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Introduction: Reproducing
Englishness

And I know a grove

Of large extent, hard by a castle huge

Which the great lord inhabits not: and so

This grove is wild with tangling underwood,

And the trim walks are broken up, and grass,

Thin grass and king-cups grow within the paths.

But never elsewhere in one place I knew

So many Nightingales: and far and near

In wood and thicket over the wide grove

They answer and provoke each other’s songs

With skirmish and capricious passagings
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The Nightingale”!

A ruined seat of hereditary authority provides a landscape through
which the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge looks to reshape meaning,
history, sensibility, and our affective bonds to place. Transformed from
Milton’s ““Most musical, most melancholy’ Bird!,” Coleridge gives us
a communicative and inquisitive bird: a “merry Nightingale / That
crowds, and hurries, and precipitates / With fast thick warble his deli-
cious notes” (1. 13 and 43-5). In the grove, night-time becomes a canvas
for the imagination, a space to see with different senses. Worship and
devotion are brought out of doors and given to wild nature. Coleridge’s
speaker’s somewhat polemical stance on the aesthetics of the past nev-
ertheless uses and incorporates the material forms and the discursive
products of preceding generations. The poem asks us to re-organize our
senses and rethink our associations, to close our eyes so that we can
“perchance behold [the nightingales] on the twigs” (1. 65) and to forgo
the mannered appropriation of the natural world. That these signature

1
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elements of the Romantic revolution lie “hard by” the fragments and
ruins of past institutions tells us something, ultimately, about the way
that national consciousness and national identity cohere over genera-
tions and eras, absorbing discontinuities, and weaving a stable sense of
ethnic nationhood out of disparate threads. Coleridge’s empty castle,
the ruins that belong to times gone by, the monuments that memo-
rialize a different age, histories’ fragments, whether they be artifacts
intact or broken, whether they be texts lost or continually passed from
one generation to another, are strewn throughout any succeeding era.
Often they mark historical discontinuity but they may also be yoked
to the contemporary moment through a more or less harmonious
re-interpretation. Making things signify something else, or even main-
taining the meaning they have borne over time; these are the active
processes by which, this book argues, English culture constructs itself.
Not by any means a survey, the following pages examine the role
of “the Gothic” in the making of English consciousness, how it func-
tions, even against fact and official record, as a marker and touchstone
for a receding but recoverable “authentic” English style. Such a found,
“true,” English consciousness, serves in turn to rearticulate the nature
of the Gothic. Chapter 1, “In Pursuit of the English Style: the Allure of
the Gothic,” recounts the ways that heterogeneous Gothic architectures
are reconstructed, both actually and virtually, in ecclesiastical renova-
tions and aesthetic discourse, as a proto-national and crypto-national
style. The chapter examines the successive and sometimes competing
aesthetic Gothic revivals beginning in the late eighteenth century and
progressing through the nineteenth century without conceding their
claims to the discovery of a true English style. Instead of seeking to
unearth England’s architectural past to discover an origin for its own
version of the European-wide Gothic order, this chapter observes and
analyzes the discursive products of such excavations. Beginning with
the collapse of Hereford Cathedral’s west tower in 1786 and its sub-
sequent renovations, we follow the cathedral’s quixotic Dean, John
Merewether, in his pursuit of the building’s original architectural core.
In consequence, we find ourselves in the midst of a national and his-
torical debate between restorers and preservers of ancient structures.
Preservationists like William Morris, John Ruskin, and Thomas Hardy,
ostensibly opposed to alterations of the extant state of ancient build-
ings, vilified the practices of restorers who sought to unify the aesthetic
face of such structures by replacing outcroppings of other orders with
the features of a chosen coherent style. While preservationists vener-
ated heterogeneity as authenticity, restorationists sought authenticity
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in the reconstruction of a homogeneous structure rooted in either the
most prominent architectural order or in that which was deemed the
most intentioned. What neither camp could comfortably settle was
the question of a so-called origin precisely because such monumental
edifices exist as aggregates that resist any secure determination of their
origins. A Norman building might form the core of an early Gothic
structure, though the eventual completion of that structure might
see it finished in the radically different aesthetic and form of the so-
called Decorated Gothic style. To the annoyance of many and perhaps
to Hereford Cathedral’s peril, Merewether’s search for the Cathedral’s
original style, had it not been arrested, could have proven to have been
more disastrous than merely a fool’s errand. Unstopped, the dean’s tun-
neling behind walls and under floors in search of the building’s origins,
heedless of structural consequences, promised at least a bad end for the
cathedral’s structural integrity. The more permanent work produced
by the wave of Gothic revivalism to which Merewether’s restoration-
ist efforts and desires belong, however, was the (re)construction of an
equation in the national consciousness between a multifarious Gothic
and a cohesive Englishness.

Architectural historians of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
have produced intricate studies of the variations of Gothic styles both
in the history of English architecture and European architecture. Some
of this work has been dedicated to discovering the exact moment when
English Gothic architecture parted ways with, especially, French Gothic
architecture to become a particular national style. Valuable contributions
to the study of Gothic architecture as they are within the frameworks of
their discipline, such an endeavor runs into problems of how to deal
with racial identification implicit in the search for origins of national
styles. My own archeological quest draws upon the rich work of influen-
tial scholars, antiquarians, and architects while discounting the nation-
alistic project that formed the very categories they deploy. For instance,
one of Gothic architecture’s seminal figures, Thomas Rickman, whose
Gothia Architectura supplies the nomenclature for different versions of
the Gothic style still in use today, is hardly shy about claiming Gothic
architecture for the English. He gives us the following anatomization:
“the Norman style”; “the Early English style”; “the Decorated English
style”; and “the Perpendicular English style.” All those named “English”
correspond to what Rickman deems Gothic. It is not difficult to see the
permanence of this identification in something like the over-determined
title of Niklaus Pevsner’s mid-twentieth-century Reith lecture series: “The
Englishness of English Art.” A foreign import himself, Niklaus Pevsner



