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'the best known architects of the Victorian period are great men with London offices ... 
however, many of the best churches (and other buildings) were built by comparatively 
obscure architects who built up extensive practices in their own districts ... [men like] Paley 
and Austin ofLancaster' (Howell and Sutton1989) 

'a very few provincial architects such as E. G. Paley ... had made a national reputation 
without practising in London. Indeed [he] had a national reputation although he practised 
largely in the North of England' (Cunningham and Waterhouse 1992) 

It is my view that too much emphasis has been given by architectural historians (both students of the 
Gothic Revival and those studying Victorian architecture generally) to the work of a very few London 
based firms. Thus we have had studies of Scott, Bodley, Pearson, Street, Shaw etc. and more recently 
Waterhouse (Cunningham and Waterhouse 1992) who though a Liverpool man with a thriving practice 
in Manchester moved to London. This gave access to the big national commissions, enabled him to 
make his fortune and become part of the architectural establishment. Recently studies have appeared in 
W. D. Caroe (Freeman 1990), Ninian Comper (Symondson 1988) and Temple Moore (Brandwood 
1997). Yet in total the work of such architects can only account for a small fraction of those buildings 
erected to the design of qualified architects from 1836 onwards. 

It follows, therefore, that the bulk of both ecclesiastical and secular commissions carried out during 
and after the Gothic Revival were the work of the large numbers of provincial architectural practices in 
England and Wales. Where, however, are the monographs of Austin and Johnson, Lockwood and 
Mawson, Paley and Austin? Here the superb study by Edward Hubbard of John Douglas (Hubbard 
1991) stands as an example of what is possible for such firms. These firms were the 'general 
practitioner architects' who have been neglected and overlooked by architectural historians, whose lists 
of commissions are often incomplete and about whom there is little local/regional appreciation of their 
work. 

In Lancaster for example there are only two buildings designed by national architects during the 
Victorian/Edwardian period - the Ashton Memorial by J. Belcher (1906-1909) and the Town Hall by 
E. W. Mountford (1909). All of the Church of England churches (bar the Parish Church) public, 
commercial and industrial buildings of the city were designed by Sharpe, Paley and Austin, or one of 
the small Lancaster 'one-man' firms. 

This 'neglect' of such regional practices and the over-emphasis upon the study of the big names is not a 
conscious decision by architectural historians. After all, the large firms got the high profile 
commissions, including those for government, and their records often still exist due to the continuation 
of the practice after the death of the founder. Additionally both the architectural profession and many 
academic architectural historians are based in the Metropolis and have little feel for, or interest in, 
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what are perceived as small unimportant firms like those of Northern England. Research is given to 
stylistic changes during the Gothic Revival and individual buildings while the output of a major 
regional practice like Paley and Austin is overlooked. The study of this firm is not made any easier 
by the fact that in 1944 their records were sent for paper salvage and thus destroyed. 

Pevsner, who was the first (Pevsner 1969) to rescue this practice from the neglect into which they 
had fallen said 'this Lancaster dynasty of architects did more work in the County (pre 197 4 
Lancashire) and for a time more outstanding work than any other'. In the course of a little over 100 
years the firm designed 370 major works (see Graph 1.) including 178 churches, restored 148 
buildings (largely churches) and were involved in at least 118 minor works - a total of 636! (Price 
1998). There certainly exists more commissions to be discovered, chiefly restoration and additions 
to existing buildings. These are mainly churches where all too often the modern historian of the 
building is very coy about revealing the name of the architect( s) who did the nineteenth century 
restoration work. 
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This paper is in three parts: 

1. An outline of the history of the firm with some small biographical details of the partners. 

2. A discussion chiefly of their ecclesiastical work set within the context of the Gothic Revival 
with an aside upon their general output and range of work. 

3. A brief commentary upon their regional and local importance by means of a description of 
the spatial extent of their commissions in Northern England and their impact locally upon the 
Lancaster townscape. 

The History of the Firm 

In 1836, Edmund Sharpe (1809 - 1877) set up as an architect in Lancaster. For some 15 years he 
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practised the profession of architect even though he was untrained, except for 3-4 days spent at the 
office of Thomas Rickman. In 1838 he took Edmund Graham Paley (1823-1895), as a pupil and in 
1845 Paley became his partner. By the late 1840s Sharpe was becoming disenchanted with 
architecture and in 1851 returned to pursue railway work and write. His best known work is the 
Architectural Parallels (1848) though at his death he was seen as the leading authority on the 
Decorated Period and the Architecture of the Cistercians. He thus left Paley (his brother in law by 
now), the practice. From 1851 to 1867 Paley worked alone, though with John Douglas as his chief 
assistant certainly into the mid 1850s. By 1867 the work was too great for one man and he was joined 
in 1867-68 by Hubert James Austin from the office of Sir George Gilbert Scott. Between 1868-1886 
the practice was known as Paley and Austin, In 1886 Paley's son Henry Anderson (Harry) Paley 
( 1859-1946) joined them and the name became Payley, Austin and Paley. 

Upon the death of Paley Senior in 1895 the firm's name changed to Austin and Paley with Geoffrey 
Austin becoming a partner in 1914. With the death of Hubert Austin in 1916, after World War I, 
Harry Paley used the name Austin and Paley until the firm's closure in 1942. 

The Output of the Firm and their use of different architectural styles 

As 'general practitioner architects' Paley and Austin had a varied output of work which ranged from 
ecclesiastical commissions to secular work like hospitals, orphanages etc. This range was Catholic 
with industrial, commercial and railway work too, as can be seen from graph 2 (below). There is, 
however, a noticeable decline in the amount of secular commissions we know about after Austin 
joined the firm but we do not know whether this was a conscious decision or not. Certainly Austin 
was seen primarily as a church architect and this side of the work grew into the staple activity of the 
firm. Many people see them today as only church architects but this is not true and they did continue 
with secular work although on a smaller scale after 1867-68. Did Austin take the lead in the church 
work, for as Pevsner says 'it was Austin who was responsible for the firms masterpieces' leaving 
Paley to design a wider range of buildings? 
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Certainly, Paley and Austin were a noted firm of Gothicists, and even according to Pevsner for a 
time the best in the North of England. During each of the stages of the Gothic Revival, members of 
the practice produced churches that fitted into the prevailing styles and were acceptable liturgically 
and stylistically to a range of clients. 

The Gothic Revival is essentially the revival of the Gothic Medieval style as the proper one for the 
design of a church (and often secular buildings too). The publication in 1836 by A. W. N. Pugin of 
'Contrasts: Or, a Parallel between the noble edifices of the Middle Ages and Corresponding 
buildings of the Present Day; showing the present decay of taste' identified Gothic as the only 
properly Christian architecture and made much of the role of the moral worth of its creator. 

In 1841 his 'Principles of Pointed or Church Architecture' was published. In 1851 Ruskin, in the 
'Nature of Gothic', defined it as 'no more than that kind of architecture in which a high pitched roof 
is raised over a pointed ceiling/vault... and [has] foliation which seems to mean both the use within 
arches of cusps and foils and the use of floral decoration as part of this'. Contemporaneous with 
these architectural views is the Religious Revival and reforms within the Church of England where 
under the influence of the Oxford and Cambridge Societies Gothic comes to be seen as the best style 
for new church design particularly with the liturgical developments within the High Church 
movement. 

The earliest works of Edmund Sharpe were in the Romanesque style, popular in the years between 
1835 and the late 1840s. This style was one which Sharpe had studied on his European travels and 
was an interest of his Cambridge mentor William Whewell. St Marks, Witton (1836-38), St Saviours 
Bamber Bridge (1838) and Christ Church Chatbum (1838) are all essays in the Romanesque. 

The next five churches he designed are all in the Gothic style but with a couple having a pre
archaeological flavour. Churches which are of this pre-archaeological era are Gothic by association 
and in their detailing rather than being buildings that are so accurate that they can be taken by a 
layman for real medieval buildings. Thus Morecambe Parish Church (1840-1) and Scholes (near 
Wigan) 1840-44 are eclectic in style and could not be taken for medieval buildings; St Thomas', 
Lancaster 1838-40 is somewhat similar but does have an Early English feel to it. Knowsley (1843), 
Kirkham Spire (1847) and Holy Trinity Fallowfield (1945-6) are correct Gothic in a Decorated style 
and give some idea of what Sharpe could have done in Church work had he not retired early. 

With the rapid development of archaeological accuracy in the 1840s there is the design by Sharpe 
(and Paley) of churches in an accurate Decorated style viz. 

The last church that Sharpe designed is St Paul's Scotforth (1874-6). It is one of his 'Pot Churches' 
using Terra Cotta in its construction and is a reprise of his interest in the Romanesque style. 

It is with the retirement of Sharpe that the practice takes on Gothic wholeheartedly. In fact Paley 
working alone coincides with the High Victorian period (up to c.1875) something still ongoing when 
Austin joins him. Now originality, rather than the 'servile copying' Scott said architects should avoid, 
and strict archaeological accuracy, is the vogue. Most churches made use of a Decorated style though 
Perpendicular became increasingly popular. 
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Paley's masterpiece is St Peters, Lancaster (now the Catholic Cathedral) 1857-59 and here he shows 
originality with fine tracery and a 'high excellently detailed steeple' (Pevsner). Many of his other 
designs are 'correct' but more staid and show less flair. He was a very sound Gothic Revival architect 
and certainly acceptable to the Ecclesiologists1 while his brother, Frederick Apthorpe Paley, was for 
a time Secretary of the Camden Society. 

Churches designed by Paley working alone: 

St George's, Barrow 

St Mary and St Michael, Bonds 

St Paul's, Brookhouse 

St James, Poolstock, Wigan 

Bolton Parish Church 

1859 

1857-58 

1864-67 

1863-66 

1867-71 

The arrival of H.J. Austin brought to the practice a nobility and resourcefulness, even genius, that it 
did not have before. Now the quality of the work of the firm goes up several notches, and 
masterpieces flew from his drawing board. The buildings of both men are often brick, sometimes red 
sandstone, and they made use of coloured stones to achieve a polychromatic effect. Their 'towers are 
handled with great majesty and their interiors have in all of their best designs a completely 
unexpected symmetrical composition of Chancel, transepts and chapel or aisles' (Pevsner 1969). 

Their work is both massed and detailed with the churches wide and often lacking aisles. Initially they 
made use of the Decorated style but as early as 1869 in the rebuilding of St Mary's, Leigh, they 
utilised Perpendicular ahead of its general use in the North, though John Douglas too was using it at 

this time. 

From the 1870s to 1900, the third phase of the Gothic Revival, the Late Victorian period, a splendid 
series of churches flow from the Lancaster office in Perpendicular and Late Decorated, though at 
Kirkby, Flookburgh and Dolphinholme there is a return to a Romanesque style. At St George's, 
Stockport of 1892 where use is made of the Decorated Perpendicular style we have one of the finest 
Late Gothic Revival churches in England. This was designed just before English architects turned 
away from the strict Gothic Revival. Flookburgh 1897-1900 is a powerful church in the Romanesque 
style with a West Tower and a splendid apse and an excellent interior. 

Characteristic Paley and Austin Churches 

St James, Barrow 

St Chad, Kirkby 

St Peter's, Westleigh 

Christchurch, Waterloo 

St May, Dalton in Furness 

St John the Baptist, Atherton 

St Silas, Blackbum 

St Peter, Field Broughton 

St Mark, Dolphinholme 

St George's, Stockport 

1867-58 

1869-71 

1880-81 

1891-99 

1883-85 

1878-87 

1894-98 

1893-94 

1897 

1893-97 
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St John the Baptist, Flookburgh 1897-1900 

The practice continued to do excellent work into the Twentieth Century but, after the death of 
Austin, Harry Paley often made use of earlier High Victorian styles as at Bilsbarrow rather than 
continuing with his own innovative approach. Where he did develop his own style, as at St 
Stephen's on the Cliffs at Blackpool, the result is a very satisfying building. 

Regional and Local Importance 

Making use of the geographical concept of scale, one can identify in England three levels decreasing 
in size and extent - national, regional/provincial, local. As we have seen, even if Paley and Paley and 
Austin had national reputations, the bulk of their work is to be found in the North especially the 
North West. The use of maps, another geographical tool to map the output of a practice, is something 
which has apparently been overlooked by architectural historians. There are often lists of works, but 
even when tabulated on a county basis (eg. Appendix II in Cunningham and Waterhouse 1992) they 
are not mapped. Maps of such lists would be useful in allowing us to compare the extent and spatial 
significance of a practice. As can be seen from the map shown here (Map 1) they were pre-eminently 
a regional practice whose area of influence grew outwards, from the time of Edmund Sharpe with a 
concentration on the Lune Valley and Lancaster, to encompass present day Cumbria, Lancashire, 
Manchester and Merseyside, plus Cheshire. 
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If maps are not widely used in studies of architects' work then graphs too are neglected. One shining 
example is one on Church Building and Restoration in the Diocese of Manchester in a paper by 
Miele (in Brooks and Saint 1995). Maps and graphs of the work of Sharpe, Paley and Austin show 
the extent to which they were of regional importance with the bulk of their output in the area listed 
above; and in addition the range of types of work they undertook. 

What, then, of the local scale? Lancaster developed as a port in the Eighteenth Century and still 
retains a splendid set of buildings dating from c. 1750 to 1820. During the Nineteenth Century the 
town declined as a port and instead became an industrial centre and sub-regional market town. From 
1856 into this century the bulk of the buildings of consequence were erected to the design of Sharpe, 
Paley and Austin - churches, public buildings, schools, commercial and industrial premises. Here is a 
list of some of them: 

St Thomas Church 1839-40 Sharpe 

Bluecoat School 1849-50 Sharpe 

Militia Barracks 1854 Sharpe and Paley 

St Pauls 1874-76 Sharpe 

Lancaster Royal Grammar Schoo 1 1851-52 Sharpe and Paley 

St Peter's Cathedral 1857-59 Paley 

Congregational Sunday School 1855-56 Paley 

Waggon Works 1864-65 Paley 

Lancaster Cemetery 1854-55 Paley 

Cooperative Society Buildings 1901 + Austin and Paley 

Nazareth House (Orphanage) 1901-02 Austin and Paley 

Royal Lancaster Infirmary 1893-96 Paley and Austin 

Royal Albert Hospital 1867 + Paley and Austin 

Ripley Chapel 1886-88 Paley and Austin 

Storey Institute 1887-91 Paley and Austin 

To conclude, the Gothic Revival produced a vast amount of buildings of all types. However, it was 
the role of the regional and provincial architects to provide these, not the well known national names. 
Here in the North West of England we have a fantastic legacy of splendid buildings designed by one 
of these practices, possibly for a time the most important in the North. The Lancaster District; 
Furness, Barrow in Furness, the Lune Valley as well as most of the towns and villages of Lancashire 
still retain the visible evidence of this most significant of regional architectural firms. 

An earlier form of this paper was given in absentia to the conference 'The Culture and Influence of 
gothic Revival'. University of Miami 1998. 
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Footnotes. 

1. In 'The Ecclesiologist' volume XXIX 1868 Mr Paley is commended for his 'very carefully restored Cartmel 
Priory', p. 313. 
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