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Nature has long been viewed as a force of chaos and change.  The woods and forests were sometimes seen as mysterious and overwhelming, and were shown reverence in response to this ancient fear.  This reverence through awe is described by Edmund Burke as ‘sublime’.  In his book, On the Sublime and Beautiful he writes,

“The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes operate most powerfully, is astonishment; and astonishment is that state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror.”
  

The Gothic movement embraces this idea, of Nature embodying the sublime.  The movement is a return to a more rustic style, a dark reflection on the past, and a remembrance of the world of awe we once lived in.


The Gothic movement was primarily within architecture, especially of churches.  According to Warburn, Gothic architecture’s origins were supposedly “imitations of the structure and appearance of ancient Germanic groves.”
  Columns were designed to look like tree trunks, and scrolling patterns of tendrils, vines and buds were frequently repeated as moulding and decoration throughout the building. Even the stained glass was to be reminiscent of sunlight shining through leaves, “concurring to preserve the gloomy light inspiring religious horror.”
  

This architectural mimicry of nature ultimately turned into a conscious movement that embraced the sublimity of natural creation in its endless forms.  The forests within the churches eventually became churches within forests as the movement spawned countless verdant crosses and sacred groves, usually found with some Gothic architecture in the area as well.  

James Hall wrote an essay in 1785 concerning ornamentation that spontaneously imitates natural forms.  As he was researching Gothic architecture he stumbled upon an intriguing idea.  As he watched a French vineyard bring in the harvest on long poles, he was struck by the thought that a rustic building could be built using similar poles that would resemble the Gothic architecture. He returned to England and with the help of a local cooper started an experiment.  Together they planted ash tree poles and attached willow rods, lashing them into arches.  He was convinced that he had stumbled across the original building methods of the first Gothic architects.  Hall had grand ideas about his sticks grow together; creating a perfect union between nature and architecture.  When he returned a year later, he was pleased to discover that some of the poles had taken root, sprouted buds and leaves, or rotted.  He noted these down and found that they corresponded to irregularities in Gothic forms.

The Gothic movement is noted for its use of reclaimed ruins, follies, and grottos.  Each adds a sense of reverence and mystery to the forest or garden around them.  The basic design of the garden and landscape itself nurtures surprise and awe.  Curves and circles replace the straight lines and squares of earlier gardens.  Flowerbeds and paths both are in curvilinear patterns.  At one point Shirley Hibberd describes the flowerbeds of a local garden as “twisting like eels in misery”.
  Most follies that were built, were in the Gothic style, some were built after tearing down original ruins, others incorporate ruins into them.
  Many are built to look like mediaeval castles or cathedrals.  Some are built half run-down, as if they are original ruins, although some have only become that way after many years of weathering.  

The setting of a folly can be as important as the building itself.  All of them are removed from civilization, isolated wherever it is. 
   Many are on the top of hills, only to be reached by a rough climb up through nature.  Others are built at the turns in woodland paths, waiting for the unexpected visitors, usually almost completely reclaimed by the undergrowth, quietly returning to the minerals from whence it came. Follies or Gothic ruins are usually found on rough ground, they do not spring from lush meadows like mushrooms, but squat among the stones at the edge of the field like toads, with dad thistles and dry cowpats to adorn their curious beauty.

The plants within a Gothic garden or landscape are distinct as well.  Undergrowth is heavy, usually very wild looking and coarse. Consisting of brambles, bracken, elder, rosebay, willowherb, and ivy.  Rock plants and lichens are in abundance, usually clinging to whatever stonework is present.  The Romantic Movement suggested trees to be used in Gothic gardens, usually a heavy presence of pines.  Their gloomy temperament is especially suited to the melancholic atmosphere. Yew trees are used as well, with their associations with death and heavy use in graveyards.  Ivy is found everywhere within a Gothic garden as well.  It was once a symbol of the wildness of nature, as it grows and spreads however it likes.

Grottos as well, are another aspect of a Gothic garden. Originally designed as part of Greek gardens, they were called nymphaeums, places for nymphs to live.  These were originally small natural caves with ferns growing within and water dripping over it.  Sometimes they were an alcove behind the overhanging gnarled roots or a tree, moss covered and dark.
  Slowly these picturesque but uncomfortable spots became more architectural.  They were carved out and enlarged, creating a cool, dark room in which to retreat the summer’s oppressing heat.  The insides were heavily decorated, sometimes with tufa, a volcanic rock that was irregularly shaped and easily added to the feeling of dripping gloom.  Later seashells were used to decorate the insides of grottos, and sculptures were added as well.

In the early 19th century, the gardens were suffering.  The Napoleonic wars and following depressions across Europe could be seen in the neglect and decay of the grand landscape gardens of the 18th century.  There were many signs of the toll on the gardens; there were trees growing from the stonework, tumbled down walls, broken dams and levees, and rush-filled ponds.  Many noble British gardens were fast falling into decay; like Blenhiem, White Knights, and even Repton’s Southgate Lodge.  The main problem for keeping these extensive gardens in good form was lack of money, thus the general movement in garden design was back to a more basic garden that would be easier to maintain.  

The rustic movement, which had originally sprung up in response to 18th century naturalism and its statements about human nature, became more widespread.  There had been a creation of many imitations of ‘primitive’ monuments during the late 18th century, like the Druids’ Temple at Swinton Park in Yorkshire.
  But now, during the depression, there was less money to be spent on building such grand rustic buildings.  Many buildings in current gardens were quietly decaying, so the rustic movement as it was revived in the 19th century, adjusted its features to focus not on the primitive past, but on the debased present.  This led to a gothic revival of sorts, where the moulding ruins of once grand buildings are over-run with vegetation.  

Ornamentation was added to gardens; sundials, vases, urns, fountains, and flower-holders all became widely popular at this time.  Over time, the decorations became very important and Gothic styles were mixed with Tudor, Islamic and many other styles.
  Yet Gothic style decorations were an architectural favourite for glasshouses, as the Gothic style was all about the admission of light.  In the mid-19th century, greenhouses and winter gardens became highly popular; these were hanging gardens and exhibitation halls that the public could visit all year round.  Gothic style scrollwork vines and flower buds decorated the interior of these buildings.

The Gothic Movement in itself embraced and revered Nature through the experience of the sublime and awe.  The Gothic view of nature is one of a small twisting path, usually littered with stones and tree-roots, through a dark and imposing forest.  Within which the walker would stumble across a slightly scary feature, whether it is an overgrown ruins of an ancient castle, with ivy climbing up the walls and tearing them down; or a sinister grotto filled with rough statuary, some of nature’s design, other’s reclaimed by continuous water flow.  The entire spirit of the Gothic garden is a reminder that nothing is permanent, whatever humans may claim and change; nature will eventually claim again and change back.
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