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True Principles

A Pugin Drawing?

An unusual drawing prompts Rosemary Hill to ponder questions of attribution and to seek comment.

The pen and ink drawing of two sections through a
chantry chapel that appears here as Fig 1 has, so far as
[ am aware, never been published before. It is unsigned,
there is no watermark in the paper and there was no
clue to its origins when it was brought to my attention
some eighteen months ago beyond a pencilled note in
an unidentified hand that read, laconically enough, ‘by
Pugin’. Is it? If so, when might it have been made and
for what purpose?

1840, when he rejected late Gothic in favour of ‘middle-
pointed’, or mid thirteenth to early fourteenth-century,
the style favoured by antiquaries and by the Cambridge
Camden Society. The idiosyncratic baldacchino recalls
the furnishings of the chapel at Heriot’s Hospital,
designed by Pugin for Gillespie Graham in 1835, with
similar nodding ogee arches and soaring pinnacles.
There is still a whiff of the Regency about it; it is so
curved as to be almost a Brighton dome, while the
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In this bumper edition of True Principles it seems worth
setting out my thoughts in the hope of eliciting
suggestions from other Society members.

The drawing, though sketchy, is reminiscent of
Pugin’s early work. There is a thickness of line, like that
in the drawing for a fireplace for the Edward VI
Grammar School, in the collection of the RIBA. This
relative heaviness disappeared when he matured and
found his characteristic light, rapid style. Not only the
manner but the subject suggests comparisons with
Pugin’s work of the 1830s. The ideal schemes he drew in
the early thirties included several such densely detailed
miniature buildings, tombs and chantries. They were
also, like this drawing, composed in a late Gothic style.

Here there is perpendicular tracery, fan vaulting
and a bulbous ogee canopy that recall the preferences of
his early drawings — and indeed his buildings — until

Fig 1

arrangement of the altar is far from what Pugin would
later have considered ‘correct’.

[f this drawing is by Pugin then it must have been
executed in the early or mid 1830s. The two sections are
clearly his first thoughts. They are dotted down, not
worked out, for they do not exactly tally. That it was a
proposal for an actual scheme, rather than a fantasy, is
suggested by the pencilled ceiling line (only just

discernible) that precisely frames each section,
compressing the arch on the right of the second. This

was a chapel within, or attached to, a pre-existing
building, and not a Gothic one, to judge from the gentle
curve and the cornice. Was this a scheme to Gothicise in
a Pagan house or church?

One telling feature is the reredos, which comprises
standing figures of four bishops. This, and the general
style of the drawing, recall Pugin’s scheme for a chantry
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[t All Melts Away: AWN Pugin in Oxford

Timothy Brittain- Catlin looks at some A.W.N.P. proposals in Oxford, and wonders just how much of a functionalist Pugin really was.

One of A.W.N.Pugin’s major projects to have escaped

much critical notice is a series of ambitious schemes for
Magdalen College School in Oxford. Between 1843 and

1848, he prepared at least six designs for this choristers’
school, following its decision to rebuild." Of the six
proposals, the first three are schemes for a complete
rebuilding on a site immediately to the west of the
College; there then follow various alternatives for the
school Hall alone. There is no record of any formal
invitation to Pugin to submit designs — he spurned a
proposed competition — and the impression is that he
was bombarding a potential client with unsolicited
work, fuelled by the sheer passion of design, and the
feeling that the future of a Gothic Revival lay largely
upon his own shoulders.

The first proposal is introduced with an undated
letter to his friend, Magdalen fellow John Bloxam, as
combining ‘great convenience with a venerable Looking
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Ground plan of the second scheme for Magdalen College School (1844).

exterior’.” In fact, it has an unnecessarily large amount
of corridor, and a trick or two on the exterior: most
notably, a projecting dining room facing the College
styled as if it were a chapel. On the upper floor, the
Master’s bedroom is placed with its door at the junction
of two imposing corridors; that leading directly away
from the door runs between the sixteen sleeping
cubicles of the choristers.

Pugin claimed in a subsequent letter to Bloxam that
‘unless persons were well versed in the spirit of antient
design they could not appreciate or understand a
building such as I sketched’.” Indeed, this design seems
to have been greeted with some confusion on the part of
the College, for Pugin writes later to Bloxam to explain
that they were ‘mere sketches” and that he ‘should not
think of receiving any remuneration’;" before long he
writes again, however, requesting a site plan and to
confirm various practical considerations.” The outcome
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was the magnificent second scheme, and it provides
evidence of Pugin’s own method of planning at exactly
the period when the new Palace of Westminster, the
fruit of his collaboration with Barry, was at last taking
shape above the ground.

High Street elevation of the second scheme (1844).

[t often seems difficult to make Pugin’s work at
Westminster an integral part of the story of the rest of
his career; Phoebe Stanton, for example, condensed his
designs there into a couple of pages towards the end of
her monograph, rather as if they had been done by some
other person called Pugin. Indeed, the architect who
carried out this unprecedentedly rich, magnificently
creative and original work does not sound much like
Pevsner’s first functionalist.® How much of a
‘functionalist” he was in the Pevsnerian sense can be
judged by a thorough look at his Magdalen project,
which was devised for his closest friend and was clearly
important to him.

This is 1844, the year in which Pugin was being
wooed by Barry to continue his work at Westminster.
One might have expected his planning at this period to
show that he was learning from Barry’s skills in the
organisation of spaces. Not a bit of it. The second
Magdalen scheme is awash with theatrical and
decorative devices. Reception and dining rooms for the
boys link the Master’s house (at the south-west corner)
and the Hall (at the south-east), and a parallel east-west

corridor provides dramatic enfilade effects right across
the building. This corridor meets another, which runs
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north-south from the boys” entrance. At the opposite
corners of the intersection there are staircases — a broad
dog-leg for the Master and a winding one for the boys.
The north-south corridor is terminated at a T-junction
with further corridor, and this has a third staircase
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tucked into one corner, and an off-axis window into the
yard. Beyond the kitchen there is a “cloister for wet
weather” which is perversely unreachable from the
inside. On the floor above, the corridor at the centre of
the boys’ dormitory emerges off-centre onto a
transverse landing which has no fewer than four
staircases leading onto or off it. The perspective and
elevation for this scheme show a compact mass, with a
bold crenellated corner tower, not unlike the early
seventeenth century one at Cotehele in Cornwall.”

A third scheme has a much looser composition;
Pugin has evidently been persuaded by Bloxam to make
the Hall roof an Oxford-type flat one, but otherwise it
maintains the theme of interlocking corridors with mul-
tiple staircases at the interstices. One imagines the archi-
tect conjuring up a vision of Bloxam, who adored his
choristers, standing begowned at one of these junctions
watching approvingly as the boys with their candles
marched up and through what were clearly a series of
proscenium arches; the light striking the architecture,
and the little faces, from various carefully orchestrated
directions that had little to do with ‘function’. In fact,
from surviving correspondence it seems unlikely that
there was or had ever been a request to design a Mas-
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ter’s house at all. In the event, a law-
suit brought against the College de-
layed all building plans, and when
this was finally out of the way in 1849,
Pugin was paid a fee of £5° and it was
John Buckler who received, and exe-
cuted, the commission for the new
buildings.’

The contradictions between func-
tion and effect, and between serving
an establishment and redefining it, are
illustrated at Magdalen just as they
are in Pugin’s contemporary work at
Westminster. Hinting at them, he
wrote in Some Remarks that ‘it is in
dress as in architecture, whatever is
superfluous or unnecessary is bad in taste. Enrichment
must be confined to the decoration of that which is re-
ally useful in attire’; and that ‘It should be remembered
that the whole restoration [of Gothic] has been a series
of experiments, everything had to be created from the
employer to the artizan’.'” These are significant com-
ments. Pugin presumably did not consider the function-
aries of the politicised Church and modern aristocracy
to be ‘really useful’, and when he designed their parlia-
ment house, he must occasionally have had his tongue
firmly in his cheek. In the case of Magdalen College, he
tried perhaps similarly to ‘create his employer’: he ig-
nored instructions, and he designed what was to some
extent an architecture of the emotions, a conjuring-up
for his dear friend Bloxam of a utopian vision of impos-
sible antiquity and love. He was surely aware of these
things in his last desperate years when he wrote bitter-
ly of lost illusions: ‘it all melts away like a dream’.” One

R .

Perspective view (from the corner of Longwall Street and High
Street) of the third scheme (1844).
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Perspective view (from the corner of Longwall Street and High Street) of the second scheme (1844).

imagines him by the light of a candle somewhere inside
his unrealised Magdalen schemes, and looking along
those impossibly theatrical corridors of his, and seeing
the lights fading away, signalling, as it were, the end of
the play.

All unpublished correspondence between Pugin and Bloxam
1s quoted by kind permission of the President and Fellows of
Magdalen College, Oxford. The illustrations are reproduced
by kind permission of Magdalen College School.

All photographs are by John Gibbons.

NOTES
(MCO: the archives of Magdalen College, Oxford.)

1  On 15th November 1843. R.S.Stanier, Magdalen School, A History
of Magdalen College School Oxford, Oxford, 1958, p151

2  MCO MS 528/72.

3 Dated 22/11/43 — a week after the decision to
rebuild! MCO MS 528/73.

4 Undated. MCO MS 528 /171.
5  Undated. MCO MS 528/ 164.

6 My gloss, derived from Nikolaus Pevsner, ‘a short
Pugin florilegium’, Architectural Review, vol xciv (1943), pp
31-4, and the same authoris The Sources of Modern
Architecture and Design, London, 1968, p9

7  Ablatant example of Pugin employing precisely the
type of late Gothic that he claimed to despise. An
illustrated book on Cotehele by the Rev J.Blundell had
been published in 1839.

8 14/2/1849. MCO MS 528/165.

9  Stanier, op.cit., p154 |

10  AWN Pugin, Some Remarks on the articles which have
recently appeared in the ‘Rambler’, London, 1850, p9; p15

11 AWN Pugin, Church and State; or Christian Liberty. An
Earnest Address on the Establishment of the Hierarchy (1850),
with introduction by E.W.Pugin, London, 1875, p25
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[nterior of Pugin’s St Paul’s Church, Oatlands, Tasmania, ¢.1910. The church was designed in 1843 and built in 1850-51.

(Courtesy, Tom Hazell)

We need go no further than the accompanying ¢.1910
rare archival photograph of the interior of Pugin’s
diminutive St Paul’s Church, Oatlands, to see how
earnestly Willson strove to achieve the ‘right thing’.
Beyond the shallow latter-day frippery on either side of
the chancel arch and behind the rood screen is a near-
perfect Sarum Use setting still in place some thirty-four
years after Willson’s death. The sedilia are on the right,
and there are standard candlesticks, but the sepulchre in

NOTES

1 See my Australian Gothic: The Gothic Revival in Australian
Architecture from the 1840s to the 1950s, Melbourne University
Press, Melbourne, 2001.

2 Mercury and Sporting Chronicle, 26 April 1851, p871

3 A.Welby Pugin, Contrasts, 2nd edn, Charles Dolman, London,
1841, p15

4  Pugin, loc.cit.
Jn 14:6.

6 A.Welby Pugin, ‘Catholic Church Architecture’, Tablet, vol.IX,
no.435, 2 September 1848, p563
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the north wall has by now been filled in. The altar, by
Willson’s protegé architect Henry Hunter, is based on
two illustrations in Pugin’s Glossary and has been
decorated and gilded by him.

Sadly, Pugin’s total vision must be judged a failure
by his own standards, for this little church, just like its
infinitely more majestic English counterpart, St Giles’,
Cheadle, never saw the Sarum liturgy for which it was
designed and furnished.

7 A.Welby Pugin, ‘On the Present State of Ecclesiastical Archi-
tecture in England’, Dublin Review, vol.X, May 1841, pp301-48.

8 Pugin’s Australian oeuvre is comprehensively treated in my
exhibition catalogue Creating a Gothic Paradise: Pugin at the
Antipodes, Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, Hobart, 2002.

9 Pugin’s diary for 1842, National Art Library, Victoria and Albert
Museum, Pressmark 86 MM 61, L5163 1969.

Willson to Fitzpatrick, Shrove Tuesday [1859], Melbourne
Diocesan Historical Commission.
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Mayfield College (Courtesy, Wealden District Council)

And, finally ...

Pugin Society member Ted Cocking has recently been in
touch with Father Michael Campion, Cathedral
Administrator at A.W.N.Pugin’s St Mary’s, Newcastle,
following an enjoyable visit to the cathedral. Here Ted

was well pleased to find attractively designed and
informative display boards relating to Pugin and his
connection with the building. These were made for the
celebration of the cathedral’s 150th anniversary in 2000,
an occasion which has greatly increased local awareness
of the significance of both St Mary’s
and Pugin. However, there is always
room for further improvements.
Father Michael Campion says: ‘For
the past two years we have been
trying to raise funds to carry out a
programme of repairs ... We do not
receive any subsidies and we do not
have any capital reserves. If we can
secure the funding — help please! — we
will carry out a redecoration of the
cathedral interior that will be more in
sympathy with its neo-Gothic design.
This will include the installation of a
new lighting system and repairs to
the floor tiles and stone work.” The

Pugin screens at St Mary’s.
Photo Fr. Michael Campion.
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work will probably commence this
August.
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