
Here in the landscaped gardens grounds of Rydal Hall sits a simple slate hut. Built 
on the edge of a ravine right next to a waterfall, the hut is only accessible via a long, 
twisting path through the Hall’s gardens.

It’s too small to live in, just a single room with a front door, a window and a bench. So 
why is it here?

Location: 
Grotto at Rydal Hall, Rydal, nr Ambleside,  
Cumbria LA22 9LX

Grid reference: 
NY 36595 06430

Keep and eye out for: 
The extraordinary variety of waterfowl,  
water colours and patterns
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Viewpoint

Framing nature

What does this tiny hut tell us about our thirst for beauty? 

 Time: 15 mins      Region: North West England Landscape: rural



Notice how the window acts like a picture frame turning the waterfall into a subject of beauty. 
As well as admiring the view, spectators were encouraged to capture it. Artists including Thomas 
Sutherland and John Constable both painted this scene and William Wordsworth included it in  his 
poem ‘An evening walk’. All of this attention helped bring publicity and more visitors to Rydal Hall. 

Over a hundred years after this hut was built to capture this idyllic - view of ‘nature’, a rector 
named Thomas West published the first ever ‘Guide to the Lakes’. In this he included a list of 
‘viewing stations’ where spectators could enjoy the most ‘picturesque’ views of the Lake District. 
From Windermere to Bassenthwaite, Coniston to Derwentwater many of them are still iconic. 

West’s guide was designed to “relieve the traveller from the burthen of those tedious enquiries on 
the road, or at the inns, which generally embarrass, and often mislead”. This ‘checklist’ of sights still 
structures how many visitors experience the Lake District with traditional beauty spots thronged 
with tourists eager to capture the same view.

Every landscape has a story to tell – Find out more at www.discoveringbritain.org

Viewpoint  created by Caroline Millar RGS-IBG Discovering Britain

Low Falls Rydal by Joseph Farrington (1785)     

Sit on the bench and gaze out of the window. 
The view ahead is of Rydal Beck as it flows 
under a pretty stone bridge, cascades down 
into a plunge pool and runs through a steep 
gorge. What words might you use to describe 
this scene? Does picturesque come to mind? 

The owner of Rydal Hall built the hut here in 
1668 as a place where he and his guests could 
enjoy the view of the waterfall. It is Britain’s 
first ever ‘viewing station’.  These were specially 
built in places identified as having the best 
views to appreciate the beauty of nature from.  

Pretty as a picture
Before the late 1700s subjects for paintings were chosen for their morality or utility rather than their 
beauty. But the Romantic Movement changed all that. Artists and writers including JMW Turner, Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth and Robert Southey sought out 'picturesque' defined at ‘that 
particular kind of beauty, which is agreeable in a picture’.

They also sought the thrill of ‘the Sublime’, those dramatic feelings that rugged mountains and torrential 
waterfalls could provoke in the viewer. The Lake District was the perfect source of inspiration for this 
Romantic frame of mind.

The fashion for depicting natural landscape in this way brought thousands of tourists to the Lakes. 
Ultimately concerns about these crowds led to birth of the conservation movement. The pressures 
to conserve and protect our landscapes while allowing and encouraging access to them is an ongoing 
conundrum. 


