Letter from Lichfield

June 21, 2009

Dear Reader,
Shortly before we left David Collins asked me a very good
question to which I had no answer: “What do you do when you
visit a cathedral?” Since then, as we
visit cathedral after cathedral, I’ve
been puzzling over that question.
The obvious part is that you look
around you; that you stand in awe
in front of the workmanship and
the audacity deployed close to a
thousand years ago to construct
these amazing buildings. But that is
far from a complete answer. What
do you see? How does it make
you feel? What does it tell you
about the builders of the cathedral?
About the current users? About
the motives for the building?
So, what do you see? In one of the great medieval cathedrals
you walk into a huge space with a vista that stretches out in front
of you for several hundred feet and towers above you 100 feet
or more. For seven or eight hundred years, until the advent of
the skyscrapers in the 1880s, these were the tallest buildings in
the world. And they were built by a society that to our eyes
was incredibly poor. Anybody would
be struck by the sight of them. But
what you see after that changes with
your experience. At first you wander
around and look for something
amusing or unusual to remember the
place by - the tomb of the Black Prince
at Canterbury, for example. After
you have seen a few more cathedrals,
though, you begin to understand
their architectural vocabulary. You
learn to distinguish between round,
solid Norman; pointed, simple Early

English; more complicated, ornate,
Decorated; and the spectacular,
soaring Perpendicular.
Only later do you begin to realize
that these buildings have a soul.
That may be a funny thing for a
declared atheist like me to say, but I
can’t think of a better term. How to
explain what I mean by this? When
you meet a person for the first time you talk to him or her and
ask some questions to find out what they are like, what their
interests are, how they view the world. Some people are kindly
and interested in your concerns, others are more self-important
and want to impress you. The same applies to Cathedrals. They
reflect the interests and intentions of their builders and users.
Two of the best examples are Liverpool and Southwell Cathedrals.
Before we went to Liverpool one of our fellow guests at a B &
B in Wales said that “Liverpool is a church that has lost it’s soul.”
Once we saw it for ourselves it became clear what he meant.
Liverpool was built in the early 1900s to
a design by George Gilbert Scott. There is
nothing very obviously wrong with it, but
somehow you don’t connect with it. When
we were visiting we saw tourists having
their picture taken standing behind the
alter and clowning around in other parts
of the cathedral. This is something we saw
nowhere else. You simply wouldn’t dare in
any of the other cathedrals. Liverpool fails
to establish its identity as a religious building
requiring respect. Instead it feels more like Grand Central Station
or a set for a Batman movie. This is perhaps not too surprising
since a couple of Scott’s other (and more successful) buildings are
the hotel at St. Pancras Station and the Battersea power plant (now
the Tate Modern). Perhaps Liverpool’s failure is a result of the
over-refinement of the Victorian sensibility. The Pre-Raphaelites
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were looking for the perfect human form, and Burne-Jones may
have found it in the Perseus cycle. There Andromeda is, perhaps,
ideally beautiful. But she serves no purpose other than being
beautiful. She doesn’t appear to be in distress, even though she’s
chained to a rock and held captive by a dragon. Because of this
lack of affect the painting, as a whole, is also beautiful but rather
cold. Liverpool cathedral carries this effect to great extremes. You
don’t get any sense of the builder’s intent, other than, perhaps, to
impress you. As a result, you are not particularly impressed and
maybe even a little amused.
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measure.) In Bradford (a converted Parish church) you get an
instant sense of comfort and friendliness. There is a corner with
books for children, the staff are cheerful and friendly, the cathedral
has been expanded, but tastefully, not with a purpose to impress
the viewer with the Bishop’s importance. There is even some
wonderful modern art - Hallelujah!!!
(Most post-1940 church art is, in my
opinion, rather awful.) So, simple Bradford
rates as one of our favorites and majestic
York as important but perhaps overeager
to impress.
Now that we have seen all 49 of the
Anglican cathedrals in England and Wales,
my first thought is that I would like to go
back and revisit some of the ones we saw
early on, since I think I would appreciate
them better now. It has been a wonderful experience. We have
learned a lot about the buildings we’ve seen and the people who
made them; we have met a host of interesting people; and we have
visited parts of England that we would otherwise never have seen.
Anyone for a tour of Industrial Revolution sites in England?
Bill/Dad

At Southwell it’s an entirely different story. There you sense
the humor and humanity of the builders; their intent to divert
and beguile the viewer. There is no feeling that they intend to
overawe you, only that they want to share their understanding
of the human condition. No wonder you feel welcome when
you walk in. And no wonder that successive Archbishops of York
preferred it to York Minster, and built a palace in the country at
Southwell.
The same sense of presence, of soul, applies to some of the smaller
cathedrals. (We have been in three cathedrals that claimed to
be the smallest in England; I suppose it depends on how you
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