
Late 1860s | 
This earliest-known photograph shows the detached 
kitchen in the foreground. The kitchen was 25 ft. square, 
1 ½ stories high with a center chimney. Servants’ quarters 
were in the loft above the kitchen. The tunnel connecting 
it with the main house still exists; it is the only apparent 
example of an underground passage built just for 
servants. The house was acquired in 1868 by the City of 
Philadelphia’s Fairmount Park Commission.

John Penn, grandson son of Pennsylvania Founder William Penn, inherited 

his Pennsylvania land—some 20 million acres—when John’s father passed 

away in 1775. At 23 years of age, John fi rst came to the Commonwealth in 

hopes of recovering his inheritance. Given the radicals in the Pennsylvania 

Assembly who distrusted  his establishment family, John Penn sought a 

site outside the young nation’s capital in 1784. He purchased the 15 

acres above the western banks of the Schuylkill River and built a 

house inspired by the serenity of its location.

Following a Family Fortune   

England’s Divestment Act of 1779 guaranteed the Penn 

family compensation for losses for American land it 

owned after Independence. English Parliament ultimately 

granted the Penns 4,000 pounds sterling per year (roughly 

$80,000 today). Entitled to three-quarters of this grant, 

John Penn returned to England to see to the details in 

1788 and never returned. 

The Zoo is home to a historical site linked to one of the most 

historic families of the young nation. The Solitude remains the 

sole surviving residence in the U.S. that was once owned by a 

member of the Penn family. A house with considerable architectural 

signifi cance, its designer and original occupant, John Penn, 

chose the location for 

the grace and dignity of the site. 

John Penn’s departure in 1788 did not, however, signify the end 

of his family’s ownership of The Solitude:

• His brother Granville Penn inherits the house upon 

John’s death (1834).

• Upon Granville’s death (1844), the house went to John’s 

nephew Granville John Penn, who visited it twice.

• Upon Granville John’s death (1867), The Solitude went 

to John’s nephew Rev. Thomas Gordon Penn (d. 1869), 

who was also the last direct male descendent of 

William Penn.

Edmund Physick—an offi cer of the British government who 

managed the Penn estates and colonial interests during the 

Revolutionary War—lived at the house for some time.

Restoration 
and Modern Use

The Solitude

A Refi ned Design

Since its function as an administration building when the 

Zoo opened in 1874, The Solitude has served a number of 

purposes, including as offi ces for executive staff, as a residence 

for a Zoo keeper, exhibit space for snakes (in the parlor), and 

most recently as a space for meetings and events.
It is likely that John Penn served as his 
own architect, based on sketches he made 
that survive today. He chose to emulate 
the style of Scottish architect Robert 
Adam (1723–1792). One of the fi rst 
neo-classical houses in America, the 
design set a trend for other architecture 
in the region. 

“In the spring of ’84 left Philadelphia to fi nd a spot to build…
Earlier in the year I made a dear purchase of 15 acres, costing 600 pounds 
sterling, and on the banks of the Schylkill [sic.]. I named it, from 
the D[uke] of Wurtemburg’s, The Solitude, a name vastly more 
characteristic of my place.” 

The House of John Penn,
William Penn’s Distinguished Grandson

A Lasting Legacy

Parlor Ceiling
The plaster ceilings in the parlor 
remain the best example of the 
Adam style in Philadelphia. 

The Solitude plays an important role 
in Zoo history upon the occasion of 
celebrating its 150th anniversary.

Doorway
In 1913, architectural historian Herbert 
Clifton Wise described The Solitude as having 
“one of the most beautiful doorways to be 
found in our territory.”
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1879 | 
The young Zoological Society receives a lease on the 
land in 1874, which makes it the Zoo administration 
building. For many decades this protects the house
from substantive changes.

1926 | 
The Solitude is decorated and furnished for the nation’s 
150th celebration of Independence.

1976 | 
The Zoo and the Philadelphia Museum of Art undertake 
substantial improvements in preparation for the U.S. 
Bicentennial Celebration. 

1991 | 
The Friends of The Solitude is formed to preserve the 
building and teach its history.


