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REVIEWS

Stephen Clarke, The Strawberry Hill Press & Its Printing House: An Account and an 
Iconography. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2011. 152 pp. 44 colour illus. ISBN 
978 0 300 17040 5. US$85.00.

Reviewed by Patrick Spedding

This is a very attractive book: beautifully illustrated, laid out, and printed. And 
it is—for the most part—a pleasure to read: a pleasant mix of detailed historical 
narrative and anecdote makes for quick reading. However, the structure and focus 
of the book will likely seem at least a little odd to a book historian or book collector.

The author sets out to reconstruct the press and printing house set up by 
Horace Walpole in 1757 at Strawberry Hill, Twickenham. He does this in five 
chapters by leading the reader through some of the surviving literary evidence for 
the establishment, running and use of the press—primarily based on letters and 
memoirs in the first three chapters—and then by examining in great detail the 
surviving artistic evidence for the arrangement of the printing room, its location 
and surroundings on Walpole’s estate. Though some details are offered concerning 
the works published by the Press, there is considerable focus on the collector’s 
market for Strawberry Press items (and the various views of the press room), 
particularly the market for these items after Walpole’s death. The final chapter 
leads the reader through the changes in ownership of the estate, and changes to 
the structure of the Strawberry Hill outbuildings, from Walpole’s day to our own, 
to establish that part of Walpole’s original printing house still stands. 

As stated, the book is beautiful: small quarto in size, printed on an art paper 
and illustrated in colour throughout. Few images occupy a full page. Indeed, most 
images are small and are reproduced on pages dominated by text. Although there 
are a handful of illustrations of Strawberry Hill Press items, including a few items 
of press ephemera, most of the illustrations (especially the larger ones) are external 
and internal views of the printing house and surrounding grounds, with the 
occasional illustration of people mentioned in the text. There is some awkwardness 
in the positioning of illustrations, since the text that discusses an illustration is 
occasionally at an inconvenient distance from the illustration itself. The reason for 
this awkwardness is not immediately apparent, but does become clear.

Clarke wants his primary discovery, the location of the long-lost Printing 
House—to emerge only at the end of his book. And so, for example, the plans 
that illustrate “The Changing Configuration of the Printing House” (119) appear 
after the Notes (111–18), where the reader will not see them until they finish the 
final chapter. As a result of this spoiler-avoiding approach, the reader is often 
left confused by Clarke’s account of the location of fireplaces and chimneys, 
windows and doors that were bricked up or moved and roof-lines that were 
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re-arranged—despite the many beautifully-reproduced artworks that illustrate 
these changes. The reader might also be confused, as I was, by the unremitting 
attention given to such details of a building long after it stopped being a Printing 
House, and had become a sculptor’s studio, or a washhouse. Because it is not at 
all clear why the reader should care what happened to this building since the start 
of the nineteenth century. If it had been clear from the outset—or even from the 
start of chapter five—that Clarke had identified a surviving section of the Printing 
House, through the many changes made to the buildings after Walpole’s death, 
and these changes were explained with reference to plans integrated into the text, 
the reader might even follow the explanation with more attention and interest.

Another aspect of the book that seemed odd to me, at first, was the extraordinary 
detail given about every known representation of the Strawberry Hill Printing 
House and the surrounding grounds, and the fact that every state of every plate is 
identified and (usually) reproduced. Who, I wondered, is likely to want a minutely-
detailed account of artwork representing a washhouse, even if that washhouse 
was once a famous Printing House? The obvious answers are, an archaeologist 
or a print collector. But I assume most of the readers of this book will be those 
interested in Walpole and/or his press rather. After all, the main title of the book 
is The Strawberry Hill Press & Its Printing House. Even those so deeply fascinated 
by Walpole and the Strawberry Hill Press as to pay US$85 for a short history 
(i.e., an account) and a detailed discussion of the illustrations of the same (i.e., an 
iconography) will be a little surprised by the sustained attention Clarke gives to 
these post-1800 prints and views. And since the print collection that dominates 
the book is held by the institution that published it, the longer Clarke pursues the 
history of the not-printing house, the more this book looks like a tiresome and 
self-serving advertisement for the Lewis Walpole Library collection (magnificent 
and admirable as that collection is). However, once the big reveal occurs at the end 
of the text, the reason for the archaeological interest of author becomes clear. (It 
also becomes clear why some illustrations are not where the reader might expect 
or want them to be—introducing them too early might have given the author’s 
game away.) Again, if the reason for the archaeological interest of the author had 
been clear at the outset, or earlier in the text, the reader might be less confused and 
more inclined to take a generous view of the author’s (and the press’s) intentions.

Putting aside any issues that result from keeping the author’s interest in the fate 
of the Printing House (i.e., the building) a secret until the end of the book, a reader 
whose primary interest is the press and the printing undertaken at Strawberry 
Hill will likely find the short account offered by Clarke a useful introduction to 
the subject. Clarke frequently cites—and depends heavily on—Paget Toynbee’s 
Journal of the Printing-Office at Strawberry Hill (1923) and Strawberry Hill 
Accounts (1927) and A. T. Hazen A Bibliography of the Strawberry Hill Press (1942). 
What distinguishes this book from these earlier accounts is the number and range 
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of illustrations offered: which, as I have said, are impressive. I was disappointed 
that the useful and interesting details about artists, publishers, distributor and 
collectors of engravings were not matched with details about Walpole’s staff of 
printers and pressmen. And it is possible that others will be disappointed not to 
be given more information about the printer who “robbed a man and [ran] away 
with his wife” (36), a second who “got into debt, and two girls with child” (44) 
and the third who, with his drunken wife, ran into debt (46), but did not get 
anyone pregnant or run away. Perhaps no further details are available. More likely, 
perhaps, since no portraits or images of these characters survive (46), we hear no 
more of them because they are not within the purview of this iconographic account.


