
CHAPTER XVII 

THE PARISH CHURCH AND ARCHITECTURE 

IT will be generally agreed that the finest examples of 
church architecture are among the noblest buildings in 
the world, ifindeed they are not the supreme expression 
of man’s spiritual and artistic genius. Immortal though 
the works of art are which have been wrought into their 
structure and adornment, they do but grace the sur- 
passing wonder and beauty of the buildings themselves. 
The architecture itself is the chief miracle. In this 
case the frame is at least no less lovely than the picture, 
the casket no less exquisite than the treasure which 
it enshrines. 

What is not so generally appreciated is that all this 
wealth and wonder of the builder’s art sprang out of 
the simple and original parish church. The cathedrals, 
minsters, abbeys, and priories which have for centuries 
been a world’s wonder were themselves to begin with 
Baptismal- or Mother-Churches, in what were then 
episcopal ‘ parishes.’ There are many parish churches 
too, properly so called, which rival the best of these, 
not of course in grandeur and magnificence, but in 
the sheer loveliness of their design and, workmanship. 
In addition, many if not most of the finest examples 
of municipal and domestic architecture, especially in 
medieval times, derived their I inspiration from those 
architectural forms and principles which were first 
developed and applied in church building. 

Of the three original types of parish church-the 
basilican, the byzantine, and the hall-and-chamber- 
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the last was the latest and most primitive, and it is 
instructive to trace its development. Its main features 
have already been described (vide Chapter 111) ; a 
sketch of its architectural development is required to 
complete the picture. The building in its most primi- 
tive form was constructed of turf, or of wattles plastered 
with mud or clay, and was thatched with reeds. In 
time this rude structure was succeeded by a building 
of timber, and finally of stone. The floor was of bare 
earth, trodden more or less hard and level. There 
were no seats save for a bench round the three sides 
of the sanctuary-originally the ‘ reclinium ’ of the 
king’s or chief’s dwelling ; and the only furniture was 
the baptismal font at the main door of the nave, and 
in the sanctuary the altar or communion table with its 
vessels. Out of such a rude and primitive building 
sprang the manifold glories of a Salisbury Cathedral 
or a Westminster Abbey. 

Its development was the work of centuries, but it was 
as natural and in a sense as inevitable as the growth 
of a great tree, It became possible, and necessary, only 
when churches came to be built of stone. First an aisle 
was thrown out along the south wall of the nave to 
accommodate the growing congregation, the south wall 
being replaced by pillars and arches. The sanctuary 
was extended in length to form a chancel. Some bene- 
factor would be allowed to build a little chapel on the 
north wall, opening into the nave at its junction with 
the chancel. This was the chantry chapel, where 
prayers were offered and praises sung for the repose 
of the benefactor’s soul or of some member or members 
of his family. Other chapels in honour of the local or 
some other patron saint were added from time to time, 
by private benefactors or trade guilds, 
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PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

When further accommodation was required an aisle 
was built along the north wall, with its pillars and 
arches as on the south side. Or, instead of the aisles 
or in addition to them, transepts were thrown out to 
the north and south where nave and chancel met, to 
form a church in the shape of a cross. A sacristy was 
added to the church for the safe custody of the sacred 
vessels and vestments, and in place of the original 
partition a rood-screen was erected between the nave 
and the chancel with a rood-loft for the choir. Porches 
at the entrance to one or both aisles gave easier access ; 
and a tower, which was an original feature of even 
many timber churches, with its warning-bell and later 
its peal of bells, crowned the whole edifice and domi- 
nated the landscape. 

This process of development, which to begin with 
was gradual and piecemeal, became incorporated 13 
whole or in part in successive churches as they were 
built ; but it was all as natural and inevitable as has 
been described, growing out of the increasing needs 
of the situation, progress in architectural skill and the 
mastery of material, and the deepening devotional 
spirit of builders and people. In Heber’s line, 

Like some tall palm the mystic fabric sprung 

The development of the various styles of church 
architecture was no less natural. Each had its own 
characteristic feature or features, which were modified 
or changed with the discovery of new archixtectural 
devices and the growth of skill and taste in design, 
structure, and decoration, The Roman style with its 
simple rounded arch, and the Byzantine style with its 
massive central dome, were succeeded by the Rornan- 
esque originated in northern Italy under the Lombards 
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in the seventh-eighth century. It was a ruder but more 
vigorous style than the Byzantine which it superseded, 
and so was more suited to the trans-Alpine peoples, 
spreading fairly rapidly over Western Europe and 
especially in France and England. The original 
Romanesque churches were basilican, with nave and 

'aisles, an apse at the west end, and the entrance and 
fasade at the east according to primitive usage. Bricks 
set on edge, with hollows between them, provided a 
decoration of light and shadow for the exterior of' the 
building, the most striking feature of which, however, 
was the lofty apse, usually with a crypt underneath. 
The Basilica of St. Ambrose in Milan, the great Church 
of Mont. St. Michel in Normandy, and Winchester 
and Durham Cathedrals are only a selection out of 
many outstanding examples of the Romanesque style. 

Gothic architecture grew out of Romanesque towards 
the end of the twelfth century. There was no marked 
break or interruption between the two styles, and the 
transition between them was on the whole very rapid. 
As usual the change was brought about in large measure 
by the pressure of convenience and structural necessity. 
The Romanesque architect by means of his vaulted 
arches had contrived to roof the aisles with stone. His 
pressing problem, however, was to cover the great 
space of the nave with a stone roof. This became an 
urgent necessity because the wooden roofs of great 
churches were constantly catching fire, and the churches 

1 themselves being burned down. Thus St. Martin's at 
Tours was burned in 997, Chartres Cathedral in 1020, 
Vezelay in I I 20,  when over a thousand persons perished, 
and St. Front at Perigueux in the same year; while 
over a period of 100 years nearly all the Carolingian 
cathedrals are said to have been similarly burned down 

2 1 5  

. 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

five or six times. Plainly a way must be discovered to 
substitute stone for a wooden roof over the nave. 

The problem was finally solved by means of the 
pointed arch, the cross vault, and the flying buttress 
which conveyed the enormous thrust of the roof to an 
exterior buttress beyond the aisle. On the strength 
of these great outside props the whole structure of a 
Gothic church depends. From its use in the roof the 
high pointed arch spread naturally to the windows, 
and also to the lower parts of the fabric, including the 
great arcades of the nave and aisles and other con- 
structional features. As the style developed the pointed 
arch became loftier and more acute, thus resulting in 
an edifice more soaring and sublime than had hitherto 
been within the compass of human skill and power. 
In the opinion of many judges Gothic is the most 
perfect form of church architecture. Keble describes 
it as ' to me at least, in comparison with all others, 
the most beautiful of all, and by far the most in 
harmony with the mysteries of religion.' 

Even if that were so, however, it could not and did 
not remain static, but underwent a process of modifica- 
tion and development. This process began in the second 
half of the thirteenth century, and probably originated 
a little earlier in France than in England. I t  found 
expression mainly in window traceries. These traceries 
were at first geometrical-the circle, trefoil, quatrefoil, 
quintfoil, or sexfoil-and so the style came to be known 
as Decorated Geometrical. The effect was to charm 
the eye with the beauty of the tracery ; but in doing 
so it tended to detract from the purpose and function 
of the window itself. One of the earliest examples of 
this style in France is to be found in the Cathedral of 
Notre Dame, Paris, which dates from 1235 to 1240 ; 
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while in this country Westminster Abbey, dating from 
124.5, was the first building to be so designed. 

In  France no change in this style took place till the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, but in England there 
was a rapid transition from the Decorated Geometrical 
to the Decorated Flowing style. In it the geometrical 
forms, each of which was complete in itself and separated 
from the others, were made to curve or flow into each 
other, thus enhancing the light and airy effect of the 
traceries. Examples of this style are found early in the 
fourteenth century, as in the Lady Chapel at Ely and 
the choir-screen in Southwell Cathedral ; and many 
village churches, as well as cathedrals, abound in 
windows, monuments, and other features with beautiful 
flowing traceries. 

By the middle of the fourteenth century the graceful 
flowing lines of this style were superseded by stiff 
upright bars in windows and vertical lines in wall 
panels. Straight lines took the place of flowing curves. 
English Decorated Flowing yielded to English Per- 
pendicular. Both of these styles were distinctively 
English, and are to be found nowhere else, save for the 
Church of Notre Dame in Calais, built in Perpendicular 
Gothic while the English were still in possession of that 
town. Champions of pure thirteenth century Gothic, 
among them Ruskin, regard both of these styles as 
Gothic debased and decadent ; but such criticism does 
scant justice to the lovely work in Decorated Flowing 
already named, or to the no less lovely work in Per- 
pendicular, such as the glorious towers of Gloucester, 
Canterbury, and Magdalen College, Oxford, the 
splendid churches of the Fen country, andthe great 
chapels of Windsor, of King’s College at  Cambridge, 
and of Henry VI1 at Westminster. 
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The same defence cannot be made of the French 
Flamboyant style, which succeeded the Ilecorated 
Geometrical in that country in the early fifteenth 
century. French Flamboyant Gothic may be described 
as English Decorated Flowing carried to an extreme. 
Its fault lies in over-elaboration. French traceries ran 
into wildly extravagant forms, ornament was applied 
lavishly and without restraint, and the whole building 
was so overloaded with decorative work that the con- 
structional idea was smothered and lost. The style 
lasted a bare century, and, ifunder its over-elaboration 
of details the strength and dignity of Gothic architecture 
disappeared, it nevertheless represented a living and 
even exuberant form of art, as the west front of Rouen 
Cathedral, the transepts of Beauvais and Senlis 
Cathedrals, and many other buildings, not only 
ecclesiastical but also civic and domestic, remain to 
show. 

Of Italy, Germany, and the Low Countries suffice it 
to say that Romanesque and Gothic occupied the field 
in turn, and that these countries produced, each with 
its own distinctive national features, many noble and 
world-famous churches in both styles. Special reference 
must be made, however, to the use of Gothic in the civic 
and domestic architecture particularly of Italy and the 
Netherlands. In Italy during the Gothic period there 
was constant rivalry between city and city, each striving 
to surpass the others in splendour. Gothic was there- 
fore in large measure a civic and secular art, and not 
exclusively ecclesiastical. The public palaces of Flor- 
ence and Siena, and the town or market halls of many 
other cities such as Como, Brescia, and Cremona, not 
to speak of the private dwellings of the burghers, bear 
witness to the civic ardour and patriotism of the lieges 
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no less than to the taste and skill of Italian Gothic 
builders. Perhaps above all in the palaces of Venice, 
with its abundant sea-borne wealth and its freedom 
from inter-city strife, is enshrined one of the most 
beautiful of all conceptions of Gothic art. 

The civic and domestic architecture of the Low 
Countries is one of their chiefest glories. Towns like 
Haarlem, Delft, Leyden, and Amsterdam in Holland, 
and like Bruges, Ghent, Antwerp, Brussels, Louvain, 
and Ypres in Belgium, were powerful trading com- 
munities in medieval times; and the town halls, 
trade halls, and guild halls are (or, alas, as must now 
be said of some of them were) among the most stately 
and beautiful buildings in the world. The great Cloth 
Hall of Bruges is known the world over, and the lovely 
Town Hall of Louvain, until its wanton destruction by 
the Germans in the First World War, was perhaps the 
richest in exterior decoration of all buildings of its kind. 
But the pride of them all was the Cloth Hall at Ypres, 
until its destruction (also in the First World War) the 
finest municipal building in Europe, with a fiontage 
of 440 feet, a stately tower in the middle of the front, 
and a lofty pinnacle at either end, and lit by windows 
all alike around its three storeys-the most imposing 
and perfect of all secular buildings in pure thirteenth 
century Gothic. 

The Renaissance, that sudden and sweeping revival 
of classical literature and learning which sprang up in 
the middle of the fourteenth century, did not even begin 
to affect art and architecture till its close ; but before 
the middle of the fifteenth century Renaissance archi- 
tecture had displaced Gothic and become the ruling 
fashion. Models of ancient Greek and Roman archi- 
tecture and sculpture were diligently studied ; and the 
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rounded arch, the dome, and the column once more 
came into their own. 

As was natural and fitting, the revival of Classic 
architecture first appeared in Italy, where it is associated 
with such great names as Brunelleschi and Alberti, 
Bramante and Michael Angelo. Among the many 
Italian churches built in the new style were the Duomo 
at Florence, Rimini Cathedral, and the Certosa of 
Pavia, in all of which, however, as in others, Gothic 
features were freely included. The most famous 
Renaissance building in the world is St. Peter’s, Rome, 
which replaced Constantine’s original basilican church 
of the same name. The present church, which was 
gradually built as its predecessor was demolished, was 
begun by Bramante di Urbino, c. 1500, continued by 
Michael Angelo, who faithfully followed Bramante’s 
plans, from c. 1546 till his death in 1564, and completed 
on Michael Angelo’s plans by Jacopo della Porta, 
c. 1605. 

Hardly less famous is St. Paul’s, London ( 1675-I~IO), 
designed by Sir Christopher Wren on the model of 
St. Peter’s. Although on a smaller scale it rivals that 
vast building in beauty of design and proportion, and 
even excels it in certain features. Its dome, for example, 
has been described as ‘ incomparably the most beautiful 
of all domes externally,’ and ‘ not less successful are the 
two western towers.’ These great churches are but two 
examples of the numberless magnificent buildings in 
the Renaissance style, not only ecclesiastical but muni- 
cipal and domestic, which made the fifteenth to the 
seventeenth century a golden age of architecture. 

In  addition to St. Paul’s and other buildings of note, 
such as Greenwich Hospital and the Library of Trinity 
College, Cambridge, Wren’s genius found a splendid 
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field in designing more than fifty parish churches in 
London, to replace those which had been destroyed in 
the Great Fire. Many of these have again been de- 
stroyed, by the bombing of London in the Second World 
War ; and St. Paul’s itself has barely escaped. Wren’s 
parish churches marked a new departure in church 
architecture. Being designed to suit the form of wor- 
ship of the Reformed Church they had to be planned 
chiefly as auditories, in which the whole congregation 
could see and hear. Their basic plan was that of a 
basilica with galleries. The long nave was dispensed 
with as being no longer required for processions ; and 
the stately chancel was replaced by an apse. 

Wren’s versatile and inventive genius, however, con- 
trived to give dignity and beauty even to this smaller 
and simpler style of building, of which St. Stephen’s 
Walbrook became a model for the study of students 
of architecture. All his churches differed from each 
other ; much ingenuity was shown in adapting them 
to their sites and surroundings ; and each had a char- 
acter and distinction of its own. Their distinction was 
heightened by the novelty of his towers and steeples, 
which were equally a departure from former designs, 
and no two of which were alike. Perhaps the finest 
of his steeples is that of St. Mary-le-Bow ; but all of 
them were as impeccable in outline and proportion as 
they were novel and varied. His interiors, too, with 
all their accessories-vestibules and staircases, organ- 
cases and organ-lofts, tables and fonts, pulpits and wall 
panelling-were beautifully designed and proportioned, 
and enriched with lovely woodwork. It is enough to 
mentionin this connection the name of Grinling Gibbons, 
who under Wren’s direction founded his famous school 
of wood-carving, and whose work, so largely devoted 
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to the beautifying of Wren’s churches, adorns al$o the 
palaces of kings. 

The Wren tradition in church building was carried 
on by his pupil and assistant, Nicholas Hawksmoor, 
one of whose churches, St. Mary Woolnoth in the City 
of London, also became an object of architectural study; 
and by Jarnes Gibbs, to whom we owe such notable 
churches as St. Mary-le-Strand, St. Clement Danes, 
and St. Martin’s-in-the-Fields. With his death in 1754 
the Renaissance movement, with its inspiration to 
freedom of architectural design on the Classic model, 
came to an end in this country. 

In France the most famous Renaissance churches are 
the Church of the Sorbonne, built by Lemercier in 
1635 ; the Church of Les Invalides, designed by the 
younger Mansart and finished in I 706 ; and the Church 
of Sainte-Genevikve,’ now known as the Pantheon, 
the first stone of which was laid in 1764 to the design 
of Soufflot. This was the last important church built 
in France in the Renaissance style, and with it the 
history of other Renaissance architecture in that country 
also came to an end. 

In the New World the most famous buildings in 
Renaissance style are the Capitol and the White House, 
Washington, both begun in 1792, and the State House, 
Boston. Many of the lovely old Colonial manors, too, 
derived their distinctive beauty from this style, Save 
for such churches, however, as Christ Church, Phila- 
delphia, the Old South Church, Boston, and St. Paul’s, 
New York, no outstanding examples of the Renaissance 
style are to be found in the church architecture of the 
New World. 

This somewhat lengthy review of the various styles 
of church architecture and their influence on secular 
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building may be fittingly concluded with a note on 
the Gothic revival, mainly English, of the nineteenth 
century. The Evangelical Revival in the early part of 
that century, out of which sprang the modern missionary 
movement, resulted also in a quickening of interest in 
worship and in places of worship, and in the restora- 
tion of churches which had suffered from long neglect, 
or whose beauty had been defaced by ignorance or 
vandalism. It  was the Oxford Movement in particular, 
however, with its reverence for and return to the ' Ages 
of Faith,' and the ancient splendours of the Church, 
which gave rise to the Gothic revival. None of these 
splendours were more impressive and arresting than the 
buildings which had been erected to the glory of God 
and consecrated to His worship and service ; and of 
these the churches in the Gothic style were regarded 
as the most beautiful and perfect for their purpose. 
The words of Keble, one of the leaders of the Movement, 
have already been quoted to this effect ; and Ruskin, 
the most powerful mind and voice of his day on this 
subject, preached the glories of Gothic with a holy 
enthusiasm. 

Neo-Gothic found its chief exponent in Augustus 
Pugin, whose monument, however, is not so much in 
his churches as in the Houses of Parliament at West- 
minster, designed and built with his assistance by Sir 
Charles Barry in late English Perpendicular. The 
Gothic Revival reached full flood under Sir Gilbert 
Scott, whose restorations, as of the Chapter House of 
Westminster, are superb. His churches, however, lack 

- freedom and originality of conception and are mainly 
reproductions of medieval architecture, whose measure- 
ments and proportions were regarded as sacrosanct and 
were slavishly copied. A freer adaptation of the Gothic 
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spirit and principle was achieved by William Butter- 
field, as in Keble College, Oxford, and by J. L. Pearson, 
as in Truro Cathedral. 

It may seem as though to trace all this splendour and 
magnificence of architecture to the original and simple 
parish church were to present a wholly inadmissible 
claim ; but the beauty and perfection of many parish 
churches, and the close resemblance to them of the most 
famous church buildings, are adequate evidence that 
the claim is sound. One significant fact is that greater 
churches were often built on the sites of smaller and 
simpler buildings. The main reason for this doubtless 
was that the sites were regarded as sacred, but in many 
cases the new and more grandiose building followed the 
lines of its predecessor. 

A typical instance is to be found in the Cathedral of 
St. Peter’s, Rome. While it was being built, and until 
it was almost completed, the half of the old nave 
of Constantine’s basilica still stood, and was used for 
services. Only in the final stage of the building was it 
pulled down, and the new nave extended to its present 
length. Such an authority as Sir Thomas Graham 
Jackson, R.A., declares roundly that ‘it is its great 
dimensions that makes St, Peter’s differ from similar 
Classic churches. . . . It is a big church, and that is 
all. . . . Many a Classic church seen through a magni- 
eing glass, without further change, would be St. Peter’s, 
and St. Peter’s seen through a diminishing glass would 
be just an ordinary parish church.’ Zachariah’s 
challenging question regarding the building of the 
Temple finds here appropriate and striking illustration : 
‘ Who bath despised the day of small things 1 ’ 
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