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Revisiting the Gothic Passion of Pugin 
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Heraldry on St. Giles's 
Church doors, by Pugin. 

Delighting in 
Gothic frenzy, 

by John Russell. 
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Pugin, shown 
below, was ex
tremely versa
tile, designing, 
from left, a 
glazed garden 
seat, the interi
or of the House 
of Lords and 
wallpaper for 
the Palace of 
Westminster. 
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B y J O H N R U S S E L L 

ON any list of E n g l a n d ' s high 
j a c h i e v e r s in the e a r l y V i c -
' to r ian e r a , Augus tus Welby 
Nor thmore Pug in (1812-

1852) would have a p lace of honor. He 
w a s a rchi tec t , al l-purpose designer , 
polemicis t , evangel is t , I m p r e s a r i o 
and ent repreneur . 

When he wrote , It w a s as If he had 
a sharpened c u t l a s s in his hand. 
Wh^n he sat down to the d r a w i n g 
board, designs poured f rom h is hand 
as if f rom a spigot. He w a s a d m i r e d 
throughout E u r o p e for his champion
ship of wha t became known as the 
Go th ic R e v i v a l . Ca thol ic and Pro tes 
tant a l ike w e r e to find In the Goth ic 
es thet ic of the pointed a r c h a soa r ing 
insp i ra t ion . I n m e d i e v a l o rnament , 
they would find t ru th ma ted wi th 
beauty. 

t 'ugin (pronounced P E W - j i n ) d id 
not l i v e to see it a l l , but his inf luence 
wds to extend throughout E u r o p e 
and f rom New Zea land to the West 
Indies and the Uni ted States . I n his 
view, the Uni ted S ta tes had n e v e r 
had a Goth ic past, but he soon put an 
end to that. A r c h i t e c t s the w o r l d over 
took thei r insp i ra t ion f rom h i m . 
Without h i m , New Y o r k would not 
haVe had e i ther St . P a t r i c k ' s Cathe
d r a l or the C a t h e d r a l of St . J o h n the 
D i v i n e In thei r present fo rm . 

, P u g l n ' s u n i v e r s a l d r i v i n g f renzy 

ted h i m copying a pr in t by D i i r c r in 
the B r i t i s h M u s e u m . 

Such w a s the prec is ion of h i s d r a w 
ing that he w a s soon a s k e d to design 
the Coronat ion Cup, a sumptuous but 
c o r r e c t l y med ieva l confection of s i l 
ver-gi l t , d iamonds , other prec ious 
stones and enamels . I t m a k e s a t r u l y 

. spec tacu la r contr ibution to the show. 
A l l h i s l ife, he w a s around c ra f t s 

men and c r a f t smansh ip . He knew 
how things were done and who w a s 
best at doing them. He had v e r y 
s t rong Ideas about design, and after 
a s h a k y s t a r t In bus iness he learned 
how they could best be m a r k e t e d . 

Though deeply a t tached to medi
e v a l p r ac t i c e s in a r t and design, he 
knew that h i s f i rs t youth w a s also the 
t ime at w h i c h new m a t e r i a l s and 
new w a y s of us ing them for Indus t r i 
al purposes w e r e t r a n s f o r m i n g the 
v e r y na ture of B r i t a i n . 

T h e present w a s a ma t t e r of con
t inual exc i t ement to h i m . A born 
polemicis t , he e m b r a c e d — and to a 
la rge extent personif ied — the Goth
ic R e v i v a l . But he did not look only 
b a c k w a r d . Whi le others might h a v f 
d a y d r e a m e d about m e d i e v a l a r t s 
and c ra f t s , Pug in wrote that " the 
s t e a m engine Is a most va luab le pow 
e r for s awing , r a i s ing and c l eans ing 
stone, t i m b e r and other m a t e r i a l s . " 

When a w a y lo color-print designs 
onto c e r a m i c s w a s Invented In 18-18, 
P u g i n at once saw the potential of 
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c a n he .sensed In " A W. N . P u g i n : 
Mas t e r of Gothic R e v i v a l , " an exhi 
bition through F e b 25 at the B a r d 
G r a d u a t e Center for Studies in the 
Decora t ive A r t s , at 18 West 8Gth 
Street . Within the l iTnl tsof a re la t ive
l y s m a l l space, and thanks to P a u l 
A l t e r b u r y , an E n g l i s h Pugin scholar , 
the exh ih i l ion g ives a v i v i d idea of 
P u g i n ' s ach ievement . 

On the ground floor, the v i s i to r c a n 
sample , one after another. Indica
tions of P u g i n ' s first youth and of the 
e a r l i e r burgeonings of Goth ic fancy , 
l ike S t r a w b e r r y H i l l , the famed home 
of Horace Walpolc . H i s close and 
e a r l y knowledge of P a r i s — his fa
ther w a s a F r e n c h i l lus t ra to r and 

a r c h i l c c l u r a l d i a f l s m a n who fled 
dur ing the Revolution — Is also 
touched upon, as is his delight In 
d r a w i n g ni i r ioni buildings in B a s e l , 
Cologne. Rouen and Amiens . 

U p s t a i r s , the show turns Into an 
explosion of ro lo i and n pandemo
n ium of ideas This was the Pugin 
who could put hjs tnind to any th ing 
from the s t a l e r h a i r on wh ich the 
P r i n c e Consnr i sat at the opening of 
P a r l i a m e n t in London to a l i n y port
able font for infants who were too i l l 
to go to c h u r c h to be baptized. 

Pugin the convert to R o m a n C a 
tho l ic i sm is there in strength, thanks 
to generous loans of objects f rom 
B r i t a i i r Aga in , he could do anything 
— cha l i ce and re l iquary , m i t e r and 
mons t rance — with a [)alpable exu 
berance . T h e second floor also In
cludes a m a n i i n o l h a rmo i r e that he 
delighted to build for his own use. 
( N e v e r did he e r r . however, from the 
p r inc ip les that are laid down In the 
ca ta logue: " r e v e a l e d construct ion, 
control of o rnan i en l . ove ra l l integri
ty and t ruth to s o u r c e s " ) 

T h a t one m a n in the course of a 
short life should have done so much 
Is nothing short of ex t r ao rd ina ry . 

He w a s i m m e n s e l y precocious. A t 
15, he w a s h l i c d for a guinea a day to 
m a k e d r a w i n g s for the Gothic furril-
ture that w a s needed at Windsor 
Cas t le . I n that s a m e year , a m e m b e r 
of a famous f i r m of goldsmiths spot-

flat pa t tern in s t rong colors on ha rd -
w e a r i n g m a t e r i a l s . He had some 
t i les made for his own use, and it w a s 
thanks lo his en terpr i se that floor 
after floor in the P a l a c e of Wes tmin
ster , or Houses of P a r l i a m e n t , w a s 
covered wi th t i les made in the Min-
ton fac tory f rom w i l d l y Invent ive de
s igns by Pugin . ( T h e la rge m a j o r i t y 
of those floors a r e s t i l l in use, by the 
w a y , after n e a r l y 150 y e a r s . ) 

Pugin w a s a compuls ive worke r . 
In one month in the s i m i m e r of I S t l , 
be completed designs for two cathe
d r a l s and a chu rch . When the a r ch i 
tect S i r C h a r l e s B a r r y w a s at work 
on the new Houses of P a r l i a m e n t , 
w h i c h were the largest and most 
compl ica ted public buildings eve r 
erected in London, he w a s delighted 
to have Pug in as his l ieutenant. 

And Pug in did just about eve ry -
( b i n g , except designing the bulldi i igs . 
( E v e n there, he is sa id to have had 
some k ind of s a y in the f inal appear
ance of B i g B e n . ) He did Inkwel l s , 
s tanding desks , c h a i r s of s i " ' Mice 
boards, bracket c locks , color pn i i i e r l 
f r n m l c s , s ta ined g lass , a sh t r ays , 
w. i l lpaper , ca rpe t s , hinges, coal 
b i K ki ' ts a n d g ra tes . 

If Ihere Is such a thing as flcslgn 
f-r's block, he neve r suffered from It 
W I K T C other men sat hunchf^l In 
f l ' S [ ) a l r over the d r a w i n g board, I ' l i 
/ ; in a l w a y s had l i m e to (e l ! r iha l r l 
s tor ies , rock the table wi th laughter 

and ana themat ize his r i v a l s . 
He could design an alphabet that 

m a r c h e d ac ros s the page as If t r u m 
pet and d r u m s had been present at 
its b i r th . And he l iked nothing better 
than to m a k e j e w e l i y for his three 
s u c c e s s i v e w i v e s and his daughters 

•— whole pa ru res , wi th headband, 
. neck lace , brooch and pendant c ross . 

T h e House of Lords in London 
bears his m a r k lo this day (and v e r y 
luxur ious it i s , loo) . .So does much of. 
the House of Commons. F e w people 
have made magic of so m a n y sor ts 
wi th in four w a l l s . 

It did not a l w a y s have lo be grand . 
He knew e x a c t l y what the m a r k e t 
would bear. 11c also knew how to cut 
costs without resort ing lo what he 
ca l l ed " v i l e t r a s h " 

Nor did he put on a i r s , in conversa 
tion or in dress . A l home, he dressed 
as often as not in "pilot c lo th" — a 
heavy , d a r k blue w(K)len m a t e r i a l 
used for n a v a l off icers ' overcoats . 

He built houses for himself , over 
,uul over , d r e a m i n g most often of " a 
s u b s l a i i i l a l C-i lhol i i home, not v e r y 
l . i rgf . bul so l id . " I h ' should have 
l ived oul a long, h:i[)py a n d produc-
i l v c l l f f In o u f of th'-m B u l when he 
w;is '10, the c f f c r i s of ( ivr ' twork and 
v.'hai y /a s r a l l f f l " n c r v o u i f e v e r " 
hrfiu/'lit on a m ' -n la l h r f a k d ' i w n . 

n< fill ri -loon afir-r. Uni wl i a l he left 
hf' l i i iKl , and what we see at the B a r d 
C e n l c r , is cause for jubilat ion. 


