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THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY

THE “ENGLISHNESS” 
OF OUTPORT GOTHIC
 
Peter Coffman

It is a pleasure and an honour to pay tribute to Luc Noppen, whose contribution to the history 
of Canadian architecture cannot be overstated. Through his own prodigious scholarship 
as well as his stewardship of the Journal of the Society for the Study of Architecture in 
Canada and the Canadian Forum for Public Research on Heritage, Luc Noppen has facilitated 
(among many other things) a critical mass of scholarship on monuments previously ignored 
or dismissed as unworthy of research. A generation ago, that would have included the topic 
of this paper : the small, wooden churches of remote corners found in Newfoundland and 
Labrador.

| �Lincoln Cathedral, east end and chapter house. 
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 1996
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I f one could place Lincoln Cathedral (mainly twelfth 
to thirteenth centuries) and St. James, Battle Harbour 
(consecrated 1857), side by side, it would not be self-

evident that the same stylistic label should be applied to 
both. Lincoln is canonical English Gothic, with its lively 
arrangement of lancets, pinnacles, tracery, buttresses, 
towers, arcades, and crockets all tied together in a masonry 
package of astounding monumentality. St. James, a remote 
parish church on an island off the coast of Labrador, would 
seem to belong to an entirely different species of architec-
ture. Built in the 1850s to the design of the Rev. William 
Grey,1 it is tiny, spatially straightforward, almost devoid of 
ornament, and made of wood. Yet it, too, is English Gothic.

That last statement may seem incomprehensible to 
anyone whose notion of English Gothic is informed solely 
by buildings like Lincoln, Canterbury, or Wells. Indeed, if 
the term “English Gothic” can be said to apply equally to 
both Lincoln and Battle Harbour, one could reasonably 
question whether the label had become too elastic to be 
meaningful. But that is not the case. The notion of Gothic 
that can embrace these two buildings is a nineteenth- 
century one, rooted firmly in the firsthand study of medi-
eval architecture. What follows is an attempt to connect 
the dots between these two kinds of architecture, and map 
out the web of ideas and objects that plausibly connects the 
Gothic of medieval England with the gothic that springs up 
in the fishing towns and outports2 of Atlantic Canada.

This connection is established through several layers. 
First and arguably most important is a series of texts dating 
mainly from the nineteenth century, which provided a 
theoretical foundation and justification for the otherwise 
odd notion that Gothic was something that could exist in 
nineteenth-century Newfoundland or Nova Scotia just as 
readily as in thirteenth-century England. Also important 
were images that were circulated in order to show exactly 
what an inexpensive, modest, modern version of Gothic 

1 See Shane O’Dea and Peter Coffman, “William Grey : ‘Missionary’ of 
Gothic in Newfoundland,” Journal of the Society for the Study of Archi-
tecture in Canada, vol. 32, no. 1, 2007, p. 39-48. 

2 In the present context, “outport” refers to the small, remote fishing 
villages of Newfoundland and Labrador.

might look like. Then there were buildings—small, rural 
English medieval parish churches, which provide viable 
models for buildings in remote colonial outposts. All of 
these rested on the foundation of a vision of English his-
tory—especially English religious history—as uniquely con-
tinuous and authoritative.

This broad but precise and purposeful understanding of 
Gothic could be seen at work almost anywhere that the 
British Empire and the Gothic Revival overlapped.3 Indeed, 
this inclusive notion of Gothic is as much politically moti-
vated as it is by art history or archaeology. The examples 
from Atlantic Canada discussed here provide an illuminat-
ing case study in this interpretation and use of architectural 
style.

History

The somewhat elastic understanding of English Gothic 
that underlies buildings such as St. James was rooted in an 
interpretation of history that placed the Church of England 
at the centre of what was considered, with equal elasticity, 
to be the “catholic” or “universal” church. Fundamental to 
this vision was the conviction that the English Church—and 
only the English Church—represented an unbroken line of 
succession from the days of the apostles.

The Anglican claim to apostolic authority is summed up 
by Nova Scotia Bishop Hibbert Binney (1819-1887),4 in his 
Charge to the Clergy delivered in 1866 : “We believe that our 
present ministers can trace back their authority, as derived 
by succession, through an unbroken line, from those who 
received their commission from Christ ; whereas those 

3 For a thorough overview of Gothic’s role in the English imperial project, 
see G.A. Bremner, Imperial Gothic : Religious architecture and High 
Anglican culture in the British Empire, 1840-1870, New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 2013. 

4 On Bishop Binney’s impact on architecture, see Peter Coffman, “The 
Introduction of Ecclesiology to Nova Scotia,” in G.A. Bremner (ed.), 
Studies in Victorian architecture and design. Vol. 4. Ecclesiology abroad, 
London, The Victorian Society, 2012, p. 78-93.
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other bodies cannot pretend to claim any such authority 
for their ministers.”5

Binney here is expressing the orthodox Anglican view ; 
a view that positions the English Church in the place other-
wise claimed by the Roman Catholics : that of the original, 
timeless, immutable True Church dating from the time of 
Christ. This claim to ancient authority underlies a lot of 
architectural choices that were made in the nineteenth 
century, although quite a few dots have to be connected. 
Much of that connective tissue was provided by a number 
of seminal texts.

Texts

Some of the most important texts are well known : John 
Carter’s claim for Gothic as a safe haven from the revolu-
tionary chaos of modern France,6 or Augustus Pugin’s iden-
tification of Gothic with his own moralistic world-view,7 or 
John Ruskin’s belief that Gothic would improve the lot of the 
Victorian craftsman.8 Much has been written about these 
works, and partly for that reason this paper will concen-
trate on a sampling of texts more intimately connected to 
what was going on in Atlantic Canada in the mid-nineteenth 
century. These include both published pieces and private 
letters.

An important contribution was made by one of the most 
prominent clergymen in nineteenth-century Newfoundland. 

5 Hibbert Binney, A charge delivered to the Clergy at the visitation held in 
the Cathedral Church of St Luke, at Halifax, on the 3rd day of July, 1866, 
by Hibbert, Lord Bishop of Nova Scotia, Halifax, published by special 
request of the clergy and printed by JAS. Bows & sons, 1866, p. 32.

6 On Carter, see John M. Frew, “Gothic is English : John Carter and the 
revival of Gothic as England’s national style,” Art Bulletin, vol. 64, 1982, 
p. 315-319.

7 See Augustus W.N. Pugin : Contrasts : or, a parallel between the noble 
edifices of the Middle Ages, and corresponding buildings of the present 
day ; Shewing the present decay of taste, accompanied by appro-
priate text, London, Charles Dolman, 1836 ; also The true principles of 
Pointed or Christian architecture. Set forth in two lectures delivered at 
St. Marie’s, Oscott, London, John Weale, 1841.

8 See John Ruskin, The stones of Venice, London, George Allen, 1893 
[5th ed.]. 

~ �St. James, Battle Harbour, Labrador, by William Grey,  
from the northwest. PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2004

~ �Cathedral of St. John the Evangelist, St. John’s, Newfoundland,  
from the south. PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2018
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Thomas Finch Hobday Bridge (1807-1856) served as rector 
of St. John’s from 1839 to 1850, and then as archdeacon of 
Newfoundland until his death in 1856.9 A true stalwart of the 
Church, his bishop nicknamed him “Iron Bridge.” While in 
England in 1841 to raise funds to build a cathedral in St. John’s, 
he preached, and published, a sermon with the provocative 
title “The two religions ; or, the question settled, which is the 
oldest Church, the Anglican or the Romish ?”10 Bridge’s answer 

9 See “Thomas Finch Hobday Bridge,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
vol. VIII, Toronto and Buffalo, 1976.

10 Thomas Bridge, The two religions ; or, the question settled, which is 

was as unlikely as it was predictable. His argument was that 
the Reformed Church (that is, the Church of England) was not 
a schismatic church—in fact, quite the opposite. According 
to Bridge, it was the Roman Church that had strayed from 
scripture, and when the English Church reformed, it was 
doing quite literally that—re-forming, and returning to what 
Bridge called the Church’s “primitive purity.” That purity, he 
believed, was based on scriptural truth stripped of centuries 

the oldest church, the Anglican or the Romish ?, London, J.G.F. and 
J. Rivington, 1841.

~�Temporary wooden church. tHe buiLder, vOl. ii, nO. 84, sePteMBer 14, 1844, P. 470
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of mediation by fallible human agents—in other words, by 
popes.

This claim for the Church of England had a precise archi-
tectural analogy, argued by an architect who had a major 
impact on Atlantic Canada. In 1850, George Gilbert Scott 
(1811-1878) was in the relatively early stages of a career 
that would produce icons such as the Albert Memorial and 
Great Midland Hotel, as well as the restoration of countless 
medieval cathedrals.11 His life’s work ultimately earned him 
a knighthood and burial in Westminster Abbey. His connec-
tion to Atlantic Canada is that he was the architect for the 
Anglican cathedral in St. John’s.12 In his essay “On the claims 
of the Romanist (as such) upon Pointed Architecture,”13 pub-
lished in 1850, Scott argued that Gothic arose not because 
of, but in spite of Roman domination of the medieval 
Church, and that the style had been preserved, saved, and 
revived by northern states, especially England, after Rome 
had turned its back on Gothic and embraced pagan styles. 
Scott concluded : “I think, then, it can hardly be denied, 
that the influence of Rome had no concern in the rise of 
pointed architecture ; that the increasing corruption of the 
Roman Church was accompanied by a decline in the purity 
of our Northern architecture ; and that its final extinction 
was brought about directly by the example and influence 
of Rome herself.”14

The parallel to Bridge’s argument is clear. Both Scott and 
Bridge argue that Rome had strayed from the truth and 
virtue embodied by the early Church and its architecture 
(Gothic). Moreover, Rome had ultimately turned her back on 
architectural virtue altogether in a catastrophic moment of 

11 On Scott, see Geoffrey Fisher, Gavin Stamp, Joanna Heseltine, and 
Royal Institute of British Architects (eds.), Catalogue of the drawings 
collection of the Royal Institute of British Architects : The Scott family, 
Amersham, Gregg International, 1981, p. 13-16.

12 On St. John’s Cathedral, see Peter Coffman, “St. John’s Anglican Cathe-
dral and the beginnings of Ecclesiological Gothic in Newfoundland,” 
Journal of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, vol. 31, 
no. 1, 2006, p. 3-22.

13 In George Gilbert Scott, A plea for the faithful restoration of our ancient 
churches… to which are added some miscellaneous remarks on other 
subjects…, London, Parker, 1850, p. 39-51.

14 Ibid, p. 40.

misjudgment commonly known as the Renaissance. True, 
ancient authority resided in Canterbury, not in Rome. Rome 
was corrupted, both in religious practice and in architec-
ture. The correct liturgy and architecture of the one true 
Church was the birthright of the English.

There are obviously a number of ways to rebut that 
argument, but it does provide a theoretical rationale for 
building Gothic churches throughout the British Empire ; 
churches whose style and pedigree would emanate from 
the perceived centre of truth and authority. But in places 
like Newfoundland, Labrador, Nova Scotia, and New 
Brunswick, that is more easily said than done. For a start, 
Gothic is mainly a masonry style, and both the material and 
the craftsmanship it requires were extremely rare and pro-
hibitively expensive in the colony. To solve this problem, 
more texts were needed.

Three clergymen, one in England and two in British 
North America, are especially important in producing 
those texts. The Rev. William Scott (1813-1872) was a close 
friend and frequent correspondent with the bishop of 
Newfoundland, Edward Feild (1801-1876).15 Both Feild and 
his New Brunswick counterpart John Medley (1804-1892)16 
had many times sought guidance with the problem of how 
to build accurate Gothic churches out of wood. Medley took 
up the problem in an address to the Ecclesiological Society 
in 1848, asking if the Society might provide him with “small 
plain wooden models for wooden churches in the country.”17 
Feild was similarly in search of guidance, writing to William 
Scott as early as 1845 that he had received drawings of 
wooden churches from the Oxford Architectural Society 
but that they were not, for reasons he did not explain, suit-
able exemplars for Newfoundland.18

15 On the architectural impact of Bishop Feild, see Peter Coffman, New-
foundland Gothic, Québec, MultiMondes, coll. “Cahiers de l’Institut du 
patrimoine de l’UQAM,” [Université du Québec à Montréal], 2008.

16 On the architectural impact of Bishop Medley, see Gregg Finley and 
Lynn Wiggington, On earth as it is in heaven : Gothic Revival churches 
of Victorian New Brunswick, Fredericton, Goose Lane, 1995.

17 “Colonial church architecture : Chapter IX,” The Ecclesiologist, vol. 8, 
1848, p. 362-363. 

18 Letters of Bishop Edward Feild to the Rev. William Scott, Diocesan 
Archives of Eastern Newfoundland and Labrador, 100.43, box 2, file 4. 
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Following Medley’s address, the Ecclesiological Society 
took up the matter quickly and proactively. Early the next 
year, in an article on two new churches in Newfoundland, 
The Ecclesiologist highlighted “the necessity of realiz-
ing a national style of wooden Christian architecture ”19 
(in the parlance of the Ecclesiological Society, “national” 
means English and “Christian” means Gothic). A few 
months later, on June 7, 1848, William Scott read a paper 

Transcribed by Tim Power under the direction of Shane O’Dea. Letter 
dated July 1, 1844, May 20, 1845.

19 “Colonial church architecture : Chapter XI,” The Ecclesiologist, vol. 9, 
1848, p. 215.

to the Ecclesiological Society titled “On wooden churches.” 
Published in the subsequent volume of The Ecclesiologist, 
this was the paper that Feild and Medley had been wait-
ing for that would place wooden, colonial Gothic on a firm 
historical foundation.20

“On wooden churches” is a seminal text for colonial 
Gothic ; it argues for the legitimacy of wooden Gothic 
on a number of levels. Scott begins broadly by discuss-
ing the symbolic importance of wood within a Christian 
context. Noah’s Ark, after all—arguably the ultimate vessel 

20 William Scott, “On wooden churches,” The Ecclesiologist, vol. 9, 1848, 
p. 14-27.

~ �Wooden church, south elevation. instrumenta eccLesiastica, secOnd series, lOndOn, 1856, Plate XX
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of salvation—was made of wood. So was the Ark of the 
Covenant. The emblem of the Church was the ship, whose 
hull was inverted in the construction of wooden ceilings. 
“It would be thoughtless,” says Scott, “to conclude that [the] 
material of wood were not invested with some peculiar 
claims upon Christian considerations.”21

Another key plank in the argument was the sheer vener-
ability of wood as a building material. Gothic, he pointed 
out, was descended from Romanesque ; Romanesque 
was descended from the Early Christian Basilica ; that 
basilica derived from the ancient temple ; the decorative 

21 Ibid, p. 14.

conventions of that temple (tryglyphs, guttae, and so on) 
clearly derived from an even more ancient wooden archi-
tecture. So, Gothic stands at the apex of a long and complex 
architectural evolution, the roots of which were in wood.

Convincing as this may have been, for the Ecclesiological 
Society—the group to whom Scott’s paper was delivered 
and who published it—the ultimate source of authority 
for Anglican church building lay not in the ancient world 
but in medieval England. Scott finds ample exemplars of 
wooden architecture there, starting from the very begin-
ning of English medieval building. The Anglo-Saxon church 
at Greenstead is well known for its timber, while Scott 
interprets the strip-work on the towers of Earls Barton 

~ �Wooden church, longitudinal section. instrumenta eccLesiastica, secOnd series, lOndOn, 1856, Plate XXiii
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and Barton-on-Humber as fossilized echoes of wooden 
decorative conventions—an interpretation that current 
scholarship still supports.22 Later medieval churches—par-
ticularly Gothic—abound in examples of the carpenter’s art. 
Scott singles out the “Suffolk open-timber roof” as a form 
that could be considered to compete with stone-vaulting 
in its grandeur, and points to the timber-frame churches 
of Cheshire as further examples. Many of these build-
ings are comparatively modest, but Scott points out that 
during the Decorated period—the one most venerated by 
the Ecclesiologists—a rich tradition of very sophisticated 
wooden church decoration and furniture developed.

Scott also offered some practical suggestions of vary-
ing degrees of specificity : wooden Gothic forms must be 
intrinsic to wood, rather than imitations of masonry ; board 
and batten, which is vertical, is more inherently Gothic 
than horizontal clapboard. Perhaps most importantly, Scott 
emphasized that none of the fundamental ideas that defined 
what he considered the first principles of Gothic—truth 
to materials, truthful spatial articulation on the exterior, 
raised and differentiated chancel, steeply pitched roof, and 
so on—were exclusive to masonry.

Thomas Bridge, Gilbert Scott, and William Scott do 
considerable work in bridging the gap between Lincoln 
Cathedral and outport Gothic. Collectively, they make the 
case that English history—especially English Church his-
tory—is an authoritative continuum, that this continuity 
is architectural as well as historical, and that the materials 
and craftsmanship available in places like Newfoundland 
and Nova Scotia are perfectly able to participate in and add 
to that history.

Images

As useful as a sound theoretical foundation is, nothing actu-
ally gets built until someone starts producing some designs. 

22 Meyer Schapiro, “A note on the wall-strips of Saxon churches,” in Late 
antique, early Christian and medieval art, New York, George Braziller, 
1979, p. 243-248.

~ �Christ Church, Windsor, Nova Scotia, interior to west. 
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2004

~ �St. Paul’s Church, Trinity, Newfoundland, interior to east. 
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2004
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For this to happen, another type of mediation between 
medieval and modern Gothic had to occur ; something that 
would give a builder, especially one in a distant colony, 
a concrete idea of what was to be built. That mediation 
needed to be visual, rather than verbal. This usually means 
a pattern book, or sometimes the distribution of drawings 
through a periodical.23

One option that was at least briefly considered by Bishop 
Feild was a prefabricated wooden church design by Peter 
Thompson. In a letter to William Scott in 1844, Feild refers 
to one that had been recently erected in Kentish Town in the 
parish of St. Pancras, London.24 The design was illustrated 
both in The illustrated London news and in The Builder, the 
latter including a perspective view, a sectional interior view, 
and a ground plan.25 

Given their rudimentary, almost barn-like—and the 
fact that Thompson himself intended them to be tempo-
rary—buildings, it is unlikely that Thompson’s churches 
ever filled a category other than “better-than-nothing” in 
Feild’s aspirations. Of far greater consequence was a series 
of pattern books published by the Ecclesiological Society 
in several volumes beginning in 1847.26 These books con-
sisted of a very wide range of designs for all manner of 
ecclesiastical objects, all done to exacting Ecclesiological 
standards based (sometimes loosely, sometimes precisely) 
on authoritative medieval models. These were thought 
to be of particular (though by no means exclusive) use to 
colonial churchmen, who would no longer struggle to com-
municate to ecclesiologically ignorant builders or craftsmen 
what churches and liturgical objects should look like. The 
scope of the books was extremely broad, and the designs it 
contained were very widely disseminated—a set of church 

23 On pattern books, see Barry Magrill, A commerce of taste : Church 
architecture in Canada, 1867-1914, Montréal, McGill-Queen’s, 2012.

24 Bishop Feild to William Scott, October 24, 1844, Diocesan Archives of 
Eastern Newfoundland and Labrador, op. cit.

25 The illustrated London news, vol. V, 1844, p. 156 ; also “Temporary 
churches,” The Builder, vol. II, no. 84, September 14, 1844, p. 470.

26 Instrumenta Ecclesiastica, second series, edited by the Ecclesiological 
late Cambridge Camden Society, London, John van Voorst, Paternoster 
Row, 1856.

~ �Christ Church, St. Stephen, New Brunswick, exterior. 
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2004
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plate, designed for Instrumenta Ecclesiastica by the eccle-
siologically favoured architect William Butterfield, is still 
in situ at the Cathedral of John the Baptist in St. John’s, 
Newfoundland. Of particular relevance to the current dis-
cussion is the series of drawings published as part of the 
Instrumenta series in 1851, and subsequently included in 
the second compilation volume in 1856, showing a church 
designed by Richard Cromwell Carpenter for the southern 
Atlantic colony of Tristan da Cunha.

These drawings’ origins seem to go back to the time 
of John Medley’s plea to the Ecclesiologists in 1848, after 
which it was announced that William Butterfield would be 
providing the Society with drawings that would answer the 

call issued by the bishop of Fredericton. For reasons that 
are not recorded, Butterfield’s drawings never materialized, 
but the Society announced in 1850 that Carpenter’s design 
had met with their enthusiastic approval and would be pub-
lished in the next installment of Instrumenta Ecclesiastica.27 

The illustrations included a ground plan, perspective, eleva-
tion, and cross-sectional drawings for a wooden church 
that, the Ecclesiologists believed, could serve as a model 
wherever in the Empire wood was the most viable build-
ing material. Carpenter’s drawings are arguably the most 
important images created for the purpose of translating 

27 The Ecclesiologist, vol. 11, 1850, p. 248.

~ �St. Michael’s Church, Long Stanton, England, exterior. 
PhOtO : MalcOlM thurlBy
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Gothic into wooden form, and their inclusion in Instrumenta 
Ecclesiastica enshrined his design as the ecclesiologically 
approved solution for churchmen across the Empire.

These drawings also prove the connection between 
image and text in the dissemination of architectural ideas, 
as they demonstrate clear knowledge of ideas that had been 
published and circulated by the Ecclesiological Society. The 
vertical board and batten, which is contrary to common 
practice in much of Atlantic Canada, indicates familiarity 
with the ideas of William Scott. The steeply pitched roofs 
and differentiated rooflines demonstrate familiarity with 
the current Gothic theory coming from such sources as 
Pugin, Ruskin, and the Ecclesiological Society, while further 

drawings illustrated such details as elevation, roof con-
struction, and floor levels.

Comparing these drawings to buildings constructed in 
Atlantic Canada over the next few decades is instructive in 
demonstrating both the power and the limitations of the 
pattern book as a means of disseminating architectural 
ideas. For example, the open, timber arcade is an idea that 
was widely adopted in churches big enough to have aisles, 
such as in King’s Cove (Newfoundland), Windsor (Nova 
Scotia), and Trinity (Newfoundland). However, the vertical 
board and batten, favoured by Carpenter and advocated 
by William Scott, was not widely adopted in a part of the 
world where established building practices had long used 

~ �St. Anne’s Church, Fredericton, New Brunswick, exterior of west 
façade. PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2004

~ �Merchant Adventurers’ Hall, York, England, interior. 
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 1997
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clapboard (or, in Nova Scotia, shingle). The verticality of 
board and batten gained some traction in New Brunswick, 
thanks to the efforts of Edward Medley, a clergyman/
architect who was the son of Bishop John Medley.28 Christ 
Church, St. Stephen, is his most ambitious design. But else-
where, the traditional use of clapboard hung on tenaciously 
and was not to be supplanted. Much as the Ecclesiological 
Society back in England discouraged deviations from the 
approved pattern, such variations are instructive. There is 

28 See Douglas Richardson, “Hyperborean Gothic : or, Wilderness eccle-
siology and the wood churches of Edward Medley,” Architectura, vol. 2, 
no. 1 1972, p. 48-74 ; also Finley and Wiggington, On earth as it is in 
heaven, op. cit. 

nothing simple about formulating an architectural theory 
on one continent and imposing it on a distant continent 
with a distinct culture and entrenched building traditions. 
Whatever results from this sometimes forced marriage is 
bound to be a negotiated hybrid that is an expression of its 
unique place and time in history.

Buildings

Informing these drawings and even the theories was a group 
of actual medieval buildings that occupied something of a 
middle ground between the famous exemplars at Lincoln 
or Canterbury and the parish churches illustrated above. For 

~ �St. Oswald, Nether Peover, England, interior.  
PhOtO : MalcOlM thurlBy
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the Ecclesiologists in particular, actual extant Gothic build-
ings were the ultimate seat of all architectural authority. 
Interestingly, there is evidence that, notwithstanding the 
deeply rooted “Englishness” of colonial Gothic, it was not 
out of the question for colonial church-builders to consider 
non-English models. On the eve of his arrival in St. John’s as 
bishop, Edward Feild wrote to William Scott from Halifax : 
“You would do me a very great kindness if you would procure 
for me all useful modern ecclesiastical books of architec-
ture . . . Especially any good designs of wooden churches. A 
Mrs. Penmore of Rugby promised to give me drawings and 

designs of wooden churches in Norway, but I did not receive 
them.”29

This flirtation with stave churches seems to have been 
temporary, however. Just over a month later, Feild was 
instructing Scott not to trouble himself any further “about 
the Norway Churches,”30 and the conversation was firmly 
focused on which English buildings would best serve as 
models for Newfoundland. The most widely favoured 
model for colonial parish churches was St. Michael’s Church 
in Long Stanton. Specifically identified by the Ecclesiological 

29 Bishop Feild to William Scott, July 1, 1844, Diocesan Archives of Eastern 
Newfoundland and Labrador, op. cit.

30 Bishop Feild to William Scott, August 22, 1844, ibid.

~ �Holy Trinity, Maitland, Nova Scotia.  
PhOtO : Peter cOFFMan, 2009
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Society as a suitable model for colonial church-builders, it 
has long been cited as the great grandparent of scores of 
colonial churches. Indeed, as Malcolm Thurlby has argued, 
it has probably been cited too often, as many colonial parish 
church buildings differ quite substantially from it.31 Even a 
masonry church like St. Anne’s Chapel in Fredericton, while 
clearly related in type to St. Michael’s, exhibits substantial 
differences in both scale and proportion—not least because 
it is aisle-less, just like so many of its colonial cousins but 
unlike St. Michael’s. Moreover, St. Michael’s is masonry, and 
so as a stand-alone model was always going to be of limited 
use in a part of the world where almost all churches would 
have to be made of wood.

There was, of course, a great deal more to English Gothic 
than the masonry tradition represented by the great cathe-
drals and St. Michael’s. There was (and still is) a wealth of 
modest wooden Gothic buildings, sacred and secular, which 
formed an important part of the built environment of medi-
eval England as well as important part of the continuum 
between medieval English and nineteenth-century colonial 
architecture.

Even a building that had no connection to the Church 
could be an exemplar of Gothic virtues. The fourteenth- 
century Merchant Adventurers’ Hall in York shows 
the truthful use of materials, transparent construc-
tion, and open timber ceiling that was much admired by 
Ecclesiologists, and its comparatively rough construction 
would not have looked bizarre in a place like Labrador. 

More important but significantly less plentiful were 
actual English medieval churches made of wood. One fre-
quently cited in the nineteenth century was St. Oswald’s 
Church, in Nether Peover, Cheshire. Built in a shire famous 
for its timber-frame construction, it has the twin vir-
tues of being authentically Gothic and, in theory at least, 
buildable in a colony like Newfoundland or Nova Scotia. 
In construction and spatial arrangement, St. Oswald’s 

31 Malcolm Thurlby, “Some thoughts on St. Michael’s Long Stanton, Cam-
bridgeshire, and small Anglican Gothic churches in Canada,” paper 
presented to the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, 
Edmonton, 2013.

similarity to the Merchant Adventurers’ Hall is striking ; 
the fundamental principles of timber-frame construction 
evidently knew no boundary between sacred and secular 
building. Moreover, the similarity of the interior to Richard 
Cromwell Carpenter’s longitudinal section in Instrumenta 
Ecclesiastica is equally unmistakable. Carpenter’s open-
work arcade and truss-work ceiling were clearly based on 
thorough knowledge of medieval prototypes. 

Nevertheless, not a single timber-framed church was 
ever built in Atlantic Canada. As a building form, it was 
probably too remote from the forms of carpentry already 
practiced in those colonies. More common was the simpli-
fied, wooden, Long Stanton type, clad in clapboard or (less 
frequently) shingle, as seen, for example, at Holy Trinity, 
Maitland (Hants County), Nova Scotia. Similar wooden 
paraphrases of the (broadly speaking) Long Stanton model 
can be seen nearby at locations such as Latties Brook, 
Northfield, Shubenacadie, and Upper Kennetcook.

The variations on prototypes such as Long Stanton are 
instructive. With actual medieval models as with pattern 
books, both the importance and the limitations of their 
influence are evident. For a church like Holy Trinity to be 
considered authentic English Gothic, it will not suffice to cite 
only its somewhat precarious resemblance to Long Stanton, 
nor its partial adherence to Instrumenta Ecclesiastica, nor its 
intangible correlation to Gothic Revival theory, nor its car-
penter’s renditions of pointed arches and corner buttresses. 
It is all of these combined, linked by an overarching vision of 
English history, its Church, and its architecture, that make 
Holy Trinity every bit as English—and as Gothic—as Lincoln 
Cathedral.

Postscript : Who Invented English Gothic ?

The nationalistic character of Ecclesiological Gothic 
undoubtedly has an empirical basis. From the twelfth 
century to the sixteenth, England evolved a Gothic idiom 
that was consistently different from its continental coun-
terpart. That said, English Gothic spanned several centu-
ries and many regional variations, and taken as a whole, 
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it forms nothing like a consistent architectural language. 
The nave of Wells Cathedral does not look much like its 
nearly contemporary choir at Canterbury, not to mention 
the latter’s much later nave. Nevertheless, neither would 
be mistaken for a French building, or an Italian one. The 
claim for an English Gothic seems to rest on firm ground, 
and that ground was the foundation for scholarship well 
into the twentieth century, most notable in the work of 
John Harvey.32

But did medieval builders see it that way ? What did 
“England,” and Englishness,” mean to them ? Did they build 
in an acknowledged, self-consciously English idiom, or did 
they build in the current, most fashionable style of their 
day, while also drawing on the well-established local tradi-
tions in which they had been trained ? And if they had an 
overarching notion of English Gothic in the way their nine-
teenth-century followers did, why is the formal expression 
of that notion so wildly variable ? 

32 See especially John Harvey, The Perpendicular Style, 1330-1485, 
London, Batsford, 1978.

Arguably, the notion that Gothic must somehow be 
English, that it must contain the cultural DNA of that 
nation and affirm its unique place at the centre of history, 
is one that belongs to the nineteenth century. For that era, 
Gothic was the architecture of an Empire ; a highly visible 
emblem of a long, inexorable march to the apex of history. 
The Empire needed Gothic to be venerable, authoritative, 
adaptable, infinitely renewable, demonstrably modern, 
and above all English, all at once. That was the achieve-
ment of all the words, pictures, and buildings of the  
Established Church, as they propagated an architectural 
style on which they believed the sun would never set.
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