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suppor t ; and i t was stated tha t papers would probably 
be forthcoming from some members of the Club. 

RÀTIONALE OF GOTHIC ARCHITECTURE. 
Mr BRUCE, architect , Banff, then read a paper on the 

Rationale of Gothic Architecture. Great contrariety 
of opinion prevails as to the real nature and character 
of the style. One class describes the style as Chris-
t i an ; another regards i t as pre-eminently English, or 
German, or F rench ; while others style i t Teutonic; 
some regard i t as an expression of Feudalism ; and 
others speak of i t as the f ru i t of the Crusades. The 
t r a t h is, t h a t t he Gothic style arose from the applica-
tion of good sound common sense to plain practical 
requirements. Though France, especially that part of 
which Paris was the focus, the actual centre of the 
Frankish monarchy, may be said to be the cradle of 
Gothic architecture, still the style is no less an Eng-
lish style than a French. Each country worked out 
the style in i t s own way, treating i t in a distinctly dif-
ferent manner, in a way peculiarly its own. French 
Gothic is as different from English Gothic, both in 
its development and in its artist ic feeling, as English 
is from German, although in each case the elements 
are the same. The Gothic of York Minster, Wor-
cester, Lichfield, Lincoln, Salisbury, Elgin, and a 
hundred others is our own. They are as much Eng-
lish as the old Parthenon was Greek. To judge of the 
practical reasonableness of a style of architecture, it is 
not enough to prove tha t i t answers i t s purpose. The 
question is, Whether tha t purpose is provided for by 
means consistent with common sense, with the laws of 
nature, with the properties of the materials at hand, and 
without an expenditure of labour or material propor-
tionate to the ult imate result . I do not restr ict the 
question here to merely utilitarian results, but admit 
the ar t is t ic element in a degree proportionate to the 
rank and purpose of the building. Gothic architecture 
is an arcuated style, as opposed to the trabeated con-
struction of t he Greeks and Egyptians. The distin-
guishing feature of t h e style is, as we all know, the 
pointed arch. The early Greeks and Egyptians used 
most nobly the means of spanning openings, with 
which they were best acquainted, and for which 
their enormous quarries of marble and granite sup-
plied them with abundance of material suited to 
their requirements ; bu t such a mode of construc-
tion is manifestly very costly, dependent upon na-
tura l facilities of a most exceptional kind, and very 
limited in i ts application. Our mediaeval builders were 
quite unable to find materials, except a t enormous cost, 
of sufficient size and strength to carry out a trabeated 
style. They must either reduce the space to be spanned 
by placing their columns much nearer each other, and 
thus allowing the use of a shorter architrave, or l intel ; 
or relieve the weight over the architrave, and thus be Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



64 

enabled to reduce i ts thickness and s t rength . At a 
glance i t can be seen, however, t ha t bo th methods are 
most costly and impracticable—quite unsuited t o t h e 
requirements of t he builders. I t was, therefore, abso-
lutely necessary either t o originate or adopt a style t h a t 
would enable our builders to use t h e small materials a t 
their disposal, and with which our quarries supplied 
them. The use of the arch instead of the archi t rave 
obviates all these difficulties, and consequently a style 
which admits of the use of the arch is much more rational 
than a style which does not . 

I t IS almost always of consequence to be able to 
ntilize small materials. Very f requent ly , in th i s 
country, when large openings have t o be covered over 
with the classic architrave, as in t h e porticoes of large 
classic buildings, i t is found impossible to get material , 
a t anything like reasonable cost, of dimensions sui table 
to the requirements. In a case of th i s kind, t he archi-
trave is broken in two, or r a the r formed of two blocks 
of stone, with the joint in the centre between the two 
columns. Now, construction of th i s na tu re cannot 
possibly stand. I t is therefore found necessary to pu t 
a concealed arch behind the architrave to support i t . I n 
short, the architrave, instead of support ing the over-
load, as is i ts use and purpose, has itself to be supported 
by an arch. This is certainly not t rue a r t . The whole 
construction is a deceit and a cheat. I t bears, as i t 
were, a lie on the very face of i t . The observer is made 
to believe what he knows cannot be t r u t h , knowing t h a t 
the compound architrave is supporting the weight 
above i t ; whereas, if a portion of the hidden a rch 
behind i t were removed, the whole facade would tumble 
a mass of rubbish to the ground. This fact is sufficient 
to show that the arch is more rational than t h e archi-
trave, when, even in buildings where t h e builder or 
architect wishes to avoid i ts use, he mus t nevertheless 
adopt it from constructional requirements, because he 
cannot command materials sufficient to keep his building 
up without i ts use. The arch is in this country formed 
of a number of small stones, ranged either in one or two 
circles according to the s trength required, and may be 
built of the most stupendous masses of marble as a t 
Baalbec. the granite of Egypt, or, on t h e o ther hand, of 
the flint nodules of K e n t ; and the Eoman architects , 
as well as our own medieval builders, never hesi tated 
at spanning the widest s t ruc ture with vaults or domes 
of such strength and solidity as almost to defy the 
ravages of time. 

Mr Bruce proceeded to give interesting descriptions 
of the various forms of the arch, and the modes adopted 
for i ts decoration, referring a t some length to the 
clustered column, one of the glories of Gothic a r t . He 
pointed out tha t there was an early departure in Gothic 
architecture from the rule of t he ancients t h a t all 
capitals and objects of similar na ture often recurr ing 
should be worked to one and the same pat tern . As a 
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result, you have that wonderfully diversified character 
of the ornamentation everywhere to be Been in Gothic 
structures. Walk down the nave or choir of any of our 
English cathedrals and loot at the extraordinary variety 
and contrast of sculpture on the capitals of the columns 
alone, even, indeed, on the clustered shafts that form 
one and the same pier. In fourteenth century foliage, 
even in that conventional, stiff, yet beautiful leaf carved 
everywhere in Lincoln and Salisbury, where there is 
certainly the least scope for variety,how great is the con-
trast ! Could anyone imagine anything more monoton-
ous than the whole of the capitals of any of those cathe-
drals being out all alike, as if cast in a mould by the hun-
dred? The Gothic sculptor had the fullest scope, within 
reasonable limits suggested by the requirements and the 
general balance and harmony of mass and outline, for 
the freest exercise of his own imagination. t , . , 

Mr Bruce adverted to the great outward thrust of the 
round arch, which constituted a serious constructive 
difficulty when of great span or when carrying a heavy 
load. The difficulties thence arising were explained at 
length, involving much interesting illustrative aetail. 
I t was in the effort to obviate t h e s e that there was 
discovered the Pointed Arch, the great feature of the 
style. The same difficulty led to the resort to the 
buttress and flying buttress. Even the Pinnacle, which 
forms so frequent and so beautiful a feature of mediaeval 
work, was due to the same effort to strengthen against 
the outward thrust of the arch. I t is usually fancied 
that the pinnacle is intended as a mere ornament to tbo 
top of the buttress, without being of any practical use. 
This view is entirely erroneous. The Gothic architect 
never built anything for the sake of m e r e show or 
ornament, without any meaning. I t f o r m s , indeed, tue 
perfect balance between the two o p p o s i n g forces, thai 
of the vault and that of the buttress. I t is utterly 
wrong to use buttresses without any object but appear-
ance ; but it is to be admitted that there are thousands 
of cases of churches erected at the present time that 
have buttresses supporting nothing at all! The 
buttresses are built merely for appearance' sake, and 
without any proper knowledge of the functions that the 
buttress was originally intended to perform. 

The interiors of early rouud-arched churches aro dark 
aud gloomy, because it was impossible to pierce the 
walls with large windows for fear of making them too 
light and unstable and insufficient to support the vault 
pressure. By the adoption of the Pointed Arch every-
thing was altered. The walls no longer required to be 
heavy and strong, as they were now relieved of all thrust 
from the vault, the whole outward pressure being picked 
up at equi-distant points along the walls by the flying but-
tresses, and again by them firmly deposited on the ground 
outside the buildings. The walls might therefore if 
necessary be reduced to mere thin screens of masonry 
inserted between the bays, just sufficient to keep out 

Ban
ffs

hir
e 

Fiel
d 

Club



66 

the weather. Fa r the r , i t was no longer dangerous to 
pierce them with windows, as l ights of any size could 
now be inserted with perfect safety. In fact , as in the case 
of some late Perpendicular work, t he whole space be-
tween the triforium and crown of the vault might be made 
one large window filled with t racery. P rom tha t t ime 
the window began to develop itself, t i l l i t reached a high 
state of excellence in the first half of t he four teen th 
century. 

Mr Bruce's observations, of which t h e foregoing is 
necessarily only an outline, were i l lustrated by many 
admirable drawings of various port ions of ecclesiastical 
structures. 

On the motion of the Chairman, seconded by Mr 
Hossack, a cordial vote of thanks was passed to Mr 
Bruce for his admirable paper. 

I t was remitted to the Council to make ar rangements 
for excursions during the summer. 
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