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Introduction 
“A New Begetting” 

 

In the north wall of the nave of the church of the Assumption of Our Lady at Ufford in Suffolk, 

there is a window, dating from 1919, depicting the Annunciation. Above the figures of the 

Angel Gabriel and the Virgin Mary are the Cumaean and the Erythrean Sibyls. The Sibylla 

Cumana, shown in medieval dress, is holding a scroll on which is written: Iam nova 

progenies caelo demittitur alto (“A new begetting now descends from heaven’s height”).1 

(Fig. 1, Frontispiece) This line, from Virgil’s Fourth Eclogue, was interpreted in the fourth 

century as a classical foretelling of the birth of Christ. This early Christian reading was 

adopted in the middle ages and an established iconography was developed linking the 

Annunciation and the Nativity with the prophetic words of the Sibyl at Cumae. The Christian 

adoption of the Fourth Eclogue represents a process of cultural referencing and 

appropriation. The truth of the Virgin Birth acquires a greater social, historical and artistic 

profundity and acceptability if it can be demonstrated that it was pre-ordained by the 

classical civilization against which Christianity set itself religiously and theologically but 

whose cultural capital Christendom aspired to absorb. Furthermore, the use of classical 

poetry in the artistic representation of medieval theology demonstrates a complex temporal 

interplay. The fourth Eclogue was used in the middle ages to show a classical figure (the 

Sibyl) looking back from the Christian era to the pagan world from which she came in order 

to foretell and prefigure what was in the future for her but in the past for the middle ages.  

In using this imagery in his twentieth-century churches, Ninian Comper is adding a further 

historical boundary across which this process of prediction and fulfilment operates. He is not 

simply adopting medieval imagery for the twentieth century but using medieval 

appropriations of classicism to reflect on the middle ages reflecting on the classical which is 

itself looking forward to the event represented. The Annunciation has become 

simultaneously past and future. Comper’s sense of the fluidity of time and the porousness of 

historical and artistic boundaries evident in these cross-cultural and inter-temporal 

borrowings is crucial to an understanding of his work. It also serves as model for a broader 

reading of Comper as an artist and architect working across the margins not only of history 

and time but also of social and religious norms and of the traditional and the modern. This 

essay will consider Comper’s work within these contexts in order to reposition it and the 

ideas behind it as transgressive, ambiguous and contemporary.  

 
1 Virgil, Eclogue IV, line 6. Tr. G. Lee. London, 1984 
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The traditional view of Comper is that he is the “last Gothic Revivalist”2 and the predominant 

tone of the writing on his work suggests that he is to be seen principally in this way. There is 

no doubt that in the context of wider movements in twentieth-century architecture, Comper’s 

style, with its prolific borrowings from the past, is conservative. Because of this he was 

enlisted by contemporary supporters in the pursuit of architectural battles with the Modern 

Movement. He continues to be invoked by those architectural historians concerned as much 

with developing a reactionary narrative designed to defy Modernism as with aiming at an 

objective account and analysis of Comper’s work and its place within a twentieth-century 

context.3 For modernists, Comper can simply be ignored.  

The aim of this essay is to attempt to relocate Comper in the space between these opposing 

poles. It will argue that he should not be seen simply as a continuation of nineteenth-century 

Gothic even though his work has its roots in the Catholic Revival in the Church of England. 

Although I am not seeking to present Comper as a modernist, I do argue that he should be 

viewed as working within contemporary intellectual and cultural currents. I am therefore 

arguing for a recontextualisation of Comper. In making these arguments, I am relying not 

only on an analysis of his architecture, art and church furnishings but I am also drawing on 

the ideas and opinions formulated in Comper’s own writings and in his private 

correspondence.  

This essay will begin by considering Comper’s Anglo-Catholicism. I will argue that, instead of 

seeing this as a locus of reaction and order, we should see his religion as offering Comper 

an intellectual vocabulary with which to examine the liminal and the ambiguous. I will then 

explore how Comper’s work relates to and interacts with contemporary theoretical, critical 

and poetic writing on tradition, originality and the existence of time. The final section of the 

essay uses, as its starting point, John Piper’s 1943 exhibition The Artist and the Church to 

argue for Comper’s engagement with the art of the modern.  This essay will propose that 

although Comper looks towards the past, he does so in order to participate in the present. I 

will aim to show that Comper’s work and the ideas behind it conform to his own dictum that 

“the thought, if not the words, should be new”.4  

I 
 

2 An exhibition of Comper’s work in 1988 at RIBA was given this title. The catalogue to this exhibition, written 
by Anthony Symondson together with Part 1 of A. Symondson and S. Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, Reading, 
2006 provide the fullest accounts of Comper’s long life (1864-1960). There is no complete biography and 
Comper wrote no memoirs.   
3 “Why did Comper turn his back on Modernism? The answer is simple: because it is ugly”. A. Symondson, 
“John Betjeman, John Piper and Sir Ninian Comper: Of the Atmosphere of a Church in context” in Symondson 
and Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, p209  
4 J.N.Comper to unknown correspondent 31st March 1933.  
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ANGLO-CATHOLIC AMBIGUITIES 

I. Ritual, the English altar and the invention of history  

Towards the east end of the south aisle at St Mary’s Wellingborough, a door opens onto the 

Chapel of St John. The windows on the south side of the chapel contain portraits of fifteen 

priests and laypersons who had suffered or died because of their religion. The sequence 

starts with Sir Thomas More and Katherine of Aragon (Fig. 3), includes William Laud and 

Mary Collett of the community at Little Gidding and ends with a collection of nineteenth-

century priests (Fig. 4) who were involved in the conflicts arising out of the Oxford Movement 

and the controversies surrounding the introduction of Roman Catholic doctrine, liturgy and 

ritual in the English Church. Apart from More and Katherine, all the portraits are of members 

of the Church of England but Comper is inviting the viewer to make a direct connection 

between the Catholic faith for which Thomas More was martyred and the Catholic version of 

Anglicanism for which the others were persecuted in varying degrees.  

        
   
2. J.N.Comper.  Sir Thomas More and Katherine of Aragon. 1950  3. J.N.Comper, Portraits of nineteenth century priests. 1950 
Chapel of St John, St Mary’s Church, Wellingborough   Chapel of St John, St Mary’s Church, Wellingborough.

 
These windows present in pictorial form the historical argument of supporters of the Catholic 

Revival in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Church of England that the Anglican Church 

was a continuation of the pre-Reformation Catholic Church. According to this teaching, there 

had been no break at the Reformation and no new Church had been created. A nineteenth-

century work of polemical history describes the position thus: 

“The facts of history compel us to assume the absolute identity of the Church of England after 

the Reformation with the Church of England before the Reformation…There was no one 



8 
 

particular moment called the Reformation at which the State of England determined to take 

property from one Church or set of people and to give it to another”.5 

The Church of England was, on this view, “the Catholic Church in England”, its orders, 

liturgy, theology and practices continuous and contiguous with Rome. However, although 

priests such as those depicted in the windows at Wellingborough may have seen themselves 

as Catholic, they were out of communion with Rome6 and although they retained the benefits 

of membership of the Established Church of England, they affected to stand apart from its 

obligations. This fluid, not to say, slippery, world of Anglo-Catholicism, of, and yet in 

opposition to, the Church of England, borrowing from the Church of Rome but refusing or 

unable to join it, was the world of Comper’s upbringing.7 It was one to which he remained 

loyal throughout his life, for which most of his professional work was carried out and in the 

context of which it can be read and understood. 

This Anglo-Catholic existence between and outside the boundaries of opposing established 

and orthodox positions, is particularly evident in the aesthetic, liturgical and ceremonial 

programme broadly defined as ritualism. It was ritualism that to a large extent defined the 

Catholic Revival in the public mind in the later nineteenth century and set it apart from 

mainstream Anglicanism and from social norms. Common features of ritualism were the use 

of images as an aid to prayer, incense, candles, richly coloured and liturgically correct 

vestments and an emphasis on the physicality of worship through bowing, genuflection and 

crossing oneself. Liturgical ritualism found expression in the reservation of the sacrament, a 

high degree of lavish ceremonial surrounding the moment of consecration and a devotion to 

the consecrated host in the form of processions, Exposition and Benediction.8 All this was 

treated with suspicion and, in some cases, open hostility by those who detected in Anglo-

Catholicism a desire to return England to Rome. In 1874, Parliament passed the Public 

Worship Regulation Act which prohibited ritualism in Anglican churches. At the same time, 

there arose a series of private movements to control ritualism under the leadership of Sir 

William Harcourt, Lady Wimborne and John Kensit, the founder of the Protestant Truth 

Society.9 Comper’s designs for copes, candlesticks, pyxes and tabernacles for the 

 
5 E Freeman, Disestablishment and disendowment. What are they? London, 1874. Quoted in A.E.Manning-
Foster Anglo-Catholicism, London, 1913, pp30-31 available at https://archive.org/details/anglocatholicism 
00mannuoft 
6 The position of Rome on the historical standing of the Church of England was clear by the end of the 
nineteenth century. It had restored the Catholic Hierarchy to England in 1850 and in 1896 Pope Leo XIII had 
issued the Encyclical Apostolicae Curae declaring Anglican orders to be “absolutely null and utterly void”. 
7 Comper’s father was a Scottish Episcopalian Priest and a leader of the Oxford Movement in Scotland. 
Comper’s godfather was the priest John Mason Neale. 
8 The fullest study of the forms of and controversies arising from ritualism is in Nigel Yates, Anglican Ritualism 
in Victorian Britain 1830-1910, Oxford, 1999.  
9 Yates, Anglican Ritualism in Victorian Britain, p316 
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reservation of the sacrament, and altars for the consecration of bread and wine placed his 

work at the centre of the ritualist movement. However, that work, in the early part of his 

career which will now be considered, adopts a subtle and nuanced ideology that motions 

towards an accommodation with the orthodox Anglican position while at the same time 

remaining in opposition to it.  

Comper’s work falls into two major distinct periods. Comper’s first commission, in 1889, was 

for the addition of the St Nicholas Chapel to the Church of St Margaret, Gallowgate, 

Aberdeen. This work reflects the influence of G.F.Bodley with whom Comper had trained 

and shows, says Anthony Symondson, “little anticipation of the Comper’s future 

developments”.10 It certainly does not anticipate his twentieth century developments but nor 

does it foreshadow his work from the last decade of the nineteenth which represents the first 

phase of Comper’s style. That work is predicated on the desire to recreate the historically 

correct English altar of the late middle ages. In this, Comper was reacting against Bodley. 

He expressed his concerns in a letter to his mother in 1892 in which he described Bodley’s 

high altar at St Barnabas, Pimlico in London. (Fig.4)  

4. G.F. Bodley, High Altar Reredos, 1892 
St Barnabas, Pimlico, London 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Comper felt that this was “too aesthetic in the abused sense of the word…[and] has not the 
old Gothic ring about it, nor has it the grave and real character of a Tractarian church of 
which St Barnabas was the example but no more”.11 His criticism was that Bodley had 
adopted a style appropriate for contemporary Roman liturgical practices. Comper’s aim, at 
this stage in his career, was a form of pre-Reformation Englishness for the purpose of 
showing the continuity of the nineteenth-century English church with that of the fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries. The same year he wrote to his mother about Bodley’s work at St 
Barnabas, Comper designed his first ‘English Altar’ at St Matthew’s, Westminster. It 
incorporated four riddel posts, side curtains and a dossal suspended by silk cords looped 
through split rings. On each of the four posts was a gilded angel. There was no gradine or 
other shelving for the crucifix and candles: the ornaments stood directly on the altar. 

 
10 Symondson and Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, p27 
11 Quoted in Symondson and Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, p78. 
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Hanging above it (now removed) was a pyx for the reservation of the consecrated bread and 
wine. “Nothing like it had been erected in an Anglican or Catholic church since the 
Reformation”.12 (Fig. 5)  

 
5. J.N.Comper, Altar, 1892 

St Matthew’s, Westminster 

 

 

The year after his work at St Matthew’s Westminster, Comper restored and refurnished St 

Wilfrid’s, Cantley in South Yorkshire. Using the evidence of medieval illuminations in order to 

arrive at an historically informed design, Comper reordered the church by removing the choir 

from the chancel to the west end and placing a screen between the nave and the chancel. 

The latter was therefore set apart and sanctified as a space solely for the celebration of the 

Mass. This concentration on the Eucharistic act required, in Comper’s view, the correct form 

of altar and so, at Cantley, the model first used at St Matthew’s was repeated albeit in a 

richer fashion with the dossal replaced by a low, carved and gilded reredos. (Fig. 6)  

 
12 A. Symondson, “Theology, worship and the late Victorian Church” in C. Brooks and A. Saint, The Victorian 
Church: Architecture and Society. Manchester, 1995, p214 
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6. J.N.Comper. Altar, 1893 

St Wilfrid’s, Cantley, South Yorkshire 

 
For the following fifteen years, Comper’s reorderings in general and his altars in particular 

conformed to this style, “reminiscent of Cantley”.13 Not the least significant of these was the 

altar for the Lady Chapel at St Barnabas Pimlico where Comper’s simple ‘English’ design, 

completed in 1901, is a conscious disavowal of Bodley’s “aesthetic” un-Tractarian reredos in 

the sanctuary on the other side of the parclose screen. (Fig. 7)  

7. J.N.Comper. Lady Chapel, Altar, 1901 
St Barnabas, Pimlico, London 
Drawing by William Bucknall 

 

 

 

 

 

During the years at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, 

Comper was associated with movements and societies within Anglo-Catholicism such as the 

Alcuin Club, founded in 1897 by J.Wickham Legg,14 which stood in opposition to those who 

preferred a more Roman style of worship. The 1549 Book of Common Prayer was used by 

these groups as a source of correct practice in liturgy and furnishings and Comper’s 

historically and liturgically accurate English altar reflected the requirements for that practice. 

The Prayer Book itself and the art, ceremonial and church furniture inspired by it, were 

 
13 P. Anson, Fashions in Church Furnishings 1840-1940, London, 1960, p281.  
14 Legg had also established the St Paul’s Ecclesiological Society in 1879. This was a re-founding of the 
Ecclesiological Society which had, itself, previously been the Cambridge Camden Society created in 1839 by, 
amongst others, Comper’s godfather, J.M.Neale. In its various manifestations it existed to promote the correct 
use of Gothic revival architecture in an ecclesiastical setting.  
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evidence that the nineteenth century Anglo-Catholic movement was in a continuum with the 

historic pre-Reformation Church. They showed that ritual was possible and acceptable within 

an English setting and they offered evidence that the early Reformation, before the spread of 

iconoclasm, did not really change the Catholic nature of the English Church.15 These 

historicist beliefs, given plastic form by Comper, were crucial in the creation of a late 

nineteenth-century Anglo-Catholic self-identity and mythography.  

The apotheosis of Comper’s work in the English mediaeval style is St Cyprian’s, Clarence 
Gate.16 (Fig. 8)  
 

 
8. J.N.Comper. St Cyprian’s, Clarence Gate, London 
Consecrated July 1903 

 

It is one of the few churches where he is responsible for 

the totality of the design, both exterior and interior. In it, 

as Comper himself explained, he aimed to recreate the 

elements which represented the “the ideal of the English 

Parish Church before and after the introduction of The 

Book of Common Prayer”.17 Those elements were 

combined in what Comper calls “the last manner of 

English architecture, which for us in England is the most 

beautiful manner of all”.18 By this he meant 

Perpendicular, hence Basil Clarke’s observation that “St Cyprian’s is a reproduction of a 

church on the type of St Peter Mancroft, Norwich, in which a revenant from the fifteenth 

century would find himself more or less at home”.19 The “space, light, simplicity and clarity of 

view”20 do suggest the late medieval churches of East Anglia. However, Comper was not 

attempting to draw a precise parallel between St Cyprian’s and a specific earlier model but 

was, rather, looking to suggest an atmosphere of English late medievalism, “a fusion of 

 
15 These arguments mirror, it will be noted, those considered in the analysis of Comper’s windows from the 
Chapel of St John at St Mary’s Wellingborough (see page 3 above). 
16 Although the church was completed and consecrated in 1903 and so falls within the period of Comper’s use 
of an exclusively English style, some of the furnishing and decoration including the painted glass, the figures on 
the rood and the font cover was added later after Comper had adopted a more pluralist mode. 
17 On the Significance of the Building.  A Tract written Ninian Comper for the consecration of St Cyprian’s 
Clarence Gate, London on 30th June 1903. 
18 Ibid.  
19 B.Clarke, “Ecclesiastical Architecture”, JRSA, vol, 121, No. 5200 (March 1973), pp.222-237, p234 
20 A. Symondson, “Medievalism in the Twentieth Century: St Cyprian’s, Clarence Gate, London” in The 
Victorian: the Magazine of the Victorian Society, Dec.2003, No 14, p14. 
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English inspiration in both architecture and liturgy”.21 It was, therefore, an exercise in 

nationalist historicism, but one which served a clear polemical end: the association of 

contemporary Anglo-Catholicism with a recognisably English form of architecture from the 

cusp of the Reformation. As Gavin Stamp says, “St Cyprian’s clearly reflected a desire to 

return to a purified ideal of Englishness and Catholic continuity”.22 At St Cyprian’s, Comper 

was refining the Anglo-Catholic view that it was possible to be English and Catholic. It was 

therefore part of that wider programme which professed loyalty to the Church of England but 

not the Established Church as ordinarily understood and recognised but one that was 

essentially an historically imagined construct in the Anglo-Catholic mind. St Cyprian’s was 

therefore simultaneously part of and apart from the mainstream Church. In an atmosphere of 

anti-ritualism, an appeal to a national style reflective of a shared religious history was 

necessary in order to give the impression of orthodoxy and fidelity even if, in reality, it was a 

manifestation of the opposite. 

A measure of the delicacy of the boundaries within which these fictions were constructed is 

apparent in the service for the consecration of St Cyprian’s in July 1903. The liturgy was 

conducted according to the eighth-century English pontifical of Egbert, Archbishop of York, 

plainsong was chanted and the floor of the nave was covered with branches of pine and box 

and petals of rose. The chancel, against the east wall of which stood Comper’s recreation of 

an early sixteenth-century English altar, was decorated with crimson rose blossoms and 

white lilies. The Bishop of London wore a jewelled mitre and a cope of gold designed by 

Comper for the Bishop of Norwich to wear at the coronation of Edward VII. Candles were lit 

before twelve consecration crosses. Outside, members of the Protestant Truth Society 

gathered to object.23 Whilst those responsible for the building, furnishing and consecration of 

St Cyprian’s might have regarded themselves as continuing an English religious tradition 

unbroken by the Reformation, this was a conceit founded and dependent upon a 

romanticised historicism.  Scenes such as those at St Cyprian’s are a physical expression of 

the liminality of Anglo-Catholicism. Nigel Yates argues that “ritualism and Anglo-Catholicism 

provided challenge and excitement, as well as escapism, for many Anglicans in the years 

before the First World War and even, to some extent, thereafter”.24 The use of highly 

aestheticized ritual and ceremonial offered a form of anti-establishment rebellion from a 

 
21 M. Hall, “The Later Gothic Revival in England. A National or International Style?” in J. De Maeyer and L. 
Verpoest, Gothic Revival: Religion, Architecture and Style in Western Europe, 1815-1914,Leuven, 2000, p230  
22 G. Stamp, “The Architecture of Good Taste: Anglican Churches in 1914” in T. Sladen and A. Saint, The 
Victorian Society: Studies in Victorian Architecture and Design, Vol. 3. Churches, 1870-1914. London, 2011. 
p158 
23 Symondson, “Medievalism in the Twentieth Century: St Cyprian’s, Clarence Gate, London” p15. 
24 Yates, Anglican Ritualism in Victorian Britain 1830-1910, p374. 
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position which was traditional, reactionary and historically constructed. It thus allowed the 

participant to be simultaneously orthodox and unorthodox, conservative and radical.  

St Cyprian’s, however, represents, for Comper, the apogee of this historicised ideal, the end 

point beyond which it became less imperative for him to present Anglo-Catholic ritual, 

ceremonial and furnishing as exclusively English. In 1906, a report issued by the Royal 

Commission on Ecclesiastical Discipline, recommended the repeal of the 1874 Public 

Worship Regulation Act, arguing that “the law of public worship in the Church of England is 

too narrow for the religious life of the present generation”.25 Accordingly, from 1906, the 

ritualist movement within the Church found itself, although not fully accepted, at least free 

from the possibility of legal sanction. As Machin says, “religious toleration…had become far 

too strong for militant anti-ritualism”.26 The Royal Commission was a formal recognition that 

Anglo-Catholic ritual no longer constituted an existential threat to the Established Church. 

Freedom from prosecution and persecution allowed Comper to explore alternative and less 

exclusively English modes of ecclesiastical expression. Ritual and ceremonial no longer 

needed to demonstrate Englishness in order to counterbalance the prevailing Catholic tenor 

of High Church worship.  

The failure of statutory attempts to supress ritual and ceremonial therefore liberated Anglo-

Catholics from historicism. For Comper, this resulted in the exploration of influences beyond 

the boundaries of medieval England, influences which were not necessarily English, 

medieval or even Christian. This eclecticism and the ideas reflected in it, represents the 

second major stylistic phase of his output; what Comper called “unity by inclusion”.27 

Through the incorporation of multiple and discrete influences, he radically transformed his 

ideas of history, tradition and the interplay of relationships between the present and the past. 

These intellectual reconfigurations connect Comper with early twentieth-century discourses 

about artistic tradition and originality notions of the ambiguity of time. Before discussing 

these ideas, I want draw in to the argument about the transgressive possibilities offered by 

Anglo-Catholicism a brief consideration of the social and sexual ambiguities suggested by 

ritualism and how Comper reflects these. The purpose of this is to show the extent to which 

he worked at the limits of orthodoxy and respectability and how far a reception of him as an 

artist of the transgressive is dependent on and has its roots in his Anglo-Catholicism.    

 
25 Quoted in G. Machin, “The last Victorian anti-ritualist campaign, 1895-1906”, Victorian Studies, Vol. 25, No.3 
(Spring 1982), p301 
26 Ibid, p302 
27 “At first…[a man] seeks, in youth, for unity by exclusion and he ends by finding it by inclusion”. J.N. Comper, 
Further thoughts on the English Altar or Practical Consideration on the planning of a Modern Church, London, 
1933, p33.  
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II. “Effeminate and too young” 

The distaste for ritualism was not just about the religious symbolism of high-church liturgical 

and ceremonial practice. It derived also from the belief that Anglo-Catholic transgression 

was as much social and moral as religious, opposition to excessive ceremonial flamboyance 

being thought “unenglish and unmanly”.28 As David Hilliard has shown, the critique of Anglo-

Catholicism was often based on the view that its supporters were “characteristically 

feminine”.29 Charles Kingsley described Roman Catholics and Tractarians as possessing “an 

element of foppery…a fastidious, maundering, die-away effeminacy”30 and John Kensit 

described the 1898 Good Friday service at St Cuthbert’s, Philbeach Gardens in London (a 

noted Anglo-Catholic centre) as conducted by a “priest in petticoats” with a congregation 

made up of “very poor specimens of men”.31 High-Church dress, and what it implied, was a 

frequent concern of Kensit’s. In another attack on “clergymen in petticoats”, he went on to 

say, “dear friends, we want ministers to be manly men”.32 An article in Punch complained 

that clergymen of “extreme High Church proclivities are very fond of dressing like ladies. 

They are much addicted to wearing vestments diversified with smart and gay colours, and 

variously trimmed and embroidered”.33 Sartorial display is a feature of Comper’s work. As we 

saw in the description of the consecration of St Cyprian’s, he was a designer of 

ecclesiastical vestments continuing the tradition revived by Pugin in the 1840s and his work, 

although dating from some years after this Punch article, would have been sufficiently ornate 

and elaborate to have attracted the notice of the writer of these words (figs 9, 10 and 11). 

 

 

 
28 D. Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly: Anglo-Catholicism and Homosexuality”, Victorian Studies, Vol.25, No.2 
(Winter, 1982), pp181-210. Hilliard borrows the phrase from a 1967 essay by Geoffrey Best, “Popular 
Protestantism in Victorian Britain”.  
29 James Rigg, Oxford High Anglicanism and its Chief Leaders, London, 1895, p13, quoted in Hilliard, “Unenglish 
and Unmanly”, p185.  
30 Quoted in Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly”, p188 
31 Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly”, p191 
32 Yates, Anglican Ritualism, p322 
33 “Parsons in Petticoats”, Punch, 48 (10th June 1865), p239, quoted in Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly”, p189 
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9. J.N.Comper. Chasuble, 1902. St Mark’s             10. J.N.Comper. Dalmatic, 1902. St Mark’s 
Philadelphia.                                                                Philadelphia.            

                      
 

 
11. J.N.Comper. Cope, 1890. V&A Museum, London. 
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12. J.N.Comper. Detail from the Crucifixion on the 
Reredos, St Andrew’s Great Ryburgh. 1912 

Accusations of effeminacy were not limited to priestly clothing. An article in the Rock 

magazine observed “that the style of dress and the close-shaven face, favoured so greatly 

by English imitators of Rome, do give to most men a rather juvenile, if not womanly, 

appearance”.34 Comper’s engagement with the Anglo-Catholic aesthetic so forcefully 

attacked by those such as Kingsley who advocated “Christian ‘manliness’”35 is evident also 

in his representation of figures with those “juvenile, if not womanly”, “close-shaven faces”. A 

distinctive feature of Comper’s images of the crucified Christ, and one which was criticised 

by his clients, is their extreme youth. At St Andrew’s, Great Ryburgh in Norfolk, the priest, 

F.H.Tatham writing to Comper about his reredos completed in 1912 said: “All the family think 

it is lovely and with one exception and that is the Christus. We none of us like the beardless 

face and also think the face effeminate and too young”.36 (Fig. 12)  

Comper’s theological justification for this was the 

argument that Christ should be seen as the “eternal 

youth”, like David “of a beautiful countenance and 

goodly to look at”.37 Comper therefore refused to 

portray Christ as the man of sorrows or in other 

ways that presented him as scourged or damaged. 

As we shall see, this idea of Christ as a flawless 

youth is linked to Comper’s religious and 

philosophical ideas of time but when considered in 

the context of nineteenth- and early-twentieth 

century ecclesiastical debates about masculinity 

and gender ambiguity, his portraits of Christ and 

other male figures acquire a transgressive quality 

which invite us to explore the boundaries of the 

appropriate and acceptable between religious 

imagery and social orthodoxy. (Figs. 13, 14, and 

15)  

 
 

 
 
 

 
34 Rock, 9th and 12th June 1868, quoted in Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly”, p189 
35 Hilliard, “Unenglish and Unmanly”, p188.  
36 The Reverend F.H.Tatham to A.Bucknall (Comper’s professional partner), 5th December 1912 
37 I Samuel, 16:12. Quoted by Comper in his Of the Christian Altar and the buildings which contain it, London, 
1950, p23 
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14. J.N.Comper. St John the Baptist. Study for window at  

Pusey House, Oxford. RIBA drawings archive 

 
 

13. J.N.Comper. King David. Study for window  
at Pusey House, Oxford. RIBA drawings archive 

 

 
15. J.N.Comper. Risen Christ from the Ciborium at Pusey House, Oxford. 1939 

 
This debate about Comper’s representation of the male form is brought into sharper relief 

when we consider his interest in dance in a church setting and in ballet and, in particular, the 

Ballet Russes for which Comper had “an all-consuming passion”38 having first seen it during 

their second London season in 1912.  

 
38 Symondson and Bucknall,  Sir Ninian Comper, p165.  
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In Of the Christian Altar, Comper, in a discussion of liturgical dance, draws in references to 

the Old Testament, the dancing angels of Fra Angelico and the cathedrals at Seville, Toledo 

and Valencia where, in the sixteenth century, it was “customary to dance in front of the Holy 

Sacrament”.39 The attraction of dance for Comper takes on a more secular, modern and for 

the Church, unsettling quality with his enthusiasm for the Russian Ballet. Ramsay Burt 

describes the importance of its introduction of male dancers to the stage: “what had for some 

been a titillating display of femininity was thus superseded by a display of male physicality 

and sexuality for heterosexual female and homosexual male spectators”.40 Comper’s interest 

in male physicality is apparent from his drawings (Fig. 16) and his increasing use of the 

balletically posed male nude in his public work. (Figs. 17 and 18)  

 

      
 

16. J.N.Comper. Studies for male nudes. RIBA drawings archive. 
 
 
 
 

 
39 Comper, Of the Christian Altar, p8.  
40 R. Burt, “Ideologies of Englishness and Internationalism in Modernist Ballet”, in D. Peters Corbett et al, The 
Geographies of Englishness: Landscape and the National Past, 1880-1940, New Haven and London, 2002, p326. 
Comper, married with six children, was not, it should be noted, homosexual. However, his work, rooted in the 
tradition of the Anglo-Catholic aesthetic of florid deviance, does, in its use of the male figure, at the very least 
suggest the homo-eroticism that critics such as Kensit would have detected. 
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17. J.N.Comper. Detail from the retable, Merton College, Oxford. 1911 

 
 

 
18. J.N.Comper. Lunette from St Alban’s Holborn, 1929 (destroyed 1941) 

 
 

Discussions of the extent of Comper’s borrowing from the Ballet Russes are usually limited 

to his use of colours influenced by the designs of Leonard Bakst.41 If, though, we consider 

Comper’s interest in the male form and his screen for the Lady Chapel at Downside Abbey 

 
41 Symondson and Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, p165. 
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alongside Bakst’s drawings for the 1911 ballet more formal connections can be discerned 

(Figs. 19, 20 and 21).  

       
19. Leon Bakst, Design for Narcisse, 1911    20. J.N.Comper. Detail from the gates at the Lady Chapel, 

Downside Abbey, Somerset, 1931 

 

 
21. J.N.Comper. Drawing for Screen at Downside Abbey 

 

I have, in this discussion of the religious background to Comper’s work, sought to show how 

Anglo-Catholicism operated as a source of imaginative stimulation by virtue of its own 

inherent, liminal positioning between conformity and unconventionality. Anglo-Catholicism 

therefore allowed Comper to express and confront ideas about history, art and liturgy in his 

early work. This intellectual and artistic grounding in a religious culture born of ambiguity 

provided the foundation on which Comper’s more complex twentieth-century work was 

constructed. That work reflected and responded to contemporary discourses about tradition, 

artistic originality and the nature and existence of time. These discourses and Comper’s 

work situated within them will now be considered. 
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II 

The end of historicism and the elimination of time. 
 

I. “The present moment of the past”: T.S.Eliot and dynamism of tradition 

In 1926 T.S.Eliot published an essay about the early seventeenth-century bishop, Lancelot 

Andrewes. In the preface to the collection, he described himself as “anglo-catholic in 

religion”.42 In 1927, Eliot was baptised and confirmed into the Church of England and, the 

same year, wrote The Journey of Magi the opening lines of which are almost a direct 

quotation from Andrewes’s 1622 Christmas Day sermon preached before James I. Four 

years later, in 1931, Comper completed the redecoration and re-gilding of the canopy over 

Andrewes’s tomb in Southwark Cathedral. Seventeenth-century High-Church Anglicanism 

also provided the background to and the title for Little Gidding, the last of Eliot’s Four 

Quartets published in 1942. In 1950, Comper’s window at Wellingborough showing Mary 

Collett43 was installed.  

As part of the construction of a continuous Catholic identity, the nineteenth-century High-

Church movement undertook a process of recovering moments of Catholic ascendancy 

within the English Church. Bishop Andrewes and Nicholas Ferrar’s Little Gidding were 

central to this creation of a Catholic tradition within the Church of England. Both represented 

a high doctrine of episcopal churchmanship, a strongly devout interior life and an approach 

to worship that was serious, scholarly and aestheticized, that appealed to the intellect and 

the senses. They therefore inhabited that world which was, like nineteenth- and twentieth-

century Anglo-Catholicism, part of the establishment but regarded with suspicion by more 

mainstream religious practice. Eliot and Comper both lived and worshipped in the same, 

relatively narrow, world of London Anglo-Catholicism so it is not surprising that each found 

inspiration in the Caroline divines. It is, nevertheless, significant that Comper should, within a 

relatively short time, have created work using the same historico-theological starting points 

as Eliot. This is, I propose, indicative and suggestive of a broader intellectual and cultural 

connection. Starting from a consideration of Eliot’s 1919 essay Tradition and the Individual 

 
42 T.S.Eliot, Preface to For Lancelot Andrewes: Essays on Order and Style, London, 1926, pix 
43 Mary Collett was the niece of Nicholas Ferrar, the founder, in 1626, of the Anglican community at Little 
Gidding in Cambridgeshire. This was a centre of Laudian High-Church devotion and was visited three times by 
Charles I. Mary Collett had adopted a monastic life within the community. She led her sisters in daily dialogues 
or conversations which were subsequently published as aids to prayer.  
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Talent, I will argue that, when viewed within the atmosphere created and inhabited by Eliot, 

Comper emerges in potentially novel and challenging directions.  

Tradition and the Individual Talent is a study of and a plea for the continued use of pre-

existent artistic forms in the creation of new art. If, Eliot argues, we avoid the temptation to 

discern the differences between contemporary poets and their predecessors, “we shall often 

find that not only the best, but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which 

the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously”.44 Eliot applied this 

idea in two directions both of which can offer fresh readings of Comper’s work.  

The first, perhaps more radical and more obviously modernist use of traditional forms and 

references is Eliot’s borrowing of literary fragments from the past to create a new work. 

Eliot’s most celebrated and sustained use of this method is in The Wasteland about which 

Christopher Butler observes, “the avant-gardist originality here comes from the way in which 

Eliot’s selection from the canon of European literature…is used to make a complex point 

about the relationship of cultures across time”.45 Butler goes on to quote Stravinsky: “a 

tradition is carried forward in order to produce something new. Tradition then asserts the 

continuity of creation”.46 What is being argued for here is the sense of a continuum between 

the past and the present, between tradition and originality. In order to create the new, or the 

different, it is necessary to stand footed in the past. Eliot achieves this by drawing into his 

poetry a vast range of cultural references, whether obliquely as is frequently the case in The 

Wasteland, or more explicitly as with his borrowing from Lancelot Andrewes in The Journey 

of the Magi. Max Saunders argues that by his incorporation of fragments of tradition into a 

new work, Eliot, instead of undertaking “a conservative attempt to preserve tradition as 

something stable, sees tradition as a dynamic historical process”.47 This idea, we shall see, 

lies behind Comper’s twentieth-century work. 

Towards the beginning of Tradition and the Individual Talent, 48 Eliot argues that tradition 

should not consist in “following the ways of the immediate generation before us in a blind or 

timid adherence to its successes”. “Novelty”, he says, “is better than repetition” but true 

tradition depends upon “the historical sense [which] involves a perception, not only of the 

pastness of the past, but of its presence”. This historical sense “is what makes a writer 

traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his 

 
44 T.S.Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism, London, 
1920, p48.  
45 C. Butler, Modernism, A Very Short Introduction, Oxford, 2010, p36 
46 ibid 
47 M. Saunders, “Tradition and the march of literature: T.S.Eliot and Ford Madox Ford”, in G. Cianci and 
J.Harding, T.S.Eliot and the concept of Tradition, Cambridge 2009, p190. 
48 “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, pp48-49.  
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place in time, of his own contemporaneity”. Cianci sees Eliot’s essay as “radical and 

subversive”,49 offering a form of “interdisciplinary cross-fertilisation”.50 This view of Tradition 

and the Individual Talent finds support in Eliot’s own statement that “the poet’s mind is in fact 

a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which remain 

there until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present together”.51 

The “new compound” can be created only once the work of others, together with a range of 

references based on that work, has been completely absorbed. Originality is therefore a 

process of intertextual borrowing from tradition.   

The second way in which Eliot applies the past to create a new present is through the idea 

that all artistic creation exists and is born out of “the realization of simultaneity within the 

tradition”.52 According to Christopher Butler, these “ideas of cultural comparison and 

simultaneity which are made possible by a technique of allusion within the text”53 are central 

to the formation of a specifically twentieth-century aesthetic. Historical narrative, on this 

view, ceases to operate in a linear, causal manner. The relationship between moments of 

time within history and the art and literature produced by them and which represent them, 

begin to collapse and “historical categories such as ‘development’ and ‘cause’ are replaced 

with the ‘aesthetic’ categories ‘whole’ and ‘unity’.54 Historical causality is usurped by the 

simultaneity of tradition as a method of constructing cultural and artistic discourse. The 

discerning of connections between discrete events and works of art from the past and 

between the past and the present in one process of “continuous appropriation”55 is part of 

what Charles Taylor calls the “modernist attack on time consciousness and modes of 

narrativity”.56 Tradition, at its periapsis with modernism thus becomes a potentially unsettling 

and shifting concept. It suggests the notion of unity and connection but, in doing so, 

undermines normative causal relationships within time. As David Peters Corbett says, 

“history assumes a disconnected and hallucinatory aspect”.57 That aspect is tradition 

mediated by the modern. 

Through the ideas in his critical writing and by drawing on a wide range of disparate cultural 

references in his poetry, Eliot creates new forms in which it is impossible to say, using 
 

49 G.Cianci, “Reading T.S.Eliot visually: tradition in the context of modernist art”, in Cianci and Harding, 
T.S.Eliot, p119 
50 ibid, p121 
51 “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, p55 
52 J.S.Brooker, “Writing the self: dialectic and impersonality in T.S.Eliot”, in Cianci and Harding, T.S.Eliot, p47 
53C. Butler, Modernism, A Very Short Introduction, Oxford, 2010, p4  
54 A. Assmann, “Exorcising the demon of chronology: T.S.Eliot’s reinvention of tradition” in Cianci and Harding, 
T.S.Eliot, p20 
55 Ibid, p22 
56 C. Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity, Cambridge, 1989, p463. 
57 D. Peters Corbett, The modernity of English art, 1914-30, Manchester, 1997, p12. 
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traditional notions of causality and interrelationship, what the direct historical influence and 

background is. The work created is therefore born of the past but something new and 

unexpected has been made which pushes at the limits and boundaries of past and present, 

old and new. I will now consider Comper’s work in the context of these ideas and how 

elements in his twentieth-century work, by looking back to traditions removed from those of 

the English church, create a sense of the contemporary, the ambiguous and the unorthodox. 

 

II. Ninian Comper and “the tradition behind tradition” 
 
 

“The more perfectly the individual can apply tradition the more sensitive he is to the 

inspiration of originality. It is only in proportion to our knowledge of tradition that we 

see where it does not apply to present needs and it is in supplying the needs which 

tradition does not meet that the originality which alone can be worth anything comes 

in”.58  

In a letter written in the same year that he presented the paper from which the above words 

are taken, Comper expanded on his ideas of tradition and originality. Originality is not simply 

a process of creating or inventing something entirely new: Comper is sceptical of the ability 

of an “individual or Age [to] invent a new style of Architecture any more than a new 

language”.59 Rather, originality is what matters, but originality in a continuum with tradition. 

“It is impossible”, he writes, “to use an existing style or language well without bringing some 

degree of originality to it”.60 In the same year, 1933, T.S.Eliot wrote: “the word ‘traditional’ 

…implies a movement. Tradition cannot mean standing still”.61  

Comper’s generation of originality through the use of existing styles, his sense of the 

movement of tradition, lies behind his twentieth century work. Furthermore, that sense of 

living tradition allowed Comper to see his own work as related to and located in the modern 

for the reason that it was not constrained by the stylistic and cultural obligations and 

strictures of a particular age:  

 
58 Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p83, note 1.  
59 J.N.Comper to unknown correspondent, 31st March 1933 
60 Ibid.  
61 T.S.Eliot, After Strange Gods, London, 1934, pp23-24. This book was based on a series of lectures given at 
the University of Virginia in 1933. In them, Eliot recapitulated some of the ideas from Tradition and the 
Individual Talent. It should be noted that because of an explicitly anti-Semitic comment in the first lecture, 
Eliot himself suppressed further editions of the book. Notwithstanding this, the lectures are considered an 
important development of Eliot’s theory of the cultural interaction between tradition and innovation (see 
J.S.Brooker, “Writing the Self”, p 46).  
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“A friend whose English ecclesiological spirit was troubled by St Mary’s 

Wellingborough, said that if he ever built a church he should require that it did not 

depart from the English architecture of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; to which 

the obvious reply was, ‘are we not living in the twentieth?’…The fountain of beauty is 

eternal and its springs - for us equally with the whole Christian world - have their 

sources in the lands of the Mediterranean”.62 

 
Comper is invoking here what Symondson calls “the tradition behind tradition”.63 This means 

not simply that he is looking beyond the English middle ages, but that he is trying to discern 

the connections between layers of the past. The shifting between temporal and geographical 

registers needed to make these connections opens up the idea of the eternal, the sense that 

what finally lies behind tradition is outside time. By generating these possibilities, Comper is 

rendering his work simultaneously of the past and the present. Seen in the context of Eliot’s 

ideas about the simultaneity and contemporaneity of tradition, Comper’s thought and work 

acquires a distinctively twentieth-century tone. How this is understood conceptually will be 

explored but first, it is necessary to consider how, in more formal terms, Comper’s twentieth-

century style, or styles, are actuated.  

St Mary’s Wellingborough, the church to which Comper refers in the anecdote quoted above, 

is the most complete example of his “unity by inclusion” style. This phrase has its origins in a 

lecture given by George Wyndham at Edinburgh University in October 1910, in which 

Wyndham argued that the culture of the Middle Ages, by drawing on influences from myriad 

sources and traditions, “aimed…at unity by comprehension”.64 For Wyndham, the apogee of 

this medieval unity was reached in the marriage of Henry II of England to Eleanor of 

Aquitaine. Eleanor, as the grand-daughter of William IX of Aquitaine, who fought in the First 

Crusade and was the earliest troubadour,65 represented a culture politically and militarily 

engaged with the east but with musical and poetic links spread throughout Europe. This 

cosmopolitanism was brought to England by Eleanor. Henry II’s own roots were in the Celtic 

civilizations and his reign coincided with a growing awareness of a distinctly British self-

consciousness reflected in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s publication in 1133 of “The History of the 

Kings of Britain”. The marrying of these two cultural inheritances was, according to 

 
62 Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p34 
63 A. Symondson, “Unity by Inclusion: Sir Ninian Comper and the Planning of a Modern Church”, in Twentieth 
Century Architecture 3. The Twentieth Century Church. The Twentieth Century Society, 1998, pp19-42, p27 
64 G.Wyndham, The Springs of Romance in the Literature of Europe. London, 1910, p59. T.S. Eliot’s essay, “A 
Romantic Aristocrat” in The Sacred Wood, combined a critique of Romanticism with an ad hominem attack on 
Wyndham. Significantly though, he did not criticise Wyndham’s underlying search for the essential unity of 
cultures.  
65 Ibid, p32 
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Wyndham part of a “vast attempt at unification prosecuted throughout the politics and 

literature of Europe”.66 Wyndham’s lecture was delivered and published in the same year 

that Comper completed the rebuilding and restoration of the church of St Giles, Wimborne St 

Giles in Dorset, his first church in his new eclectic and inclusive style. Comper and 

Wyndham met at the consecration of the church in 1910, shortly before the latter gave his 

“Springs of Romance” lecture and, as Comper explains, discussed the themes of the 

lecture.67 It is clear then that they were both, separately, arriving at similar ideas about how 

cultural traditions interrelate and are absorbed. However, through his work, Comper 

developed these ideas in more complex and modern directions by showing how, as we have 

seen, the traditions being unified are the source of originality and innovation and how, as I 

will show, cultural unification questions the nature of time. First, though, I will consider how 

Comper expresses through his syncretic use of a broad range of sources and influences the 

theory of the borrowing and interaction between historical and temporal boundaries.  

Wimborne St Giles unites Gothic and Classic elements with borrowings from the 

seventeenth-century England and motifs from Christian Greece. The capitals of the nave 

piers suggest a Renaissance inspiration. The screen, combining classical arches with gothic 

tracery, is surmounted by the rood. (Fig. 22) The figures of St Mary and St John stand on 

Byzantine griffins which Comper borrowed from designs he had seen in the Perivleptos 

monastery in Mystras in Greece. (Fig. 23) The seraphim on the rood were inspired by 

images also from Mystras. (Fig. 24) The font cover, added later, incorporates Tuscan 

columns and is a familiar Comper design. (Fig. 25) Where the furnishings are painted, 

Comper uses classical blue and gold. Where, like the screen, they remain, unpainted, the 

dark wood evokes an atmosphere of early seventeenth-century England.   

 
22. J.N.Comper. Screen and rood, 1910 
St Giles, Wimborne St Giles, Dorset 

 

 
66 Ibid, p54. 
67 Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p33, note 1. 
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23. Griffin from the Perivleptos Monastery, Mystras, Greece 

 
 

 
24. Seraph from the Perivleptos Monastery, Mistras, Greece 
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25. J.N.Comper. Font cover, 1940 

St Giles, Wimborne St Giles, Dorset 
 

The classicism that Comper had begun to use at Wimborne St Giles was fully developed 

over the next two years at the Grosvenor Chapel, Mayfair (1911-12). The Grosvenor Chapel 

is, of course, a neo-classical building and so, in reordering the interior in the classical style, 

Comper was following the form of the exterior. However, he chose to forego a more 

restrained classicism but intended to change the interior “into a Graeco-Roman temple by 

the insertion of a double arcade of giant Ionic columns supporting a monumental 

entablature”.68 (Fig. 26)  

 
26. J.N.Comper. Grosvenor Chapel, Mayfair, London. Reordered, 1911-12. Interior looking east.  

 
68 Symondson, “Unity by Inclusion: Sir Ninian Comper and the Planning of a Modern Church”, p29. The work 
was not completed to Comper’s plans and so only one pair of giant columns survives.  
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The Ionic order is continued in the columns supporting the ceiling above the galleries and in 

the screen dividing the nave from the chancel. The altar was brought forward into the nave, 

the first time in the twentieth century that the high altar had been brought “into a visual 

relationship with the congregation”.69  This was a radical move, foreshadowing, as we shall 

see, modern ideas of liturgical planning. Above the nave altar, the classical theme is 

continued: Comper had designed a ciborium with fluted columns and Corinthian capitals, but 

this was declared illegal at a consistory court and so it was only partly completed. The 

figures on the rood echo the motifs from Mystras introduced at Wimborne St Giles. Although 

the use of classicism at the Grosvenor Chapel is generic, at St Philip’s, Cosham in 

Hampshire, consecrated in October 1937, Comper adopted a process of direct quotation 

explicitly borrowing the precedent of the fourth century church complex at Tebessa in the 

Corinthian capitals on the columns supporting the nave arcade.  

In general though, Comper’s twentieth-century work is not concerned with producing a strict 

reproduction of an historically and archaeologically correct precedent. It brings together 

disparate styles in unlikely juxtapositions to create an eclectic whole. Thus, in the Warriors’ 

Chapel at Westminster Abbey, a Spanish reja or screen of black wrought-iron encloses a 

space in which Comper transformed the altar. The frontal with its pieta, cherubs and 

acanthus design suggests the Italian renaissance. A dossal makes reference to Comper’s 

late nineteenth-century recreation of the late medieval English altar. Over the rood with its 

gilded figures is placed a canopy richly decorated with ogee arches and late gothic tracery. 

Above all this is a baldacchino on which sits a row of gilded dolphins and candelabra 

echoing the design on the screen and so drawing together, into one whole, references to 

Italy, England and Spain. (Figs. 27 and 28)  

     
27. J.N.Comper. Screen, the Warriors’ Chapel,  
Westminster Abbey. 1925-1932.  28. J.N.Comper. Altar, rood and baldacchino, the Warriors’ 

Chapel, 1925-1932. Westminster Abbey  

 
69 ibid 
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The most complete example of the incorporation of discrete styles and influences which is 

“unity by inclusion” is at St Mary’s Wellingborough: “the interior of this Perpendicular Gothic 

church contains examples of almost every known style of European architecture”.70  (Figs. 

29, 30 and 31) Comper himself described it thus:  

“St Mary’s has even more foreign and original features than those which appear 

prominently in it, so that the whole church betrays much more definitely than St 

Cyprian’s that it could not have been built at any other time than our own. The main 

ceiling has the unbroken fan and pendants of the latest English vault and which, so 

far as I am aware, have not been combined before. The octagonal pillars (again I 

believe unlike all medieval examples) have the Greek entasis and they have the 

same details of flutes as the Parthenon, while the capitals and bases are of new 

design. A ciborium stands in advance of the east wall and in front of the large 

window. A high chancel screen has mouldings and acanthus straight from Classic 

Greece and a general design which is as much Italian as English, or English as 

Italian. The dragons on the rood loft are borrowed from medieval Greece, while the 

ironwork owes most to Spain. It may be added that the main part of the eastern plan 

of the church has its origins in France. Only to its contemporaries does it owe 

nothing”.71  

This passage has been quoted in full not only because it is the clearest and most succinct 

description of the multiple traditions at work in St Mary’s Wellingborough but also because 

Comper’s argument that the church could only have been built in the twentieth century 

serves as a starting point for an analysis of his later style as an expression of contemporary 

ideas.  

We have seen how Comper incorporates multifarious motifs across time and geographical 

space; how he gathers together architectural fragments either by way of direct quotation or 

through a reference to a generic style or form. The whole is therefore generated from a 

series of discrete elements which, on a traditional, historicist reading, might be viewed as 

unrelated to each other. Hence, we find, pressed together, Spanish screens and English 

altars, Corinthian capitals and Byzantine decorative motifs, columns that explicitly recall the 

Parthenon and images of Christ in Majesty borrowed from Norman Sicily. (Fig. 32) These 

are brought together within a frame which either is, or represents a modern version of, 

medieval English to create a whole which “bend[s] the Gothic into unexpected forms”.72  

 
70 Anson, Fashions in Church Furnishings, p284 
71 Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p32 
72 A Service, Edwardian Architecture and its origins, London, 1975, p4 
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29. J.N.Comper. Rood and Ceiling. 

St Mary’s, Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1920-22 
 

 
30. J.N.Comper. Screen, Rood and Nave columns, 

St Mary’s Wellingborough, Northamptonshire. 1920-22 
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31. J.N.Comper. High Altar and Ciborium  32. J.N.Comper. Christ in Majesty. St Mary’s, 
St Mary’s Wellingborough, Northamptonshire   Wellingborough, Northamptonshire 1945-6 
1940      
 

These “unexpected forms” assume a more ambiguous quality at the boundaries of the 

ancient and modern if we consider Comper’s architectural syncretism in the context of 

T.S.Eliot’s poetry and his writings on tradition. As we have seen, Comper and Eliot, to the 

extent that they were influenced by the cultural history and milieu of Anglo-Catholicism, were 

both working within a similar tradition. Extending these connections in an inter-disciplinary 

and intertextual direction, allows us to see how Eliot’s distinctive borrowing of cultural and 

literary references, his creation of the new and original out of fragments of the old, has a 

clear parallel in Comper’s inclusion of myriad forms to fashion a unified and original whole. 

Thus we arrive at a reading of Comper’s “unity by inclusion” as connected with forms of the 

modern.  

We have seen how Eliot’s poetic form is an expression of his theories of originality’s 

obligations to tradition and of his notion of cultural and temporal simultaneity. Comper’s 

syncretic style, particularly when analysed in the light of his own writings, is a similarly 

radical conception of the artistic representation of the relationship of the present to the past, 

cultures to each other and of time to the timeless. Comper admired those periods of 

architectural history in which “like that of Greek [architecture] under Pericles, all mannerism 
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of style and nationality are purged and the fine gold of pure form remains”.73 Comper’s aim, 

though, was to move further and, in his concatenation of styles, “to eliminate the sense of 

time”.74  

III. “The note of eternity” 

Comper’s aim of eliminating time begins from the position that “the religion of Christ knows 

no moment of perfection here on earth although it retains all perfections to which man has 

attained”.75 Comper is here conflating theology with ancient philosophy, presenting 

Christianity as a species of Platonic Idealism, distinguishing between those specific 

instances of human attainment of perfection and the Ideal or the Form of perfection of which 

those instances are mere manifestations. A text central to Comper’s thought was Socrates’s 

speech from the Symposium recalling Diotima’s description of the ascent to the Form of 

Beauty.76 Starting with the love of a single body, Socrates says, the individual moves 

towards the admiration of other bodies as “it’s very foolish not to regard the beauty of all 

bodies as one and the same”.77 It is then necessary to move to appreciation of the beauty of 

the mind. This more conceptual notion of beauty allows the individual to see beauty in all 

things. Once this level of “viewing beautiful things in the right order and way”78 has been 

arrived at, the individual is able to discern beauty not simply in specific things or knowledge 

but rather beauty “will appear as in itself and by itself, always single in form”.79 The Ideal of 

Beauty, in Plato’s philosophy, exists separately from specific instances of the beautiful and, 

likewise, Christian perfection stands apart from particular examples of human perfection. By 

juxtaposing styles from different spatial and temporal dimensions, Comper is encouraging us 

“to regard the beauty of all bodies as one and the same”, to consider not the manifestation of 

the style but the “fine gold of pure form”. Consider the screen at Wellingborough. (Fig. 30) By 

combining classical columns, gothic tracery, Renaissance figures and Byzantine imagery in 

a novel fashion in one structure, Comper is not attempting to recall or reconstruct a particular 

historical or architecturally accurate period. Rather, in his extravagant use of disparate 

forms, he is inviting us to reflect on their essential unity created through their connection 

back to a unified Form. Importantly for Comper and for our consideration of him as an artist 

 
73 J.N.Comper, Developments in New Buildings, unpublished manuscript, quoted in Symondson, “Unity by 
Inclusion: Sir Ninian Comper and the Planning of a Modern Church”, p32 
74 Comper, Of the Christian Altar, p9 
75 J.N.Comper, Of the Atmosphere of a Church, Chichester 1939, reproduced in Symondson and Bucknall, Sir 
Ninian Comper, pp231-246, p235 
76 See, especially, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p33 for Comper’s invocation of this argument to 
explain the aesthetic idea behind the interior of St Mary’s Wellingborough.   
77 Plato, The Symposium, 210b, tr. C. Gill, London, 1999, p48 
78 Ibid, 210e 
79 Ibid, 211b 
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engaged with the ambiguous, although those specific instances of the Form share Its 

character, the Form “is not increased or decreased in any way, nor does it undergo any 

change”.80 If it is accepted that time is the dimension of change and that “a universe in which 

nothing changed would be a timeless universe”,81 then the Form of a thing, undergoing no 

change, must necessarily stand outside time thus eliminating it.   

Comper’s use of Platonic philosophy is extended in a more theological direction in his 

representation of the image of Christ. In a letter to Comper about the figure of Christ in 

Majesty on the tester above the altar, the Vicar of Wellingborough expressed “a hope that 

the figure of our Lord should be based on the Priest-King-Prophet of Revelation I rather than 

what seems to me a conception of our Lord which comes by way of the Greek Apollo”.82 

Comper replied to this by reminding Radford that “Herod’s great Temple was pure Greek; 

and the Christian following of Greek sculpture in Christian imagery was not more than the 

Temple itself, ‘by way of the Greek Apollo’.83 As we have seen in the example from Great 

Ryburgh, Comper presents Christ as an “eternal youth”. Similarly, in his collection of 

drawings, Christ’s face is shown as that of a classical youth in the manner of Apollo. (Fig. 

33)  

33. J.N.Comper. Drawing of Christ as a Classical youth. 
RIBA drawings archive 
 

In part this is inspired by Comper’s attraction to the 

connection between the Greek and Christian.84 It is also 

born of Comper’s conception of the elimination of time. 

By classicising Christ, Comper facilitates a reading of 

him as a Platonic Ideal existing beyond and outside 

history. From the perspective of Christian theology, 

Christ’s divinity renders him eternal and so unchanging 

thus existing out of time. By showing Christ as a youth 

when he is more normally seen as “middle aged, 

austere, damaged”,85 normal patterns of temporality are 

suspended, timelessness is achieved and the figure of Christ is de-historicised.  

 
80 Ibid. 
81 J. E. McTaggart, “The Unreality of Time”, Mind, 17, 1908, p459 
82 The Reverend C. Radford to J.N.Comper 26th July 1945  
83 J.N.Comper to The Reverend C. Radford 27th July 1945  
84 In Of the Atmosphere of a Church (pp239-240), Comper reminds us that the Parthenon became a Christian 
church, “became indeed the temple of the Virgin –‘Our Lady of Athens’“. This reference is repeated in Of the 
Christian Altar, p17 
85 Comper, Of the Christian Altar, p23 
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A further theoretical basis for Comper’s idea of the elimination of time can be found in what 

was noted above as “the modernist attack on time consciousness and modes of 

narrativity”.86 His incorporation of multiple styles and influences across historical time into 

new, original and unexpected forms, echoes and suggests Eliot’s argument that the sense of 

the past “compels a man to write…with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe 

from Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous 

order”.87 The simultaneous presence of past works of art in a new creation is a species of 

the simultaneity of time within tradition incorporated into the present. It is, as Eliot says, “a 

perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence”.88 This sense of fluidity 

between history and now, the creation in “the present moment of the past”,89 is seen by 

Charles Taylor as an expression of the awareness of modernity that “the fullness of meaning 

is not available with the resources of a single age”.90 Taylor locates this idea philosophically 

in Heidegger’s argument against the notion that “the present is the dominant dimension”.91 

For Taylor, “Heidegger’s time is lived time, organised by a sense of the past as the source of 

a given situation”.92 The unity of time expressed by this idea is at the heart of Comper’s 

juxtaposition of styles. By placing apparently unrelated architectural motifs together, Comper 

is locating in the present a generalised sense of the past, rather than a single moment in a 

historicised past. In doing so, he is showing, through his work, how all moments which have 

gone before represent a simultaneous unity contained in the present as “the note…of 

eternity”.93  

Comper’s desire to eliminate time through architecture inhabits the same intellectual and 

artistic sphere as elements within twentieth century philosophy and literature. Joseph Frank, 

writing of the “peculiarly modern quality” of seminal twentieth-century texts such as The 

Cantos, Ulysses, The Wasteland and A la recherche de temps perdu, argues that they  

“maintain a continual juxtaposition between aspects of the past and the present in 

such a way that both are fused in one comprehensive view…By this juxtaposition of 

past and present, history becomes unhistorical: it is no longer seen as an objective, 

causal progression in time, with distinctly marked out differences between each 

 
86 See page 11 above for this quote from Charles Taylor.  
87 “Tradition and the Individual Talent”, p49 
88 Ibid.  
89 Ibid, p59 
90 C.Taylor, Sources of the Self, p465 
91 Ibid, p463 
92 Ibid.  
93 Comper, Of the Atmosphere of a Church, p234 
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period, but is sensed as a continuum in which distinctions between past and present 

are obliterated”.94    

The elimination of time, whether Comper’s philosophical and theological version or that of 

modernist literature, finds connections with J.E.McTaggart’s metaphysical ideas of “the 

unreality of time” published in 1908. McTaggart argues that distinctions of past, present and 

future are essential to the abstract notion of time but that they cannot be true of reality or 

entities, perceived epistemologically, because a past, present and future event simply 

contains within it varieties of ‘presentness’. Therefore, “every entity in time is future-present, 

presently-present and past-present”.95 If the distinctions which are essential to abstract time 

“are never true of reality, then no reality is in time”.96 Thus, Comper’s “elimination of time”, 

whether viewed against McTaggart’s “unreality of time” or Frank’s “obliteration” of 

distinctions between past and present, is part of the broader cultural currency of the 

twentieth century.  

 

IV. The new from the old 

 
Let us return to Comper’s description of St Mary’s Wellingborough and in particular the 

apparently contradictory statements that “it could not have been built at any other time than 

our own” and that “only to its contemporaries does it owe nothing”. Seen in the context of 

these discussions about time, history and tradition, Comper’s position becomes clearer. St 

Mary’s owes nothing to contemporary architecture in the sense that it eschews the 

vocabulary of twentieth-century architectural modernism. However, the ideas which inform 

its style and architectural iconography lie, as we have seen, firmly within cultural and 

intellectual debates of the twentieth century. Accordingly, St Mary’s, the type of Comper’s 

programme of “unity by inclusion”, is required to be read as an expression of an ideology 

located within, not reacting against, modernity. Its constituent styles are old: its thought is 

new.  

 

So far, I have concentrated on setting Comper in a wider intellectual context in order to 

suggest ways in which our view of his work can be refocused to bring it within the cultural 

boundaries of twentieth-century discourses about tradition, originality, historicism and time. I 

have sought to show how the fluidity of these ideas and conceptual registers, by informing 

Comper’s work, allows us to view that work as a reflection of the ambiguity inherent in its 
 

94 J. Frank, “Spatial Form in Modern Literature: An Essay in Three Parts”, The Sewanee Review, Vol.53, No.4 
(Autumn, 1945), pp 643-653, p652-3 
95 J.Tallant, “Time for Presence?” Philosophia (2010) 38, 271-280, p272  
96 McTaggart,”The Unreality of Time”, p464 
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underlying inspirations. This engagement with the ambiguous, I have argued, has its sources 

in Comper’s Anglo-Catholicism. Comper’s religion encouraged, and even required him to 

operate at the borders of acceptability and imagination in debates about history, ritual, 

Englishness and masculinity. I have sought to present Comper’s engagement with these 

discourses and debates as evidence of a modern mentality. I will now consider a little known 

exhibition of English church art which placed Comper at the centre of an examination of the 

connection and relationship between the ancient and the modern and in so doing, 

encouraged a link between Comper and his contemporaries.  

 

III 
The Artist and the Church 

 
I. Between the medieval and the modern 

 
“By showing comparatively unfamiliar works of the past and present side by side it is 

hoped that they will be seen in a fresh relationship to the whole tradition of English 

Church art – which is the only profitable way in which contemporary work by the artist 

for the Church can be looked at”.97  

 

In 1943, John Piper curated an exhibition entitled The Artist and the Church. It was not, he 

said in his foreword to the exhibition catalogue, “intended to be impartial or complete. Nor is 

it intended to be any kind of survey or conspectus of the work of any period. It reflects the 

personal taste of the arranger”.98 That personal taste is shown to be broad. There was 

thirteenth-century stained glass from Canterbury Cathedral, fifteenth-century glass from All 

Saints, North Street, in York and designs for glass panels by Edward Burne-Jones and 

William Morris.99 A section of the exhibition devoted to lettering and printing contained an 

Altar Service Book printed in 1901 by the Cambridge University Press. Sculpture was 

represented by the twelfth-century Majestas from the tympanum at Rowlstone in 

Herefordshire, a number of Norman fonts and a series of monuments dating from 1679 to 

1830. There were also sculptures by Henry Moore, Jacob Epstein (Fig. 34) and Henri 

Gaudier-Brzeska (Fig.35) and lettering carved in stone by Eric Gill. (Figs 36 and 37) Also 

included were sketches by Duncan Grant and Vanessa and Quentin Bell for the murals at 

 
97 John Piper, The Artist and the Church, Foreword to the Exhibition Catalogue, London, 1943, p3 
98 Ibid.  
99 Most of the exhibits were displayed through photographs. The exhibition was constrained by the strictures 
of wartime and the fact that it was a travelling one, visiting several cathedrals around the country, starting 
with Chichester.  
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Berwick Church in Sussex and there was a photograph of Stanley Spencer’s Resurrection 

on the Macedonian Front. These exhibits were included in sections devoted to work in 

specific media such as stained glass, wall painting, textiles, sculpture, lettering and printing.  

 

 

  
34. Jacob Epstein,      35. Henri Gaudier-Brzeska,  
“Madonna and Child”, 1927    “Singer”, 1913.  

 
 
 

 
36. Eric Gill, “Inscription: ‘Ex Divina Pulchritudine’” 

1926.  
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37. Eric Gill, Alphabet and Numerals.  

1909.  
 

 

The only section which highlighted a single artist was that entitled “The Work of 

J.N.Comper”. Twenty-one examples of Comper’s work were included; these were 

represented either by photographs or by Comper’s own drawings and designs. All the work 

was from the period of “unity by inclusion”. There are images from St Philip’s, Cosham and 

the furnishings at Aberdeen Cathedral. Also included was St John’s Stockcross where, in a 

chancel enclosed by a Spanish screen, a Comperian “English altar” is combined with an 

alabaster reredos suggesting the Renaissance. Comper’s decoration of the eighteenth-

century reredos at All Saints, Carshalton in Surrey was represented in copies of drawings 

and there were photographs from St Mary’s, Wellingborough.  

 

Piper’s aim with the exhibition was to ‘bridge the gap’ between the Church which had lost its 

sense of “artistic conviction”100 and the artist who had become “unco-operative and 

indifferent”,101 towards the Church. The Artist and the Church was part of Piper’s wider 

attempt to revivify church art and to encourage the Church to recover its role as a serious 

patron.102 In devoting an entire section to Comper, we can perhaps see Piper as offering him 

as an example of how the relationship between the artist and Church might operate 

 
100 Piper, The Artist and the Church, Foreword, p4 
101 ibid 
102 See Frances Spalding John Piper, Myfanwy Piper: Lives in Art, Oxford, 2009, pp236-7  
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successfully. More significantly though, Piper’s brief introduction to the section of the 

catalogue listing Comper’s exhibited work can be seen as an attempt to position Comper in a 

closer and more distinctive relationship to the other twentieth-century artists in the exhibition.  

 

Piper describes how Comper “began as a medievalist, and has developed into a creative 

artist – architect – the finest, as many people believe, now working for the church”.103 Piper 

then cites Comper’s view that “English architecture of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 

and one may add the sixteenth is, it is true, the culmination of Gothic in this country, but it is 

not the rock from which we were hewn, nor yet the end beyond which we cannot go”.104 

Piper recognises the eclectic and syncretic nature of Comper’s work and by placing Comper 

at the heart of an exhibition framed by the twelfth century and the twentieth, he is 

encouraging us to see him as the fulcrum on which the links between the past and the 

present hang. Because Comper’s own work absorbs styles from across time and place and 

connects them into a timeless unity, he operates as an exemplar of how, more broadly, 

connections can be made, or differences dissolved, across the boundaries between 

disparate styles, forms and historical periods. If this argument is accepted then it can also be 

argued that Piper is inviting us to make a connection between Comper and the twentieth-

century artists represented in The Artist and the Church. This connection will now be 

explored with particular reference to the work of Eric Gill who is the artist, after Comper, who 

is most fully represented in Piper’s exhibition.  

 

In 1937, the writer and artist Peter Anson, was commissioned by L’Artisan Liturgique105 to 

write an article about contemporary English church art and architecture. His article which 

concentrated on the work of Comper was rejected.106 Correspondence between Anson and 

the journal’s editor and between Anson and Comper illuminates the argument being pursued 

by Anson in his article and indicates why it was not accepted. In the letter to Comper, Anson 

writes that “the editor of the Artisan Liturgique, having seen the photographs of your work 

and read my article, now writes to say that they would not interest his readers who only care 

for what is “veritablement moderne” and that you are “trop archaique”.107 The editor, Anson 

said, “cited Eric Gill as the type of man who appealed to his readers”. In his response to the 

magazine, Anson considers Gill and modernity: 
 

103 Piper, The Artist and the Church, pp12-13  
104 Comper, Further thoughts on the English altar, p34.  
105 This was a journal published by the Benedictine monastery at Saint-Andre a Bruges between 1927 and 
1940. It aimed at the revival of Christian art and decoration within the traditions of modernism, Art Nouveau 
and Arts and Crafts style.  
106 It was subsequently published in England in PAX, the journal of the English Benedictines at Caldey Island 
under the title John Ninian Comper and his work.  
107 P.Anson to J.N.Comper, 2nd April 1937 
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“Il me semble que vos chers lecteurs ont une mentalité un peu vieux jeu s’ils ne 

sachent pas encore que, parmi les “avant-gardistes”, pour etre “veritablement 

moderne” le meilleure recommendation d’une oeuvre d’art est montrer son influence 

classique.  

Eric Gill et ses contemporains sont acceptés aujourd’hui par la petite bourgeoise 

provinciale. Les jeunes commencent chercher leurs maitres aux 18me et meme au 

19me siecles. Les modes changent rapidement”.108 

 

Anson’s recognition, in this letter, of the shifting, liminal quality of contemporary styles, those 

‘rapidly changing fashions’ can be seen as the starting point for a consideration of the 

connections between Gill’s and Comper’s work. It also enables us to recalibrate 

understandings and perceptions of the relationship between Comper and the twentieth 

century.  

   
 

 38. Images from L’Artisan Liturgique.  

 

Gill’s work as a sculptor has been described as achieving “a kind of timeless dignity and 

repose”.109 Similarly, in two separate letters to Comper, Anson notes the “ageless quality” of 

Gill’s only work of architecture, the Church of St Peter’s, Gorleston-on-Sea in Norfolk, 

completed in 1938. (Fig. 39) Anson notes that it is “quite unlike any so-called ‘modern’ 

 
108 P. Anson to Monsieur Noé 2nd April 1937. The wood engravings at figs 38 taken from L’Artisan Liturgique 
and which clearly show a connection with Gill’s own engravings provide an indication of the type of work 
which appealed to the editor and his readers. 
109 M. Yorke, Eric Gill: Man of Flesh and Spirit, London, 1981, p244. 
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church or even a medieval one, since there is no attempt to reproduce the details of any 

historic style”.110  

 

 
39. Eric Gill.  

St Peter’s, Gorleston-on-Sea, Norfolk, 1938. 

 
In the earlier letter, Anson notes that Gill’s church “possesses something of the ‘ageless’ 

quality of St Philip’s, Portsmouth”.111 Unconstrained by conformity to strict stylistic 

considerations, Gill’s church is, as described by Anson, “just pure brick work and carpentry – 

the kind of church a fifteenth-century bricklayer might have erected if he had been left to 

himself”.112 By means of the avoidance of a recognisably taxonomic style, Gill arrives at a 

form which appears to sit outside architectural time. A year earlier, in 1937, Comper had 

achieved the same at Cosham by taking the opposite approach. (Figs. 40, 41 and 42)  

 

 

 
40. J.N.Comper. St Philip’s Cosham, Portsmouth. 1937 

View looking east from under the gallery.  

 
110 P.Anson to J.N.Comper, 1st August, 1938.  
111 P.Anson to J.N.Comper, 8th July 1938. 
112 Ibid. 
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41. J.N.Comper. Altar and ciborium,  

St Philip’s Cosham, Portsmouth. 1937 

 
 

 
42. J.N.Comper. Organ and gallery,  

St Philip’s Cosham, Portsmouth. 1937 

 

This church is a pared down combination of the classical and the gothic. Early gothic is 

suggested by the Y-tracery lancet windows. Pointed arches spring from Corinthian capitals 

and the same capitals are repeated on the gold ciborium. A similar classical conformity is 

found in the Tuscan columns supporting the gallery at the west end repeated in the gold font 
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cover. A low altar rail of the English early seventeenth-century type surrounds the ciborium. 

St Philip’s, Cosham is therefore, as Symondson says, “indebted to the unfolding 

development of the Catholic tradition as it had evolved from Constantine to the twentieth 

century”.113 Through a concatenation of influences, Comper creates a building that is of all 

styles and no single style, all time and the timeless. Gill, too, achieves a form of the 

elimination of time but does it by standing outside the norms of architectural style.  

 

The similarity of Gill’s and Comper’s church work is apparent also in their thoughts on 

liturgical planning. For both men, the church was a building to house the altar and this 

function governed their conception of the interior plan and furnishing of a church. More than 

this, though, they both came, quite independently of each other, to the same conclusion as 

to how a church should operate liturgically and how the altar should fit within the liturgical 

space. This conclusion was modern and radical. 

 

In describing his work on the plans for his church at Gorleston, Eric Gill wrote to a friend: 

“The only thing to write home about is that it will have a central altar. Everything springs from 

that – the plan grows from that and the outside is simply the result of the inside…No-one will 

believe that we designed the job from the altar outwards and trusted to luck after that”.114  

The central altar, commonplace from the 1960s after the liturgical reforms of Vatican II and 

their adoption by the Church of England, was novel in the first half of the twentieth century. 

Its purpose was, as noted with Comper’s first use of the nave altar at the Grosvenor Chapel, 

to bring the congregation into a closer relationship with the clergy and the Eucharistic act.115 

Moving the altar towards the centre of the church, therefore, placed it physically and 

metaphorically at the heart of the building. The church therefore becomes, as Gill argues, 

“first and chiefly a canopy over an altar”.116 For Comper, similarly, the main purpose of a 

church is to be “a building which enshrines the altar”.117 Comper’s theory and practice of the 

Christian altar, according to Peter Hammond, anticipates the broader modern ‘liturgical 

movement’ of the later twentieth century by bringing the congregation into closer contact with 

the clergy, thus creating, in words which echo Comper’s own, “a building for corporate 

worship: a building to house an altar”.118 Gill takes further this modern notion of the function 

of the church determining the form of its architecture by asking: “is a church then a machine 

 
113 Symondson and Bucknall, Sir Ninian Comper, p168 
114 Letter, quoted in P.Hammond, Liturgy and Architecture, London, 1960, p70.  
115 “The altar should stand in the open, unencumbered by anything which is not necessary for the sacrifice or 
the meal”, Of the Christian Altar, p7 
116 E.Gill, Beauty looks after herself, p156, quoted in Yorke, Eric Gill, p235  
117 Comper, Of the atmosphere of a church, p235 
118 Hammond, Liturgy and Architecture, p75 
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to pray in?”119 Gill’s rhetoric in the course of a lecture is insufficient to enable us to make a 

case for Comper’s (or indeed Gill’s) ecclesiastical architecture as a species of Le 

Corbusierian modern functionalism. It does, though, encourage us to reconsider Comper’s 

work in relation to modernity more generally and to see it as offering the new under the cloak 

of the old.  

 
 
II. “To get the strong lines”: clarity and legibility in Comper and his contemporaries 
 
 
The significance attached to the altar can be measured by the extent of the decoration 

Comper lavished on it and the ciboria placed over the majority of his twentieth-century nave 

altars. Its importance, and the importance of other richly coloured or gilded items of liturgical 

furnishings such as the screen and the font, is further heightened by the almost complete 

absence of colour on the walls, piers, arches and ceilings. On entering a Comper church, 

“the eye is held up by a blaze of gold among the whiteness”.120 Whilst this contrast is born, 

principally, out of liturgical theology, it is also the consequence of a conscious move towards 

a greater clarity and simplicity of form. This aesthetic, it will now be argued, connects 

Comper, stylistically, with his contemporaries.  

 

The purpose of Comper’s use of whitewash for his interiors is “to do much to give uniformity 

and spaciousness”.121 By creating this sense of space, the interior and the furnishings and 

decoration placed in it and seen against it are presented with a greater degree of clarity and 

proportion. In a lecture of 1914, the critic T.E.Hulme argued, using examples from Wyndham 

Lewis’s paintings and Jacob Epstein’s sculptures, that the contemporary art was aiming “to 

use lines which are clean and clear cut and mechanical” and that there was “a desire for 

austerity and bareness, a striving towards structure”.122 Hulme was, of course, as is clear 

here, writing in the context of the “mechanistic obsessions”123 of Vorticism but the clean, 

clear lines of modernism had a life beyond the machine age. Epstein’s Rima on the W.H. 

Hudson Memorial in Hyde Park (Fig. 43) completed in 1925, relies for its effect on the 

 
119 E.Gill, Sacred and Secular in Art and Industry, A Lecture given before the Royal Institution in February 1939. 
This quotation is taken from a newspaper report about the lecture. The cutting is in Comper’s papers at the 
RIBA. 
120 J. Betjeman, “J.N.Comper: Heir to Butterfield and Bodley”, The Architectural Review, February 1939, pp79-
82, p79. 
121 J.N.Comper to Rev. J.Du.B.Lance, Vicar of St Andrew’s, Taunton, 23rd April 1948. 
122 T.E.Hulme, Modern Art and its Philosophy, quoted in G. Cianci, “Reading T.S.Eliot visually”, p126  
123 P. Fuller, Theoria, Art and Absence of Grace London, 1988, p188.  
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directness and lucidity of its lines. The figures are given definition through a series of clear 

flat outlines each patently legible.  

 
43. Jacob Epstein. “Rima. W.H.Hudson Memorial”. 1925. Hyde Park, London.  

 

 

Although Epstein’s clarity and integrity of line has its origins in his Rock Drill of 1913, the 

jettisoning of the machine for the pastoral are, according to Malcolm Yorke, evidence of the 

influence of Eric Gill (with whom Epstein was associated in the early days of the London 

Group), “as the carving methods he learned from Gill are distinctly visible on his ‘Rima’ 

statue”.124 Gill’s style of low-relief carving has been described as displaying a “diagrammatic 

approach”.125 For Yorke, all Gill’s subjects “are admirably displayed on the white of the 

page”, his first aim being “legibility”.126 It is, perhaps, not surprising, given Gill’s skill as a 

calligrapher and letter carver, that he “never compromised the purity of his line”.127 The 

importance of the clarity of line to Gill’s work is reflected in his large number of wood 

engravings, a medium whose aesthetic effect depends so much upon the presentation and 

holding of a sense of continuous movement. All these qualities are combined in Gill’s 

Stations of the Cross for Westminster Cathedral (Fig. 44) where letter carving and sculpture 

are combined in a flattened, linear style reminiscent of George and Edward Dalziel’s 

woodcuts of images from Giotto’s Arena Chapel Frescoes.128 (Figs. 45 and 46). 

 

 

 

 

 
124 Yorke, Eric Gill, p243 
125 D.Farr, English Art, 1870-1940, Oxford, 1978, p223 
126 Yorke, Eric Gill, p155 
127 Ibid, p136 
128 Farr, English Art, p222 
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 44. Eric Gill. Stations of the Cross, Stations, II and XIII, 1914-18 

Westminster Cathedral. 

 

 
45. Giotto. Christ before Caiaphas. Arena Chapel Padua.  

Wood engraving by George and Edward Dalziel. 1855. From a watercolour by W. O. Williams  

 

 
46. Giotto. Crucifixion. Arena Chapel Padua.  

Wood engraving by George and Edward Dalziel. 1856. From a watercolour by W. O. Williams  

 

 

Comper’s placing of clearly delineated church furnishings within and against a white interior 

can be seen as an architectural manifestation of this desire for “legibility”. The essence of 

the aesthetics of church decoration for Comper was that the eye should not be distracted 
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from the form.129 This emphasis on form had important implications for Comper’s 

ecclesiastical art. In a letter to Canon Norris, Comper wrote:  

 

“I am always trying to reduce shading both in needlework and glass to a minimum 

because I find that it does not tell out, as I think they understood in the best periods. 

But their strong lines made for the grotesque and my as yet unresolved problem is to 

get the strong lines without the grotesque”.130 

 

Comper does not explain what he means by the grotesque but in much of his decorative 

work of the twentieth century, it is apparent that he is aiming to achieve the clear “strong 

lines” which, as we have seen informed the work of contemporaries with whom Comper was, 

by John Piper, linked. If we consider the putti on the screen at Wellingborough, together with 

the drawings on which they are based, these images display that continuity of line noted in 

his contemporaries. (Figs. 47 and 48)  

  
  

47. J.N.Comper. Studies for putti for the screen at St Mary’s Wellingborough. RIBA drawings archive.  

 

 
129 See Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p50 
130 J.N.Comper to Canon Norris, 2th June 1937 
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48. J.N.Comper. Detail from Screen 

St Mary’s Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1940 

 

A similar clarity is found in other drawings (Figs. 49 and 50) suggesting that this was a style 

at which Comper was consciously aiming in his church at Wellingborough.  

  
49. J.N.Comper. “St Mary Cleophas”.  
Design for window at St Mary’s Wellingborough..  
RIBA drawings archive 

 
50. J.N.Comper. “The Virgin Mary at the Visitation” 
Design for window at St Mary’s Wellingborough. 
RIBA drawings archive 

 

It is apparent also in the figures in the lunettes from St Alban’s, Holborn (Fig. 21) where 

Comper achieves a sense of movement through simple line and form. These same formal 

considerations are evident in Comper’s work in the plastic arts. His rood seraphim (Fig. 51) 

evince a continuity of line in the sinuous curves of the interlinking wings and there is a two-

dimensional quality to these sculpted works which invites comparison with Gill’s low relief 

sculptures with their “flattening of the frontal planes, a conscious under-emphasis of 



51 
 

plasticity”.131 By considering Comper alongside some of his contemporaries as Piper is 

asking us to do, possibilities open up for a legitimate exploration of formal and stylistic 

similarities and connections between these artists. This exploration results, as we have 

seen, in our drawing parallels which suggest a revised view of Comper as working within, or 

at least at the limits of, contemporary aesthetic boundaries.  

 
51. J.N.Comper. Seraph from rood loft, 

St Mary’s Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, 1923-26 

 

 

Comper’s connections with the other twentieth-century artists in Piper’s exhibition emerge in 

other directions when we consider how influences from the past link them. The murals at 

Berwick by Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell have been described as merging “the 

monumental figures of Giotto and Fra Angelico, who had inspired many of Vanessa Bell’s 

earlier paintings…with recognizable village faces set amid local Sussex scenery”.132 Gill, as 

we have seen, owes a debt to Giotto in his Stations of the Cross and Stanley Spencer’s 

Resurrection on the Macedonian Front decorates the east wall of his recreation of the Arena 

Chapel at Burghclere. Comper too, reflects these early Renaissance influences. For him, 

“the greatest of all Christian painters”133 was Fra Angelico, the “greatest master of beautiful 

and holy faces the world has ever known”.134 The directness, clarity and serenity of Fra 

Angelico’s figures have a parallel in Comper’s work and a similar delicacy of line links the 

two, particularly in Comper’s angels and human figures. (Figs. 52-56) Cristoforo Landino, in 

his analysis of the artists of fifteenth-century Florence, ascribes to Fra Angelico the quality of 

 
131 Farr, English Art, p223 
132 A. Harris, Romantic Moderns: English Writers, Artists and the Imagination from Virginia Woolf to John Piper, 
London, 2010, p200 
133 Comper, Further thoughts on the English Altar, p36 
134 Comper, Of the Christian Altar, p23 
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vezzoso which Michael Baxandall suggests should be translated as “blithely charming”.135 

Baxandall writes of the “obviously blithe and charming character of such figures as the 

dancing angels in his (Fra Angelico’s) pictures”.136 When seen in this context, and especially 

when we recall his invocation of Fra Angelico in his encomium to ecclesiastical dance, it is 

hard not to see the source of Comper’s inspiration. The other word which Landino uses to 

describe Fra Angelico’s paintings is devoto. Comper’s own work, in the rich, decorative 

Anglo-Catholic tradition, is so manifestly devout that the parallel is apparent at every point.   

 

 
52. Fra Angelico. “The Annunciation”. 1442-43.  

Fresco. 230x321cm 
Convent of San Marco, Florence 

 

 
53. J.N.Comper. “Study of an Angel” 1922. 

RIBA drawings archive 

 

 
135 Michael Baxandall Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy, Oxford 1972, p147-48. He says that 
vezzoso is untranslateable but offers this as a “rough translation”. 
136 Ibid.  
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54. Fra Angelico. Detail from “The Story of St Nicholas, The Death of the Saint”. 1447-48 

Tempera and gold on panel.  
National Gallery of Umbria, Perugia 

 
 

 
55. J.N.Comper. Study for Angel for the Church of the Assumption of our Lady, Ufford, Suffolk.  

RIBA drawings archive 
 
 



54 
 

 
56. J.N.Comper. Reredos, St Mary and St Giles, Stony Stratford, Buckinghamshire, 1935.  

 

 

Conclusion: “Breaking away from fashions” 
 

Comper emerges from Piper’s exhibition within a web of relationships, influences and 

connections moving backwards and forwards across time. In The Artist and the Church, 

Comper’s work stands for a sense of the fluidity between the boundaries marking past and 

present. In placing Comper alongside artists of the Modern Movement, it might be argued 

that Piper is positioning him tentatively at the outer limits of modernism, albeit that restrained 

modernism tempered by its encounter with Christianity. That Comper might be so located is 

a possibility which opens up with the argument that “the familiar perspective that has 

privileged modernist (post-Cubist) art as the art of the twentieth century was largely the 

retroactive effect of a mid-twentieth-century discourse”. 137 However, even on a generous 

definition of modernism as “art which responds to the evolving conditions of modern life 

prevalent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries”,138 we should draw back from 

an attempt to co-opt Comper as a modernist. His work, read in the context of modernism, 

whether literary, critical or artistic, acquires a new profundity and emerges in a distinctively 

twentieth-century direction. That direction was principally towards an engagement with 

questions of theology and philosophy and his work responds in complex, ambiguous and 

modern ways.  But it was response to ideas and beliefs, not to “conditions of modern life”  

 

More than this, though, Comper was aware that his work, formed by and mirroring the fluid, 

liminal world of Anglo-Catholicism operated between and outside recognised stylistic and 

formal registers. “Our need”, he wrote, “is to break away from fashions, whether the 
 

137 J. Wolff, AngloModern: Painting and Modernity in Britain and the United States, Ithaca, 2003, p159  
138 D. Peters Corbett and L. Perry, Introduction to D. Peters Corbett and L. Perry, English Art, 1860-1914: 
Modern Artists and Identity, Manchester, 2000, p2 
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modernist fashion of the moment or the persistent medievalism which survives them all; and 

if it be at all possible, without the tragic consequence of creating another fashion”.139 His 

work was, and aspired to be, sui generis. It aimed to show how the old was to be revivified in 

new directions. This was to be done not simply by drawing on moments of history but by 

rendering originality through the collapsing of past forms and past time into each other and 

into the present in a complex and constant process of simultaneity and juxtaposition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

139 Comper, Of the Atmosphere of the Church, p240 
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