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The Picturesque Gothic Revival in the Hudson River Valley

In some of our hamlets and villages are to be found one or
two houses set apart from all others by style, the Gothic Re-
vival. They are as different from the Federal and Greek Revival
houses which preceded them as a European Gothic cathedral
differs from one of our white county churches. Indeed the dif-
ference is that deep, a thousand years separates their innovation.
These Gothic Revival houses share more inspiration from that
distant past than from anything since. Their perpendicular style
and carved ornaments derive directly from Gothic cathedrals
while nearly all other houses and churches around us found their
origin in classical Greek and Roman structures filtered through
the Renaissance and subsequent reinterpretations.

Gothic cottage, Hudson, ca. 1845. A similar house in Hills-
dale was described in 1845 as ...Rustic Gothic Architecture,
on a meadow’s bank, as the name implies, combining all the
outlines of that most charming of all the orders, for domestic
purposes. With its “gable” - ““verge boards™ - “bay win-
dows” - “pinnacles”™ - ““piazza’ and “piazetts” - “its dia-
mond cut glass doors’™ on front ands rear - its “picturesque

The exception to this generalization are the earliest houses
built in the colonies. In the distant past our ancestors’ place in
the world was set for nearly all as farmers. They grew up in and
then built for their sons a standard type of house in the medieval
vernacular (pre-Renaissance) tradition, a more or less simple
structure which varied in form depending on place of origin:
England, The Netherlands, France, Germany or elsewhere. For
these yeomen, either in the home country or the colonies, their
house style changed little until the late seventeenth century.
These are the steep-roofed diamond-paned clapboard houses of
New England (some shaped like saltboxes) and the equally
steep-roofed, heavy-beamed Dutch houses of New York. They
also are akin to the Gothic and show it in their outward expres-
sion of inner structure (wall posts, ceiling beams, rafters and
collar ties all showing) and those steep gabled roofs. So, yes, the
Gothic Revival reconstituted not just the spirit of cathedrals, but
the medieval character of colonial houses only recently out of
favor and construction. It is as if Americans could not really part
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with this ancient style. But this loss of the medieval and rebirth
of the Gothic was a longer time in coming.

Thoroughly medieval colonies began to receive the wisdom
of the Renaissance about 1690. It was then that Renaissance
culture began to percolate down from the upper class to an
emerging urban middle class and later, the rural yeoman class.
Houses of more substantial size, created on principles of balance
and symmetry, deriving their form and features from classical
Greek and Roman prototypes. They were adopted in northern
Europe and, later, the colonies. Here, what had been the old
medieval -Gothic - style became viewed as passe , de classe ,
first in urban centers (New York, Boston) and a generation or
two later in the most rural areas. Renaissance influenced houses
(Georgian style) began to show up in New York City in the
1690s, then slowly advanced up the river. By the 1760s all but
the most remote and conservative farmers were incorporating
elements of the new style in homes they build for sons on mar-
riage (see our book, Dutch Colonial Homes in America, Rizzoli
2002 for this story).

If there is any truism about human social behavior, however,
it is that conservatism in style is but a single swing of the pen-
dulum of taste. Nothing is more mutable than immutability, at
least since the medieval period. No sooner had the classicism of
the Renaissance swept aside the old Gothic then the reaction
began, first in England in the eighteenth century, then in Amer-
ica a few decades later. We can actually date the inception of
this new Gothic Revival style to 1747 when leading Whig Par-
liamentarian Horace Walpole (1717-1797) began to build his
dream house, Strawberry Hill at Twickenham. It became the
prime example of the Gothic Revival. Fittingly he wrote the first
Gothic horror novel (The Castle of Otranto) which defined the
genre and has never been out of print.

Lyndhurst, Tarrytown, NY, Originally built by architect Alex-
ander Jackson Davis as a smaller Gothic villa (called “Knoll”)
in 1838-42 for William and Philip R. Paulding, it was later
much enlarged by Davis for George Merrit in 1864-7 creating
Lyndhurst, one of the grandest Gothic mansion in the country.
Davis designed the structure, its decoration and furnishings. It
is a museum.
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Like all other permutations of architecturalist what origi-
nated in England and the Continent invariably foergdression
in America a generation or two later. The firstdmrice of the
Gothic Revival on this side was in the Philadelpriea where
Benjamin Henry Latrobe (architect of the US Capitidsigned
Sedgely Porter's Lodge in 1799 as a gatehouse iBdtigley
estate, recently saved. The direction of the Gdibian to shift
to New York, especially the Hudson River Valley wid&lew
York architect Alexander Jackson Davis (1803-92)drea
Gothic villa near Tarrytown overlooking the HudsRiver in
1838 (expanded by him into America’s greatest Goth@nsion
in 1864, now a museum).

A board-and-batten (vertical sided) cottage neadkrhook, ca.
1845. The pyramidal roof shape is atypical of thethiz but
shows to good effect the ornamental verge boardsavtrel-
lis-sheltered front stoop serves as an outdoandigpace for
comfort, shelter, and sharing the garden.

His enthusiasm for this style had already insphisdwriting a
book, Rural Residencesvhich resulted in collaboration with
young landscapist and budding architect Andrew skarck
Downing (1817-1852) on a new bodiye Architecture of

Country House$1850). Between the two of them, Davis mostly

building houses, Downing writing pattern books ytldé much
to popularize the Gothic - tHeicturesqueas they called it -
style in America.

A house for every
pocket book
(Austerlitz, ca.
1850). Even the most
modest of cottages
can have stylistic
flair with the smallest
expense. The trick is
to make the features
consistent with each
other and with the
basic form of the
house, as this one
does admirably.

Downing is an especially sympathetic persorutaorHe was
born and raised by a nurseryman father at Newbongihe
banks of the Hudson River. By age twenty-five he pablished
Cottage Residence$842) followed by other books extolling
the Gothic house. His own thoughts make clear bidsg
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A hearty desire to contribute something to the mepment of
the domestic architecture and the rural taste af @auntry,
has been the motive which has influenced me ingpirggp this
little volume. ...As yet, however, our houses aostiy either of
the plainest and most meager description, or, drerambi-
tious, they are frequently of a more objectionaliiaracter -
shingle palaces, of very questionable conveniesog not in
the least adapted by their domestic and rural bgaoitharmo-
nize with our lovely natural landscapes.

Not above the sharp barb, be criticized shodsbygh and
workmanship in words which ring true today. Hisghnlasting
admonition was to argue persuasively for the Idgical aes-
thetic integration of architecture with landscapgoal he
would be sore pressed to find in suburban Amedday.

Like his predecessor apostles of persuasiomgsesmart and
articulate, addicted to endlessly explaining imp(and no
doubt around the dinner table) the structuraljsttg| practical
and even moralistic superiority of the Gothic houdis books
are Bibles of philosophical coherence and practpglication.
A blind man could be led to the promised land-sdageuild
the perfect house to dwell in - heaven on earthbecame the
most influential voice on architecture and landsogyin
America during his brief lifetime and for yearseafas many
editions of his books continued to be published.

Late Gothic cottage,
Stockport, Columbia
County, c. 1870.
One of many later
nineteenth century
variations on the
Gothic theme. Col-
orful, expressive
details, and harmo-
niously integrated
into the natural set-
ting, this owner has
captured the essence
of the American
Romantic era.

Despite his proselytizing, the Gothic Reviyatiging by the
number of houses built, was the least popular@itilany re-
vival styles of the nineteenth century during Domgis short
life although permutations of the Gothic (SticklsfyHigh
Gothic, Romanesque, Queen Anne, and Shingle styiehw
despite the misnomers, have more in common witthiGdhan
Classical) went on to have wider popularity in ldter half of
that century. Gothic house association with ghaui®ries,
movies, TV and Charles Addams cartoons has notHetp re-
revival in our time either. This is a shame for Ding, Davis
and others conveyed much wisdom and good desigmptos-
perous American middle class yearning for praciicgirove-
ments and fresh ideas of design through which poess their
new found social status and cultural tastefulness.



