
THE STUDY OF VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE IN ENGLAND 

For well O\'e r lwo cenluri es now lh e calhedra l a nd pa ri sh 
churches o[ E ng la nd loge lher with t hc hou ·es o[ the a ri sto­
crncy and genlry have bee n inlens ive ly s lud ied , w h ile the 
homes or t hc co rnm on p eo ple - vernacular a rchitec lurc -
have bcen unLil rec ntly a lmos l wholly ignored a· a subjec l o[ 
aca demic co nce rn . When any interest was laken in such buil­
dings it \Vas usua lly by p a inlers, and lallerl y pholographers, 
al lemplin g lo cr ate an im age of a my lhica l pre-incluslrial 
E ng la nd wherc happy ru sl ics lived in prelty co llag s. 

This a llilucl e was co mpound ecl o[ roma nli c is rn, o[ an Li­
i11duslri a lis rn ancl o[ regrel al lh deslru cli on of lhe E ng lish 
pcasa11lry. lL a ro e in lh e la te 18 lh c 11lury a nd la ler ; a l a 
time whcn o ld-ly pc houses were ccas ing lo be buill i11 lhe 
con 11trys icle a ncl w re be i11 0 repl acecl e ilh er by rows o[ uli li­
lar ia 11 J1 ousi ng or by „es lalc co llages", desioncd by pro[e. s io­
na I a rchilec ts and crcclecl by lancl ow 11crs mod rnis ing lheir 
esLa Le . Thesc h ouses ol'len providecl goo cl acco mm odal ion 
by lhe s tan da rd s of lhc Lim e, but lhey wcre i11 Lh eir fo rm , 
i11 lhcir malerial a ncl in Lhe ir s l.y le whol ly a li 11 !' rom what 
had go11e bel'ore . t Lhc. a me Lim e olher la nd ow ners, imbu ecl 
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wilh 1a 1Lhusia11 110Lions, were pulli11g dow n as many o ld 
l'armhouses and coltages as Lhey co uld . 

As a rcsu ll , by Lh c beg in11ing of Lh c 19Lh entury vern a­
cu Ia r architeclure , as it had been kn ow n for t he lasL Lhree 
Lo fou r cc 11Luries wa dea d Lhroughoul E ngland ancl it was 
pa rll y for Lhis reason Lhal Lhc sludy of iL began laler Lhan 
011 Lhc Co nlin nL , where iL was s lil l a living enlily. lL wa 
noL unLi l 1898 LhaL Lh c firsl aLLempL ata ser ious study appear­
cd: '!'h e Eunlution of !h e English Home by iclney Adcly. In 
Ll1 e yea rs following Lwo books and a few artic les appearecl, 
buL il wa .· on ly afler Lh c seco nd World \Var t hal Lhc subject 
a LLrac lecl wid a LLenLi on. 

The imm diale ca use or Lhis ncw inleres l was Lhc chann·c 
lhal had come ove r lhe sludy o[ hislory in Lhc uoi versili es 
a ncl Lhe Leac h ing of iL in Lhe sc hoo ls; a cha nge LhaL was iL­
·c lr a re ·ulL in parL o[ Lhe cha nged posiLion of GreaL BriLa in 
in lhe \\'Or iei. The cmph as is up on polilica l a ncl diplomaLic his­
Lory gave way Io an int eresL in soc ia I hi ·Lory , so LhaL Lhc 
marriages a nd wars of dy nasl ies, a nd eve n Lh a qu isiLion 
of a n empire, wc re of !css inLercsL th a l lhe forlun,s and Lhe 
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way of life of ordinary people . Io 1952 t he Vernacu Ia r Archi­
Lecture Group was founcled a nd it is Loday ov r 300 s trong, 
despite a poli cy oI res tricLing membership to ac tive re. earchcrs. 
It publishes a n a nnu a l journa l with a c ircula tion of nea rly 
1,000 copies and holds a n annua l 4-day co nference attended 
by 70 - 80 people . Currently two universiti es inc lude, or 
shortly will inc lude, a co urse on the his tory of vernacul ar a r­
chitec ture in the curriculum for a B.A. degree. Like history 
a ncl a rchaeo logy and a rt-his tory in earlier years , vernacul ar 
a rchitec ture is ab out Lo b :!come pa rt of an academic disc i­
plin e . 

T he s tudy of E ug lish vern acu lar a rchiLec Lure is essenLia lly 
a his tori ca l s tudy a ncl th e v iewp oints a nd the interes ts of its 
s tud ents va ry in acco rclance wi th t he ir v iews of historical 
cl eve lopmeot . At one leve i, t ha t o[ the use of ma teria ls and 
of co ns truct iona l techniqu es, clifferences in a pproach a re ge­
nerally not of a ny great imp orta nce. But so me ques tions, as 
for exemple the re lati onship of cru ck buildings (th ose in which 
a pa ir of inc lin ecl timbers rise from the ground and join 
at t he ap ex to supp ort t he roof) a nd b ox-fra me bui ldings (in 
w hich a tri a ngula ted roof is placed upon a fr a mework of hori­
zonta l and perpendicula r timhers) lea d into wider consid era­
t ions of cultur:a l associa Li ons a nd soc ia l and economic chan cres ; 
for t heir so lut ion depends not so le ly up on establishing the 
fac ts, but up on interpret ing t hem as wc ll. 

One of t he major prohlems in t he tudy oI E nglish verna­
cu Ia r a rch i tec Lu re is to accoun t for the ve ry marked cliffe­
rences between one p a rt of th e country a ncl another; dil'Ie­
rences not on ly in t he use of ma teria ls, rnethods of const ru c­
ti ons, and fo rms of houses but in the numbers and da tes of 
surv iv ing examples . For exa mple, in the outh Eas t very many 
vern acu Ia r bui ldings o[ stou t timber su rv ive from the lat e 
Midclle Ages ; in the N orth vVes L th e ea rli es t surviving verna­
cular building a re of s tone a nd da te !'rom the 17th century . 

Broa clly, th ere are two schoo ls of th ought abou t this pro­
blem. The domina nt one sees presen t regiona l variations as 
t he modern co nsequence of o ld-age d ifferences based u pon 
different phys ica l env ironments, up on di[fe rent cultu ra l lra-
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dilions and upon different ethnic orig ins . For exa mple, cru ck 
buildings, which surv ive mo tly in the upland areas of th e 

orth and t he West are considered to bc a „highla nd" fonu , 
to belong to a wholly differcnt tradition from box-[rame 
buildings and perhaps to be o[ „Ce ltic" orig in. On th other 
band crown-post roofs, of which the grea l ma jority are found 
in the outh East, are considerecl to be a „ lowlancl" form , 
perhaps introduced from t he Continent by that ba ncl of or­
man, Breton an d F lemish adventurers who followecl Willia m 
t hc Conqueror in 1066 . 

The other school , vcry much în a minorily, slarts from 
a cli[ferent slandpoin t. It docs not cleny t he existence of re­
giona l va riat ions but claims that t hose observecl at present a r 
not of immense antiquity but havc co me abou t in the cou rse 
of Lhe Jast five or s ix centuries , as lhc resuit of uneven deve­
lop ment betwecn one part of the country ancl another. It 
considers t ha t to speak iu terms of e terna I „h igh land" or „ low­
lancl" forms i misleacling a nd that whatever cu I tu ra l dis­
tinction t hcrc may once have been between „Celts" ancl „Ang lo 
Saxons" ancl „Norman-French" had been e liminatecl l'rom E n­
glish society by t he encl of t he 14th century, that is before 
the appearance of the earliest of t ho e ve rnacu lar builclings 
which we know toclay. 

But schools woulcl agree that thc slucly o[ vernacu Ia r archi­
tecture is not an encl in itself, but scrves t he larger end of 
t hc ·tucly of E nglish history to which it can contribu te infor­
mation about matters which documents often overlook. 

The first school stresses the continuity in English history 
and thc effect upon vernacu lar houses of traclition a nd envi­
ronment ; the seconcl is conscious of the many changes that 
vernacular architecture has undergo nc in response to changes 
in soc ia l conditions an cl class relationships. The two view­
poin ts have been presentecl here, for sharpness of delineation , 
as though t hey were wholly irreconcilable, but in fact rnany 
writers on the subject sometimes embrace one v iew ancl so­
metimes t he other; and occasionally both at once. The pre-
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sence of conflicli ng v iews is Lo bc welcomed, [or it is from 
Lhe c la sh of opinions , ancl Lhc resulting enquiries, that new 
truths emerge and Lhal o ld errors arc banished. What is 
perhaps less hea llhy is Lhat neilher vicwpoint i often expres-
ed direct ly,but has Lo bc inferrecl from what is sa id , and 

that many writers, a nd incleecl many younger writers, tencl 
Lo accept unqu e tioningly thc concepts of Lhe es tabli hecl au­
lhorities. The English, a ra mous German once remarked, 
„have a habil of rcgarcling thc first form of ap pcara ncc of 
a thing as the ca use of its ex istence'' clllcl it has to be aclmit­
Lecl thal ma ny s ludcnts of vernacular architecture think that 
they have cxp la incd crn ck bui Id iog or crown-posl rool's when 
Lhey have located Lhe earliest known cxamp le. 

Never the less, it wou Id be wrong to cnd this brief sketch 
on a cri Lica I no le. IL is not comp lacen t to say that t he study 
of vernacu Iar archilccture is fl ouri hing in Eng land at the 
momenL and Lh ere is evcry hope Lhat it wi ll bcfore long be­
come a recornisccl aca demi c discipline and , what is more im­
portant a va lu ab lc tool in unrave lling somc of t he problems 
of E nglish hislory in Lhe late medieva l ancl ear ly modern 
pcriods. 

n:tsmn~ 

Dans la premiere parlic de l 'CL11cle. l 'a ulcur mon lrc Ies circonsla nccs 
dans lcsqucll cs l 'a rchil clurc vernacu laire anglaisc n 'n com mcncc :i s11sci­
tcr l ' inlcret des chcrchcurs qu c vers la fin du XIX6 sicclc, et surlout 
a pres ln Sccondc Gucrrc mond ia le, :\ la ravcur des 11011vcll cs l cnda nccs des 
CLuclcs hisloriqucs, ele plu s cn p lu s ori enlecs vers Ies aspccls sociaux. En 
1052 a !\Le fondc un „ roup c cl 'archilccl11rc vernacula irc", qui public une 
rcv uc el organ ise des scssio n annucll cs . L ' un des probl emcs majcurs ele 
l '6L11dc de I 'a rchi leclurc vcrnacu la i re a ngla isc - qui esl, da ns on cnsem blc 
clom incc par Ies poinls de v11 c hi s lori qucs - csl l ' inl crprclnl ion d es diffe­
rcnces marq uccs rclcvccs d ' unc rcgion i\ l 'a ulrc. On pcul distingucr , dans 
Ies gra nd es li gnes, clcux co nccplions a cel cgarcl: l ' unc selon laqucllc ces 
va ri atio ns rcgion::ilcs sont dues :i des clifrcrcnces tres ancienncs ·cl'cnviron­
nemenl, de lradilions el d 'o ri gine clhniqu e; J 'a utre, en nette mi nori le 
par rapport :\ la premi ere, qui, sans contesler l 'cxislencc des clifffacnces 
rcgiona lcs, co nsidere cel Ies-ci co mmc de dale rclalivcmcnt recente (Ies cinq 
ou six derniers sieclcs) , clues au dcveloppemcnt inegal des zoncs respecti ­
ves; selon Ies aclcpl cs de celle conceplion, l cs diffcrcnces cullurell cs entre 
Ccllcs el Anglo-Saxons cl 'unc part, Normancls el Fra n~a i s de J'autrc ont 
dis paru des la fin du XI v e siccl e, n vanl l 'appari Lion des prcmi eres construc­
lions vcrnacu laircs connucs. 
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