A FEW REMARKS ON THE ARCHITECTURE
OF CHESTER.

By Alfred Rimmer, Esq.

(Reap 8t FEBRUARY, 1872.)

To some extent a peculiarity in the Architecture of England
pervades certain districts, and the excellent arrangements of
Mr. Thomas Rickman are not universally true. They are the
very best that ever were offered or suggested ; but they require
some modification when applied generally in England now.
The “ decorated style,” as Rickman terms it, may be said to
have prevailed over. the whole of the fourteenth century, but
at the close of this period the ¢ perpendicnlar” had generally
taken its place. It is singular that in the Chester. district
this style seems to have begun at a very early period. Here
there are buildings purely early-perpendicular; but at the
same time the. decorated architecture was being adopted and
used for buildings a quarter of a century after, in the sonth
of England. ]

The most significant part of this is, that though in a
general way the architecture of England marches side by
side with that of the Continent, there is no perpendicular
architecture on the Continent. There may be just a trace
of it at Harfleur, but so slight is it that it really amounts to

no exception to the general rule ; while there are many traces
of Normandy architecture in the diocese of Chester, Some of
the windows might almost have been designed at Caen or
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Constance, and it might almost be supposed that the perpen-
dicular architecture had its origin in the north and travelled
southwards.

The Cathedral Church of Manchester, for example, was
founded and built before the Chapel of Merton College, and
yet the latter is often quoted as one of the best examples of
fourteenth century architecture, and the former as a fifteenth
century building.

Now beyond this, certain districts have peculiarities of
architecture owing to the locality. In mountainous countries
the general characteristic of churches is a long straight ridge,
that contrasts vividly with the peaks and rocks that surround
it ; and the cold calm forms of Greek temples are quite lost
when taken from their native fastnesses and transplanted
into an English city. It is singular, also, that the flat low
countries are preéminent for their tall spires and towers.
The old designers well knew how a spire or tower would be
lost in a range of hills, and they always fitted their work to
the surroundings of the scenery ; different from a plan that
too often prevails in the present day, of designing a building
or an office without the least calculation of how the salient
points will compare with objects that are permanent and will
always be seen when the building is. The low countries,
called also the Fens and * Marshlands,” are celebrated for
their tall and graceful spires—the towers of Boston and
Louth are unrivalled in the kingdom ; while the product of
Salisbury plain is Salisbury spire. In the times when these
monuments of architecture were built, the country people
came from considerable distances with farming produce;
and in the rough roads which prevailed in England at that
time, a tall landmark was a welcome sight. The journey to
the market-town was commenced long before day-light, and
the road often lay through trackless meadows. In catholic
countries even now I have often seen the country people
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refuse to part with their load of produce at a toll gate, a mile
from the great church, so as not to be disappointed of the
pilgrimage to their shrine.

The Cheshire churches do not, as a rule, form any very
important figure in a county landscape. The roads had been
formed in the earliest periods, and there were in addition
plenty of natural landmarks where such things were required.
They are rather noted for low stumpy towers, and generally
unimposing features externally ; and singularly enough,
though it must have been in old times one of the wealthiest
counties in England, not a great deal of ornament is lavished
upon the churches ; forming, in this, a singular contrast to
the Fen counties, which a few hundred years ago must have
been poor indeed, but which yet can boast of the noblest
ecclesiastical remains in the kingdom.

One of the features that most calls for comment is the
conical apse in Chester Cathedral that has lately been restored
by Mr. Gilbert Scott, and that is so peculiar and uniform that
it is well worth a journey from Liverpool to see it. There is
probably nothing like it in England, though there are some
remains of similar features in Normandy; these are not
common even there, but probably in the neighbourhood of
Caen they were of frequent occurrence. Their object is not
very clear ; indeed, in that respect, they may be almost classed
with the low side windows or round towers that have been
so fruitful a source of discussion among archeeologists for
the last twenty years. The most singular part of these apses
is the flat side of them ; that is devoid of any ornament and
forms only a plain triangle next to the Cathedral walls.

We never thought, however, but that the roof of the south
apse had been similar to that of the north and of the same

moderate altitude. But on removing part of the later timber
roofs of the south chapel and some of the rubbish which had
accumulated beneath it, we found concealed by it portions of
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the sloping surfaces of the old apse roof of that side. These
were small in extent but potent in evidence. The first thing
that struck us was their excessive steepness in slope, almost
like the spire of a church, and on tracing up these slopes to
their intersection, what was my surprise on finding they repre-
sented a stone roof of no less than forty-two feet high above
the tops of the walls. The western side of this extraordinary
structure we found to have been vertical, for a fragment of the
lower part of it remains with the weather mould of the aisle
roof upon it. Against the clerestory is the mark of another
very high roof, running at right angles to this spire, and, as
we find, intersecting with it. This is shown in all the old
prints and still exists. We found then that we possessed
ample proofs of the former existence of a feature which,
though unique in England, is in several instances found in
France, especially in Norrey in Normandy, where the radiating
chapels at the east end are precisely similarly roofed. We
found vestiges of its eavescourse at its intersection with the
east wall ; and on cutting into the modern wall below, we
found remnants of the corner buttress, shown on the old
plans; and of the window-jamb attached to it, as well as of
the window of its southern face, so that, though we had not
yet material for its reproduction, we had a good instalment of
the necessary evidence. The double fact, that we possessed
evidence of such an architectural curiosity, gave rise to the
idea, at first timidly thought of, whether it might be con-
sidered Jawful, under circumstances so exceptional, to remove
the southern chapel, &c., &¢. All remaining evidence of the
details were then discovered bedded up in the walls !

There were no doubt continual emigrations of skilled
labourers from the south, who left their impress upon the
counties they visited, and contrived to utilize the country-
people.  We find, in some documents, payments to mere
yokels for work on great churches such as we would only
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expect to have done by skilful hands in the present day. The
Cathedral Church at Chester is a wonderful example of the
higher branches of what may be called architectural perspec-
tive, for in many instances it is considered only necessary
now to make an exact copy of some window at any elevation,
and place it in some other perspective, expecting that it will
show to the same advantage as it did before. Take, however,
a piscina in the north aisle of the chancel, and it is at once
apparent that if this were elevated to a clerestory window—
and it would in its outline make a very excellent one—the
deep hollow mouldings would shut out the design from the
eye. This is the more remarkable and the more valuable, as
the chancel windows are themselves of the same period ; but
quite different in what is often thought of secondary impor-
tance—the contour of the mouldings—and this makes them
apparent in all the various ramifications of the tracery, where
the stone is. properly cut away at the intersections to show
the design.

There is a singular feature in the windows of Chester
Cathedral, at least in a large part of them, that I do not
know of in any other building, excepting only a few in the
diocese of Chester—they are devoid of cusps : the most promi-
nent feature, in fact, of all Gothic windows. The picturesque
cloisters of Chester are entirely without cuspings. This
feature is the more singular as it was not dictated by economy.
There is nothing in all the Cathedral that gives countenance
to any such a supposition ; and there is a similar want in the
windows of St. Peter's Church in Watergate Street, though
the windows are—for late tracery—of excellent design. The
fine church of Astbury, also, is without cuspings ; and singu-
larly also there is a window in the abbey buildings of St.
John’s, of much earlier date, that exhibits a similar want.

The woodwork of Chester is of almost unrivalled beauty.
The hundred of Wirral was well supplied in former days with
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oak, and oak carvers were celebrated. The Royal Forests
of Wirral supplied the wood, and King Henry granted the
Monks of St. Werburgh not only as much timber as they
required, but venison for the use of the monastery ; and many
a buck has been consumed in the King's Grammar School in
Abbey Court, which once was the refectory, and is yet of
singular architectural beauty and merit.

This paper is intended only as mere introduction to a
detailed examination of each building separately, where there
are salient points or any peculiarity, and should opportunity
be afforded, I shall always endeavour to place what I have to
say as concisely as I possibly can, taking nothing for granted
that I can ascertain for myself.



