontispiece of a Palace is not Just. The 

Frontispiece of a Palace ought to have Ornament, 

but the Exordium is not the Frontispiece of a Poem; 

‘t is rather an Avenue or Court-yard leading to it, 

from whence it is discover’d. The Frontispiece is an 

essential Part of a Palace, and cannot be taken away 

without destroying all the Symmetry of it: But a 

Poem will subsist very well without an Exordium, 

and even our Romances which are a sort of Poems 

have none.510 

Here we find a reference to architecture that suggests the common ground 

architecture and poetry or literature shared in the perception of 

seventeenth-century critics.511 Hence architecture and poetry can both 

function under the same rules of communication, and be commented upon 

in the same manner. 

Boileau’s translation sparked a growing popularity of Longinus. 

In England it was quickly translated by John Pulteney in 1680 as The 

Loftiness or Elegancy of Speech.512 In 1739 William Smith (1711-1787) 

published his translation On the Sublime which fixed the usage of the term 

Sublime for the rest of the eighteenth century.513 Earlier the sublime was 

translated as ‘Height’ in the early edition of John Hall (1652-1656) The 

Height of Eloquence (1652).514 Hall was a poet and pamphleteer who 

accompanied Cromwell on his missions through England and Scotland. He 

published many political pamphlets, was a friend of Hobbes and among his 
                                                 
510 Boileau, Critical Reflections, p. 92. 
511 See also the link between architecture and literature in Longinus as 
quoted above. 
512 Pulteney, The Loftiness or Elegancy of Speech. Note the use of an 
architectural metaphor ‘Loftiness’. 
513 Henn (1934), p. 10. 
514 Hall, Dionysius Longinus of the Height of Eloquence. 
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publications we find for example Satire against Presbytery (1648). His 

translation of Longinus does not seem to have been read much in the early 

seventeenth century. Until Boileau’s edition of 1674 there is not much 

known influence of Longinus’ theory on English art theory.  

There are some suggestions, however, of some knowledge of 

Longinus’ theory in early seventeenth-century texts, but these are by no 

means certain.515 Rosenberg suggested influence of Longinus in texts of 

Puttenham and Davenant. The Dutch humanist scholar Gerard Vossius 

(1577-1649) translated Longinus’ text, but never published it. Vossius 

knew Longinus’s text at least via his friend and later family member 

Franciscus Junius (Vossius married Junius’ half sister). Junius (1589–

1677) was a philologist born in Heidelberg and son of the French 

Huguenot theologian of the same name. He studied under his father with 

the later jurist and humanist Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) and Vossius in 

Leiden. In 1621 Junius became the librarian of Thomas Howard Earl of 

Arundel who commissioned him to collect information on antique art. 

Junius published De Pictura Veterum in 1637 and an English translation 

the following year. The Painting of the Ancients consists of two parts and 

discusses classical texts on the arts. Junius dedicated the English edition to 

King Charles and wrote his dedication as a panegyric. Junius certainly 

knew Sir Henry Wotton (even though Wotton was working for a 

competing patron the Earl of Buckingham) and might have based his 

panegyric on Wotton’s Panegyric to King Charles.516 An example of 

Junius’ knowledge of Wotton’s treatise The Elements of Architecture is 

shown by his usage of the word ‘resupination’ in book III.I.7 on optics in 

sculpture, as was noted by Philip Fehl in his introduction to the 1991 

edition of The Painting of the Ancients.517 The Painting of the Ancients is a 

publication in which Junius tried to rehabilitate the arts as a worthy 

                                                 
515 Rosenberg (1917), pp. 7-8. See Brody (1958), p. 281.  
516 Wotton, ‘A Panegyrick to King Charles’, 1685; Fehl (1991), p. 315. 
517 Fehl (1991), p. 206 n. 61. 
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discipline, just like Wotton, with the help of antique sources, because as 

Fehl wrote  

it is [in antique sources] that poetry, allied to 

rhetoric and, later, the visual arts, first displayed 

the power to move mens’ minds with so compelling 

an independance that the most discerning spirits 

found they trespassed upon the provinces of the 

lawyer and the philosopher.518  

Especially in the first book Junius analysed the nature of art and the 

imagination. With the imagination Junius introduced the Sublime to his 

readers, and with this Longinus.  Longinus was one of Junius’ favourite 

authors and he quoted often from him.519 Other favourites are Quintilian 

and Cicero. Many ideas from Longinus on the imagination, visualisations 

(phantasiai) and composition can be found in The Painting of the Ancients.  

For example the passage mentioned above in Longinus about intervening 

words which can spoil the whole, is transferred by Junius into his Paintins 

of the Ancients, book III:  

Neither do we think well of them, which meeting 

with a thin and spare argument, use to besmeare it 

round about with many fine by-workes, set forth in 

glorious and glaring colours; sometimes also 

piecing and inlarging it in the middest with a great 

number of farre fetcht additions, althogether 

disagreeing from the matter at hand: for all such 

things spoyle the whole frame of the worke, and 

make it totter, though they seeme to strengthen and 

augment it.520 

                                                 
518 Fehl (1991), vol. 1, p. xxi. 
519 See for instance in Fehl (1991), vol 1, pp. 55-6, 205-6, 270, 279. 
520 Fehl (1991), vol. 1, p. 279 [The Painting of The Ancients III.v.10]. 
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Junius himself defended his choice of sources in his first book:  

And who will take it upon himself to disparage this 

work because, by means of a slight verbal change, I 

have transferred passages of Cicero, Horace, and 

Quintilian form Oratory or the art of poetry to the 

visual arts? Surely such a person has little 

comprehension of the close affinity which joins 

these arts to one another.521 

As Fehl noted we can consider Wotton’s The Elements of Architecture as a 

direct precursor to Junius’ work.522 Both tried to rehabilitate the arts to a 

higher level of appreciation. Wotton presented architecture and painting as 

a moral tool for the patron and artist and used examples from antiquity to 

prove his point. They both worked and lived in a neoplatonic milieu that 

believed the world to be a harmonious whole and in which every aspect 

reflected God’s harmonious principles. What Wotton did for architecture in 

seventeenth-century England, Junius did for painting. They provided art 

with a moral connotation, when necessary with the help of Longinus, and 

so lifted it from its artisan surroundings into the aristocrat’s study.523 

IV.3. The Interpretation of Longinus by John Dennis in the Early 

Eighteenth Century 

In the first decades of the eighteenth century the influence and popularity 

of Longinus is noticeable in works of Pope, Addison and Dennis.524 John 

Dennis’ publications The Advancement and Reformation of Poetry (1701) 

                                                 
521 Junius, The Painting of the Ancients, I.ii.3-4. See also Fehl (1991), 
vol.1, p. lviii. 
522 Fehl (1991), vol. 1, p. xxxvii. 
523 See Howarth (1997), p. 283; Fehl (1991), vol. 1, p. xxxvi-ii, lxxxi; 
Ellenius (1960), p. 88. 
524 See for instance Pope, An Essay on Criticism, and Addison, The 
Pleasure of the Imagination. 
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and The Grounds of Criticism (1704) emphasized the emotional side of 

poetry. In his texts he made use of Longinus’ ideas on style in poetry and 

prose. Dennis defined poetry in these terms: 

Poetry then is an Art, by which a Poet excites 

Passion (and for that very cause entertains Sense) in 

order to satisfie and improve, to delight and reform 

the Mind, and so to make Mankind happier and 

better ; from which it appears that Poetry has two 

Ends, a subordinate and a final one, the 

subordinate one is Pleasure, and the final one is 

Instruction.525 

Here he gave poetry comparable ends to those the ancient rhetoricians gave 

to rhetoric and could thus apply rhetorical rules to poetry.526 He followed 

Longinus in the explanation of these rules. Rules are the basic thing which 

any criticism on poetry should start with: “For this is undeniable, that there 

are proper Means for the attaining of every end, and those proper Means in 

Poetry, we call the Rules.”527 Dennis then compared these rules, before 

actually giving them, to painting and music, confirming once again the 

shared basis of the liberal arts.528 

But how should these Arts reestablish Order, unless 

they themselves were Regular ? Those Arts that 

make the Senses instrumental to the Pleasure of the 

Mind, as Painting and Musick, do it by a great deal 

of Rule and Order, since therefore Poetry 

comprehends the force of all these Arts of Logick, 

of Ethicks, of Eloquence, of Painting, of Musick; can 
                                                 
525 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 8. 
526 Quintilian for example stated in his Institutio Oratoria that an orator 
“must instruct, move and charm his hearers” (III.iv.2). 
527 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 5. 
528 Vickers (2003), p. 11. 
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any thing be more ridiculous than to imagine, that 

Poetry it self should be without Rule and Order ?529 

Poetry is an art, it has rules, which, according to Dennis, is the same as 

having an end. The end of poetry is, as we have seen, to provide 

instruction, and this can be attained by creating passion: “Now the proper 

Means for Poetry, to attain both its subordinate and final End, is by 

exciting Passion.”530 Dennis here still followed the guidelines layed out by 

rhetorical handbooks, and more specifically the text on the sublime by 

Longinus. Dennis actually fell back on Longinus extensively in order to 

explain how to create passion in a reader. He prescribed four conditions 

which were based on Longinus’ five ‘sources of the sublime’: 

For first greatness of Thought supposes Elevation, 

they being Synonimous Terms: And secondly the 

Enthusiasm or the Pathetique, as Longinus calls it, 

follows of course ; for if a Man is not strongly 

mov'd by great Thoughts, he does not sufficiently 

and effectually conceive them. And thirdly the 

Figurative Language is but a consequence of the 

Enthusiasm, that being the natural Language of the 

Passions.  And so is fourthly the nobleness of the 

Expression, supposing a Man to be Master of the 

Language in which he Writes.  For as the Thoughts 

produce the Spirit or the Passion, the Spirit 

produces and makes the Expression, which is 

known by experience to all who are Poets; for never 

any one, while he was rapt with Enthusiasm or 

Ordinary Passion, wanted either Words or 

                                                 
529 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 7. 
530 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 10. 
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Harmony, as is self evident to all who consider that 

the expression conveys and shows the Spirit, and 

consequently must be produc'd by it.531  

Cicero had already stressed the persuasive powers of impressing the senses 

of sight and hearing. Longinus emphasized this power and claimed that the 

sublime can only come from elevated minds, because “sublimity is the 

echo of a noble mind”.532 The greater a person’s life and thoughts, the 

bigger the chance of greatness in speech. John Dennis also picked up this 

point. He wrote: “That the more the Soul is capable of receiving Idea's 

whose Objects are truly great and wonderful, the greater will the 

Enthusiasm be that is caus'd by those Idea's”.533 With Enthusiasm Dennis 

meant the passion a person could have in the contemplation of common 

things or the idea of common things.534 This he called enthusiastic passion, 

or enthusiasm.535 The enthusiastic passions are missed by the common 

people, because they are not capable of conceiving them, but people with 

“greater minds” pick them up and can produce sublimity in speech and 

poetry. The strongest passions can only be aroused by strong and great 

ideas, and only great men are able to distinguish these. According to 

Dennis, the strongest and greatest ideas have proven to be religious 

ideas.536 Here we arrive at the point which is Dennis’s main goal; to prove 

                                                 
531 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 80. Longinus’ five sources are: 
“the power of grand conceptions”, “the inspiration of vehement emotion”, 
“construction of figures”, “nobility of language”, and  “dignified and 
elevated word arrangement”. See Longinus, On the Sublime, pp.  8, 181. 
532 Longinus, On the Sublime, p. 9, p. 185. 
533 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 21. 
534 See for the concept of Enthusiasm in the early eighteenth century also 
Shaftesbury’s writings who wrote extensively about the concept of 
Enthusiasm in his Characteristics of Manners, Opinions, Times (1712), 
especially his A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm (1708) in which he 
emphasized the importance of imagination and feeling as fundamental to 
human experience. See Shaftesbury, ‘Characteristics’ (1999), pp. xxix-xxx; 
Klein (1994), pp. 160-168; Hope Nicolson (1959), pp. 295-300. 
535 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 15-16. 
536 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 20. 
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that religious ideas are “the most proper to give greatness and sublimity to 

a discourse”.537 He argued: 

That since Religious and Divine Idea's, or Idea's 

which shew the Attributes, or relate to the Worship 

of the Divinity, are the worthiest to move the 

greatest and the wisest Men; and the greater and 

wiser the Men are, the more they must move and 

raise them: As for Example, The greater and more 

comprehensive the Soul is, which reflects upon the 

Idea of God, the more that Idea must fill that Soul 

with Admiration; it follows, That as great Passion, 

only is the adequate Language of the greater 

Poetry; so the greater Poetry, is only the adequate 

Language of Religion; and that therefore the 

greatest Passion, is the Language of that sort of 

Poetry; because that sort of Poetry is the worthiest 

Language of Religion.538 

And this focus on religious ideas for poetry explains Dennis’s choice to 

quote Longinus (besides Hermogenes and Aristotle) to prove his case.539 

His choice for Longinus, he wrote, is obvious because the latter only used 

examples that came from Greek religion.540 “The Reason why Religion 

moves the Soul so extreamly, is because the Soul was Created by God, to 

find its Happiness in Him, and all Happiness consists in Pleasure, and all 

Pleasure in Passion”, Dennis wrote.541 And also:  

                                                 
537 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 72. 
538 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, pp. 22-23. 
539 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 23. 
540 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticsm, p. 72. 
541 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, p. 104. 
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that the Design of the Christian Religion is the very 

same, with that of Poetry, which can be said of no 

other Religion, that the business of both is to 

delight and reform mankind, by exciting the 

Passions in such a manner as to reconcile them to 

Reason, and restore the Harmony of the humane 

Faculties.542  

Dennis explained in his publications that through sensory experience the 

mind could be reformed and improved. To change the manners of man is 

an attainable end, and poetry is the most obvious means to reach that end. 

The theory of education through sensory experience Dennis derived from 
Aristotle, Cicero, Horace and was going to give the early eighteenth 

century a basis to build, paint and write on. Passionate sensory experiences 

were no longer banned from art theory, but were able to function in a 

greater scheme.543 While Wren was still wary of imagination and fancy in 

the late seventeenth century and went no further than visual effects of a 

design, by the start of the eighteenth, fancy could move the onlooker and 

only when one is moved, can one be persuaded and educated. Hawksmoor 

and Vanbrugh picked up on this move towards the imagination as they 

designed with association in mind. For Dennis, the senses firstly, and the 

mind secondly will recognize and appreciate the sublime. An unmistakable 

sign of the sublime would be when the senses are struck by something that 

is irresistible first, and second “gives us a great deal of room for 

Thought”.544  

                                                 
542 Dennis, The Grounds of Criticism, pp. 102-103. 
543Heninger (1989), p. 396.  
544 Longinus, On the Sublime, pp. 7, 179. Note the use of an architectural 
metaphor, ‘room for thought’. 
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IV.4. Addison’s Interpretation of Longinus 

The rhetorical ideal of a gentleman educated in the liberal arts and sciences 

and able to speak persuasive truths, because of the nobility of his mind, 

formed a large part of Longinus’ treatise. His text often referred to the 

political situation of his time, which, even though not completely clear 

nowadays, in Hawksmoor’s and Vanbrugh’s time was considered to be the 

time of Marcus Aurelius.545 In the late seventeenth century and early 

eighteenth century Longinus was believed to be a Greek, probably from 

Athens, who made his fame and found his death in the service of Queen 

Zenobia, who challenged Marcus Aurelius in the eastern part of the Roman 

Empire. Longinus spoke in his treatise on numerous occasions about 

political freedom; and this part was picked up especially in the English 

translation of William Smith in 1739. Smith explained in his preface to the 

treatise how the sublime was based in the human mind as an innate idea, 

born with us, but with the possibility of development and improvement by 

education. But Smith added, this “inward Vigor [...] cannot reach Maturity 

without other concurrent Causes, such as publick Liberty and the strictest 

Practice of Virtue”.546 Smith made special note of this innate character of 

real genius and added that there are many different circumstances under 

which the sublime can exist, thereby accommodating Longinus’ views and 

conforming to the current political situation of England, which was then 

ruled by King George I.547 

                                                 
545 It is believed nowadays that Longinus must have lived in the first 
century A.D. 
546 Smith, Dionysius Longinus, p. xxx. 
547 The moral and political connections of the notion of ‘taste’ in the early 
eighteenth century were also emphasized by Shaftesbury in his Letter 
concerning Design, where he emphasised the link between art and state 
when he stated: “Every thing co-operates, in such a State, towards the 
Improvement of Art and Science. And for the designing Arts in particular, 
such as Architecture, Painting, and Statuary, they are in a manner link’d 
together. The Taste on one kind brings necessarily  that of the others along 
with it. When the free Spirit of a Nation turns itself this way, Judgments 
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The change in emphasis that occurred in the early eighteenth 

century in the translations of Longinus is clear in Smith’s introduction on 

the treatise. Here he wrote: 

This Life he [Longinus] considers as a public 

Theatre, on which Men are to act their Parts. A 

thirst after Glory, and an Emulation of whatever is 

great and excellent is implanted in their Minds, to 

quicken their Pursuits after real Grandeur, and to 

enable them to approach, as near as their finite 

Abilities will admit, to Divinity itself. Upon these 

Principles he accounts for the vast Stretch and 

Penetration of the human Understanding; to these 

he ascribes the Labours of Men of Genius; and by 

the Predominancy of them in their Minds, 

ascertains the Success of their Attempts. In the 

same manner he accounts for that turn in the Mind 

which biasses us to admire more what is great and 

uncommon, than what is ordinary and familiar, 

however useful.548 

                                                                                                      
are form’d; Criticks arise; the publick Eye and Ear improve; a right Taste 
prevails, and in a manner forces its way. Nothing is so improving, nothing 
so natural so con-genial to the liberal Arts, as that reigning Liberty and 
high Spirit of a People, which form the Habit of judging in the highest 
Matters for themselves, makes ‘m reely judg of other Subjects, and enter 
thoroughly into the Characters as well of Men and Manners, as of the 
Products or Works of Men, in Art and Science.” See Shaftesbury, A Letter 
Concerning Design, p. 403. 
548 Smith, Dionysius Longinus, pp. xxviii-xxix. A referral to the common 
concept of ‘theatro mundi’; ‘the world is a stage’. Sir Henry Wotton also 
used the theatre as an metaphor as when he wrote about a country house as 
the “theatre of hospitality” (Elements, p. 82) of its owner, and 
recommended (following Alberti) to paint figures “as if they were acting 
on a stage” (Elements, p.88). Quintilian recommended orators to study the 
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Smith then applied this philosophy to his own time: 

There are other masterly Reflections of this kind in 

the 33d and 34d Sections, which are only to be 

excelled by Mr. Addison’s Essay on the Imagination. 

Whoever reads this part of Longinus, and that Piece 

of Mr. Addison’s with Attention, will form Notions 

of them both very much to their Honour.549 

In the Notes and Observations that were added to the translation of the 

treatise, Smith referred to Addison regularly, and when analysing 

Addison’s remarks in his famous essays on The Pleasures of the 

Imagination, published in The Spectator in 1712, one realises that Addison 

applied the theory of Longinus and combined it with his own ideas on 

experience and association. Addison set the stage for the eighteenth 

century Picturesque. His writings in The Spectator exemplify the 

theoretical connection between the design ideas of Hawksmoor and 

especially Vanbrugh as we shall see, and Longinus’ treatise On the 

Sublime.  

Addison mainly wrote about taste, which is “that Faculty of the 

Soul, which discerns the Beauties of an Author with Pleasure, and the 

Imperfections with Dislike”.550 This faculty is born within us and can be 

developed and improved by education, but according to Addison, there “is 

still something more essential to the Art, something that elevates and 

astonishes the Fancy, and gives Greatness of Mind to the Reader, which 

few of the Criticks besides Longinus have considered”.551 Addison 

explained his subject further, incorporating the ideas of Locke on primary 

and secondary qualities of objects, when describing the primary and 

                                                                                                      
theatre and its actors for, for example, gestures and facial expressions 
(book I.xi). See also Barkan (1995). 
549 Smith, Dionysius Longinus, p. xxix. 
550 Addison, ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’, p. 365. 
551 Addison, ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’, p. 367. 
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secondary pleasures of the imagination. In The Spectator 415, Addison 

discussed the subject of architecture, which according to him possesses “a 

more immediate Tendency, than any other, to produce primary Pleasures of 

the Imagination”. These primary pleasures were Greatness, Novelty and 

Beauty. He described Greatness in architecture, but left Novelty and 

Beauty unconsidered, because he believed that viewers would not have any 

trouble in recognizing these last two pleasures in buildings. Any pleasure 

of the imagination first enters the mind via the eye. It is more than just 

sensory experience, but less than intellectual experiences. It gives pleasure 

or displeasure and as such can be the basis of a distinction between right 

and wrong, because the human mind would find displeasure in anything 

that is not symmetrical or “every thing that looks like a Restraint upon 

it”.552  Beauty is the source of pleasure which “strikes the Mind with an 

inward Joy, and spreads a Chearfulness and Delight through all its 

Faculties”. It strikes the mind most directly.553 Isaac Browne formulated it 

in similar terms in 1734 as “Beauty that warms, is Harmony of Mind”.554 

Addison gave great weight to the sensory experience of art and architecture 

and illustrated the effects of architecture with an example about churches: 

We are obliged to Devotion for the noblest 

Buildings that have adorned the several Countries 

of the world. It is this which has set Men at work on 

Temples and Publick Places of Worship, not only 

that they might, by the Magnificence of the 

Building, invite the Deity to reside within it, but 

that such stupendous Works might, at the same 

time, open the Mind to vast Conceptions, and fit it 

to converse with the Divinity of the Place. For every 

                                                 
552 Addison, ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’, p.371. 
553 Addison, ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’, p. 372. 
554 Browne, On Design and Beauty, p. 7. 
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thing that is Majestick, imprints an Awfulness and 

Reverence on the Mind of the Beholder, and strikes 

it with the Natural Greatness of the Soul.555 

Addison here suggests that churches have some sort of persuasive power 

over the beholder, which he explains by drawing attention to the sensory 

experience of greatness which strikes the mind with an awe for the 

greatness of God. The message which architecture could put across 

reminds us of the efforts of Sir Henry Wotton in the early seventeenth 

century. Wotton also believed in the rhetorical powers of architecture, but 

Addison considered the persuasive powers of architecture in terms of 

sensory experience and association, while Wotton was referring to a more 

Elizabethan tradition of heraldry and emblems, where symbol and 

metaphor played the most important part in interpretation. 

IV.5. Addison’s theory and Vanbrugh’s Interpretation 

The difference between these two types of ‘languages’ is apparent in 

Vanbrugh’s writings. When he was appointed to design and build 

Blenheim Palace for the Duke of Marlborough in Woodstock Park (began 

1705), Vanbrugh was charmed by the old manor house on the site. He 

pleaded against its deconstruction with the Duchess of Marlborough, but to 

no avail. With his plea  he attached a sketch of the park and its house 

which he believed was a better explanation of his case. He added: “I have 

no designe [...] but only in Silent Paint to lay before, and explain to you, 

what I fear I have not done by other Means”.556 As Christopher Ridgway 

already noticed, it is quite extraordinary that an able and celebrated play 

writer could run out of words, and felt that a picture could better explain 

his case than words.557 Vanbrugh seemed aware then that there are two 

                                                 
555 Addison, ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’, p. 382. 
556 Webb (1928), pp. 28-9. 
557 Ridgway (2000), p. 174. 
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different ways of speaking. The old way, to which Wotton also referred, 

was a conventional language that needed a lexicon and idiom, or when 

images were concerned, a translation for symbols or metaphors.558 The 

second type of language, which only in the early eighteenth century began 

to be developed in the ideas of Vanbrugh was a pictorial language which 

did not need this linguistic translation. Images could create associations 

and emotions and work directly upon the mind. Vanbrugh’s memorandum 

for the preservation of Woodstock Manor was an attempt to explain to the 

Duchess of Marlborough how this worked. Unfortunately his plea fell on 

deaf ears. He wrote of the power of old houses to  

move more lively and pleasing Reflections (than 

History without their Aid can do) on the Persons 

who have Inhabited them; On the Remarkable 

things which have been transacted in them, Or the 

extraordinary Occasions of Erecting them.559  

Vanbrugh here showed an interest in the history of buildings which was 

part of a tradition which started with Aubrey’s account of the history of 

Gothic architecture Monumenta Britannica, which appeared in the 

1670s.560 The interest in the history of architecture developed in Wren’s 

and Hawksmoor’s rebuilding of medieval buildings in Oxford. But besides 

this historic awareness, Vanbrugh also emphasized the associations an old 

house could excite in the mind of the viewer. He tried to describe the old 

house, and when he feared he might fail, he added his sketch of the park 

and mentioned this at the end of his letter to the Duchess. Unfortunately 

                                                 
558 Wotton referred to the classical orders as symbolical elements and 
ordered them according to their ethical connotations or ‘characters’. For 
Vanbrugh and Hawksmoor, the classical orders would become less a 
symbolical element, and more an architectural element with visual and 
associational characteristics that do not require an interpretation from the 
viewer, but a direct visual confrontation with the viewer. See Wotton, The 
Elements of Architecture, pp. 29-37. 
559 Vanbrugh, ‘Reasons Offer’d’. 
560 See Colvin (1999). 
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this sketch is now lost, but some drawings do remain of how the old manor 

house looked in its park setting (fig. 56). Vanbrugh emphasised its 

painterly qualities when he wrote about its effect in the landscape:  

it wou’d make One of the Most Agreable Objects 

that the best of Landskip Painters can invent. And if 

on the Contrary this Building is taken away; there 

then remains nothing but an Irregular, Ragged 

Ungovernable Hill, the deformitys of which are not 

be cured but by a Vast Expence.561 

The stress on pictorial associations that Vanbrugh displayed here fits in 

with Locke’s theory on associations and Addison’s associational 

aesthetics.562 In fact Addison wrote about old ruins in his essay on ghosts 

in The Spectator 110 from 1711 in which he described the frightening 

associations people usually have in dark and gloomy places. Addison then 

referred to Locke’s theory on associations and as Ridgway rightly noted, 

this associationism is similar to what Vanbrugh wrote on the effect of the 

old manor house at Woodstock Park in the mind of the viewer.563 

Vanbrugh may have known Longinus’ theory on style via the 

works of Addison and Dennis. Their interpretation and adaptation of 

Longinus’ stylistic rules for sublime seem to tally with Vanbrugh’s method 

of design. He emphasized the associational qualities of historical, visual or 

literary elements of architecture and designed accordingly. His 

memorandum of Woodstock Manor illustrates this clearly. It shows that 

Vanbrugh was willing to select architectural elements for their 

associationalist qualities and not, as Wren or Hawksmoor did, for their 

‘environmental’ appropriateness or functional decorum alone (such as 

when Hawksmoor chose to use architectural elements that merely seemed 

Gothic to the viewer, but might not have actually been Gothic). 
                                                 
561 Vanbrugh, ‘Reasons Offer’d’. 
562 Mordaunt Crook (1995), p. 73-4. 
563 Addison, Ghosts, p. 225-228; Ridgway (2000), p. 177. 
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Vanbrugh’s Goose Pie House shows his capacity to use very different 

elements of different styles together in one building. Medieval elements, 

Elizabethan plans and Palladian classicism could all be combined together 

without problems (fig. 55). When we compare his designs for Vanbrugh 

Castle (fig. 57), the Goose Pie House, Seaton Delaval (fig. 54), the 

Pyramid Gate at Castle Howard (fig. 58) and the grand designs for 

Blenheim (fig. 59, 60) the striking use of heterogeneous architectural 

elements becomes apparent. Vanbrugh’s exterior designs show no clutter 

and no frills. The fronts of his houses are built up from strongly outlined 

shapes that even seem enlarged where it was necessary to add some focus 

and diminished where it was necessary to add depth. By referring to 

painting as a better medium to illustrate his ideas, he acknowledged the 

interchangeable rules of painting and architecture.  

V. SEATON DELAVAL HALL 

One of the most intriguing buildings that Vanbrugh designed is Seaton 

Delaval Hall in Northumberland. Vanbrugh was asked by Captain George 

Delaval to design the house while in London around 1718. Much of the 

designing happened off-site, as Vanbrugh only travelled to 

Northumberland three times to oversee and inspect the site and the work in 

progress.564 John Summerson called it “the most concentrated and intense 

of all Vanbrugh’s houses”, probably because it was much smaller than 

Castle Howard, which was built at the same time.565 The building is built 

on a square plan with four octagonal corner towers (fig. 61). It has two 

main rooms; the entrance hall, which is placed lengthwise, and the saloon, 

which runs along the width of the building. The North front incorporates 

the main entrance, which is reached by a flight of stairs (fig. 62). It is 

                                                 
564 Downes (1977), pp. 102-103. 
565 Summerson (1979), p. 287. 
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surrounded by a large courtyard with stables and kitchens in the side 

buildings, connected to the main house by arcaded galleries. The courtyard 

opens up on the North side from which a view towards the North Sea 

stretches out. This front consists of stairs leading towards an entrance that 

is set in a rusticated front. Two rectangular windows frame the entrance 

door and a semi-circular window is placed above it. A very shallow broken 

portico decorates the entrance. The Tuscan columns with rusticated bands 

carry a Doric frieze with triglyphs and metopes with carvings of trophies 

and symbols, such as a warrior’s head, a griffin, and an anchor (fig. 13). 

The attic has a pediment, decorated with carvings that symbolize the 

achievements of the Delaval family. On either side of the entrance portico 

an octagonal tower has been added. They rest on heavily rounded banded 

rusticated bases and are crowned by a balustrade. The façade connecting 

the towers and portico consists of a two-bay wall, with rectangular 

windows, plainly decorated by a central keystone and a window sill. 

An open portico with fluted Ionic columns that carry an 

entablature, frieze and balustrade, dominates the South front (fig. 64). The 

attic is crowned by a pediment with a semi circular window, below which 

three arched windows look out on to a little terrace which forms the 

balustraded roof of the southern portico. Vitruvian windows on either side 

of the main central bays lead to the side octagonal towers. There are only 

two bays between the towers and the central three bays, which are covered 

by the portico. The second floor has more sober windows with simple 

classical decoration. 

The east and west sides of the square building are dominated by 

large square blocks that are rusticated up until the first floor on top of 

which a third floor shows Palladian windows on all four sides (fig. 65). A 

balustrade crowns the side blocks that house the main staircases of the 

building. The staircases circle round in the square building and are 

decorated with a wrought iron balustrade, recently rebuilt from an original 

design. There is no central support for the staircase since it rests 
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completely in the side walls. On each floor a window lights the staircase. A 

most extraordinary window can be found on the first floor of the east 

block. The window is cut out of the wall in an angle, which would guide 

the eyes of the onlooker towards the stables (fig. 66). It is unclear why this 

was built this way, and if this is part of the original design of John 

Vanbrugh. But if it was included in the original design, a clearer example 

of directing the onlookers view, or, in other words, a staged experience, 

can hardly be found. Vanbrugh would then have been guiding the viewers’ 

eyes towards the stables while consiscously and obviously blocking the 

view straight out of the window. The pedimented attic building of the main 

block, which runs north – south, has a freestanding arched wall on its east 

and west side, running parallel to the side square blocks. These little walls 

might have housed the chimneys and reminded of the intriguing roof 

decoration of Blenheim Palace.  

The plan of the courtyard as printed in Colen Cambell’s Vitruvius 

Britannicus (1725) shows a long courtyard, which has been reprinted in 

John Summerson’s Architecture in Britain (1953 and numerous later 

editions), but without noting the source in the text (fig. 67). In a more 

recent publication Christopher Ridgway printed a nineteenth-century plan, 

on which the courtyard seems less long and squarer (fig. 68).566 In 

Campbell’s print, the court takes up roughly 60% of the total plan, while in 

the nineteenth century plan, the court takes up roughly 45% of the plan. I 

did not measure the courtyard myself; the guidebook that is available on 

site, however, states it is 180 ft. long and 152 ft. 6 inches wide, which 

seems to come close to the nineteenth century plan. The depth of the 

courtyard is then dramatically less than Summerson let his readers believe.  

In 1822 the interior of Seaton Delaval was burnt out completely 

and Seaton remains largely empty until today. What remains is a very plain 

and simple interior decoration of arches and niches in a rough stone wall 

                                                 
566 Ridgway (2000), p. 61. The plan was taken from an Ordnance Survey 
map of 1860. 
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(fig. 69). The walls may initially have been meant to be plastered, but the 

stark Roman (esque) shapes remain dominating. A most extraordinary 

fireplace remains, where two male caryatids carry a frieze. The Caryatids 

are strongly reminiscent of the ones in the Guard Room in Hampton Court 

Palace, which were probably designed by Vanbrugh as well. The Hampton 

Court fireplace is decorated by two yeomen that remain in style with the 

function of the room. At Seaton Delaval the two figures have a more 

classical character but cannot be identified. Flemish pattern books seem to 

have been a source guide for this fireplace though. Especially the designs 

of Hans Vredeman de Vries and the adoption of such motifs in many 

Elizabethan country houses seem likely sources.567 Both figures in the 

fireplace look towards the door that leads to the saloon. Above the ground 

level the wall is decorated with arched niches, which carry statues 

representing music, painting, sculpture, architecture, geography and 

astronomy. Nowadays they look badly burnt. 

Mark Girouard pointed out that Elizabethan country houses were 

often treated as castles “but for effect not defence”.568 The various 

quotations from Elizabethan architecture and decoration that can be found 

throughout Vanbrugh’s architecture seem to have functioned in a similar 

way. While sham castles were considered as “very witty” by Elizabethans, 

the Elizabethan elements in Vanbrugh’s architecture such as the figures at 

the fire place, the use of rusticated towers and a square plan that reminds of 

medieval castles, however, were a combination of historic and nationalistic 

reference, wit and romanticism.  

In an interpretation based on the stylistic classification system of 

modern art history, Seaton Delaval has a classical portico, Venetian 

windows, an Elizabethan plan, medieval towers, Romanesque arches and 

Flemish motifs. In other words, it would be a ‘complete fusion’ of gothic 

                                                 
567 See for the use of these pattern books as sources:  Wells-Cole (1997), 
pp. 44-50: Hart (1998), p. 298; Colvin (1999a). 
568 Girouard (1983), p. 41. 
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and classical elements.569 Vanbrugh has chosen a wide range of styles and 

motifs in the design of Seaton and applied them all in a very small scale. 

Seaton Delaval seems a small version of the larger Elizabethan country 

houses, but this illusion is broken by the many Italian motifs (fig. 70). The 

square and symmetrical design of Seaton ensures that the buildings is not 

just a ‘heap of stone’ but easy on the eye.570 Modern art historians praise 

the theatrical qualities of this building, which are most prominent when the 

various views of the building are taken in (see figs. 63 and 65). This 

theatrical quality might have come from the fact that it was largely 

designed on Vanbrugh’s drawing table, instead of on site. Seaton Delaval, 

however, is a typical example where modern style period applications fail 

to do justice to the building. No label of Gothic, Classical, or Baroque can 

do it justice yet the obvious visual qualities that seem to point forward to 

the designs of the French architects Boullée and Ledoux in the later 

eighteenth century, make sure it is rarely left out in an history of English 

architecture of the eighteenth century. The combination of different styles, 

the small scale of the building and its compressed effect, the limited use of 

walls and the focus on towers, stairs and columns, together provide a 

building where traditional art historic analysis falls short and where 

rhetoric may provide an alternative approach. 

When this building is put next to Longinus’ advice on how to 

write a sublime, and therefore persuasive text, we find interesting parallels 

that may help in the interpretation of this building. We can almost say that 

the rhetorical figures that Longinus recommended and described receive an 

architectural interpretation in Seaton Delaval. I will not argue that Seaton 

Delaval is a sublime building in the later eighteenth-century meaning, but 

that the building can be interpreted with the help of the style prescriptions 

                                                 
569 Downes (1977), p. 105. 
570 James Ralph called Hawksmoor’s churches St. Anne Limehouse and 
Christ Church in Spitalfields “mere Gothique heaps of stone” in his 
Critical Review of London, p. 6. 
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that rhetoric, and especially Longinus, set out.571 Longinus described five 

sources of sublimity in his treatise, which he subsequently discussed. The 

five sources are great thoughts, strong emotion, certain figures of thought 

and speech, noble diction and dignified word arrangement.572 Chapters 9 – 

15 discuss great thoughts. Chapter 10 is especially revealing in relation to 

Seaton Delaval. This chapter describes how to select and combine 

elements in a text in such a way that they can be most sublime. Longinus 

also gave advice on how to structure a text here. He analysed a poem by 

Sappho and the description of Oddyseus’ shipwreck by Homer. These 

authors combined elements in an unusual manner that provided a 

persuasive effect. 

 Moreover, by forcing into an abnormal union 

prepositions not usually compounded he [Homer] 

has tortured his language into conformity with the 

impending disaster, magnificently figured the 

disaster by the compression of his language, and 

almost stamped on the diction the precise form of 

the danger- “swept out from under the jaws of 

destruction.573  

Longinus concluded:  

What they [Homer, Sappho & Demostenes] have 

done is to clean up, as it were, the very best of the 

main points, and to fit them together, allowing 

nothing affected or undignified or pedantic to 

                                                 
571 The later eighteenth-century concept of ‘sublime’ refers to the 
psychological effects of great emotions, such as terror, which is ‘the ruling 
principle of the sublime’. ‘Pleasure’ can be related to ‘beauty’.  In the late 
eighteenth century modern scientific psychological knowledge on human 
emotions was incorporated into the concept of the Sublime. See on the 
‘Sublime’: Brewer (1997) and Mordaunt Crook (1995). 
572 Longinus, On the Sublime, 8, p. 181. 
573 Longinus, On the Sublime, 10, p. 203. 
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intervene. These things ruin the whole, by 

introducing, as it were, gaps and crevices into 

masses which are built together, walled in by their 

mutual relationships.574 

Now how can this be related to Vanbrugh’s design for Seaton Delaval? 

The “abnormal union” of elements that do not usually belong together 

certainly fits in with the union we noticed of Gothic and classical elements 

in Vanbrugh’s design. But the small-scaled building can also relate to 

Longinus’ mentioning of “the compression of language”. Vanbrugh not 

only chose and combined unusual architectural elements, but he situated 

them in such a way that the effect is “concentrated” as Summerson put 

it.575 Vanbrugh chose architectural elements that in themselves are directly 

recognized by any viewer, who would recognize the medieval and 

Elizabethan elements from the many medieval and Elizabethan buildings 

dotted around England. He or she would also recognize the ‘foreign’ 

classical elements that might have recalled classical buildings of ancient 

Rome and modern France and Italy. As if he were a true stage designer, 

Vanbrugh only wanted to sketch, to suggest, and thus provided the most 

essential elements that a spectator would need to associate these historic 

elements with their origin.576 Towers, columns and stairs play a major part 

in Seaton Delaval, but one notices how the walls are reduced to only two 

bays and only remain important in a supporting role. Unnecessary elements 

were simply left out, and hence we can speak of a ‘compression’ of his 

architectural language. Longinus commented on one of Sappho’s poems on 

love, emphasizing the symptoms that come with this emotion. Love then, 

                                                 
574 Longinus, On the Sublime, 10, p. 205. 
575 Summerson (1979), p. 287. 
576 The connection between Vanbrugh’s career as a play writer and as an 
architect has often been made in terms of stage design. But Vanbrugh was 
never a stage designer. See Berkowitz (1981), McCormick (1991), Orrell 
(1988), Tzonis and Lefaivre (1990), p. 5, and Whistler (1978). 
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“selects and combines the most striking and intense of those symptoms”.577 

Poets should do the same thing and when describing a storm, for example, 

pick out “the most alarming circumstances”.578 

In chapters 16-29 Longinus discussed figures of speech and 

figures of thought. Among these are asyndeton, anaphora, hyperbaton, 

polypton, periphrasis and figures such as presenting the past as present, an 

impersonation of address of the audience or a fictive personage in the 

second person, and the introduction of abrupt speech. Quintilian also 

discussed most of these figures.579 

Chapters 20 and 21 discuss the figures anaphora and asyndeton. 

Anaphora is the figure of repetition, which creates an emotional effect.580 

Asyndeton is the figure where connecting particles between clauses are left 

out, in order to suggest strong emotions.581 As an example Longinus 

quoted Demosthenes: “For the aggressor may do many injuries, some of 

which the victim could not even describe to anyone else – by his manner, 

his look, his voice. By his manner, his looks, his voice, when he strikes 

with insult, when he strikes like an enemy, when he strikes with his 

knuckles, when he strikes you like a slave.”582 Repetition and the absence 

of smooth sentences suggest emotional disorder. The variation of these 

figures imitates real life speech, where repetition and ruggedness are 

symptoms of violent emotions. Longinus then warns,  

if the rush and ruggedness of the emotion is 

levelled and smoothed out by the use of connecting 

particles, it loses its sting and its fire is quickly put 

out. For just as you deprive runners of their speed if 

                                                 
577 Longinus, On the Sublime, 10, p. 199. 
578 Longinus, On the Sublime, 10, p. 201. 
579 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VIII.vi, and IX. 
580 Longinus, On the Sublime , 20, p. 237. 
581 Longinus, On the Sublime , 21, p. 239. 
582 Quoted from Longinus, On the Sublime, 20, p. 237 [Demosthenes, 
Oration, 21.72]. 
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you bind them up, emotion equally resents being 

hampered by connecting particles and other 

appendages. It loses its freedom of motion and the 

sense of being, as it were, catapulted out.583 

In Seaton Delaval we can see the walls are nearly absent in the design. The 

two-bayed walls seem only to function as a support to connect ‘the main 

points’; i.e. the corner towers, the central entrance portico and the staircase 

towers.  The square shape of the staircase towers is repeated in the broken 

frieze of the front. The medieval octagonal corner blocks are placed 

besides a classical entrance at the garden front, and the whole pile sits 

heavily on a banded rustica base which seems to bulge under the building’s 

weight. 

The next figure that Longinus discussed is hyperbaton in chapter 

22. He described it as “arranging words and thoughts out of the natural 

sequence, and is, as it were, the truest mark of vehement emotion”.584 He 

provided an example from Herodotus where Dionysius the Phocaean says 

“Our fortunes stand upon a razor’s edge, men of Ionia, whether we be free 

men or slaves, aye, and runaway slaves. Now therefore if you are willing to 

endure hardship, at the moment there is toil for you, but you will be able to 

overcome your enemies”, which is a reworking of Herodotus’ “O men of 

Ionia, now is the time for you to endure toil, for our fortunes stand upon a 

razor’s edge”.585All these figures provide variety and most of all liveliness 

(or enargeia) to a speech or text. Liveliness is the main object of good and 

sublime oratory, because only when the audience believes its truthfulness, 

will they be persuaded.586 

It becomes easier to understand Seaton Delaval when considered 

with these passages by Longinus in mind. Disorder, repetition, ruggedness 

                                                 
583 Longinus, On the Sublime, 21, p. 239. 
584 Longinus, On the Sublime , 22, p. 239. 
585 Quoted from Longinus, On the Sublime, 22, p. 241 [Herodotus, 6.11]. 
586 Longinus, On the Sublime, 15, p. 217; and 23, p. 243. 
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and (the absence of) connecting particles all seem easily applied to the 

building. The repetition of the towers on all corners and the arcades in the 

side buildings, and the fact that walls seem almost left out at Seaton 

Delaval, which seems to consist mainly of towers and columns, can be 

interpreted as ‘figures’ in architectural language. Vanbrugh may be said to 

have used hyperbaton in the seemingly wild choice of styles and motifs. 

The connecting elements that would have smoothened the transition 

between Gothic and classical design elements were simply left out and the 

result is a rugged and theatrical display. Vanbrugh seems to have used 

architectural ‘figures’ that were chosen and added in order to provide the 

onlooker with a carefully staged association. 

According to Longinus the vividness or liveliness that an orator 

seeks can also be reached by the introduction of “events in the past time as 

happening at the present moment”, hence “the passage will be transformed 

from a narrative into a vivid actuality”.587 Vanbrugh’s letter to the Duchess 

of Marlborough in which he pleaded for the conservation of the old manor 

house on the site of Blenheim Palace suggested a similar means in order to 

include the English past into actuality. Woodstock Manor not only created 

a composition of the landscape that was appealing to the eye, but would 

also add meaning to Blenheim Palace. It would have functioned as a 

reference to the past, which, combined with the modern and political 

statement of Blenheim, would have created a complete picture of past and 

present fused into one. The present would then have gained from the rich 

meaning of the past. At Seaton Delaval Vanbrugh did not make use of 

existing structures on the site. But he did introduce quotes from the 

architectural English past in order to add meaning, by means of stage-

directing the mind of the visitor and exciting associations of the English 

past in his or her mind.  

                                                 
587 Longinus, On the Sublime, 25, p. 247. 



 259 

VI. CONCLUSION: RHETORIC, STYLE AND ARCHITECTURE 

Traditional architectural history, with its focus on ‘style’ as a means of 

classification is not very comfortable with Vanbrugh’s architecture. His 

buildings do not fit in descriptions of Baroque architecture, and he used 

Classical and Gothic elements together in an initially surprising way. The 

strong visual qualities of his work were acknowledged by most historians 

and can indeed hardly be ignored. But any attempt to answer questions 

about the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of his buildings remains unanswered so far. I 

have attempted to construct a new perspective for Vanbrugh’s architecture 

in the rhetorical tradition of thought about style.  

Vanbrugh considered what we would nowadays call ‘period 

styles’ as manners of designing from the past which were still part of the 

present. Both his writing on Woodstock Manor, the London city churches, 

and his designs, show a sense of the belief in the continuation of the past 

into the present. As such, present-day architecture could not, according to 

him, exist without the input of the past. He was able to distinguish between 

Gothic and Classic architecture and can thus be considered as one of the 

first who paved the way towards the modern concept of ‘period style’. 

Vanbrugh’s own style however, that is, his design method or 

individual style, has rhetorical characteristics. The most important factor in 

his method is the selection of certain design features that provided him 

with the visual effects that he intended. The description of rhetorical 

figures in Longinus’ treatise could have been the ideal theoretical guide to 

such a method of design. Choices in design, such as the combination of 

different styles, the emphasis on certain elements, variation and rhythm, 

the factor of surprise and association, can thus be considered as 

comparable to rhetorical figures. They also provide “alterations”, 

“variation”, “add force and charm” and create the architectural equivalent 
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to enargeia, or vividness.588 Considered in these terms Seaton Delaval 

makes the viewer ‘see’ things in his mind that are not there, and these 

‘figures’ thereby provide the building with meaning.  

                                                 
588 See Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, IX.i.2. 




