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Scriptures in Stone: Gothic Architecture of Northern France

An Exhibition at Brantwood, Coniston 30th September – 13th November 2009

Northern France was the Englishman’s traditional gateway to Europe and Ruskin visited the area on all his journeys abroad, spending time visiting the many cathedral towns between the English Chanel and Paris. Ruskin’s first taste of ‘foreign’ architecture was in this region and he never lost his interest in the secular, vernacular buildings of ordinary French towns, as well as the more complex and elevated religious buildings.

Following Part One, shown in the Spring, which covered the vernacular architecture of towns and villages, Part Two concentrates on the sacred buildings, particularly the great cathedrals. For Ruskin all true architecture had both a spiritual and social dimension. Part Two traces the flowering of this reading in Ruskin’s study of the great traditions of the French gothic, reaching its summit in his work, the Bible of Amiens. The exhibition contains several original works by John Ruskin, as well as other artists, including Laurence Hilliard, Thomas Matthews Rooke and Arthur Severn.
Laurence Hilliard, aged only twenty-one, was employed by Ruskin in 1876 to deal with correspondence relating to the Guild of St. George.   He then became Ruskin’s chief secretary at Brantwood until 1882, when the death of his father, and his own failing health, made him resign the post.  The studies displayed in the exhibition were made while he was acting as companion to Ruskin on the trip to France in the early autumn of 1880. 
Thomas Matthews Rooke was Edward Burne-Jones’s studio assistant, but also an accomplished painter in his own right.   He was ‘borrowed’ by Ruskin to carry out copies of the mosaics of St. Mark’s, Venice, in 1879, and in subsequent years sent to Switzerland, Italy and France. With Ruskin declining into inactivity after 1889, a group of subscribers – including Burne-Jones and Sydney Cockerell – maintained an annual commission for Rooke to travel abroad, recording in watercolour ancient buildings in some of his former patron’s favourite towns in France and Italy.
Arthur Severn, who married Ruskin’s cousin Joan Agnew in 1871, followed his father Joseph (a friend of Keats during his last years in Rome) as a professional artist, first exhibiting at the Royal Academy in 1863
“Scriptures in Stone: Gothic Architecture of Northern France” is on display in Brantwood’s Blue Gallery from 30th September until 13th November, 2009. It is open daily and admission is included in the house ticket. For further information contact: Brantwood, Coniston, LA21 8AD, Cumbria. Tel: 015394 41396. 
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