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If you go into one of the big English parish churches of the late Middle Ages, the age 

of Henry V. Henry VI, Henry VII, what will you find? I will take as my example 

Newark in Nottingham- shire: tall nave; thin, sinewy, emphatically perpendicular 

piers; large aisle windows; large clerestory windows, their tracery hard and 

impressively, if monotonously, repetitive; timber roof of low pitch (not a vault); 

chancel and transepts long, angular, and square-ended, not with rounded ends or 

rounded or polygonal chapels; vast end windows in the chancel and the transepts 

running up to immediately below the roof. It makes the east parts of the church a 

veritable glasshouse, clear, light, and not a bit mysterious. It must always have been 

like that; for figured glass at that time was confined to selected areas. There was 

plenty of white, that is transparent, glass.  

 

What qualities stand out from this description which would be much the same if we 

took others of the great English Perpendicular parish churches, Lavenham or Long 

Melford or Blythburgh in Suffolk, or Chipping Camden or Cirencester in 

Gloucestershire, or King’s Lynn or Walpole St. Peter in Norfolk? Large size, simple 

plan, flat chancel end, general angularity, hard separation of parts, repetitiveness, 

boldness of the very large openings, and in the end a generally rational, surveyable,  

unmysterious character. In enumerating these qualities, I must once more refer to my 

fundamental tenet of the polarities. The description I have given is not 100 per cent. 

true. For these churches were originally full of screens and chantry chapels, and so 

looked less bare and square than they do now, even if those screens and chantries 

were often, compared especially with contemporary German work, very repetitive in 

their details too. Where there are stone vaults things are also a little different, as in St. 

Mary Redcliffe at Bristol. But even there the innumerable ribs and subsidiary ribs 

themselves are again straight and angular and hard. At Bath Abbey, on the other hand, 

the vaults are fan vaults and indeed introduce a note of exotic luxuriousness quite in 

contrast to the angularity of the forms of the church otherwise.  

 

But the fact remains that, almost without exception, the English of the later Middle 

Ages did not believe in the stone vault. This is in total contrast to the French and the 

Germans, and that fact is in itself highly characteristic. It proves positively the 

English faith in oak of which I spoke briefly some time ago. But it also proves 

negatively a peculiarly English neglect of moulding space, you might even say of 

pulling things together. One wall, another wall, and beams across. Parts can be left as 

parts.  

 

But there is one proviso. The tendency towards large, easily survey- able, wide open 

spaces in parish churches belongs to all Europe in the fifteenth century, not only to 

England. The orders of friars had introduced everywhere plainly and unimaginatively 

planned large preaching spaces. They influenced the parish churches a great deal 
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everywhere, and parish churches are the most typical churches of the late Middle 

Ages, because they are the churches of the burghers, the merchants, the bankers  

and manufacturers, who had the money, the greatest ambitions, perhaps also the 

greatest need for redemption. So some of that pride and squareness and matter-of-

factness is typical of the period.  

 

But it is very much of England all the same, much so that the Perpendicular style has 

in its details not even a remote parallel abroad, and so much so that it lasted 

unchanged for nearly 200 years once it had been created. So we can with some 

confidence start now looking for the qualities of the Perpendicular in other fields of 

English Part and architecture.  

 

Angularity first. The flat chancel end of the Perpendicular parish church has its 

immediate parallel in the flat-topped tower of the Perpendicular parish church—

something extremely rare on the Continent, but something that to the foreigner is part 

and parcel of the English landscape. There are spires also, especially in such counties 

as Northamptonshire and Lincolnshire, but the square—topped tower re mains 

England at is most English, all the same. Z The almost flat roof with parapet or 

battlements instead of the high- pitched roof of, for instance, German or Dutch 

churches of the fifteenth century is equally typical.  

 

Now the square-ended chancel itself. This is, except for the churches of the reforming 

order of the Cistercians in the twelfth century, unusual in France and Germany. They 

prefer the rounded end, with or without an ambulatory like an aisle around. That gives 

a sense of moulded space, of plasticity, of pulling together. England prefers that the 

walls should meet at right angles and remain separate from each other and that the 

enclosed space should be a box, or cube, or block. The English cathedrals of the 

classic High Gothic style, to go back for a moment to the thirteenth century, Lincoln 

or Salisbury, have a square end, Wells had one, Ely and Worcester acquired one in 

that century, and so on. If Westminster Abbey has a rounded chancel end, and 

polygonal chapels radiating from that, that only proves Henry III’s close partiality for 

France.  

 

Even in the Norman style of the twelfth century, England occasionally voted for this 

straightness. The Normans had brought the Norman style from the Continent, and at 

the beginning their cathedrals and monasteries therefore had rounded ends and often 

chapels radiating from them. But at Southwell, and in modified forms at Romsey, at 

Old Sarum, at Hereford and others, the chancels end straight, and at Holy Island in 

Northumberland they replaced as early as about 1140 a chancel on the French pattern 

by a flat one.  

 

In point of fact this preference in Norman times was a direct reflection of an Anglo-

Saxon preference. In Anglo-Saxon churches, rounded ends occur mostly in Kent, 

close to France. In all other parts of England straight ends are usual. May I add that, in 

perfect accordance with this idiosyncrasy, the Anglo-Saxon designers had a liking for 

an arch which is not an arch but an open triangle, that is with straight shanks instead 

of the rounded, plastic, moulded form of the arch proper. And may I point out also 

that even that mannerism occurs again occasionally in mid-Gothic, especially in the 

north transept of Hereford Cathedral.  
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That angularity seems to me to reflect closely the English habit of rather adding part 

to part than of—how shall I put it?—kneading them together. The Anglo-Saxon 

church builders, for instance, had a curious way in planning. Instead of building aisles 

left and right of the nave, they added separate closed chambers, so-called porticus, 

opening to the nave only in narrow arches. This is, to my mind, the forerunner of the 

way in which the thirteenth-century transepts in England stick far out to left and right, 

often two pairs of transepts - all straight - ended. Here, again, part is added to part, 

instead of the sculptural pulling together in France, where transepts get short and keep 

close to the unified composition of the centre. Also the main entrance to the French 

thirteenth-century cathedral is from the west by three portals, which funnel you into 

the nave and the two aisles. The English way is to have a large north porch instead, as 

a completely separate cube or block. The west front, on the other hand, tends to be a 

kind of screen, wider than nave and aisles, with insignificant portals and without any 

structural logic placed in front of them—a separate wall with its own laws of design, 

not subordinated to the layout of nave and aisles. I see in this an important principle: 

the principle of insubordination.  

 

This principle also dictates what the English designer does with his screen façade, say 

at Salisbury or Wells and especially at Lincoln. He covers it with an even grid or net 

of blank arches or niches, and he did that already in Norman times; see, for instance, 

the façade of Castle Acre in Norfolk. The English loved these long rows of blank 

arches, running on apparently interminably and wholly uniformly. ‘They are also 

found often inside aisles on the walls below the windows: uniformity and repetition, 

and - this I want to add - also a great desire to stress the surface as a flat surface by 

such patterning.  

 

That is why the English are also so fond of other flat surface patterning, diapers in the 

thirteenth century, the close and repetitive tracery of the Perpendicular windows and 

the panelling of the walls around them with blank panels always the same, the 

reredos, that is a stone wall behind the high altar, with row upon row of images in 

more or less identical niches, the close and repetitive patterns of ribs and subordinate 

ribs in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century vaults, the spectacular, very close patterning 

of the exterior of Henry Vii’s Chapel in Westminster Abbey, and, even, if you follow 

me, its reflection in the mid-nineteenth century in the never ending terraces of 

Kensington and Bayswater. On a higher level in the same nineteenth century you can 

see the same even patterning in the façades of the Houses of Parliament by Sir 

Charles Barry and by the great Pugin, the fanatic of the Gothic revival and the most 

fertile of designers of Gothic detail.  

 

Finally, it seems to me that William Morris was destined to become the best designer 

of the nineteenth century in all Europe, at least where flat surfaces are concerned, that 

is in chintzes, wallpapers, and the like, just because he was English and had grown up 

with a sensitive and intelligent appreciation of the English tradition in design. The 

tradition is that of close all-over repetition of decorative motifs on a surface. The term 

‘all-over’ implies that the motifs ought to look as if they could be and might be 

continued interminably in length as well as in height. You can in fact separate these 

two directions and show that in English design excessive horizontalism as well as 

excessive verticalism occur, and sometimes a grid of both.  
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We will start with horizontal extremes and the curious proportions of Anglo-Saxon 

churches—Monkwearmouth nave sixty-five feet long, but only nineteen feet wide; 

All Hallows, Barking-by-the-Tower apparently seventy by twenty-four feet, and so 

on. We can then go on to Norman cathedrals. In France, if a nave has twelve bays, 

that is twelve arches to the arcade between nave and aisles, it is very long. St. Etienne 

in Caen has only eight, Vézelay ten. But Ely and St. Albans have thirteen, Winchester 

and Norwich even fourteen. That lengthening makes a lot of difference to the eye. 

Similarly, if Germany in her wonderful late medieval parish churches gave the aisles 

the same height as the nave, that meant thar one unified space could flow through the 

whole breadth of the triple room. England kept to lower aisles, that is kept the three 

streams of canalised space from portal to altar more separate and went on 

emphasising their individual parallel lengths. Is it to far-fetched finally to think in this 

connection of the Long Galleries of Tudor and Jacobean houses—so long sometimes 

that again you feel they might go on for ever?  

 

It may at first seem surprising that this horizontal stress is not in the least 

contradictory to the vertical or perpendicular stress which has given the Perpendicular 

style its name. But it is not: the conception of the grid unites them.  

 

Perpendicularism is indeed exactly as frequent in English art as Horizontalism. There 

are many examples: the gaunt proportions of Anglo-Saxon churches 

(Monkwearmouth with its nineteen feet width is thirty-one feet high), the overstressed 

verticalism at Ely of the mast-like wall-shafts all up the long nave walls, the 

preference of the English in the thirteenth century for the long, slender lancet window 

over the broader traceried window, then, also, in the thirteenth century, the delightful 

alternation of buff stone shafts and shafts of black Purbeck marble, again vertically 

dividing a composite pier into its components, all to be seen in their separate 

perpendicularity, or finally the timber-framing of Perpendicular and Elizabethan 

houses with narrowly set perpendicular studs between the main posts - so different 

from the broader and sculpturally richer composition of the timber- framed fronts of 

Hildesheim and Brunswick or Rouen and Lisieux.  

 

Nor is the Perpendicular preference of the English noticeable in architecture only. 

Professor Frey, whose excellent book I have referred to before, insists that there are 

more whole-length portraits in England than anywhere else, from Holbein (for the 

English had not created the type) to van Dyck and on to Reynolds and Gainsborough. 

Certainly, the innumerable slender, very erect young noblemen and ladies on the walls 

of country mansions and galleries are a striking feature, when one first travels in 

England.  

 

We are on safer ground with sculpture of the thirteenth century. There, in the façade 

of Wells with its more than a hundred statues, or in the Annunciation in the Chapter 

House of Westminster Abbey, you have extremely elongated figures and draperies 

stressing this verticalism by their long, sharply cut, perpendicular folds. 

Contemporary French sculpture is fuller and again somehow more kneaded, less cut. 

This perpendicularism pleased the English so much that they went on with it, and in 

their most national branch of late medieval carving, their alabaster altars and panels, 

the figures are long, lean, thin-faced, and sparing in their movements—unmistakably 

types you see about in town and country in England.  
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The favourite type of figure of the first Anglo-Norman school of manuscript 

illumination is in fact no less than a caricature of this English type. In the Psalter of 

St. Alban and related manuscripts they stand in groups, gaunt, stiff and with 

motionless features - extraordinarily and oddly similar to some of the Elizabethan 

funeral monuments, where husband and wife or two wives lie similarly long and stiff 

and motionless side by side. The Elizabethan style in architecture also concerns us 

here—a style wholly English, however much inspiration from France and the 

Netherlands may at first have got it going. The Elizabethan style, as illustrated by, 

say, Longleat or Burghley, has a good, solid, hard core of Perpendicular tradition. The 

façades are rigid grids of uprights and horizontals, windows are tall and wide, with 

many upright and horizontal stone bars. They have lost the last vestiges of curves 

which still existed in Perpendicular tracery. In the end, in the most characteristically 

English houses of about 1600, at Hardwick for instance, there is nothing but square 

and oblong blocks, flat roof, square-topped towers at the angles, square and oblong 

windows leaving little of solid wall—a rigid, rational grid.  

 

Blocks added to blocks—and façades designed as grids. You can go on with this 

English system through the centuries after Elizabeth I, and you will find styles 

changing but this attitude remaining. What else, for instance, is the Circus at Bath, 

that round square, if I may call it so? John Wood designed it in 1754. The architecture 

is classical, columns superimposed on each other in three tiers—but the columns and 

the friezes which they carry are a grid, all the same. So is the exterior of the Houses of 

Parliament; but so is also, say, Gower Street near the British Museum—the long 

stretches of completely unadorned terraces of Georgian brick houses with nothing but 

evenly cut-in, un-moulded, un-enriched window openings. If the English liked to 

build their country houses and palaces in the taste of Palladio’s mid-sixteenth century 

villas round Vicenza and Padua rather than that of the Baroque and Rococo, can we 

not now state a reason—one of many, of course? These houses, with their porticos 

with tall columns, are they not also a new post-Renaissance version of the English 

ideal of the square block, the verticals and horizontals, or, to say it again, of 

rationalism?  

 

For this is where we have arrived at the end of this talk. Rationalism, or, if you prefer 

it, reasonableness, is the quality behind the Perpendicular and the Palladian. It is a 

middle-class ideal rather than a feudal one, and the Perpendicular world was in fact 

predominantly one of merchants, and the nobility which built in the English 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries was not a feudal nobility but one largely of 

recent creation, more often than not on a claim of wealth. Voltaire commented on the 

fact that younger sons, in England, go into trade. The custom lives on, happily and 

sanely, to this day. In what other country could the uncle of the Queen be an active 

director of a private bank, travelling home on—shall we say?—the 5.50 every night? 

If you take Whitaker’s Almanack and check the dates of creation of the English titles 

today, you will find—at least I found, errors and omissions excluded—that, of about 

390 dukes, marquesses, earls, and viscounts— only about 20 date from before 1600, 

but over 200 from after 1800. Of about 500 baronies, over 400 date from after 1800, 

about 30 from before 1600. That gives you some idea of the fact that aristocracy and 

middle classes have never been a hard contrast at any time in the last six hundred 

years in Britain.  
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So if reasonableness is primarily a middle-class ideal and so much English art and 

English culture in general and on all class-levels is so eminently reasonable, that is 

not a contradiction. This is the country of government by Parliament at an early date, 

of few political parties, of Queen Elizabeth’s and William Cecil’s policy of 

reasonableness and so on. But that is outside my subject. So to end with art again, let 

me quote from three first pages of English essays or books.  

 

Francis Bacon’s Essay of Building has as its first sentence: ‘Houses are built to live in 

and not to look on; therefore let use be preferred before uniformity, except when both 

may be had. Leave the fabric of houses for beauty only to the enchanted palaces of the 

poets, who build them with small cost’. Hogarth’s Analysis of Beauty, in spite of the 

flamboyance of his paint and his enthusiasm for the serpentine, that is the Rococo, 

line, starts like this: ‘Fitness of the parts to the design for which every individual thing 

is formed, either by art or nature, is first to be considered, as it is of the greatest 

consequence to the beauty of the whole’. He then goes on to illustrate this by the size 

and shape of chairs, of pillars and arches, and in a few sentences he arrives at this: ‘In 

shipbuilding, the dimensions of every part are confined and regulated by fitness for 

sailing. When a vessel sails well, the sailors call her a beauty; the two ideas have such 

a connexion’. Even if you take Pugin, in spite of his neo-Gothic and his Catholic 

fanaticism, you read on the first page of his True Principles of Pointed or Christian 

Architecture: ‘The two great rules for design are these: First that there should be no 

features about a building which are not necessary for convenience, construction, or 

propriety; second that all ornament should consist of enrichment of the essential 

construction of the building’. Pugin hated all eighteenth-century design. To him it was 

pagan and therefore unworthy. Yet if you want to find the best illustration of Pugin’s 

sound rules of good design, where would you go? To English eighteenth-century 

chairs—so functional in their elegance and so much less arbitrary than those of the 

French Rococo—and to the shapes of Wedgwood dinner and tea sets. These really are 

of an undated rightness, undated in their clean and pleasing shapes. We use them still 

exactly as you can see them illustrated in Wedgwood’s catalogues as far back as 1800 

and before.  

 

Two pages from a catalogue of 1816 are illustrated in a book in which you would 

least expect to find them: Mr. Geoffrey Keynes’ Blake Studies. For William Blake, of 

all artists, engraved these pages: Blake, the arch-enemy in English art of all those 

qualities which I have so far placed in the foreground, of rationalism, on the one hand, 

of observation on the other. With Blake, and with the Decorated style in medieval 

architecture, I shall next try to explore the other pole—the irrational element in British 

art. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


