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-----------  First Speaker------------
W illiam  Burges

A talk by Peter David Gilchrist
R eported  b y  A lan  Lee

Bo rn  in  1827 a n d  e d u c a te d  at 
K ing's College School, W illiam  a  

'Billy' Burges w as one o f th e  m ost ^  
im ag inative  designers o f the 
19 th  c e n tu ry . H e ca lled  
h im se lf  an  'A rt-A rchitect' and  
o v ersaw  th e  b u ild in g  o f 
cathedrals, castles and  houses, 
in c lu d in g  th e i r  in te rio rs , 
d eco ra tio n s  an d  fu rn ish in g s.
M an y  reg a rd e d  h im  as an  
eccen tric . H e trave lled  w idely  
ab road , m a in ly  th ro u g h o u t 
Europe, spend ing  m o n th s  sketch ing  and  
d raw in g  to e n h a n c e  h is  sk ill an d  
know ledge.

A ged 16 he  left college in  1844 an d  sp e n t 5 
y ea rs  w ith  E dw ard Blore, th e n  m oved  to 
th e  offices o f M atthew  D igby W yatt. He 
w orked  w ith  W yatt on  th e  M edieval C ourt 
for T he G reat E xhib ition  o f 1851. In  1856 
B urges, n o w  28, e s ta b lish e d  h is  ow n  
a rch itec tu ra l p rac tice  o ff T he  S trand  in  
London.

In  1834 D over Town C ouncil p u rch ased  the 
an c ie n t M aison D ieu, m u ch  b e in g  derelict. 
A fter te n  y ea rs  o f failed fundra ising  th e y  
took  ou t a loan  and  app o in ted  A m brose 
P oyn ter to p rep a re  designs to res to re  the 
S tone H all. D ue to h is  failing eyesigh t he 
asked  Burges to oversee th e  w ork. In  1859 
he  p rep a red  40 w ork ing  d raw ings from  
P o y n te r 's  designs. B urges c re a te d  th e  
g ro tesque an im als  a ro u n d  th e  doorw ays. 
O n th e  stone lin te l a ro u n d  th e  w alls he 
p laced  th e  m a n y  shields, w ith  th e ir  coats o f

arm s, o f m a n y  fo rm er Lords W arden, 
k T he w ork, co m p le ted  in  1861, cost 
^  the council about £6,000, som e 

£2,500 o ver b udge t. P o y n te r 
w as paid  £15 for h is w ork  and  
Burges £69; he  la te r  designed  
th e  C ouncil C ham ber, added  in  
1867.

H is first im p o rta n t com m ission  
w as to b u ild  St. F in  B arre's 
A n g lican  C a th ed ra l in  C ork  
(1863-70), a co m p ac t 

im pressive  bu ild ing  in  th e  F rench  G othic 
sty le w ith  th ree  spires.

A fte r co m in g  o f  age in  1868 th e  3 rd  
M arq u ess  o f Bute, one  o f  th e  w orld 's  
w ea lth ie s t m en , com m issioned  B urges to 
redes ign  C ardiff Castle, acqu ired  b y  th e  
fam ily  in  th e  m idd le  o f th e  18th cen tu ry . 
T he 150-foot h igh  C lock Tower, designed  b y  
B urges, c o n ta in e d  L ord B u te 's  b iza rre  
“b ach e lo r pad", com prising  a bedroom , a 
se rv an t's  room  an d  th e  su m m e r and  w in te r 
sm oking  room s. B urges's in te r io r  designs 
o f th e  castle have a ttrac ted  w ide p raise  
in c lu d in g  b e in g  ca lled  “th e  m o s t 
m ag n ificen t th a t th e  gothic rev ival ever 
achieved".

In  h is  d es ig n s  B urges o ften  in c lu d e d  
w h im sica l touches. In  th e  library, a ro u n d  
the  doorw ay, one m o n k ey  steals an  apple 
from  th e  Tree o f K now ledge w hile  two 
m ore  grab th e  Book o f T ruth. A round  th e  
fireplace M oses sits su rro u n d ed  b y  figures 
rep re sen tin g  an c ie n t languages. Lord Bute
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is p o rtra y e d  s tu d y in g  C eltic  ru n e s . At 
C astell Coch Burges, in c lu d ed  a m o n k ey  
w earing  spectac les and  a frog ho ld ing  a 
b o ttle  o f cough-m ix ture  (for th e  frog in  its 
throat!).

H e b u il t  P ark  H o u se  for Jo h n  
M cC onnochie, C h ief E n g in ee r to th e  Bute 
Docks, considered  as “p e rh ap s  th e  m ost 
im p o rtan t 19th c e n tu ry  house  in  Wales."

In  th e  1870's B urges's two fin est gothic 
ch u rch es  w ere  u n d e rta k e n  th e  C hurch  of 
C hrist th e  C onsoler a t Skelton-on-U re, and  
St M ary 's at S tud ley  Royal. Both w ere  bu ilt 
as m em o ria l ch u rch es  for the  M arquess 
R ipon 's brother-in -law , F red erick  Vyner, 
m u rd e red  b y  G reek  b an d its  in  1870.

Burges on ly  ev er b u ilt th ree  m ajo r houses 
as w ell as Tower H ouse for h is re s id en ce  in  
K ensington, design ing  all th e  e labo ra te  
d ec o ra tio n  a n d  fu rn itu re . It w as h e re  
w here, aged 53, he  died. It is th o u g h t th a t 
h is ea rly  dea th  w as b ro u g h t abou t p a rtly  as 
a re s u lt o f sm ok ing  b o th  tobacco  and  
opium , w h ich  m a y  have re in fo rced  th e  
d ream ie r e lem en ts  o f h is  design.

Burges' m ost im p o rtan t final w ork  w as 
ag a in  in  D over. T h e  to w n  co u n c il

ap p ro ach ed  h im  to p rovide designs and  
quo ta tions, for th e  M aison  D ieu, cou rt 
m e e tin g  room s, m a y o ra l a n d  official 
offices, and  a police station . H e designed  
th e  p ro jec t an d  w ork  beg an  in  1881. T he 
m ajo rity  o f th e  w orks w ere  co m p le ted  a fter 
he  d ied  in  M ay o f th a t year. T he orig inal 
es tim ate  w as £17,115, o r abou t £1 .7m illion  
in  today 's  m oney . O nce again  th e  council 
had  to ra ise  a loan  for th e  p ro jec t an d  the  
w orks w en t ah ead  desp ite  opposition  from  
a n u m b e r o f councillo rs and  tow nsfolk.

M ore m o n e y  h ad  to be  ra ised  to com p lete  
th e  d e c o ra tio n  o f  th e  in te r io r  o f  th e  
bu ild ing . B urges's design w as a rio t o f 
co lo u r an d  g ild ing . T h e  w alls  an d  
p a rticu la rly  th e  ceiling  w ere  covered  in  
b rig h tly  co loured  floral designs in  blue, red  
and  gold w ith  b ird s do tted  am ongst the  
foliage. At th e  b ack  o f th e  ha ll (now  h id d en  
b e h in d  th e  organ) w as a large decora ted  
gothic arch  and  ba lco n y  w ith  a scu lp ted  
im age o f St. M artin  o f Tours. T he K entish 
G azette described  th e  d eco ra tion  as 'the  
m ost b eau tifu l th a t Mr. Burges h as done ' 
w h ich  th e  D over E xpress called  it 'a trifle  
gaudy'. T he b u ild ing  w as fo rm ally  op en ed  
in  1883 b y  P rin ce  A rthu r, D uke of 
C onnaugh t. T he large assem b ly  room  w as 
n a m e d  th e  C onnaugh t H all. U ntil 1924 the 

ha ll w as red eco ra ted  about every  
15 years, in  th e  orig inal style.

By th e  1940's, ow ing  to th e  
ex p en se  o f  re -d e c o ra tio n  o n ly  
som e o f th e  orig inal deco ra tion  
rem a in ed . By the  ea rly  1950's the 
r e m a in d e r  w as e ith e r  p a in te d  
over o r rem oved,

Dover Maison Dieu Connaught Hall

R esearch show s th a t p a rt o f the 
o rig inal w orks surv ive b e n e a th  
th e  p a in t a n d  w allpaper. I t is 
h o p e d  th a t  p a r t  o f  th e se  
deco ra tions can  be  u n co v ered  and  
res to red  for all to see.


