
Today I want to consider in this session something a little different, beyond the often-

cited examples of Blake, Fuseli, Friedrich and others.  The art considered in this session 

is related closely to the AHRC-funded research project, Writing Britain’s Ruins 1700–

1850, the Architectural Imaginations: the larger project of which this MOOC is one of 

the outputs. In other words, the legacy of medieval architecture in the British landscape, 

and its impact upon Georgian art, will be the focus of this last session. We will be looking 

specifically at the visual culture of Gothic architecture, in particular ruins, and the main 

themes covered are the Picturesque, antiquarianism and the visualisation of Gothic 

literature.  

 To being with, we will explore the relationship between the ruin, the Picturesque, 

and the idea of national British identity. The relationship between such Gothic buildings 

and British history is borne out in literature as well as art from the period. Horace 

Walpole, in a passage from his Books of Materials explores the meaning and associative 

possibilities of architectural styles — specifically Gothic in contrast with Grecian. He 

writes that:  

 

If two Architects of equal Genius & Taste, or one man possessing both, & 

without the least degree of partiality was ordered to build Two buildings, (& 

supporting him unlimited in expense) one in the Grecian & one in the Gothic 

style, I think, the Gothic wd strike most at first, the Grecian would please the 

longest. But I believe this approbation would in some measure flow from the 

Impossibility of not connecting with Grecian & Roman Architecture, the ideals 

of the Greeks & Romans, who invented & inhabited that kind of building. If 

(which but few have) one has any partiality to old Knights, Crusades, the Wars 

of York & Lancaster &c the prejudice in favour of Grecian buildings, will be 

balanced. All this is supposed to be referred to men who think for themselves; 

it is idle to address any supposition to men who think by Rote. The thousand 

or ten million of men who do not think for themselves are but as one man, & 

that one a mimic or copy of somebody else.  

 

Do you notice how Walpole celebrates the imaginative properties of the Gothic 

architectural style? Here Walpole also explicitly connects both styles of architecture, 

the Gothic and the Classical, with the nations that erected them. Gothic, as he indicates, 

is central to British political, cultural and military history. It is a national style from 

Britain’s past, and one that he thought was fit for the present.  

 This nationally specific attribute of Gothic is also found in the dissertation to 

Batty Langley’s Ancient Architecture: Restored and Improved (1741–2): 

 

It is very reasonable to believe, that as in all ages of the Saxon monarchy there 

was no distinction of Goths from Saxons, but in general all were called Saxons; 

that, therefore, all the edifices raised by them were in general called Saxon 



(and not Gothic) buildings; although it was to be allowed, that the Goths first 

taught the Saxons how to build […] Now as I have thus shewn that the posterity 

of the Goths, by their union, became English Saxons. 

 

John Carter, the topographical antiquary, also argues that Gothic was a British style. In 

a letter to ‘Fellow labourers in The study of Antiquity’ he questions  

 

why in the name of Common sense apply the word GOTHIC To our ancestral 

architecture, as if the Goths had been the unquestioned inventors of that 

divine art, and that we had all the authorities that history could give to form 

when and by whom this style was first brought from Gothland in to this 

country? 

 

Here we see alluded to an issue that we covered in the first week of this MOOC: the 

perceived relations between ‘the Goths’ from Northern Europe and their eventual 

arrival, or so it was claimed, on British soil, as well as the very negative meanings that 

the term ‘Gothic’ had in the eighteenth century. 

 The extent of Gothic’s influence on the British landscape hinted at in these 

quotations can be seen in watercolours by Paul Sandby. A review of Sandby’s work 

published in the European Magazine in 1796 notes that: 

 

For force, clearness, and transparency, it may very truly be said that his 

paintings in water colours have not yet been equalled; the Views of Castles, 

Ruins, Bridges, &c. which are frequently introduced, will remain monuments 

to the honour of the Arts, the Artist, and the Country, when the originals 

from which they are designed are mouldered into dust. 

 

Sandby surveyed Britain’s and Ireland’s countryside, and included engraved views of 

these Picturesque prospects in his The Virtuosi’s Museum (1778). Of the 108 plates in 

The Virtuosi’s Museum, 66 (61.1 per cent) contain Gothic structures either as the main 

focus of the plate, or set within the landscape. These majestic ruins therefore dominate 

his plates. Sandby explains the rationale for the selection of these landscape scenes as 

follows: 

 

It remains only, to account for the choice of our subjects; and in this we 

follow an illustrious example: the renowned Empress of Russia […] has paid 

the highest compliment to the genius and taste of this country; by procuring, 

at an immense expense, views of all the noblemen and gentlemen’s seats, and 

of every delightful spot throughout the kingdom […] If these views appear so 

enchanting in the eyes of this great princess, surely it must afford the highest 

satisfaction to Britons themselves, to have in their possession complete 



representations of them on a better plan for preservation, and on much easier 

terms. 

 

If foreigners are enthralled by our landscapes and architectural ruins then we, as Sandby 

suggests, should be, too.  

 Gothic ruins entered many an eighteenth-century painting through the aesthetic 

of the Picturesque, the attempt to respond to, and appreciate, the national landscape as 

if it were a two-dimensional object or ‘picture’. William Gilpin included Gothic remains 

in his discussion of the Picturesque, which demonstrates and further underscores the 

connection between this style of architecture and national heritage. He writes: 

 

Verging towards one side of the valley stands the ruins of Ford-abbey. It 

has never been of large dimensions, but was a model of the most perfect 

Gothic, if we may credit its remains, particularly those of a cloister, which 

are equal to any thing we have in that style of architecture. This beautiful 

fragment consists of eight window, with light buttresses between them, 

and joins a ruined chapel on one side, and on the other a hall or refectory, 

which still preserves its form sufficiently to give the idea of its just 

proportions. 

 

The ruined abbey was Picturesque because of the variety of its architectural character 

and, in particular, its outline (aided by nature’s erosive powers). Ruined Gothic 

architecture, which was speckled across Britain in the eighteenth century courtesy of 

the Dissolution of the Monasteries, was an architectural highlight in the Picturesque 

vista. 

 The misguided attempt to locate the genus of Gothic architecture in Britain 

underscores its role as a national style, and its ability to signal British identity was 

captured by artists, such as Sandby, in his watercolours. Architectural fragments, such 

as the entrance to Chepstow Castle, is typical of Sandby’s exploration and delineation 

of Picturesque ruins. His topographical studies, such as of Windsor Castle and Ely 

Cathedral, similarly celebrate the scale and ornament of medieval architecture. Michael 

‘Angelo’ Roocker’s St Mary’s Abbey, York, 1778, also blends successfully Picturesque 

variation and medieval ruins. 

 These images circulated in the later eighteenth century and were a staple record 

of Britain’s landscape, documenting and celebrating its political, religious and 

architectural history, including the power of nature over these ruined monuments. This 

quite literally Gothic art was not antiquarian in form or purpose, but instead wished to 

embrace and celebrate Britain’s Gothic fragments.  


