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The calendar house

• Matthew Beckett,: ‘The principle of the calendar house is that the number of 

external doors, windows or panes of glass, chimneys, or staircases or other 

elements should total either 4 (the number of seasons), 7 (days in a week), 12 

(months in a year), or 365 (days in a year)’.

• Beckett, Matthew ‘The Calendar House: A history’,  Country Life,  2 January 

2013,  http://www.countrylife.co.uk/property/article/530609/The-Calendar-

House-A-history.html#hZIyrUgCCmZFpVw4.99 [accessed 3 July 2013]House-A-history.html#hZIyrUgCCmZFpVw4.99 [accessed 3 July 2013]

• See also: Matthew Beckett ‘Make a date: the strange world of the 

calendar house’

• http://thecountryseat.org.uk/2011/02/16/make-a-date-the-strange-world-

of-the-calendar-house/ [accessed 20 May 2014]

• Origins: one possibility is that the idea developed out of more complex 

Hermetic/magical strands in Renaissance architecture.

•



Context: parallel cosmologies 

in China, ‘The universe was conceived not as an object independent of man, but as a 

counterpart of and mirror of human society’. Xiaochun Sun (‘Crossing the Boundaries 

between Heaven and Man: Astronomy in Ancient China’, in Helaine Selin (ed.), Astronomy 

Across Cultures: the History of Non-Western Astronomy, (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 

Publishers, 2000), p. 425) 

There was a ‘patterned mirroring’ between sky and earth’ in native North American 

cosmology. 

• Trudy Griffin-Pierce (Earth Is My Mother, Sky Is My Father: Space, Time and Astronomy in 

Navajo Sandpainting, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995), p. 63), 

A good cosmology…is good for its adherents.

• Mathews, Freya, The Ecological Self, Savage, MD: Barnes and Noble, 1991, p. 109.

(this begs the question – what is a ‘good’ cosmology, and is what is good for one set of 

adherents no good for another?)

•



Background: traditions of cosmic architecture: 

cosmopolis, cosmopolitan, cosmogram



Background: Architecture and cosmology. If all cultures have a cosmology, does all 

architecture embody a cosmology?



Context: classical traditions of 

solar architecture
• ‘Nero's "solar" kingship and the architecture of Domus Aurea’

• Robert Hannah, Giulio Magli, Antonella Palmieri

• http://arxiv.org/abs/1312.7583

•

• ‘The role of the sun in the Pantheon's design and meaning’

• Robert Hannah, Giulio Magli

• http://arxiv.org/abs/0910.0128



Egypt: Khafra, 4th dynasty Old Kingdom, possible 

builder of the Sphinx, son of Khufu, builder of the 

Great Pyramid

‘ As with Khafre’s other temples, 

symbolic meaning has been seen 

in the numbers of columns (24 –

perhaps one for each hour of the 

day and night), statues (10 or 12 

– perhaps one for each hour of – perhaps one for each hour of 

the day) and various chambers.’ 

Richard H. Wilkinson, The 

Complete Temples of Ancient 

Egypt (London: Thames & 

Hudson, 2000), p.118



Knole House, Kent
left 2009, right 1709

The earliest known claimed example

Built in 1604, by one of queen Elizabeth I’s 

courtiers, Thomas Sackville, 1st Earl of 

Dorset. 365 rooms, 52 staircases and 7 Dorset. 365 rooms, 52 staircases and 7 

courtyards.



Scout Hall, Halifax, Yorkshire

• at Shibden, near Halifax in Yorkshire, 

• built in 1681 to a design which features 365 

panes of glass, 52 doors and 12 bays.



Boughton House, 

Northamptonshire,

• constructed by the first Duke of Montagu in 

the 1680s-90s, current home of the Duke of 

Buccleuch. 

• contains 7 courtyards, • contains 7 courtyards, 

• 12 entrances, 

• 52 chimney stacks and 

• 365 windows.



Whiteford House, Cornwall



Whiteford House, Cornwall

E Mail Liz Greene, 20 January 2015 10:19

‘Although I can find only one mention of the original Whiteford House as 

a calendar house (with no explanation) in a history of the house 

compiled by a previous owner of the property, it seems that Sir John Call, 

the man who built it in 1775, was involved with astrology. He had served 

in India for many years as an administrator before he returned to in India for many years as an administrator before he returned to 

Cornwall and was made Lord High Sheriff and built the house... in1761 

he and his friends had been attempting to ‘observe transit of Venus’ and 

failed due to a storm on the previous night. A month later, he ‘saw and 

illustrated a signs of the zodiac ceiling of a choultry’ in the Madurah

district in India... in 1772, after he had returned to Cornwall, a letter is 

cited from John Call to his friend Nevil Maskelyne, Astronomer Royal 

(both were members of the Royal Society), discussing the signs of the 

zodiac that he had earlier discovered and illustrated in India in 1761.’ 



The Grand Hotel

Scarborough, 
• The Grand Hotel is a large hotel in Scarborough, England, 

overlooking the town's South Bay. It is now a Grade II* listed 

building that is owned by Britannia Hotels, and has 

undergone a £7 million refurbishment. The hotel was 

designed by the Hull architect Cuthbert Brodrick, and when designed by the Hull architect Cuthbert Brodrick, and when 

completed in 1867 was one of the largest hotels in the world, 

as well as one of the first giant purpose-built hotels in… 
• (thanks to Bernadette)
• http://maps.google.co.uk/maps?hl=en&gs_nf=1&cp=13&gs_id=17&xhr=t&gs_upl=&bav=on.2,or.r_gc.r_pw.r_qf.,cf.osb&biw=1278&bih=681&wrapi

d=tljp1330593188703024&um=1&ie=UTF-

8&q=grand+hotel+scarborough&fb=1&gl=uk&hq=grand+hotel&hnear=0x487f254b19e38abb:0x69546c0179a47ac7,Scarborough,+North+Yorksh

ire&ei=pj1PT7yQAcXMhAefx6nhCw&sa=X&oi=local_group&ct=image&sqi=2&ved=0CCQQtgM



The Grand Hotel

• ‘Originally constructed in 1863, it was one of Europe's first 

purpose-built hotels, with a design based on the concept of 

“time” - 4 towers to represent the 4 seasons, 12 floors for 

each month, 52 chimneys for the weeks and 382 bedrooms 

for the days of the year.** This is a beautiful example of for the days of the year.** This is a beautiful example of 

grand Victorian architecture and completely dominates the 

surroundings like a true masterpiece.’

• http://www.scarboroughgrandhotel.co.uk/
• ** This is a direct quote from the hotel website.

• There are not, of course, 382 days in the year. Have more 

• bedrooms been added since the original design?



Schloss Eggenberg, Gratz, Austria, 

1666
From Wikipedia (remember – don’t cite Wikipedia 

in your essays)

With his new residence, Hans Ulrich von Eggenberg, 

the mental inspiration behind the complex 

program, realized an architectural concept 

deeply influenced by the humanist notions of 

magic as the praxis of natural philosophy and 

of the rational order of the world. 

Planetary Room: Mercury

365 exterior windows, one for each day of the year. 

Of these, 52 are on the 24 rooms of the piano 

nobile representing the weeks of one year.

Every floor in the building has exactly 31 rooms, 

the maximum number of days in a calendar 

month. 

The 52 windows of the piano nobile with the 8 

windows of the Planetary Room make a total 

of 60 = seconds in a minute and the minutes 

in an hour.



Avon Tyrrel House: a 19th c 

Calendar House in England



Information in the House



Michael Schiffer:  sites undergo post-use and post-

occupational modification by diverse formation processes.



http://www.tangoalchemy.co.uk/Autumn%20Retreat%20Avon%20Tyrrell.pdf



Designed by W R Lethaby 1882

Described by display information in the house as 
a calendar house

365 windows, one for each day of the year

52 rooms, one for each week of the year52 rooms, one for each week of the year

12 chimneys, one for each month

7 ground floor doors, one for each day of the 
week

The sun shines through 

every room



Who as Lethaby? Blue Plaque at Lethaby’s home, 20 

Calthorpe Street, London

[



Lethaby 1857-1931

Later generation to Brodrick

Influenced by John Ruskin and William Morris (Arts and 

Crafts Movement)

helped to found the Central School of Arts and Crafts, London 

1884.1884.

a founder-member of the Art-Workers' Guild (1884). 

1894 Art Inspector to the Technical Education Board London 

County Council



Lethaby set out his ideas in a 

number of books:
‘Built in a free style 

without historical 

referents’

(I disagree)

Architecture, Mysticism, and Myth

(1891) 

This was a universalising, eclectic 

text in the style of Frazer’s 

Golden Bough or Campbell’s 

Masks of God
(I disagree)

Challenged distinction 

between craft and 

design

Arts and Crafts 

Movement

Masks of God

Mediaeval Art (1904) 

Architecture: An Introduction to the 

History and Theory of the Art of 

Building (1912) 

Form in Civilization: Collected 

Papers on Art and Labour

(1922) 



Lethaby: importance

Nikolaus Pevsner: Lethaby was a precursor of the early modern movement

Peter Fuller: Lethaby was the ‘English John the Baptist of the Modern 

Movement’. 
Peter Fuller, ‘William Lethaby: Keeping art ship-shape’, in Blackemeyer, Sylvia and Theresa Gronberg (eds), W.R.Lethaby 1857-

1931: Architecture, Design and Education (London: Lund Humphries 1984), p. 33.

Fuller: Lethaby straddled two traditions: 

one which resisted what it saw as the degrading effects of industrialisation 

and capitalism by creating buildings which elevated the aesthetic life of 

the urban masses. (In this Lethaby was closely associated with William 

Morris and the ‘Arts and Crafts Movement’)

Fuller fails to specify the second, but implies (p. 38) that it is what he calls ‘an 

untenable’ position regarding Lethaby’s reverence for symbolism. 



Essentialism

Fuller: Architecture, Mysticism and Myth is  ‘in one sense...a 

characteristically odd and often highly confused text’. 

Lethaby’s thesis, as summarised by Fuller (p. 38) is that: ‘there is a natural 

symbolism of architectural forms rooted in what is common to human 

experience in all cultures and at all times: because the men of Egypt 

loved the same sky that we also love, and shared the same need for loved the same sky that we also love, and shared the same need for 

shelter from the elements, we can appreciate their roofs and pyramids.’

‘WHEN the earth, or rather the wall of mountains surrounding the utmost 

bounds of ocean, was the foundation of the solid sky, some contrivance 

was necessary to account for the disappearance and return of the sun’. 

Architecture, Mysticism and Myth, [1892], p. 175 







Facing north, west, south



• Using the theodolite app 

on my I Pad, the front door 

appears to face azimuth 20 

degrees. 

• My measurements need  to • My measurements need  to 

be repeated.

• This is not exact enough to 

indicate any celestial 

intent and there are no 

obvious horizon features.



Melsetter House, Orkney (completed 1900), rear facade faces south 

Cumming and Kalan pp. 38-9; see also Devy p. 69



Avon Tyrrel House and Melsetter House 

compared.(Davey pp. 68, 69)



Lethaby: Scepticism about modern science

• ‘IF we erase from the mind absolutely all that science has laboriously 

spied out of the actual facts of the material universe, and ask ourselves 

what would have been the thoughts by which man attempted at first to 

explain and image forth the natural order, we may put ourselves in 

sympathy with notions that at first seem absurd. We may see that the 

progress of science is merely the framing and destruction one by one of progress of science is merely the framing and destruction one by one of 

a series of hypotheses, and that the early cosmogonies are one in kind 

with the widest generalisations of science—from certain appearances 

to frame a theory of explanation, from phenomena to generalise law.’

• Architecture, Mysticism and Myth, [1892]. p 9



Lethaby: Universality – the World 

Tree
• The unknown universe could then only be explained in terms of its known parts; the earth, shut in by the 

night sky, must have been thought of as a living creature, a tree, a tent, a building; and these each form 

the world system to peoples now living. 'Given the data,' says Herbert Spencer, as known to him, the 

inference drawn by the primitive man is the reasonable inference.'

• A tree with wide over-arching branches must have formed an apt and satisfactory explanation, for legends 

of a world tree are so widely distributed; we meet with them at the dawn of record, and they still strike 

their roots where wild in woods' the savage runs.

• The Chaldean inscriptions describe such a tree as growing at the centre of the world; its branches of • The Chaldean inscriptions describe such a tree as growing at the centre of the world; its branches of 

crystal formed the sky and drooped to the sea. The Phœnicians thought the world like a revolving tree, 

over which was spread a vast tapestry of blue embroidered with stars...All the East knew of such a tree; in 

Japan the gods broke their swords against it in vain; in Greece its memory seems long to have survived as 

the olive of the forest of Colonas...In the Norse system a vast tree, the world-ash, rises in the centre of the 

earth, its branches forming the several heavens of the gods, its roots strike deep into hell...Maori science 

still represents such a tree as rising to the heavens, 'that dark nocturnal canopy which like a forest spreads 

its shade,' its mighty growth first forced asunder Heaven and Earth. Such an idea is probably very uniform 

at a certain early stage of civilisation—'The fundamental conception of these myths,' says Lenormant, 

which never appear in perfection except under their oldest forms, represents the universe as an enormous 

tree.' Its trunk transfixes the earth, projecting upwards into heaven and below into the abyss, the heavens 

revolve on this axis, and may be reached by climbing the stem.



Lethaby: Astronomy.....

• p. 237: It was the same in Assyria, as astronomical tablets 

have made evident. 'Twelve months to each year, three 

hundred and sixty days in number, as recorded.' The 

course of the sun through the stars was partitioned 

according to the twelve months—the twelve signs of according to the twelve months—the twelve signs of 

the zodiac—and these, sub-divided by their thirty days, 

gave the three hundred and sixty degrees, the basis 

since for all angular measure; the day was divided into six 

parts, each subdivided by sixty, and the same for the night, 

as is still the case in Japan.



Lethaby: The Sun

• p. 175: In the Veda:—'The dawn shone with brilliance and opened for us the doors that 

open high and wide with their frames.'...In Babylonia the same scheme is shown, in such 

texts as the invocations to the rising sun, given in Records of the Past,' and by Lenormant, of 

which the first is curiously like Hesiod. 'He opened great gates on every side; he made strong 

the portals on the left hand and on the right; in the centre he placed luminaries. The moon 

he appointed to rule the night and to wander through the night until the dawn of day.'

• 'Sun, thou shinest in the lowest heavens: Thou openest the bolts which close the high 

heavens: Thou openest the gate of Heaven.' Or:—'In the great door of the high heavens in heavens: Thou openest the gate of Heaven.' Or:—'In the great door of the high heavens in 

the opening which belongs to thee.' Steps led up the sky from the east gate and descended 

to the west (Lenormant). Dr Hayes Ward in the American Journal of Archæology (Vol. 3), 

shows some dozen Babylonian seals, with intaglios of the Sun-god passing through the 

double-valved gate of the East and beginning to climb the mountain of the sky. The gate has 

two guardian figures.

• To the Egyptians, the sun was The Opener. The gates to the grave land are often mentioned in 

the Book of the Dead, and are figured on the tombs.



Intellectual and Artistic Context -

Comparative Dates
• 1770s Translation of Persian Zoroastrian texts

• 1780s-1820s development of idea that changes in 

forms of religious worship reflect observation of 

precessionprecession

• Late 18th - Early 19th c English encounters with 

India deepen

• 1840s first excavations in Assyria

• 1875 Theosophical Society

• 1886 Symbolist Manifesto



Context - Reverence for the Sun

• J.M Turner, 1775-1851, ‘The Sun is God’



Context: John Ruskin

• Major supporter of Turner

• The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) 

• Seven moral categories vital to and 

inseparable from all architecture: sacrifice, inseparable from all architecture: sacrifice, 

truth, power, beauty, life, memory and 

obedience.

• Truth to nature central to art.



John Ruskin: The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Boston: Dana Estes & Company, 

1849

Architecture must unite technique and imagination to unite body and soul and role 

back the degenerate tide of materialism

• ‘What is true of human polity seems to me not less so of the 

distinctively political art of Architecture. I have long felt convinced 

of the necessity, in order to its progress, of some determined 

effort to extricate from the confused mass of partial traditions and 

dogmata with which it has become encumbered during imperfect 

or restricted practice, those large principles of right which are or restricted practice, those large principles of right which are 

applicable to every stage and style of it. Uniting the technical and 

imaginative elements as essentially as humanity does soul and 

body, it shows the same infirmly balanced liability to the prevalence of 

the lower part over the higher, to the interference of the constructive, 

with the purity and simplicity of the reflective, element. This 

tendency, like every other form of materialism, is increasing with 

the advance of the age; 



John Ruskin: The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Boston: Dana Estes & Company, 1849

Architecture should be based in man’s nature, not his knowledge

• P. 10 There is no law, no

• [Pg 11] principle, based on past practice, which may not be overthrown in a 

moment, by the arising of a new condition, or the invention of a new material; and 

the most rational, if not the only, mode of averting the danger of an utter 

dissolution of all that is systematic and consistent in our practice, or of ancient 

authority in our judgment, is to cease for a little while, our endeavors to deal with 

the multiplying host of particular abuses, restraints, or requirements; and 

endeavor to determine, as the guides of every effort, some constant, general, and endeavor to determine, as the guides of every effort, some constant, general, and 

irrefragable laws of right—laws, which based upon man's nature, not upon his 

knowledge, may possess so far the unchangeableness of the one, as that neither 

the increase nor imperfection of the other may be able to assault or invalidate 

them. 

• (Does this take us into debates on enchantment)



Context: The Arts and Crafts 

Movement
• ‘This was a movement unlike any that had gone before. Its pioneering spirit of 

reform, and the value it placed 

on the quality of materials and design, as well as life, shaped the world we live 

in today.

• The origins of the Movement

• In Britain the disastrous effects of industrial manufacture and unregulated 

trade had been recognised since about 1840, but it was not until the 1860s and trade had been recognised since about 1840, but it was not until the 1860s and 

1870s that architects, designers and artists began to pioneer new approaches 

to design and the decorative arts. These, in turn, led to the foundation of the 

Arts and Crafts Movement.

• The two most influential figures were the theorist and critic John Ruskin and 

the designer, writer and activist William Morris. Ruskin examined the 

relationship between art, society and labour. Morris put Ruskin's philosophies 

into practice, placing great value on work, the joy of craftsmanship and the 

natural beauty of materials.

• The Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘The Arts & Crafts Movement’

• http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/t/the-arts-and-crafts-movement/



Context – the 1890s-
Holbrook Jackson 

The Eighteen Nineties, 

p 27



Intellectual and Artistic Context -

Comparative Dates
• 1770s Translation of Persian Zoroastrian texts

• 1780s-1820s development of idea that changes in 

forms of religious worship reflect observation of 

precessionprecession

• Late 18th - Early 19th c English encounters with 

India deepen

• 1840s first excavations in Assyria

• 1875 Theosophical Society

• 1886 Symbolist Manifesto



a 19th c Sun Temple in Southern 

England??

If Avon Tyrrel house was a Sun Temple,

Did Lethaby intend it to actually be magical –

have agency?

If, as Fuller suggests, Lethaby thought If, as Fuller suggests, Lethaby thought 

symbolism actively prompted spiritual well-

being then the answer is yes.

Is it a world tree, 

an axis mundi?



My hypothesis

Lethaby wished to assist the urban masses by 

creating beautiful architecture

BUT

beautiful architecture assisted the urban beautiful architecture assisted the urban 

masses because symbols had a magical 

power in a Neoplatonic sense.

His symbolic mission paralleled his 

engagement in education.



Discourse – whose?

‘a place comes explicitly into being in the 

discourse of its inhabitants, and particularly 

in the rhetoric it promotes’. 
Berdoulay, Vincent, ‘Place, Meaning and Discourse in French Language Geography’ in Agnew, 

John A., and James S. Duncan, The Power of Place, London: Unwin Hyman, 1989, p. 135.John A., and James S. Duncan, The Power of Place, London: Unwin Hyman, 1989, p. 135.

Or, in the case of a building constructed with 

magical intent, do the inhabitants come into 

being through the discourse of the building?



My methodologies

• Evidence:

• Folklore: the tradition of calendar houses

• Text: primary sources - Lethaby’s books; Ruskin, Turner

• Phenomenology: Being in the house

• Survey: Its orientation

••

• Method

• Literary interpretation: secondary sources on Lethaby

• Phenomenology: scholarly texts on phenomenology

• Contemporary Archaeology: 

• Survey: so far – I Pad theodolyte



Conclusion

Calendar buildings represent a genre of modern astronomical architecture 

which has so far not been studied, which were designed to create 

stronger communities precisely because of their astronomical 

connections, and indicates scope for further investigation. Within this 

context Avon Tyrrel appears to have had intentionally magical 

qualities.qualities.

The precedent of Schloss Eggenberg suggests an ancestry in Renaissance 

esotericism.
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