
THE NATURE OF GOTHIC by John Ruskin (From The Stones of Venice, Vol. II)

We are now about to enter upon the examination of that school of Venetian architecture which forms an

intermediate step between the Byzantine and Gothic forms; but which I did find may be conveniently

considered in its connection with the latter style. In order that we may discern the tendency of each step of

this change, it will be wise in the outset to endeavour to form some general idea of its final result. We

know already what the Byzantine architecture is from which the transition was made, but we ought to

know something of the Gothic architecture into which it led. I shall endeavour therefore to give the reader

in this chapter an idea, at once broad and definite, of the true nature of Gothic architecture, properly so

called; not of that of Venice only, but of universal Gothic.

The principal difficulty in doing this arises from the fact that every building of the Gothic period differs in

some important respect from every other; and many include features which, if they occurred in other

buildings, would not be considered Gothic at all; so that all we have to reason upon is merely, if I may be

allowed so to express it, a greater or less degree of Gothicness in each building we examine. And it is this

Gothicness the character which according as it is found more or less in a building makes it more or less

Gothic--of which I want to define the nature; and I feel the same kind of difficulty in doing so which

would be encountered by anyone who undertook to explain for instance, the Nature of Redness, without

any actually red thing to point to, but only orange and purple things. Suppose he had only a piece of

heather and a dead oak-leaf to do it with. He might say "the colour which is mixed with the yellow in this

oak-leaf, and with the blue in this heather, would be red, if you had it separate; but it would be difficult,

nevertheless, to make the abstraction perfectly intelligible; and it is so in a far greatest degree to make the

abstraction of the Gothic character intelligible because that character itself is made up of many mingled

ideas and can consist only in their union. That is to say, pointed arches do not constitute Gothic--nor

vaulted roofs--nor flying buttresses, nor grotesque sculptures; but all or some of these things--amid many

other things with them--when they come together so as to have life.

Observe also that in the definition proposed I shall only endeavor to analyze the idea which I suppose

already to exist in the readers mind. We all have some notion, most of us a very determined one, of the

meaning of the term Gothic; but I know that many persons have this idea in their minds without being able

to define it: that is to say understanding generally that Westminster Abbey is Gothic and St. Paul's is not,

that Strasburg Cathedral is Gothic, and St. Peter's is not, they are nevertheless, no clear notion of what It

IS that they recognize In the one or miss in the other such as would enable them to say how far the work at

Westminster or Strasburg is good and pure of its kind; still less to say of any nondescript building, like St.

James Palace or Windsor Castle how much right Gothic element there is in and how much wanting. And I

believe this inquiry to be a pleasant and profitable one; and that there will be found something more than

usually interesting in tracing out this grey shadow many-pinnacled image of the Gothic spirit in us; and

discerning what fellowship there is between it and our Northern hearts. And if, at any point of the inquiry,

I should interfere with any of the reader's previously formed conceptions, and use the term Gothic in any

sense which he would not willingly attach to it, I do not ask to accept, but only to examine and understand,

my interpretation, as necessary to the intelligibility of what follows in the rest of the work.

 

We have; then, the Gothic character submitted to our analysis, just as the rough mineral is submitted to

that of the chemist, entangled with many other foreign substances, itself perhaps in no place pure, or ever

to be obtained or seen in purity for more than an instant; but nevertheless a thing of definite and separate

nature; however inextricable or confused in appearance. Now observe: the chemist defines his mineral by

two separate kinds of character; one external, its crystalline form, hardness, lustre, etc., the other internal,

the proportions and nature of its constituent atoms. Exactly in the same manner, we shall find that Gothic

architecture has external forms and internal elements. Its elements are certain mental tendencies of the

builders, legibly expressed in it; as fancifulness, love of variety , love of richness, and such others. Its

external forms are pointed arches, vaulted roofs, etc. And unless both .the elements and the forms are

there, we have no right to call the style Gothic. It is not enough that it has the Form, if it have not also the

power and life. It is not enough that it has the Power, if it have not the form. We must therefore inquire
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into each of these characters successively; and determine first, what is the Mental Expression, and

secondly, what the Material Form of Gothic architecture, properly so called.

 

1
st
 Mental Power or Expression. What characters, we have to discover, did the Gothic builders love, or

instinctively express in their work, as distinguished from all other builders ? Let us go back for a moment

to our chemistry, and note that, in defining a mineral by its constituent parts, it is not one nor another of

them, that can make up the mineral, but the union of all: for instance, it is neither in charcoal nor in

oxygen, not in lime, that there is the making of chalk, but in the combination of all three in certain

measures; they are all found in very different things from chalk, and there is nothing like chalk either in

charcoal or oxygen but they are nevertheless necessary to its existence.

So in the various mental characters which make up the soul of Gothic. It is not one nor another that

produces it; but their union in certain measures. Each one of them is found in many other architectures

beside Gothic; but Gothic Cannot exist where they are not found or, at least, where their place is not in

some way supplied. Only there is this great difference between the composition of the mineral and of the

architectural style, that if we withdraw one of its elements from the stone, its form is utterly changed and

its existence as such and such a mineral is destroyed; but if we withdraw one of its mental elements from

the Gothic style it is only a little less Gothic than it was before, and the, union of two or three of its

elements is enough already to bestow a certain Gothicness of character, which gains in intensity as well as

the others, and loses as we again withdraw them.

I believe, then, that the characteristic or of Gothic are the following, placed in the order of their

importance :

1. Savageness.

2. Changefulness.

3. Naturalism.

4. Grotesquenes.

5. Rigidity.

6. Redundance.

These characters are here expressed as belonging to the building; as belonging to the builder they would be

expressed thus :1. Savageness or Rudeness. 2. Love of Change. 3. Love of Nature 4. Disturbed

Imagination. 5.Obstinacy. 6.Generosity. And I repeat that the withdrawal of any one, or any two will not at

once destroy the Gothic character of a building, but the removal of a majority of them will. I shall proceed

to examine them in their order.

Savageness-I am not sure when the word "Gothic" Was first generically applied to the architecture of the

North but I presume that, whatever the date of its original usage, it was intended to imply reproach, and

express the barbaric character of the nations among whom that architecture arose. It never implied that

they were literally of Gothic lineage, far less that their architecture had been originally invented by the

Goths themselves; but it did imply that they and their buildings together exhibited a degree of sternness

and rudeness, which, in contra-distinction to the character of Southern and Eastern nations, appeared like

a perpetual reflection of the Contrast between the Goth and the Roman in their first encounter. And when

that fallen Roman, in the utmost impotence of his luxury , and insolence of his guilt, became the model for

the imitation of civilized Europe, at the close of the so-called Dark ages, the word Gothic became a term of

unmitigated contempt, not unmixed with aversion. From that contempt, by the exertion of the antiquaries

and architects of this century , Gothic architecture has been sufficiently vindicated; and perhaps some

among us, in Our admiration of the magnificent science of its structure, and sacredness of its expression,
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might desire that the term of ancient reproach should be withdrawn, and some other, of more apparent

honourableness, adopted in its place. There is no chance, as there is no need, of such a substitution. As far

as the epithet Was used scornfully, it was used falsely; but there is no reproach in the word, rightly

understood; on the contrary, there is a profound truth, which the instinct of mankind almost unconsciously

recognizes. It is true, greatly and deeply true, that the architecture of the North is rude and wild; -but it is

not true, that, for this reason, We are to condemn it, or despise. Far otherwise: I believe it is in this very

character that it deserves our profoundest reverence.

The charts of the world which have been drawn up by modern science have thrown into a narrow space

the expression of a vast amount of knowledge, but I have never yet seen any one pictorial enough to

enable the spectator to imagine the kind of contrast in physical character which exists between Northern

and Southern countries. We know the differences in detail, but we have not that broad glance and grasp

which would enable us to feel them in their fulness. We know that gentians grow on the Alps, and olives

on the Apennines ; but we do not enough conceive for ourselves that variegated mosaic of the world's

surface which a bird sees in its migration, that difference between the district of the gentian and of the

olive which the stork and the swallow see far off, as they lean upon the sirocco wind. Let us, for a

moment, try to raise ourselves even above the level of their flight, and imagine the Mediterranean lying

beneath us like an irregular lake, and an its ancient promontories sleeping in the sun: here and there an

angry spot of thunder, a grey stain of storm, moving upon the burning field; and here and there a fixed

wreath of white volcano smoke, surrounded by its circle of ashes; but for the most part a great

peacefulness of light, Syria and Greece, Italy and Spain, laid like pieces of a golden pavement into the

sea-blue, chased, as we stoop nearer to them, with bossy beaten work of mountain chains, and glowing

softly with terraced gardens, and flowers heavy with frankincense, mixed among masses of laurel, and

orange, and plumy palm, that abate with their grey-green shadows the burning of the marble rocks, and of

the ledges of porphyry sloping under lucent sand. Then let us pass farther towards the north, until we see

the orient colours change gradually into a vast belt of rainy green, where the pastures of Switzerland, and

poplar valleys of France, and dark forests of the Danube and Carpathians stretch from the mouths of the

Loire to those of the Volga, seen through clefts in grey swirls of rain-cloud and flaky veils of the mist of

the brooks, spreading low along the pasture lands: and then, farther north still, to see the earth heave into

mighty masses of leaden rock and heathy moor, bordering with a broad waste of gloomy purple that belt of

field and wood, and splintering into irregular and grisly islands amidst the northern seas, beaten by storm,

and chilled by ice- I drift, and tormented by furious pulses of contending tide, until I the roots of the last

forests fail from among the hill ravines, and the hunger of the north wind bites their peaks into barrenness;

and, at last, the wall of ice, durable like iron, sets, deathlike, its white teeth against us out of the polar

twilight. And, having once traversed in thought this gradation of the zoned iris of the earth in all its

material vastness, let us go down nearer to it, and watch the parallel change in the belt of animal life ; the

multitudes of swift and brilliant creatures that glance in the air and sea, or tread the sands of the southern

zone; striped zebras and spotted leopards, glistening serpents, and birds arrayed in purple and scarlet. Let

us contrast their delicacy and brilliancy of colour and swiftness of motion, with the frost-cramped strength,

and shaggy covering, and dusky plumage of the northern tribes; contrast the Arabian horse with the

Shetland, the tiger and leopard with the wolf and bear, the antelope with the elk, the bird of paradise with

the osprey: and then, submissively acknowledging the great laws by which the earth and all that it bears

are ruled throughout their being, let us not condemn, but rejoice in the expression by man of his own rest

in the statues of the lands that gave him birth. Let us watch him with reverence as he sets side by side the

burning gems, and smoothes with soft sculpture the jasper pillars, that are to reflect a ceaseless sunshine,

and rise into a cloudless sky: but not with less reverence let us stand by him, when, with rough strength and

hurried stroke, he smites an uncouth animation out of the rocks t which he has torn from, among the moss

of the moorland, and heaves into the darkened air of the pile of iron buttress and rugged wall, instinct with

a work of an imagination as wild and wayward as the northern sea; creations of ungain1y shape and rigid

limb, but full of wolfish life; fierce as the winds that beat, and changeful as the clouds that shade them.

There is, I repeat, no degradation, no reproach in this, but all dignity and honourableness: and we should

err grievously in refusing either to recognize as an essential character of the existing architecture of the

North, or to admit as a desirable character in that which it yet may be, this wildness of thought, and

roughness of work; this look of mountain brotherhood between the cathedral and the Alp; this
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magnificence of sturdy power, put forth only the more energetically because the fine .finger-touch was

chilled away by the frosty wind, and the eye dimmed by the moor-mist, or blinded by the hail ; this out-

speaking of the strong spirit of men who may not gather redundant fruitage from the earth, nor bask in

dreamy benignity of sunshine, but must break the rock for bread, and cleave the forest for fire, and show,

even in what they did for their delight; some of the hard habits of the arm and heart that grew on them as

they swung the axe or pressed the plough.

****

The second mental element above named was Changefullness, or Variety .

I have already enforced the allowing independent operation to the inferior workman, simply as a duty to

him, and as ennobling the architecture by rendering it more Christian. We have now to consider what

reward we obtain for the performance of this duty, namely, the perpetual variety of every feature of the

building.

Wherever the workman is utterly enslaved, the parts of the building must of course be absolutely like each

other; for the perfection of his execution can only be reached by exercising him in doing one thing, and

giving him nothing else to do. The degree in which the workman is degraded may be thus known at a

glance, by observing whether the several parts of the building are similar or not; and if, as in Greek work,

all the capitals are alike, and all the mouldings unvaried, then the degradation is complete; if, as in

Egyptian or Ninevite work, though the manner of executing certain figures is always the same, the order of

design is perpetually varied, the degradation less total; if, as in Gothic work, there is perpetual change both

in design and execution, the workman must have been altogether set free.

How much the beholder gains from the liberty if the labourer may perhaps be questioned in England,

where one of the strongest instincts in nearly every mind is that love of order which makes us desire that

our house windows should pair like our carriage horses, and allows us to yield our faith unhesitatingly to

architectural theories which fix a form for everything, and forbid variation from it. I would not impeach

love of order: it is one of the most useful elements of the English mind; it helps us in our commerce and in

all purely practical matters; and it is in many cases one of the foundation stones of morality. Only do not

let us suppose that love of order is love of art. It is true that order, in its highest sense, is one of the

necessities of art, just as time is a necessity of music; but love of order has no more to do with our right

enjoyment of architecture or painting, than love of punctuality with the appreciation of an opera.

Experience, I fear, teaches us that accurate and methodical habits in daily life are seldom characteristic of

those who either quickly perceive or richly possess, the creative powers of art; there is, however, nothing

inconsistent between the two instincts, and nothing to hinder us from retaining our business habits, and yet

fully allowing and enjoying the noblest gifts of Invention. We already do so, in every other branch of art

except architecture, and we only do not so there because we have been taught that it would be wrong. Our

architects gravely inform us that, as there are four rules of arithmetic, there are five orders of architecture;

we, in our simplicity , think that this sounds consistent, and believe them. They inform us also that there is

one proper form for Corinthian capitals, another for Doric, and another for Ionic. We, considering that

there is also a proper form for the letters A, B, and C, think that this also sounds consistent, and accept the

pro- position. Understanding, therefore, that one form of the capitals is proper and no other, and having a

conscientious horror of a impropriety we allow the architect to provide us with the said capitals, of the

proper form, in such and such a quantity, and in all other points to take care that the legal forms are

observed; which haying done, we:. rest in forced confidence that we are well housed.

But our higher instincts are not deceived. We take no pleasure in the building provided for us, resembling

that which we take in a new book or a new picture. We may be proud of its size, complacent in its

correctness, and happy in its convenience. We may take the same pleasure in its symmetry and

workmanship as in a well-ordered room, or a skilful piece of manufacture. And this we suppose to be all

the pleasure that architecture was ever intended to give us. The idea of reading a building as we would

read Milton or Dante, and getting the. same kind of delight out of the stones as out of the stanzas, never

enters our mind for a moment. And for good reason; --There is indeed rhythm in the verses, quite as strict

as the symmetries or rhythm of the architecture, and a thousand times more beautiful' but there is
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something else than rhythm. The verses were neither made to order, nor to match, as the capitals were; and

we have therefore a kind of pleasure in them other than a sense of propriety .But it requires a strong effort

of common sense to shake ourselves quit of all that we have been taught for the last two centuries, and

wake to. the perception of a truth just as simple and certain as it is new: that great art, whether expressing

itself in words, colours, or stones, does not say the same thing over and over again ; that the merit of

architectural, as of every other art, consists in its saying new .d different things; that to repeat itself is no

more a characteristic of genius in marble than it is of genius in print; and that we may without offending

any laws of good taste, require of an architect, as we do of a novelist, that he should be not only correct,

but entertaining. Yet all this is true, and self-evident; only hidden from us, as many other self-evident

things are by false teaching. Nothing millions of variations in itself ; for the proportions of a pointed arch

are changeable to infinity , while a circular arch is always the same. The grouped shaft was not merely a

bold variation from the single one, but it admitted of millions of variations in its grouping, and in the

proportions resultant from its grouping. The introduction of tracery was not only a startling change in the

treatment of window lights, but admitted endless changes in the interlacement of the tracery bars

themselves. So that, while in all living Christian architecture the love of variety exists, the Gothic schools

exhibited that love in culminating energy ; and their influence, wherever it extended itself, may be sooner

and farther traced by this character than by any other; the tendency to the adoption of Gothic types being

always first shown by greater irregularity and richer variation in the forms of the architecture it is about to

supersede, long before the appearance of the pointed arch or of any other recognizable outward sign of the

Gothic mind. The variety of the Gothic schools is the more healthy and beautiful, because in many cases it

is entirely unstudied, and results, not from mere love of change, but from practical necessities. For in one

point of view Gothic is not only the best, but the only rational architecture, as being that which can fit

itself most easily to all services, vulgar or noble. Undefined in its slope of roof, height of shaft, breadth of

arch, or disposition of ground plan, it can shrink into a turret, expand into a hall, coil into a staircase, or

spring into a spire, with undegraded grace and unexhausted energy; and whenever it finds occasion for

change in its form or purpose, it submits to it without the slightest sense of loss either to its unity or

majesty,-subtle and flexible like a fiery serpent, but ever attentive to the voice of the charmer. And it is

one of the chief virtues of the Gothic builders, that they never suffered ideas of outside symmetries and

consistencies to interfere with the real use and value of what they did. If they wanted a window, they

opened one; a room, they added one; a buttress, they built one; utterly regardless of any established

conventionalities of external appearance, knowing (as indeed it always happened) that such daring

interruptions of the formal plan would rather give additional interest to its symmetry than injure it. So that,

in the best times of Gothic, a useless window would rather have been opened in an unexpected place for

the sake of the surprise, than a useful one forbidden for the sake of symmetry Every successive architect,

employed upon a great work, built the pieces he added in his own way, utterly regardless of the style

adopted by his predecessors; and if two towers were raised in nominal correspondence at the sides of a

cathedral front, one was nearly sure to be different from the other, and in each the style at the top to be

different from the style at the bottom.

The third constituent element of the Gothic mind was stated to be Naturalism; that is to say, the love of

natural objects for their own sake, and the effort to represent them frankly, unconstrained by artistical

laws. This characteristic of the style partly follows in necessary connection with those named above. For,

so soon as the work- man is left free to represent what subjects he chooses, he must look to the nature that

is round him for material, and will endeavour to represent it as he sees it, with more or less accuracy

according to the skill he possesses, and with much play of fancy, but with small respect for law. There is,

however, a marked distinction between the imaginations of the Western and Eastern races, even when

both are left free; the Western, or Gothic, delighting most in the representation of facts, and the Eastern

(Arabian, Persian, and Chinese) in the harmony of colours and forms. The Gothic builders were of that

central class which unites fact with design; but the part of the work which was more especially their own

was the truthfulness. Their power of artistical invention or arrangement was not greater than that of

Romanesque and Byzantine workmen: by those workmen they were taught the principles, and from them

received their models. is a great work of art, for the production of which either rules or models can be

given. Exactly so far as architecture works on. known rules, and from given models, it is not an art, but a

manufacture; and it is, of the two procedures, rather less rational (because more easy) to copy capitals or

mouldings from Phidias, and call ourselves architects, than to copy heads and hands from Titian and call
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ourselves painters.

Let us then understand at once that change or variety is as much a necessity to the human heart and brain

in buildings as in books; that there is no merit, though there is some occasional use, in monotony; and that

we must no more expect to derive either pleasure or profit from an architecture whose ornaments are of

one pattern, and whose pillars are of one proportion, than we should out of a universe in which the clouds

were all of one shape, and the trees all of one size.

And this we confess, in deeds, though not in words. All the pleasure which the people of the nineteenth

century take in art, is in pictures, sculpture, minor objects of virtue or medieval architecture, which we

enjoy under the term picturesque: no pleasure is taken anywhere in modern buildings, and we :find all men

of true feeling delighting to escape out of modern cities into natural scenery: here that peculiar love of

landscape which is characteristic of the age. It would be well, if, in all other matters, we were as ready to

put up with what we dislike, for the sake of compliance with established law) as we are in architecture.

How so debased a law ever came to be established, we shall see when we come to describe the

Renaissance schools; here we have only to note, as a second most essential element of-the Gothic spirit,

that it broke through that law wherever it found it in existence; it not only dared, but delighted in, the

infringement of every servile principle; and invented a series of forms of which the merit was, not merely

that they were new, but that they were capable of perpetual novelty. The pointed arch was not merely a

bold variation from the round, but it admitted of design; but to the ornamental feeling and rich fancy of the

Byzantii1e the Gothic builder added a love of fact which is never found in the South. Both Greek and

Roman used conventional foliage in their ornament, passing into something that was not foliage at all,

knotting itself into strange cup-like buds or clusters, and growing out of lifeless rods instead of stems; the

Gothic sculptor received these types, at first, as things that ought to be, just as we have a second time

received them; but he could not rest in them. He saw there was no veracity in them, no know- ledge, no

vitality. Do what he would, he could not help liking the true leaves better; and cautiously, a little at a time,

he put more of nature into his work, until at last it was all true, retaining, nevertheless, every valuable

character of the original well- disciplined and designed arrangement.

Nor is it only in external and visible subject that the Gothic workman wrought for truth: he is as firm in his

rendering of imaginative as of actual truth; that is to say, when an idea would have been by a Roman, or

Byzantine, symbolically represented, the Gothic mind realizes it to the utmost. For instance, the purgatorial

fire is represented in the mosaic of Torcello (Romanesque) as a red stream, longitudinally striped like a

riband, descending out of the throne of Christ, and gradually extending itself to envelop the wicked. When

we are once infor'tt1ed what this means, it is enough for its purpose; but the Gothic inventor does not

leave the sign in need of interpretation. He makes the fire as like real fire as he can ; and at the porch of St.

Maclou at Rouen the sculptured flames burst out of the Hades gate, and flicker up, in writhing tongues of

stone, through the interstices of the niches, as if the church itself were on fire. This is an extreme instance,

but it is all the more illustrative of the difference in temper and thought between the two school of art, and

of the intense love of veracity which influenced the Gothic design.

In the second place, Gothic work, when referred to the arrangement of all art, as purist, naturalist, or

sensualist, is naturalist. This character follows necessarily on its extreme love of truth, prevailing over the

sense of beauty , and causing it to take delight in portraiture of every kind, and to express the various

characters of the human countenance and form, as it did the varieties of leaves and the ruggedness of

brahches. And this tendency is both increased and ennobled by the same Christian humility which we -saw

expressed in the first character of Gothic work, its rudeness. For as that resulted front a humility which

confessed the imperfection of the workman, so this naturalist portraiture is rendered more faithful by the

humility which confesses the imperfection of the subject. The Greek sculptor could neither bear to confess

his own feebleness, nor to tell the faults of the forms that he portrayed. But the Christian work- man,

believing that all is finally to work together for good, freely confesses both, and neither seeks to disguise

his own roughness of work, nor his subject's roughness of make. Yet this frankness being joined, for the

most part, with depth of religious feeling in other directions, and especially with charity , there is some-

times a tendency to Purism in the best Gothic sculpture; so that it frequently reaches great dignity of form
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and tenderness of expression, yet never so as to lose the veracity of portraiture wherever portraiture is

possible; not exalting its kings into demi-gods, nor its saints into archangels, but giving what kingliness and

sanctity was in them, to the full, mixed with due record of their faults; and this in the most part with a great

indifference like that of Scripture history , which sets down, with unmoved and unexcusing resoluteness,

the virtues and errors of all men of whom it speaks, often leaving the reader to form his own estimate of

them, without an indication of the judgment of the historian. And this veracity is carried out by the Gothic

sculptors in the minuteness and generality , as well as the equity , of their delineation: for they do not limit

their art to the portraiture of saints and kings, but introduce the most familiar scenes and most simple

subjects: :filling up the backgrounds of Scripture histories with vivid and curious representations of the

commonest incidents of daily life and availing themselves of every occasion in which, either as a symbol,

or an explanation of a scene or time the things familiar to the eye of the workman could be introduced and

made of account. Hence Gothic sculpture and painting are not only full of valuable portraiture of the

greatest men, but copious records of all the domestic customs and inferior arts of the ages in which it

flourishes.

There is however, one direction in which the Naturalism of the Gothic workmen is peculiarly manifested;

and this direction is even more characteristic of the school than the Naturalism itself; I mean their peculiar

fondness for the forms of vegetation. To the Gothic workman the living foliage became a subject of intense

affection and he struggled to render all its characters with as much accuracy as was compatible with the

laws of his design and the nature of his material not unfrequently tempted in his enthusiasm to transgress

the one and disguise the other. There is a peculiar significance in this, indicative both of higher civilization

and gentler temperament, than had before been manifested in architecture. Rudeness and the love of

change, which we have. insisted upon as the first elements of Gothic, are also elements common to all

healthy schools. But here is a softer element mingled with them peculiar to the Gothic itself. The rudeness

of ignorance which would have been painfully exposed in the treatment of the human form, is still not so

great as to prevent the successful rendering of the wayside herbage; and the love of change which

becomes morbid and feverish in following the haste of the hunter and the rage of the combatant, is at once

soothed and satisfied as it watches the wandering of the tendril, and the budding of the flower. Nor is this

all : the new direction of mental interest marks an infinite change in the means and the habits of life. The

nations whose chief support was in the chase, whose chief interest was in the battle whose chief pleasure

was in the banquet would take small care respecting the shapes of leaves and flowers; and notice little in

the forms of the forest trees which sheltered them, except the signs indicative of the wood which would

make the toughest lance, the closest roof, or the clearest fire. The affectionate observation of the grace and

outward character of vegetation is the sure sign of a more tranquil and gentle existence, --sustained by the

gifts, and gladdened by the splendour, of the earth. In that careful distinction of species, and richness of

delicate and undisturbed organization, which characterize the Gothic design, there is the history of rural

and thoughtful life influenced by habitual tenderness, and devoted to subtle inquiry ; and every

discriminating and delicate touch of the chisel, as it rounds the petal or guides the branch, is a prophecy of

the development of the entire body of the natural sciences, beginning with that of medicine, of the

recovery of literature, and the establishment of the most necessary principles of domestic wisdom and

national peace.

The fourth essential element of the Gothic mind was above stated to be the sense of the Grotesque; but I

shall defer the endeavour to define this most curious and subtle character until we have occasion to

examine one of the divisions of the Renaissance schools, which was morbidly influenced by it. It is the less

necessary to insist upon it here, because every reader familiar with Gothic architecture must understand

what I mean, and will, I believe, have no hesitation in admitting that the tendency to delight in fantastic

and ludicrous, as well as in sublime, images, is a universal instinct of the Gothic imagination.

The fifth element above named was Rigidity ; and this character I must endeavour carefully to define, for

neither the word I have used, nor any other that I can think of, will express it accurately. For I mean, not

merely stable, but active rigidity ; the peculiar energy which gives tension to movement, and stiff. ness to

resistance, which makes the fiercest lightning forked rather than curved, and the stoutest oak-branch

angular rather than bending, and is as much seen in the quivering of the lance as in the glittering of the

icicle.
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…(I mean the Englishman, Frenchman, Dane, or German), if he would lead a happy life at all, to find

sources of happiness in foul weather as well as fair, and to rejoice in the leafless as well as in the shady

forest. And this we do with all our hearts; finding perhaps nearly as much contentment by the Christmas

fire as in the summer sunshine, and gaining health and strength on the ice-fields of winter, as well as

among, the meadows of spring. So that there is nothing adverse or painful to our feelings in the cramped

and stiffened structure of vegetation checked by cold; and instead of seeking, like the Southern sculptor, to

express only the softness of leafage nourished in all tenderness and tempted into all luxuriance by warm

winds and glowing rays, we find pleasure in dwelling upon the crabbed, perverse, and morose animation of

plants that have known little kindness from earth or heaven, but, season after season, have had their best

efforts palsied by frost, their brightest buds buried under snow, and their goodliest limbs lopped by

tempest.

There are many subtle sympathies and affections which join to confirm the Gothic mind in this peculiar

choice of subject; and when we add to the influence of these, the necessities consequent upon the

employment of a rougher material, compelling the workman to seek for vigour of effect, rather than

refinement of texture or accuracy of form, we have direct and manifest causes for much of the difference

between the northern and southern cast of conception: but there are indirect causes holding a far more

important place in the Gothic heart, though less immediate in their influence on design. Strength of will,

independence of character, resoluteness of purpose, impatience of undue control, and that general

tendency to set the individual reason against authority , and the individual deed against destiny, which, in

the Northern tribes, has opposed itself throughout all ages to the languid submission, in the Southern, of

thought to tradition, and purpose to fatality, are all more or less traceable in the rigid lines, vigorous and

various masses, and daringly projecting and independent structure of the Northern Gothic ornament: while

the opposite feelings are in like manner legible in the graceful and softly guided waves and wreathed

bands, in which Southern decoration is constantly disposed; in its tendency to lose its independence, and

fuse itself into the surface of the masses upon which it is traced; and in the expression seen so often, in the

arrangement of those masses themselves, of an abandonment of their strength to an inevitable necessity ,

or a listless repose.

Last, because the least essential, of the constituent elements of this noble school, was placed that of

Redundance; the uncalculating bestowal of the wealth of its labour. There is, indeed, much Gothic, and

that of the best period, in which this element is hardly traceable, and which depends for its effect almost

exclusively on loveliness of simple design and grace of uninvolved proportion: still, in the most

characteristic buildings, a certain portion of their effect depends upon accumulation of ornament ; and

many of those which have most influence on the minds of men, have attained it by means of this attribute

alone. And although, by careful study of the school, it is possible to arrive at a condition of taste which

shall be better contented by a few perfect lines than by a whole facade covered with fretwork, the building

which only satisfies such a taste is not to be considered the best. For the very first requirement of Gothic

architecture being, as we saw above, that it shall both admit the aid, and appeal to the admiration, of the

rudest as well as the most refined minds, the richness of the work is, paradoxical as the statement may

appear, a part of its humility .No architecture is so haughty as that which is simple; which refuses to

address the eye, except in a few clear and forceful lines; which implies, in offering so little to our regards,

that all it has offered is perfect ; and disdains, either by the complexity or the attractiveness of its features,

to embarrass our investigation, or betray us into delight. That humility , which is the very life of the Gothic

school, is shown not only in the imperfection, but in the accumulation, of ornament. The inferior rank of

the workman is often shown as, much in the richness, as the roughness, of his work ; and if the cooperation

of every hand, and the sympathy of every heart, are to be received, we must be content to allow the

redundance which disguises the failure of the feeble, and wins the regard of the inattentive. There are;

however, far nobler interests mingling, in the Gothic heart, with the rude love of decorative accumulation:
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a magnificent enthusiasm, which feels as if it never could do enough to reach the fulness of its ideal ; an

unselfishness of sacrifice, which would rather cast fruitless labour before the altar than stand idle in the

market; and, finally, a profound sympathy with the fulness and wealth of the material universe, rising out

of that Naturalism whose operation we have already endeavoured to define. The sculptor who sought for

his models among the forest leaves, could not but quickly and deeply feel that complexity need not involve

the loss of grace, nor richness that of repose; and every hour which he spent in the study of the minute and

various work of Nature, made him feel more forcibly the barrenness of what was best in that of man: nor is

it to be wondered at, that, seeing her perfect and exquisite creations poured forth in a profusion which

conception could not grasp nor calculation sum; he should think that it ill became him to be niggardly of

his own rude craftsman- ship; and where he saw throughout the universe a faultless beauty lavished on

measureless spaces of broidered field and blooming mountain, to grudge his poor and imperfect labour to

the few stones that he had raised one upon another, for habitation or memorial. The years of his life passed

away before his task was accomplished; but generation succeeded generation with Un- wearied

enthusiasm, and the cathedral front was at last lost in the tapestry of its traceries, like a rock among the

thickets and herbage of spring.

We have now, I believe, obtained a view approaching to completeness of the various moral or imaginative

elements which I composed the inner spirit of Gothic architecture. We have, in I the second place, to

define its outward form. Now, as the Gothic spirit is made up of several elements, some of which may, in

particular examples, be wanting, so the Gothic form is made up of or conditions of form, some of which

may, in particular examples, be imperfectly developed. We cannot say, therefore, that a building is either

Gothic or not Gothic in form, any more than we can in spirit. We can only say that it is more or less

Gothic, in proportion to the number of Gothic forms which it unites.

There have been made lately many subtle and ingenious endeavours to base the definition of Gothic form

entirely upon the roof-vaulting; endeavours which are both forced and futile: for many of the best Gothic

buildings in the world have roofs of timber, which have no more connection with the main structure of the

walls of the edifice than a hat has with that of the head it protects; and other Gothic buildings are merely

enclosures of spaces, as ramparts and walls, or enclosures of gardens or cloisters, and have no roofs at all,

in the sense in which the word "roof" is commonly accepted. But every reader who has ever taken the

slightest interest in architecture must know that there is a great popular impression on this matter, which

maintains itself stiffly in its old form, in spite of all ratiocit1ation and definition; namely, that a fiat lintel

from pillar to pillar is Grecian, a round arch Norman or Romanesque, and a pointed arch Gothic.

And the old popular notion, as far as it goes, is perfectly right, and can never be bettered. The most striking

outward feature in all Gothic architecture is, that it is composed of pointed arches, as in Romanesque that

it is in like manner composed of round; and this distinction would be quite as clear, though the roofs were

taken off every cathedral in Europe. And yet if we examine carefully into the real force and meaning of

the term "roof," we shall perhaps be able to retain the old popular idea in a definition of Gothic

architecture which shall also express whatever dependence that architecture has upon true forms of

roofing.

The reader will remember that roofs were considered as generally divided into two parts: the roof proper,

that is to say, the shell, vault, or ceiling, internally visible; and the roof mask, which protects this lower

roof from the weather. In some buildings these parts are united in one framework; but, in most, they are

more or less independent of each other, and in nearly a1l Gothic buildings there is a considerable interval

between them.

Now it will often happen, as above noticed, that owing to the nature of the apartments required, or the

materials at hand, the roof proper may be flat, covered, or domed, in buildings which in their walls employ

pointed arches, and are, in the straightest sense of the word, Gothic in all other respects. Yet so far forth as

the roofing alone is concerned, they are not Gothic unless the pointed arch be the principal form adopted

either in the stone vaulting or the timbers of the roof proper.

I shall say then, in the first place, that Gothic architecture is that which uses, if possible, the pointed arch

in the roof proper. This is the first step in our definition.

JOHN RUSKIN, The Nature of Gothic (STONES OF VENICE) http://www47.homepage.villanova.edu/seth.koven/gothic.html

9 of 12



Secondly, although there may be many advisable or necessary forms for the lower roof or ceiling, there is,

in cold countries exposed to rain and snow, only one advisable form of the roof-mask, and that is the

gable, for this alone will throw off both rain and snow from all parts of its surface as speedily as possible.

Snow can lodge on the top of a dome, not on the ridge of a gable. And thus, as far as roofing is concerned,

the gable is a far more essential feature of Northern architecture than the pointed vault, for the one is a

thorough necessity , the other often a graceful conventionality ; the gable occurs in the timber roof of

every dwelling-house and every cottage, but not the vault; and the gable built on a polygonal or circular

plan, is the origin of the turret and spire; and all the so-called aspiration of Gothic architecture is nothing

more than its development. So that we must add to our definition anther clause, which will be, at present,

by far the most important, and it will stand thus: Gothic architecture is that which uses the pointed arch for

the roof proper, and the gable for the roof-mask.

The reader will also remember that I carefully extended my definition of a roof so as to include more than

is usually understood by the term. It was there said to be the covering of a space, narrow or wide. It does

not in the least signify, with respect to the real nature of the covering, whether the space protected be two

feet wide, or ten; though in the one case we call the protection an arch, in the other a vault or roof. But the

real point to be considered is, the manner in which this protection stands, and not whether it is narrow or

broad. We call the vaulting of a bridge "an arch," because it is narrow with respect to the river it crosses;

but if it were built above us on the ground, we should call it a waggon vault, because then we should feel

the breadth of it. The real question is the nature of the curve, not the extent of space over which it is

carried: and this is more the case with respect to Gothic than to any other architecture ; for, in the greater

number of instances, the form of the roof is entirely dependent on the ribs; the domical shells being

constructed in all kinds of inclinations, quite indeterminable by the eye, and all that is definite in their

character being fixed by the curves of the ribs.

Let us then consider our definition as including the narrowest arch or tracery bar" as well as the broadest

roof, and it will be nearly a perfect one. For the fact is, that all good Gothic is nothing more than the

,development, in various ways, and on every conceivable scale, of the group formed by the pointed arch

for the bearing line below, and the gable for the protecting line above ; and from the huge, grey, shaly

slope of the cathedral and with its elastic pointed vaults beneath, to the slight crown-line points that enrich

the smallest niche of its doorway, one ,law and one expression will be found in all. The modes of support

and of decoration are infinitely various, but the real character of the building, in all good Gothic, depends

upon the single lines of the gable over the pointed arch, Fig. XVII, endlessly rearranged or repeated.

Let us try whether we cannot get the forms of the other great architectures of the world broadly expressed

by relations of the same lines into which we have compressed the Gothic. We may easily do this if the

reader will first allow me to remind him of the true nature of the Appointed arch. It was said that it ought

to be called a "curved gable," or, strictly speaking, an "arch" cannot be "pointed." The so-called pointed

arch ought always to be considered as a PIG. XVII gable, with its sides curved in order to enable them to

bear pressure from without. Thus considering it, there are but three ways in which an interval between

piers can be bridged,--the three ways represented by A, B, and C, Fig. XVIII, the next page, A, the lintel;

B, the round arch; C, the gable. All the architects in the world will never discover any other ways of

bridging a space than these three; they may vary the curve of the arch, or curve the sides of the gable or

break them; but in doing this they are merely modifying or subdividing not adding to the generic forms.

Now there are three good architectures in the world, and there never can be more, correspondent to each

of these three simple ways of covering in a space, which is the original function of all architectures. And

those three architectures are pure exactly in proportion to the simplicity and directness with which they

express the condition of roofing on which they are founded. .:: They have many interesting varieties,

according to their scale, manner of decoration, and character of the nations by whom they are practised,

but all their varieties are finally referable to the three great heads-

A. Greek: Architecture of the Lintel.

B Romanesque : Architecture of the Round Arch. C. Gothic: Architecture of the Gable.
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We have now, I believe, obtained a sufficiently accurate knowledge both of the spirit and. form of Gothic

architecture ; but it may, perhaps, be useful to the general reader, if, in conclusion, I set down a few plain

and practical rules for determining, in every instance, whether a given building be good Gothic or not, and,

if not Gothic, whether its architecture is of a kind which will probably reward the pains of careful

examination.

First, look if the roof rises in a steep gable, high above the walls. If it does not do this, there is something

wrong: the building is not quite pure Gothic, or has been altered.

Secondly, look if the principal windows and doors have pointed arches with gables over them. If not

pointed arches, the building is not Gothic; if they have not any gables over them, it is either not pure or not

first-rate. If, however, it has the steep roof, the pointed arch, and gable an united, it is nearly certain to be

a Gothic building of a very fine time. Thirdly look if the arches are cusped, or apertures foliated. If the

building has met the :first two conditions, it is sure to be foliated somewhere; but if not everywhere, the

parts are unfoliated are imperfect unless they are large bearing arches, or small and sharp arches in groups,

forming a kind of foliation by their own multiplicity , and relieved by sculpture and rich mouldings. The

upper windows, for instance, in the east end of Westminster Abbey are imperfect for want of foliation. If

there be no foliation anywhere the building is assuredly imperfect Gothic.

Fourthly, if the building meets all the :first three conditions look if its arches in general whether of

windows and doors, or of minor ornamentation are carried on true shafts with bases and caPitals. If they

are, then the building is assuredly of the :finest Gothic style. It may still, perhaps be an imitation a feeble

copy, or a bad example, of a noble style; but the manner of it, having met all these four conditions, is

assuredly first-rate.

This is all that is necessary to determine whether the building be of fine Gothic style. The next tests to be

applied are in order to discover whether it be good architecture or not; for it may be very impure Gothic,

and yet very noble architecture; or it may be very pure Gothic, and yet if a copy; or originally raised by an

ungifted builder, very bad architecture. If it belong to any of the great schools of colour, its criticism --

becomes as complicated, and needs as much care, as that of a piece of music, and no general rules for it

can be given; but first, see if it looks as if it had been built by strong men ; as the sort of roughness, and

largeness, and nonchalant, mixed in places with the exquisite tenderness which seems always to be the

sign-manual of the broad vision, and massy power of men who can see past the work they are doing, and

betray here and there something like disdain for it. If the building has this character, it is much already in

its favour ; it will go hard but it proves a noble one. If it has not this, but is altogether accurate, minute, and

scrupulous in its workmanship, it must belong to either the very best or the very worst of schools: the very

best, in which exquisite design if wrought out with untiring and conscientious care, as in the Giottesque

Gothic; or the very . worst, in which mechanism has taken the place of design. It is more likely, in general,

that it should belong to the worst than the best: so that, on the whole, very accurate workmanship is to be

esteemed a bad sign; and if there is nothing remarkable about the building but its precision, it may be

passed at once with contempt.

Secondly, observe if it be irregular, its different parts fitting themselves to different purposes, no one

caring what becomes of them, so that they do their work. If one part always answers accurately to another

part, it is sure to be a bad building. ; and the greater and more conspicuous the irregularities, the' greater

the chances are that it is a good one. For instance, in the Ducal Palace, of which a rough drawing is given

on Plate IV , facing page 193, the general idea is sternly symmetrical ; but two windows are lower than the

rest of the six; and if the reader will count the arches of the small arcade as far as to the great balcony, he

will :find it is not in the centre but set to the right- hand side by the whole width of one of those arches.

We may be pretty sure that the building is a good one; none but a master of his craft would have ventured

to do this.

Thirdly, observe if all the traceries, capitals, and other ornaments are of perpetually varied design. If not,

the work is assuredly bad.
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Lastly, Read the sculpture. Preparatory to reading it, you will have to discover whether it is legible ( and, if

legible, it is nearly certain to be worth reading). On a good building, the sculpture is always so set, and on

such a scale that at the ordinary distance from which the edifice is seen, the sculpture shall be thoroughly

intelligible and interesting. In order to accomplish this, t4e uppermost statues will be ten or twelve feet

high, and the upper ornamentation will be colossal, increasing in :fineness as it descends, till on the

foundation it will often be wrought as if for a precious cabinet in a king's chamber; but the spectator will

not notice that the upper sculptures are colossal. He will merely feel that he can see them plainly, and

make them all out at his ease.

And having ascertained this, let him set himself to read them. Thenceforward the criticism of the building

is to be conducted precisely on the same principles as that of a book; and it must depend on the

knowledge, feeling, and not a little on the industry and perseverance of the reader, whether, even in the

case of the best works, he either perceive them to be great, or feel them to be entertaining.
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