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All discussions of artistic invention involve seeing an object as different from
similar objects that came before it. In effect this means that the analysis of
invention is predicated on assumptions about similarity and difference,
assumptions which are themselves not always fully theorized. What kind of
difference are we talking about—visual, material, conceptual, or some
combination of the above? And on what criteria can one work be judged as
meaningfully different from another? Since we are specifically speaking
about medieval art and architecture in this special issue of British Art
Studies, these ideas of difference can also be situated historically.
Invention, in its original meaning and its medieval Latin root, did not in and
of itself imply innovation—or more specifically, novelty. However, its modern
English meaning does, and it is in this sense that many of the articles in this
special issue take the term. Many involve analyses of the development of
something new, different, and exceptional, and of changes in visual culture
over time—that is to say, novelty and change as perceived by art historians
today. These investigations in turn suggest a further important problem: the
distinction between our perceptions of novelty and those of medieval
viewers.
It is a significant question for the study of visual culture more broadly,
because notions—even if unarticulated—about what makes something
different have been central to artistic theory and practice at so many points
in time. The concepts of the copy, the print, the photograph, the readymade,
the replica, the discourse of pseudomorphism in abstract painting: all engage
with this idea of difference. Thinking about invention in medieval art brings a
distinctive outlook to the conversation, as these are some of the works that
to most modern eyes look “the same”. People who study medieval art
probably understand this as a matter of familiarity. But it is worth
questioning similarity and difference in conceptual as well as perceptual
terms, as the bases for understanding what invention might have meant
historically. The context of BAS also inflects this discussion in a particular
way (compared to, say, a journal of medieval studies), as it presents its
implications in a diachronic perspective: treating art in Britain before 1500 in
ways that might resonate with later concepts of invention.
A few examples drawn from the history and historiography of medieval art
can serve to demonstrate the point. The tradition of typological study—think
of Francis Cheetham’s English Medieval Alabasters (1984)—indicates one
way of understanding visual difference, even if that difference is not
explicitly conceptualized, but rather demonstrated by grouping things
together according to particular characteristics. Any such typology, in
grouping objects in this way, makes a statement about their essential
features. Or take the example that one of the editors, Jessica Berenbeim,
spoke about at the conference that started this project (about which more
below): a series of secular (“livery”) badges now at the British Museum.

Badges particularly lend themselves to this conversation, because the
deliberate manipulation of similarity and difference is fundamental to their
mode of expression: their design related to affinity, while their materials
related to status. Finally, the cathedral and the “great church” are notable
examples: a monastic church can become a cathedral with (at least in
theory) no physical change; or a cathedral can be razed to the ground, and
rebuilt with no institutional change. Which is the more radical
transformation?
In effecting this kind of change, in creating a work that differs from its
predecessors, there needs to be some conception of—some manner of
envisioning—a work that does not yet exist. In other words, the consequence
of invention is imagination. The necessity of imagining something comes
from it not being before our eyes; where rays of light bearing visual
information fail, the way of seeing must be internal. An image has to be
invented, that is to say discovered (from invenire, to find) in the mind as
much as in the block of stone. Much of the work of medieval artists involved
picturing the unseen past from biblical or hagiographic sources or secular
histories. The scenes had to be imagined. Other outwardly invisible
information, such as the structures of abstract thought, could be presented
in diagrammatic terms, but their appropriate schema also had to be
found—and almost always adapted to changed circumstances. Inventing and
representing were fundamental intellectual processes in this endeavour, but
they also provided scope for eliciting emotional responses from spectators:
to imagine they were with the shepherds adoring the newborn Christ child; to
pity the martyrs shown tormented for their faith as if before their eyes.
Medieval Christian theology understood creative imagination and invention
in distinctive terms, which would have been more or less familiar to those
creating the works discussed in this issue. The location of these operations
through the senses in the mind, itself part of the soul, gave them flavours
unique to the individual—whether makers or audience. The soul was
understood as a chip off the divine block, as it were, but all souls were
different, through nurture, experience, and discipline. Novelty, originality,
and creativity were part of exercising one’s birthright, of being created in the
image of the Creator. Paradoxically, human artists had the power to create
original works—to invent—because they themselves were seen as copies
after the divine. Human creation was furthermore an active demonstration of
free will, a gift which theologians such as St Anselm argued it was our duty to
exercise in ways that honoured the Creator. Seen in these terms, simply to
accept an existing visual image, to copy it automatically, was a failure of the
imaginative and inventive faculties with which God had endowed us. Yet
there is a lingering suspicion in the history of art that to invent or to be
imaginative is a post-medieval phenomenon, associated with the recognition
of the artist as a genius possessing extraordinary inventive abilities.

The Invention and Imagination conference held at the British Museum
between 30 October and 1 November 2014, where the papers here were first
presented, aimed to explore contexts in which innovation occurred in
medieval British art and architecture, to see what prompted the creation of
new ideas, or the reappropriation, reworking, and re-presentation of old ones.
“Great Britain”, a concept developed in the period to distinguish the island
from “Lesser Britain” (Brittany), is well placed to be a laboratory for exploring
these issues. “Odd” imagery was first identified here by scholars from Europe
and America, who noticed anomalies such as the entrance to Hell depicted
as a gaping mouth, or the “disappearing” Christ at the Ascension, rising into
cloud with only his lower limbs still visible. And what about cylindrical or
polygonal chapter houses, another Insular phenomenon? None of this should
be taken to suggest that people in Britain were especially inventive or
imaginative, but it does prompt questions about the circumstances and
stimuli for doing things differently, and the reasons for the popularity (or
unpopularity) of the invention that resulted. For better or worse, the
conference hardly addressed issues of the afterlife of new developments—a
theme for another occasion, perhaps.
One of the guiding ideas and scholarly contexts framing the conference was
“a return to the object”. We were fortunate indeed that collaboration
between the Paul Mellon Centre and the British Museum enabled direct
access to various kinds of medieval artefact. This encouraged a focus on
materiality and facture. The conference included two kinds of session: those
with traditional academic papers, and object sessions. Handling sessions
allowed participants to see an object from all sides, to articulate its form by
moving it in the light, to perceive its size, and to feel its weight. How is the
tooling of the back, which was not meant for display, different from that on
the front and sides, and how is the transition between the two managed?
What are the sculptural differences between cutting an image in reverse
intaglio (for a seal matrix or a mould for a pilgrim’s badge) and carving a
unique image in positive relief? How do we understand the usually lost
matrix or mould from impressions or casts taken from it, apart from the fact
that the former, like a photographic negative, promotes “mechanical
reproduction”? In keeping with the format of the conference, this special
issue includes both articles and virtual objects. The spirit of object handling
is captured by digital imagining, accompanied by a “Conversation Piece”
discussing the conceptual, practical, and theoretical issues produced by such
new technological means of reproducing and recreating medieval objects for
the digital screen.
Too intense an engagement with facture, however, might seem to place the
power of invention and imagination in the domain of physical crafting. In
several of the case studies explored in these papers there is another
important locus of decision making: the person paying for the product, for
whom there was always more at stake than mere expense. If the object was

to be acknowledged in the world as a result of a patron’s initiative, then that
patron would be seen to have approved it—at least tacitly, even if their
endorsement was not overtly displayed in inscriptions or heraldry. A wise
patron would almost certainly exercise some control—through a conversation
with the artificer(s), a written brief, or through monitoring the work’s
progress. So it is not the imagination and invention of makers alone that
requires scrutiny. Patrons in medieval Britain are not well conceived of as
“clients”, the term used by Michael Baxandall in discussing fifteenth-century
Italy. They often play a generative role in many of the most inventive
episodes in the art and architecture of Britain in the Middle Ages. The
dynamic interplay between the pre-formed “idea” of the finished object—in
the minds of various participants—and its physical realization, is usually
hidden from us now. But conceiving of it as imaginative as well as technical
is a crucial part of locating the art and architecture in a social, economic, and
communicative domain quite different from today’s, when so much more of
the authorship is (rightly or wrongly) attributed solely to the creativity of
artists.

Medieval Invention and its Potencies
Paul Binski

Abstract
Medieval invention is considered first in relation to the powers of the rational
and the irrational: the outcome of an artefact may have particular persuasive
(more rarely supernatural) force which casts light on the makers of the
artefact themselves. Was especially remarkable art necessarily the product
of virtue? The answer in Antiquity and the medieval world was clearly “no”.
The rational and rhetorical idea of persuasion touched and blurred with the
idea of seduction, and the agency in the making of an artefact might appear
supernatural, free of human agency. But exceptional effects are not norms,
and the concern of this paper is with the everyday, the social, rather than
the exceptional and unique. This is explored in the second half by thinking
about rules and conventions that are agreed socially, and in regard to which
the aesthetic and the ethical once more touch and blur. Stress is laid on the
medieval pleasures of taking conventions and playing with them in the
process of art realization, a social process which could ultimately reaffirm the
authority of traditional starting points.
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Figure 1.
Villard de Honnecourt, Plan of Königslutter Church,
from Album of drawings and sketches, 1201–1300,
ink on parchment, 23.2 × 15.2 cm. Collection
Bibliothèque nationale de France, (MS fr. Fr 19093,
folio 15). Digital image courtesy of BnF 2017

“O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend/ The brightest heaven of invention”,
says the prologue to Shakespeare’s Henry V. Artistic invention in the Middle
Ages was not so major a theme as it was to become in the Renaissance,
when its potencies were an important way of signalling the competitive
machismo of great artists. Yet the rhetorical idea of invention, that finding
out of ideas and material set out in Cicero’s De inventione, was perfectly
familiar to the Middle Ages, as readers of Geoffrey of Vinsauf’s Poetria nova
will know. 1 It was first a literary idea, and though I do not find it greatly
emphasized in the artistic annals of the period, it was an idea subject to the
formulations of Greco-Roman rationality. It belongs fully within the Latin and
romance tradition. Consider that famous sixteenth-century expression “Se
non è vero è ben trovato”—“if it be not true it is at least well feigned”, or, in
more modern speech “It may not be true but, goddamit, I like it.” Trovato

means to “find” and probably comes from the later Latin tropare, “to
compose” or “invent”, a word which in turn produces trover, trope, troubador
and so on. 2 This troping occurs on folio 15 of Villard de Honnecourt’s
portfolio where a church plan is labelled “Kevilars de honecourt trova &

pierres de corbie” (fig. 1). 3 Under the chord of the apse of the plan was
added an inscription in brownish ink “istud bresbiterium invenerunt ulardus
de hunecort et petrus de corbeia inter se disputando” (Villard de Honnecourt
and Pierre de Corbeil made up this presbytery, debating between
themselves). Invention is a subject for argument, disputation, even
“wrestling” intellectually, as the nearby drawing of two wrestlers suggests. It
entailed argy-bargy, force, but also reasoning.

The Rational and Irrational
Many aspects of rhetoric and the history of ethics teach us that art is in part
a matter of rational judgement, of self-conscious calculation. For Aristotle the
purpose of making and hence skill (téchnē, Latin ars) is to produce a thing
(Aristotle takes the example of building), while action has as its end a
judgement, ideally practical wisdom or phronēsis. Téchnē is thus a ”reasoned
productive state” whose action is poietike—an idea which led Horace, among
others, to think of poetry as something “crafted”, hence his work Ars poetica,
literally the “poetic craft”. In his Metaphysics (Iine 1) Aristotle considers
téchnē to be a product of remembered experience from which general
method and system is derived. Hence some have written of the “Craft of
Thought”: a fertile idea partly because it indicates the crafty, educable
nature of thinking but also, per contra, the thoughtful, educable nature of
craftiness. 4 The idea that highly skilled artists, architects especially,
possessed (and were defined professionally by the possession of) knowledge
of certainties and causes—what scholastics called scientia—suggests that
medieval invention was primarily rational. This idea was developed from
Aristotle’s teaching about causes, and that it was applied to architects is
vouched for by Christine de Pizan. 5
So the “brightest heaven” might suggest that everything was reason,
sweetness, and light. But the classical and medieval worlds tell us that this
was not exactly so. Much of what is interesting about medieval ideas of
creativity lies at the junction of rationality and that which is less obviously
rational, that which works in ways that are not immediately obvious, but
which are immediately effective. In fact, for an important tradition in
medieval thinking that was not Aristotelian in nature, it was exactly in the
mysterious powers of art that danger lay. Suspicion of such powers
originated in Platonic thought, in the belief made apparent in the Symposium
and Phaedrus that there is something erotic and hence corruptible in the arts
of communication. 6 Quintilian (Institutio Oratoria, 2.15) thought along

similar lines in attempting to rescue rhetoric from the charge that it is merely
persuasive, for, as he says in the same place, money, the “mere look of a
man”, courtesans, flatterers and corrupters are all persuasive. This made
persuasion a larger thing than speech alone, a thing of “looks”. It is an easy
matter to trace suspicion of such sensuous things as colour all the way from
rhetorical thought through to monastic critiques of the eleventh and twelfth
centuries and later Lollard and antifraternal literature such as Pierce the
Ploughman’s Crede. The word persuasion is related to the word suavitas,
sweetness, a feature of the middle of the three levels of rhetoric. Sweetness,
like most interesting aesthetic ideas, is notoriously tricky and ambivalent, at
once winning and pleasing, but also tinged with the potential for human
error. The fruits and serpent of Eden were seductive: Honorius
Augustodunensis indeed refers to the “serpens persuadens” of Genesis. 7
Persuasive and talented artists might themselves be morally ambivalent or
worse. Daedalus and some of the talented human monsters in Pliny’s
Historia naturalis (35.71) such as Parrhasius, “fecundus artifex sed quo nemo
insolentius usus sit Gloria artis”, a prolific artist but one who enjoyed the
glory of his art with unparalleled arrogance, form part of the same tradition
as Matthew Paris’s condemnation of the mason Hugh of Goldclif at St Albans
as “vir quidem fallax et falsidicus sed artifex praeelectus”, a deceitful man
and a liar, but a pre-eminent craftsman. 8 William of Sens at Canterbury had
fallen from the scaffold, according to Gervase’s elliptical words, either
because of the “vengeance of God or spite of the Devil”. Dante, of course,
associates great painters with Pride in his Purgatorio (Canto XI).
So there was a dark side to invention. Extraordinary invention is both
miraculous and divine, yet art, craft, and cunning all have an aspect that, as
commentators during the Renaissance were to emphasize, was melancholy,
or actually morally suspect. Aristotle’s writing on oratory made it possible to
think that the ethos or character of an artist lay within his work, not within
himself: a bad man could give a good speech (Quintilian disagreed). Cunning,
deriving from the Old German kennen, points to knowledge, and to the word
Kunst, “art” or “know-how”. It also flags up the possibility of deceit. The word
craft was developed from strength, power, and force (as in the German
kraft). But while medieval things might have force or virtus, as Xénia
Muratova notes, there is no evidence that medieval craftsmen themselves
were regarded or regarded themselves as magicians. 9 They possessed
strength—the strength needed to “honour” material. They were not always
morally good, for persuaders are not always nice. But they did not weave
spells. The powers of art and the powers of invention were not exactly the
same.

There is a fine line between the power of seduction—a power which, as Eve
found out, does not operate upon rational judgement but which seeks rather
to sidestep it with appalling consequences—and persuasion, in the working
of which thought and judgement are integral. The two are distinct yet
related. A seducer cleverly and even unconsciously overcomes well thoughtthrough and rationally held core values, is a ruinous corrupter, from the Latin
corruptio and corrumpere, to seduce, corrupt, or spoil. A persuader, however,
produces conviction by appealing consciously both to heart and mind.
Persuasion does not typically entail coercion or duress. And there is little
evidence that in the Middle Ages the powers of rhetorical persuasion were
deemed to be actually magical. Some present-day writers suggest that
rhetoric and magic are in fact the same. This seems to me to stretch the
definition of magic a little far. 10 We might speak of “magic” metaphorically,
as in the “magical” effect of a successful work of art, without insisting on the
literal operation of anything supernatural. But this is a Romantic turn of
phrase, not a medieval one. Those (unusual) words of Master Gregorius, the
supposed English clerical visitor to Rome who wrote of the “magical
persuasion” (magicam persuasionem), of the statue of Venus on the Roman
forum to which he was repeatedly compelled to return, say something
principally about the dark power of ancient idols: this remained a trope of
fetishism into the modern era. I think his words are periphrastic and allude to
erotic charge—all this pointing us back to that Platonic idea of rhetorical
persuasion as seduction. 11 His stress on compulsion precisely reminds us
that incantatio, fascination, and enchantment had strong negative
associations in the medieval mind. 12 Wicked pagan things were an artful
class apart.
Here it is useful to make two additional points. The first is that there certainly
was an account of medieval making (if not exactly invention) which stressed
supernatural or superhuman origin. There were classes of medieval object
which came into existence without apparent human agency and which could
be said to possess their own intentionality. Seals are an instance. The
emergence of an image on soft wax produced by a die is, metaphorically
speaking, a sort of miracle. For Bedos-Rezak the seal impression supplies
analogies for theological thinking about prototype, image, and incarnation,
and about intention. 13 The image emerges from nowhere as if it possessed
intentionality; and indeed there is a case for saying that, whatever we think
about authorship, the intentio auctoris can be the property not of a person
but of a text or art object. The issue here is the way the outward
configuration of an object or text steers us, leads us, towards an effect or
affect. Intention is change, indicating the apparent operation of will or
voluntas. On its own an object cannot do this simply—the context or
“occasion” must be right.

This idea of an origin and intention was connected to the idea of authority.
Medievalists regularly encounter the idea of the miraculous or God-given or
angel-induced image, be it an image, illumination, image-relic and so on, or
indeed a building. Giraldus Cambrensis writes in this way about an Irish
Gospel book and its miracles of miniaturization. 14 Until 1200 or so there was
also a class of buildings inspired in their basic arrangement—scale
especially—by divine mandate: an instance is the miracle of Gunzo at Cluny
in which the dimensions of the great new church were dictated apostolically
in a vision. God and the saints set out the measurements of churches as if
they were Noah’s Ark. These measurements were, inventively speaking, a
cognitive model or starting point, the sort of basic formula discussed in
Richard Krautheimer’s still fundamental article of 1942 on architectural
iconography. 15 We are familiar with these transferences in pre-Gothic
England as at Lincoln or Norwich or Canterbury. In such cases we are dealing
with a handing down, tradition: obedience and human agency are necessary
to record and implement the numbers.
After origins, effects: the wonder-response to great skill, great scale, or great
effect is very well documented in the Middle Ages, as Caroline Bynum noted.
16

In such extraordinary cases the agency at work may be perceived as in
some way supernatural (as in the case of the actually miraculous), but it is
usually rooted in the human sensory faculties, unlike the most rare
transcendent, visionary, or ecstatic experiences, events actually beyond
experience and discourse. For the most part even experiences of wonder are
really experiences not of enchantment but engagement. Enchantment is a
form of force majeure working one way upon a possibly unwilling or
unconscious “recipient”. In contrast, engagement (like persuasion) is a twoway pledge requiring consenting adults. It is true that occasionally the
effects of art are astonishing and that we react to them with wonder, that
initial disorientation and questioning which precedes reasoned reflection on
“how it was done”: “Hoc opus eximium vario celamine mirum”—“this
extraordinary work, a marvel of varied relief”—as it says on the twelfthcentury apse reliefs from Königslutter (fig. 2). 17 Wondering might entail an
emotion, or a kind of hesitation, even the attribution of the source of the
wonder to supernatural authority, angelic hands: but the effects, no matter
how remarkable, are still within the realm of nature whatever their causes. In
the appreciation of the elegance and complexity of the marble used in the
new choir of Lincoln Cathedral begun in the 1190s, the Metrical Life of St
Hugh of Lincoln (lines 879–80) states that on inspection the stone can
“suspend minds” in trying to decide what kind of stone was used, jasper or
marble. But the reflection which follows, like the sculpted surfaces, is
palpable, consisting of a sensory and intellectual weighing up of such things
as how the effects were reached, or what their purpose might be. Wondering
is not the end, but the start of thought and enquiry. Wonder gets us going.

Figure 2.
Apse Reliefs, Königslutter Church, Germany, 12th century. Digital image
courtesy of Bildarchiv Monheim GmbH / Alamy Stock Photo.

Limitation and Freedom
In breathing human life back into medieval artefacts—the great concern of
much present-day art-historical and cultural criticism in its reaction to an
over-intellectualized twentieth-century Kunstwissenschaft—we do well to
remember those darker powers of moral uncertainty and ambivalence which
combine in one of western Europe’s great traditions of scepticism about
human attainment, that art possesses dangers, that it has a side not exactly
captured by reasoning. However, having issued that reminder, it is important
not to lose sight of another truth about medieval crafting: that it was not
always engaged in the operation of, or search for, the exceptional. The
medieval idea of craft connected to the “good life”: the daily business of the
craftsman, that harmonizing of means and ends had to do with getting things
“right”. The modern idea of art, formed under the pressures of Romantic
thought as a special, even magical, zone of experience, is quite alien to the
ordinary daily preoccupation with “rightness”. This is why the formal
arrangement, the crafting and calculation of what are now called works of
art, matters, and why the demotion of the notion of craft in relation to the
special zone of fine art—a nineteenth-century “achievement”—has not been
helpful.

The artisan judges what is ordinarily right, not exceptionally right. Artisans
do this because durable works of art must fit, be useful, and be tolerant of
the vagaries of personal subjective mood and circumstances. The sense of
something being ordinarily right is embedded in the conventions of téchnē or
ars. Getting things right entails the values of proportion and measure. These
underwrote the idea of the worthiness of something, whether or not it was
“honest”. The word “measure” has its root in the Latin mensurare, to
establish quantity; but it also has a second, as it were qualitative, sense of
regulate, moderate, restrain. “Proportion”, like “honesty” was an important
value in art commissioning as in social interaction more generally. In John
Lydgate’s Song of Just Mesure, he states that everything contrived by man
“standith in proporcioun”. 18 “Proportion” here is not simply a matter of
geometric quantity or number but, following the Book of Wisdom 11:21 and
the authority of Augustine, also weight: in Mesure is tresour, Lydgate also
asks
What may avaylle al your ymagynynges
Withoute proporciouns of weyghte and just mesour? 19
The idea of weight as well as balance is important for any three-dimensional
art such as sculpture, as it is for architecture. Balance—if not exact
symmetry, at least a calculated negotiation of the forces in a form to produce
harmony—mattered in art production as much as in the maintenance of the
humours of the body, and therefore health. 20 The balance might be easily
upset, indeed its force in aesthetic matters came precisely from its inherent
precariousness, the artist striking a tensile balance without de-energizing the
final result. And as with proportion, so with balance: such terms were linked
in a chain of association, like an affinity, with ethical ideas such as equity or
justice: “measure” connected to the sense of “rightness”. 21 The verbal
symmetry between the Latin verb artare, to bind, contract, or limit, and ars,
usually taken at this time as “craft”, prompted a line of thought on just this
problem. In his Etymologies (1.1.2), Isidore uses and develops this ethically
when he states of the words ars-artus that “ars has got its name because it
consists of artis, instructions and rules. Others say this word is derived from
the Greek apotesaretes, i.e. from virtue, the name they use for knowledge.”
It is helpful to separate rules from conventions. Conventions are essentially
guidelines indicating that if x is done y will probably follow. Inventiveness (a
term perhaps preferable to the ontologically more problematical “creativity”)
is thus more conventional than bound by rules. We might think of it as rulereferred, but not rule-bound. Rule-referral creates the scope for those
winning and even unexpected deployments of rules which go further and
seem even more “right”—“rightness” always being relational, occasional. 22

In this sense of rightness lies the idea of nifty selection from the options, or
elegance. Elegance (the term comes from the Latin to “select”) is, however,
based on skilled choice from limited, not unlimited options. In radical
cases—much rarer—the artisan may end up changing the rules altogether. In
society too there are those who are outlaws beyond the rules, those who are
within but who create new rules or change the old ones, and those who just
follow.
But all artists, like all writers, know that rules, like plans, are only a starting
point: that they may be referred to, but also pulled around, in the service of
art. This exposes a difficulty with the transfer of modern deterministic or
rule-bound notions of plans to medieval invention. As no less an authority
than Le Corbusier said: “The plan is what determines everything; it is the
decisive moment.” 23 In understanding medieval art this is not entirely
helpful, though its consequences have been thoroughly worked out by those
subscribing to the notion of “Platonic geometry” as an archetypical basis for
medieval architecture. 24 The whole point about an archetype is that it
cannot be exactly replicated. There is no support in Geoffrey of Vinsauf (or in
rhetorical teaching) for assuming that the “plan”, or consilium, is something
worked out in full in all its ideas: Geoffrey (lines 55–59) likens it to an
architectural plan but also to a map in which the general scope of the voyage
is known (its “Cadiz”) but not the detailed itinerary. Even when working
within limitations there is room for manoeuvre. Rules may trap but they may
also direct: that is what you and I sometimes call “style”. The Romantic idea
that pre-planned work stifles all opportunity for “creative” spontaneity during
execution evinces a curious modern failure to understand just what a plan
is—a rational plan was in essence a guideline, a framework for inventive
development, like the notation of a jazz riff providing a basic structure of
harmony and bars upon which musical invention is founded. To imagine that
it was purely a constraint is unconsciously to pursue a notion of individual
spontaneity or creative fantasy as against a notion of rule-assisted (as
opposed to rule-directed) activity. Jazz riffs are, after all, founded on pretty
well invariant formal progressions such as twelve-bar blues, but the freedom
of the riff is not a subversion of the given matrix of harmonic narrative, but a
sort of affirmation of the basic soundness of the underlying formal structure.
Activity which is rule-referred rather than rule-changing always permits the
unexpected or aleatoric, but steers it: this is a basis of style. Ideas are “found
out” by artists as they are realized, and are not preordained. This is why the
idea of ludus is important: the gaming element is fun, and also social,
because it relies on surprise, anticipation, improvisation, and more deeply on
an implicit common ground of understanding and constraint. 25 Take those
fabulous jazz riffs, manuscript marginalia. 26 Marginalia are a specialized, but
by no means isolated, instance of the larger phenomenon of the ludic in
medieval invention—play that can be serious and high-minded and ritualized,

but which fundamentally energizes the whole process of creation. The area
of creative play is necessarily specialized, in the sense that it implies the
priority of conventions or rules—the order of the text page—which must first
be understood and assimilated in order to be cast aside: these rules or
conventions might belong equally to the relatively enclosed order of a craft
with its specific training and procedure, or to the literary or intellectual
practices of certain professions, or to playing chess or making music. The
recent dominance of modern literary and social theory in discussing the
marginal has I think led us to overlook the serio-ludic aspect of craft itself, in
which persuasion, the power to bait and lure, lies in the witty manipulation of
things based on artisanal experience and method, as much as in the
signification of things themselves. These are not just production-line jokes
and nor are they necessarily about meaning or symbolism or power. The
claim is much larger: it is that in the witty manipulation of things lies their
actual power to charm, move, and convince, to create an experience. 27
Marginalia are spread across all Gothic artworks because this is what the
intended experience required, not least as a matter of style.
Theories of “freedom” run the risk of overlooking the key dynamic of order
and disorder in any inventive process: that order and disorder are symbiotic
and confer significance upon one another in a way that renders theories of
mutual subversion hazardous. The first thing any book-maker did to an
illuminated page was rule it with a ruler. Practical experience alone shows
that drawing a babewyn against such a framework becomes a pleasurable
unruling, not least when the look of the page has stiffened into highly
regularized column formats with running heads, framing ornamental bars,
and a clear hierarchy of text sizes, and when the people executing such
pages are making them by the thousand. Serial production for large markets,
and formal standardization were arguably a fundamental part of the dynamic
of the “marginal”, the wit of the book lying, as it were, in the self-conscious
exploitation of page layout as an object of artistic comment in, and on, itself.
The order of the book has conferred significance on the self-conscious (but
artful) pushing of the boundaries of orderliness. So the page’s internal
relations are necessarily artificial, and in the creation of a zone of unruliness
lay something ritualized.
Toying with the relation of the permanent and impermanent also provided
one of the pleasures recognizable in the extempore or aleatoric. The history
of cultural production in the pre-modern world tells us that art does not
always consist of fixed things, permanencies, data. Much production of the
highest order has always been transient, evanescent, ephemeral: modernists
and postmodernists too rightly make much of ephemera, of the “happening”,
trying to win back the life and vitality of art. I think there are at least two
aspects to ludus and ephemerality. One is that Gothic art placed them at the
centre of what it valued. Hence it disturbed the Renaissance purveyors of

virtù, manly reliability, stability. At the end of the fifteenth century the Italian
architectural theorist Filarete discussed the barbarity of Gothic architecture
by association with metalwork in his Trattato: “The goldsmiths fashioned
buildings like tabernacles and thuribles, and they made real buildings in the
same manner, though these had nothing to do with architecture . . . These
modes and customs they have received, as I said, from across the mountains
[oltramontani], from the Germans and the French.” Vasari hammered in the
final nail in the introduction to architecture in the 1550 edition of his Lives.
Not only were “German” works very different from classical architecture, they
had portals with columns so “subtle and twisted” as to be incapable of
support; these architects “made such a malediction of little tabernacles
[maledizzione di tabernacolini], put one above the other, that they cannot
stand.” Note the diminutive, tabernacolini: this practice is an assault on
proper hierarchy, magnificentia, it confuses what is small with what is great.
Finally, says Vasari, in their lack of Vitruvian firmitas, such buildings “seem
made more of paper than of stone or marble”.
Contrast the situation in Gothic literature which precisely, I think, bears
Filarete out: this was not the operation of a stupid prejudice. What to the
Italians seemed like an unstable, and destabilizing, aesthetic vice was to
their northern counterparts a fundamental aspect of invention, not least
literary invention. A passage in the late fourteenth-century alliterative poem
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight describes Bertilak’s castle as a vision of
glinting white towers, thick with battlements and pinnacles:
So mony pynakle payntet watz poudred ayquere
Among þe castel carnelez, clambred so þik,
Þat pared out of papure purely hit semed. 28
“Seemed” captures both a sense of uncertainty and a lack of solidity: things
“pared out of papure” and also “poynted of golde” are found as table
ornaments at Belshazzar’s feast in the contemporary alliterative poem
Cleanness in the same manuscript source as Sir Gawain and the Green
Knight. Cleanness (lines 1458–59) anticipates another theme of the Italian
critics, the exchangeability of stone and metalwork, magnificence and
munificence (the magnificence of the miniature), in describing Solomonic
liturgical vessels shaped “as casteles arayed/ Enbaned under batelment with
bantelles quoynt”. But—it has to be said—these surface effects of tinsel and
instability were built on solid literary foundations which positively celebrated
the ludic, the mixed and impure, the transient and the outlandish, the
deliberately confused, as features of poetic invention which architecture, or
the poet as master builder, seemed especially suited to expressing. Literary
considerations aside, it seems possible that this was so because of the

peculiar freedoms of English architectural invention itself: it served poets
well, because poetry, or a sort of poetic imagination and playfulness, had
already served it.
The second aspect of ephemerality is the extremely high standing of
extempore performance—of spur of the moment, tightrope-precarious
invention. Before the eighteenth century, and certainly in the Middle Ages,
the majority of musical performance of any kind was of this type. Composers
tended not to write music down: they memorized and improvised. What was
valued was the power of extempore performance, far more so than memoryfeat or sight reading. Extemporization, typically based upon the amplification
of some small theme, was the real test of invention. This I find helpful,
because my own experience suggests that we respond especially strongly to
brilliant extemporization and that music reveals the truth of this most
directly. An astonishing feat of skill, especially rational or disciplined skill in
performance, is where I think a sense of the operation of something beyond
the bounds of normality, something that some might, metaphorically, call
“magical”, first arises. “Where is it coming from? How on earth is this
possible?” These are the wonder responses: for wonder provokes the search
for understanding—whence, how? To witness a double fugue in strict
counterpoint composed flawlessly on the spot is to witness, I think, one of
the hardest things anyone can do. There is a mixture of awe but also
puzzlement, rather than simply respectful approval. In fact a common
response is laughter, delight, and then a sense of “coming home” or
restoration.
The Greeks saw something in this effect which was more than persuasion.
One example is Longinus’s Peri Hypsous, “concerning the lofty”, written in
the first centuries AD as a deliberate critique of persuasive rhetoric Romanstyle, but cleverly taking the form of a rhetorical treatise. Longinus thinks of
the effect of terrific speeches. At 1.4 he describes how wonderful effects are
sudden, a sort of flash or corruscation: “sublimity, brought out at just the
right moment makes everything different, like lightning, and directly shows
that ‘all-at-once’ capacity of the speaker.” And importantly, at 7.2, by true
sublimity “our soul somehow is both lifted up and—taking on a kind of proud
possession—filled with delight and great glory, as if our soul itself had
created what it just heard.” 29 Longinus demonstrates the revenge of Greek
religion on Roman eloquence, and precisely indicates the difficulty of
conflating the persuasive with the supernatural: as Curtius observed, quoting
Longinus, ‘‘the extraordinary cuts the tie between rhetoric and literature . . .
what inspires wonder in us is in every way superior to what is only
convincing and pleasing.’’ 30 Art at its highest does not persuade, according
to this view; it just operates without argument upon us till we are outside of
ourselves, as if in a religious state, or like magic. The lightning strike of

sublimity written of by Longinus finds later echoes in Byzantine writing (e.g.
Michael Psellos). But he was unread in the Latin Middle Ages, being revived
only in the Early Modern period in writing about the Sublime.

Conclusion
For all the potencies of invention my concern, at heart, is with the everyday
and not the exceptional experience. I want to close with two brief reflections
on freedom and constraint: on tradition, and the creative powers of discourse
that allow tradition to flourish rather than just repeat. 31 That the idea of
tradition, literally handing on, was powerful in the Middle Ages goes without
saying, bearing in mind that the idea of tradition should be understood
dynamically. Following an authority was a central way of gaining authority:
medieval invention was mimetic, imitative, in the deep sense that it was selfreferential (and not “naturalistic”). This concerned the relationship of
invention to the existing stock of older material, as it were the “inventory”.
There is much truth in the idea that the medieval relation of past and present
was one of typological recurrence, as in Krautheimer’s notion of iconography.
When we think of an image not being made by human hands but passed
down to us, we are conceding something about its authority as well as its
facture. The practical, thoughtful recourse to older models underlay, for the
present writer, some of the striking aspects of English architecture at its
most innovative in the period of the Decorated Style. Fourteenth-century
English architects were sometimes just as stimulated by the inventory of
twelfth-century architecture as they were by the work of their
contemporaries in France. The discussion of innovation in architecture has
tended to be assimilated more readily to an idea of modernity than to an
idea of intelligent critique of the existing “stock” of architectural ideas.
Another powerful instance of this is also provided by manuscript illumination
at those moments when art innovation occurs. An instance, to cite Otto
Pächt, would be the so-called Giottesque episode in fourteenth-century
English illumination when it fell for a moment under the influence of trecento
Italy. 32 For Pächt, as for Panofsky, this moment was a moment of
modernization, of aesthetic liberation. 33 The art of the Mediterranean lands
had come to the rescue of tradition-bound northern artists, not least by the
introduction of small-scale oblique spatial settings for figures in illuminated
manuscripts. In the old Panofskian model (derived ultimately from Jacob
Burckhardt), the triumphs of “illusionism” are basically teleological: they
witness a stage on a pre-ordained route in the emergence of Western
“rationality” expressed by perspective as a symbolic form. I am less sure. As
regards England, Pächt was surely right to call this phase an “episode” rather
than something larger or more continuous. When Italian or Byzantine models
were considered and adapted by Gothic artists it is also possible that they

were consulted not for their modernity but for their authority, the sense of
access they gave to a newly fathomed, distant but authoritative world of
“truth”, not “progress”.
A second reason for viewing modernist arguments sceptically brings me to a
final point which recapitulates an issue mentioned earlier: that to some
modern art-historical mindsets, rhetoric and the discursive and persuasive
powers of art and architecture continue to be objects of suspicion. I have
emphasized the issue of invention and persuasion explicitly in response to
this model because I am interested in the relation between invention and
experience. The English tradition of empirical analysis of Gothic architecture
is powerfully scientific and often, within the terms of its own remit, correct to
the point of self-affirmation. But for the present writer at least it suffers too
from a deficiency especially in regard to architecture. It does not seek out
the eloquence of buildings or artefacts, what social, intellectual, and
affective experiences they engendered. Indeed, it seems not to consider
such things to be proper objects of historical enquiry at all. It is as though
two cultures are confronted, that of science, and that of the humanities. We
cannot pretend that the engendering of experience is easily graspable by
means of critical or historical analysis: it is in fact exceedingly difficult. But
we should not be discouraged. The poetry of things matters and provides an
important reason for studying and liking them. A lack of curiosity about
experience, about the outcome of arts, may also impoverish the discussion
of invention itself, about what goes into a work of art as well as what comes
out. In my view, the arts all had their own special areas of responsibility; but
we have more to gain than to lose by considering the arts together and by
asking what common factors linked the brightest heaven of invention in the
verbal and non-verbal arts.
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Segati, 1907.
Reynolds, Catherine. “‘In ryche colours delytethe the peyntour’: Painting and the Visual Arts in the Poems of John Lydgate.” In
Late Gothic England: Art and Display, ed. Richard Marks. Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2007), 1–15.
Rudolph, Conrad. “Building-Miracles as Artistic Justification in the Early and Mid-Twelfth Century.” In Radical Art History:
Internationale Anthologie. Subject: O. K. Werckmeister, ed. W. Kersten et al. Zurich: Zurich Interpublishers, 1997, 398–410.
Solente, Suzanne, ed. Christine de Pisan: Le livre des faits et bonnes moeurs du sage roy Charles V. 2 vols. Paris: Librarie
Ancienne Honoré Champion, 1940.
Verzar, C. B. “Text and Image in North Italian Romanesque Sculpture.” In The Romanesque Frieze and its Spectator, ed.
Deborah Kahn. London: Harvey Miller, 1992, 121–40.
Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief. Ed. Cyril Barrett. Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1966.

Innovation in English Gothic Architecture:
Risks, Impediments, and Opportunities
Roger Stalley

Abstract
This essay considers some of the practical and human situations that
affected innovation in English medieval architecture. These included the
scale of the Norman inheritance, the process of incremental construction,
and the personal relationships that existed between masons and patrons.
Particular attention is given to structural risk and occasions when structural
failure provided opportunities for innovation. One of the striking points that
emerges from this discussion is the inability of medieval masons and their
patrons to learn from past failures when constructing crossing towers.
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Introduction
Early in his career Nikolaus Pevsner remarked that the Middle Ages placed
little emphasis on the “creative personality”, an assumption consistent with
his view that great artists tend to express the zeitgeist rather than create it.
Similar assumptions are frequently encountered in subsequent literature,
which is not surprising given the difficulties of defining and isolating
individual authorship. 1 In contrast with writing on more recent periods of
English architecture, the emphasis in medieval studies tends to be on
“workshops” and “developments”, reflecting the fact that we know little
about the circumstances in which designs were commissioned or carried out.
Much of the scholarship is thus concerned with fabric rather than people,
with tracing chronologies and stylistic sequences, rather than examining the
personalities of client and builder or the options that confronted them. As a
consequence, it is easy to conclude that architecture was the product of
some autonomous deterministic process, and to forget that much of what we
see today was the result of human agency, stemming from personal choice
and from initiatives taken by particular individuals. 2

Innovation and Risk
Innovation involved risk, in many cases physical risk, whether in vault
construction or tower building. As well as concerns about permanent
stability, the process of construction itself was a dangerous occupation, as
William of Sens discovered to his cost at Canterbury in 1178. 3 The only way
that medieval masters could assess risk was by reference to past experience,
encompassed by the use of the word scientia. 4 Most structural issues must
have been settled through discussion that was rarely if ever recorded; the
only time we get to hear of such debate is when things went seriously wrong.
Master masons were certainly aware of the risks, even if they were unsure
about how to tackle them, a point underlined by the various deliberations
that took place in the later Middle Ages at Troyes and Milan. 5 In early Gothic
England, the problem was not so much a dearth of experience, as a
reluctance to learn from that experience. This was especially the case with
crossing towers, where there was a consistent failure to grasp even the most
basic practicalities of structural mechanics.
To illustrate what was at stake it is worth noting a few creative episodes
where master masons, presumably with the support of their patrons, were
prepared to take bold and imaginative decisions. The first concerns the
cathedral of Durham, where the ribbed vaults are well known for their
precocious designs and for the way in which those designs were modified as
work progressed. The vault over the north transept, built shortly after 1100,
is especially interesting, in that it involved the construction of a heavy stone

vault over a clerestory furnished with a continuous passageway (fig. 1). 6 In
other words, the upper levels of this part of the building were not completely
solid as they were in the earlier choir. In the choir it was presumably thought
that solid walls without passages were essential for the support of a stone
vault. The north transept solution was thus a structural experiment, though
whether anyone at the time regarded it in this way we shall never know. The
experiment worked and the formula employed—the combination of a hollow
clerestory with a ribbed vault—was repeated countless times in English
architecture. Ironically it was the earlier vault over the choir that gave rise to
structural problems: by 1235 this was full of fissures and cracks (plenae

fissuris et rimis) and it was subsequently dismantled and rebuilt. 7

Figure 1.
Durham Cathedral, vault over the north transept. Digital image courtesy
of Roger Stalley.

The ribbed vault over the early Gothic choir at Lincoln is known for its
unorthodox pattern, with additional ribs defying the symmetries associated
with contemporary quadripartite or sexpartite vaults (fig. 2). 8 There were no
obvious structural risks attached to this, although there are inconsistencies
in the way the vault was buttressed (most notably in the gallery). This is one
of many cases where the design appears to have been worked out as
building progressed, a “sequential” approach encountered in many an
English building. 9 Although dubbed the “crazy” vault, it can in fact be
interpreted as a rational response to the particular geometries of the
cathedral, as Peter Kidson showed many years ago. 10

Figure 2.
Lincoln Cathedral, vault over St Hugh’s choir. Digital image
courtesy of Malcolm Thurlby.

Figure 3.
Bristol Cathedral, vault over the south aisle. Digital
image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

More visually daring is the dramatic “hall church” erected for the Augustinian
community at Bristol (now the cathedral), where the spatial gymnastics in
the choir aisles represent a veritable display of kinetic art (fig. 3). The
surviving choir is one of the most inventive experiments in English
architecture, the scheme both visually brilliant and structurally sound, the
arches across the aisles acting as a brace to stabilize the high vaults. The
identity of the master mason remains unknown, and we know nothing about
the circumstances that persuaded the Augustinian canons themselves to
accept such a novel design. 11
Finally, there is the vault of Henry VII’s chapel at Westminster, a fantasy
world, which, with its stone pendants, seems to defy the laws of gravity (fig.
4). 12 This was a wonderfully adventurous endeavour, though one in which
the design was altered during the course of construction: the great

transverse arch marking the entry to the sanctuary was apparently inserted
as an afterthought. The evidence is visible from the upper surfaces of the
vault, but even from below the geometrical forms seem compromised; in the
words of Jacques Heyman, the arch “spatchcocked in as an afterthought”. 13

Figure 4.
Westminster Abbey, pendant vault over Henry VII’s Chapel. Digital image
courtesy of Roger Stalley.

At least three of these vaults were the product of sequential design, the
original schemes, whatever they were, being modified as work progressed. In
none of these cases is there a record of the way in which decisions were
taken or much indication of the role of particular individuals. At the planning
stage such unorthodox and enterprising schemes must have provoked
intense discussion, not to say vehement argument, perhaps akin to that
which took place at Canterbury following the fire of 1174. 14

Figure 5.
Salisbury Cathedral, tower and spire from the southwest. Digital image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Tower building was an even more hazardous operation, as demonstrated in
recent studies of the tower and spire of Salisbury (fig. 5). This was a
stupendously ambitious project, a vast weight of masonry placed over the
centre of the church to a height of 123 metres. But as Richard Morris has
shown, anxieties developed at an early stage: while the tower was still under
construction, the buttressing system was extended and improved, a
continuing process that is fundamental to the history of the tower. 15 It is no
wonder that Salisbury became the inspiration for William Golding’s novel The

Spire, with its portrayal of a dean obsessed with mega construction. 16
Fiction this may have been, but it reminds us that inventive architects could
not operate without ambitious clients. Major projects involved continuous
dialogue between patron and architect, but we rarely get a glimpse of this.
Indeed, the degree to which the impetus for invention came from the patron

rather than the architect is a perennial issue; it is only in the fourteenth
century, with the survival of written contracts, that a clearer impression
begins to emerge. 17
In earlier centuries evidence is scarce, though there are occasional hints, as
with the building activities of Henry III. The king’s modus operandi is
beautifully illustrated in the very specific instructions issued to the justiciar
and treasurer of Ireland in 1243 for a royal hall in Dublin. This commands:
that out of the King’s profits they cause to be constructed in the
castle of Dublin, a hall 120 feet in length and 80 feet in breadth,
with glazed windows after the hall of Canterbury; and that they
cause to be made in the gable beyond the dais a round window
30 feet in diameter. They shall also cause to be painted beyond
the dais the King and Queen seated with their baronage: and a
great portal shall be made at the entrance to the hall. 18
This was all to be carried out within two years, complete with an independent
water supply. The hall has long since gone, but it was evidently adorned with
Purbeck shafts, presumably along the lines of those in the royal hall at
Winchester. 19 The key point here is the reference to a model, notably for
the windows. It was not the only time that Henry cited a specific prototype:
his admiration for the wooden vaults at Lichfield was such that he asked that
they be copied at Windsor. 20

Creativity and the Past

Figure 6.
Chichester Cathedral, retrochoir looking north-east.
Digital image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Deference to existing works was one of several factors that constrained an
architect’s freedom to create and invent. The impact of the past was a
potent factor in English Gothic, a theme explored by the late Larry Hoey. 21
The scale and solidity of Norman architecture left Gothic builders with a
legacy that was hard to avoid. By their sheer bulk, if nothing else,
Romanesque cathedrals and great abbey churches exuded authority. They
must have seemed well-nigh indestructible, and too expensive to be
replaced by something more fashionable. Additions or partial reconstruction
were thus the order of the day, which meant that the existing fabric often
controlled the configuration of any new scheme, a point frequently cited in
attempts to explain the “Englishness” of English Gothic. One might, in these
circumstances, have expected those monuments built de novo to be more
adventurous than the others, though the design of Salisbury suggests that
this was not necessarily the case. 22 Additive building demanded a different
approach, “creative adaptation”, to us the words of Larry Hoey. The

extension at Chichester is typical, where a retrochoir was added to the
Romanesque church after a fire in 1187 (fig. 6). 23 The main lines of the
Romanesque elevation were maintained, the gallery is similar in height, and
the arches are round rather than pointed. Creative expression was largely
restricted to the mouldings and piers. As so often in English Gothic, the piers
at Chichester, with their detached Purbeck shafting, offered the most
conspicuous outlet for artistic expression.
Deference to the past could be far more dramatic: the opposite end of the
spectrum can be found in the choir at Gloucester, the high point of creative
adaption. In this case it was a question of modification rather than addition
and one has to admire the sheer audacity of what was done. By stretching a
skin of tracery across the interior of the Romanesque fabric, the past was
enveloped and concealed (fig. 7). 24 While this reduced the amount of
demolition required, a major bonus may have been political, for the
Benedictine monks got a new identity without losing their old building. The
remodelling of the choir can be interpreted as a supremely diplomatic
solution, one that quieted any misgivings that existed amongst the more
conservative members of the community. And surely there were misgivings,
for it would be naive to imagine that every monk would have welcomed the
destruction of their ancient church.

Figure 7.
Gloucester Cathedral, vault over the crossing. Collection of
Conway Library, Courtauld Institute of Art, London. Digital
image courtesy of Courtauld Institute of Art.

Figure 8.
Gloucester Cathedral, vault over the crossing. Digital
image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

As at Canterbury a hundred and fifty years before, the eventual solution was
a compromise, an integration of old and new. While the tracery veneers at
Gloucester looked sleek and fashionable, the retention of round arches
provides an acknowledgement of the Norman past. The clothing of the
ancient elevation was one audacious stroke amongst many. At the east end
of the church, the original apse was replaced with a mighty window, in effect
“a monumental hieratic reredos in glass”. 25 A further tour de force was the
insertion of freestanding ogee arches at the crossing to provide a support for
the lierne vault—the so-called “coat-hangers” (fig. 8). Even in a design
admired for its harmony and consistency, the eventual appearance of the
choir was surely the result of a process, rather than an inspired vision
conceived by the architect at the start. The scheme was in fact based on
what was effectively a trial run in the south transept. In all this we can only
speculate about the respective contributions of the master mason, the abbot,
and the community (and perhaps the crown).

Processes of Construction

Figure 9.
Selby Abbey, first bay of the nave, north side, showing
differential settlement. Digital image courtesy of Roger
Stalley.

A second factor affecting creativity was the process of incremental or
piecemeal construction, whereby building was strung out over a long period,
usually as a result of fluctuating resources. This did not necessarily inhibit
invention, however, for there were times when master masons seemed to
enjoy subverting the designs of their predecessors, sacrificing consistency
for varietas. An extreme case of this can be found in the Benedictine church
at Selby, a building notorious for its architectural discords. 26 The abbey
church was begun in the 1120s in a manner characteristic of the time. The
builders encountered problems quite soon, having decided to construct a
crossing tower at a time when only two bays of the nave had been
completed. The weight imposed on the crossing piers caused them to sink
below the level of the rest of the building, providing a spectacular

demonstration of differential settlement, the structural phenomenon that
English builders found difficult to comprehend (fig. 9). At this point the
community was faced with a choice: either dismantle the tower or tolerate
the distortions in the fabric. The monks opted for the latter, no doubt
because it was the cheaper option, even though it involved blocking one bay
of the gallery as a reinforcement. Half a century elapsed before construction
resumed on the nave: the master charged with the task at this point
maintained the original configuration of the elevation, with double bays and
a large open gallery, while introducing a new vocabulary of forms: in effect
the Romanesque scheme was translated into Gothic (fig. 10). In place of
Romanesque cylindrical piers came an eight shaft cluster; in the gallery a
miniature tempietto was introduced, a carousel of small columns, inspired by
similar tricks at Lincoln, where, in an evocative phrase, they were likened to
a circle of dancers by the author of the metrical life of St Hugh. 27

Figure 10.
Selby Abbey, interior of the nave, north elevation,
looking east. Digital image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Figure 11.
Selby Abbey, interior of the nave, south elevation,
looking east. Digital image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

At Selby the north and south elevations were built separately and by the
time the south side was designed, a new master had appeared on the scene,
one with little respect for the past. Novelty was the order of the day. Inspired
by recent work in the transepts at Lincoln, hanging shafts were added to the
face of the gallery, colloquially described as “flagpoles” (fig. 11). These
shafts might have made sense if a sexpartite vault had been planned, but
this could never have been the intention at Selby. 28 There is a wonderful
sense of bravado about the architecture of the nave, a triumph for ingenuity
over consistency. Many churches have arcades that differ north and south,
but rarely are the contrasts quite so stark as at Selby. The curiosities here
clearly owed much to human choice, but whether on the part of the abbots,
the community, or a series of unusually persuasive master masons remains a
matter of conjecture. On the other hand, Selby may provide clues about how
buildings were seen and appreciated. It seems that pleasure and delight
came from individual parts, not necessarily from the totality of the building.

This is not altogether surprising given the way great churches were
experienced on a daily basis. While impressions gained by modern visitors
tend to be conditioned by vistas along the main axes, monastic communities
moved around their buildings and were familiar with lateral and partial views.
It is clear that splendour and variety were values much admired at the time,
as suggested by the use of such epithets as sumptuosus, varietas, venustus,

incomparabilis, elegantia, splendidus, pretiosus. 29 Colour, line, and pattern,
along with demonstrations of ingenuity, evidently drew a greater aesthetic
response than classical notions of harmony or integrity. 30 As Larry Hoey
maintained, we are dealing with “a mentality that saw virtue in experiment
and put little stock in uniformity and symmetry”. 31 The delight in variation
was not universal, and it is important to remember that there are plenty of
English monuments where the initial design was steadfastly maintained
throughout the course of construction. 32

Patrons, Personalities, and Communities
A third factor bearing on creativity was the nature of religious patronage, in
particular the fact that churches were designed for communities rather than
a single patron. Although a bishop, a dean, or an abbot might exercise
ultimate authority, there was always the potential for trouble if the support of
fellow monks or clergy was not forthcoming. Nor should one forget that
religious communities had an abundant supply of aging and no doubt
obstinate men. Construction that involved massive investment over a long
period was bound to be controversial, and one suspects that disputes like
that which ensued within the Benedictine community at Canterbury in the
1170s were not uncommon. 33 Nostalgia, concerns about cash, personal
jealousies, distrust of builders, must all have played a part. Some of these
factors were apparent at St Albans in the years around 1200, when
communal frustrations boiled over; for once we have a guide, albeit a
somewhat partial one, in the chronicler Matthew Paris. 34
In 1195, or perhaps a year or two later, work began on a reconstruction or
extension of the western section of the nave of the monastic church at St
Albans. A spectacular facade was a key part of the scheme, and this involved
decorated porches, twin towers, and an abundance of detached shafts and
elaborate mouldings (fig. 12). This ambitious design was historically
significant as it predated the great screen facades at Lincoln and Wells. But
just how inventive it was is hard to say, since the little that was achieved has
been obscured by restoration and reconstruction. 35 The plan was the brain
child of a new abbot, John de Cella, who was eager to make his mark. His
predecessor had collected the sum of 100 marks for the church fabric, so

abbot John had cash in hand. Things soon began to go wrong: progress was
slow, the foundations took an inordinate time to prepare, walls collapsed,
finished carving disintegrated. For all this there was a convenient scapegoat
in the form of the master mason, Hugh de Goldclif, in the eyes of Matthew
Paris “a deceitful and unreliable man”, although he acknowledged that Hugh
was “a craftsman of great reputation” (vir quidem fallax et falsidicus, sed

artifex praeelectus). 36 The two comments appear contradictory, for how,
one might ask, did a “deceitful” master acquire a “great reputation”? There
was surely more to the story. Matthew continues his one-sided account,
explaining that by the “treacherous advice of the said Hugh . . . carved work,
unnecessary, trifling, and beyond measure costly, was added.” Newly built
walls were left uncovered over the winter and finished carving disintegrated,
the stone apparently being too soft to withstand the elements. Workmen
were left unpaid. The site became a laughing stock. Alarmed and humiliated,
abbot John washed his hands of the project and put another monk in charge.
Nothing more is heard of Hugh de Goldclif. He was presumably dismissed.
But who was really to blame? Was Hugh a maverick mason or merely a
skilled craftsman who lacked (to use modern parlance) “managerial
qualities”? If his proposals were deemed unrealistic or over ambitious, why
then had they been accepted by the abbot? Was abbot John himself without
blame? The fact that workmen were left unpaid suggests problems in
financial management. There was apparently internal discontent, with the
monks critical of the extravagance and the lack of progress.

Figure 12.
St Albans Cathedral, the much restored south-west
porch. Digital image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Figure 13.
St Albans Cathedral, interior of the nave, west wall,
engaged pier designed for detached shafts. Digital
image courtesy of Roger Stalley.

What makes this episode especially interesting is that the crisis is fossilized
in the fabric of the building. Hugh de Goldclif’s nave extension was planned
with sumptuous piers, formed of octagons surrounded with eight detached
shafts; against the west wall one can still see sections of a respond designed
in this way, ready to receive shafts which were never inserted (fig. 13). The
internal faces of the porches were likewise ambitious, with double arcades,
contrasting arch forms, and luxurious capitals. The nave extension was
eventually completed, but to a far more austere design. It was a dull
arrangement with no high vaults, minimal detached shafting, and the use of
moulded rather than foliate capitals. By now the creative ambitions of Hugh
de Goldclif and abbot John had been consigned to the past. 37 Here is a case
where an excess of invention contributed to a breakdown in trust between
architect and patron.

This all took place before the era of elaborate parchment drawings, at a time
when it was difficult for patrons to acquire a clear understanding of exactly
what they were going to get. If “show drawings”, like those prepared at
Strasbourg in the 1270s, had been the norm in England around 1200, then
perhaps the crisis at St Albans might have been avoided. 38 The type of
drawings employed at the time, those incised on walls or marked out on
plaster floors, dealt with individual components rather than overall schemes,
which was not much help to a prospective patron. In fact the limited scope of
such drawings, often laid out at full scale, helps to explain why early Gothic
in England so often has an additive flavour, with individual elements worked
out one step at a time, rather than conceived together as part of an overall
design. This is very much the impression one gets at Lincoln, at least until
the 1250s. As is well known, the fabric of the early Gothic architecture at
Lincoln suggests a somewhat cavalier approach to matters of design, as if
the master in charge was not disposed to think very far ahead; this is
especially noticeable in the main transepts, with their disturbing
juxtaposition of arches of irregular size, not to mention sundry misalignments
(fig. 14). 39 Compared with Salisbury or Wells, the lack of consistency is
striking; it surely had something to do with the way the Lincoln workshop
was organized, indeed its very ethos. The lack of a forceful ecclesiastic
presence (in effect a project manager or custos operis) might have
contributed to the situation. One gets the impression the Lincoln masters
were allowed to do much as they pleased. 40 With the start of the Angel
Choir in 1256, however, there is a noticeable change of tone: the effect is as
sumptuous as ever, but the design is more consistent, as if an integrated set
of drawings was followed from the start. The second half of the thirteenth
century seems to mark a significant change in practice, in particular a
change in the relationship between design and construction.

Figure 14.
Lincoln Cathedral, interior of north transept. Digital image
courtesy of RIBA Collections / Photo: Edwin Smith.

At Lincoln we have some hints about the ways in which originality and
invention were perceived; moreover, the cathedral provides an example of
the potential conflict between creativity and structural risk. The main body of
the cathedral was finished in the 1230s, about the time of the arrival of the
formidable Robert Grosseteste as bishop. 41 With its inventive piers, marble
colonettes, and exotic vaults, the building would surely have impressed the
new bishop. As a scholar who ruminated extensively on optics, colour, and
light, it would be interesting to have his views. A few years after becoming
bishop, Grosseteste considered the nature of beauty in his commentary on
De Divinis Nominibus by Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, defining it in
classical terms of proportion and concordance and using phrases that could
have come straight from Vitruvius: “For beauty is a concordance and
fittingness of a thing to itself and of all its individual parts to themselves and
to each other and to the whole, and that of the whole to all things.” 42

Grosseteste’s Platonic approach was admittedly formulated in the context of
theological or divine beauty, and architecture may have been distant from
his thoughts. But more revealing is the gap between his approach and that
adopted a few years before by the author of the metrical life of St Hugh: for
the poet it was the emotional impact of the design that brought delight, in
particular the polished marble and the pattern of the ribs, not Grosseteste’s
cerebral notions of harmony and proportion. The poet’s observations are
immediate and spontaneous, as with his alluring comparison between the
marble colonettes that adorn the building and freshly growing fingernails. 43

Disaster at Lincoln
Soon after his consecration, Grosseteste announced a formal visitation of the
chapter, an initiative that infuriated the canons. This was followed by a
structural crisis in the cathedral itself, when the north-east corner of the
central tower collapsed, burying three individuals in the process; their fate is
not clear, but the chronicles use the word prostrati, which sounds final
enough. In the eyes of the canons the two events were connected. As
Matthew Paris explains, one of the canons denounced the bishop from the
pulpit, calling for action with the words, “if we hold our peace, the very
stones will cry out”, at which point “a certain great part of the church
disintegrated and collapsed.” 44 The coincidence of the two events may
strain modern credulity, but it made for a good ecclesiastical story. 45
The Peterborough Chronicle gives a more prosaic account, blaming the
collapse on the arrogance of the builders (propter artificii insolentiam). 46
The phraseology recalls that used to explain the fall of the tower at Beverley
in 1219, one of the most gripping medieval accounts of a structural disaster.
At Beverley we are told the craftsmen in charge of the work “were not as
cautious as was necessary; not as prudent as they were subtle in their craft .
. . concerned with adornment rather than with strength, rather with delight
than with the need for stability”. They piled on extra masonry, regardless of
gaping cracks appearing below, splitting marble columns “from base to
capital”. Fortunately nobody was injured or killed when the collapse
eventually came, a miracle attributed to the intervention of the church’s
patron saint, John of Beverley. 47
The Annals of Dunstable priory provide an additional clue to the cause of the
trouble at Lincoln. Following the collapse, we are told that “the columns and
arches were reinforced on every side” (donec circumquaque columnae et

arcus firmarentur), 48 and it is these reinforced piers that are visible in the
cathedral today (fig. 15). The Annals clearly imply that the cause of the
disaster was the feeble construction of the original crossing piers, erected
some forty years earlier. These had formed part of St Hugh’s choir, the work

of one of the most inventive of all English medieval architects. 49 His
surviving piers are ornamented with detached shafts, as was presumably the
case with the original eastern crossing piers. Responsibility for the crash
should thus be directed, at least in part, towards the architect of the choir,
the author of the “crazy” vaults, the ingenious syncopated arcading, and the
so-called “Trondheim” pier, an individual celebrated for his creativity. 50
Invention, it seems, came at a price. But equally culpable was his successor,
who chose to erect a tower over inadequate supports, a common failing in
English building. When it came to towers, grandeur was all too often
paramount. English builders were not, however, alone in their innocence, to
judge from the debates at Milan two hundred years later. It is hard to forget
the portentous declamation of Italian masters to the effect that “what is
vertical will not fall”, a comment preceded by the equally remarkable
statement that pointed arches do not exert a thrust on buttresses. 51 These
were Italians, ignorant of the wiles of Gothic architecture, but the French and
German masters at Milan did not fare much better. Their means of explaining
structural mechanics was limited to vapid appeals to geometry and
experience, grandly encapsulated by the word scientia.

Figure 15.
Lincoln Cathedral, north-east crossing pier. Digital image
courtesy of Roger Stalley.

Thus invention could, and sometimes did, bring disaster. But there is another
side to the issue, for catastrophe also brought opportunity. The most obvious
example is the flying buttress. Misleadingly regarded as an “invention” of the
Gothic era, flyers were in origin an act of desperation, external props
employed to save buildings from collapse. Long before they appeared in
France, they could be found in Constantinople, one of several stratagems
used to buttress Hagia Sophia. Moreover, the first major use of flying
buttresses in France appears to have been a direct consequence of disaster.
Antiquarian drawings of the great abbey church of Cluny show flying
buttresses in the nave, assumed by some to be additions of the late twelfth
century. As a section of the high vault collapsed in 1125, it would have been
strange if reconstruction took place without reinforcement, and this is surely
when the flyers were erected. 52 In a Gothic context invention lay not so
much in the idea of the flying buttress as in the realization of its potential.

Ely and its Octagon
In England the supreme example of catastrophe leading to invention is the
octagon at Ely. The basic facts of the disaster are well known: on the evening
of 12 February 1322 the Romanesque crossing tower crashed to the ground
with “thunderous noise”, such that “one might think an earthquake had
occurred.” 53 The collapse was not unexpected: there had been warning
signs, sufficient to discourage the community from using the adjacent choir.
54

We are fortunate to have a detailed, albeit sanitized, account of
subsequent events, written it seems by the sacrist, Alan of Walsingham, who
effectively acted as project manager. 55 Having cleared the dust and debris,
the position of eight new piers was marked out to form the base of the
octagon. Alan, so we are told, measured out the location of the piers “by
architectural art”. The ground was then excavated, great efforts being made
to guarantee the solidity of the foundations, a point that suggests poor
foundations were perceived as a cause of the collapse. Thus the shape of the
octagon rose from the ground. It all sounds remarkably straightforward, as if
Alan conceived a vision of the completed octagon almost before the dust had
settled, it is a tale accepted by almost every commentator. 56 There is no
mention of any plan or drawing on which the building was based. 57 Alan
was a capable individual, with a good knowledge of building, but he was not
a master mason or master carpenter. The sacrist rolls mention a number of
professionals who came to advise, including one with a talent for arte
architectonica. His name (or nickname) was, intriguingly, Peter Quadratarius,
which suggests someone who could not only cut square blocks, but also
measure and calculate. 58 Alan depended heavily on professional guidance.
59

The obvious reaction to the disaster might have been to rebuild the tower,
and no doubt many in the community expected this to happen. But Alan and
his advisers experimented with something different, opting for a vast
octagonal space in the centre of the church, an arrangement without
precedent in English architecture (fig. 16). In making this choice, they set
themselves a variety of problems, both structural and diplomatic. The space
created was over 21 metres wide (as measured on the diagonals) yet there
were no English precedents for covering such a space, even in wood. 60 It
was not just a question of devising a vault or ceiling that would be
structurally stable; there was the problem of how such a structure could be
erected. Solving the latter issue was a major part of the ingenuity of the
scheme. The plan was ambitious, not least because it required the
construction, or reconstruction, of eight piers, rather than the four needed
for a more orthodox tower. Then there was the community to convince: some
may have regarded the notion of the octagon as a needless experiment,

arguing in favour of a more conservative solution. It was presumably Alan
who persuaded them otherwise. He was evidently a powerful advocate, but
however charismatic and forceful, it is hard to believe he would have carried
the day without substantial professional support. The arguments were
compelling enough to persuade the monks of Ely to take the more
demanding and inventive option.

View this illustration online
Figure 16.
Ely Cathedral, interior of the octagon. Digital image courtesy of Alamy
Stock Photo / Photo: Louis Champion.

If the first instinct was to rebuild the tower, it is possible that the idea of a
wide octagonal space suggested itself as the debris was cleared away. With
remnants of the Romanesque crossing piers removed, the full impact of the
space would have been revealed. Was it at this stage that thoughts turned to
other possibilities? Alternatively, with the failure of the crossing piers, a more
lightweight superstructure, supported on eight rather than four piers, might
have seemed advantageous. Whatever the case, there were still major
problems to solve, both in design and construction. Foremost amongst them
was how lengthy pieces of timber could be manipulated into position at a
high level and supported there until such time as the base of the lantern was
in place. This served as a horizontal compression ring, the stability of which
could only be achieved once it was supported evenly on each side. 61 There
is also the question of when the idea of a hanging lantern was devised. Initial
thoughts might have involved a continuous roof without a lantern, a point
suggested by the presence of redundant corbels bonded into the masonry of
the octagon, as pointed out by Philip Dixon. 62

Whatever the scenario, it is most unlikely that the final appearance of the
design was worked out at the start. The supporting piers took eight years to
build, an interval that allowed plenty of time for cogitation. Finished timber
was not needed for several years, so precise cutting and carving could
obviously wait. 63 In fact a decade elapsed before we can be certain of the
presence of William Hurley, the king’s master carpenter, who has been given
credit for the timberwork; he was certainly there in 1334. Unfortunately there
is no means of discovering whether the delay was intentional or whether
Hurley was called in as a saviour when all else failed. Vital sacrist rolls are
missing, so he may have been advising all along, though there is no certainty
about this. 64 Whatever the situation, it seems clear that the design of the
octagon was not as straightforward as the polished accounts tend to
suggest.
While it is easy to admire the visual effects of the Ely octagon, it is important
to remember that invention lay as much in its construction as in the design
itself. It is also worth noting that the lantern was an ingenious way of
reducing the need for excessive lengths of timber, one reason perhaps why it
became an essential element in the scheme. In fact some of the more subtle
features of the octagon were products of what was a complex design
process: for example, the geometry by which an irregular octagon at ground
level culminates in a lantern of regular octagonal shape; or the way the
lantern itself is turned so that its angles, not its straight sides, lie on the main
axes, a consequence of the disposition of the supporting ribs. 65
As well as “beneficial” collapses like that at Ely, there were plenty of close
calls when disaster was narrowly avoided. Central towers remained a
consistent outlet for creative ambition and a continual source of risk. Thus at
Wells, after two extra storeys were added to the crossing tower around 1320,
the whole structure threatened to collapse. By 1338 the church was said to
be enormiter confracta et deformata, words that suggest a level of panic.
The tower itself was not particularly ambitious in design, but the “strainer
arches” inserted to keep it up most certainly were. 66 Furnished with “gaping
eyes” in the spandrels, these arches are now one of the most memorable
sights of English architecture (fig. 17). Wells was not necessarily the first
time such an expedient had been employed, for Richard Morris has made a
good case to show that those in the east transepts at Salisbury were inserted
a few years earlier and provided a potential model. The arches at Salisbury,
however, look self-effacing and utilitarian, whereas those at Wells are bold
and exhilarating. Both works have been attributed to the master mason
William Joy. 67

Figure 17.
Wells Cathedral, 'scissor arches' within the crossing.
Digital image courtesy of Globus Images / Alamy Stock
Photo.

The problem they were intended to solve is a familiar one: the construction
of heavy crossing towers built without sufficient attention to the stresses
imposed on the fabric below. There have been suggestions that the strainer
arches at Wells were not much use, taking less than 10 percent of the load of
the tower, and, as they were not copied, there may have been doubts about
their value at the time. 68 One would imagine that the clergy were reluctant
to accept such an intrusive solution, but the prospect of disaster no doubt
helped to focus the mind. It is not so much the originality of the strainer
arches that is impressive but the sheer confidence and bravado of the
design. Even though the arches have become part of the very identity of the
cathedral, one wonders whether the fourteenth-century canons regarded
them as anything more than a painful necessity. Whatever the intensity of

opinion, the boldness of the solution suggests a remarkable level of
confidence on the part of the master mason and his clients. While invention
involved risk, it also required self-belief.

English Practice and Experience Abroad
Building in the Middle Ages was a dangerous occupation and, with largescale monuments, structural risk was a fact of life. The failure of towers was
not a phenomenon restricted to England, and the gathering of master
masons to resolve particular problems—as at Milan, Troyes, or Ulm—reveals
how deep the uncertainties could be. 69 Architects assumed huge
responsibilities and it is not surprising that patrons sometimes lost
confidence in their builders, though in many cases this had more to do with
rates of progress than with questions of design or structural stability. About
the time that Hugh de Goldclif was sacked from St Albans, the abbot of Bec
in Normandy dismissed Ingeran, an experienced mason who was accused of
making too little progress in the rebuilding of the abbey church. 70 A good
relationship between master mason and patron was obviously desirable but
strained relationships could arise almost anywhere. Discord within religious
communities was a potential handicap, as it was initially at Canterbury in
1174.
Costanza Beltrami has recently described a spectacular impasse at Rouen
Cathedral after the crossing tower was destroyed by fire in 1514. The canons
were divided, one faction hoping to see the tower reconstructed in stone, the
other arguing for a cheaper and safer spire of wood. 71 As in England, there
were occasions when the past dictated the future. At Magdeburg, for
example, the designer of the early thirteenth-century choir was required to
incorporate features from the Ottonian building, including heavy columns of
porphyry, granite, and marble, transported from Ravenna by Otto I three
centuries before; the result was an archaic, heavy-handed design, rather
than a more contemporary scheme on the lines of French Gothic. 72
Relatively few Gothic builders had the opportunity to design buildings from
scratch; all too often they were given control of existing projects, the
capacity to invent being restricted by what had gone before.
In two respects the situation encountered in England differed from that in
continental Europe. Reverence for the past was a feature of religious
communities everywhere, the fabric of an ancient building underlining both
history and legitimacy. In England, however, the extent to which
Romanesque structures affected their Gothic successors is particularly
noticeable, both in monastic and cathedral churches. The sheer scale of what
was achieved after the Norman conquest became an impediment to radical
change, exerting a restraint not found to the same degree in northern

France, for example, where Romanesque structures were for the most part
completely removed. But, as we have seen, this very restraint occasionally
served as a framework for bursts of creativity, as at Gloucester or Ely.
A second feature of English architecture is the consistent failure of towers,
both Romanesque and Gothic. Part of the explanation for this is the
predilection for crossing towers, a form inherited from the Romanesque past.
And it was not just England that suffered, for there were similar problems
with cathedral towers in Scotland and Ireland: at Kirkwall, for example, late
twelfth-century reconstruction in the upper reaches of the transepts point to
some sort of tower failure, and at Kilkenny, the thirteenth-century crossing
tower is known to have collapsed in 1332, “a most terrible and pitiful sight to
behold”, according to an eye-witness. 73 In the major French cathedrals the
idea of a central tower was generally abandoned after 1200, though there
were exceptions, notably in Normandy. In fact one of the most reckless
episodes in cathedral construction concerns a crossing tower in northern
France, albeit one erected in the sixteenth century. This was at Beauvais,
where the authorities decided that a central tower and spire was a higher
priority than any attempt to complete the nave. 74 Started in 1563, the new
structure was finished in six years, reaching a height of some 130 metres or
more, though it did not retain this eminence for long: early in the morning of
30 April 1573 the ambitious and fragile structure fell to the ground; a
remarkably short-lived triumph for creativity over prudence.
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Imagining Invention:
The Character of the “Gothic architect” and
England, 1200–1400
James Hillson
Abstract
For over four centuries, scholars of Gothic architecture in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries have continuously reimagined their designers by
conflating them into an abstracted and generalized historical character. The
resulting “Gothic architect” forms an internal and self-referential discourse
within scholarship, focused on longstanding debates regarding the social,
intellectual, technical, and professional status of this homogenized, fictive
individual. By analyzing the English tradition of formulating the “Gothic
architect”, this article proposes that its origins in the early denigration and
defence of Gothic had a formative influence on the architect’s
characterization, with continuing effects in the present day. By exposing the
long-term patterns which have fixed the progress and process of debate, this
article aims to demonstrate the limitations of the “Gothic architect” as a tool
for imagining and analyzing medieval architectural designers and suggest a
potential means of stepping beyond the established framework of discussion.
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Between the tonsured cleric and the chivalric knight stands the architect, his
dividers outstretched and marking out geometry on the ground (fig. 1).
Behind him is an unfinished column, indicating a work in progress. The
architect points to his designs, levelling a commanding gaze at his monastic
counterpart who clutches paperwork close to his chest whilst the knight
inspects the drawing. The frontispiece to Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc’s
Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe au XVIe siècle
(1854–68) presents an unparalleled distillation of his characterization of the
medieval architect. Here we see no architect in particular, but the architect
in the abstract. Just as Viollet-le-Duc wrote of the liberal art of architecture as
a man or woman bearing a square and/or compass, here the architect’s tools
place him within an independent social group with distinctive attributes. 1
Next to the aristocratic and clerical estates, the patronal classes in
nineteenth-century visions of the Middle Ages, the architect represents a
third estate, the third estate with all its rhetorical implications. 2 He is
neither the monastic architect nor the post-Renaissance educated
aristocratic amateur, but the emancipated layman of the thirteenth century,
the apogee of French national architecture. 3 This Gothic architect is a
theatrically staged character, an abstracted individual emblematic of social
revolution.

Figure 1.
Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Frontispiece, Dictionnaire raisonné de
l’architecture française du XIe au XVIe siècle (detail) (Paris: Bance and
Morel, 1854–68). Digital image courtesy of Getty Research Institute

The frontispiece of an encyclopedic treatise focused on a canonical period of
French architecture might seem a strange place to begin a discussion of the
architect in thirteenth- to fourteenth-century England, but no image is more
illustrative of the historiographical problem at hand. The character which it
displays was not entirely Viollet-le-Duc’s creation, but was instead a pivotal
actor in the drama of Gothic architecture’s development from the earliest
days of its codification. Over the last four centuries this figure’s motives,
social position, driving principles, and personal identity have undergone
numerous reinterpretations, 4 much like the endless adaptations of plays
and novels or rebooting of films have produced countless iterations of the
same characters. In an age with comparatively little information about the
life and personality of individual artists, speculation about the Gothic
architect as a homogenized historical type has provided the primary means
of scholarly analysis for this class of professionals. Relying heavily on
fragmentary glimpses gained through wills, financial accounts, tomb
inscriptions, and surviving drawings, scholars have dressed their actor in
numerous robes: clerical amateur, practical craftsman, professional,
modernist, prototypical Renaissance man, academic, and, more recently,

Aristotelian efficient cause and inventor. Focusing on the intellectual, social,
and technical attributes of the designers of Gothic architecture, architects,
architectural historians, and art historians alike have continually reimagined
this lost class of individuals through abstraction into a generalized figure.
It is this character and his history within the discourse of Gothic architecture
which is the focus of this article. 5 By analyzing the intellectual genealogy of
the Gothic architect (fig. 2), it contends that the pattern for imagining
medieval architectural designers was fixed relatively early in its
development, specifically by the apologetic defence of Gothic over the
course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Moreover, it will
demonstrate how the early formulation of this historical character has
continued to delimit the framework within which medieval architectural
practitioners have been discussed, with a particular emphasis on English
architecture. Focusing on the Gothic architect in England has a number of
advantages, the principal being its capacity to show that even within a
specific geographical area this character has been largely treated as a panEuropean and chronologically uniform phenomenon between 1200 and 1400.
From its polemical roots in the eighteenth century to the present day, the
Gothic architect's English variant has repeatedly been constructed in terms
of external archetypes, be they Renaissance men, modern professionals or
their French contemporaries, and in the process the study of individual
master masons has been subordinated to the discussion of the attributes of
an imagined Gothic protagonist. Consequently, contemporary scholarship
has continued to operate within inherited boundaries, generating a discourse
which remains profoundly self-referential. Through examining these
developments in detail, this article aims to establish the limitations of
analyzing Gothic architects in terms of a homogenized fictional character,
and in so doing to propose a possible new direction for future research.
View this illustration online
Figure 2.
Table of References, 1900–present, Digital image courtesy of James Hillson.

The Birth of Gothic: Apologia and the Gothic Architect
Like most terms of stylistic classification, “Gothic” had its origins in the
pejorative. Its genesis is traditionally attributed to the technical preface of
Giorgio Vasari's Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors and Architects
(1568), wherein all Italian architecture outside the five Vitruvian orders was
explicitly condemned as the product of fourth- to fifth-century Germanic
invasions of Italy. 6 Vasari followed longstanding Florentine opinions
regarding the medieval past, linking its architecture directly to the barbarism
of its supposed creators in accordance with a cyclical model of societal

decay. 7 Medieval architecture was considered symptomatic of a collapse in
civilization, necessitating an aggressive rebirth of culture. Treated as a sixth
brief aside in his preface's chapter on the five classical orders, the “maniera
tedesca” (“German manner”) was framed in aesthetic opposition to the
systems of ordered arrangement and proportion which he associated with
the reimagined classical world:
We come at last to another sort of work called German, which
both in ornament and in proportion is very different from the
ancient and the modern. Nor is it adopted now by the best
architects but is avoided by them as monstrous and barbarous,
and lacking everything that can be called order. Nay it should
rather be called confusion and disorder. . . . This manner was the
invention of the Goths, for, after they had ruined the ancient
buildings, and killed the architects in the wars, those who were
left constructed the buildings in this style. 8
Though never explicitly identified as “architects”, the designers of “German”
architecture were implicit within this rhetoric of rejection. The true architects
were killed, their buildings torn down, and the survivors were brought up with
an inferior manner of architecture, the invention of a barbaric people inviting
divine and earthly censure. 9 No Goth is ever named “architect”, a deliberate
withholding of nomenclature which drove a wedge between perceptions of
medieval and post-medieval architectural practice in subsequent centuries.
However, it must be noted that at no point in Vasari’s discussion was the
term “Gothic” employed, nor in any other fifteenth- or sixteenth-century
Italian texts. 10 In the 1460s the architectural theorist Filarete identified the
German manner as produced by the “gente Barbara”, opposing it to
Brunelleschi's “modo antico”, and the c. 1480 Life of Brunelleschi attributed
to Antonio Manetti repeated the sentiment. 11 It was not until the
architecture of “arches with pointed segments” became firmly associated
with the Goths in adjectival form that a “Gothic” architect could emerge, a
development occurring not in Italy, but in seventeenth-century England.
The term’s first recorded use is found in 1641 in the diaries of John Evelyn, a
writer who was close friends with Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel
(1586–1646) and the architect Inigo Jones (1573–1652) who were
instrumental in the popularization of imported Renaissance classicism. 12
Though the first edition of Evelyn's influential Account of Architects and
Architecture (1664) contains little explicit hostility towards the style, by his
second, posthumously published edition (1707) Gothic had become “a
certain Fantastical and Licentious style of building . . . [a] congestion of
Heavy, Dark and Monkish Piles, without any just Proportion, Use or Beauty

compar'd with the truly Antient.” 13 This turn against the Gothic style, like
many other early eighteenth-century treatments, 14 demonstrated close
reading of Vasari's preface which had emphasized its disorder, the weightbearing insecurity of its structural members, its piling up of ornamentation,
and the consequent lack of proper proportions. Architects were rarely
discussed in the context of its manufacture, but this is scarcely surprising.
The piling congestion of Gothic, utterly lacking the proportional systems of
antiquity, was anathema to the conduct of a liberally educated practitioner of
the architectural arts, and thus a Gothic architect was a contradiction in
terms.
However, this process of systematic defamation soon generated a counterculture. From the early eighteenth century more positive attitudes towards
Gothic emerged. Some, like Horace Walpole, embraced the apparent disorder
and variety of medieval architecture whilst freely admitting its inadequacies.
15

Others defended Gothic by opposing its detractors on their own
theoretical grounds. It was in these texts that the Gothic architect first
emerged in England as an abstracted historical figure with distinct
characteristics. The earliest published example was by the gardener and
ardent Freemason Batty Langley, whose 1742 treatise Ancient Architecture
Restored and Improved by a Great Variety of Grand and useful Designs
purported to “restore the Rules of the Ancient Saxon Architecture (vulgarly,
but mistakenly called Gothic)” whilst rearranging them for use by modern
architects. 16 Langley lamented the “supposition that their principal parts
have been put together, without Rules or Proportion”, including plates
analyzing the geometrical construction of the piers at Westminster Abbey
(fig. 3). 17 In particular he identified John Islip, Abbot of Westminster from
1500 to 1532, as the architect of Henry VII's Lady Chapel, stating “it is a
great pity that the Architect . . . did not communicate to posterity the Rules
by which it was erected and adorned.” 18 Though Langley’s conflation of
clerical patron with designer was a misapprehension, the Gothic architect
was beginning to emerge. Possessing geometrical knowledge and employing
unique proportional systems, this was an architect who applied recognizable,
albeit different, intellectual principles. Langley's treatise was widely ridiculed
for his reimagining of those principles, even by Gothic’s supporters. 19 The
five orders of Gothic architecture he generated were essentially classical in
conception with an arbitrary Gothic skin, and thus seemed abstracted from
the style he claimed to recapture (fig. 4). Yet despite his eccentricity,
Langley’s fundamental point regarding the architect’s nature was reflected
by other contemporaries. The architect James Essex, closely associated with
the earliest phase of the Gothic Revival, addressed the issue directly in his
unpublished draft treatise on architecture, stating that there were several

orders of Gothic “regulated by just proportions founded upon Geometrical
principles” and equating the “principal views” of Gothic, Greek, and Roman
“Architects”. 20

Figure 3.
Plate B, from from Ancient Architecture Restored and
Improved by Batty Langley and Thomas Langley
(London, 1742). Digital image courtesy of Getty
Research Institute.

Figure 4.
Plate II, from Ancient Architecture Restored and Improved by
Batty Langley and Thomas Langley (London, 1742). Digital
image courtesy of Getty Research Institute.

The Gothic architect, then, was a tool shaped by the condemnation he was
created to escape. In countering Vasarian aesthetic criticism, the Gothic
apologists struggled to make Gothic fit classicism’s prevailing models of
architectural excellence. Gothic had to become an order, its architects
consequently ordered and analogous to their Renaissance and ancient
counterparts. This tendency was equally expressed in the frequent
misidentification of leading clerical patrons as architectural designers over
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. As Gothic slowly grew in
popularity in England it was increasingly associated with amateur monastic
and clerical intellectuals. Past and present architectural practices were
merged in a human reflection of Langley's hybridized Gothic which defied
Vasarian condemnation by subverting its principles.

The Emergence of the Master Mason
Change came in the nineteenth century, but it began on the continent. The
French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars had radically shaken the foundations
of western European scholarship, its notions of égalité, fraternité and, most
importantly, liberté contributing much to the intellectual toolbox of
architectural history. Though initially condemned by the Revolution, Gothic
was salvaged as a form of national expression and enshrined as such in the
Musée des Monuments Français (1795–1816). 21 The contemporaneous
discovery of architectural drawings in Germany, notably Sulpiz Boisserée's
reassembly of the plans for Cologne Cathedral’s west front (1814) and the
fifteenth-century “Lodge book” of Mathes Roriczer (published 1840),
seemingly confirmed the geometrical basis of medieval architects’ methods
(figs 5 and 6). 22 In France the rediscovery and publication of Villard de
Honnecourt’s manuscript during the 1850s revolutionized the study of
Gothic. 23 An eclectic thirteenth-century collection of architectural drawings,
figures, geometrical design techniques, and ingenious devices (some
accompanied by French and Latin explanatory texts), the manuscript
appeared to present the architect as an itinerant intellectual: literate, welltravelled, well-versed in geometry, and a teacher of future masons (fig. 7). 24

Figure 5.
Cologne Cathedral West Front
Design, mid-13th century. Sulpiz
Boisserée’s reassembly of the
plans for Cologne Cathedral’s
west front (1814), in The
Geometry of Creation:
Architectural Drawing and the
Dynamics of Gothic Design by
Robert Bork (London and New
York, 2011). Digital image
courtesy of Cologne Cathedral,
Germany / Photo: Matz und
Schenk

Figure 6.
Mathes Roriczer, Pinnacle design, 1486–90, in Büchlein von der Fialen
Gerechtigkeit (Regensberg, 1486).

Figure 7.
Villard de Honnecourt, Rose window of Lausanne
Cathedral south transept and figure holding foot,
early 13th century. Collection Bibliothèque nationale
de France, (19093, fol. 16r). Digital image courtesy of
BnF 2017.

It was Viollet-le-Duc who took this new evidence and synthesized it into a
narrative model of the architect's transformation. As outlined above, to him
the Gothic “architecte” embodied the liberté of the third estate. Viollet-leDuc’s definition of Architecte in the first volume of his Dictionnaire (1854)
identified the “maître d’oeuvre” as the Gothic building’s designer, describing
his emergence from the twelfth-century monastic schools and the resulting
laicization and emancipation of architecture. 25 Taking after the historians
François Guizot and Augustin Thierry, who sought to identify the Revolution’s
roots in France’s imagined national past, it was the city (in particular in
northern France, the supposed heartland of Gothic invention) and its capacity
for communal, municipal action which catalyzed this change, a development
which peaked in the thirteenth century when “the artist appears at last.” 26

Possessing taste (“goût”) and designing liberated architecture which
expressed individuality (“individualité”) through skilled draughtsmanship
founded in the liberal art of geometry, the architect emerged as part of a
separate professional class with modern, nationally oriented attributes. 27
However, despite this, Viollet-le-Duc carefully distinguished between the
modern and medieval architect, extolling the latter’s superiority as a
liberated individual possessing independent national genius which was
eroded gradually over time. 28 According to the architectural restorer, the
Renaissance was the final nail in the medieval architect’s coffin, the
aristocratic amateur replacing the maître d’oeuvre and generating a style
expressing not the national imagination, but the typological rearrangement
and restatement of another culture’s architecture. In his Entretiens sur
l’Architecture (1858–72), Viollet-le-Duc expanded on this point, expounding
the virtues of Ancient Greek and Gothic architecture whilst denigrating
Roman and Renaissance copyists in a polemical call for architectural reform.
29

Figure 8.
Tomb Slab of Hughes Libergier, Reims Cathedral,
ca. 1263. Digital image courtesy of James
Hillson.

English scholarship was responsive to Viollet-le-Duc’s ideas, but its
dissemination was protracted. A single article from his Dictionnaire was
translated into English in 1875, and his Entretiens was published in
translation by Benjamin Bucknall between 1877 and 1882, decades after its
initial publication. 30 Whereas in France the visual evidence for named
masters in the tombs of architects Pierre de Montreuil or Hughes Libergier
(fig. 8), the labyrinth of Reims Cathedral, or Villard de Honnecourt’s
manuscript presented physically compelling arguments for the architect’s
status as an emancipated layman, in England the persistent identification of
ecclesiastics as Gothic architects hampered these ideas’ acceptance. 31 One
field in which they gained early traction was Freemasonry. Following the
Freemasons' rapid expansion from the early eighteenth century onwards, the
“speculative masonry” of their newfound amateur membership had already
found an outlet in the academic study of masonry practice. 32 However, the

new discoveries on the continent fuelled a renewed, more rigorous branch of
masonic history, the most internationally influential example being Joseph
Findel's Geschichte der Freimalerei (1861) which was translated into English
in 1865. 33 Findel provided a major conduit for Viollet-le-Duc's ideas,
rejecting the legendary roots of Freemasonry and instead introducing a
familiar narrative of clerical craftsmen in monastic schools gradually giving
way to the emancipated layman mason in secular lodges.
English scholars, meanwhile, had a more direct problem in assessing their
Gothic architect: attribution. In 1860, the architect and antiquary Wyatt
Papworth gave a paper at the Royal Institute of British Architects on the
“Superintendents of English Buildings in the Middle Ages”. 34 Papworth’s
paper (published 1887) examined closely the individuals involved in
orchestrating medieval building, and contested directly the notion of the
clerical architect. Figures such as William Wykeham, Bishop of Winchester
(1366–1404) were stripped of their architectural credentials and declared to
be supporting administrators, replaced by the unequivocal declaration that
“the Master Masons were generally the Architects during the Mediaeval
period in England.” 35 Names were extracted from the records of cathedrals
and the Chancery and Exchequer, and with them a project was born to
reunite buildings with the personalities who designed them.
Whereas eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century approaches to the English
Gothic architect had been characterized by aesthetic opposition, Papworth's
article catalyzed a tonal shift towards reclamation. The earliest respondent
was the architect William Lethaby, whose Westminster Abbey and the King’s
Craftsmen of 1906 strove “to give an account of the artists—the masons,
carpenters, sculptors, painters, and other craftsmen—who built and
decorated [the Abbey]”. 36 Lethaby was the first to compare this programme
intentionally to the Renaissance cult of personality fostered by Vasari’s Lives,
stating that “as in Florence, so at Westminster, a personal human interest
must add to our reverence for an otherwise abstract art.” 37 Such an
approach was not universal, however. The previous year had seen the
publication of Edward Prior’s The Cathedral Builders of England, which
considered the “power of designing art” to be “a common property . . .
existent in masses of people” and stated unequivocally that “behind the
Renaissance in the history of mediaeval art personality vanishes entirely.” 38
Whilst he argued in favour of the twelfth- to thirteenth-century development
of a lay school of masons with the “best claim to the honour of ‘architects’”,
Prior still considered plans and dimensions to be the province of the clergy
and affirmed William Wykeham’s role as a “professional architect”—“the
official who was between ecclesiastic and mason”. 39

Despite these setbacks, the process of recovering master masons’ names
and associating them firmly with their works gradually displaced attributions
to ecclesiastical “architects” in mainstream scholarship. From the mid-1920s,
Papworth’s criticisms were reiterated by Francis Andrews (1925), Alexander
Thompson (1925), and Martin Briggs (1927). 40 Briggs systematically
deconstructed a set of commonly accepted “fallacies”: that there was no
“architect”, that the “master mason” was not an “educated professional
man”, that working drawings were not used, that masons worked for the
glory of God alone, that the architect learned his trade at the bench not the
school, that he was a monk and that he “gloried in his anonymity”, among
others. 41 For Briggs “the modern architect was represented in the Middle
Ages by the master-mason”—a literate, educated “professional
architect”—who on occasion even operated like a modern architectural
practice. 42 This interpretation was extended further by the Freemason
economists Douglas Knoop and Gwilym Jones, whose book The Mediæval
Mason (1933) was the culmination of a series of publications which
elaborated on the master mason’s education, practices, and social position.
43

The “mason-architect” they proposed was literate and numerate, tasked
“to determine the number of workmen and the quantity and the kind of
materials necessary, to make plans, decide the order of operations and what
individuals, or groups, should carry them out”. 44 At the same time, Knoop
and Jones pursued the careers of individual master masons, publishing on
the royal master mason Henry Yevele in 1935. 45
This latter project was picked up by John Harvey. His 1944 biography of
Yevele was the first book detailing the life of a medieval architect, drawing
heavily on the work of his predecessors and their documentary discoveries
and stylistic attributions. 46 Divided into “Early Life and Surrounding
Influences”, “Success”, “Fame”, and “The Grand Old Man”, Harvey’s
structure reflected Vasari’s Lives in recording the progress and achievements
of this “principal architectural figure” with the polemical aim of bringing “to
our remembrance the great life of one of the truest sons of England . . . who
deserves our interest and affection, as well as the title of our greatest
architect.” 47 However, the biography has seen virtually no parallels since,
partly due to the project’s inherent limitations. 48 Though Harvey returned to
compiling documentary evidence for lost lives in his English Mediæval

Architects (1954), this project was not biographical, but encyclopedic. 49
Unlike Vasari, whose Lives he explicitly compared to this later work, 50
Harvey was aware that his documentary sources recorded none of the
personality traits required to analyze closely an architect’s intentions,
methods, or activity.

Like many before him, Harvey turned to the abstracted “Gothic architect” as
a tool for exploring these problems. His article on the “Education of the
Mediæval Architect” (1945) laid out the profile for a layman architect
equipped with “an educational background superior to that of a stonecutter”.
51

This character was set apart from the regular mason, either through
recruitment from their ranks for displaying exceptional talent or special
training running in families, their “greater masters” being gentlemen and
trusted officials close to people of high rank, owning large estates and
considerable wealth. 52 This was developed further in The Gothic World
(1950) where he proclaimed architects as the leading artists of the Middle
Ages, producing works with “innate genius and superb, fully trained
craftsmanship”, reading and applying copies of Vitruvius’s Ten Books on
Architecture and echoing the university system’s relationship of master to
student. 53 For Harvey, the Gothic architect possessed all the fundamental
faculties and social position of his Renaissance counterpart, albeit without
the “attitudinizing individuality of the untrained dilettante”. 54 Though they
were “not members of a distinct professional class, divorced by birth from
craftsmen generally”, they did form a “superior caste” within them. 55
Educated, socially mobile, and possessing the “genius” necessary for
architectural invention, it was “a stupidity to deny these masters the title of
‘architect’”. 56
This model, however, reveals an important tendency within scholarship of
this period: continuing anxiety over the title of “architect”. As Nikolaus
Pevsner demonstrated, its Latin root architectus was rarely employed in the
Middle Ages and thus its deployment was open to accusations of
anachronism. 57 Though this was widely admitted by scholars, Viollet-le-Duc,
Papworth, Lethaby, Prior, Thompson, Briggs, and Harvey all expressed a
polemical desire to attach the word to master masons as a badge of honour,
a sign of recognition for their acceptance as architectural practitioners. Tacit
acceptance of the modern architect’s superiority to the mere craftsman
predicated justification of this along certain lines—the Gothic architect had to
be educated and possess social status, demonstrating all the credentials of
the modern practitioner. Yet simultaneously, all strove to differentiate sharply
between modern and medieval practice. They stressed that architecture in
England was not a separate profession from masonry, emphasizing the
distinction between them arising in Renaissance Italy and often hesitating to
identify the medieval architect as a “professional” in consequence. For
Viollet-le-Duc and Harvey, their division reflected the creative bankruptcy of
modern architectural practice, the medieval architect providing the
exemplary model for architectural reform. Knoop and Jones drew particular
attention to the “Two Centuries of Transition” between 1500 and 1700,
arguing the mason-architect lost his social status and gave way to “a

different kind of architect, quite untrained at the bench, possessing a wider
acquaintance with classical and continental styles and more or less erudite in
sciences”. 58 The master mason was an architect, but not as we know him.

Professional Architect or Renascence Man?
Over the second half of the twentieth century, however, the gap between
medieval master mason and modern professional gradually collapsed. The
catalyst for this change was a remarkably thin volume published in 1951 by
the art historian Erwin Panofsky. Based on his 1948 Wimmer Lecture, Gothic
Architecture and Scholasticism reimagined the architect in the context of
growing “urban professionalism” centred on Paris. 59 In this model, “the
professional, town-dwelling architect” was one of a number of professions
appearing during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, opposed to what
Panofsky called “the monastic equivalent of . . . the gentleman architect”. 60
Though its indebtedness to Viollet-le-Duc’s school of interpretation is clear,
the book also reframed the architect intellectually. Perceiving consonances
between Gothic design procedures and developments in Scholastic thought,
Panofsky argued for a shared “mental habit” between architecture and
academia facilitated by urbanized intermingling of "the architect" and “the
learned”. 61 In this environment, by the mid-thirteenth century the architect
had become “a kind of scholastic”: wearing “something like academic garb”,
“widely travelled, often well read, and enjoying a social prestige unparalleled
before and unsurpassed since”. 62
This intellectualization of the architect reflected Panofsky’s wider
intellectualization of artistic practices which privileged the role of scholars.
His 1944 article “Renaissance and Renascences” (later extended as a book in
1960), equated directly the driving forces behind periods of high-quality
artistic production with the intellectual achievements of scholarship and the
reappearance of classical influences. 63 Responding to a school of thought
which rejected the unique status of the Italian Renaissance in light of
Carolingian and twelfth-century “Renaissances”, Panofsky proposed a
typological model of history which differentiated between preceding
“Renascences” and the “most effective” Renaissance which “succeeded” in a
full resurrection of Antiquity’s soul. 64 The birth and growth of the Gothic
style from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries was thus one of a number of
sinusoidal peaks and troughs of cultural productivity judged in relation to the
fifteenth century’s permanently established triumph. Panofsky’s Gothic
architect might thus be termed a Renascence man, analogous to
Renaissance man in the academic roots of his mental habits, but intrinsically
limited by the intellectual environment of his age.

Though this proposition attracted hostility and support in equal measure
following its publication, Panofsky’s “mental habit” has been systematically
deconstructed in recent decades. 65 However, its effect on the study of the
homogenized Gothic architect has been a more general reorientation of
scholarly interest towards thirteenth-century France as the defining moment
of his character. From the 1950s onwards, the discourse of the English Gothic
architect remained largely static, the fictional character being already
stabilized into the role of a professional layman. Louis Salzman's book
Building in England (1952) contributed greatly to the understanding of
building processes and worksite organization, but did little to advance the
master mason beyond his existing characterization. 66 Lon Shelby’s articles
of 1964, 1970, and 1972, while masterful summaries, were little more than a
further elaboration of the models of the previous generation of scholarship.
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Even Harvey’s The Mediaeval Architect (1972), an extended restatement
of his established position, shifted away from English examples:
The evidence does not come all from one country or from one
period, but covers the whole of western Europe and the five
centuries after . . . 1000. 68
This new trend has resulted in the establishment of the French Gothic
architect of the early thirteenth century as the defining character of Gothic
architects more generally. With the Gothic architect increasingly treated as
an interchangeable character across space, time, and individual identities,
the framework of interpretation for French Gothic architects consequently
became of critical significance for their English counterparts. During the
1980s, interest in the latter as an abstract problem started to wane, whereas
the former continued to be the object of speculation. One of the most
influential formulations was that of Dieter Kimpel, whose work has provided a
more technical foundation for the architect's sociogenesis in thirteenthcentury France by analyzing working conditions and construction techniques.
69

Through this the “Gothic architect” emerges as a distinct character,
starkly differentiated from his predecessors as a specialized class of
professional practitioner. The development of new organizational techniques
and the use of draughtsmanship to plan designs meticulously, meant that an
architect was no longer required to be on site at all times, but was an
independent agent who could move between multiple projects, a
phenomenon more recently dubbed “remote control” by Franklin Toker. 70
Though he does not endorse Panofsky's claim that an architect was akin to a
scholastic, he too proclaims him to be a form of Renascence man, analogous
to Leonardo da Vinci through his inventive prowess in employing devices and
machinery. 71

This technical focus sparked a renewal of interest in the problem among
more recent scholars. Christopher Wilson established his own position
regarding the Gothic architect in a dedicated section of his book The Gothic
Cathedral (1990). Reacting against Panofsky’s intellectual armature, Wilson
dismissed the architect’s “quasi-academic status”, considering tomb
inscriptions and other evidence to be “a piece of poetic licence” by patrons
aimed at self-flattery rather than an admission of scholarly status. 72 Yet one
aspect of Panofsky’s architect was retained: his professional status. Carrying
dividers as “a kind of professional badge”, 73 the medieval architect was like
his modern counterpart in both his professional standing and his design
methods. Departing from conventional assessments of the thirteenth century
as a point of radical change in the architect's character, Wilson proposed that
the use of precise working drawings was a pan-historic process of
architectural design. 74 Instead he followed Kimpel by suggesting that the
codification of building processes at this time liberated architects “from the
need to be constantly present at a single site”, significantly altering the
relationship between the architect and his works. 75 This model, largely
constructed around French evidence, was subsequently applied when dealing
with English and French architects alike, most notably his work on the
relationship between St Stephen’s Chapel, Westminster, and St Augustine’s
Abbey, Bristol, from the 1290s onwards, and Canterbury Cathedral and
Lausanne in the twelfth century. 76 In both cases, working drawings and the
early fixing of a design were considered critical to interpreting stylistic
transmission and construction sequence, and in the process the architect is
firmly established as a quasi-modern professional cast in the French mould.
Paul Binski, by contrast, has self-consciously attempted to rehabilitate
aspects of Panofsky’s work. His 2010 article, "Working by Words alone",
returned to the fictional character of the Gothic architect by reversing
Panofsky's assumptions. Whereas Panofsky argued scholastic discussions of
master masons indicated an increasingly scholarly character, Binski asserted
that the same evidence was a response to social and intellectual changes
which had already occurred. 77 Their significance for the Gothic architect lay
not in revealed scholarly pretensions, but in the architect’s utility as a
suitable metaphor for a new Aristotelian relationship between authors,
works, and artifice being explored in contemporary scholastic thought. 78 In
this Binski’s architect predates and prefigures Renaissance notions of
authorial identity: “Paris, in this regard at least, had anticipated Florence.” 79
Panofsky's identification of a new professionalism born of an urban
environment was reaffirmed, resulting in a Gothic architect who was defined
by the wider birth of the “age of the expert”:

By 1300 in northern France, his position was clearer: the
architect, in theory at least, possessed science (i.e., knowledge of
fixed abstract principles or causes) and hence the capacity to
teach; he possessed authorial responsibility; he did not get his
hands dirty; and he was understood as an appropriate analogue
for other aspirant professions, whether academic or lucrative. 80
Binski’s book Gothic Wonder (2014) has expanded this model through a
wider discussion of Gothic invention, and its implications applied to English
architects. 81 Though he was openly reticent to equate French Aristotelian
“theories of professional agency” with those in England, his character study
of the French Gothic architect was ultimately used to provide the framework
for his English counterpart, primarily through introducing and exploring the
Kimpel–Toker concept of "remote control". 82 A remote-controlling architect
was one socially and professionally removed from the average mason,
adopting the same kind of logistics, authorial status, and technical
hierarchies of expertise as the pioneers of northern France. Yet in engaging
with the theoretical and historiographical underpinnings of the architect,
Binski’s emphasis remains not on individual architects, but on the fictional,
generalized architect, the architect in the abstract. It is this emblematic
figure who remains the primary subject of analysis, his characterization as
the representation of a professional class being the principal aim of scholarly
enquiry.

Conclusions
By making this homogenized and abstract character the locus of discussion,
the discourse surrounding the social, intellectual, and technical attributes of
the designers of Gothic edifices in England and beyond has limited itself to a
long-established framework of interpretation. As has been demonstrated
above, analysis of the “Gothic architect” has revolved around a discrete set
of types and tropes which often render this figure the prototype for future
groups of individuals, be they Renaissance men or modern professionals. The
roots of this are in the Gothic style’s initial formulation as a defensive
position, and since the eighteenth century its architects have been an object
of apologia, their interpretation coloured by an emphasis on rehabilitation
and positive comparison that their achievements might be established and
reclaimed. Though the rhetoric and nuances of this framework have changed
considerably over time, the fundamental issues addressed have not
significantly shifted since the writings of Viollet-le-Duc. The notion of the
“professional architect”, his place in a new social class, his relationship with
the urban environment, the relationship between abstract intellectual

knowledge, technical expertise and design practice—all these remain core
defining elements of this universalizing character right up to the most recent
scholarship.
Consequently, in attempting to answer the question “Who was the Gothic
architect?”, this field of discussion has become a debate more about past
iterations of a fictive character than the actual individuals involved in making
up the social class he purportedly represents. Throughout all the
aforementioned texts, a canon of specific examples culled from written
sources, drawings, tombs, and other material evidence regarding specific
individuals is regularly reproduced (and, occasionally, added to), but the
current working process is to sift these sources for evidence of similarity, and
for the use of those similarities to confirm or deny the nature of existing
homogenized models. This is invited by the fictional person of the “architect”
himself, who acquires validity as a subject of debate only through agreement
between the often nameless individuals he represents.
Though this observation does not invalidate the conclusions of existing
scholarship, it does underline the necessity for re-evaluating how we frame
and discuss the designers of Gothic architecture more generally. One means
of pursuing such a reassessment would be to invert the conventional
methodology, turning from establishing similarities between master masons
towards differentiation. English Gothic architects present an ideal field in
which to apply this approach. With copious documentary sources and a large
body of evidence for the lives and working practices of individual English
masons, the extreme variety in workshop organization, status, and personal
practice between master masons quickly becomes apparent, both among
contemporaries and across time. 83 This is not to advocate biography and
extreme individuation as the only means of analyzing the problem, an
approach which has already been explored to great effect by scholars in
specific cases. 84 Instead, it is to promote a different comparative approach,
placing the emphasis on the range of diversity within a class, rather than
simplification into a shared set of characteristics. By treating master masons
as a uniform, pan-historic and/or pan-European class of individuals, and
further reducing that class to a singular abstracted character, scholarship
creates a self-limiting, self-regulating system of analysis which minimizes
appreciation of the potential breadth and variety of artistic practices and
social or intellectual positions that master masons may have enjoyed. By
turning away from external models and towards internal points of
comparison in the discourse of the Gothic architect, it may be possible to
generate a more nuanced account of Gothic master masons as a whole.
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Creativity in Three Dimensions: An Investigation of
the Presbytery Aisles of Wells Cathedral
Alexandrina Buchanan and Nicholas Webb

Abstract
This paper explores the topics of creativity and imagination in relation to the
design and construction of the lierne vaults in the presbytery aisles of Wells
Cathedral, erected around 1330. It explores the potential of digital scanning
and analysis for forensic investigation of the structure in order to identify the
processes involved. Four different processes were employed and we compare
those used in the three eastern bays of the north and south aisles. These are
shown to share characteristics with the retrochoir but to involve different
approaches to 3-D projection and stone-cutting. We conclude that the basic
geometry of the vaults was defined in advance of construction, using fullscale drawings worked out on a tracing floor. In both sets of vaults the 3-D
geometry continued as a sequence of steps and was derived from
measurements ascertained from existing elements (including the drawings)
but was not consistent across the two aisles. The processes reveal different
priorities, whether for level ridges (north aisle), different choices in terms of
rib radii or apex heights, and different sequences of design steps. This
demonstrates the potential for experimentation at every stage of
construction.
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Introduction
Recent scholarship has returned to the question of medieval creativity. 1 This
coincides with wider interest across the humanities in the nature of creativity
and its relationship with invention, innovation, and entrepreneurship. 2
Whilst the impulse to create can be identified across eras and cultures, it is
implicit in such studies that this force may be conceptualized in different
ways and operates variously in different contexts, each of which may or may
not encourage innovation. The aim of the present essay is to explore the
nature of creativity and invention in medieval architecture through forensic
analysis of the presbytery aisle vaults of Wells Cathedral. New methods of
analysis, based on 3-D scan data, allow us to investigate in depth the
processes by which these vaults were conceived, designed, and built,
offering insight into the workings of creativity at a single highly significant
site.

Architectural Design and Drawing
The intellectual work of architecture lies primarily in the design, where the
opportunities for innovation and use of the imagination are most readily
recognized. Recent study of medieval architecture has been informed by the
recognition that drawings both existed in the Middle Ages and must have
performed a significant role in the processes associated with both creativity
(having new ideas) and invention (creating new things). 3 Such awareness
has been based both on surviving drawings and on the analysis of
architectural derivations which, it can be argued, could only have been
transmitted via this medium. This has been a valuable corrective to the
earlier assumption that architectural drawing was a Renaissance innovation,
and has added ammunition to revisionist attacks on the outdated idea that
medieval architecture did not involve an “architect”. 4 The associated
literature, which is too vast to review here, has had the unintended effect of
marginalizing discussion of what was distinctive about medieval building
practice and what aspects of it might not rely on drawings and/or
straightforward geometrical manipulation. That medieval creativity involved
choice and the transformation of “sources” in ways which cannot be
predicated on a set of learned practices is inherent in discussion of the
oeuvre of designers such as Michael of Canterbury and Peter Parler. What has
generally been omitted, however, is recognition that creativity did not end
with the production of a set of blueprints upon which construction depended.
As our study of Wells reveals, plans in some form must have existed but
need to be understood in relation to the whole production process. We
suggest that the medieval creative process unfolded over time and that
innovations could involve the contribution of several parties. The drafting
table may have been the main locus for experimentation (defined as the

process by which creativity occurs) in respect of designs conceived in 2-D,
but its primacy needs to be questioned for the design of essentially 3-D
elements such as vaults. 5 Moreover, it needs to be remembered that
drawings alone could not produce a building 6 and that architectural
innovation could also be expressed through changed processes of
construction, such as increased division of labour, a move from day-work to
task-work or the introduction of general contracting, all of which are evident
over the course of the later Middle Ages. 7
The dominance of 2-D representations, such as drawings as both evidence
and explanatory devices in much current interpretation of medieval
architecture, has been particularly problematic for the study of medieval
vaults. Although drawings of vaults do survive, they are fewer in number and
of less complexity than the drawings of towers and facades, which perhaps
suggests a different status or function. Many of the vault drawings in the
Vienna corpora have been identified as teaching tools rather than design
devices. 8 At this point in the discussion, distinctions need to be clarified
between the design, the plan, and the orthographic projection, which are
frequently treated as though they were identical, whereas, as our analysis
reveals, they should be considered separate entities.
By “design”, we refer to the concept informing the appearance and structure
of the vault. This could exist in the designer’s imagination prior to its being
captured as a representation, or could result from the process of creating a
representation. Robert Bork has demonstrated the importance of procedural
design conventions in medieval architecture, using existing plans as
evidence. 9 However, as many (including Bork) have argued, the existence of
design conventions or “rules” did not preclude individual decision-making at
each stage of generating the design, which involves the introduction of
something external to the plan (such as the imagined final result or preferred
design principles) taking the design-as-representation to its next stage. 10
This “something” constitutes the design concept.
All architectural designs are necessarily three-dimensional. However, the
design concept may be conceived in two, three, or even four dimensions.
Examples of 2-D design concepts include floor plans and elevations based on
modular or geometrical manipulation in two dimensions. 11 In many cases,
the 3-D iteration of the design is dependent on decisions made in two
dimensions: for example, the three-dimensionality of a pier design is an
upwards/downwards projection from a 2-D template (although clearly the
designer of the pier would have had the ability to imagine the final 3-D form
from experience of previous examples). It has been argued, however, for
example by Fitchen, that vaults were conceived in three dimensions and,
although arguing for design in two dimensions, Willis and others have

suggested that designers must have been able to imagine the 3-D form of a
vault before its actual construction, even though this cannot be predicted
from its orthographic projection. 12 4-D design involves the possibility of
movement around the building informing its planning and forms, as has been
argued by Bork for Metz Cathedral and by Neagley for Saint-Maclou, Rouen.
13

By “plan” we mean one of the tools by which the design could be recorded
and communicated: a 2-D representation which is usually understood as
taking the form of a drawing or drawings on parchment, paper, or the plaster
of the tracing house floor. Surviving drawings of medieval vaults
demonstrate that the conventions used today, representing the vault ribs as
a series of lines as though projected on a horizontal surface, were known in
the Middle Ages and, according to our analysis, a series of such plans must
have been produced in order to erect the Wells aisle vaults, although none
now remains. 14
2-D drawings often take the form of orthographic projections and in the
modern building process they may indeed be generated from 3-D CAD
models. Existing plans used in the recording and analysis of medieval
cathedrals, however, are often misleading because the vaults are
represented as linear schemes which have a visual logic in two dimensions,
rather than as projections from their actual form in three dimensions, which
would require considerably more measurement than most architectural
surveyors have had time to devote to the task. The difference between the
supposedly “measured” plan of Wells drawn in two dimensions and the plan
derived from orthographic projection from the laser scans is demonstrated in
figs 1, 2, and 3. Previous discussion of the design of the Wells vaults has
largely been based on and wholly communicated via such schematic plans.
15

Whilst these can be useful in discussing the genealogy of rib
arrangements and the transmission of such designs between sites (which
may have involved similarly schematic representations), they are of little
value in terms of the detailed analysis of the individual design concept and
its realization in 3-D form. 16 We therefore need to think about the
relationship between the design and the finished product without relying
solely on 2-D plans, and we suggest that accurate 3-D models based on laser
scans are one tool which helps us to do this. Related analysis has been
undertaken for Late Gothic vaults by David Wendland et al.; Thomas Bauer,
Jörg Lauterbach, Norbert Nußbaum et al.; Benjamin Ibarra-Sevilla; and many
studies deriving from the research project “Stonecutting technology in the
Mediterranean and Atlantic areas: Survey and analysis of built examples”
(BIA2009-14350-C02-02), sponsored by the Ministry of Science and
Innovation of the Spanish Government, but not hitherto for their English
antecedents. 17

View this illustration online
Figure 1.
Plan of the East end of Wells Cathedral, Collection of Wells Cathedral.
Digital image courtesy of the Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral

Figure 2.
the Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, Plan of the presbytery aisle bay
N1 of Wells Cathedral, Collection of Wells Cathedral.

Figure 3.
Plan of the choir aisles bay N1 overlaid with digital scan, Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Wells Cathedral
The selection of Wells as a case study was based on the difference, clearly
visible but not previously analyzed, between the forms of the vaults in the
north and south aisles of the choir (fig. 4). For convenience, the aisles are
herein identified as N (north) and S (south), their bays numbered 1–6 from
east to west. Although apparently based on the same design concept (to be
discussed below), their 3-D form was sufficiently dissimilar to merit
investigation. As will be shown, laser scanning revealed further differences
within each aisle which, although visible to the eye, are unintelligible without
the digital models.

Figure 4.
The presbytery aisle vaults from the East looking West in the north aisle
(left), and south aisle (right), Wells Cathedral. Digital image courtesy of J.
R. Peterson

Wells also benefits from a relatively well-documented construction sequence,
architects who have been identified by name, and a secure position in the
literature as having international significance as a “prodigy building”, whose
design innovations transformed any identifiable prototypes beyond
recognition and provided a springboard for late Gothic vaulting forms. 18
Innovations associated with the Wells vaults include the net vault, defined
as a vault whose ribs criss-cross a planar surface rather than creating ridges
and groins, in this case involving an equally innovative tunnel vault with
penetrations, vaulting designs which exclude a main diagonal rib (probably
contemporary with their earliest use at Exeter), the use of diagonal ribs
extending beyond their original bay, and the inclusion of cusping to create a
design association between the vaults and traceried windows. The aisle
vaults have so far played only a limited role in this discussion although the
three authors by whom they have been discussed have all highlighted their
3-D form as distinctive. 19
The aisle vaults belong to a campaign of building whose date of
commencement is probably around 1323/24. 20 The scheme involved the
building of a Lady Chapel, to a new design and probably further east than its
predecessor, and the removal of the liturgical choir into the eastern arm.
That early fourteenth-century Wells offered a supportive environment for
architectural creativity is suggested by the innovative character of the
architecture, which is in contrast to the predominantly conservative
character of the earlier nave. 21 Nevertheless, the new work was also
dependent on the twelfth-century design, incorporating three bays of the
older presbytery, including the two piers east of the crossing and their
arcade arches, probably to support the central crossing tower. All modern
accounts propose a division between the Lady Chapel and retrochoir, whose
design is attributed to Master Thomas of Witney, and the work of the choir,
attributed to William Joy, known to have been involved at Wells by 1329 at
the latest. The documentary evidence for dating the various elements of the

work need not detain us here, since absolute datings for the aisles are both
impossible to provide and irrelevant to the analysis, although most accounts
state or imply a date in the early 1330s.
Our analysis suggests that the vaulting of the aisles can be divided into four
“sets” of vaults (N1–3, N4–6, S1–3, and S4–6), each of which is different in
both horizontal and vertical orthographic projection (see figs 5 and 6).
Analysis of the sculpture reveals a clear difference in foliage style between
the bosses of bays 1–3 and bays 4–6 on both sides, but no significant
differences between north and south. This variance introduces the possibility
of a chronological distinction between the eastern and western bays;
therefore the present article will deal only with bays 1–3 on each side in
order not to complicate analysis. The continuity of sculptural style across
these bays suggests, if not simultaneous construction, then at least
chronological continuity. The documented dates suggest that all twelve bays
must have been vaulted relatively speedily, probably over no more than a
couple of years.

Figure 5.
Orthographic image of the digital point cloud data for the north aisle
(above), and south aisle (below) in plan, Wells Cathedral. Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 6.
Orthographic image of the digital point cloud data for the north aisle
(above), and south aisle (below) in section, both facing north, Wells
Cathedral. Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Methodology
The data used in our analysis derives from a new survey of the eastern arm
undertaken by the authors and J. R. Peterson on 24–25 April 2015, using a
Faro Focus 3D X330 laser scanner. This produces a highly accurate digital
representation of the vaults by recording points on their interior surface
every three millimetres. Several scans are required to produce the entire
model of the eastern arm: the scanner has to be repositioned to record
accurately all of the vaulting detail, as it can only survey the surfaces within
a direct sight line of the laser. The scans were subsequently combined using
the accompanying proprietary software, which recognizes common reference
points across all scans. 22
The innermost edge of each rib’s profile was then traced manually point by
point, creating an accurate record of the intrados (inner curvature). These
points combined established a digital wireframe model of each bay’s
geometry in three dimensions. The locations of the bosses were left blank,
both because the sculpture prevented accurate tracing and because, having
experimented with extending the traced lines, it was clear that they did not
always meet at a single point. Since this junction does not exist in reality (the
role of the bosses being to mask it), we did not want to create models that
mixed data derived from the scans with notional points that had no basis in
reality. Nevertheless, these notional junctions had to be used when

measuring the height of the apex of the rib from the impost since the actual
bosses vary in depth. These measurements therefore need to be treated with
more caution than others and are placed in square brackets in the
forthcoming discussion.
From the 3-D models, we created orthographic projections of the traced lines,
which are ideal for analysis as they enable a clearer reading of complex 3-D
geometry by projecting the traced curves onto a vertical plane (elevation)
and onto a horizontal plane (plan) (see figs 7–10). These projections maintain
their accuracy based on the original digital models, as they are a direct
output of the 3-D data as opposed to projections based on traditional
surveying techniques, which can result in inaccuracies. 23 We used the
tracings to investigate their geometry, identifying the radii of each arc, the
location and number of centre points, and their position on, above, or below
the impost line.

Figure 7.
Bay N2 digital mesh model, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 8.
Overlaid with lines traced along intrados of each rib, Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 9.
Orthographic projection extracted in plan, Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Figure 10.
Orthographic projection extracted in elevation, Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Analysis
As explained, our main aim was to interrogate the creative processes
involved in designing and constructing the vaults, specifically whether they
were conceived in two or three dimensions and whether plans were involved
at any stage. The 2-D concept informing the design seems to have involved
the elimination of the diagonal rib (also a feature of the earlier vaults of the
projecting chapels flanking the retrochoir), and the use of hexagonal
compartments placed transversely and longitudinally which meet to form a
saltire cross at the centre of the bay (perhaps a symbolic reference to St
Andrew, patron saint of Wells). Hexagons seem to have been a shape
favoured by William Joy, combined with saltire crosses in the east window of
the choir, and their use in these vaults can be compared to the lozenges
taking the place of ribs along the ridges in the Wells retrochoir and at St
Augustine’s, Bristol, another building with which he has been associated. 24
From our models, it was clear that bays N1–3 and bays S1–3 had very
different 3-D geometry (see figs 11, 12, and 13). In each of the “sets”, we
looked for the most consistent bay in terms of plan and projection. For N1–3
this was the central of the three bays (N2) and for S1–3 this was the
easternmost bay (S1). However, the 3-D form of S1 was found to differ from
S2 and S3, with the central boss being considerably higher (see fig. 12).

Therefore the 3-D analysis of these bays focuses on S2. In our analysis the
north aisle will be examined before the south aisle because the geometry is
simpler; this should not be read as suggesting chronological precedence.

Figure 11.
North bays 1 to 3 in plan, elevation, and isometric, Digital image courtesy
of Nicholas Webb

Figure 12.
South bays 1 to 3 in plan, elevation, and isometric, Digital image courtesy
of Nicholas Webb

Figure 13.
North and south bays 1 to 3 overlaid in plan, elevation, and isometric,
revealing their differing geometry Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

Our initial hypothesis was that the same plan might have been projected
using different methods, perhaps with the intention of creating different 3-D
forms. 25 According to Bucher, “The first conscious decision of the master
concerned the basic shape of the vault.” 26 The basic shape, that is, the 3-D
form of a vault is predicated on five factors: the 2-D plan of the ribs, the
heights of their springing point, the points of intersection of the ribs (the
apex or highest point, at Wells marked by a boss), the position of the arc’s
centre, and the arc’s curvature (see fig. 14). Each of these factors could be
used as a starting point, which limits the options available for the others. In
particular the form of each rib is determined by the location point of the
centre, springing, and apex (see figs 15–19). Once two of these three factors
are fixed, the third automatically follows (unless the arcs have more than one
centre). Our models demonstrated that at Wells all the arcs had simple
curvatures with a single centre and most were extremely accurately built, as
overlaying the actual curvatures with radii of circles revealed little
discrepancy between the two.

Figure 14.
Two-centred arch based on fixed springing point, apex, and centre on the
impost, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 15.
Left-hand arc as previous; right-hand arc showing effect of lowering the
centre point, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 16.
Left-hand arc as previous; right-hand arc showing effect of raising the
centre point, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 17.
Left-hand arc as previous, right-hand arc showing effect of lengthening
the radius with same centre point as in fig. 14 Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Figure 18.
Left hand arc as previous, right hand arc showing effect of using longer
radius with same springing point as in fig. 14 Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Figure 19.
Left-hand arc as before, right-hand arc showing effect of using longer
radius with same apex as in fig. 14 Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

At Wells, bays N1–3 follow what had by that date become the normal
practice in tierceron vaults of setting the apex of the transverse and wall ribs
and the central boss at the same height. 27 Although the Wells side aisles
abandoned ridge ribs, the principle that ridges should be level seems to have
informed the 3-D geometry of bays N1–3. Bays S1–3, on the other hand,
have a pronouncedly domical shape. Although the transverse, wall, and
arcade ribs all reach the same height (range of [3.524–3.573] metres in S2),
the central boss is higher ([3.666] metres in S2). The real cause of the
domical appearance in S1–3, however, is not the slightly higher central boss
but the lower height of the apex of the tiercerons (at least 0.25 metre lower
than in N1–3). This results in a vault virtually in two sections: a lower portion
framed by dominant conoids, surmounted by a domical crown. The tierceron
heights can be correlated with other measurements (see below) but without
further research we cannot say whether this is meaningful. What is clear is
that the heights were the result of choices, perhaps intended to achieve a
particular effect.
Across all the bays, the height of the apex of the transverse arches was fixed
by a decision that it should continue the arch heights from the retrochoir,
which are all around [3.560] metres from the top of the abacus. The same
height was used for the wall and arcade ribs, again maintaining the same
heights as in the retrochoir. These have the proportions termed by Villard de
Honnecourt to be an arch of five points (see fig. 20). 28 Having opted for
level ridges (as in the retrochoir), the height of the central boss in bays N1–3
was therefore fixed from the outset. In bays S1–3, where level ridges were
abandoned, only the heights and directions of the bounding ribs were predetermined. Another fixed point seems to have resulted from the decision to
place the centre points of the wall and arcade ribs on the base point of the
vault (the impost level, at the height of the top of the abacus).

Figure 20.
The longitudinal ribs in N1–3 and S1–3 have proportions, termed by Villard
de Honnecourt as an arch of five points Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

The four known elements rule can also be used to locate the position of the
centre of a simple 2-D arch where its springing point, apex, and radius are
known. The impost seems to have been the preferred level of the centre
point and was only abandoned when other requirements prevailed; in these
cases, the centre point was determined by these other fixed points. As well
as preferring to place the centre on the impost line, we identified that
potentially variable measurements seem to have been derived from existing
dimensions. Thus in bays N1–3 and S1–3, the radius of the transverse arch
seems to correlate to the height of the piers from ground to abacus, which is
also the length of the bay from edge of abacus to edge of abacus (average
4.620 metres). Following a simple geometrical process, using circles having
the same known radius as the arch (see figs 21 and 22), the location of the
centre point can be identified, which in this case is both below the impost
and outside the area of the plan, and thus does not comply with Villard de
Honnecourt’s rules. This therefore suggests that the wall ribs were
generative elements of the design, as we have posited elsewhere in relation
to the tierceron vaults of the retrochoir. 29

Figure 21.
Rule for finding the centre point of an arc (Part 1), draw circles with
centres at the springing point and apex using the known radius Digital
image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 22.
one of the two crossing points of the circles becomes the centre of the
desired arc, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

The ground plan of the aisle bays, along with the abacus height, was
retained from the twelfth-century building. The three eastern bays of the
presbytery aisles, although new masonry from the plinth upwards, follow the

existing bay plan exactly (within a tolerance of 0.060 metre). Our analysis
suggests that the bay plan must have been drawn out full size on the tracing
floor and that geometry and measurements derived from this full-scale
representation were fundamental to the design process. This can be
demonstrated by creating a digital simulation of the tracing floor plan. The
tracing floor must be conceptualized as a base level, corresponding to the
impost line at the height of the abacus, from which heights could be
projected. Although the tracing floor would have been situated elsewhere,
key points derived from it must have been drawn on the platform below the
vault on which the centring was erected, in order to inform the construction
process.
Having traced out the bay plan on the tracing floor, the basic geometry of
the design was formulated. Common to both N1–3 and S1–3 were lines
traced from each corner to the opposite mid-point of the shorter side (figs 23
and 32). These determine the direction of spring followed by the longitudinal
tiercerons. These ribs could not be positioned without this guideline,
demonstrating that a 2-D representation must have preceded their
projection. With springing point and direction known, the radius, the height of
apex, and centre point of the ribs remain to be settled. Here we start to see
differences in process between north and south aisles.

Figure 23.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing the direction of the
longitudinal tiercerons, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 24.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing addition of diagonals
and centre of bay to corner dimension Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

Figure 25.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing arcs locating the apex
points of the longitudinal tiercerons Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

Figure 26.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing the direction of the
transverse tiercerons and their apex positions based on centre points
located on the impost level Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 27.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing lines locating the sides
of the transverse and longitudinal hexagons Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Figure 28.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay N2, showing lines locating the
central liernes by connecting the inner lierne apexes Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 29.
Hypothetical geometry of bay N2 overlaying actual plan derived from scan
data, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 30.
Hypothetical geometry of bay N2 in three dimensions, Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

With the exception of the easternmost tiercerons in bay N1, the radius of all
the tiercerons in N1–3 is the same as that of the transverse ribs (4.620
metres) and seems therefore to have derived from these. Because the centre
points of the longitudinal tiercerons are not at impost level (and so do not
represent a predetermined point), the conoid does not have a regular
horizontal section and the infill between the ribs has a warped plane.
Besides the springing and the radius, the third fixed point for the tiercerons
seems to have been the height of the apex, which is at an average of [3.439]
metres from the top of the abacus. This measurement, which represents the
height of all the tierceron bosses, does not seem to have been arbitrary but
was the same as the distance from the corner of the bay to its centre (i.e.
half the length of a diagonal drawn across the bay). This requires that the
diagonal should also have been marked on the tracing floor for the purpose
of measurement (fig. 24). For the longitudinal tiercerons, however, the height
of the apex represents a level, rather than a position. We therefore conclude
that the position of the apex was first located in two dimensions on the
tracing floor, then projected upwards. At this stage, the plan had to be
conceptualized in three dimensions, even though it could be drawn and
measured in two. From these points, the centre point could readily be
calculated, as above (figs 21 and 22).

The position of the junction of the liernes and longitudinal tiercerons seems
to have been determined by the addition to the plan of four arcs with a
radius of half the breadth of the bay and centres in the bay corners. The
intersection between these arcs and the already traced lines marks the
position on the plan of the junction between the longitudinal tiercerons and
the liernes springing from the wall and arcade ribs (fig. 25).
Initially we thought that the position of the apex of the transverse tiercerons
might have resulted from a decision to make the sides of the hexagons
formed by the liernes parallel, and to give the transverse hexagons and the
longitudinal hexagons the same width. If so, the parallelism and
maintenance of the same height for all the lierne bosses could demonstrate
the same thought process that opted for level ridges: a desire for
horizontality in those ribs parallel with the notional ridges. However, the fact
that the centre point of the arcs of the transverse tiercerons was on the
impost level, the rib radius was the same as that of the transverse arch and
longitudinal tiercerons, and the height of the apex was the same as for the
longitudinal tiercerons (all of which can therefore be considered to be fixed
points), along with the discovery that the direction of these tiercerons was
the same as in the other bay sets, where the liernes are not parallel,
suggests that the parallelism may have been coincidental.
The direction of the transverse tiercerons seems to have been determined by
a circle drawn with its centre point in the centre of the bay and outer edge at
the mid-point of the transverse arch in plan. Lines can then be drawn to
connect each bay corner, the opposite circle mid-point and the opposite bay
corner. This layout corresponds exactly to the geometry of the simulated
tracing floor plan relating to the tierceron vaults of the retrochoir. Even
though the vaults have entirely different configurations of ribs and different
dimensions, the basic system of their 2-D geometry is identical (see fig. 31),
potentially throwing doubt on the argument that the differences between the
two designs suggest different designers. The transverse tiercerons can be
drawn using the known elements of the centre point, rib radius, springing
point, and apex height (fig. 26). This fixes the position of the apex on the
plan by downwards projection from the arc, rather than the apex needing to
be positioned by an upwards projection from a known point on the plan.
Again, 3-D visualization must have been fundamental to this stage of the
process.

Figure 31.
Traced plans of bay N2 of the choir aisle (left) and bay two of the
retrochoir south aisle (right), derived from actual scan data, both overlaid
with the generative “starcut” diagram and circle Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Joining the outer ring of bosses across the bay creates the central square and
inner ring of bosses (fig. 27). The central saltire is created with diagonals
across this square (fig. 28). The height of the central boss, as already stated,
is [3.560] metres from the impost and the inner lierne bosses are at the
same height as the outer bosses: [3.400] metres. Overlaying the simulated
tracing floor on the traced ribs shows the close correspondence between the
two (fig. 29). Fig. 30 shows the final simulation in 3-D.
Comparison of bays N1–3 and bays S1–3 demonstrates that our initial
hypothesis, that the same plan was projected according to different rules,
needed modification. Both used the same basic geometry for the tiercerons,
but the liernes were located according to a different process. Making
different decisions at certain points resulted in a slightly different plan as
well as a different projection. Analysis of bays S1–3, however, is complicated
by significant differences between the bays. Although all three were
apparently based on the same concept, their construction is less precise than
any of the other bay sets and no single bay can be taken as normative. The
inconsistencies seem both constructional (for example, use of different radii
for equivalent ribs, suggesting that neither the same templates nor the same
centring were used across the three bays) and structural (two of the three
bays have had to be braced with iron tie beams, evidence of instability either
actual or perceived). The scan data provides levels of precision far exceeding
the tolerances to which medieval builders were working, and thus document

variations which may not in themselves be meaningful but can make it
difficult to identify the original design intentions. Discussion of these bays is
therefore more speculative.
In bays S1–3, the direction of the tiercerons was identified following the same
processes as in bays N1–3 (see figs 32–36). The tiercerons have a variety of
curvatures, except in S2, where all are the same as the wall and arcade ribs.
This curvature was used for half the tiercerons in the other two bays but
without any obvious pattern. There is no consistency between the levels of
their centre points, with few approximating to the abacus level, suggesting
that this was not a predetermined point. Consistency is found across the
three bays in the height of the apex of the transverse tiercerons, at
approximately [3.160] metres from abacus level. In S2 and S3 this is also the
height of the apex of the longitudinal tiercerons, although in S1 they are
0.050 metre higher, probably because this bay has a higher crown. This
suggests that, as in bays N1–3, the height was a fixed point. Similarly to
N1–3, the height is determined using the diagonal distance across the bay,
this time from the centre of the bay to the edge of the abacus at each corner
(fig. 33).

Figure 32.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay S2, showing the direction of the
longitudinal tiercerons Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 33.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay S2, showing addition of diagonals
and centre of bay to edge of abacus dimension Digital image courtesy of
Nicholas Webb

Figure 34.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay S2, showing arcs locating the apex
points of the longitudinal tiercerons Digital image courtesy of Nicholas
Webb

Figure 35.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay S2, joining the longitudinal tierceron
apexes across the bay, where the intersection between these liernes and
the diagonals positions the inner ring of bosses and the central saltire
Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 36.
Hypothetical tracing floor plan of bay S2, showing the extension of inner
ring of bosses to meet the transverse tiercerons giving their apex position
Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 37.
Hypothetical geometry of bay S2 overlaying actual plan derived from scan
data, Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Figure 38.
Hypothetical geometry of bay S2 in three dimensions, Digital image
courtesy of Nicholas Webb

Having established these locations on the plan, lines drawn between the
points across the bay provide the position of the sides of the transverse
hexagons. The intersection between these liernes and the diagonals

positions the inner ring of bosses and the central saltire (fig. 35). This gives
the diagonals a more significant role than in bays N1–3. The height of the
inner ring of bosses is the same as the height of the apex of the transverse
arch. Extending the liernes which join the inner bosses in a longitudinal
direction to meet the transverse tiercerons creates the sides of the
longitudinal hexagons (fig. 36). The central apex forms the highest point in
the vault, though it is unclear whether the height of the central saltire
[3.666] metres is a significant dimension in relation to the other vault
measurements. It should be noted that it is almost exactly equal to twelve
English feet, although our general assumption is that any measurements
used are derived from distances ascertainable directly from the tracing floor
rather than requiring a calibrated ruler. The final simulation in 3-D is shown
in fig. 38.
Analysis of both aisles clearly demonstrates that a full-scale plan was
essential for defining the 3-D geometries of the vaults, which were
dependent on the interrelated heights and curvatures of the ribs. Our
analysis seems to suggest also that although the curvatures of the liernes
were not standardized, many in bays N1–3 also used the common radius of
3.560 metres, and it may be that while all were cut to this curvature, this
cannot now be identified because of their short length. Nevertheless,
although a full-scale plan was required for projecting the vaults, the plans of
the north and south aisles were not identical, nor were some of the basic
decisions about projection. The tiercerons of bays S1–3 in the main have the
same curvature as the wall and arcade ribs, whereas those in bays N1–3
follow the transverse ribs. More significantly, the length of the tiercerons in
both 2- and 3-D was determined by the height of their apex. The liernes that
form a cross at the centre of bays S1–3 correspond with the diagonals on the
tracing floor, whereas the position of those of bays N1–3 is determined by
the junction of the transverse and longitudinal hexagons.

Interpretation of the findings
The results of these different approaches may be variously interpreted. In
structural terms, the insertion of bracing suggests that the south aisle vaults
were less successful, although since we do not know at what date the
bracing was added, this may not have been a medieval perception. These
bays were the more innovative, offering an early example of what has been
termed a “net vault”, with the upper part of the crown of the vault forming a
regular dome, and the central cross of liernes not marking any change of
plane. The more conservative design of bays N1–3 nevertheless could be
seen to offer aesthetic and constructional as well as structural advantages.
By projecting the plan to a series of horizontal levels, liernes which are
parallel to the sides of the bay in plan are also parallel in projection, and the
central saltire closely approaches the diagonals of a square, meeting almost

at right angles. There is thus greater consistency between plan and
projection and the problems of cutting the bosses in three dimensions are
reduced.
Our analysis confirms previous assessment of the creative processes of
Gothic design as procedural or generative in nature and reveals how new
forms, such as the net vault, could result from a succession of steps not
necessarily intended from the outset to achieve this result. The geometrical
experimentation involved was largely contingent on measurements derived
from the existing structure and the Wells vaults show no interest in ideal
forms (except, perhaps in the five-point arches). We have so far found no
evidence of so-called “Platonic” geometry, nor use of proportional formulae
such as the ad quadratum and ad triangulatum principles. 30 Use of the
“four known elements” rule evidenced masons’ “cunning”, but did not
involve anything more than manipulation and measurement using dividers
rather than a calibrated ruler and none of the processes used required even
the simplest mathematics. The designs and plans are based on practical
ingenuity rather than theoretical knowledge. It is also clear that in the bays
discussed, the irregularity of the conoids and the variety of rib curvatures
involved demonstrate that the vault design methods did not involve a
“principal arch” (Prinzipalbogen) whereby all the rib curvatures are derived
from a single generative rib, a process associated with Late Gothic and
recorded in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century sources. 31
As we have shown elsewhere, experimentation in the 3-D geometry of vaults
predates the fourteenth century and by the 1330s masons would doubtless
have been familiar with the 3-D consequences of choosing different rib
curvatures or centre points. 32 The power of 3-D visualization was also
required by those responsible for choosing and cutting stones; they had to be
able to imagine the finished form within the rough block—a process known in
French as “dérobement”. Although this faculty had become necessary as
soon as larger stones started to be used—one thinks, for example, of the
complex and inventive springer blocks found at Salisbury Cathedral— it
became particularly vital in cutting the geometrically complex bosses
required by lierne vaulting. That the power of anticipation was not complete
may be suggested by the need to brace the south aisle vaults, and it is even
possible that had speed and cost not been considerations (evidenced in the
Chapter records), whichever vaults were deemed less successful might have
been demolished and rebuilt. Nevertheless, it is clear that the different
geometries of bays S1–3 and N1–3 depended on creative decisions which
produced innovations in both two and three dimensions.

Figure 39.
Springing stones cut horizontally in bay N2 (left), and radially to the arc
centre point in bay S3 (right) Digital image courtesy of Nicholas Webb

The differences between bays S1–3 and N1–3 could be explained either as
individual innovation: tinkering with a design concept, or to creativity within
the workforce, enabling them to interpret the basic design in different ways
with notably different results. The structural advantages of N1–3 suggest the
former, whilst differences between south and north aisles in the setting out
of the springings seem to suggest the latter (fig. 39). Perhaps the creative
environment of Wells was stimulated by a site split between different teams.
33

Given that the western bays exhibit further differences in plan and
projection methods, it seems impossible to claim that every modification
should be attributed to a change in architect when the records mention only
two at most, possibly even working in partnership. 34 If the four designs
were based on a single drawing (or set of drawings), this must either have
been insufficiently detailed to ensure complete consistency or departures
from such a design were sanctioned. A third possibility, that the designs were
improvised during construction, seems impossible given the accuracy and
consistency of the geometry and stone-cutting.

Conclusion
Analysis of the presbytery aisles of Wells Cathedral suggests that at this site,
at this period, the primary moment of innovation was at the design stage,
with the introduction of a completely new configuration of ribs, albeit one

derived from a pre-existing geometrical formula. This formula involved
drawing and the use of basic geometrical manipulation, both associated with
the figure of the architect. The designs emerged from the process of creating
a plan, and involving geometrical manipulation which was sequential,
proceeding step by step in a recognizable (although not standardized)
progression. The basic 2-D geometry of the plan, however, was not the end
of the process. Creative innovation within the building project did not occur
at a single point in time and was unlikely to have been the responsibility of a
single individual. The accuracy and detail enabled by digital technologies
supports forensic analysis which can identify and account for differences and
similarities not previously recognized. In this way, creative thinking and
visualization in both two and three dimensions can be found across the
timeframe of construction, from conception to projection and even in the
cutting of the individual stones, with significant and presumably intentional
differences both between individual bays and between bay sets.
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Inventio Porticus—Imagining Solomon’s Porches in
Late Medieval England
Helen Lunnon

Abstract
This paper presents a study of the iconographic relationship between
medieval church porches and the porches of King Solomon. In so doing it
develops Richard Krautheimer’s work to elucidate the inventive capacity of
medieval designers when a prototype is known only through written sources
not structural actuality. The paper begins by introducing instances where
established architectural modes were adopted for the design of a church
porch, for example the cloistral attributes of the porch at Great Massingham
(Norfolk). It is then argued that, based on formal study of entrance buildings
including porch-towers, gatehouses, and ultimately the remarkable doubledepth north porch at St Mary Redcliffe, biblical descriptions of Solomon’s
forebuildings presented designers with malleable models which afforded
inventive architectural interpretation.
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Richard Krautheimer’s 1942 article “Introduction to an ‘Iconography of
Mediaeval Architecture’” remains the defining work on how architectural
iconographies were transmitted in the medieval period. By his own
admission, Krautheimer’s remarks “were not intended to be complete” but
“merely to form contributions towards a future iconography of medieval
architecture”. 1 Responses to Krautheimer’s article include papers by
Richard Gem and Paul Crossley. 2 Gem distilled Krautheimer’s approach into
the identification of two kinds of image—“representations of specific
buildings or modes of buildings, and representations of specific geometrical,
mathematical or other forms”. He extended the application of Krautheimer’s
method to Anglo-Saxon buildings, whilst maintaining focus on the transfer of
selective elements drawn from known prototypes into new settings. This
paper continues the conversation begun by Krautheimer, by exploring how
those who designed buildings imagined them in the absence of an actual
prototype or model. It is concerned with the intellectual malleability of
material in the built environment, specifically with the re-cognition of the
familiar in a revised or manipulated form. In doing so, it extends
Krautheimer’s discussion of medieval notions of copying to encompass
architectural iconography that was developed using the imagination.
As a case study, this article tests the suggestion that textual references to
Solomonic porches inspired architectural invention. My investigation is
therefore focused on one type of building—the church porch. Owing to their
generally diminutive size and threshold location, outside the main envelope
of the building, and not having a distinct function to underpin a single formal
remit, porches provided architectural practitioners with opportunities for
experimentation and the practical exploration of invention.
Recognizing how and what buildings mean starts with the transfer of an
established mode into a new context. Retention of significant content could
be achieved by the selective transfer of a few defining architectural motifs,
as illustrated in a number of church porches which were designed to convey
monumental import. 3 The remarkable porch at Temple Church, London, built
around 1160, is unique and plausibly owes its specific form to a penitential
burial, that of Geoffrey de Mandeville (fig. 1). Having died excommunicate in
1144, Mandeville’s body remained unburied until 1163, when he was
posthumously absolved and interred at Temple Church. 4 The west porch is
in effect a suspended canopy before a door, juxtaposing the honorific vault
with the humility of burial outside the door. Both references were pertinent to
the biography of the founder of Temple Church, a point which has been
convincingly argued by David Park. 5 In this instance the design is drawn
from a palette of transferable motifs rather than relying purely on
architectural iconographies.

Figure 1.
West porch, Temple Church, London. Digital image courtesy of Helen
Lunnon.

Fundamental to the success of the architectural metaphor at Temple Church
are the three large access points which result in an absence of walling. The
structure is suspended over an outside burial space and maintains the
significance of the threshold. No architectural model for the Temple porch is
known in England, and no English porch can offer a meaningful formal
antecedent—it is thus an inventive amalgam. However, the cultural
pertinence of burial in western porches can be traced back to Anglo-Saxon
behaviours, notably Benedict Biscop at Monkwearmouth, and ultimately to
the western entrance of Old St Peter's in Rome, where successive popes were
buried in the sixth and seventh centuries. 6 In such instances, buildings were
imbued with modes of reference extracted from known structures in other
contexts. The step beyond this is quite a leap further, entailing the
replication of a building which could not be known in actuality and had to be
imagined from disparate clues.
The most renowned porches in Christian cultural consciousness—and
therefore in the Latin West—were those built by King Solomon, as testified in
the Old Testament first book of Kings and Ezekiel’s vision. These buildings
were known to have been destroyed and rebuilt multiple times. Theoderich,

writing in the thirteenth century, encouraged his reader to “consider how
many times and by whom the Temple has been built or destroyed.” He also
confirmed that the form had altered, saying “King Solomon first built the
Temple by divine command at great expense—not in the round as it is today,
but oblong.” 7 Solomon’s porches had the potential to provide models to be
imitated, blueprints to be copied. But, in the absence of the original buildings
themselves, when looking to incorporate this powerful referent medieval
designers had to go beyond the “disintegration of the prototype into its
single elements, the selective transfer of these parts, and their reshuffling in
the copy”. 8 This article explores the form and image of a number of porches
and related buildings, which suggest that Solomon’s porches provided a
melody on which creative minds and capable artists could riff.
As discussed by Krautheimer and others, a well-documented and widely
understood medieval architectural design method was the adoption and
reapplication of defining components from existing buildings or building
types. A case in point is the south porch at St Mary’s, Great Massingham
(Norfolk), built around 1280 (fig. 2). The east and west walls, comprising two
sets of three openings constructed of shafts resting on a plinth or stylobate,
are open, arcade-like screens (fig. 3). This impression of “open-architecture”
repeats the magnitude of the entrance arch, the scale of which in relation to
the size of the porch facade reduces the amount of solid masonry to its
absolute minimum. This design was not a commonplace response to the
challenge of building a church porch at that date. The architecture of the
Great Massingham porch, with its balance between voids and solids, and the
fall of light across different shapes, forms, and surfaces, has sensory fluidity
and dynamism. The distinction between within and without is ambiguous. In
its conception and the experience it creates this open-arcaded entrance
building is arguably more akin to a cloister walk than to other church porches
of similar date.

Figure 2.
South porch, St Mary’s Church, Great Massingham,
Norfolk. Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

Figure 3.
Eastern elevation, south porch, St Mary’s Church, Great Massingham,
Norfolk. Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

In plan it measures approximately 4.8 by 4 metres (15ft 10in by 13ft 5in), the
entrance arch is 4.8 by 2.2 metres (15ft 10in by 7ft 2in), the internal
doorway 2.8 by 1.3 metres (9ft 6in by 4ft 6in), and the sill height of the side
openings is 1.2 metres (4ft) from the current internal ground level. So, the
height of the arch is equal to the depth of the plan; the width of the plan
divided by the square-root of two gives the internal door height; an orderly,
systematized scheme is evident in both plan and elevation. 9 Whilst it is
stylistically consistent with the comprehensive building campaign
undertaken at the church in the late thirteenth century, Massingham’s
designer departed from the established template for church entrance
buildings. The porch at St Mary’s, West Walton (Norfolk), built around 1240
and twenty-five miles south-west of Great Massingham, reinforces how very
different thirteenth-century porch architecture in the region could be (fig. 4).
Like the antecedent porches at Barnack, Southwell, Tewkesbury, and
Malmesbury, West Walton does not have side openings of any kind.
Importantly, however, these examples all have internal wall articulation
analogous with blind arcading. Their similarity with West Walton is apparent,
so too the distinctiveness of Great Massingham. At Massingham the external
environment remains viscerally and visually present within the building,
whilst at West Walton (as elsewhere) the porch interior is an enveloped,
cocooned space. The only opening is the entrance arch, so large that it
renders the facade no more than a framed aperture.

Figure 4.
South porch, St Mary’s Church, West Walton, Norfolk.
Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

The building’s context might provide a partial explanation. The small house
of Augustinian canons at Massingham Priory—founded before 1260 and now
lost except for small remains in a residential dwelling—might have
encouraged a particular design for the parish porch. The new Gothic cloister
designed and built at Norwich Cathedral priory from 1297, following the fire
of 1272 has bases of turned shafts emphatically resting on a stylobate and
connected above capital height by elongated cusped cinque-foil heads—an
arrangement not dissimilar to that in the porch at Massingham. 10 Such
stylistic forms are not unusual, nor regionally specific; however, their
application as open arcading in the context of a parish church porch is
remarkable. The rib-vaulted cloister at Salisbury, built around 1260, is also a
pertinent comparator. 11 The panelling of the open arcade is replicated
(slightly modified) on the opposing wall in blind form. Elsewhere, as at
Norwich, the wall has blind arcading but it is not decorated with traceried
panelling in the upper sections—the two sides thus differ from each other.

The example of Salisbury introduces a sense of consistency between the two
sides of the cloister walk; progress along each walk is visually regularized
and modulated. Massingham porch has a similar approach to spatial
characterization. The close spacing of the shafts establishes a rhythm for
movement and visually extends the sense of journeying to the church door.
This is not to suggest that Salisbury directly informed Massingham, but
rather that designs circulating amongst masons working at the great
churches were being explored for their potential to resolve other
architectural challenges.
It seems that designing Massingham porch involved conceiving of an opensided structure in which the arcading common to porches (for example, at
Southwell and Malmesbury) was retained but the blank walling in-fill
removed, producing an open arcade along each flank. The interplay between
decorative (or blind) and structural (or open) arcading which can be
experienced in the round challenges the delineation between the internal
and external surface treatments, or doing away with wall planes altogether.
At Massingham the framing of the openings corresponds internally and
externally; an architectural iconography more often associated with the inner
court of a cloister. The porch itself implies how Massingham’s designer
repurposed an architectural mode with previously cloistral associations. In
doing so he challenged accepted norms for this building type, redefining the
structure and expanding the architectural and phenomenological parameters
within which it could reside. The joy and subtlety of such invention appears
to be the reconfiguration of the familiar, the alteration of something well
known to present a new object.
A colonnaded walkway set before a parish church door is one way to read the
advanced architectural re-cognition devised by the designer of Massingham
porch. In this light, the porch would mirror formal qualities prevalent
amongst coeval works of high-status, designing masons elsewhere in
England. A difficulty with this interpretation, however, is that such modern
notions of formal resemblance are anachronistic. As Krautheimer explained,
“inexactness in reproducing the particular shape of a definite architectural
form, in plan as well as elevation, seems to be one of the outstanding
elements in the relation of the copy and original in medieval architecture.” 12
Yet, the importance of content resolves this apparent anachronistic difficulty.
Waynes Dynes, in a paper exploring the intellectual comparison of the
monastic cloister and the Portico of Solomon by medieval witnesses,
including Honorius of Autun and William Durandus, commented that “The
comparison provides a dignified pedigree for an invention which developed
gradually by a natural process in early medieval times in response to
functional needs.” 13 Similarly, I suggest, the cloistral mode translated into
the vocabulary of church fore-buildings is not an example of copying or
imitation, but rather the use of significant content (dignified pedigree) as a

means to think, design, and build. As already mentioned, Solomon’s porches
were likely to have been key reference points for a medieval designer
seeking to compose an entrance structure with intellectual and architectural
consequence. That late medieval church porches, whether enclosed or opensided, echo cloistral forms is perhaps less surprising when contextualized in
this way. However, Massingham porch is a challengingly notable structure,
suggesting that the person who designed it was rather more than a jobbing
mason. Whilst up-to-date, high-end architectural forms and motifs were
already within his repertoire, it is possible that the porches built by King
Solomon might also have some bearing on what was made at Massingham.
If attention is trained on what this church porch is made of—rather than what
it lacks—one element comes to the fore: the shafts or pillars that effectively
support the roof and create a screen-like barrier, fence, or railing. They
transform the elegantly rhythmic cloistral arcade into an array of stakes
thrust into the ground to protect the church’s entrance. In Solomonic terms,
the key design motif at Massingham might cast the building as porticum
columnarum (“a porch of pillars”: 1 Kings 7:6). I suggest that Great
Massingham porch owes its success to the designer’s ability to combine and
manage architectural characteristics taken from an alternative building type,
the adoption of fashionable stylistic elements, and an inflection towards the
Old Testament prototype of a celebrated porch.
Around the same date that St Mary’s Great Massingham was designed,
planned, and built, towers with open-fronted ground-floor stages serving as
porches were starting to be constructed over the lateral doors of parish
churches. In a manner similar to the “cloistral” or “honorific canopy” mode
adopted by porch designers, porch-towers raise questions about how
building forms are classified. Perhaps inevitably, given their hybridity, these
buildings have to date received little attention or exploration. 14 Combining
towers and porches may have come about as a straightforward and
pragmatic solution to a particular problem. Locating a tower laterally, rather
than axially, allowed for large glazed windows to be set into the west end of
the nave, maximizing the amount of direct light coming into the church at
the end of the day, and providing opportunities for painted glazing schemes
on the axis of the central aisle, chancel arch, and high altar. Known examples
of porch-towers coinciding with sizable west windows are at All Saints’,
Stanhoe, and St Andrew’s, Little Cressingham, both in Norfolk, but in many
cases the arrangement at the west end of the church has been altered or lost
and solid conclusions are difficult to draw.
The compositional elements of porch-towers do not exhibit much
consistency, as demonstrated by two late Norfolk examples, St Mary’s,
Holme-next-the-Sea (built around 1405) and St Andrew’s, Wicklewood (built
around 1412) (figs 5 and 6). 15 Although constructed within a few years of

each other, the design of these porch-towers is different in manner as well as
mode. The powerful, half-drum jambs surmounted by shallow capitals of the
Wicklewood porch contrast with the more delicate multi-ordered responds of
the entrance at Holme. However, it is not simply that the porch-tower at
Holme is the more ambitious, less utilitarian piece of architecture.
Wicklewood’s diagonal buttresses are faced with a combination of regularly
cut black flint and ashlar set with exquisite precision, an attention to detail
that continues with the string course that circumscribes the whole church,
including the porch-tower. It is delicately treated at the point where it rises to
form the hood-mould of the entrance archway, resulting in a voided label
stop. The walling which surrounds the hood-mould is also detailed and well
executed—narrow red bricks alternate with black flints cut and set to the
same width and length. The treatment of the same element at Holme also
accentuates the entrance arch, but it is achieved in a different manner.
Spandrels are formed from the vertical continuation of the outermost shaft
and a string course running from the apex of the outer order of the arch. The
deep carving of the spandrels is a regular geometric pattern, with the main
element being an encircled quatrefoil at the centre of which is a blank shield.
In displaying notably different forms and details, these two buildings,
constructed within a few years of each other, emphasize that architectural
variety—achieved through the use of contrasting materials, articulation for
decorative effect, and the relationship of solids and voids—continued to be
appropriate for church porches in the fifteenth century.

Figure 5.
Porch-tower, St Mary’s Church, Holme-next-the-Sea,
Norfolk. Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

Figure 6.
Porch-tower, St Andrew’s Church, Wicklewood, Norfolk.
Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

Porch-towers sit between two other phases of tower building—antecedent
western towers which only communicated with the church interior, and later
grand “processional” entrances where substantial west doors are
surmounted by an impressive traceried window. It is therefore worth
enquiring about the impetus for moving towers to the established location
for porches. That the new arrangement facilitated west windows in the nave
is irrefutable, but another factor perhaps drove the innovation. Regardless of
its location, a tower designed to also serve as a porch echoes the biblical
description of that built for King Solomon at the Temple in Jerusalem.
According to 1 Kings 6:3 and 2 Chronicles 3:4, this porticus was a forebuilding—termed as both ante templum (“before the temple”) and ante
frontem (“before the front”). Old Testament narratives also provide a basic
mathematical template, including repeatable design elements sufficient for
later builders to weave signifiers into the fabric of their own structures.
Solomon’s Temple Porch was built 20 cubits long, 10 cubits wide, and 120

cubits high (1 Kings 6:3; 2 Chronicles 3:4). A standard “cubit” equates to the
length of a man’s forearm from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger, thus
approximating to 45.7 centimetres (18in). On this basis, the Temple Porch
would have measured 9 metres long by 4.6 metres wide, and was 24.3
metres high (in English feet: 30ft long by 15ft wide, and 180ft high).
Consequently, the structure was a tower, erected on a 2:1 rectangular plan.
The possibility that awareness of, and desire to interpret King Solomon’s
architectural works informed a new type of late medieval church porch is
supported by the detail of other multi-storied fore-buildings, notably
gatehouses.
Porches and gates are cognate architectural forms. As both occupy points of
spatial transition, marking and occupying thresholds, a degree of formal
overlap might be expected. This is true despite their differences: practical
function demanded that gatehouses be mechanisms of control, whilst
porches are usually more intimately human in scale and engagement, and
are never closed. The architectural openness of porches reflects their role in
facilitating human access to the Divine, as described by William Durandus
(1230–1296): “The atrium of the church signifies Christ, through whom the
entrance to the celestial Jerusalem is opened, which is called a porch
[porticus], and is thus named from the word gate [porta] that it might be
opened wide [aperta].” 16 Durandus’s words typify the medieval propensity
to apply the nomenclature of gates (porta) and porches (porticus)
interchangeably, an authorial technique to effect positive connections and
associations rather than evidence of linguistic imprecision. 17
In a similar way to the honorific canopy or cloistral mode adopted by some
porch designers, the architectural slippage between the formal nature of
porches and gatehouses exemplifies design that manipulates a recognized
form just enough for the outcome to be recognizably novel. The parish
church porch at Barton Turf (Norfolk) and the south-west porch at Canterbury
Cathedral have bastion-like qualities, but no porch is actually a gatehouse; in
all instances porches are attached to larger buildings and connect open-air
space to interior space, whereas gatehouses have open space before and
after them. From the late fourteenth century, architectural references to citygates, fictive and actual, occur so frequently in porch design that there can
be little doubt that the allusion was intentional, recognized, and appropriate.
18

Yet the contribution of porch-towers to this conversation has not
previously been set out. The formal language shared between gatehouses
and porches supports my proposition that parochial porch-towers were, in
some senses, comments on the Solomonic model. Two East Anglian buildings
are notable examples—the Ethelbert Gate in Norwich, and the Court Gate at
Bury St Edmunds. 19

The Ethelbert Gate and the Bury Court Gate were both rebuilt after
aggressive civil unrest directed against the monastery. Damage to the
Ethelbert Gate was associated with rioting in August 1272 but, according to
the cathedral’s accounts, structural renewal was not carried out until around
1316, a generation later. 20 At Bury the “Great Riot” of 1327 caused similar
architectural injury, and the Court Gate was sufficiently damaged to warrant
its rebuilding, which was realized more than two decades after the riot. Just
as King Solomon was cast as the chosen Temple builder, and not the warrior
King David, at Norwich and Bury it was succeeding generations and not
those who had been involved in the period of violent strife who carried out
the work. The hiatus between riot and rebuilding is unlikely to have been
contrived to permit this biblical allusion; financial or other matters probably
delayed the gate’s reconstruction. However, the integration of design
elements alluding to Solomon’s porches at the new court entrance would
have conjured a powerful post hoc interpretation and elision between
architectural ambition, wisdom, judgement, and firm rule.
At Norwich, the low-relief sculptural imagery of the gate’s facade makes
reference to Isaiah’s prophesies of the fall of Babylon and recalls the local
disputes which necessitated the gate’s remodelling. 21 Pre-restoration
depictions show additional key elements. According to John Adey Repton’s
visual record, a seated figure of Christ displaying his wounds occupied the
central niche directly above the apex of the west portal (fig. 7). A subtle
alternating arrangement of canopied niches and narrow windows places the
figure of Christ at the centre of four other alcoves. Lower in the facade, two
further niches flank the iconographic spandrels. Christ, shown seated in
judgement, was likely surrounded by tetramorphic figures of the four
evangelists, in which case this part of the facade’s composition referenced
the Apocalypse and the ultimate victory. The imagery can also be interpreted
as a typological allusion to Solomon as judge: “He made also the porch of the
throne wherein is the seat of judgment; and covered it with cedar wood from
the floor to the top” (1 Kings 7:7). Repton also showed a flushwork hexagram
or sexfoil in the gable immediately above the central figure; a significant
component lost during restoration. As discussed in more detail below, this
motif was associated with the seal of Solomon. The suggestion that a
Solomonic model was consciously adopted by the gate’s designer is little
more than speculation, but one bolstered by the building’s measurements. To
achieve the “correct” Solomonic proportion, the Romanesque gate (renewed
rather than replaced) was extended eastwards to result in a double square
(each 4.87 metres [16ft] in length and width) and achieve a plan ratio of 2:1.

Figure 7.
John Adey Repton, Drawing of the Ethelbert Gate
(West Elevation), Norwich, 1803. Collection of The
Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image
courtesy of The Society of Antiquaries of London.

Figure 8.
The Court Gate, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk. Digital
image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

The Court Gate at Bury St Edmunds includes a pair of cusped hexagrams set
into roundels carved into the frieze of the facade’s upper storey—a motif
imbued with notions of defence and power to subdue errant forces (fig. 8).
The Court Gate shares a number of formal elements with the “Solomonic”
buildings discussed above, for example the measurements of the ground
plan. Internally the building measures 7.9 metres (25ft 10in) in width and
15.7 metres (51ft 8in) in length. As a single structure the Court Gate was laid
out on a ratio of 2:1. However, whilst externally the structure reads as a
single unit, internally the space is divided, with an outer compartment
(approximately 3.65 by 5.7 metres [12ft by 18ft 10in]) and an inner
compartment (10.7 by 8.6 metres [35ft 4in by 25ft 10in]). If construed as a
“porch before a porch”, the Court Gate echoes with allusions to King
Solomon’s court, where the greater porch (maioris porticus) was preceded by
a porch of pillars (porticum columnarum) (1 Kings 7:6).

Recognizing an Old Testament archetype as the basis for Norwich’s Ethelbert
Gate and the Court Gate at Bury St Edmunds stresses the centrality of
content to medieval architectural iconographies, and how modern attitudes
to copying or mimicking are anachronistic. As Krautheimer stated, “the
modern copy with all its exactness in reproducing the whole building and
with its striving towards absolute faithfulness, definitely omits the elements
which were important to the Middle Ages: the content and the significance of
the building.” 22 Much of Krautheimer’s concern was with the imitation of
actual buildings. However, for designers of porches the archetype was
conveyed through words rather than structures. In such circumstances,
inventiveness was not only desirable on the part of the designer but
essential. Significant motifs (for example, pillars) and mathematical
proportions (that is, 1:2 and 3:5) could be extracted from the biblical
narrative but provided the designer with little more than a starting point. It
would be necessary to combine, meld, and revise architectural content to
form the rest of the building, ensuring its suitability to the site and everyday
function, and allowing for considerations of architectural decorum, style, and
patronal preferences. The success of this admixture relied on the unity of
imagination and applied invention, skilfully blended to produce specific
architectural mnemonics which could “vibrate” with significances in the
minds of informed beholders. 23
An exceptional evocation of this mode is the hexagonal outer north porch of
St Mary Redcliffe in Bristol (fig. 9). It is one of only three such buildings
known in England and by far the most significant. 24 The extent of the
designer's inventive capacity is remarkable, perhaps unsurpassed; the
building is an extreme case which challenges its audience to comprehend it.
In the absence of an antecedent hexagonal porch it is apparent that the
designer used other structures or architectural iconographies as inspirational
source material. Christopher Wilson offered two earlier hexagonal structures
that epitomized the “Decorated emphasis on the curious and
unexpected”—the canopy over the shrine of Saint-Sernin at Toulouse (1258;
destroyed) and the Eleanor Cross of Waltham. 25 These architectural
references are, broadly speaking, canopied shrines. What they provided to St
Mary Redcliffe’s designer might have been the appropriateness of their type
as much as their stylistic or formal composition. The Redcliffe porch also
continues the already discussed familiarity between porches and
gatehouses. As Christopher Wilson observed, “the arrangement of niches as
a band which spreads onto the buttresses [at Redcliffe] is very reminiscent of
the gatehouse of St Augustine’s, Canterbury.” 26 Implicitly, St Mary
Redcliffe’s architectural allusions were also appropriate for gatehouses. This
planar articulation is augmented by decorative details largely derived from
the Lady Chapels at Ely and Glastonbury (the latter built 150 years
previously). 27 Whilst observation of imitative details works for a modern

sense of copying, repetition of carved details in the design of different
buildings may not reveal the significant iconographic, rather than stylistic,
models for an overall conception. In its form and decoration, Redcliffe’s porch
was conceived to invoke the Solomonic porticus and typologically conflate
Solomon’s Throne of Judgement with the Mother of God as the vessel of
Christian beginnings.

Figure 9.
North porch, St Mary Redcliffe Church, Bristol. Digital
image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

The hexagonal outer porch was built around 1320 as an addition to a preexisting rectangular north porch of around 1200. Regardless of the new
building’s plan type, the decision taken not to demolish the existing porch is
critical. The dissimilarity between the forms of the two structures is such that
they cannot be read as a double-depth porch—the independent identity of
each building is retained. As a result, the north elevation of St Mary Redcliffe
effectively has two porches, one built before (in front of) the other; a patent
fourteenth-century realization of the passage “et alteram porticum in facie

maioris porticus” (“and another porch before the greater porch”; 1 Kings 7:6)
The arrangement at Redcliffe suggests a particular reading of this biblical
passage. It encourages maioris to be understood in the sense of bestowing
honour and esteem, specifying not that the porch is of great size but rather
of great distinction and venerability. As the container of a cult statue of the
Mother of God, the inner porch was an august, respected place and served
the designer well in his architectural translation of the text. The porch of
around 1200 was preserved in order to serve the new architectural
composition.
Playing with the concept of two porches gave the designer at St Mary
Redcliffe an opportunity to construct a series of allusions to the Old
Testament precedent, most immediately apparent in the hexagonal plan. The
hexagon was used as an architectural adaptation of the hexagram, the sixpointed star sometimes known as the “Shield of David”. The hexagram was
widely used under the designation the “Seal of Solomon”. 28 The association
of the hexagram with the Seal of Solomon is made apparent in works such as
The Testament of Solomon, a Greek magical text, known in England by the
fourteenth century, in which the Seal acts as the weapon with which
Solomon wielded power over demonic forces. 29 Placing a protective
hexagon at the church entrance was therefore a powerful apotropaic
signification.
The plan at St Mary Redcliffe is also significant in its dimensions (fig. 10).
Each interior side of the hexagon measures approximately 2 metres (7ft 2in),
which is noteworthy for how this length was derived. The width of the inner,
greater porch is 2.5 metres (8ft 3in; or half a perch ) and its length is 4.1
metres (13ft 7in)—thus a 3:5 ratio. A source for this relationship is the porch
of pillars cited in 1 Kings 7:6 (“And he made a porch of pillars of fifty cubits in
length, and thirty cubits in breadth: and another porch before the greater
porch: and pillars, and chapiters upon the pillars”). Each side of the outer
porch’s underlying hexagram is 6.7 metres (22ft; one third of a chain),
approximating to the sum of the inner porch’s width and length. A sexfoil of
this dimension provides the outer porch with an internal width of 4.4 metres
(14ft 6in), and the double-porch complex has a depth of 8.8 metres
(29ft)—thus a ratio of 2:1.

Figure 10.
Plan of the north porch, St Mary Redcliffe Church, Bristol, with
author's measurements overlaid. Digital image courtesy of St Mary
Redcliffe Church Council / Benjamin and Beauchamp Architects
Limited.

In its details the Redcliffe porch stands as a panoply of architectural allusions
to the Temple. The extant corbel sculpture, though no longer in situ, presents
a host of indigent characters including a lame man with a crutch and a
starved figure with ribs clearly delineated (fig. 11). The figures are corporally
twisted, their agonies physically expressed. These sculptures populated the
porch exterior as the sick and infirm had come before the Beautiful Gate, the
location of the miraculous healing of a lame man (“ad portam templi quae
dicitur Speciosa”, Acts 3:2). Other medieval portals specifically associated
with sheltering beggars seeking to receive alms, include the “Penniless
Porch” at Wells, the “Porta Speciosa” at Salisbury, and the porch at St
Étienne, Bourges, where a vivid fifteenth-century poem inscribed on its walls
ends:

Give, you who pass this place
Alms for sinners
To free them from Purgatory
By means of the good and alms
That each man does and gives to them
They will receive the glory of Heaven. 30
The design of the porch at St Mary Redcliffe implies the same function in
architectural rather than textual terms. By populating the building with
representations of the sick and infirm the designer not only provided shelter
for beggars but fashioned a place which confounds time and space: by this
means Redcliffe’s beggars could mnemonically reside in the company of
those who sought succour at the Beautiful Gate.

Figure 11.
Corbel figure, ex situ, from the north porch, St Mary Redcliffe Church,
Bristol. Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

Peter Fergusson and Stephen Murray have both discussed the important role
of mnemonics in shaping medieval architecture. 31 Murray’s investigation of
the Sainte-Chapelle identifies its apparent points of reference, clearly
demonstrating the medieval interest in combining forms and principles taken
from contemporary and historical buildings, what Murray terms “the
synchronic power of architecture”. 32 He argues that the employment of
biblical prototypes should not be seen as out-dated, out-moded, or
negatively retrospective. As Murray concludes, “We must be open to the
possibility of mixed messages or even contradictions in the language of

forms. The envelope of a medieval building should never be treated as a
passive receptacle.” 33 The currency of ancient architectural prototypes was
highly valued in medieval western architecture, but as a fillip to creativity,
not at its expense. The hexagonal north porch at St Mary Redcliffe, a
synthesis of biblical porches and gates, supports this statement.
In planning the outer porch at Redcliffe the chosen architectural strategist
faced the challenge of structurally and conceptually preceding a porchchapel which contained a miracle-working statue of the Virgin. 34 His
building had to provide a circuit of access and egress for pilgrims in an antechamber that was of sufficient architectural reverence to act as a prelude to
the esteemed inner porch and its sacred focus, the precious image of Mary.
The jewel-box-like effect of the rib-vaulted hexagonal space is to this day
remarkably affecting (fig. 12). The geometric shape plays with a circular,
centrally planned form, but rather than being a standard polygon based on
the multiplication or division of eight sides (conveying Christo-sepulchral
associations), the porch’s designer audaciously mutates the familiarity of
centrally planned buildings into a hexagram and so infuses the structure with
Solomonic content. Meanwhile, retention of the circular form enhances one’s
sense of the building as a place as well as a route to elsewhere. When
serving as a porch, facilitating the congregation's access to the main vessel
of the church, the hexagonal form in no way impedes progress; as a pilgrim’s
destination and the ante-room to the cult statue, the six-sided plan contains
greater significance.

Figure 12.
Rib vault, north porch, St Mary Redcliffe Church, Bristol. Digital image
courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

The relationship between the Annunciation, the Virgin’s womb, the marriage
of bridegroom and bride, and the prefiguration of these events in the person
of Solomon was set out in a commentary on “The Annunciation of Saint
Mary” in the tenth-century “Old English Homilies”. The text presents the
circumstances and significance of the chain of events which leads through
the Annunciation, Nativity, Crucifixion, and implicitly the union of Christ and
his bride in heaven. The entirety is condensed into a single statement:
“Wherefore the Heavenly King shall prepare thy womb as a bridal chamber
for his son”, which is later reaffirmed: “Let us rejoice then in the union of God
and men, and in the union of the bridegroom and the bride, that is Christ and
the holy church.” 35 The prefiguration of these events is also commented on:
In her [i.e. Mary] was fulfilled what was sung in the Song of
Songs, thus saying: ‘Solomon’s bed was surrounded by guards,
that is by sixty men, the strongest that were in Israel, and each of
them had a sword girt to his hip (side), on account of the terror of
the night. Now then what was Solomon’s bed else but the womb
of the ever pure Virgin? The peace-loving king, our lord Jesus
Christ, chose and sought that womb. 36
More commonly Solomon is presented as a type for Christ as judge and his
throne for the Virgin, as, for example, in Nicholas of Clairvaux’s Sermon on
the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary: “Our Solomon is not only wise but
wisdom itself; not only our peacemaker but our peace. He has made himself
a throne, even the womb of a pure Virgin where that Majesty sits whose nod
shakes the earth.” 37
The suggestion of these two earlier commentaries—that porches are
analogous to the Virgin’s womb, the tabernacle which held the ultimate
judge—is supported by evidence in the buildings themselves. Annunciation
imagery is often found in exterior spandrels framing a porch entrance, and
the relevance of the open door and the placement of such imagery is
evidence of symbiosis between the vessel of Incarnation and the vehicle for
passage through the door of paradise. 38 Less commonly, but also
significantly, vaulted porches include roof bosses showing Joys of the Virgin.
The early fifteenth-century south porch at St Margaret’s, Cley-next-the-Sea
(Norfolk) is one such instance: it is a space covered by a vault displaying the
Joys, under which seven shallow, well-spaced steps lead to a door flanked by
lions (fig. 13). Given the cult focus at the entrance to St Mary Redcliffe, the
designer’s adoption of motifs used in chapels built to honour the Virgin was
certainly intelligent; in the context of a porch, it was an imaginative leap and
an inventive act. The wider narrative of porches as architectural vessels
containing the aura of the Virgin as receiver and conceiver of Christianity is

an observable tradition which developed in England during the fourteenth
century and continued up to the Reformation. As church porches were
settings for aspects of medieval marriage ceremonies, their architectural
iconographies could also conjure with contemporary experience and give
didactic resonance to these interwoven references. The designer of
Redcliffe’s outer porch appears to have been at the forefront of this
development, perhaps even leading the charge.

Figure 13.
South porch, St Margaret’s Church, Cley-next-the-Sea,
Norfolk. Digital image courtesy of Helen Lunnon.

In relation to each of the examples presented here, and others besides, one
might argue that designing masons were acting on instruction, and that the
introduction of Solomonic, cloistral, gatehouse, and sepulchral references
into the vocabulary of church porches was dictated by the commissioning
patron or the bill payer, as opposed to an inventive craftsman. Collaboration
and partnership were, without doubt, central to the end product, but
attributing the patron with the kind of architectural invention discussed here

would rather miss my point. It would also ignore the recent dilution of binary
constructions of patron and craftsman contributions by art historians
interested in assigning authorship and ownership. 39 The buildings
presented in this essay demonstrate that the level of understanding and
appropriate handling of materials and content, and the application of
underlying principles in a creative way, implies that the designing intellect
was that of a practitioner. Each would have required a designer who could
invoke textual references and strike a delicate balance between accepted
modes used in porches as a building type and the introduction of innovative
elements—ancient antecedents inventively reapplied.
This article has sought to expand on Krautheimer’s approach to architectural
iconography based on copying from extant structures by exploring an
instance which necessitates imagination because there are no direct visual
models, only written descriptions. Consideration of inventio porticus
demonstrates that designing masons borrowed and integrated architectural
content familiar in other building types and manipulated and repurposed
them into new, recognizable, and effective architectural iconography. In
many instances designing porches presented uniquely experimental
opportunities, and in doing so we have before us some of the most
significant buildings in terms of expanding architectural possibility. They also
elucidate the inventive capacity of medieval designers when a prototype is
known dimly through written sources rather than structural actuality. The
copying or “selective imitation” so well explored by Krautheimer was not
always enough – what was needed was imagination and its application as
invention. Where experimentation and invention differ, I suggest, is that the
latter is ultimately successful, more than a practice run, test case, or novelty.
It amalgamates well-known ingredients in a novel mental conception. When
that process is translated into an architectural product, the result is a
building which operates on multiple levels and stands as testament to
imaginative realization.
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Imagining Place and Moralizing Space: Jerusalem at
Medieval Westminster
Laura Slater

Abstract
Monuments and landscape ensembles across medieval Europe recreated the
Christian holy places of Jerusalem for local devotees. Contemporary legends
surrounding the death of King Henry IV in 1413, who died in the Jerusalem
Chamber in the abbot’s house at Westminster Abbey, place the room firmly
within this cultural tradition. In the sixteenth century, a neighbouring Jericho
Parlour was built. This paper highlights the political significances of such
“recreated Jerusalem” sites: in contrast to the religious and demographic
diversity found in the earthly city, and in connection with European crusading
and imperial ambitions. Exploring the “death in Jerusalem” topos in detail, it
argues that the Jerusalem Chamber should not be understood as a recreated
holy place. Instead, the links to the Holy Land found in the abbot’s house
form part of an imaginative reinvention of space within medieval
Westminster, deliberately intended to provoke moral admonition and selfscrutiny in its users.
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Death, Kings, and Jerusalem: A Medieval Topos
In one of the first accounts of a scene later immortalized by Shakespeare, 1
written almost contemporaneously in 1413–14, Adam Usk recorded that on
20 March 1413, “after fourteen years of powerful rule . . . the infection which
for five years had cruelly tormented Henry IV with festering of the flesh,
dehydration of the eyes, and rupture of the internal organs, caused him to
end his days, dying in the sanctuary of the abbot’s chamber at Westminster,
whereby he fulfilled his horoscope that he would die in the Holy Land”. 2 The
author of the Brut, writing about 1430, expanded the scene further. 3 Henry
had ordered the construction of galleys of war in which to sail to Jerusalem
and end his life in the Holy Land. 4 Struck by illness, the king:
was yn Bedde at Westmynstre yn a faire Chaumbre; and as he lay
abedde, he axed his Chaumbirleyn what he callyd that Chaumbyr
þ[th]at he lay-ynne; he answarde and sayde “Ierusalem”.
[Th]þanne he sayde, his prophecie sayde “he schulde make an
ende and deye yn Ierusalem.” And þ[th]an he made hym redy
unto God, & disposed alle his wille, and sone aftir he deyed . . . 5
As Anthony Bale has noted, to die in Jerusalem was to die well, with
crusading or eschatological return to Jerusalem forming part of the famous
medieval “good death”. 6 The twisted fulfilment of prophecies of death in
Jerusalem subverted this idea. The tale forms a commentary on princely
ambition, stressing the transience and limits of worldly power and glory. It
was a medieval topos concerned with the fall of the mighty: Pope Sylvester II
had his death in Jerusalem foretold by a devil and died at Santa Croce in
Gerusalemme in Rome. 7 Anna Comnena’s Alexiad, written about 1148,
describes how Robert Guiscard’s death in Cephalonia was hastened by
learning of a nearby town named Jerusalem: “many years before some
soothsayers had prophesied to him the kind of thing flatterers are wont to
tell princes, ‘As far as Ather you shall bring all countries under your sway, but
from there you shall depart for Jerusalem and pay your debt to nature.’” 8
According to John Barbour’s 1370s Bruce, a wicked spirit led Edward I to
expect his death “in the burgh” of Jerusalem before the king died at Burghby-Sands near Carlisle in 1307. 9 We can imagine the satisfaction for both
authors in narrating such bathetic and frustrated ends to the lives of their
foes.

By spring 1414, when Adam Usk may have written the section of his
chronicle on Henry IV’s death, he was not an unqualified supporter of the
king. 10 The schadenfreude with which he adapted the trope can only be
guessed at, but restaging the anecdote reiterates its conventional themes,
implying Henry’s limitless ambition and, in his leprous illness, the just
judgement of God on the king for usurping and murdering his cousin, Richard
II. Usk’s reference to Henry IV “dying in the sanctuary of the abbot’s
chamber at Westminster” is factual: the abbot’s house at Westminster lay
well within the boundaries of the monastic precinct, and the ancient legal
right of sanctuary that residence within it entailed. 11 But its mention may
also obliquely comment on the sins of the king, who might well want to seek
sanctuary at Westminster if involved in Richard’s murder. On the same
theme, John Hardyng’s chronicle of about 1440 particularly stresses the
king’s repentance for his sins on his deathbed. 12
Usk’s version of the tale may equally reflect the greater legitimacy that
Henry enjoyed after over a decade of rule. By the fifteenth century, there
was an especially strong link between the death of kings and Jerusalem.
Louis IX of France was believed to have murmured “We will go unto
Jerusalem” the night before his death. 13 A contemporary elegy on the death
of Edward I had the king bequeath his heart to the Holy Land, to accompany
fourscore battle-hardened knights fighting against the heathen and winning
the Cross, deeds that “myself ycholde gef that y myhte.” 14 At his death in
1329, Edward’s enemy Robert the Bruce desired his heart to be buried at the
Holy Sepulchre, and the ancient Saxon king Offa was believed to have died
on his return from Jerusalem. 15 The Anglo-Saxon holy king, Edward the
Confessor, was also given notice of his forthcoming death from two English
pilgrims. Lost in “Syria’” on their way to the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem,
they were rescued by St John the Evangelist, who guided them safely back to
England to inform the king of his demise and salvation. 16 Aelred of
Rievaulx’s twelfth-century narrative has the pilgrims magically transported to
Jerusalem, while Matthew Paris in the thirteenth century only implies the
success of their journey. 17 Westminster is the true goal of the pilgrims’
journey in both accounts, but the link between Jerusalem and a royal
deathbed remains.
This article begins by exploring the Jerusalem Chamber at Westminster and
the royal deathbed legend surrounding it in the context of the enduring
European tradition of recreating the Christian holy places in monumental
form. Such sites were first and foremost places of devotion, designed to
provoke the same complex nexus of memoria and affectio that characterized
all Christian pilgrimages. 18 I argue that European recreations of Jerusalem
were also politically symbolic, embodying European aspirations to

sovereignty over the Holy Land and closely related to medieval concepts of

imperium. 19 Yet the Jerusalem Chamber does not entirely conform to this
tradition. Rather than being a site of “virtual pilgrimage”, I argue that the
room was linked to Jerusalem by an imaginative reinvention of space within
medieval Westminster, deliberately intended to provoke moral admonition
and self-scrutiny in its visitors.

The Political Meanings of Recreated Jerusalems
As a biblical relic, future site of the events of Revelation, and symbol of the
heavenly city, Jerusalem defied all medieval distinctions of space, place, and
time. 20 Yet the “death in Jerusalem” topos plays on its uniquely translatable
nature in quite a different way. The trap of the deceitful prophecies
supposedly accepted by Robert Guiscard, Edward I, and Henry IV all relied on
the frequency with which Jerusalem was multiplied through European place
names, church dedications to the Holy Sepulchre or Holy Cross, and more
ambitious monumental and topographical reproductions of its holy sites. 21
Exemplified in England by famous surviving recreations of the Anastasis
Rotunda, such as in the Cambridge Round Church (fig. 1), and in Scotland by
the ruined circular-naved church of St Nicholas Orphir, on the Orkney island
of Mainland, recreated Jerusalems have been understood primarily as sites of
virtual or imagined pilgrimage. 22 Local translations of the Holy Land
provided a way of re-experiencing Christ’s Passion in a safe and familiar
environment. 23

Figure 1.
Exterior view of St Andrew’s Church ('The Round Church'),
Cambridge, ca. 1113–31, restored 1841–43. Digital image
courtesy of Dr Hanna Vorholt.

I argue that these sites were laden with political meaning. Medieval visitors
to the earthly Jerusalem arrived at a religiously, ethnically, and culturally
diverse “global city” housing Christian, Islamic, and Jewish populations. 24 In
pilgrimage accounts, observation on the varietas of the city is a rhetorical
commonplace. Around 1170, John of Würzburg noted the “great many
chapels and churches . . . which hold people of every race and tongue”, that
were too numerous for inclusion in his detailed description of the city. 25 The
pilgrim Theodoric, travelling c.1169–74, discussed the different Christian
liturgies performed in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre by “the Latins, the
Syrians, the Armenians, the Greeks, the Jacobins and the Nubians”. 26
Thietmar, travelling c.1217–18, “began my journey with certain Syrians and
Saracens through the land of Zebulun and Naphtali [Galilee]”. 27 Burchard of
Mount Sion recorded himself about 1274 “diligently questioning” the

“Syrians, Saracens and other inhabitants of the land” to find out as much
accurate information as possible. 28 Syncretic religious sites encompassed all
three Abrahamic faiths: twelfth-century Jewish pilgrimage accounts record
Christian and Muslim visits to holy tombs, miracle stories involving Gentiles,
and a possible visit to the Holy Sepulchre by the pilgrim Jacob b. Nathanel. 29
At the tomb of the Prophet Jonah at Kfar Kana, R. Petaḥyah of Regensburg,
writing c.1174–87, was welcomed and offered fruit by its Gentile guardian. 30
These encounters had little effect on the inter-faith tolerance of Western
visitors. For example, the composite chronicle of Ernoul-Bernard, written
about 1231 but using earlier, pre-1187 texts, refuses to discuss the
Christians and Christian churches not in obedience to Rome. 31 And while
pilgrim accounts noted restricted access to the holy places after 1187,
Willbrand of Oldenburg is exceptional in recording the conversion of the
Church of the Ascension into a mosque in his 1211–12 account. 32 Yet the
range and variety of cross-cultural encounters in Palestine clearly constituted
one of the most striking and memorable features of the pilgrimage
experience, rippling through successive accounts of visits to Jerusalem. 33
However partially and reluctantly, textual representations of the Holy Land
acknowledged the shared nature of Jerusalem loca sancta. The Latin settlers
in the crusader kingdoms, the so-called pullani, were forced into a degree of
practical co-existence with other faiths. 34 Of necessity, even for a brief
period, Latin visitors had to do the same.
In texts, people may have acknowledged the shared and syncretic nature of
Jerusalem and its holy places, but in images and monuments they did not.
Architectural reproductions of the holy places in Europe did not recognize,
much less incorporate, commemorate, or seek to recreate this devotional
and religious diversity. As a result of medieval English demographics and of
active ecclesiastical prohibitions against non-Christian visitors, no English
churches of any type welcomed Islamic visitors, and after the Fourth Lateran
Council, few, if any, Jews. As early as 1179 in England, the bishop of
Worcester forbade Jews from storing goods in churches. 35 The Oxford church
synod of 1222, presided over by Stephen Langton, banned Jews from
entering churches altogether. 36 Visited overwhelmingly by Latin Christians,
and celebrating only the Latin Christian mass, Jerusalem recreations
guaranteed entry to an environment of doctrinal orthodoxy and liturgical
familiarity. Performing no syncretic functions, they were places of religious
uniformity and could act as affirmations of Christian unity, centred on
obedience to papal Rome. Visiting Jerusalem at a local reinvention of the holy
places thus involved deliberately marginalizing non-European and nonChristian worlds.

After the fall of Jerusalem in 1187, and the loss of the final crusader kingdom
of Acre in 1291, entry into European Jerusalem sites also allowed one to
imaginatively return to political primacy in the Holy Land. Felix Fabri’s
Sionpilger of about 1491–92, a day-by-day mental pilgrimage to Jerusalem,
Rome, and Compostela composed for the sisters of the nunneries of
Medingen and Medlingen in Ulm, Germany, put it thus:
the Syon [imaginative] pilgrim has much more freedom than the
knightly [physical] pilgrim. The knightly pilgrim visits Jerusalem as
in a heathen city, but the Syon pilgrim visits Jerusalem as a
Christian city, as though Christians possess the Holy Sepulchre.
And thus all churches are open, without hindrance of the heathen
. . . [the Syon pilgrim] goes in the Holy Land where he will,
without care, and remains as long as he likes in the Holy
Sepulchre, in Bethlehem, in Nazareth and wherever he wishes in
the Holy Land. 37
The European visitor to a local monumental recreation of Jerusalem could
recall a now lost era of Latin Christian sovereignty over the holy places, and
in much greater cultural and religious completeness than had ever actually
existed. Recreations of Jerusalem in Europe were selective translations. They
can be partly understood as sites of exclusionary political fantasy that
established a devotional monopoly over the holy city.

Recreated Jerusalems and Concepts of Empire
When returning crusader and newly established Norman landowner Simon de
Senlis built the Holy Sepulchre Church at Northampton (fig. 2) at the caput of
his new estates in the early twelfth century, with its circular nave modelled
on the Anastasis Rotunda, he did more than proclaim his piety and
commemorate his recent defence of the Holy Land. He was also publicly
following in the footsteps of the Emperor Constantine: the exemplary
Christian ruler, generous Christian patron, and original builder of the Holy
Sepulchre complex. Simon would have been well aware of the precedent:
mosaic depictions of Constantine and Helena decorated the eleventh-century
Anastasis, facing each other on the north and south sides of the rotunda
amidst the twelve apostles and twelve prophets respectively. 38 Simon de
Senlis’s Holy Sepulchre offers a small-scale, even provincial, example of the
co-option of Jerusalem and its holy places into medieval notions of the
translatio imperii, or the successive transfer of imperial power from East to
West. 39 As a means of communicating Simon’s power and Christian virtue to
the locality, the Northampton Holy Sepulchre formed a powerful vehicle of
local political propaganda.

Figure 2.
Interior view of the nave of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
Northampton, ca. 1108–11, restored 1858–73. Digital image
courtesy of Dr Laura Slater.

By the twelfth century, the use of Jerusalem to support claims to political
authority was an established European and Byzantine tradition. One of the
ways in which Charlemagne asserted the status of the Carolingians as the
new Israelites, the spiritual nature of Carolingian imperium, and his own
religious authority as emperor, was by presenting himself as a renovatio of
the Emperor Constantine. 40 Michael McCormick has explored Charlemagne’s
benefactions to holy sites in Jerusalem, as well as the comprehensive survey
made by two Carolingian envoys between 808 and 810 of the people,
buildings, and finances of Christian churches in the Holy Land. 41
Imperial or universal rulers by definition enjoyed sovereignty over Jerusalem
and the power to relocate its holy places elsewhere through the transfer of
relics. In Constantinople, the Church of the Virgin of the Pharos within the
imperial palace served from 864 until 1204 as a storehouse for the most

precious imperial Passion relics. 42 Alexei Lidov suggests that many of the
relics found in the Pharos chapel were originally housed in the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem and relocated to Constantinople in the late ninth
century, a time of renewed Byzantine sensitivities regarding the translatio

imperii. 43 Accounts of Charlemagne’s imperial coronation in 800 narrated
“global” recognition of his authority over the holy places in Jerusalem,
supposedly acknowledged by both the Byzantine emperor and the Abbasid
caliph Harun al-Rashid. 44 Scholars have explored the connections between
Charlemagne’s palace chapel at Aachen and Jerusalem in detail, with
potential spolia from the Holy Sepulchre even reused in the chapel’s
furnishings and decoration. 45 Later medieval perceptions of Charlemagne as
liberator of the Holy Land and generous donor of Passion relics made him an
exemplary model for the crusading kingship of Louis IX of France. 46 Louis’s
construction of the Sainte-Chapelle in Paris to house the Passion relics
acquired from Emperor Baldwin II in Constantinople formed another notable
instance of translatio imperii.

Death and Burial in Recreated Jerusalems
The “death in Jerusalem” topos provides a further key to interpreting
buildings that recreated the holy places, as it both challenges and reaffirms
the interchangeability of Jerusalems in Europe with the original across the
Mediterranean Sea. Henry IV and Robert Guiscard assume they will die in
Palestine, with Henry even preparing galleys of war to sail there. Presented
as privileging the Jerusalem of the Holy Land over its multiple but evidently
forgotten presences in Europe, the trope implies that not all Europeans could
accept that a local copy of the Holy Sepulchre carried the same spiritual
charge as the exact location of Christ’s Passion and Resurrection. The
prestige and glamour attached to the First Crusaders, as chivalric Christian
heroes, would naturally make a ruler wishing to prove his divine right and
military worth contemplate a glorious crusading death in Palestine. 47
Yet the topos characterizes this distinction between original and copy as a
mistake motivated by vain worldly ambition. Demons and soothsayers speak
in “dowbill-undirstanding”: all Jerusalems are the same to these tricksters. 48
Henry IV’s realization that he will die in the Jerusalem Chamber at
Westminster is a moment of moral revelation. Led by his pride into
misinterpreting the prophecy as a promise of martial glory, emphasis returns
to the king’s personal failings. The story implies that, as both a physical
place and a universal spiritual destination, permanently accessible to all
Christians, Jerusalem really is—and always was—nearby. So too is death:

expected “in Jerusalem”, but in fact an ever-present possibility to be
constantly prepared for. Although the topos appears to tacitly accept the
veracity of horoscopes, prophetic signs, and demonic foreknowledge, all that
these soothsayers and astrologers ever truly “promised” to Henry IV and his
literary peers was that death would one day arrive. As Henry IV belatedly
recognizes, the virtuous Christian should celebrate his continuous spiritual
proximity to Jerusalem, and be aware that death can come at any moment.
He must humbly accept that entry into the holy city may never involve
physical arrival in the East. It may instead come only with entry into the
heavenly Jerusalem of Revelation 21 at the end of time. Death in the
Jerusalem Chamber at Westminster offers Henry a flimsy, this-worldly
foretaste of what is to come at the Last Judgement. And yet by doing so, the
tale returns us to the hierarchical division between true and false Jerusalems;
between the primary spiritual place and the secondary European replica,
which the legend initially seems to undercut.
In practice, European Jerusalem sites regularly incorporated relics from the
Holy Land, creating a substitutional relationship between the original site and
its European satellites. Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, supposedly the site of
Pope Sylvester II’s death, contained several relics believed to have been
brought to Rome by the Empress Helena, for example, including earth from
Golgotha soaked in Christ’s blood. 49 The polysemous quality of relic-stocked
Jerusalem recreations also made them particularly attractive as burial places.
The practice was widespread on the continent from an early date. At
Konstanz Cathedral, Bishop Conrad built a model of the Holy Sepulchre, the
Mauritius Rotunda, in the east end of the cathedral cemetery in the tenth
century. 50 A veteran traveller to Jerusalem, the bishop was buried in the
western outer wall of his model, probably alongside the white stones thought
to be relics of Christ’s tomb discovered later in the Rotunda, itself
reconstructed in the thirteenth century. 51 The Domburg built at Paderborn
by Bishop Meinwerk about 1009–36 included an imitation of the Anastasis
Rotunda and tomb aedicule to the east, planned according to measurements
taken in Jerusalem in 1033 by Abbot Wino of Helmarshausen. 52 Completion
of the chapel was rushed in order to dedicate it before the bishop’s death.
Jerusalem replicas and their relics were understood as crucial aids to the
salvation of those buried nearby. As the Resurrection and Last Judgement
were due to begin on the Mount of Olives, dying “in Jerusalem” helped
ensure one’s rapid passage to the heavenly city. 53
Yet there is limited evidence for such sites in England acting as burial places,
particularly for their known founders. Early Templar churches seem to have
held to a strict prohibition on internal burials (both for members of the Order
and for the laity) until the late twelfth century. 54 There were burials in the
new Temple Church in London (fig. 3), beginning with the possible reburial of

its founder-figure, Geoffrey de Mandeville (d.1144) in its elaborate porch.
This was followed by the famous series of eight thirteenth-century military
effigies now in the nave, one of which commemorates the renowned knight
and crusader, William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke (d.1219), but these are
exceptional. 55 After departing for Jerusalem a second time, Simon de Senlis
died in France and was buried at his ancestral foundation of La Charité-surLoire. His son was buried at the new family foundation of St Andrew’s Priory,
Northampton. 56 Neither monastery sought to recreate the holy places.

Figure 3.
Exterior view of the Temple Church, London, ca. 1158–61,
restored 1840–43 and 1947–53. Digital image courtesy of Jim
Linwood.

The “death in Jerusalem” topos thus exploited the existence of a
multifaceted European tradition of reinvented holy places, in order to
emphasize the importance of constant preparation for the hereafter. Death
can strike at any time, and the good Christian should be constantly ready to
meet it. Reinforcing the strong association between death and Jerusalem first

established by Revelation 20–21 and expressed most clearly in relation to the
imagined deaths of monarchs, the widespread medieval desire for burial
within or nearby Jerusalem, via relics and/or replicas of the Holy Land, would
have given the topos further contemporary meaning and power. Yet while the
legends surrounding Henry IV’s death link the Jerusalem Chamber firmly with
an enduring tradition of monumental reproduction, how far the room actually
conforms to this type can be questioned. Despite the political possibilities of
these sites, amplified in a location as resonant for Plantagenet power as
Westminster, presumed connections with recreations of Jerusalem such as
Northampton may in fact obscure the original intended significances of the
room and its decorations.

The Jerusalem Chamber at Westminster
The conventual buildings at Westminster were located on the south side of
the church, connected to the south aisle of the nave by two doors on the
east and west sides of the cloister. 57 As was standard for Benedictine
monasteries, the abbot’s lodgings were located further to the west of the
cloister. 58 The abbot stood at the head of a large and mainly lay household,
institutionally separate from the convent and their domestic staff. 59 His
house was not an enclosed monastic space, but a secular arena furnished
with every necessity for aristocratic domestic life and the hosting of lay
visitors. The Monk of Westminster’s Chronicle records the celebration of the
feast of the Translation of St Edward the Confessor at the abbey by Richard II
on 13 October 1392. At the conclusion of High Mass, celebrated in the
presence of the king, “he [Richard II] passed into the abbot’s hall, where,
with utmost magnificence, the lords and ladies then at court, as well as the
whole convent, or the greater part of it, were brilliantly and elegantly
entertained.” 60 After collapsing from illness at the shrine of the Confessor, it
would have been insulting for Henry IV to be taken anywhere else than the
abbot’s lodgings. 61

Figure 4.
Ground plan of the Abbot’s House complex at Westminster Abbey,
from Westminster Abbey: The Church, Convent, Cathedral and
College of St Peter Westminster by H. F. Westlake (London, 1923).
Digital image courtesy of Dean and Chapter of Westminster.

Comprehensively rebuilt by Abbot Nicholas Litlyngton from 1362, the abbot’s
house centred on a courtyard with what is now the Deanery located to its
east, a room belonging to the Cellarer’s buildings on its south side and on
the west, the abbot’s hall. 62 The Jerusalem Chamber was a large room
located to the north, opening on one side into the hall and on the other into
the abbot’s yard or garden (fig. 4). 63 With the dais of the hall located at its
north end and the kitchens hidden behind a screen at the south end of the
hall, the Jerusalem Chamber formed a useful private apartment for the abbot
and his favoured guests from which to proceed to high table, or to withdraw
into after meals. 64 Due to the convenience of having a chamber adjoining
the north of the hall, the Jerusalem Chamber may have been a
straightforward replacement of an earlier building, constructed on broadly
the same site and for the same purpose. 65 Litlyngton’s construction work

was well underway by 1371–72, when canvas for the windows of “my lord’s
new chamber” was purchased. 66 After 1379, payments for “the new work”
cease. 67 Between 1383 and 1384, foundations were laid for the construction
of a gallery allowing the abbot to reach the Jerusalem Chamber without
entering the hall: this ran along the southern side of the courtyard, to the
east end of the base of the new nave tower. 68 To the north of the central
courtyard of the abbot’s house, partly swallowing elements of the gallery or
“little cloister”, is the Jericho Parlour. This room was built between 1500 and
1532 by Abbot John Islip, the last abbot of Westminster before the
Reformation. The Jericho Parlour formed a vestibule or antechamber to the
Jerusalem Chamber, making both rooms very much part of the abbot’s
domestic quarters. 69 The furnishings of both Jerusalem and Jericho as
recorded in Dissolution inventories of 1541 confirm their secular and
domestic use. 70
Today, the Jerusalem Chamber (fig. 5) consists of a large and much-restored
oblong, eleven metres (thirty-six feet) in length by five-and-a-half metres
(eighteen feet) in width. 71 Adjoining what is now termed College Hall, a
polygonal tower protrudes from its north-west corner. 72 The room is
dominated by a grand chimney piece with an elaborate, seventeenth-century
cedar overmantel supported on Doric columns. 73 It is lined with modern
panelling, and decorated with fragments of sixteenth- and seventeenthcentury tapestries. 74 The Jericho Parlour, separated from the Jerusalem
Chamber by a small, windowed lobby, is lined with early sixteenth-century
linenfold panelling, and has a stone fireplace set into its east wall. 75

Figure 5.
Interior view of the Jerusalem Chamber, Westminster Abbey, ca. 1362–79.
Digital image courtesy of Dean and Chapter of Westminster.

By tradition, the Jerusalem Chamber gained its name from its interior
decorations, either tapestry hangings or painted frescoes probably depicting
a Christological sequence. 76 Further visual allusions have been proposed by
Anthony Bale: he suggests that the row of crenellations on the exterior of the
chamber may allude to the walls of Jerusalem, while its polygonal tower
refers to the Holy Sepulchre (fig. 6). 77 The early fifteenth-century pseudoIngulf describes the chamber as one “which had been from ancient times
called ‘Jerusalem’” (camera ab antique Jerusalem nuncupata). 78 While
suggestive of an existing building on the site, he may still be referring in this
context to Litlyngton’s chamber. Combined with Usk’s 1414 reference to a
Jerusalem Chamber in the abbot’s house, Ingulf’s notice indicates that
Litlyngton’s chamber was known from inception as “Jerusalem”.

Figure 6.
Exterior view of the Jerusalem Chamber, Westminster Abbey, ca. 1362–79,
restored 1867–73. Digital image courtesy of Dean and Chapter of
Westminster.

Yet the Jerusalem and Jericho rooms resist interpretation as monumental
reproductions of the holy places. First, there is the problem of exactly what
these rooms were replicating, for they are not translating specific cult sites to
Westminster. Questions can be raised about exactly which holy place or
places a circular-naved building referred to: at the London Temple Church
(fig. 3) the polygonal form of the crusader Templum Domini (the Dome of the
Rock) may have been as important as the Holy Sepulchre for the military
order formally titled the Order of the Temple of Solomon and allotted space in
the Templum for their own services. 79 The Temple Church may have
simultaneously referenced multiple sites in Jerusalem, evoking an equally
multiple set of impressions and associations within those who encountered it.
Yet reference at the London Temple Church was still being made to distinct
and easily separable holy places, whereas the Jerusalem Chamber and
Jericho Parlour referred to entire cities with a continuous biblical history. Their
generalized reference to the Holy Land sets them apart from the conventions
of the “Holy Landscapes” tradition.
It also hinders determining how far any genuine process of reproduction was
in evidence at Westminster. As Richard Krautheimer famously showed,
medieval architectural imitation involved following a generalized symbolic
pattern rather than exactly reproducing a model. 80 The selective transfer of
a building’s perceived primary characteristics, reassembled and reshuffled if
need be, enabled a building with little formal or structural resemblance to its
prototype to be recognized as a reproduction of the charismatic original. The

key features of a building could include its proportions, measurements,
dedication, plan or orientation, and notable architectural elements. 81
Although validating a vague likeness, such flexibility appears to have
discouraged subtle or nuanced visual reference to Jerusalem, especially
when directed at an audience unlikely to have seen the city at first hand.
In this context of conscious architectural simplification for pious
commemorative ends, how far might crenellated walls and a polygonal
corner tower have indicated “Jerusalem”, even if the Jerusalem Chamber had
been regularly accessed by a monastic audience attuned to the holy city’s
omnipresence, and cognizant of its varied visual iconography? Jerusalem
could be represented as a walled city with a circular or square form, the
circle alluding to its position as the centre of the world (Ezekiel 5:5; Psalm
73:12) and sometimes divided into four parts. The square-walled city invoked
Revelation 21:6. In both cases, the city walls were frequently shown, topped
by crenellations and interspersed with gates and towers. 82 Matthew Paris’s
maps of the Holy Land combine the square walls of the apocalyptic Jerusalem
with some of the landmarks included on topographic maps of the
contemporary city. 83 One can see why the crenellated city walls, a fairly
stable element of an otherwise fluid iconography, might have been
referenced at Westminster. Yet even to a sympathetic audience, it is unlikely
that crenellations would have been understood primarily as symbols of the
holy city.
Crenellations were above all symbols of lordship, the architectural expression
of noble rank. 84 When featured on churches, they invoked the triumphant
ecclesia militans and its combined spiritual and seigneurial authority. The
exterior crenellations of the Jerusalem Chamber appear in their current form
to date from its 1867–73 restoration, but even if medieval in origin, they
were not unusual or visually striking architectural features. Nor would they
have provided the Jerusalem Chamber with special status within the
monastic precinct: the abbey itself was crenellated since 1245, perhaps in an
echo of Reims Cathedral, and between 1367 and 1368, a wall with
battlements was built between the abbot’s chamber and the gatehouseprison of Tothill. 85 The Jerusalem Chamber fortifications further harmonize
the building with the structures around it, underlining the combined spiritual
and seigneurial authority of the abbey to those collected in the open space
of the monastic precinct. This interpretation is further supported by the
position of the chamber at the west front of the abbey church, where crowds
of the London poor gathered for the regular distribution of monastic alms. 86
More elite visitors could be ceremonially welcomed to the abbey at its north
transept entrance, but this did not put the Tothill Gate on the west side of the
abbey out of use. 87 The Monk of Westminster records Richard II making a
barefoot procession with the convent of Westminster “going out at the Tothill

Gate” in October 1392. 88 Similarly, in December 1389, “the abbot and
convent of Westminster, wearing their frocks, walked in procession to the
Tothill gate of the monastery” to meet the Duke of Lancaster and an
assembly of civic dignitaries before conducting them into the church. 89
It is therefore unlikely that crenellations would have signified “Jerusalem”
with the clarity and simplicity required. The quotidian oblong form of the
Jerusalem Chamber resists an iconographic reading, while its five-sided
corner tower can be read as another pseudo-military decorative feature,
crowded out by the larger forms of the west front. Externally and internally,
there appears to have been no carefully choreographed orchestration of
space designed to guide the viewer towards recognizing a typological
likeness to the holy city. Finally, we can consider the title of the chamber
itself. The dedication of a church was one of its most significant
characteristics, enacting translatio through the transfer of relics to its high
altar. Yet in the Jerusalem Chamber at Westminster, its “dedication” remains
a name only, contingent on the decoration of the interior and given no
backing by the physical presence of relics or liturgical performance. Visual
invocation and deliberate monumental replication remain quite different
things, whatever inspiration they provided for Usk’s tale. It should also be
emphasized that while the name “Jerusalem” probably referred or related to
now-lost decorations, there is no surviving evidence for the medieval
appearance of the interior. 90
It is even more unlikely that the later Jericho Parlour belongs to the genre of
architectural recreations. Jerusalem was at least frequently represented in
maps and manuscripts. It is much more difficult to identify, beyond further
tapestry hangings depicting Mark 10:46–52 (the healing of blind Bartimaeus
at Jericho), Luke 19:1–10 (the repentance of Zaccheus at Jericho), or Joshua
6:1–27 (the Battle of Jericho), what simple visual or architectural shorthands
could have been formulated to unambiguously translate “Jericho” to a
medieval audience. Even in the heyday of the crusader kingdoms, Jericho
was described variously as a small but fertile Saracen village surrounded by
trees and fruits, 91 or as a place ruined by warfare with “all traces of the holy
places in it . . . completely destroyed”. 92 While we do not see in the
Jerusalem Chamber or Jericho Parlour a deliberate monumental translation of
the holy places of Palestine, such nomenclature is neither a unique way of
referring to events and places in the Holy Land, nor an unusual means of
treating domestic space. The 1541 inventories refer to other chambers in the
abbot’s house named after their occupants (Mr Morres Chamber, Syr
Radulphis Chamber, Tytleys Chamber), including a “Gabriels chamber”
containing a bedstead, two “course cubberdis and ij little forms”. 93 If
denoting a personal name or surname, the chamber may refer to a frequent
occupant, or its name may be based on the Annunciation. Lady Anne

Clifford’s diaries refer in April 1617 to “lying in Judith’s Chamber” at her
house in Knole. 94 Westminster Palace contained a “Marcolf’s chamber”,
probably named after King Solomon’s irreverent rustic joker. 95 It hosted the
1389 royal council at which Richard II dramatically declared his majority. 96
The “Antioch” chambers painted at Westminster Palace, Clarendon Palace,
and Winchester Castle, with a further cycle planned for the Tower of London,
have been well known to art historians since Tancred Borenius published on
them in 1943. 97 In 1250, the master of the Templars in England, Roger de
Sandford, was ordered to pass his French book containing “gesta Antiochie et
regum etc. aliorum” for use in the painting of the queen’s low room at
Westminster, a room later referred to as the Antioch Chamber. 98 In 1251, the
king ordered the depiction of “historium Antioch” in the room of the king’s
chaplains in the Tower of London, although this commission was later
cancelled. 99 In June 1251, the king ordered that Rosamund’s Chamber in
Winchester Castle, named after the mistress of Henry II, be painted with the
“story [historium] of Antioch”. 100 In July 1251, Henry commanded the sheriff
of Wiltshire to have the king’s chamber under the chapel at Clarendon Palace
painted with “the story [historium] of Antioch and the duel of king Richard”.
101

Tancred Borenius suggested the painting of historia, at least at
Clarendon, would mean exactly that: a history of the Third Crusade, evidently
including depiction of Nur-al-Din’s attack on Antioch, and the resulting
massacre of Christians and the capture of Bohemond III. 102 Paul Binski
suggests Henry’s image cycles may also have drawn from the mid-twelfthcentury epic Chanson d’Antioche, a history of the First Crusade. 103
Laura J. Whatley places these rooms “in the tradition of mental pilgrimage or
devotional crusading”, arguing that Henry’s monumental painted cycles “had
the potential to foster imagined travel—virtual crusades—to the Holy Land”.
104

This is certainly possible, but I would urge caution as to how far an
internal and perhaps luxuriously furnished and staffed domestic space
encouraged the viewer to transport themselves in their imagination, whether
in the form of idle crusading fantasies or the sustained religious meditation
that virtual pilgrimage required. Arthur Stanley refers to the existence of a
Galilee Chamber at Westminster Palace, apparently located in between its
Great and Little Halls. 105 Such a busy thoroughfare between, in the case of a
Great Hall, a space lined with interior shops and hosting the three royal law
courts, was unlikely to foster quiet opportunities for imaginative travel to the
East.

Moralizing about Jerusalem
Instead of seeking to place rooms named after Jerusalem or Antioch within
the tradition of mental pilgrimage, it may be helpful to consider the
pedagogic significance of secular spaces featuring extended biblical
narratives and Holy Land settings in their decorative imagery. Under Edward
I, the Painted Chamber at Westminster Palace was redecorated with a large
frieze of Old Testament narratives depicting scenes from 1 and 2 Maccabees,
separated by a cycle derived from 2 Kings. 106 The presentation of Judas
Maccabees as a heroic warrior and model for rulership contrasted with
scenes depicting the deaths of archetypical biblical tyrants such as
Sennacherib, Antiochus, or Abimelech. Binski has explored how one of the
overriding themes of the Painted Chamber imagery was the just downfall of
evil rulers, its walls depicting a litany of royal misdeeds followed by divine
punishment. 107 He connects this with an enduring theme of English political
writing, “a pattern of politically reflective thought about kingship in the
Bible”, later translated into polemical commentary and part of a
“longstanding practice of moral engagement through narrative”. 108 The
Painted Chamber was very much a public space: from 1259, parliaments
opened in the Painted Chamber, having first been proclaimed in the Great
Hall at Westminster, and the Commons regularly assembled here. 109 In
addition, the chamber was a regular venue for royal almsgiving. 110 Its
explicitly “proclamatory and hortatory” biblical imagery addressed a public
far wider than the royal or court circle. 111 Two Irish friars visiting the
chamber in 1322 referred to it as “illa vulgata camera”, that well-known
room. 112
The narratives of the Painted Chamber can be closely analysed to reveal
their emphasis on the fall of tyrants, while more precise details of the
decoration of the Jerusalem Chamber and Jericho Parlour are lost to us.
However, I wish to stress here the moral and pedagogic intentio that
informed such image-making at Westminster, and not only in the secular
arena of Westminster Palace. Around 1400, broadly the same period of
Litlyngton’s construction of the Jerusalem Chamber, a ninety-six-scene
Apocalypse cycle was painted in the arcades of Westminster Abbey’s
octagonal chapter house. Positioned below windowsill level, it was at least in
part financed by a monk of the house, John of Northampton. 113 On the
eastern bay wall, behind the prior or president’s seat where errant monks
would kneel to publicly acknowledge faults and receive correction, is an
image of a semi-naked Christ as the Son of Man, presented as the eternal
and merciful Judge. 114 At Christ’s left in the adjoining bay is a seraph or
cherub, its wings marked with inscriptions taken from a twelfth-century
treatise on penance attributed to Alan of Lille, “On the Six Wings of the

Cherub”, a commentary on Isaiah 6. 115 The image forms a didactic chart on
the subject of the confessional, drawing the painted cycle into the monastic
disciplinary and pedagogic processes carried out in the chapter house. 116
Westminster Abbey’s chapter house was also regularly used for royal
councils and parliaments, during which the king would address his subjects
from the president’s seat. 117 As parliament was the highest court in the
land, the monastic imagery remained fitting whenever the chapterhouse was
used as a place of secular deliberation and judgement.
I suggest that the overtly didactic and moralizing tone of the painted image
cycles found in Westminster Palace and Abbey is an interpretation that can
be extended to the organization and conceptualization of space within the
abbot’s house. I noted above that Litlyngton’s initial construction of the
Jerusalem Chamber in the later fourteenth century was followed by Islip’s
sixteenth-century building of the Jericho Parlour. This eventually allowed one
to move within the space of the abbot’s lodgings from “Jerusalem” to
neighbouring “Jericho” (and of course vice versa). Moving from Jerusalem to
Jericho retraces the road taken by the man attacked by robbers in Luke
10:30, the parable of the Good Samaritan. Jacqueline Jung highlights a
thirteenth-century sermon by the Cistercian monk Caesarius of Heisterbach,
preached immediately after the murder of the notably worldly archbishop of
Cologne, Engelbert, in 1225. 118 Taking Luke 10:30 as his text, Caesarius
lamented the archbishop’s journey in life from Jerusalem to Jericho, stating
that: “Through Jerusalem, in which the temple was and therefore true
religion, are indicated things spiritual; through Jericho, things worldly and
secular.” 119
This opens up a new perspective on the significance of these rooms. To move
between Jerusalem and Jericho was to move between two states of Christian
mind and action: particularly apt for an abbot’s house located within a
monastic precinct, but explicitly designed for secular purposes. What today
we would consider a liminal complex of buildings could have been
understood on an allegorical level as a space moving between Jerusalem and
Jericho. A tradition surrounding the nickname of the priory of St Laurence at
Blackmore in Essex suggests the contemporary currency of this idea when
Abbot Islip built the Jericho Parlour. Henry VIII’s mistress Elizabeth Blount was
sent to Blackmore, a quiet Augustinian house close to London, for her
confinement before the 1519 birth of Henry Fitzroy. In the words of a 1770
account of the “manor-house of Blackmore, otherwise called Jericho . . .
Tradition says, this was one of the houses of pleasure to which King Henry
the Eighth used to retire: so that when this lasivious [sic] prince chose to
retreat from public business, and indulge himself in the embraces of his
courtezans, the cant phrase among the courtiers was, He was gone to
Jericho.” 120 While the gossip amongst Henry VIII’s courtiers may be

historically irrecoverable, the nickname of Blackmore Priory seems to have
stuck. A 1529 lease of the manor, lordship, and rectory of Blackmore refers
to a tenement “called Jericho”. 121 The house built on the remains of the
priory site by John Smyth, granted the estate in 1540, is referred to as Jericho
Priory or Jericho Priory House. 122 A house of about 1600 on Church Street,
originally intended as a vicarage adjoining the converted priory church of St
Laurence, is known as “Little Jericho” or “Jericho Cottage”. 123
Sandy Heslop highlights the typological resonance of the two locations once
paired in this way at Westminster, with Joshua’s victory at Jericho prefiguring
the triumph of the First Crusaders in Jerusalem in 1099. As both cities fell to
the armies of God’s people, biblical history established a sequential logic in
moving from one space to the other at Westminster. 124 Such typology may
well have found a receptive pre-modern audience: the epitaph on the tomb
of Baldwin I of Jerusalem in the Holy Sepulchre compared him to Joshua, and
reference is made to Joshua’s deeds in the final sections of Fulcher of
Chartres’s account of the 1099 capture of the holy city. 125 Fulcher also
records the custom of pilgrims returning to Europe cutting or collecting palm
branches from Jericho (classed as the “city of palm trees” in Deuteronomy
34:3 and Judges 1:16), before beginning their journey home. 126 In the
abbot’s house at Westminster, one could also depart “from Jerusalem” via
Jericho, perhaps in a post-prandial parody of the pilgrim’s journey.
While such a specific reading of space could only be made in the sixteenth
century, when Islip built the Jericho Parlour, the transition between Jerusalem
and Jericho at Westminster may have been a more enduring monastic
concern. John Flete’s fifteenth-century history records how Lucius, the first
Christian king of Britain and founder of the abbey, was crowned, buried, and
stored his regalia at Westminster, before its conversion into a temple of
Apollo. 127 Assumed since ancient times to have been a location for royal
ceremonial, the abbey’s position in the grounds of a royal palace also led to
its frequent use as a place for government business. Since the twelfth
century, the abbey chapter house, refectory, infirmary chapel, and St
Catherine’s chapel were routine locations for meetings of the royal council
and later for parliament. 128 By 1300, the lower storey of the abbey’s chapter
house had been appropriated as a royal treasury, royal archive, and regalia
store. 129 All such uses of Westminster’s buildings would have been highly
disruptive to the monastic life, with secular visitors and royal clerks passing
daily through the cloister, and taking short cuts through monastic buildings
such as the infirmary. 130 Concern about the monastery’s metaphorical
position on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho might have been a
permanent background worry for its monastic residents, consistently inviting
allegorical and typological musings on the theme. And when the Jerusalem

Chamber stood alone, we can also appreciate the paradox and joke involved
in arriving “at Jerusalem” at Westminster when entering the secular space of
the abbot’s lodgings, perhaps after enjoying a great feast in the hall. The
abbey church, after all, housed an extensive collection of relics from
Jerusalem and the Holy Land, objects that would provide more enduring
spiritual “nourishment” for any visitor. 131
Ultimately, entry to the Jerusalem Chamber would have forced medieval
visitors to recognize the Jerusalems they had not reached: demonstrably,
they had not entered the Jerusalem of Palestine or the heavenly Jerusalem of
Revelation 21. The room poses an admonitory question to its inhabitants,
and encourages a moral stocktaking of one’s life and conscience. The later
construction of Jericho extended such moral and conceptual problems, or
perhaps made longstanding monastic concerns more spatially explicit. If not
in these Jerusalems, then where are you? Where do you currently stand on
the road between Jerusalem and Jericho, between sacred and secular things?
Death is an unspoken spectre at this intellectual feast of moral reasoning.
Jerusalem is both presence and absence in the chamber: a destination
physically arrived at, and a city still spiritually and morally far away, as
images of the life of Christ might well underline. As in the downfall of rulers
depicted in the Painted Chamber, the “death in Jerusalem” topos articulates
a universal lesson and challenge in relation to a specific mighty individual.
We may all become Henry IV. Or we may recognize, before it is too late, how
close and yet how far we are from Jerusalem.
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The Englishness of English Sedilia
James Alexander Cameron

Abstract
Sedilia are the ceremonial seats of the priest, deacon, and subdeacon placed
to the south of the altar. In Gothic church architecture, they typically take the
form of three deep niches, recessed into the thickness of the wall,
surmounted by arches and separated by shafts. These types of sedilia are
most well-known from English churches of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries. This essay looks to explain why sedilia became so popular in
England, through a consideration of trends in English architecture. With the
help of Nikolaus Pevsner’s characterization of the country’s art from The
Englishness of English Art, it will argue that the basic decorative language of
sedilia is entrenched in trends first developed in the Anglo-Norman
Romanesque. It will also suggest, however, that regional variations in the
distribution of sedilia complicate the idea of a single “national style”.
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Sedilia–the seats for the priest, the deacon, and subdeacon—are a familiar
sight in English churches (fig. 1). The vast majority of English medieval
sedilia take the characteristic form of three niches, set into the thickness of
the south wall by the altar, surmounted by arches and separated by shafts. 1
This architectural feature, which I have dubbed the “classic” sedilia, is
widely noted as being considerably more common in England than overseas.
2

Other solutions for adapting the walls of the chancel to seat the officiating
clergy are known: single wide niches (fig. 2), stone arm-chairs, and the
simple drop-sill sedilia (fig. 3), but these are relatively rare when the corpus
of English sedilia is looked at as a whole. 3 Examples of surviving wooden
medieval sedilia are very rare, and documentation suggests that where stone
sedilia were not present, the furniture was extremely simple. 4 Unlike
piscinas—the drains for the sacred ablutions of the Eucharist—stone sedilia
were not a liturgical necessity: apparently being somewhat of an

architectural luxury. 5 Sedilia in England seem on the whole to have been so
consistent in their design that they can be said to have constituted a genre:
a category of artwork with a common function, but also characterized by
common forms that made their function clearly intelligible. 6

Figure 1.
Sedilia in the chancel, Parish Church of St James, Audley, Staffordshire,
first quarter of 14th century. Digital image courtesy of James Alexander
Cameron.

Figure 2.
Single-niche sedilia in the presbytery, Kirkstall Abbey, West Yorkshire, late
1150s. Digital image courtesy of James Alexander Cameron.

Figure 3.
Drop-sill sedilia in the chancel, Parish
Church of the Holy Cross, Yelling,
Cambridgeshire, first quarter of 14th
century. Digital image courtesy of James
Alexander Cameron.

Sedilia first appeared sporadically in the twelfth century. By the early
decades of the thirteenth century they became standard in most newly built
English parish church chancels, such as Cherry Hinton in Cambridgeshire (fig.
4). It is not until the late thirteenth century that sedilia begin to be found in
continental Gothic churches, and here they often lack dividing shafts, the
almost ubiquitous feature of the English classic sedilia. 7 The heyday of
sedilia occurred during the first half of the fourteenth century, when the
majority of all medieval sets in Great Britain were made: Audley in
Staffordshire is an example of their typical appearance at this time (fig. 1).
Sedilia associated with the Perpendicular, our de facto national style by the
fifteenth century, are comparatively rare, constituting around one-sixth of
the total corpus of medieval English sedilia. Textual sources, such as

liturgical rubrics, diocesan synods, and church inventories throughout the
medieval period to the Reformation, do not provide an answer for the
proliferation of mural sedilia in England. 8 Rather, the great number of
sedilia in England and their distinct appearance seems to be largely
determined by regional architectural style and aesthetics, providing both the
environment for them to develop and determining the essential grammar of
their forms.

Figure 4.
Sedilia in chancel, Parish Church of St Andrew, Cherry Hinton,
Cambridgeshire, ca. 1220s–30s. Digital image courtesy of James
Alexander Cameron.

Much work has been done regarding the peculiarity of English art, most
famously Pevsner’s controversial The Englishness of English Art based on his
BBC Reith Lectures of 1955. 9 Pevsner ambitiously characterized all English
art as essentially linear: the flaming line of William Blake, the Decorated
Style and the landscape garden, paralleled with the rectilinear grid of
Perpendicular and Georgian architecture. Pevsner’s Kunstgeographie, which
was descriptive rather than explanatory of causal factors, has been criticized
by a number of scholars; especially in relation to the Middle Ages where the
concept of the post-Westphalian nation state is anachronistic. 10 Causation
aside, Pevsner’s description of formal trends is nonetheless valid. This article
will therefore use Pevsner’s characterization of broad trends in the style of
English art to help explain the great numbers of sedilia in England; ultimately
relating this to the unique situation of the wholesale rebuilding after the
Norman Conquest and subsequent reactions to the Gothic style of France.

Sedilia and the English Squared East End
One important element that seems to have contributed to the development
of sedilia in England was the wholesale rejection of the apsidal east end after
the end of the twelfth century. Rounded apses remained popular on the
continent throughout the Middle Ages, both preserved in Romanesque
churches and newly built in polygonal form. In England, however, they were
frequently demolished and squared-off, and Gothic polygonal terminations
are extraordinarily rare. 11 The earliest examples of sedilia from the twelfth
century, whether classic or simple single niches, appear exclusively in long
square-ended chancels, never those with apsidal east ends. Partly due to the
difficulty of recessing a sculptural feature into a curved wall, this must be a
major factor in the popularity of sedilia in this country. Therefore to
understand the Englishness of English sedilia one must first investigate
another peculiarly English genre whose architectural development has been
under-considered: the parish church chancel.
By the late thirteenth century, the English parish church was legally defined
as having a chancel (also referred to as cancellum or chorum), for the
upkeep of which the rector was financially responsible, and a nave (generally
referred to as “the body of the church”, or simply “the church”), which was
the responsibility of the laypeople of the parish. 12 By the thirteenth century,
the chancel in England also had a generic formal appearance. It was typically
unaisled, and practically always with a flat east wall, which by the fourteenth
century was generally filled with a large east window representing the most
impressive monumental design in the building. The evidence of the altar’s
stone furnishings—namely sedilia and piscina—proves that the altar was
always towards the east end of the chancel. These stone furnishings may
have been an ensemble with a stone altar reredos either built into the east
wall or a few feet away from it as a screen for an eastern vestry. 13 However,
the near-comprehensive destruction of such furnishings along with stone
altars in the Edwardian Reformation leaves sedilia as often the most ornate
stonework remaining in the chancel. This makes them the most consistently
interesting feature to subject to formal analysis.
Sedilia were originally a utilitarian solution rather than a desirable object. 14
They have the advantage over wooden furniture of keeping the area around
the altar uncluttered, by allowing the officiating clergy, in ascending order of
hierarchy, to sit inside the wall when not actively involved in the liturgy. Such
an arrangement is not required in a cathedral-scale church where the area
around the high altar is aisled, and the officiating clergy can retreat to seats
placed between the piers of the arcade. 15

It has been suggested that the change from the apse to the squared east
end is the result of the altar being placed flush against the east wall. 16
However, this leaves the question of why the apse did not disappear on the
continent, where altars were also moved further east in church buildings as
the belief in the Real Presence in the Eucharist strengthened. Also, late
medieval altars did not often seem to be completely flush with the east
wall—suggested by the position of many wall piscinas a few steps east from
the south-east corner of chancels—discouraging a simple causal relationship
between altar position and architectural plan. 17
During the first millennium, church plans were markedly unlike the late
medieval type, partly defined by their fundamentally different seating plans.
The plans of the earliest Roman state churches were based on the imperial
tribunal basilica, and ended in a rounded apse with the altar on its chord,
while around the perimeter of the apse ran a bench with a throne in the
middle for the use of the celebrant. 18 This plan spread around western
Europe, with one modification. Rome’s early churches are unusual in that the
main apses are occidented, meaning that when the priest celebrated
eastward, he was facing the congregation. Everywhere else, it was standard
to build the primary apse facing east, so the priest would pray in the same
direction as the congregation. 19
This layout, known as the basilican plan, was probably used throughout
Anglo-Saxon England, although the architectural evidence has largely been
found through excavation rather than extant fabric. 20 Two such examples
are the great apsed minster church of Reculver in Kent (fig. 5) and the tiny
two-celled local church of Raunds Furnells in Northamptonshire (fig. 6). Both
of these have been interpreted as having their eastern cell used for seating
the clergy, with the altar standing separate from this space in the main body
of the church. 21 Seeking evidence for the use of the basilican plan in
twelfth-century buildings is difficult, due to the comprehensive reordering of
liturgical space that occurred by the late Middle Ages. However, the wellpreserved mid-twelfth-century building of Stewkley in Buckinghamshire,
consisting of nave, tower, and east cell, has a portion of an armed bench
surviving in its eastern cell. The thirteenth-century piscina shows that this
became the chancel in the century after its erection, the altar of which would
have destroyed the eastern portion of the bench. However, the evidence of a
surviving southern return of the bench suggests that this eastern cell was
originally a space for the clergy, with the altar further forward under the
tower, showing that the presence of an apse is not proof of its sanctuary
status.

Figure 5.
Reconstruction of the Anglo-Saxon Minster of Reculver, Kent, 8th century
(reconstruction by Peter Urmston for English Heritage). Digital image
courtesy of Peter Urmston.

Figure 6.
Plan of Raunds Furnells Local Church, Northamptonshire, late 9th or 10th
century, from Raunds Furnells: The Anglo-Saxon Church and Churchyard
by Andrew Boddington, Graham Cadman, and John Evans (London: English
Heritage, 1996).

Instead, the presence of a rounded or squared east end should be seen as a
stylistic choice. The likelihood that many twelfth-century churches still
preserved the basilican plan, keeping the altar further forward, is supported
by the phenomenon of the pillar piscina (fig. 7). In Norman times the drain
for the sacred ablutions appears to have been typically a drain in the centre
of the floor behind the altar, with a hollow pillar above providing easy access.
22

These pillar piscinas have only ever been found either through
excavation, such as at Wellingore in Lincolnshire, or as part of Gothic wall
piscinas in the late Middle Ages. 23 This latter phenomenon shows how
basilican plan churches were refitted for later liturgical trends.

Figure 7.
Pillar piscina, Parish Church of All Saints,
Wellingore, Lincolnshire, first half of 12th
century. Digital image courtesy of James
Alexander Cameron.

Sedilia are the most important indicator of this new liturgical topography.
Simple single-niche sedilia, with little or no decoration and of a width suitable
to seat three, appear sporadically in churches across Europe in the twelfth
century, especially in the unaisled choirs of the Cistercians, such as Kirkstall
Abbey in West Yorkshire, built in the late 1150s (fig. 2). 24 These, along with
wall piscinas, are the first proof that an alternative way of laying out the east
end of a church was emerging in the twelfth century. 25 The earliest set of
classic sedilia can be found in the church of St Mary de Castro, Leicester,
probably dating from the 1170s or 1180s (fig. 8). The status of this church as
a newly endowed collegiate church is important—it was first provided with a
dean and twelve canons by the newly appointed first Earl of Leicester, Robert
de Beaumont, around 1107. In 1143 his son transferred the original
endowments to the new Augustinian abbey in Leicester, and in 1164–67 the

church was refounded as a college of eight clerks subordinate to the abbey.
26

This complicated history of the college of St Mary is reflected in its
architectural fabric, which, before the addition of a large south aisle in the
thirteenth century, was an unaisled building of at least three Romanesque
campaigns. 27

Figure 8.
Sedilia in chancel, Parish and former collegiate church of St Mary de
Castro, Leicestershire, 1170s–80s. Digital image courtesy of James
Alexander Cameron.

The only other evidence for Romanesque classic sedilia are the fragmentary
remains at Castle Hedingham in Essex, where the original arches have been
filled in with pastiche Romanesque-style sedilia in Henry Woodyer’s
restoration of 1870–72; and Hook Norton in Oxfordshire, which has fragments
of what appear to be early classic sedilia. 28 Castle Hedingham’s name is an
indication of its similarity to St Mary de Castro in Leicester, and how
endowment from the local castle must have enabled it to have a sizeable
clerical staff as well as an ambitious building programme. Hook Norton’s
former central tower suggests that it was previously an Anglo-Saxon minster,
maintaining its pre-Conquest status as home to a number of resident clerics.
What these churches represent is the modification of the standard basilican
plan to place the altar right at the end of the church. The first reason why
they may have chosen this new plan was due to the larger number of
attending clerics in a college. The new layout flips the arrangement of the
clerics and the altar. Instead of the whole staff sitting behind the altar, they

attended in the western half of the chancel, while those involved with
celebration of the Mass sat in the sedilia in the sanctuary. This would have
been encouraged by the growing belief in the Real Presence in the
consecrated Host, and thus the provision of a more exclusive venue for the
Eucharistic liturgy away from the laity. In retrospect we can see that this type
of building and liturgical topography, which initially emerged from a situation
of variety and experimentation, became the accepted plan for the parish
church chancel. In the thirteenth century, the number of clergy nationwide
began to rise, bringing many parishes to a level that would have been
uncommon in the twelfth century, and thereby causing a previously elite
design to have wider application. Once we accept the consolidation of the
shape of the mature English chancel around 1200—an unaisled box with a
flat east end—we can understand the stylistic environment that enabled
sedilia to develop and later flourish.
But, if it is not due to liturgical topography and altar placement, what is the
essential cause of the English squared east end? The suppression of the apse
for the square east end has been seen as part of a re-emergence of an
Anglo-Saxon identity following the imposition of a foreign form by the
Norman invaders. The change from early Norman architecture in Britain to
the mature Anglo-Norman Romanesque has been described as a gradual
“naturalisation” into English institutions, 29 or even as part of a conscious
formation of a “national” style. 30 The apse was, however, a major element
in pre-Conquest church architecture, certainly in the early Kentish churches
such as Reculver (fig. 5) and in early Romanesque buildings such as Edward
the Confessor’s Abbey at Westminster. The squared east end may have been
the most common form in Anglo-Saxon churches, but there were as many
rectangular east ends in Normandy before the Conquest as there were in
Anglo-Saxon England. 31 This makes the argument of a conscious idea of the
square east end as distinctively “Saxon” untenable. Furthermore, it is
debatable whether there could have been such a concept of a “national
style” of architecture at this period, and such deliberate political intent
behind the forms of buildings. 32
In The Englishness of English Art, Pevsner considered the square east end as
part of his characterization of the English tendency toward the linear, in the
tradition of the formal analysis of Heinrich Wölfflin. 33 However, unlike
Wolfflin, Pevsner saw art as the unfolding of a Hegelian zeitgeist. 34 He
argues for an “irrational” English character that avoids shaping space,
instead displaying a preference for flat, linear decoration. 35 Ultimately, the
conclusion of The Englishness of English Art tries to rationalize the English
love of “line” with the geography, climate, and insularity of the island of
Britain, not unlike Winckelmann’s eighteenth-century understanding of the
climate of Ancient Greece as providing the perfect conditions for Athenian

art. 36 Even if his attribution of the causes are unconvincing, Pevsner’s
observations on common trends in English medieval architecture do prove
useful: despite the insufficient grounding in historical context, they help to
explain the unconscious formation of distinctive national styles. We shall
explore more justifiable reasons for the essential aesthetic of English
medieval architecture when we investigate the next aspect of the
Englishness of English sedilia: their distinctive arched appearance.

Dado Arcades and the Forms of the Classic Sedilia
We have seen that the sedilia at St Mary de Castro in Leicester are extremely
important as the only preserved classic sedilia in the Romanesque style.
Nevertheless, they should not be taken as representative of an invention
which had immediate influence. Instead, classic sedilia were probably being
built alongside single-niche sedilia for several decades. However, it is
undeniable that their basic form ultimately proved overwhelmingly popular
as the way to create sedilia. Why did this type of sedilia become so
commonplace in England and not elsewhere?
Classic sedilia rarely have ergonomic motifs such as arm-rests common to
wooden furniture or thrones, and instead rely on an almost purely
architectural vocabulary. 37 The most important formal precedent for classic
sedilia is decorative blind arcades, most specifically those at dado level.
Blind arcades have been noted as common in Romanesque and Gothic
architecture in England, a linear approach to ornament at odds with the
Gothic spaces of France. 38 An interest in the decorative potential of
miniature arches and shafts was not confined to England, but nevertheless
the country does display a particular fondness for the motif. 39 AngloNorman twelfth-century church facades stand in particular contrast to the
French tradition of the harmonic facade with grand portals encasing figural
sculpture. 40 Decorative arcading has been called the “Englishman’s
favourite motif”, and the English great church west front referred to as an
“orgy of arcading” (fig. 9). 41

Figure 9.
West front of the Augustinian Priory of St Botolph, Colchester, before
1177. Digital image courtesy of Alamy / Photo: Rodger Tamblyn.

Figure 10.
Dado arcade, south nave aisle, Peterborough Cathedral, begun ca. 1118.
Digital image courtesy of James Alexander Cameron.

More importantly for sedilia, decorative arcades are also used in profusion at
dado level in many second-generation Anglo-Norman buildings, such as
Durham (begun 1093), Anselm’s choir at Canterbury (c. 1093), Norwich
(1096), Ely (in the post-1100 work), and Peterborough (1118) (fig. 10). At
Durham and Peterborough such round-arched dado arcading is developed
through interlacing into an even more elaborate and noticeable feature. 42
This arcading along the dado level of nave and transepts would of course
not have been intended to mark out seats, although the plinth for the shafts
in English buildings is frequently large enough for its use as such. Dado
arcading is much less common in French Gothic churches, absent from
Suger’s formative Early Gothic choir at St Denis (1130s) and many canonical
French High Gothic cathedrals. 43 When they are present, French dado
arcades are often less like sedilia, either much larger or with no substantial
plinth on which to sit, for instance the choir of Saint-Remi in Reims (1170). 44
It is very unusual for English Gothic great churches to exclude dado arcading
like those in France: Canterbury choir under William the Englishman
(1177–84), Wells (1170s), and Salisbury (1220) are notable exceptions, and
significant in that the latter two are in the south west where sedilia did not
become widespread in Gothic parish churches, as will be discussed below. 45

The reason this aesthetic developed is once again not due to nationalism,
through either a conscious revival of Saxon forms or an irrepressibly
“irrational” English character, but instead can be attributed to a way of
dealing with the architectural legacy of the Norman Conquest. The Norman
rebuilding of the second half of the eleventh century was unprecedented in
Europe, with all of the former Anglo-Saxon cathedrals demolished and rebuilt
on a heroic scale within a timespan of around fifty years. 46 This gave
English architecture an unavoidable inheritance of Romanesque buildings
that would govern their appearance for the rest of the Middle Ages. 47 The
Gothic style of France, a novel conception of shaping space coupled with a
quest for verticality, could not be transplanted on to these massive buildings,
and instead an alternative aesthetic solution was developed. For some
scholars, Durham and its successors fused the gigantism of the AngloNorman Romanesque with an earlier Anglo-Saxon tradition, which had also
displayed a general taste for elaborate surface and blind arcading in
architecture. 48 However, it was the unique combination of forms and
aesthetics in the Anglo-Norman Romanesque, and its subsequent influence
on Early English Gothic, that was fundamental for the development and
popularization of the classic sedilia.
The use of arcading to demarcate the seats of clerics has its clearest
precedent in monastic and cathedral chapter houses. Worcester’s chapter
house of around 1100–15 was the first in a long line of the peculiarly English
genre of the centrally planned chapter house (fig. 11). 49 The interior is
encircled by ninety-five tall, rounded arches which were intended to
accentuate the seats of a stone perimeter bench. 50 Yet because the
monastic community at Worcester never even approached this number,
combined with the narrowness of the arches relative to later chapter houses,
these arches were unlikely to be intended as prescribed seats as they were
in church sedilia. 51 Above this is another storey of intersecting arcading,
and as a whole the building is characteristic of the ornamental treatment of
the mature Anglo-Norman Romanesque. 52 It was typical for subsequent
twelfth-century chapter houses, such as Bristol (1160s), to have similarly rich
treatment of the walls, and a dado level that had the function of backing the
mural benches of the attending community. 53

Figure 11.
Interior of the chapter house, Worcester Cathedral, ca. 1100–15. Digital
image courtesy of Alamy / Photo: David Gee.

Dado arcading also appears in Anglo-Norman church east ends. The church
of St John in Devizes, Wiltshire, is a three-cell Norman church dating from the
1160s. 54 The eastern cell has a lavish display of arcading, six arches with
curved chevrons against each wall (fig. 12). With the uncertain position of
altars at that date, it is difficult to be sure whether this cell was designed for
the altar in a similar position to its current location, or with a now-destroyed
clergy bench against the east wall. 55 However, the presence of a pillar
piscina relocated into the eastern arch of the south wall suggests that the
east end was converted from the basilican plan in the later Middle Ages into
the now familiar layout of a late medieval chancel. From this time on, the
remaining three arches on the south side would then mark out places for the
priest, deacon, and subdeacon. This is suggestive of the link between
decorative practice and its practical potential that was instrumental in the
development of the familiar classic type of sedilia. In this context, we can see
how St Mary de Castro in Leicester may have been attempting to emulate a
church such as Stow in Lincolnshire, which is certainly of ex-minster status,
with a lavish arcading scheme round the whole late twelfth-century chancel
(fig. 13). 56 At St Mary de Castro (fig. 8) only the bare minimum of arches
needed for the seating of the officiating clergy were inserted into the dado.
As they were not part of a larger decorative scheme, modifications could be
made to suit them better to their function. These included making them
more deeply recessed to keep the area in front of the altar unencumbered by
free-standing furniture, and placing the seats over the chancel steps with the
levels of the seats ranked accordingto the floor levels and also the rank of
the officiating priest, deacon, and subdeacon sitting inside them.

Figure 12.
East end (modern chancel), looking south east, Parish Church of St John,
Devizes, Wiltshire, third quarter of 12th century. Collection Conway
Library, the Courtauld Institute of Art, London. Digital image courtesy of
Courtauld Institute of Art.

Figure 13.
Interior of the chancel, Parish and former Prebendal Church of St Mary,
Stow, Lincolnshire, third quarter of 12th century. Digital image courtesy of
James Alexander Cameron.

Succeeding the Anglo-Norman Romanesque, English Gothic represented
continuity rather than a break with the practice of embellishing thick-wall
construction with rich and lively decoration. 57 It is with St Hugh’s choir at
Lincoln (begun c. 1192), the first true “Early English Gothic” building, that
the characteristic Anglo-Norman motif of blind arcading is taken to new
levels of development: the famous syncopated arcading of the choir and
transept dados take Romanesque interlaced arcading deeper into a third
dimension of spatial relationships. 58 The later nave dado, however,
continues as richly moulded, pointed trefoiled arcades (dogtoothed on the
south) in a manner that is more like the linear richness of Durham. 59
Importantly, this nave may be contemporary with Lincoln’s chapter house,
the first extant polygonal example following Worcester’s centrally planned
design. 60 Its interior uses the design of the south nave aisle dado arcades,
with stiff-leaf capitals and dogtooth to demarcate the seats of the canons.
Decorative arcading from the late twelfth century onward became
progressively more detached from the wall, emphasizing and exploiting the
three-dimensional possibilities of thick-wall construction. 61 Dado arcades
would become an essential motif of English Gothic great-church architecture,
such as the retrochoir of Worcester (begun 1224), York transepts, and
Beverley Minster (1220s). 62 This would continue through to the fourteenth
century with the particularly lavish dados of St Stephen’s, Westminster, and
subsequently the Lady Chapels of Lichfield and Ely. It is then the undeniable
trend toward surface ornament—the horror vacui—typical of late AngloNorman Romanesque architecture, along with thick walls, that led to the
embellishment of dado levels with deeply recessed arcading, which endured
throughout the Middle Ages in England. This in turn encouraged the
development of the simple single-niche sedilia into a more compact version
of dado arcading, suitable for churches that could not afford the expense of a
full scheme.

Sedilia and Local Style
Two factors of national style stemming from the bulky linear aesthetic
inaugurated by the Conquest contributed to the Englishness of English
sedilia: the environment of the squared-off east end, and the linear aesthetic
of dado arcading. However, mapping sedilia distribution across England
reveals some surprising patterns (fig. 14). Sedilia appear much more
common in central areas and the eastern half of the country, something
which does not necessarily correspond with population and wealth. Instead of
factors such as these or local liturgy, the distribution of sedilia seems more
affected by stylistic variation in church buildings across different regions of
England.

Figure 14.
Diagram mapping sedilia distribution across England, 13th, 14th and 15th
centuries. Digital image courtesy of James Alexander Cameron.

One particularly high density of sedilia can be found in Northumberland. The
Early English Gothic as pioneered in St Hugh’s Choir at Lincoln (begun 1192)
took on an exuberant form in the north. Buildings such as Tynemouth Priory
(late 1180s) and Hexham Abbey transepts (fig. 15; first quarter of the
thirteenth century) demonstrate an enthusiasm for sculptural ornament, wall
articulation, and (most importantly for sedilia) dado arcading. 63 York Minster
transepts (underway 1225, finished by c. 1250), Fountains Abbey choir, and
Durham Cathedral’s great eastern transept of the Nine Altars (begun 1242)
use dado arcading extensively. 64
A survey of parish churches in the medieval archdeaconry of Northumberland
articulates the general aesthetic of this style with their more limited
resources, resulting in the inclusion of sedilia. Bamburgh in Northumberland
could be said to occupy a point of contact between the middle rank and the
parish church. 65 It is more securely datable than other parish churches in
the diocese of Durham. In 1228 the parish church became a cell of Nostell
Priory and was subsequently staffed by five to six Augustinian canons under
a master, a plausible reason to build the finest chancel in the county. 66 The
five-bay chancel with doubled lancet windows has an interior with blind wall
articulation originally with detached shafting. In its south wall, there are
sedilia with trefoil heads and continuous arch mouldings that are related to
the popularity of dado arcading in the great churches in the area. 67
Chancels in the Wansbeck Valley area further south in Northumberland
clearly relate to the model of Bamburgh (fig. 16), with long lanceted chancels
and sedilia. Bothal, Hartburn, and Mitford can all be reckoned to be of a date
in the second quarter of the thirteenth century, with assured triple classic
sedilia integral with their long square-ended lanceted chancels, with moulded
arches supported by shafts. 68

Figure 15.
West wall of south transept, Hexham
Abbey, Northumberland, first quarter of
13th century. Digital image courtesy of
James Alexander Cameron.

Figure 16.
Chancel interior with sedilia, Parish Church of St Aidan and former
Augustinian cell, Bamburgh, Northumberland, ca. 1228. Digital image
courtesy of James Alexander Cameron.

By contrast, in the West Country such examples of thirteenth-century sedilia
are difficult to find. This is a particular surprise in the lands surrounding
Salisbury Cathedral, well known for its codification of the Sarum Rite, the
Order of the Mass for England which came to dominate English liturgical use
in cathedral and parish alike by the late Middle Ages. 69 Virginia Jansen has
related the noble simplicity of the architectural style associated with
Salisbury Cathedral with the straight-forward and logical mental habits of
bishops active in liturgical reforms and the codification of the Sarum Rite. 70
Despite this link of reforming clerics with architecture, there are very few
sedilia indeed in the orbit of the Cathedral and the wider diocese (Wiltshire
and parts of Devon, Dorset, and Berkshire), suggesting instead that
architectural form and ritual practice were potentially disconnected. 71
A church such as Potterne, dating around the same time as Salisbury’s
rebuilding at the beginning of the second quarter of the century, has an
exceedingly grand and well-preserved interior of uniform date (fig. 17). 72

The sophistication of the single-build plan of disciplined lancets akin to
Salisbury’s episcopal style can surely be attributed to the fact that the
prebend was held by the rector of the Cathedral fabric, canon Elias of
Dereham. 73 Despite being a well-endowed prebend with surely a high
number of clergy and level of celebration, Potterne shows no provision for
stone seating in the chancel akin to that we find in Northumberland at the
same time. There is a niche with a double piscina drain at the east end of the
south wall, then a gap, and then a priest’s door. The latter of these is
accommodated by raising the sill of the second lancet, showing that
practical, liturgical concerns were still considered by the architect. The
chancels at Stockton and Berwick St James are further examples of Early
English chancels in Wiltshire, displaying the same sober manner with no
provision for sedilia. 74 This is attributable to the lack of dado arcading in
Salisbury Cathedral, a unique omission for a thirteenth-century English
cathedral. 75 It seems that the motif of dado arcading was not provided by
the area’s great-church architecture, and thus was not part of the vocabulary
of the masons who built parish churches, meaning the opportunity to deploy
such arches as sedilia was not available. When decorative practice was not
present, the relation between it and ritual could not manifest.

Figure 17.
Interior of the chancel, Parish Church of St Mary and former prebendal
church, Potterne, Wiltshire, second quarter of 13th century. Digital image
courtesy of James Alexander Cameron.

Conclusion
Sedilia first developed as a utilitarian solution, probably in multiple places all
over Europe, as independent innovations facilitating the primary function of
the eastern sanctuary: to contain the altar, its ceremonies, and its
performers. However, it was only in England, through characteristic
tendencies in architectural design, that essential formal elements of this idea
were sufficiently reinforced for it to be become a visually distinct and
widespread genre. This would not have been possible without the cultural
permeability that permitted the continental styles of Norman Romanesque
and French Gothic to be subsumed. The variations in the distribution of
sedilia across England, furthermore, demonstrate how there was not a single
national style, and that sedilia, through their presence or absence,
reveal that “Englishness” in art in the thirteenth century should be
considered as a series of family resemblances rather than a single ideology.
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Legal Crisis and Artistic Innovation in ThirteenthCentury Scotland
Jessica Barker

Abstract
Weathered, damaged, and largely forgotten, the thirteenth-century effigies of
Walter and Mary Stewart lie amid the evocative ruins of Inchmahome Priory
on an island in the Lake of Menteith, Stirlingshire (Scotland). This tomb has
been overlooked by art historians, yet it is the earliest surviving example in
the British Isles of effigies of husband and wife lying side-by-side on the
same tomb, the forerunner of a trend for commemorating marriage which
would not become widespread for almost another hundred years. The
intimacy of Walter and Mary’s relationship is expressed through a complex
exchange of gestures, unparalleled in medieval funerary sculpture: both
figures stretch out an arm to embrace one another around the shoulder,
while Walter reaches across with his other hand to pull the folds of Mary’s
cloak over her body. The following article considers the possible connection
between this remarkable instance of artistic innovation and Walter and
Mary’s involvement in a long-running dispute over their possession of the
earldom of Menteith. Examining the gestures of the figures, the decision to
place the monument at Inchmahome, and the probable identity of Walter as
patron, I argue that the effigies were intended as an enduring witness to the
legitimacy of Walter and Mary’s possession of their title and lands.
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“Walter ‘the Freckled’, acting on his wife’s behalf, obtained the
earldom of Menteith through shameless trickery, and the support
of the magnates.”

Figure 1.
Map of Scotland at the end of the 13th century, indicating
earldoms and sheriffdoms, from Robert the Bruce, and the
Community of the Realm of Scotland by Geoffrey Barrow,
3rd edn (Edinburgh, 1988).

With this damning sentence, the fourteenth-century Scottish chronicler John
Fordun begins his account of Walter Stewart’s role in the conflict over the
earldom of Menteith, a dispute that was to last twenty-four years and engage
the attentions of the Pope, three kings, and a large part of the Scottish
nobility (fig. 1). 1 The previous earl of Menteith, Walter Comyn, held the
earldom on behalf of his wife, the heiress Isabella. After Comyn’s sudden
death in 1258, his widow remarried Sir John Russell, an obscure English
knight. This union caused outrage among the earl’s heirs, who responded by

imprisoning the newly-weds and accusing Isabella of murdering her late
husband. 2 In the ensuing violence and confusion, Walter Stewart, younger
son of the third High Steward of Scotland, advanced a claim on behalf of his
wife Mary, who was a kinswoman of Isabella. 3 In 1261 a court of magnates
assembled by King Alexander III of Scotland awarded the earldom to Walter
and Mary. 4 This ruling was highly controversial—a letter from Pope Urban IV
described the investiture as “unjust” (contra iustitiam)—and Walter Stewart’s
possession of the earldom continued to be challenged by Isabella and her
heirs (fig. 2). 5 The case was brought before three different courts: the first
was convened by the papal legate Pontius at York sometime between 1261
and 1263, the second met at York in 1273, while the third was assembled by
Alexander III at Scone in 1285. 6 At this final gathering, Alexander
pronounced his definitive judgement on the matter: the earldom was to be
divided, with Walter and Mary retaining the title of earl and half of the land,
while the rest was granted to Isabella’s heir. 7

Figure 2.
Simplified genealogical diagram, showing the parties who disputed Walter
and Mary’s possession of the earldom of Menteith. Digital image courtesy
of Jessica Barker

The accounts of this long-running dispute are not the only traces that Walter
and Mary have left on the historical record. The couple are also notable for
their remarkable joint memorial in the Augustinian priory of Inchmahome,
located on an island in the Lake of Menteith (Stirlingshire, Scotland), the
earliest surviving tomb in the British Isles to depict the effigies of a married
couple side by side (figs 3 and 4). 8

Figure 3.
Aerial photograph of the islands of Inch Talla and Inchmahome, Lake of
Menteith, Collection Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS). Digital image courtesy of Royal
Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland
(RCAHMS)

Despite its unique design, early date, and the historical significance of the
couple commemorated, the Inchmahome memorial has been largely
overlooked in the scholarly literature: a survey of Scottish medieval tombs
published in 2013 fails to even mention the monument. 9 The only
discussions of the tomb in the last twenty years are two contributions by
Geoffrey Barrow and Virginia Glenn to Medieval Art and Architecture in the
Diocese of Glasgow: Barrow examines the tomb’s historical context and
suggests a possible patron, while Glenn explores artistic models,
emphasizing the monument’s European connections. 10 Such exclusion is
perhaps due to the monument’s remote location, damaged condition, and
the apparent absence of comparable tombs from the same period. Yet the
memorial to Walter and Mary undoubtedly represents the uppermost echelon
of artistic production in Scotland during the high Middle Ages, both in terms
of the quality of its carving and the innovative nature of its design. A new
investigation into the tomb at Inchmahome has the potential to make a
valuable contribution to our understanding of material culture in thirteenthcentury Scotland, a time and place often overlooked in narratives of
medieval art. 11

Figure 4.
Unknown maker, Monument to Walter and Mary Stewart, Chapter house,
Inchmahome Priory, ca. 1281–96, sandstone, height: 217 cm, width: 89
cm (at feet of effigies), 228 cm (at heads of effigies). Digital image
courtesy of Jessica Barker

This article examines Walter and Mary’s monument in the context of the
protracted crisis over their possession of the earldom of Menteith. Recent
studies highlight the importance of conflict and disputed inheritance in
explaining the design, patronage, and location of funerary monuments. Anne
McGee Morganstern’s work on “kinship tombs”—memorials that depict the
family of the deceased on the tomb chest—emphasizes the function of these
monuments as vehicles for displaying claims to property and titles. 12
Morganstern points out that a significant number of kinship tombs were
commissioned in the context of a contested inheritance or minority, such as
the lost memorial to Thibaud III, Count of Champagne (d. 1201) at SaintÉtienne in Troyes, erected by the count’s widow during a period when the
inheritance of their young son, Thibaud IV (d. 1253), was being energetically
and sometimes violently contested by his cousin, Philippa de Champagne
and her husband, Erard de Brienne. 13 Concerns over inheritance may also
explain the unusual design of the brass to Richard Quatremain (d. 1477) and
his wife Sybil (d. 1483), located in the south transept of the church of St Mary
in Thame (Oxfordshire). Its mysterious third effigy, depicted in armour and
positioned just below Richard and Sybil’s feet, was identified by Kelcey
Wilson-Lee as Richard Fowler, who had been legally nominated as heir to the
childless couple’s estates. 14 Arguing that Richard Quatremain’s
commissioning of the brass in around 1465 should be understood in the
context of his strenuous efforts to ensure the estates passed to the heir of
his choosing, Wilson-Lee suggested that the monument may have been
intended to encourage local acceptance of Quatremain’s nominated heir. 15

A broader perspective on the legal utility—actual and potential—of funerary
monuments is provided by Julian Luxford’s article on “Tombs as Forensic
Evidence”. 16 Luxford draws together a wide range of material, including
legislation, records of parochial disputes, monumental inscriptions, and the
illustrations of the Anlaby cartulary, to argue that tombs were understood to
possess particular value as legal evidence in late medieval English society.
Central to this thesis are the records of three cases from the Court of
Chivalry (Scrope v. Grosvenor, 1385–90; Lovell v. Morley, 1386–91; Grey v.
Hastings, 1407–17), in which litigants and deponents regularly cite tombs as
evidence for the right of an individual to bear a particular coat of arms. 17
These testimonies include a remarkably detailed description of the brass to
Sir Hugh Hastings (d. 1347) in the parish church of Elsing (Norfolk), viewed in
situ by the court officials on the request of Sir Edward Hastings, who referred
to the monument among “certain [items of] evidence necessary and
indispensible for him to prove [his case]”. 18 Luxford, Morganstern, and
Wilson-Lee present a diffuse but suggestive body of evidence of the legal
function of the medieval tomb, indicating that funerary monuments were
understood as a category of object particularly suited to act as proof of titles,
lands, and property, with the potential to be cited in a court of law. Drawing
upon their studies, this article considers how far the dispute over the
earldom of Menteith may explain the innovative design and unusual location
of the tomb at Inchmahome. In doing so, it also proposes that scholars of
medieval art should pay closer attention to “unique” objects: artworks that
often resist being categorized within broader art-historical narratives, but
whose very strangeness can provide valuable insights into the mechanisms
and motivations of artistic invention in the Middle Ages. 19

The Effigies of Walter and Mary Stewart
The monument to Walter and Mary Stewart is now located in the chapter
house of Inchmahome Priory. It was carved from a single block of greentinged stone, probably sourced from a local quarry: sandstone of similar
appearance was used for the west front of the priory church at Inchmahome
and in the masonry at Dunkeld cathedral. 20 The effigies are over life-size.
The long sides of the stone block measure approximately 219 centimetres,
with the width of the slab tapering from 128 centimetres wide at their heads
and 89 centimetres at their feet (fig. 4). 21 The figures lie side by side with
their feet resting against two dogs, a larger animal for the knight and smaller
one for the lady (fig. 5). A large heater-shaped shield (92 centimetres in
length) covers much of the left side of the knight’s body, stretching from his
shoulders to his knees (fig. 4). The carved heraldry on the shield is now worn
and flaked, but in a photograph from the early twentieth century it is clearly
discernable as the arms of the Stewart family (a fess chequey) with a label of
five points in chief, the same coat of arms found on a seal of Walter Stewart

appended to a Deed of Homage to Edward I from 1292 (fig. 6). 22 Directly
below the sword-belt on the knight’s left hip, there is a deep, trapezoidal hole
cut neatly into the surface of the effigy (fig. 4). This hole is also depicted in
an engraving of the tomb published by William Stirling, minister of the
church at Menteith, in 1815, the earliest known depiction of the monument
(fig. 7). Since the knight lacks a carved sword, the hole may have functioned
as a socket to attach a metal or wooden sword to the effigy. 23 This possibility
is supported by the diagonal groove running downward from the hole to the
knight’s knee, cutting across the folds of his surcoat, which could have acted
as a furrow for the scabbard to rest in (fig. 4).

Figure 5.
Unknown maker, Monument to Walter and Mary Stewart, Chapter
house, Inchmahome Priory, ca. 1281–96, sandstone, height: 217 cm,
width: 89 cm (at feet of effigies), 228 cm (at heads of effigies).
Digital image courtesy of Jessica Barker

Figure 6.
Unknown photographer, Monument to Sir Walter Stewart, Earl of Menteith,
and his wife Mary, Countess of Menteith, ca. 1917–26, photograph, from
Inchmahome and the Lake of Menteith by John Stewart (Edinburgh, 1933),
p. 84.

Figure 7.
William Stirling, Sepulchral Monument, 1815,
engraving, from Notes Historical and Descriptive,
on the Priory of Inchmahome by William Stirling
(Edinburgh, 1815).

Figure 8.
Effigy of a knight (possibly Gerard d’Isle), Church of St Michael, Stow-NineChurches (Northamptonshire), mid-13th century, Purbeck marble. Digital
image courtesy of Graham Field, themcs.org

Figure 9.
Drawing of the monument to Walter
and Mary Stewart, reconstructing the
position of the knight’s right arm and
leg Digital image courtesy of Matilde
Grimaldi

The armour and pose of the Inchmahome knight is typical of thirteenthcentury military effigies in England. The figure wears a loose surcoat, falling
to his calf in deep, curved folds and split in the centre to reveal a kneelength hauberk (see fig. 4). A mail coif covers his head, fastened across the
chin, with a wide fillet tightening the mail. Although the knight’s leg is badly
damaged, the straps across the back and under the sole of his foot suggest
he was originally wearing mail chausses. A narrow belt fastens the effigy’s
surcoat, wrapped twice around his torso with the end draped over his left
thigh. This is closely comparable to the armour worn by the Purbeck-marble
knights at Stowe-Nine-Churches (Northamptonshire), probably dating from
the third quarter of the thirteenth century, 24 and the Temple Church
(London) [RHCM 7], most likely made in the middle of the thirteenth century

(fig. 8). 25 The cross-legged pose of the Inchmahome knight provides another
parallel with early English effigies. The knight’s right leg is bent behind his
body, his foot pressed against the dog with his toes pointing towards the
female effigy. Although his left leg has broken off below the knee, the
position of the surviving stump suggests that it was placed over his right leg,
stretched out in the direction of the woman. An abraded area on the bottom
of her dress indicates the position of his left foot (fig. 9). This variant of the
cross-legged pose—characterized by stiff legs with little bending of the
knees, crossed high up, with feet and toes pointing in the same outward
direction—was termed the “walking position” by Harry Tummers. 26 It is
associated with a group of mid-thirteenth-century Purbeck marble effigies,
concentrated in London and the surrounding area to the north and west. 27
Many of the effigies in this group are also notable for the restful composure
of their body, their hands resting flat on their chest or shield, an attitude
shared by the Inchmahome knight, who places his left hand on his wife’s
torso. 28

The female effigy at Inchmahome also has
parallels with sculpture made in England during
the latter half of the thirteenth century. In
contrast to the figure of the knight, the woman lies
flat on the stone slab in an attitude of peaceful
repose, only her head turned to look at her
husband. She is shown in a simple gown, gathered
at the waist by a narrow belt, its material falling to
her feet in long, tightly packed, vertical folds. She
wears a floor-length mantle, fastened across her
chest by a long cord. The drapery, gathered across
the right side of her body, is articulated by four
deep, triangular folds. This combination of tightly
packed, straight lines on the gown and deep,
triangular-shaped folds on the mantle (a
juxtaposition also found on the knight’s surcoat) is
typical of the “broad fold” drapery style, which
originated in France and first appears in England
on sculpture at Westminster Abbey from the
1250s. 29 The head covering worn by the female
effigy at Inchmahome is also characteristic of this
period. She is depicted in a flat, circular cap,
fastened by a band across her forehead, with a
veil flowing behind her neck and joining with the
folds of her cloak. Her ears, chin, and neck are
exposed. This is closely comparable to a statue of
the Virgin of the Annunciation framing the
entrance to the chapter house at Westminster
Abbey (dating to around 1253), as well as a
standing noblewoman on the west front of Wells
Cathedral (complete before around 1250–60) (fig.

Figure 10.
Standing noblewoman, west
front of Wells Cathedral,
Somerset, mid-13th century.
Digital image courtesy of
Christian Hance

10). 30 The courteous gestures of the Wells lady,
her right hand clutching her mantle and left hand
fingering its clasp, are common to depictions of noblewomen from the
thirteenth century, such as the effigy of a woman at West Leake

(Nottinghamshire), dated to around 1280–90. 31 These sculptures provide a
guide for interpreting the gestures of the female effigy at Inchmahome.
Although her right hand has broken off at the wrist, the positioning of the
arm and an abraded area on her chest suggest that she was shown fingering
the end of the long cord that fastens her mantle (fig. 4). Like the female
statue at Wells, the Inchmahome effigy has her mantle pulled across the
right side of her body. In this case, however, it is the hand of the knight
rather than her own that grasps the material, the husband performing this
courtly gesture on his wife’s behalf (fig. 9). 32 The closest parallel is a heavily

restored knightly effigy at the church of St Bride, Douglas (South
Lanarkshire) (fig. 11). 33 The figure has lost his left leg and part of his right
foot, but it is clear from the position of his thigh that he was originally
depicted with one leg crossed over the other at the knee and both feet
pointing outwards, mirroring the “walking position” of the Inchmahome
knight. The St Bride’s effigy is usually dated to the second quarter of the
fourteenth century on the basis of its association with “Good” Sir James
Douglas, who died in Spain in 1330 while travelling to the Holy Land with the
heart of Robert the Bruce, King of Scotland (d. 1329). This identification,
however, is by no means secure. 34 The effigy may instead belong to the
preceding century: the knight’s long surcoat, draped over his legs with
overlapping diagonal folds and fastened by a wide belt, is closely comparable
to thirteenth-century military effigies, such as the knight at Stow-NineChurches (fig. 8). Memorials from England and continental Europe were
fashionable at the Scottish court during the fourteenth century, with royal
patrons importing entire monuments, as well as materials and artists, from
abroad: exchequer rolls from the end of the reign of Robert the Bruce detail
the purchase of Italian marble and Baltic timber for his funerary monument
at Dunfermline Abbey, fragments of which still survive. 35 In 1372 Edward III
granted licence to a group of masons to travel to Scotland to build the tomb
of David II; one of them had been employed in carving images and angels at
St Stephen’s Chapel, Westminster in the 1350s. 36 Although there are no
documented examples from the thirteenth century, similar artistic exchange
is plausible during the years of Alexander III’s majority (1260–86), a period
characterized by amicable relations between Scotland and England and
extensive connections among their ruling elites. 37 Since the monument to
Walter and Mary was made from a local stone, the most likely explanation for
the style of the effigies is for a group of masons trained in England to have
travelled north of the border in order to carve the memorial.

Figure 11.
Effigy of the 5th Earl of Douglas, Church of St Bride, Douglas, South
Lanarkshire. Digital image courtesy of Otter

Gesture, Intimacy, and Law
One feature of the Inchmahome monument is unique among surviving
examples of thirteenth-century funerary sculpture in the British Isles: the
effigies of Walter and Mary lie side by side, carved from the same block of
stone. The earliest memorials in England with the effigies of husband and
wife date from around the second quarter of the fourteenth century, for
example the monument to a knight and lady at Howden Minster (Yorkshire,
East Riding), recently re-dated by David Park to around 1325–30. 38
Thirteenth-century tombs of married couples do survive in France, the
Netherlands, and Germany, such as the tomb of Henry the Lion (d. 1195) and
Matilda of England (d. 1189) at Brunswick Cathedral (Lower Saxony,
Germany), made in around 1235–40. 39 This monument is typical of double
tombs from western Europe, which are characterized by praying figures lying
flat on the tomb slab with no interaction between the couple. They thus bear
little resemblance to the dynamic poses of the effigies at Inchmahome, which
are exceptional in their complex and intimate exchange of gestures. Both
effigies reach across to embrace one another around the shoulder, their arms
overlapping to create an unbroken connection between the spouses, while
the knight turns on his side to look at his wife, his left arm reaching across to
pull her mantle over her body (figs 9 and 12). The dynamic pose of the
effigies underlines the emotional and psychological bond between the
couple, their entangled limbs encouraging the viewer to treat the two figures
as a single entity. At the same time, the vigorous sideways sweep of the
knight’s gestures, his firm grasp on the woman’s mantle and neck, and the

forceful press of his foot on her drapery, seem to demonstrate a
possessiveness amounting almost to compulsion: the earl literally “takes
hold” of his wife.

Figure 12.
Unknown maker, Monument to Walter and Mary Stewart, detail showing
the effigies’ embrace across the shoulders, Chapter house, Inchmahome
Priory, ca. 1281–96, sandstone, height: 217 cm, width: 89 cm (at feet of
effigies), 228 cm (at heads of effigies). Digital image courtesy of Jessica
Barker

Figure 13.
Unknown maker, Monument to Wiricho von
Treuchtlingen and Agnes von Muhr,
Heidenheimkreis WeißenburgGunzenhausen, Baden-Württemberg,
Germany, ca. 1349. Digital image courtesy
of Bildarchiv Foto Marburg / Lala Aufsberg

This combination of gestures is not found on any other surviving joint
memorial; the rarity of the design and the difficulty of carving such vigorous
poses in three dimensions suggest that they were specifically requested by
the patron. The closest sculptural parallels are memorials that depict the
husband embracing his wife around the shoulder: this gesture is found on a
low-relief funerary slab at Holweirde (Netherlands) to an anonymous couple,
probably dating from the latter half of the twelfth or first half of the
thirteenth century, 40 and two fourteenth-century German monuments, the
first in Scheßlitz (Bamberg), commemorating Freidrich VII von Truhendingen
(d. 1332) and his wife Agnes, 41 and the second in Heidenheim (BadenWürttemberg), depicting Wiricho von Treuchtlingen and Agnes von Muhr (d.

1349) (fig. 12). 42 An English example of the shoulder embrace — albeit in
two rather than three dimensions — can be seen in a peculiar roundel
depicting the Black Prince holding the hand of Joan of Kent while placing his
arm around her shoulders, which was added to a genealogical roll in the third
quarter of the fourteenth century. 43 This gesture also features in historiated
initials of the Bride and Bridegroom at the opening of the Song of Songs,
which sometimes show the man, identified as the bridegroom, Christ, or a
king, with his arm across the woman’s shoulders in illustration of the verse
“his right hand shall embrace me.” 44
It should be noted that in all these examples it is the man who embraces the
passive body of the woman; the act of placing his hand on her shoulder
seems to express the superiority—spiritual or familial—of the male figure
over the female. The effigies of Walter and Mary, however, are distinctive in
the mutuality of the shoulder embrace, their overlapping arms doubling the
connection between the figures (fig. 13). Such symmetry of embrace is
extremely unusual. It is occasionally found in images of lovers in thirteenthand fourteenth-century manuscripts: for instance, an illumination from Li Ars
d’Amour, probably made in Arras at the start of the fourteenth century,
shows a man and woman pressed against one another, wrapped in the same
mantle and with their arms resting on each other’s shoulders, giving the
impression of two heads on a single body (fig. 14). 45 A particularly striking
example is a historiated initial marking the beginning of the Song of Songs
from an early fourteenth-century Bible, possibly of East Anglian provenance,
which depicts a king and queen sitting side by side on a double throne,
leaning in to kiss, their hands placed around one another’s shoulders (fig.
15). 46 This embrace seems to be motivated by a mutual desire for power as
much as shared intimacy, as both figures use their outstretched arm to reach
towards the other’s sceptre. 47 While none of the manuscripts or monuments
mentioned above could have acted as models for the Inchmahome effigies,
considered as a group they suggest a wider artistic context for the
representation of this gesture. It is significant that the placement of one’s
arm around the shoulder of another was particularly associated with the
depiction of spousal relationships, a posture used to express both intimacy
and ownership.

Figure 14.
Lovers joined as one, detail from Li Ars d’Amour, Arras, Pas-de-Calais,
France, early 14th century, illumination on parchment. Collection
Bibliothèque royale de Belgique, Brussels, (MS 9543, fol. 22v). Digital
image courtesy of Bibliothèque royale de Belgique

Figure 15.
King and Queen embracing, opening of the Song of Songs from a bible
possibly made in East Anglia, ca. 1320–30, illumination on parchment.
Collection Trinity College Library, Dublin (MS 35 (A. 1. 2.), fol. 182v).
Digital image courtesy of Trinity College Library, Dublin.

The pose of the effigies may also represent Walter’s dependence on his wife
for his legitimate possession of the earldom. The use of gesture to
communicate and confirm legal actions would have been familiar to the
audience of the Inchmahome tomb: in her book, Land, Law and People in
Medieval Scotland, Cynthia Neville highlights the use of ritual gesture as a
means to lend authority to the baronial courts during the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. 48 As sheriff of Ayr (by 1264) and Dumbarton (1271–88),
Walter would have presided over such courts on numerous occasions. 49
Contemporary evidence also suggests Walter’s awareness of his legal
dependence on Mary. A charter dated 14 August 1267 in which Alexander III
confirms a gift by Walter of half the villa of “Broculy” (Bracklinn) to Gilbert
Brigte of Glencarnie is careful to acknowledge that the earl is able to donate
this land only “with the consent and will of Mary his spouse, countess of
Menteith”. 50 In 1281 Walter brought Mary with him in the distinguished
retinue that escorted Margaret, daughter of Alexander III, to Norway for her
marriage to Eric II; the countess was the only noblewoman, apart from the

bride-to-be, to undertake this journey. 51 Although the gestures on the
Inchmahome monument do not appear to have a specific legal meaning (in
contrast to, for example, the joining of right hands and the making of a
formal oath), the mutual embrace of the effigies could have been understood
by contemporaries as an expression of the importance of Walter’s marriage
for the legality of his possession of the earldom of Menteith.

Location and Audience
Prior to being installed in the chapter house during a restoration project
carried out by the Office of Works in 1926, the memorial to Walter and Mary
was located in the centre of the choir in the priory church. 52 Photographs
taken before the restoration (with the monument under a nineteenth-century
wooden shelter) show the effigies facing the high altar, their feet level with
the sedilia and their heads opposite the eastern door (figs 6 and 16). Two
nineteenth-century plans of the priory church identify the “Tomb of the Red
Cross Knight & Lady” in the same position. 53 This location indicates the
importance and ambition of Walter and Mary’s monument. Placed directly
before the high altar, the knight and lady would have been highly visible to
the priest celebrating mass, as well as the canons singing in the choir (fig.
17). The relatively small size of the priory church would have intensified the
tomb’s visual impact: there is no transept or choir aisles and the chancel is
only 7.2 metres wide internally, so that the memorial would have occupied
more than a sixth of the width of the floor space. 54 The exaggerated scale of
the figures would have captured the attention of the canons in the choir,
drawing their gaze downwards from the high altar during mass and the
Divine Offices, a reminder for them to include Walter and Mary in their
prayers. As well as re-focusing the canons’ eyes, the monument also redirected their feet. Since the heads of the effigies were level with the eastern
door, the canons had to walk around the monument in order to exit the choir
and return to the cloisters via the night stair, the physical obstruction
potentially acting as another prompt for them to remember the earl and his
wife.

Figure 16.
The ruined choir of Inchmahome Priory prior to the restoration project of
1926, glass-plate photograph. Collection Royal Commission on the Ancient
and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), SC 1172991. Digital
image courtesy of Crown Copyright

Figure 17.
Floor plan of Inchmahome Priory, with the original location of the
monument indicated in red. Collection Royal Commission on the Ancient
and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS), SC 1172991. Digital
image courtesy of Crown Copyright

As well as ensuring prayer for their souls, the location of Walter and Mary’s
monument proclaimed the legitimacy of their earthly status. In the
thirteenth century, burial in front of the high altar was a privilege usually
reserved for founders and their descendants. For instance, William the Lion,
King of Scotland (d. 1214) was interred prominently before the high altar at
his Tironensian foundation of Arbroath Abbey (Angus), while four generations
of the Ros lords of Helmsley were buried near the high altar in Kirkham Priory
(Yorkshire, North Riding), founded by their ancestor, Walter Espec (d. c.
1147–58). 55 The priory of Inchmahome, however, had not been founded by
Walter and Mary but by the previous earl of Menteith, Walter Comyn (fig. 2).
56

Given her close relationship to the founder, Comyn’s wife Isabella (the
countess usurped by Walter and Mary) would have also expected the right of
burial at Inchmahome. Through its position in the choir of the priory church,
the monument to Walter and Mary thus appropriated a foundation closely
associated with their rivals as their own mausoleum, asserting the couple’s

status as the rightful successors to the earldom. This monumental claim to
legitimacy would not have been limited to the Augustinian canons of
Inchmahome. Robert the Bruce made at least three visits to the priory in the
first decade of the fourteenth century, and as a royal guest would have sat in
the choir in close proximity to Walter and Mary’s monument. 57 With the
principal seat of the earldom of Menteith, Doune Castle, only 16 kilometres
west of Inchmahome, 58 and another possible residence for the earl on the
adjacent island, Inch Talla, it is likely that the priory occasionally hosted other
noble visitors (fig. 3). 59
Nevertheless, the relative inaccessibility of its island location probably meant
that knowledge of the tomb of Walter and Mary spread predominantly
through second-hand accounts, rather than visits to the monument in situ.
Luxford notes that testimonies from the Court of Chivalry are “remarkable for
demonstrating the extent to which both ecclesiastics and laymen were aware
of the location and appearance of tombs existing in local and national
churches”. 60 In the case of Grey v. Hastings, both plaintiff and defendant
submitted drawings of tombs as evidence, while the Anlaby cartulary (dating
from around 1450) contains three drawings of monuments in the margins of
documents relating to the deceased. 61 These images were often
accompanied by a description of the monument’s position in the church,
suggesting the importance of location to contemporaries’ understanding of
the meaning and authority of these memorials. 62 Considered in this context,
it is probable that the audacious choice of location for the monument to
Walter and Mary was widely known among the Scottish elite and could even
have reached their rivals for the earldom. Indeed, the island location, far
from rendering their memorial more obscure, may have served to fuel gossip
about Walter and Mary’s tomb by evoking the romantic associations of Arthur
and Guenevere’s burial on the Island of Avalon. 63

Patronage
An examination of the Inchmahome monument suggests the close
involvement of the patron in its location and design. In his discussion of the
tomb, Barrow notes that “one would expect” Alexander, the eldest son of
Walter and Mary, to be responsible for commissioning the monument to his
parents. 64 As heir to the earldom of Menteith, Alexander would have had
good reason to commission a monument that stressed the legitimacy of his
parents’ possession of the title. A survey of the events of Alexander’s life,
however, suggests he had little time or opportunity for artistic patronage.
First recorded as earl of Menteith in 1296, Alexander was held prisoner by
the king of England, Edward I, from April 1296 to March 1298. 65 After
escaping from custody in Flanders, he played an active role supporting

Robert the Bruce in his conflicts with Edward I, until his untimely death
sometime between around 1304 and 1306. Barrow acknowledges that
Alexander was unlikely to be concerned with an elaborate memorial to his
parents during these tumultuous years of warfare, suggesting instead that
the earl commissioned the Inchmahome tomb in the period immediately
following his accession to the title, which he claims occurred in around
1293–96. 66 This argument is undermined by uncertainty surrounding the
date of Walter Stewart’s death, and thus of Alexander’s accession: there are
surviving letters addressed by Edward I to Walter dated 29 June 1294, and
there is no firm evidence of his death until 1296. 67 Alexander’s descendants
also seem unlikely candidates for the patron of the Inchmahome monument.
Alan, Alexander’s son, came out in support of Bruce at his coronation,
surrendered to the English, was deprived of his earldom, and subsequently
died (probably in captivity) sometime between 1306 and 1309. 68 The
earldom was in custody for much of Bruce’s reign, first on behalf of Alan’s
young son, Alan II, and later on behalf of his sister, until granted by the
Scottish king to Sir Murdoch of Menteith in around 1323 (fig. 18). 69 The
costume and drapery of the effigies, as well as the cross-legged pose of the
knight, argue against the monument being commissioned far into the
fourteenth century.

Figure 18.
Genealogical diagram, showing the descendants of Walter and Mary
Stewart. Digital image courtesy of Jessica Barker

This raises the possibility that Walter Stewart himself was the patron of the
Inchmahome tomb. He was clearly concerned with providing for the
commemoration of himself and his family. In a charter dated 19 January
1262, Walter renewed and confirmed a grant by Dufgall, son of Syfyn of the
church of Kilcolmanel (Kintyre) to Paisley Abbey, “for the salvation of the
souls of my ancestors buried in Paisley monastery”. 70 A later document,

dated to around 1290 by the archivist William Fraser, confirms the donation
of churches and chapels in Knapdale (Argyll) by Walter to the abbey of
Kilwinning in Cunningham (North Ayrshire). 71 In this charter the emphasis
has shifted from the commemoration of Walter’s ancestors to himself and his
wife. Walter states that he makes the gift in pure and perpetual alms, as well
as “for the salvation of my soul and that of lady Mary my late spouse,
countess of Menteith, and the souls of all my ancestors and successors”. 72
The reference to Mary as Walter’s “late spouse” (quondam sponse) reveals
that the countess predeceased her husband; she is last recorded in 1281,
although her exact date of death is not known. 73 The loss of his wife may
have acted as the prompt for Walter to commission their monument at
Inchmahome. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, it was commonplace
for the surviving spouse to order a joint memorial on the demise of their
husband or wife. One famous example is a now-lost alabaster memorial
commissioned by John of Gaunt after the sudden death of Blanche of
Lancaster in 1368, commemorating a marriage that had brought him
extensive lands, as well as the titles of duke of Lancaster, earl of Derby, earl
of Lincoln, and earl of Leicester. 74 In the nineteen years between the
completion of the monument in 1380 and his death in 1399, the duke visited
the memorial on numerous occasions, including the anniversaries of
Blanche’s death and to mark important political events, such as his
reconciliation with the citizens of London in 1381. 75 For Walter, like John of
Gaunt, commissioning a monument that depicted himself alongside his
deceased spouse would have been a means of creating an enduring
connection to a past intimacy and a lasting record of the lands and status
that he had acquired through marriage.
It is not difficult to imagine why commemorating his marriage would have
been of particular interest to Walter in the final decades of the thirteenth
century. No individual would have been more aware of and more affected by
the disputes surrounding his accession to the earldom. Walter had profited
handsomely from his marriage to Mary; it was in his interests (and those of
his descendants) to memorialize their union. Although we know with
hindsight that the division of 1285 was the final resolution of the dispute
over the earldom, Walter may have felt less secure. His ally and champion,
Alexander III, died only a year later in 1286. In the political vacuum that
followed, his rivals for the earldom, the Comyn family, directed the
governance of the realm. 76 The dominance of this faction contributed to
growing tensions among the Scottish elite, allowing the English king to make
increasing interventions north of the border. 77 This must have been a cause
of concern for Walter: Edward I had supported the Comyn’s claim to the
earldom, sending letters to Alexander III in 1282 encouraging him to settle
the dispute in their favour. 78 A seal used by Edmund Hastings, son-in-law of
the deposed countess, in 1301 suggests continuing antagonism over the

earldom. Although Edmund is careful not to use the title of earl (comes),
which had been awarded to Walter and his heirs in the settlement sixteen
years previously, his seal is striking for the close association which it creates
with the earldom of Menteith, featuring an escutcheon of three bars wavy
(the arms of Menteith), surrounded by the legend “Seal of Edmund Hastings
Earldom of Menteith” (s. edmundi hasting comitatu menetei). 79 Given the
unstable political climate of the late thirteenth century, Walter had ample
motivation to commission a lasting reminder of his claim to the earldom
through the heiress of Menteith, a monument protected from his rivals by its
island location and placement within the priory church.
One further piece of evidence illuminates the circumstances around the
commissioning of the Inchmahome tomb. On 6 April 1496, King James IV of
Scotland renewed a grant of the church of Kippen to the royal abbey of
Cambuskenneth that had been made long ago by Walter Stewart and his son
Alexander. Although this document dates from the late fifteenth century, the
wording of the earlier charter would have been followed closely in order to
ensure the legal validity of the donation. According to the charter:
The gift was made by the late Walter earl of Menteith, and
Alexander, his son and heir apparent, in pure and perpetual alms,
for the salvation of their souls and that of Matilda, late wife of the
said Alexander, and for their chosen burial-places in our said
monastery. 80
Barrow and Glenn have interpreted this charter as evidence that the
monument to Walter and Mary was originally intended for the royal abbey
and only placed at Inchmahome after a change of plan. 81 Cambuskenneth,
founded by King David I in around 1140 and located in close proximity to the
royal castle at Stirling, would certainly have been a prestigious location for
their memorial. 82 Excavations in 1864 uncovered a large number of burials
within the choir and transepts of the abbey church, including a fine stone
coffin and a fragment of a carved sword, possibly from a military effigy. 83 As
the holder of numerous royal offices, including the sheriffdoms of Ayr and
Dumbarton, and a close ally of Alexander III, it is not difficult to imagine why
Walter might have sought to advertise his connections to the Scottish Crown
through burial at the abbey. 84 It is less clear, however, who would have
ignored this request and moved Walter and Mary’s monument to the priory of
Inchmahome, or why they might have done so.
There is another explanation for the Cambuskenneth charter, one that does
not require frustrated intentions or altered plans. Mary’s absence from the
charter is notable: the document states that burial places were sought for

Walter, Alexander, and Alexander's wife Matilda, but makes no mention of
Walter’s spouse. Although no date is given for the original charter, it seems
likely that Mary was already deceased by the time it was drawn up.
Presumably Walter and Alexander were not concerned with providing for
Mary’s burial because her body had already been interred. It is also
significant that the donation is reported to have been made by Walter and
Alexander alone, with no mention of the “consensus et voluntas” (consent
and agreement) of Mary, a clause standard to charters in which Walter
alienates lands from his wife’s earldom during her lifetime. 85 So it is quite
possible that Mary was already buried at Inchmahome, while Walter,
Alexander, and Matilda were interred in the abbey church of Cambuskenneth.
This would mean that the Inchmahome monument would have been
commissioned by Walter to mark the site of Mary’s grave alone. Although the
rarity of double tombs in the thirteenth century makes it difficult to find
contemporary parallels, there are several later examples of a joint memorial
marking the grave of a single spouse. 86 For instance, Sir Simon Felbrigg is
depicted alongside his wife, Margaret of Silesia, on a magnificent brass at the
parish church of Felbrigg (Norfolk) made shortly after her death in 1416, but
his body was buried in the choir of the Norwich Blackfriars following his own
death in 1443. 87 In 1460, Sir Simon’s corpse was joined by that of his
second wife, Katherine Clifton, whom herself had ordered a joint monument
with her first husband, Sir Ralph Green, at the parish church of Lowick
(Northamptonshire) some forty-one years previously. 88 Like Walter,
Katherine commissioned a double tomb in the context of a dispute over lands
acquired through her marriage: she had been given substantial properties by
her late husband, including the manor of Lowick and advowson of its parish
church, a settlement that was disputed by Ralph’s younger brother at the
court of Chancery. 89 The likelihood that Walter ordered his effigy to be
included on the memorial to his wife, despite the fact that he intended his
body to be buried elsewhere, thus draws attention to the political and legal
significance of the decision to commission a joint monument. The two carved
figures, bodies entwined for eternity, were intended primarily as a statement
to the living about the enduring importance of Walter and Mary’s marriage
and the inheritance of lands that it entailed.

Conclusion: Law, Marriage, and Material Culture
The bitter dispute over the earldom of Menteith would have profoundly
shaped Walter and Mary’s life and their attitude to the earldom. Against this
background, certain features of the couple’s memorial become more
comprehensible. The decision to commission a double effigial tomb,
extremely unusual for this period, appears to reflect Walter and Mary’s
mutual dependence on their marriage for possession of the earldom. While
the dynamic poses of the effigies clearly belong to the artistic context of

thirteenth-century English funerary sculpture, the unique combination of
gestures at Inchmahome also represents the importance of the relationship
between Walter and Mary, encouraging the viewer to treat the figures as a
single, indivisible entity. The location of the memorial at Inchmahome Priory,
rather than a foundation associated with the Stewart family, was a statement
of the couple’s position as the rightful successors to the previous earl of
Menteith, appropriating his foundation as their own mausoleum. 90 The legal
and political facets of this joint monument are highlighted in Walter’s
apparent decision (along with his eldest son and daughter-in-law) to be
buried apart from Mary at the more prestigious royal abbey of
Cambuskenneth.
The monument at Inchmahome alerts us to the importance of law, property,
and inheritance for understanding a significant new trend in late-medieval
tomb sculpture: the shift towards memorializing marriage. Whereas this early
and innovative joint memorial was connected to an exceptional dispute, in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the growing popularity of double
tombs was encouraged by broad shifts in the legal and economic status of
marriage. Chief among these changes was the introduction of jointure: a
legal device whereby specific lands from the husband’s family became the
joint property of the couple and their heirs, a clause which was increasingly
common in marriage contracts from the end of the thirteenth century
onwards. 91 While jointure led to a general increase in the proportion of lands
owned jointly by husband and wife, the devastation wrought by the Black
Death ruptured the transmission of property along the male line, meaning
that in the ensuing decades many more inheritances passed to or through
women. 92 The greater wealth available to wives in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries also led to an increase in contested testaments, with
widows often forced to go to court to defend their jointure or dower from
their husbands’ male heirs. 93
Against the backdrop of such wide-ranging social, economic, and legal shifts,
funerary monuments assumed a particular importance as evidence for the
legitimacy of a relationship and the transfer of titles and property that it
entailed. The evidential value of funerary monuments lay in their intrinsic
and sustained connection to a specific individual (or couple), as well as in
their ability to situate these persons in a particular place. 94 Indeed, the
monument to Walter and Mary anticipates a later trend for placing double
tombs on lands that had been acquired through marriage. 95 Written
evidence for the citing of memorials in court may be slight, but, as Luxford
states, to dismiss the legal facet of funerary monuments on this basis is to
overlook a crucial point: by representing a contested claim as seemingly “set
in stone”, one function of memorials was to prevent the outbreak of
litigation. 96 The patronage, location, and design of joint memorials thus

responded to concurrent shifts in marriage contracts, inheritance, and
litigation, meaning that law and material culture were inextricably entwined,
much like the effigies of Walter and Mary at Inchmahome.
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In the Vineyard of the Lord:
Art, Imagination, and the Stained Glass
Commissions of William of Wykeham in
Fourteenth-Century English Colleges
Veronika Decker
Abstract
In the 1380s and 1390s, extensive and exceptionally fine glazing schemes
were installed in the chapels of New College, Oxford and Winchester College,
the two educational foundations of William of Wykeham, bishop of
Winchester and one of the most influential figures of later fourteenth-century
England. This article studies a central iconographic feature of the stained
glass programmes: the multifigured image of the Tree of Jesse that filled the
large seven-light east window of Winchester College Chapel and the great
west window of New College Chapel. It highlights close correspondences
between medieval metaphors of learning and education at the university,
such as the notion of the college as a nourishing mother and as a fertile
vineyard, and key elements of the Tree of Jesse. This essay argues that the
stained glass decoration of the chapels thus conveyed multiple layers of
meaning linked to the colleges’ educational purpose and to the pious
motivations of their founder.
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In terms of the scale and range of his artistic patronage, William of
Wykeham, bishop of Winchester from 1367 to 1404, was an exceptional
figure in fourteenth-century England. 1 During his long tenure of the see of
Winchester he engaged in a diversity of large building projects and promoted
them with commitment and great financial power. 2 In 1379 William founded
New College at the University of Oxford and three years later Winchester
College, a grammar school, which functioned as a feeder institution for his
university college. 3 Both colleges provided education for seventy poor
scholars, and Wykeham commissioned buildings for their use on an equally
ambitious scale. 4 As bishop of Winchester he invested considerable sums in
the reconstruction of his episcopal houses, among them, most significantly,
the residence at Highclere and the palace at Bishop’s Waltham, whose
monumental ruins remain to this day. 5 At Winchester cathedral Wykeham
was the driving force of the grand Perpendicular refurbishment of the nave
and most likely also its main financier. 6 Accordingly, his magnificent chantry
chapel, whose façade stretches across the whole height of the nave arcade,
was inserted between two nave-piers at the centre of the novum opus of the
cathedral. 7
Wykeham’s buildings were richly embellished with sculpture and furnished
with extensive glazing schemes. His provisions for the stained glass at the
cathedral, the college chapels, and his episcopal residences, as well as the
remains of the monumental sculpted reredos at New College Chapel and the
(now empty) image-niches of his chantry chapel, are all evidence of the
central role that figurative media occupied in his architectural commissions. 8
The stained glass windows of the college chapel at Oxford originally showed
an ambitious figure cycle that must have represented subjects from the
beginnings of the world through to the Last Judgement, covering Old
Testament prophets and patriarchs, saints of the Church, several
representations of the Crucifixion, a Tree of Jesse, and the hierarchy of
angels. 9 At Winchester College Chapel, the representations of prophets,
apostles, and saints were complemented by a monumental Tree of Jesse in
the seven-light east window. 10 His colleges were also among the first in
western Europe to be decorated with figure sculpture on the exteriors. 11 As
previous scholarship has established, Wykeham’s architectural patronage at
Oxford in the 1380s marks one of the most dynamic phases in the
development of university architecture. As the first quadrangle to contain all
rooms required for collegiate life in an enclosed, regular architectural space
of ambitious design and dimensions, New College was to become an
important model for collegiate buildings in England. 12 But New College was

not only innovative in architectural terms. As Tim Ayers pointed out in his
monumental study on the stained glass of Merton College, Wykeham’s
college also set new standards for college chapel glazings. 13
Yet, the rich, closely connected glazing schemes of New College and
Winchester College Chapel have never been studied in the context of the
history of education or as components of the visual culture of the medieval
university. 14 As New College Chapel was one of the earliest academic
college chapels to receive an extensive stained glass cycle, one may ask
whether new visual concepts were sought to decorate a space that
constituted “the symbolic heart of collegiate life” and whether a programme
was devised that referred to the educational purpose of the institution. 15 In
the north and south windows of the east arm of Merton College Chapel
(1310–11), the major earlier stained glass commission at an Oxford college,
ideals of Christian community, fellowship, and collegiate identity were subtly
expressed by the choice of subjects as well as the self-confident display of
academic dress in the depictions of the donor, Master Henry Mansfield. 16
At New College and Winchester College we may argue that the colleges'
founder Wykeham was closely involved in the planning of the programme of
the windows. Over many years, he had carefully prepared and devised the
foundation of his two colleges, providing endowments, acquiring land to build
upon, and securing royal and papal privileges. 17 For the organization of the
daily life of the colleges, Wykeham had an extensive set of statutes drawn
up, which he revised and improved several times. 18 The colleges' accounts
also provide evidence for regular personal communication between
Wykeham and the clerks of works and wardens of the colleges, as the
expenses of their journeys to the bishop were carefully recorded. 19 As the
statutes show, the college buildings were meticulously planned for use by
the collegiate community. Wykeham’s ideals as a patron of education and his
intentions for his foundations therefore must have also informed the
iconographic programmes of his colleges.
This short article cannot discuss the programmes of the chapels in full, but
instead focuses on one common motif—the monumental stained glass image
of the Tree of Jesse—to show that it played an important role in Wykeham’s
systematic establishment of a coherent architectural and visual environment
for his educational foundations. As I will argue, this religious iconographic
subject was on several levels closely connected to the vivid imagery
employed to express ideals of learning and education in fourteenth-century
England. Thus, the image of the Tree of Jesse in the college chapels opened
up meaningful visual associations to emphasize the deep religious purpose of
the colleges and the cultivation of education.

The Tree of Jesse windows at Winchester College and New College
In summer 1393, the decoration of Winchester College (fig. 1) must have
been in full swing. At this time, an entry in the only preserved household roll
of the bishop documents the transport of stained glass from Oxford to
Winchester College in a strenuous journey of nine days, employing six men
and twelve horses. 20 It is most likely that the glass panels, made by the
workshop of Glazier Thomas, who was also responsible for the glazing of New
College Chapel, were set up in the great east window of the college chapel
(fig. 2). 21 Even though the original composition was dismantled and
replaced by a faithful copy in 1821–22 (fig. 3), a substantial amount of the
fourteenth-century glass is preserved within the college. Eleven figures from
the Tree of Jesse, as well as smaller figures of the traceries and two panels
depicting Wykeham and Richard II, were inserted into the west window of the
Chantry Chapel of Robert Thurbern on the south side of the college chapel
(figs 4 and 5). Seven further prophets and kings from the Tree of Jesse are
now displayed in the east window of John Fromond’s Chantry Chapel, which
stands in the garth of the cloisters at Winchester College. 22 It is therefore
possible to analyze the overall composition of the great east window, while
also studying some of the details of the original glass.

Figure 1.
David Loggan, Winchester College, 1675, engraving, 40 x 45 cm.
Collection of Winchester College. Digital image courtesy of the Warden
and Scholars of Winchester College.

Figure 2.
James Cave, Interior view of Winchester College Chapel,
1802, watercolour, 73 x 55 cm. Collection of Winchester
College. Digital image courtesy of the Warden and Scholars
of Winchester College.

Figure 3.
Winchester College Chapel, east window, Tree of Jesse,
ca. 1820. Digital image courtesy of Gordon Plumb.

Figure 4.
Winchester College Chapel, west window of Thurbern’s
Chapel, fragments of the stained glass from the original
east window of the chapel, 1387–1395. Digital image
courtesy of Gordon Plumb.

Figure 5.
Winchester College Chapel, fragment of the stained glass
from the original east window of the chapel, 1387–1395.
Digital image courtesy of Gordon Plumb.

A monumental Tree of Jesse fills the seven-light window and provides the
visual focus of the chapel (fig. 3). Referring to Isaiah’s messianic prophecy
“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from
his roots shall bear fruit” (Isaiah 11:1) and to Matthew’s genealogy of Christ
(Matthew 1:1–17) the image shows a giant vine which springs from the
recumbent figure of Jesse, branches out to present Christ’s royal and spiritual
ancestors, and converges into a central stem that supports the figure of the
crucified Christ. 23 The genealogical programme concentrates on the royal
line running from King David to his successors mainly before the Babylonian
Captivity. Despite some omissions in the genealogy, the Tree shows a
systematic, chronological arrangement of generations in a composition that
continuously ascends towards the figure of Christ. Old Testament prophets in

the first and seventh lights frame the group of royal ancestors. Integrated
into the branches of the tree, they engage in conversations with the kings
through a variety of expressive poses and gestures.

Figure 6.
Winchester College Chapel, fragment of the
stained glass from the original east window of
the chapel, figure of the nursing Virgin,
1387–1395. Digital image courtesy of Gordon
Plumb.

As the most important figures of the genealogy, Jesse, David, Solomon, the
Virgin Mary, and the crucified Christ form the central axis of the window. Of
these, the visual emphasis is placed on the Virgin Mary. As a towering figure
twice the size of the other protagonists, she dominates the composition and
stands at its centre. Of the original stained glass figure, sadly only the upper
body remains (fig. 6), yet even this fragment still conveys some of the
monumentality and physical presence that must have characterized Mary’s
representation in the original window. The image shows her as a tall,
standing woman, crowned and splendidly dressed in a golden overcoat,

bearing the infant Christ in her arm. Her breast is revealed and she gently
looks down at her son while she nurses him. The Christ child holds on to her
breast and in an intimate gesture their hands touch. 24 The central line of
the composition is continued into the apex of the window by the
representation of Christ in Judgement. As in earlier large Tree of Jesse
windows in England, such as in the east windows of Wells Cathedral
(1335–45) and of the Benedictine abbey of Selby, Yorkshire (1330–40), the
upper traceries of the college chapel window were filled with figures from the
Doom. 25
A similar glazing scheme originally also existed at New College. Here, the
east wall of the college chapel was decorated with a large stone reredos. The
great west window in the antechapel was originally filled with stained glass
showing a Tree of Jesse, which is in part preserved in a south choir aisle
window of York Minster (figs 7, 8). 26 The choice of prophets and kings, their
lively interaction and their integration in a hexagonal grid-structure of
branches within a seven-light window correspond closely to the Tree of Jesse
at Winchester College, and suggest that the windows were alike in their
overall design. 27

Figure 7.
York Minster, South Choir Aisle Window
sVIII, with stained glass from the west
window of New College Chapel, Oxford.
Digital image courtesy of Gordon Plumb.

Figure 8.
York Minster, South Choir Aisle Window sVIII, Tree of Jesse, fragment of
the stained glass from the original west window of New College
Chapel, Oxford, ca. 1385. Digital image courtesy of Veronika Decker.

As a multi-figured composition, the Tree of Jesse iconography was a very
popular subject in large stained glass windows in fourteenth-century
England. 28 Its flexible figure programme made it easily adaptable to
different window designs, and the underlying arboreal structure made the
interconnection of theological concepts more intelligible. 29 The “stirps
Jesse”-image firmly rooted the New Testament in the Old Testament, and in
combination with the scene of the Last Judgement it visualized the divine
plan from the Incarnation to the Second Coming of Christ in one coherent,
well-structured decorative scheme. 30 The image also highlighted the
important role of the Mother of God in the history of salvation. According to
the exegetical tradition established by Tertullian and the fathers of the
Church, the shoot foretold by Isaiah, the virga, was to be identified with the

Virgo, the Virgin Mary. 31 This reading inspired visual representations of the
Tree, such as at Winchester College Chapel, which particularly highlighted
the figure of the Virgin within the composition. 32
The development and pervasiveness of the Tree of Jesse from the eleventh
century on was therefore closely connected to the cult of the Virgin, and
many churches and chapels dedicated to her were embellished with this
iconography. 33 This is also true for Winchester College and New College,
which were both founded in her honour and given the official name of “St
Mary College of Winchester”. 34 The buildings’ exteriors were decorated with
sculptures of the founder kneeling in adoration before the Virgin of the
Annunciation above the main gates (fig. 9), which might have prompted the
scholars to say an Ave Maria whenever they were passing. 35 The college
chapels were conceived as spaces devoted to her cult. At New College,
where the chapel was dedicated to the Virgin Mary and the Annunciation,
every day a mass was celebrated in her honour and an antiphon sung. The
scholars were obliged to say fifty Ave Marias every day after mass. 36

Figure 9.
Winchester College, Middle Gate, William of Wykeham kneeling before the
Annunciation, 1392. Digital image courtesy of Veronika Decker.

The decoration of the east window of Winchester College, and possibly also
the related window at New College, honoured the Virgin as patroness of the
college. At Winchester, the Virgin Mary was not only represented as a
nourishing mother at the centre of the Tree of Jesse, but she also reappears
in the scene of the Crucifixion and the Last Judgement. While Mary does not
show her breast at the Last Judgement to appeal for Christ’s mercy, as in

many English images of the Last Judgement, 37 her monumental depiction
as Virgo lactans in the same window would certainly have reminded the
viewer of Mary’s powers of intercession. As Anna Eavis pointed out, this was
particularly important in Wykeham’s colleges, which were founded as
chantries for the bishop. 38 Consequently, at the bottom of the Tree,
Wykeham was depicted expressing his devotion to the Mother of God, once
in a scene of the Annunciation and a second time kneeling in adoration of the
Virgin with Child (fig. 4). 39
Yet recent scholarship has convincingly shown that the Tree of Jesse was a
particularly rich, multifaceted and flexible iconography. Only a detailed study
of the physical space which surrounded the image and its original audience
uncovers the meanings addressed in each individual image. 40 As I will
show, the Tree of Jesse with the monumental figure of the Virgin at its centre
cannot only be explained by Wykeham’s devotion to the Virgin Mary and his
hope for salvation. Instead, the programme of the window was carefully
adapted to the educational function of the college, and invested with further
layers of meaning which were of particular importance to the collegiate
audience.

The Cult of the Virgin Mary as Alma Mater in Medieval Colleges
As patroness of scholarship and learning, the Virgin was venerated at
medieval universities throughout Europe. Masses were read in her honour
and university maces decorated with her image sought her protection and
spiritual guidance. 41 Her image featured on many seals of the early
university foundations, among them most importantly the seal of the
University of Paris. 42 At Oxford, the early development of the institution was
also closely connected with the cult of the Virgin. From the thirteenth century
onwards, the Church of St Mary the Virgin functioned as the meeting place
for the Great Congregation of regent and non-regent masters who agreed
upon the statutes of the university at this church. 43 Gradually, schools and
halls were established close by and in the early fourteenth century Thomas
Cobham, bishop of Worcester, financed the building of a congregation house,
which was attached to the Church of St Mary. 44 The Virgin was also a
protectress of the earliest college foundations: in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries Merton College, Balliol College, Exeter College, and Oriel
College sealed their documents with her image. 45 The dedication of
Wykeham’s colleges has to be seen within this tradition of expressing
devotion to the Virgin Mary within medieval educational institutions, which
was inextricably linked to both the academic purpose of the colleges and the
commemorative practices established by their benefactors.

The preamble to the 1351 foundation deed of Gonville Hall in Cambridge
elucidates some of a founder’s motivations for dedicating a college to the
Virgin. In this document Bishop Bateman directly links devotion to Mary as
the seat of wisdom to the function of the college as a place of learning, by
explaining: “Wisdom is to be preferred to all other powers . . . . For his good
memory, Edmund de Gonville therefore proposed to create a perpetual
college of scholars in the University of Cambridge in honour of the Virgin
Mary, who carried the wisdom of God in her womb.” 46 Every day the
scholars of the hall were to honour their patroness by saying fifty Hail Marys.
47

It is very plausible that not only Mary’s pregnancy with the wisdom of God
but also her powerful role as nourishing mother were major factors for
inspiring devotion to her within educational foundations. 48 Throughout the
Middle Ages, the productive female body, its function as a childbearing
vessel and as a source of nourishment, were important metaphors for
describing the processes of language and knowledge acquisition. 49 This is
made clear in a passage in the second chapter of the statutes of New
College, which were promulgated by the founder in around 1400.
Emphasizing the importance of a good grounding in grammar, the text
describes how Winchester College will provide students with the necessary
education, allowing them to absorb “the sweet and pleasant milk of the
doctrine of the first science, whereby infants may be nourished”. 50 This
metaphor comparing the ease and pleasure of basic learning to the drinking
of sweet milk was rooted in a long tradition of thought. 51 In his Fons
Philosophiae Godfrey of St Victor claimed that the Roman grammarian Aelius
Donatus (whose Artes grammaticae were also studied at Winchester College)
52

poured the rules of grammar into the mouths of his pupils like a milky

drink. 53 John of Salisbury called Grammar the first nurse of the whole study
of letters, who “takes all of us as tender babes, newly born from nature’s
bosom. It nurses us in our infancy, and guides our every forward step in
philosophy. With motherly care, it fosters and protects the philosopher.” 54 In
Alain de Lille’s Anticlaudianus, the art of Grammar is described as a virgin,
from whose breasts milk flows in abundance and who nourishes the pupils
like a mother, but also beats them like a father. 55 Building on this tradition,
visual representations of Grammar in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
show the liberal art as a breastfeeding mother or as a figure seated in the
midst of scholars displaying her lactating breasts (Paris Bibliothèque
Nationale, Ms. lat. 8500, fol. 30v, c. 1330–40, fig. 10). 56

Figure 10.
Representation of Grammar, from Institutiones saecularium litterarum by
von Cassidor (Bamberg, c. 1330–40). Collection Bibliothèque nationale de
France, (MS Lat. 8500, fol. 30v). Digital image courtesy of BnF 2017.

As alma mater the university absorbed this body of ideas. Several textual
sources from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries show that the University
of Oxford was perceived as a nourishing, maternal institution. In the poem
“Tryvytlam de laude Universitatis Oxoniae” a scholar addresses the
university as the mother, from whose breast he suckled the milk of the first
letters. 57 In an epistle to Archbishop Arundel regarding an official visitation,
the university reminded Arundel, a former student of Oriel College, that he
himself had once been nourished by the university with her milk. 58 The
statutes of All Souls College of 1438 even compare the university to a fertile,
parturient mother, who feeds her pupils at her breasts with the milk of
wisdom. 59 These ideas were also familiar to Wykeham: in the statutes of
New College, students were not allowed to leave the college in order to
pursue studies elsewhere as this would show disrespect towards the mother
“from whose breasts one receives the milk which feeds the young” and
whose maternal sweetness one forgets. 60

Planting a College
The notion of nourishment was only one metaphor employed by the founder
to illustrate the purpose of his colleges. In the statutes of New College,
Wykeham explains that having received the milk of the first science and
“having tasted the honey-sweet taste of this first art” (ejusdem scientiae
primitivae melleo rore dulciter degustato) the students grow so that they
“may more easily receive solid food” (ad concipiendum facilius solidum
cibum) and finally advance to a true understanding of the mysteries of
scripture and produce “mature and abundant fruit in the holy Church of God”
(in ecclesia sancta Dei fructus producat fertiles et maturos). In profuse
language this metaphor is further enriched by describing the organic nexus
between the two institutions at Oxford and Winchester:
Thus our college in Winchester, the origin and source of our
college at Oxford, may like a well-watered garden and a budding
vine engender a fruitful progeny for our college at Oxford, to bring
forth many flowers and honeyed fruits in the vineyard of the Lord
of Hosts by his grace
quodque idem collegium nostrum propre Wintoniam, principium
et origo collegii nostri Oxoniae praedicti, velut hortus irriguus ac
vinea pubescens in gemmas ipsum collegium nostrum Oxoniae
fructifera prole foecundet, flores et fructus mellifluos in vinea

Domini sabaoth per ipsius gratiam allaturum. 61
The first part of this passage describes the acquisition of grammatical skills
as a physical process of taking in nurture, which is of a honey-sweet and
milky taste like heavenly nourishments. It employs the metaphor of Christian
tuition, introduced by St Paul (1 Cor. 3: 2) and reaffirmed by St Augustine,
which describes how the milk of the first education nourishes the young and
prepares them for the solid food of scripture. 62 The notion of the university
college as a fruit-bearing garden, firmly rooted in the education in grammar
provided at Winchester College, was also inspired by a long tradition of
thought. 63 In the Metalogicon, John of Salisbury speaks of grammar as the
root of scientific knowledge which “implants, as it were, the seed [of virtue]
in nature’s furrow after grace has readied the ground. This seed, provided
again that cooperating grace is present, increases in substance and strength
until it becomes solid virtue, and it grows in manifold respects until it
fructifies in good works.” 64
In fourteenth-century England, the topos of the university as a garden was
employed in official documents: a charter of privileges issued by Edward III in
1355 likens the University of Oxford to a vineyard producing many fertile

fruits. 65 This idea of his foundation as a vineyard must have been
particularly important to Wykeham, as it is also referred to in his
correspondence. In a letter of 1385, the bishop, informed of the misconduct
of his scholars, expressed his disappointment by referring to Isaiah’s parable
of the vineyard: “In our vineyard which we planted, wild growths have sprung
up deficient of grapes, and fruitful branches which we hoped would fructify
have been changed to spurious offshoots with bitter taste.” 66 This notion of
planting a college or university was not uncommon: Henry Rubinow, a major
benefactor of Greifswald University, also described his foundation as “novella
mea plantacio”. 67 In visual terms, a very similar idea was expressed in the
design of the seal of Trinity Hall in Cambridge. Here, two tendrils that
incorporate the heads of the twenty scholars of Bishop Bateman’s flourishing
foundation grow from the founder’s coat of arms (fig. 11).

View this illustration online
Figure 11.
Unknown maker, Seal impression of Trinity Hall, Cambridge, ca. 1350.
Collection Trinity Hall, Cambridge Archives. Digital image courtesy of
Trinity Hall, Cambridge Archives.

Mental Images and Stained Glass Images: The Tree of Jesse Windows in
Context
Scholars and fellows of New College were encouraged by the founder to read
the college statutes regularly in private, and three times a year the collegiate
community assembled in the college chapel to read the text. 68 The carefully
crafted passage in the second chapter, which illustrates the idea of the
college as a garden and vineyard, would have caught the reader’s particular
attention, as its vivid language distinguishes it from the more sober tone of
most of the sixty-eight statutes. In this section, the topos of the vineyard,
also employed in other university documents, was further elaborated and
enriched by a repetitive structure of synonyms or words of related meanings,
such as virescere, florere, pubescere, incrementum, and hortuus irriguus, to
evoke a prospering garden, and fructus, fertilis, maturus, fructifere, and
foecundere to emphasize abundance and fertility within this collegiate
foundation. While this pictorial language of the text inspired mental images,
the Tree of Jesse in the west window of New College, which the scholars saw
when entering and leaving the chapel and in part also from the choir stalls,
provided a visual response. The notions that lie at the heart of the Tree of
Jesse—vegetal growth, vitality, and fertility—provide a first level of
correspondence with Wykeham’s ideas of the two prolific, organically
connected colleges. The interpretation of the Tree of Jesse as a vine, which
can be traced to the thirteenth century, created an even closer
relationship: the image of the prospering vine with its rich progeny, lush
branchwork, green leaves, and multicoloured grapes acted as a strong visual
counterpart to the mental images and ideals of education, so vividly evoked
in the statutes. 69
The central image of the tall nursing Virgin, which is in part preserved at
Winchester College and might also have existed at New College, must have
been even more compelling. The iconography made explicit the close
physical bond of the Virgin and Christ Child, who was formed from his
mother’s blood, and thereby drew attention to Mary’s central role in the
incarnation. 70 Most importantly for the medieval viewer, it was a reminder
of Mary’s love, her care for all humans and intercession on their behalf. 71
Yet, within the physical setting of a college chapel, the imagery of lactation
and nourishment, so rich in associations within the medieval culture of
learning, also conveyed further layers of meaning: it visually satisfied the
desire of being nourished at college and alluded to the maternal role of the
institution. Further, the monumental image of the Virgo lactans at the centre
of the window visualized Mary’s powerful role as a spiritually and
intellectually nourishing patroness of the colleges.

The importance of the above described metaphors of maternal care and
vegetal growth in documents of the medieval university and other
educational institutions shaped the viewers’ reception of the Tree of Jesse
windows at New College and Winchester College. By selecting and adapting a
popular, yet inherently multifaceted iconography for the decoration of the
chapels, the colleges’ founder exploited the metaphoric potential of the Tree
of Jesse and invested it with new meanings. The monumental stirps Jesse in
the main window of the colleges provided a “lucid summary of salvation
history” that outlined the importance of the colleges’ patron, the Virgin Mary.
72

The imagery of the huge, fruit-bearing tree that dominates the picture
further gave life and visual form to Wykeham’s ideal conception of two
prospering colleges and articulated his objective of contributing to the
vineyard of the Lord. 73
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The Temple of Justice and the Key of David:
Anachronism and Authority in the Chichester Seal
Matrix
Lloyd de Beer
Abstract
In the early thirteenth century a new seal matrix was made for Chichester
Cathedral. At its centre is an anachronistic architectural depiction, engraved
underneath with the words “temple of justice”. The matrix’s combination of
image and format is unique in English ecclesiastical seals. It is a pointed oval
rather than a circle as preferred by other institutions which employed
architectural images. This article is an investigation into why these
distinctive choices were made. For the first time the seal matrix (in the
British Museum) is brought together with its counterseal drawn from extant
casts and wax seals attached to charters. Doing so reveals that the
Chichester seals were artistically based on a seal and counterseal made for
Christ Church, Canterbury, between 1155 and 1158. I argue that the
architectural image on the Canterbury seal was understood as the first
“temple of justice” and that this was related to the teachings and writings of
Master Vacarius and John of Salisbury, both of whom worked at Canterbury
prior to the production of the seals. The context for the reinterpretation of
the Canterbury seals at Chichester coincides with the appointment of Ralph
Neville as bishop. Neville’s own episcopal counterseal displays a similar type
of image to the cathedral’s counterseal. I suggest that Neville was
responsible for commissioning the seals and that through them he promoted
a relationship between himself and an Old Testament palace administrator
named Eliakim, who was given the Key of David by God. This interpretation
relates to Neville’s combined roles as bishop of Chichester and chancellor to
the young Henry III, at whose court theocracy was a potent tract amongst
the circle of archbishop Stephen Langton. A further and more general point
of this article is that Neville and the artist responsible for the seals were able
to borrow from the Canterbury seals because of the authority invested in
architectural archetypes.
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Introduction
The medieval seal matrix made for the use of Chichester Cathedral, now in
the collection of the British Museum, is an enigmatic object (fig. 1). It has
consistently been dated to the early thirteenth century, although this is
complicated by its central image. 1 While the size of the matrix and its
epigraphy are consistent with this period, the building depicted is
anachronistic. This is confirmed by its nearest stylistic comparison, the late
eleventh-century seal made for Chertsey Abbey (fig. 2). Sandy Heslop
remarked upon the anachronistic image choice when cataloguing the object
for the exhibition Age of Chivalry: “It remains a mystery why such an archaic
structure should have been chosen as the motif for the Cathedral’s seal.” 2 If
this were not strange enough we find a further oddity in the line of text
underneath the building identifying it as the “temple of justice”.

View this illustration online
Figure 1.
Unknown maker, Chichester seal matrix, obverse, ca. 1222–24, silver, 8.5
x 6.4 cm. Collection of the British Museum (1923,1015.1). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

View this illustration online
Figure 2.
Unknown maker, Chertsey Abbey seal, cast, late 11th-century. Collection
of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image courtesy of Society
of Antiquaries of London.

When the matrix was made in the thirteenth century it succeeded one which
was probably in use from the late eleventh century. Chichester was
established as the seat of the bishop of Sussex in 1075 replacing the earlier
cathedral at Selsey. 3 Most of the earliest known ecclesiastical seals from
England display a building at their centre, and it has been suggested that the
matrix made for Chichester is based on an earlier original made for the new
cathedral church. 4 However, as there are no surviving impressions of a first
seal potentially made for Chichester in the late 1070s, this remains
conjecture. Yet rather than leaving this object in its eccentric isolation, this
article brings the Chichester matrix into conversation with other seals of the
period and discusses a particularly dynamic moment, politically and
artistically, in their development and manufacture. Through close
comparison with other seals, this article uncovers the rich iconographical,
material, and conceptual network of connections in which the Chichester seal

is embedded. Further, this article unites the matrix with its counterseal which
have so far never been brought together. Doing so clarifies their antecedents
and their meaning.

The Matrix
The function of the matrix was to produce wax impressions which were
attached to documents by way of a coloured cord or a parchment tag. This
article privileges the Chichester matrix as a work of art in its own right, but it
is important to recognize that impressions made from it would ultimately
interact spatially with the parchment, cord, and text of the document, as well
as with any other seal impressions attached alongside. The iconography of
the seal must be seen within this documentary context, in which its unique
combination of image and format would have immediately been apparent.
Formed of a thin piece of silver, the matrix takes the shape of a pointed oval
measuring 85 by 64 millimetres (fig. 1). It is about as large as a thirteenthcentury ecclesiastical seal could be—maximum size being determined in
relation to the dimensions of other seals made for more important individuals
and institutions. Thus Henry III’s first Great Seal, made in 1218, measures
100 millimetres in diameter, and the third seal for Christ Church, Canterbury,
of 1232/33, 93 millimetres in diameter. The maker of the Chichester matrix
has positioned the longer axis sideways to present the central image
horizontally. Most other major ecclesiastical seals of the period are circular,
especially those on which a building is the main image. The horizontal
orientation here—the width of the matrix exceeding its height—suggests an
innovative and creative mind behind its conception.
What of the building depicted? It is a curious architectural structure
comprising a central vessel with eastern and western additions and a tripletiered tower, receding in three stages. The extremities of the roofs are
topped by crosses, and two large eight-pointed stars are positioned either
side of the tower. Close attention to detail characterizes the architecture.
Preparatory guiding lines are visible, lightly drawn on the metal surface of
the matrix to aid the engraver. 5 That the lines were not followed exactly
during engraving indicates freedom of movement, relaying a sense of
confidence on the part of the goldsmith in his capacity to change tack. 6
Small shallow repeated cuts into the roofs of the different structures give the
impression of tiles, whilst the engraved stonework surrounding the doorway
emphasizes its singularity through the inclusion of voussoir lines. There are
no other apertures present on the structure, and the visual statement of a
continuous coursed building privileges the single entrance as a point of
importance on the object. The reverse of the matrix is plain except for an
engraved cross to help positioning in the act of sealing and an elaborately
cast, engraved, and soldered foliate handle (fig. 3). The rarity of English

goldsmiths’ work from the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries
prevents detailed comparisons that would point to the status of the seal
maker, but the impressive quality of the foliate handle suggests this is the
work of a goldsmith capable of making an object such as the silver ciborium
at the abbey of Saint-Maurice d’Agaune. 7 The maker of the Chichester
matrix was likely not solely a professional seal cutter but also a skilled
goldsmith probably working across a variety of object types.

View this illustration online
Figure 3.
Unknown maker, Chichester seal matrix, reverse, ca. 1222–24, silver, 8.5
x 6.4 cm. Collection of the British Museum (1923,1015.1). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

View this illustration online
Figure 4.
Unknown maker, Chichester seal matrix, modern impression, ca. 1222–24,
silver, 8.5 x 6.4 cm. Collection of the British Museum (1923,1015.1).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

Next to attend to are the inscriptions on the Chichester matrix. In the precise
centre of the building a tiny arched doorway is visible, inside of which is
engraved a half-open set of doors (fig. 4). The structure and its half-open
doorway are underscored by a line of text which give us cause to interpret
what exactly the building might be. It reads: “TE’PLV’. IVSTICIE” (“temple of
justice”). Here lies the first conundrum: how can the architectural image
represent both Chichester Cathedral and the “temple of justice”; are they
one and the same? Further, there is a noticeable tension in the Chichester
matrix between what has been included and what has been left out. The
matrix lacks two key elements common to all other ecclesiastical seals of
this type. Its legend reads simply: “+ SIGILLVM: SANCTE: CICESTRENSIS:
ECCLESIE” (“The seal of the Holy Church of Chichester” or “The Cross is the
Seal of the Holy Church of Chichester”). 8 Chichester was a secular cathedral
dedicated to the Holy Trinity and administered by a Dean and Chapter. 9
Other secular cathedrals such as London, York, and Lincoln had on their late
eleventh-century seals recognized their holy patrons and acknowledged their
capitular status in their seal legends. For example, the London seal states:
“+ SIGILLVM C[AP]ITVLI SANCTI PAVLI LV[NDO]NIE” (“The seal of the chapter
of St Paul’s London”). 10 By contrast, the Chichester seal lacks any mention
of capitular status or its dedication to the Holy Trinity. This is strange as a
seal’s legend was a prime opportunity for an institution to promote its

constitution and a relationship with its holy patron. Without either, it is not
apparent exactly from where and by whom the cathedral church of
Chichester derived its authority.
The absence of any reference to Chichester being administered by a Dean
and Chapter also calls into question who exactly was responsible for
commissioning the object and what their agenda was (a point to be
discussed further in the final section of this essay). If it were the Dean—as
would be expected—then why forgo the chance to promote his position and
the authority of the Chapter on the seal? When it came to producing the ad
causas seal for Chichester the capitular status was included in the legend. 11
What was different when the major seal was made? If, as I will argue, the
choices about artistic representation on the seal were well thought through
and intentional, then omitting mention of the Holy Trinity and neglecting to
reference the cathedral’s capitular status must have been pertinent to the
object’s overall agenda.
The use of an anachronistic architectural motif is inventive enough to
warrant investigation in its own right. When combined with the descriptive
text “TE’PLV’. IVSTICIE”, the effect is transformative. The use of text on a
matrix’s face inside the legend rim was rare and sporadic before the middle
of the thirteenth century. Its origins can probably be traced to papal lead
bullae, with the names of Peter and Paul; a contemporary English example is
the first seal of Westminster Abbey, again with St Peter. In Chichester’s
case—and for the first time on a seal—the text identifies an architectural
structure. Is the reader of the seal being invited to interpret the architecture
in the way they would usually identify a holy person?

The Counterseal
The counterseal for Chichester Cathedral has never been discussed
alongside its larger partner (fig. 5). 12 Its matrix does not survive and it is
known only from impressions attached to documents or casts from those
impressions. The earliest charter with a wax impression of both the
Chichester seal and counterseal is dated 1253 and is held in the muniment
room of Magdalen College, Oxford. 13 This places the counterseal firmly
within the thirteenth century. Further, the way in which the imagery and text
of the major seal and counterseal interact suggests that they were made
together as a piece by the same goldsmith or workshop, presumably at the
same time.

View this illustration online
Figure 5.
Unknown maker, Chichester Cathedral counterseal, cast, ca.
1222–24. Collection of the Society of Antiquaries of London.
Digital image courtesy of Society of Antiquaries of London.

At the centre of the counterseal is an enthroned figure of Christ in Judgement
under a trefoil gothic-style canopy. He is nimbed and shown with his right
arm held up in blessing and his left outstretched clasping an open book. The
flourish of the flying portion of drapery from the left-hand side of Christ’s
cloak provides a momentary sense of the fluttering of cloth caught by the
wind or disturbed by the lifting of an arm. In a dynamic reinterpretation of
biblical narrative, the throne on which Christ sits is placed on an arch—rather
than a rainbow—on either side of which is a micro-architectural spire topped
with a cross. The apocalyptic image is certainly drawn from Revelation 4:1:

and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting
on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper
and ruby. A rainbow shone like an emerald encircled the throne.
14

In this instance however, the vision of the throne is inventively combined
with Ezekiel’s vision of the temple:
While the man was standing beside me I heard someone speaking
to me out of the temple. He said to me: Mortal, this is the place of
my throne and the place for the soles of my feet, where I will
reside among the people of Israel for ever. (Ezekiel 43:6)
The degree to which difference is articulated on this counterseal is worth
mentioning: the cross to the left of Christ is square formed and the other
trefoiled. The cross-topped spires recall the type of architectural towers
situated on the exterior of a physical church, while the square-formed cross
visually links with the crosses situated on the “temple of justice” as
represented on the accompanying major seal. The image of Christ enthroned
between two towers imaginatively positions him both as seated upon the
structure of a church in a literal way, and at the same time as enthroned
upon the Church symbolically. Does Christ’s judgement sit between two
different buildings: the Temple and the Church? Several Early Christian
churches in Rome have extensive mosaic decoration at the triumphal arch
between the nave and apse. Some of these triumphal arches, at Santa Maria
Maggiore for instance, contain a visionary image of the throne at their
centre, situated between micro-architectural depictions of Jerusalem and
Bethlehem. The image of Christ enthroned micro-architecturally is an
invention of this seal, and can be paralleled in only one other place: as the
image on the counterseal of the bishop of Chichester, Ralph Neville
(1224–44), who, I will argue, commissioned the cathedral’s seals.
Immediately beneath the arch is a space left almost empty except for the
faintest trace of a triangle of three dots. Their significance is unclear;
perhaps they represent a schematic rendering of the Trinity in abstract form.
Since the cathedral was dedicated to the Trinity, this would make sense. The
legend on the seals prompts a further connection between God the Father
and Christ: “EGO SVM VIA VERITAS ET VITA” (“I am the way the truth and the
life”; John 14:6–7). This text is related to the narrative of Thomas who asks
Christ “how can we know the way?”, to which Christ replies “I am the way
the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you

know me, you will know my father also.” The implications of this are building
on Christ’s earlier words in the Gospel of John when he says “The Father and
I are one” (John 10:30).
Thus the seal and counterseal are unified by the biblical texts referenced and
inscribed upon them. The connection between the open door on the “temple
of justice” and the image of Christ in judgement is made clearer by the text
immediately preceding the vision of the throne in heaven:
After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open
in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a
trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take
place after this.” At once I was in the Spirit. (Revelation 4:1)

The Visionary Image
Architecture could function both as “pictures” and as physical structures.
These pictures were understood and used as mnemonic devices for recalling
other buildings such as Ezekiel’s temple, the tabernacle, and the Heavenly
City. 15 This line of thinking was applied to art-making from early on in
Christianity. 16 Early Christian ivories such as the Three Maries at the
Sepulchre from the Castello Sforzesco, Milan, conflate the vision at Christ’s
tomb with Ezekiel’s vision, and the ninth-century “Plan of St Gaul” contains
an architectural floor plan of a monastic site whose entrance is labelled as a

templum. 17 A similar conflation takes place in the Chichester seals—wherein
an image of what is presumably a church is referred to as a temple.
Expounding upon visions and the transcendental experience of visualizing
images was a major function of exegetical literature. Exegesis on Ezekiel’s
temple was particularly popular in the twelfth century; two well-known texts
of Richard of St-Victor’s commentary on Ezekiel carry detailed illustrations of
the temple. 18 The relevance of art-making as a process by which these
biblical or exegetical descriptions could be visualized is referenced by Gilbert
Crispin in his late eleventh-century Disputation between a Christian and a
Jew:
what Isaiah saw, said and wrote, what Ezekiel saw, said and
wrote, could after them be written, spoken and picturae aliqua
nota signari for just as letters are in some sense the figures and
notae of words, so too pictures can appear as the likenesses and

notae of the reality of the scriptures. 19

The artistic interpretation of biblical or exegetical writing into architectural
image is present in another seal made prior to the examples from Chichester.
The late twelfth-century seal made for Burscough priory (fig. 6) shows an
archetypal image of a building with a pathway leading up to its doorway. The
image is drawn from Bede’s treatise on the temple, de Templo, wherein he
offers an interpretation of the meaning of the doorway and portico:
The door of the portico is prophetic speech which led as if by a
straight path those going in at the door of the temple by the
grace of the Lord the saviour whereby he proclaimed that he was
to redeem the world. The whole structure of the portico, therefore
signifies the faithful of that time, but the door in the portico
stands for the teachers who shone the light of life for the others
and held the door open for them to enter the presence of the
Lord. 20

Figure 6.
Unknown maker, Burscough priory seal, cast, late 12th century. Collection
of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image courtesy of Society
of Antiquaries of London.

Working together, the Chichester seal and counterseal similarly contain and
release visionary images, impressed into wax from silver matrices. They
assert the divine source of their institution’s authority as accessed via Christ,
whose body was raised as a temple after the Resurrection:
The Jews then said to him, “What sign can you show us for doing
this?” Jesus answered them, “Destroy the temple and in three
days I will raise it up.” The Jews then said, “This temple has been
under construction for forty-six years, and will you raise it up in
three days?” But he was speaking of the temple of his body. (John
2:18–22)
The connection between the pathway and the door on the Burscough seal
suggests that at least some early seals reproduce an architectural image as
a biblical or exegetical sign of the “temple”. However, unlike Chichester,
Burscough has no specific claim to be a “temple of justice”. How then did
Chichester come to label their architectural image as such? For the images
on the Chichester seals, the maker engaged in visual cross-referencing with
the intention of conveying specific ideas from the origins of English
ecclesiastical sigillographic tradition. It did this through the reuse of an
archetypal architectural image. As will be argued below, the format selected
was a two-seal design in imitation of the second seal and counterseal made
for Christ Church, Canterbury, in the middle of the twelfth century. The
Canterbury seals display a building on the major seal countered by an image
of Christ in Judgement, and apart from Chichester are the earliest and only
other ones to do so. It is the political, scholarly, and patronal context in which
Canterbury remade its seals that establishes its architectural image as the
first “temple of justice” and a prototype for Chichester. Surveying the
reasons for their production will help us understand why Chichester sought to
imitate them.

The Canterbury Seals
Between 1155 and 1158 a new seal and counterseal were produced for
Christ Church, Canterbury (figs 7 and 8). 21 These seals replaced the preConquest seal with a round seal almost double the size: 80 millimetres in
diameter as opposed to the original 49 millimetres, and a counterseal
measuring 57 by 35 millimetres. Canterbury was the first institution to
introduce a large seal with a counterseal; for some time this type had been
exclusively used by individuals. 22 The artistic debt of the seal to the Utrecht
psalter and its “copies”—the Harley and Eadwine psalters—is undeniable.

The latter was in the process of being illuminated at Christ Church at exactly
the time of the making of the new matrices and the seals’ makers may have
seen the psalter in production. 23

View this illustration online
Figure 7.
Unknown maker, Canterbury Cathedral second seal, cast, ca. 1155–58.
Collection of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image courtesy
of Society of Antiquaries of London.

View this illustration online
Figure 8.
Canterbury Cathedral counterseal, impression from
document, ca. 1155–58. Collection of Canterbury Cathedral
Archives (CCA DCc/ChAnt/C/163). Digital image courtesy of
the Dean and Chapter of Canterbury Cathedral.

At the centre of the round seal is an image of a two-storied architectural
structure. The legend on the seal reads: “+ SIGILLVM ECCLE XPI CANTVARIE :
PRIME SEDIS BRITANNIE” (“The Seal of Christ Church, Canterbury. First Seat
of Britain”). In almost all respects this seal appears to be an enlargement of
the first seal made for the institution insofar as it contains an image of a
building. It is at the central doorway where this seal deviates. Inside the
porch there is a miniature representation of the resurrected Christ, nimbed
and carrying a cross. He is framed by a spiral column at either side,
supporting the pediment of the porch in which he stands. Spiral columns
were used in some churches to define the holiest of spaces. 24 They were
particularly popular in England from the late eleventh century, appearing in
Anselm’s crypt at Canterbury, begun around 1096, and were ultimately

derived iconographically from the fourth-century spiral columns used at the
high altar of St Peter’s in Rome. The columns in Rome had various legends
attached, one being that they were reused from the doorway of Solomon’s
Temple in Jerusalem. 25 Their use on the Canterbury seal conjures up this
association but explicitly combines it with Christ’s resurrection, implying that
the building is both a church and Solomon’s porch in which his throne of
judgement was placed (1 Kings 7:6). 26
In another first, the counterseal features a contemporary engraved image
and not a reused Roman intaglio. It shows an image of Christ in Judgement
seated on a rainbow with a book in his left hand and his right held up in
blessing. The legend for the seal reads: “+ EGO SUM VIA VERITAS ET VITA”.
Apart from important deviations in design, the basic and essential premise of
the Chichester and Canterbury seals is the same. Both display a large
architectural structure on their major seal and a counterseal containing
Christ in Judgement. In both cases the seal and counterseal work together to
emphasize the central doorway on the major seal— on Canterbury’s it is the
resurrected Christ; at Chichester it is the half-open door. These need not be
seen as any different from Christ as person, door, and temple as described
biblically and discussed exegetically. 27 Other institutions soon followed
Canterbury in developing a counterseal; however, Chichester is the only one
which employed this specific combined format and iconography. Alongside a
desire on the part of Canterbury to appear artistically relevant, there are
further reasons for why they might have remade their seal and why we can
consider it to be the first “temple of justice”.

The Temple of Justice
The use of the term the “temple of justice” can be found with confidence just
twice in medieval England. The origin of the first instance is at Canterbury
around the middle of the twelfth century and a decade before their new seals
were made. In the 1140s, Archbishop Theobald brought Master Vacarius and
John of Salisbury to Canterbury from Bologna and Paris respectively. Both
were experts in Roman Law and they were introduced into his curia to assist
with legal issues surrounding the status of the papal legate in England.
Vacarius’s work on behalf of Theobald gave rise to issues which were
commented upon by John of Salisbury in his Policraticus:
In the time of King Stephen the Roman laws were ordered out of
the kingdom, whereof the knowledge had been received into
Britain through the household of the venerable father Theobald,
the primate of Britain. By a royal edict it was forbidden even to

keep the books, and silence was enjoined upon our Vacarius; but
by the power of God the virtue of the law was strengthened the
more by the efforts of impiety to weaken it. 28
It is in the dissemination of Roman law and Salisbury’s Policraticus that we
first find reference to a “temple of justice”. During his time in England
Vacarius taught law and produced the Liber Pauperum—a compendium of
texts from the Corpus Iuris Civilis—for English students. 29 The Corpus
describes the law as being consecrated as a “Sanctissimum Templum

Iustitiae”: “the most holy temple of Justice”. 30 John of Salisbury drew on the
teachings of Vacarius and Justinianic Roman law for his Policraticus,
borrowing the idea of a “temple of justice” for his discussion of specifically
virtuous and effective juridical leaders:
What manner of men Justinian and Leo were is clear from the fact
that by disclosing and proclaiming the most sacred laws, they
sought to consecrate the whole world as a temple of justice. 31
Vacarius and John of Salisbury were responsible for teaching students at
Canterbury, including Prior Wibert, who would go on to initiate the
substantial rebuilding of parts of the cathedral church and significant parts of
the priory. Wibert was prior at the time of the making of the seals, and
without any reason to doubt it we must see him as involved, if not in charge
of, the decision to make new ones. The revival of Roman law in England and
its implementation at Canterbury was primarily related to its status as a
liberty, and Peter Fergusson has argued that the most ambitious part of
Wibert’s rebuilding—the development of the Green Court and the Aula
Nova—served as the prior’s courthouse. 32 He has shown that the
iconography of the new architecture, particularly that of the entrance porch
and staircase for the Aula Nova, should be viewed through the biblical lens of
the entrance to the judgement hall of Solomon’s temple. 33 The iconography
and function of the seals are irrevocably tied up with this developing legal
identity, being the method by which the priory’s missives were validated.
Travelling across Europe as part of the dissemination of Canterbury’s
authority, these seals were also the primary visual means by which the see
was perceived outside the confines of the cathedral walls. The seals
therefore carried the compound rhetorical message of the legal-minded, midtwelfth-century architectural rebuilding at Canterbury.

The architectural vision was not abandoned by Canterbury when they
decided to remake their seals once again in the thirteenth century (figs 9 and
10). Markus Späth has argued that while the building on the obverse of the
new seal does not faithfully represent the physical church at Canterbury, the
arrangement of imagery does suggest a topographical liturgical/devotional
arrangement within the church. 34 Yet, an often overlooked piece of text
situated around the central doorway and wall suggests that we may be
looking at something different. On the lintel below the pediment of the
doorway is a line of text which begins a rhyming couplet: “EST DOMUS H’
X’I”, and underneath: “MURI METROPO’ ISTI” (“est domus hoc Christi/ Muri
Metropolitani isti”). A walled city containing the house of Christ is suggestive
of another apocalyptic event, that of John’s vision of the Holy City from
Revelation 21:
Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven
and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any
sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of
heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her
husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Look!
God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell
with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with
them and be their God.”

View this illustration online
Figure 9.
Unknown maker, Canterbury Cathedral third seal, obverse, cast, ca. 1232/
33. Collection of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image
courtesy of Society of Antiquaries of London.

View this illustration online
Figure 10.
Unknown maker, Canterbury cathedral third seal, reverse, cast, ca. 1232/
33. Collection of the Society of Antiquaries of London. Digital image
courtesy of Society of Antiquaries of London.

It is not surprising that Canterbury replaced the “temple” with the Holy City
as the major sign on their seal around 1232/33. Henry III was exploiting the
vacant see at Canterbury, and incorporating a visionary image in their seal
which edged the apocalyptic narrative ever closer to the final judgement
might have been part of Canterbury’s methods for announcing its
displeasure. It is the power of the architectural sign as vision and fulfilment
of Old Testament prophecy which is specifically being addressed; the vision
in Revelation answering a question posed in 1 Kings 8:27:

But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest
heaven, cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have
built! . . . May your eyes be open toward this temple night and
day, this place of which you said, “My Name shall be there,” so
that you will hear the prayer your servant prays toward this place.
The images on these seals clearly acted as signs and not solely as
architectural representations or indexes of the corporate identity of the
monastic community. These signs could communicate in a variety of ways,
one being to address contemporary concerns to kings, popes, and others
who would meddle in the affairs of the institution. The choice of Becket’s
martyrdom for the reverse is theocratically potent when viewed in this way.
Each time Canterbury came to remake their seals they reflected on their own
sigillographic history, innovating and altering the architectural image with
acute awareness of meaning; always employing the potential of the visionary
architectural image.
The concept of the “temple of justice” comes to Chichester from Canterbury
through the images on its seals. It then travels to us via the inscription on
the Chichester matrix, which suggests that the allegorical significance was
transferred through referencing this visual model. Unlike the Chichester seal
there is no line of text to help identify the Canterbury structure as such. Its
very existence on the Chichester seal suggests that whoever was responsible
for its production wanted to make sure the image was identified as such. The
“temple of justice” is referenced here, for the only other known time, 2
millimetres high and cut into silver under the image of a building.

Bishop Ralph Neville as Patron of the Chichester Seals
The twelfth-century remaking of the Canterbury seals occurred within the
context of the implementation of Roman law in England. This was not the
situation when Chichester’s new seals were made; it was not a liberty and
there is no evidence that jurisprudence was practised there. The relationship
in Salisbury’s Policraticus between the proper model of kingship (based on
the actions of either historical or Old Testament exempla) and the law as
administered by the current monarch had a profound effect on thinking and
art-making in England. 35 Salisbury’s framework was favoured by high
ranking clergy when denouncing the actions of the monarch. 36 In the
thirteenth century bishops came to see themselves as “peacemakers” who
sought to reform the monarchy. 37 This is the context in which the
Chichester seals were produced.

The appropriation of the format of the Canterbury seals at Chichester helps
to refine their date of production. Chichester’s major seal and counterseal
must surely have been made before 1233, at which time Canterbury’s third
seals can be documented and the earlier pair were put out of use. Although it
is impossible to identify a maker there is sufficient evidence for the patron.
Ralph Neville became bishop-elect of Chichester in 1222 and was
consecrated in 1224. 38 In 1218 he had been granted custody of Henry III’s
first Great Seal and was effectively in control of the chancery. 39 This was
not the first time he had held proxy within the political centre, as he had
been keeper of the Great Seal at least once previously during the monarchy
of King John. The historical moment at which Neville first appears is
characterized by profound political and religious upheaval culminating in the
Interdict, the Barons’ War, and the creation of Magna Carta. 40 There is little
evidence to suggest that Neville was present at Runnymede in 1215,
however his name does appear as Ralph of Chichester on the 1225 version of
Magna Carta. David D’Avray has shown the importance of understanding
Stephen Langton’s biblical exegesis in relation to his involvement with Magna
Carta, especially for the reissues of 1223 and 1225. 41 Theocracy as
opposed to monarchy was a potent principle amongst the bishops in the
circle of Stephen Langton, who in his scholarship presented himself as an Old
Testament prophet. 42

Figure 11.
Unknown maker, Counterseal of bishop Ralph
Neville, cast, ca. 1222–24. Collection of the Society
of Antiquaries of London. Digital image courtesy of
Society of Antiquaries of London.

Three partial examples exist of the episcopal seals of Ralph Neville as bishop
of Chichester. 43 His major seal shows an image of a standing bishop, with
his right hand held in blessing and a crozier in his left. The legend on the seal
reads: “RADVLFUS DEI GRATIA . . . TRENSIS EPISCOPVS”. There is nothing
surprising about the format or design of this seal. However, impressions of
Neville’s counterseal survive, and it was as inventive as the seals produced
for Chichester Cathedral (fig. 11). The counterseal shows an enthroned Christ
in Judgement situated on an arch and contained within a trefoil canopy. The
image is almost a counterfeit of the cathedral’s counterseal, reproducing—or
perhaps even inventing—its iconography of the seated Christ positioned
between two micro-architectural towers. The major differences between the
two are the inclusion of Neville as supplicant inside of the arch below Christ

and the legend, which is an elegant and bold rhyming couplet: “TE VOLO
REGE REGI/XPE VIGIL ESTO GREGI” (“I wish you as king to the king, Christ be
watchman to the flock”). 44
There is no reason to doubt that Neville’s seal and counterseal were made
between 1222 when he was bishop-elect and 1224 at the time of his
consecration, when he would have needed a set of seals reflecting his new
status. As appointed keeper of the Royal Great Seal for Henry III, he
combined his titles in his Acta, “dei gratia Cyc’ episcopus domini regis
cancellarius”, confirming the ways in which his religious and secular offices
were perceived and promoted simultaneously. There are two possible
reasons why the image from the institutional counterseal ended up on
Neville’s counterseal—or vice versa. The first is that the cathedral’s seal and
counterseal already existed by 1222/24 when Neville took up office, and for
whatever reason he imitated that which already existed. The second is that
Neville was at least partly responsible for conceiving of the entire
sigillographic programme implemented and used at Chichester. I am inclined
towards the latter, and will offer my reasons in due course—but first we must
establish doubts regarding the former.
The fact that Neville’s counterseal was a version of the counterseal of the
cathedral for which he was spiritually responsible was anomalous and
unprecedented at any earlier date. His counterseal was the basis for the
seals of successive bishops, Richard de la Wych and John Climpling. 45
Elsewhere, beginning with Hubert Walter in the late twelfth century,
archbishops of Canterbury ceased using classical gems in their counterseals
and started using an image of the martyrdom of Thomas Becket. Those
succeeding Walter in the arch-episcopate followed him in this respect. 46
This provides evidence for the reuse of image types on episcopal
counterseals by a succession of bishops at an institution, the difference
being that in this instance they went from archbishop to archbishop, rather
than from institutional counterseal to episcopal counterseal. Richard Poore
held the bishopric of Chichester before Ralph Neville, and is thus a potential
candidate for the iconographical ingenuity of the seals. No seals connected
to his short episcopacy survive, however they do from his time at both
Salisbury and Durham. 47 On neither occasion were the institutional seals
altered, and his episcopal seals bear no relation to those of the cathedrals.

The Key of David
I have so far argued that the maker of the Chichester seals based his work on
an unknown eleventh-century seal made for the cathedral, in combination
with the second set of seals made for Canterbury in the middle of the twelfth
century. There are, however, important deviations from the earliest

archetypes and the Canterbury seals that need to be addressed, ones which I
believe emphasize the role of the half-open door and its allegorical potential.
If a representation of the “temple of justice” was desired, the second
Canterbury seals make the point sufficiently well. The imagery on the
cathedral’s and Neville’s counterseals explicitly emphasizes Ezekiel’s vision
of the new temple and the return of Glory to the Temple, including a vision of
the throne. The description preceding this vision is characterized by an
explicit use of anti-monarchical language: “The house of Israel shall no more
defile my holy name, neither they nor their kings by their whoring, and by
the corpses of their kings at their death” (Ezekiel 43:7). This interpretation
steers close to contemporary ecclesiastical theocracy which sought the
reforming of secular monarchical judgement within a framework of biblical
exegesis. The legend on Neville’s counterseal is theocratic, wishing Christ to
be “King to the King” and citing his watching of the flock. This reference is to
Ezekiel 34:11–31, where God’s judgement is played out metaphorically (“As
for you, my flock . . . I shall judge between sheep and sheep, between rams
and goats”), further serves to make the point.
Ralph Neville must have looked to biblical, exegetical, and polemical writings
for the creation of his authority. The passage in Salisbury’s Policraticus, from
which the “temple of justice” is derived explicitly, states that “princes”
should look to the law—like Justinian, “that most Christian prince”—and
imitate priests:
And not only are men enjoined to take priests as models for
imitation, but the prince is expressly sent to the tribe of Levi to
borrow of them. For lawful priests are to be hearkened to in such
fashion that the just man shall close his ear utterly to reprobates
and all who speak evil against them. 48
The architectural archetype was well suited to Neville’s needs, as it allowed
him to make complex and multifaceted associations between Old and New
Testaments. Herein lies the reason for why a half-open door was included in
the centre of the building. This allegorical representation addresses Neville’s
dual administrative roles as bishop and royal chancellor, by promoting his
association with an Old Testament palace administrator named Eliakim. He
served the good king Hezekiah who was himself a model for good kingship as
referenced by Salisbury alongside David and Josiah. 49 Eliakim’s authority
was not derived from the king but was granted by God, much as Neville’s
authority was God-given—and derived from a council of the realm—rather
than monarchical. In the Old Testament the symbol of Eliakim’s authority is a
key given to him by God. Described as the Key of David, it has the power to
open and shut any door:

On that day I will call my servant Eliakim son of Hilkiah, and will
clothe him with your robe and bind your sash on him. I will
commit your authority to his hand, and he shall be father to the
inhabitants of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. I will place on
his shoulder the key of the house of David; he shall open, and no
one shall shut, he shall shut and no one shall open. (Isaiah 22:20)
This key reappears in Revelation alongside the vision of the open door and
God’s ultimate judgement of mankind:
And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the
words of the holy one, the true one, who has the Key of David,
who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens: “I
know your works. Look, I have set before you an open door, which
no one is able to shut . . . If you conquer, I will make you a pillar in
the temple of my God; you will never go out of it.” (Revelation
3:7–13)

Conclusion
A proper analysis of the Chichester seal matrix must extend beyond the
purely visual. Through an intertwined discussion of text and image, the
matrix and its anachronistic architectural image have provided a lens
through which to view and think about the role of allusion and exegesis in
mediating historical interpretation. It is not surprising that an archetypal
image was selected as the central image for the Chichester seal, any more
than its choice of the two-seal format borrowed from Canterbury. It is the way
in which the artist and patron worked together to transform the general
meanings implicit in the archetype that make the Chichester seals
outstanding examples of their genre.
At the end of the twelfth century a revolution in ecclesiastical seal making
took place in the south and south-east of England and parts of Scotland.
Beginning in 1198–99 at St Augustine’s, Canterbury, a new vogue took off for
double-sided seals—borrowed from the format of the Royal Great Seal. This
was followed quickly by other institutions, such as Westminster Abbey. 50
These two-sided seals would eventually replace the highly inventive large
round seal plus the smaller counterseal type first used at Christ Church,
Canterbury, which was ultimately the format adopted by Chichester (fig. 4).
The seals from around 1200 are inventive in numerous aspects: in their
employment of ever more complex literary constructs in the legends, as
feats of miniature technical sculptural achievement, and as iconographically

rich indexes of the image-conscious corporate bodies which they represent.
In terms of format, the patron and maker of the Chichester seals rejected
these technical and artistic developments in seal making in favour of
Canterbury’s older, established, and specific model. The central image of the
Chichester matrix was not selected for its antiquity alone however, but for
the authority vested in it as an archetype.
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Resonance and Reuse:
The Fifteenth-Century Transformation of a Late
Romanesque Vita Christi
Kristen Collins
Abstract
This article explores the fifteenth-century reinvention of Getty Ms. 101, a late
Romanesque picture book that was reconfigured as a devotional manual. The
fifteenth-century additions included rosary prayers and the only surviving
image of Robert of Bury, one of the child saints said to have been murdered
by Jews in the twelfth century. The article examines the ways in which
changes to the manuscript, including a number of adjustments to the Infancy
narrative, not only reflect an evolving and widespread devotional practice,
but also how the book was attuned to its local environment.
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Sometime toward the close of the fifteenth century a late Romanesque
picture cycle was reconfigured as a devotional miscellany and rosary manual
(fig. 1). 1 The fragmentary codex, consisting of seven quires with over fifty
illuminations, was interleaved with new images and prayers (fig. 2).
Manuscript history is in large part a history of such accretive processes. We
would be hard-pressed to find a manuscript that had not been added to,
corrected, or improved in some small way. Yet Getty Ms. 101 (also known as
the Getty Vita Christi) offers a case study not only in intervention but also in
the nature of concentrated, focused response. Unlike other medieval
manuscripts that changed gradually, through interventions over the years,
this manuscript was decisively transformed around 1480–90. 2
View this illustration online
Figure 1.
Unknown maker, Illustrated Vita Christi, with devotional supplements, ca.
1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6
× 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101). Digital
image courtesy of Digital facsimile courtesy of the Getty's Open Content
Program.

The three-hundred-year gap between the creation of the Romanesque
pictures and the late medieval additions invites a series of questions about
the fifteenth-century reception of the twelfth-century object. How do the
changes to the twelfth-century pictures signal points of emphasis for its early
modern reader? What value did the Romanesque pictures hold for the
fifteenth-century patron? To what degree did the retention of the older
illuminations reflect consideration or memory of a twelfth-century cult? This
transformed manuscript offers valuable insights about the role that the past
played in artistic invention in late medieval England.
The manuscript includes more than one hundred images and numerous
prayers; this article will focus on a series of images depicting the infancy of
Christ. Changes and additions to this section of the manuscript offer clues to
the resonances that the older programme may have had for its fifteenthcentury users.
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Figure 2.
Graphic illustration of quire
structure. Collation by Kristen
Collins and Nancy Turner.,
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of
Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200
and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on
parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul
Getty Museum, (Ms. 101).
Digital image courtesy of
Sebastian Harding.

The Twelfth-Century Manuscript and its Fifteenth-Century
Transformation
In order to appreciate the changes that shaped the fifteenth-century
manuscript it is necessary to understand the volume’s original twelfthcentury structure. Painted on one side of the bifolia and arranged in facing
pairs, the Romanesque book once contained over fifty miniatures providing
an expansive visual chronicle of the life of Christ and the Virgin (fig. 3). 3 The
Getty Vita Christi’s twelfth-century illuminations may have once served as
the prefatory cycle for a psalter or as a devotional picture book. The tradition
of prefacing luxury psalters with pure pictorial programmes became a
hallmark of English manuscript painting in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. Such Christological programmes may have promoted meditation,
prayer, or discussion while establishing the link between Old Testament
prophecy (present in the text of the Psalms) and its perceived fulfilment in
Christ. However, at 17.6 by 12.8 centimetres, the Getty manuscript is
considerably smaller than surviving English psalters from this period. Its lack
of accompanying text has led to speculation that it might have been a
devotional picture book, but there is no definitive evidence for such books
until the thirteenth century. 4 The picture cycle is unusual both for the scope
of its programme and for its iconography. With fifty-one surviving images, it
is lengthier than any earlier known examples. The twelfth-century
programme particularly emphasized childhood, with scenes of the early life
of Mary and Jesus. It began with seven episodes dedicated to the early life of
the Virgin, including images of her as both a child and a maiden in the
temple, and featured a number of scenes with King Herod, including the rare
image of his suicide. 5 It is unclear whether the blank backs of the folios had
been glued together, as in the twelfth-century Life and Miracles of St
Edmund, King and Martyr, 6 but in any case they were not conceived of as a
space for text, as in a northern English psalter now in Oxford. 7 Rather, this
cycle was conceived of as a purely pictorial invitation to contemplation or
prayer. 8

Figure 3.
Unknown maker, Joachim and Anna in the Temple, and the Annunciation
to Joachim from Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and
ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty
Museum, (Ms. 101, fols. 18v–19). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open
Content Program.

In the fifteenth century, the formerly textless picture cycle became a prayer
book. Its core served as a manual designed to lead the reader through the
fifty meditations on the life of Christ that also featured in one of the
emerging forms of the rosary prayer. The manuscript’s Romanesque bifolia
were interleaved with new parchment (fig. 2). Prayers and illuminations were
added to these pages as well as to the backs of existing illuminations.
Although where and by whom these changes were made is unknown, the
style of the fifteenth-century illuminations is East Anglian. Throughout the
book, gold was scraped away and inscriptions and speech banderoles were
added, embedded among the older illuminations and uniting them with the
new. 9
The transformed book begins with a list of the eight ages of the world and a
fifteenth-century illumination of the Fall of Rebel Angels on folio 6 (fig. 4).
Additional texts include biblical readings from the Gospel of John, Genesis,
Exodus, and Samuel, as well as the penitential psalms, a litany, and various
prayers to Mary and Christ. A concluding section contains miniatures with the
rare iconography of the Fifteen Signs before the Day of Judgement (see, for
example, fig. 5). 10 While the choice of prayers is not standard, the additions

of Old Testament and apocalyptic material stretch the original programme
from its previous Christological focus to an all-encompassing history of
salvation. 11
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Figure 4.
Unknown maker, Fall of the Rebel Angels, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 6). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content
Program.
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Figure 5.
Unknown maker, Fourth Sign Before the Day of
Judgment, from Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ),
with devotional supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c.
1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and ink on parchment,
17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty
Museum, (Ms. 101, fol. 99v). Digital image courtesy of
Getty’s Open Content Program.

The Rosary Prayers
Throughout the book, the original narrative cycle of vita Christi illuminations
was also expanded, with fifteenth-century images being interspersed among
the earlier pictures. 12 Within the newly elaborated Christological section of
the manuscript, rosary prayers served as an organizational spine uniting
most of its illuminations. A series of numbered clausulae (abbreviated Ave
prayers and references to moments in Christ’s life) were added to the bottom
of the illuminations, new and old, to mark the fifty meditations on the life of

Christ associated with the rosary (fig. 6). 13 A lengthy preface underscored
the ultimate reward to be gained through these devotions. It mentions a
Carthusian monk near Trier who was rewarded with a vision of the Virgin and
angels singing the rosary in heaven, and promises indulgences to those who
similarly repeated the rosary. 14 The anonymous monk was probably a
reference to Dominic of Prussia, a Carthusian who had served at the Abbey of
St Alban in Trier. Writing in the early fifteenth century, Dominic had
composed a series of fifty meditations on the life of Christ that were intended
to be recited with the rosary. 15 The rosary in the Getty Vita Christi is
structured as fifty clausulae that for the most part correspond with those
composed by Dominic sometime between 1409 and 1415. Where the Getty
manuscript’s rosary diverges slightly from his text, it corresponds to a similar
rosary from the Cologne Charterhouse. 16 The preface goes on to promise
full forgiveness of sins for contrition and recitation of the rosary, and varying
years of indulgences for membership in the Confraternity of the Rosary, as
well as instructions for saying the rosary with these images. The preface
specifies that before each picture the devotee was meant to recite an Ave
and then read the meditation. The clausulae were punctuated at regular
intervals with images of the Virgin and Child, set within a rose and
accompanied by devotions (fig. 7). Just as strings of beads had long been
used to mark one’s progress through groups of Pater Nosters and Aves, each
turn of the page guided the reader through this increasingly complex form of
the rosary prayer.
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Figure 6.
Unknown maker, Annunciation, from Illustrated Vita
Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional supplements, ca.
1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and
ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of
The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101, fol. 26). Digital
image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content Program.

View this illustration online
Figure 7.
Unknown maker, Virgin and Child in a White Rose, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 25). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content
Program.

The addition of luxurious images to the numbered meditations was by no
means a standard feature of rosary books at this time. The Getty Vita
Christi is unique among other contemporary illustrated rosaries, not only for
its highly individualized reuse of an older manuscript, but also for its
comprehensive synthesis of text and image. The first printed version of an
illustrated rosary appeared in 1483 and consisted of fifteen woodcuts, each
depicting five scenes from the life of Christ and the Virgin. While appearing in
a book with several other printed rosary prayers, the images themselves
were not glossed and were intended to function independently of the printed
prayers. 17 In the Getty manuscript, each of the narrative images of the life

of Christ added in the fifteenth century (with just one exception) corresponds
to a rosary prayer, demonstrating the degree to which this particular
devotional practice drove the fifteenth-century illustrative campaign. 18
In recycling the Romanesque images, the fifteenth-century patron took these
formerly flexible stimuli to prayer, meditation, and contemplation and
embedded them in a choreographed devotional practice. And yet, even as
the old images were subsumed by the new, scripted content, the patron
chose to preserve Romanesque images that were not necessary for the
rosary prayer. Lacking numbered prayers, these miniatures are nevertheless
interspersed in the appropriate chronological order, as can be seen at the
beginning of the rosary section. The white rose marking the prologue to the
rosary appears on folio 18 and is followed by several uninscribed twelfthcentury images of the life of the Virgin. A second rose announces the
beginning of the rosary itself (fig. 7) and is followed by an uninscribed image
of the Marriage of the Virgin and then by the Annunciation (fig. 6), below
which is written the first clausula. While the life of the Virgin pictures did not
mark points in the prescribed meditation, they clearly amplified the spirit of
the prayer and materially enhanced the value of the book.
The fifteenth-century iconography more generally echoes elements of
contemporary church decoration. The rose-en-soleil motif that punctuates
the rosary prayers (fig. 8) is widespread, often in fragmentary form, in
fifteenth-century windows across Norfolk and Suffolk. This is seen in several
fifteenth-century quarries found in the restored church at Foulsham (fig. 9)
and, demonstrating the association of this formerly heraldic device with the
Virgin, in a border around one of the Annunciation windows at Bale (fig. 10).
Such architectural correspondences are seen as well in the Fifteen Signs
miniatures at the end of the manuscript (fig. 5). The design elements in the
upper corners appear to echo the decorative cornicing found in the windows
of the same subject in York (fig. 11). The incorporation of imagery found in
the architectural spaces of contemporary churches speaks to the kind of
environmental response that informed the creation of the new devotional
book and suggests that the book functioned as a virtual liturgical space one
entered through private reading. The rosary preface clearly indicates that the
individual using the book was not an isolated reader. As beneficiary of all the
prayers of the other members of the far-flung Confraternity of the Rosary,
the reader was participating in an imagined community performance. In this
respect, the manuscript echoed both the physical and symbolic elements of
the material church.
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Figure 8.
Unknown maker, Virgin and Child in a White Rose, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 63v). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open
Content Program.

Figure 9.
Rose-en-soleil quarries, Foulsham Church, 15th century. Digital image
courtesy of Peter Kidd.

Figure 10.
Annunciate Virgin with rose-en-soleil quarries, ,
Bale, 15th century. Digital image courtesy of
Alamy / Photo: Peter J. Hatcher.

Figure 11.
Fifteen Signs Before the Day of Judgment with detail of Fourth Sign, Great
East Window, York Minster, ca. 1405–08. Digital image courtesy of Peter
Kidd.

Reinscribing Herod
The rosary formed the framework for the fifteenth-century vita Christi
programme, and the captioning of the twelfth-century pictures for the most
part served to integrate the older pictures into the fifteenth-century
devotional practice. Several miniatures deviating from this system invite
closer examination. Three images of Herod (or in one instance an image that
became Herod) were enhanced with captions and embellishments that draw
particular attention to the massacre narrative. The Herod pictures were
reinscribed, textually and pictorially. Unlike the rosary prayers, the texts in
these instances serve as explanatory captions, with passages either
excerpted from or informed by the Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragine.
The first addition, to the image of Herod giving orders to his soldiers,
specifies the evil deeds of the various kings who shared the name of Herod:
Herod Ascalon, Herod Antipas, and Herod Agrippa (fig. 12). 19 Jacobus de
Voragine identifies them by their evil deeds. Herod of Ascalon, also known as
Herod the Great, was the ruler to whom the murder of the Innocents was
ascribed. Antipas was his son, and Agrippa his grandson. Antipas was the
cruel tyrant to whom Pilate sent Christ and who was also responsible for the
murder of John the Baptist. Agrippa executed St James and imprisoned St
Peter. 20 The caption added to the image of Herod and his soldier specifies

Herod Ascalon’s killing of the Innocents. The second captioned image
constitutes both a textual and a pictorial intervention. Formerly a twelfthcentury image of the Dream of Joseph, in which Joseph is warned by an angel
to flee, the reclining figure here has been transformed into Herod (fig. 13). A
caption explains that “Herod of Ascolon was tortured with a sickness of the
stomach for fifteen days because worms ate away at his entrails” (Herodes
Ascolonita per. 15. dies uentris dolore cruciatus quia corodebant uermes eius

uiscera). 21 The text in the banderoles however, along with the addition of
the owl, relate events from the death of his grandson Herod Agrippa, who
had been warned that the owl would be a portent of his death, which would
occur within five days: “Behold I our god, will die according to the prediction
of the Augur. According to the appearance of the owl, he knew he was going
to die” (En ego deus noster moriar iuxta predicionem auguris preuisionem
bubonis sciebat se moriturum). 22
The decision to transform the image and the story, eradicating Joseph and
borrowing text about Herod Agrippa’s impending death to describe the death
of Herod Ascalon, may have been an attempt to build momentum to the rare
suicide image that appears several folios later, on folio 47 (fig. 14). The story
of Herod’s suicide has its roots in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities, according to
which the king was so overcome by an excruciating, and apparently
disgusting illness that he took an apple and called for a knife with which to
pare it. He then lifted a hand to stab himself, but was prevented by his
cousin Achiab. 23 He died from his illness five days later, although
subsequent retellings abridged the account from an attempted suicide and
later death to a conclusive suicide. The image in the Getty manuscript lacks
the apple but has an added caption, also from the Golden Legend, that
reads: “In his original (commentary) on the Gospel of Matthew, Remigius said
that Herod Antipas killed himself with a knife with which he was peeling an
apple” (Remigius in originali super mattheum . dicit quod herodes antipas

gladio quo pomum purgabat se peremit). 24 Rather than adding clarity,
these inscriptions once again scramble Herods. The caption connects the
suicide story of Herod Ascalon to his son and heir Herod Antipas. This
confusion is puzzling, but not without precedent. Such conflation was a
characteristic of the English mystery plays performed for the feast of Corpus
Christi. 25 Herod, who had a leading role in the Epiphany plays from the
twelfth century onward, came to have more pronounced dramatic presence
in the fifteenth century; Herod’s successful suicide is first documented in this
medium during this period. In the Corpus Christi plays, one Herod’s deeds
were merged with the others in order to maximize the evil qualities of the
protagonist. 26 In the Vita Christi manuscript, the amplification of Herod by
similar means and the addition of the captions can be seen as a
contemporaneous attempt to achieve this kind of villainous concentrate,
while working with the existing images in the book.

The fifteenth-century manipulation of the Herod images comprises the most
emphatic series of interventions in the earlier pictures. They are the only
illuminations to receive explanatory captions—all other captions are related
to the rosary prayers or to a prayer on the Seven Last Words of Christ. 27
While the captions ultimately introduce as much confusion as clarity, they
do highlight and draw attention to this potion of the book, physically
underscoring the importance of the infancy cycle, and particularly to the
massacre narrative.
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Figure 12.
Unknown maker, Herod Giving Orders to His Soldiers,
from Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with
devotional supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c.
1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and ink on parchment,
17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty
Museum, (Ms. 101, fol. 40v). Digital image courtesy of
Getty’s Open Content Program.
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Figure 13.
Unknown maker, The Angel Appearing to Herod, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 43). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content
Program.
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Figure 14.
Unknown maker, Suicide of Herod, from Illustrated Vita
Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional supplements, ca.
1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and
ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of
The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101, fol. 47). Digital
image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content Program.

Robert of Bury
The key to the added emphasis on the Herod images appears in the pages
that directly follow the image of Herod and the Owl. The manuscript contains
the only extant image of Robert of Bury, along with a prayer to the saint.
Robert was a young child said to have been murdered by Jews in 1181. 28
Like the better-known ritual murder cults of William of Norwich and Harold of
Gloucester, Robert’s cult was created in the twelfth century, during a period
of growing anti-Judaism that included mob violence and the curtailment of
legal rights. 29 In 1190 there was a riot in Bury in which fifty-seven Jews

were massacred. Later that year, all of Bury’s Jewish residents were driven
from the town by the order of the abbot. A hundred years later England’s
Jewish population was driven from the country.
The ritual murder accusations involved stories of Christian children who were
“sacrificed” by Jews for use in blood rites. The story of William of Norwich’s
mock crucifixion at the hands of the Jews was invented by his determined
hagiographer, Thomas of Monmouth, several years after William’s body was
found in the woods outside Norwich. 30 Elements from Thomas’s own
account make it apparent that not all believed the story, but this particular
manifestation of anti-Jewish behaviour was to have a lasting impact on
Jewish–Christian relations for centuries to come.
As Emily Rose has demonstrated, not all ritual murder cults were driven by
the same motivations. 31 While certainly fuelled by anti-Jewish sentiment,
Robert’s cult initially seems to have been a calculated and top-down
operation initiated as part of Samson’s bid for the abbacy of Bury St
Edmunds. His competitor for the abbacy, William the Sacristan, was
maligned for his purported friendships with Jewish money lenders, who he
was said to have allowed into the abbey church during the Mass. 32
However, the expulsion had much to do with a larger power struggle,
namely Samson’s assertion of jurisdictional independence from royal justices
in the Liberty of St Edmund. The Jews, who were deemed “king’s men”
(possessing recourse to hearings by the king’s justices) were forced from the
community, leaving behind property and debts owed to them. 33 Robert’s
cult therefore began with the politically motivated actions of the
community’s leader, and unlike that of William of Norwich or the later Little
Hugh of Lincoln, it left few traces. 34 Writing in the mid-1190s, the monk
Jocelin of Brakelond recorded the child’s death in 1181. 35 Jocelin’s chronicle
alludes to a vita, unfortunately now lost, and a burial within the abbey
church. 36 Gervase of Canterbury supplied the additional details that the
child was murdered at Easter and by Jews—a key element in the ritual
murder myth was that Christian children were used for Jewish rituals that
mocked the crucifixion. 37 The death of William of Norwich was regarded in
this way, while Robert’s death occurred at Easter. 38 Although this is the only
image of St Robert to survive, an eighteenth-century description of a nowlost panel painting on a rood screen in Erpingham indicates a wider diffusion
of his cult outside of Bury. 39 A prayer appearing in a late fifteenth-century
prayer book in Oxford attests to the persistence of the cult in the late Middle
Ages, as does an early sixteenth-century record of payments to cantors in
Robert’s chapel on his feast day. 40

In the Getty Vita Christi, the image with scenes related to Robert’s
martyrdom represent not only the sole pictorial record of the child saint, but
also the one hagiographic illumination in the book. A prayer to the saint
appears on the facing page. The miniature and its preceding prayer were
added to the backs of a twelfth-century Dream of Joseph (now Herod) and
the Flight into Egypt. All of these images were embedded within the
miscellany’s litany among the martyrs, effectively casting Robert as one of
the Holy Innocents (fig. 15). Robert, interestingly, is not named in the
manuscript’s litany.
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Figure 15.
Unknown maker, Scenes from the Martyrdom of Robert of Bury, from Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of
Christ), with devotional supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera colours, gold, and ink on
parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3 cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101, fol. 44). Digital
image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content Program.

Several scenes relating to the martyrdom of the child saint unfold across the
upper register. To the left, a veiled woman lowers Robert into a well. A scroll
issues from her with the words, “the woman wished but was not able to hide
this lamp of God” (voluit set non potuit anus abscondere lucernam dei). The
language of the accompanying prayer is general, offering scant clues to the
events depicted, but more can be deduced by a poem written by John
Lydgate (1370–c. 1449/1450?), a poet and monk at Bury St Edmunds. 41
Lydgate wrote that Robert, a suckling infant, was far from his nurse when
the murder occurred. The woman is thus perhaps his nurse, a figure who in
European accounts of child murder was often cast as the accomplice. 42 The
body of Little Hugh of Lincoln was said to have been hidden in a well after his
death, and the woman at the top-left corner of the Vita Christi’s miniature
may be engaged in similarly clandestine activity. 43 Lydgate also wrote that
Robert was scourged and nailed to a tree, a martyrdom much like that
suffered by William of Norwich, whose body was found in a forest. At the
right of the picture an archer draws his bow with his left hand, facing a tree
under which lies the child’s body. A golden sun blazes overhead. One line in
Lydgate’s poem refers to Bury’s eponymous saint as a bright sun with whom
Robert’s star would shine. Given that Edmund was martyred by being shot
with arrows and then beheaded by the Danes, this image may have
attempted to align the child saint with the abbey’s primary saint. Between
and above the two scenes with the woman and archer, Robert’s soul is lifted
to heaven. 44
A red-robed and tonsured supplicant kneels in the miniature’s lower register
before a crimson scroll, which shows a red-breasted robin on a document
with a seal. Christopher De Hamel has suggested that the book was

assembled for a private owner, possibly a devout layman, although not
necessarily the patron. 45 Both the added prayer and the miniature were
painted on the backs of twelfth-century miniatures, making it clear that
these elements were part of the wholesale reconceptualization of the
manuscript. Whether the person who commissioned the manuscript or the
person for whom it was intended, the figure individualizes the sole
hagiographic miniature in the manuscript. While contemporary print culture
provides examples of generic images of kneeling devotees (see, for example,
a pasted-in print of a Carthusian kneeling before Christ in a contemporary
manuscript in the British Library), this image was created specifically for the
reworked manuscript. 46 A banderole issues from the robed figure with the
words: “May he have mercy on me by the merits of St Robert, now and
forever” (Meritis sancti Roberti hic et in euum misereatur mei). The object he
kneels in front of is ambiguous. While often described as a scroll representing
the Liberty of St Edmund, the properties over which the abbey had been
granted independent jurisdiction by King Edward the Confessor in 1044, the
object is not easily categorized. Warner first described it as drapery in the
shape of a sail, while De Hamel described it as a textile wall hanging. 47 Its
long rectangular shape curls upward at the bottom of the miniature, framing
a charter, rendered as a parchment-coloured square with dangling seal,
against a swathe of dark crimson. However, its looped edges appear to be
supported by a blue shaft. This may be simply a compositional device meant
to divide the zones of the image, but could be intended as a staff with a
pennon bearing a badge. 48 The red-breasted robin has been interpreted
generically as a reference to Christ, who shed blood for humanity, and also
as a play on Robert’s name.
Two inscriptions on the manuscript’s flyleaves indicate that the book was in
the possession of Robert Themilthorpe, age forty-two, in 1594. 49 Anthony
Bale has suggested that the painted figure is an earlier family member, also
called Robert Themilthorpe, a deputy steward for the crown, and that his
tonsure was an expression of piety rather than an indication of clerical
status. 50 Building on Warner’s earlier note that Roger Themilthorpe had
presented to the rectory of Themilthorpe, near Foulsham, in 1586, Bale
pointed out that the church at Foulsham was dedicated to the Holy
Innocents, who were the religious precursors of the ritual child murder saints
of the twelfth century. 51 The earlier Robert Themilthorpe of Foulsham died
in 1505. His will records a generous bequest to the Guild of the Holy
Innocents there, as well as to the Guild of the Virgin Mary, and this image of
the donor praying before the child saint would have had added significance
for him as a member of this congregation. 52 The fact that this dedication
was shared by only four other churches in England makes it a particularly
compelling association, although one of the other churches was that of Great
Barton, Suffolk, located only a few miles from Bury. The language of the

prayer accompanying the images has been recognized for its local aspect:
“Hail sweet boy, blessed Robert, you who flowered in the martyr’s palm in
the time of infancy, pray for us to God that we may rejoice in your own
town.” 53 As already noted, the child Robert is not listed in the
accompanying litany, but, as Bale emphasizes, the cult was apparently
informal in nature. Four animals—a stag or an antelope, a collared bear, a
cat, and an ox—march across the page, under the prayer. They have
alternately been proposed as bestiary symbols, a rebus, or with the bear, as
a pun on Bury, and may yet provide clues to the manuscript’s provenance. 54
More work on the guilds of the Holy Innocents, in Norfolk and Suffolk, may
yet lend insight into this puzzling imagery and the manuscript’s fifteenthcentury provenance.
I have suggested elsewhere that the twelfth-century portion of this
manuscript (frequently associated on the basis of style and iconography with
a group of psalters from the north of England) 55 might have been
commissioned for an inhabitant of Bury St Edmunds, perhaps even the
abbot. 56 Abbot Samson had actively promoted the cult of the child saint
Robert of Bury through the establishment of a shrine in the abbey church at
Bury and by commissioning a vita. This manuscript’s twelfth-century
programme, which had a particularly pronounced focus on Herod and the
Massacre of the Innocents, as well as the childhood of the Virgin and Christ,
would have mirrored the central theme of the new cult dedicated to a
murdered child. While little is known of Robert, he was said to have been just
a suckling child, distinguishing him from the older William of Norwich (said to
have been twelve at the time of his death). Whether or not the twelfthcentury book was an artefact of the earlier cult, the fifteenth-century
amplification of the Herodian narrative (and implicitly the story of the
Massacre of the Innocents) through alterations to the earlier illuminations,
speaks to the resonance this narrative had in the region.

Response, Resonance, and Retrospection in the Getty Vita Christi
The Getty manuscript is distinguished by its remarkable synthesis of old and
new images. Ultimately the identity of the tonsured supplicant remains
unknown, but the emphasis on an obscure cult and the amplification of the
Herod images were clearly meaningful. First created during a period of
intense anti-Jewish activity, including mob violence, murder, and accusations
in the twelfth century, the child murder cults experienced a resurgence in the
fifteenth century, when Jews had been absent from England for two hundred
years. The appeal of the twelfth-century child saints’ cults in fifteenthcentury England constituted its own form of hagiographic and cultural
response, which has generated a large field of study in recent years. 57 Lisa
Lampert has argued that the fifteenth-century Croxton Play of the

Sacrament, with its anti-Semitic tale of Jewish host desecrators/Christ killers,
enabled viewers simultaneously to engage with biblical and local history. She
argues that the play, which refers to little Robert’s death, overlaid Christ’s
murder with that of Robert, thus bringing biblical history into the “eternal
present”. 58 The Getty manuscript, with its reuse of the older Romanesque
illuminations, does much the same. Through captioning and the insertion of
the Robert miniature into the Herod programme, the Holy Innocents were
brought forward into the environment of the early modern reader, just as
valued images from Robert’s own era were embedded in a contemporary
book.
The preservation of pictures in the prayer book is not in itself unusual, but
the comprehensive inclusion of the earlier Romanesque illuminations does
suggest that they held symbolic and material value for the fifteenth-century
patron. This kind of repurposing proliferated throughout the Middle Ages: one
need think only of Abbot Suger, who describes the Carolingian foundations of
his new church as “stones like relics”. 59 What is striking is the degree to
which this book’s makers synthesized new and old. The reuse of medieval
manuscripts is often an accretive process, but in this case the makers
accommodated the older elements both structurally and aesthetically into
one campaign. The late medieval makers wove new texts and images
throughout the book, using the blank backs of the older illuminations but
preserving the existing quire structures where possible. The care taken to
preserve the older miniatures is seen particularly in one instance, where the
fifteenth-century artists went so far as to re-gild losses to the twelfth-century
golden backgrounds. 60 These artists also aesthetically softened the
distinctions between the two campaigns. The later illuminations echo the
size and dimensions of the earlier works, although the fifteenth-century
illuminations are squarer in shape. Several different artists worked on the
fifteenth-century additions, and one noticeably echoed the elongated forms
of the Romanesque figures, as seen in several images of Christ on the Cross
(figs 16 and 17). Although gold was used less freely in the later works, in
certain miniatures, such as those of the Crucifixion, the artist echoed the
golden backgrounds of the earlier miniatures, clearly bringing the newer
images into line with the Romanesque cycle. Linear gold frames, quite unlike
the foliate frames used on the Old Testament subjects at the beginning of the
manuscript, were used around the fifteenth-century miniatures in this
section. The golden frames resemble those seen on the Romanesque
Crucifixion (fig. 17) and Deposition, further synthesizing old and new. A
possible nod to the Romanesque Hellmouth appearing on folio 82v,
moreover, is seen as well in the fifteenth-century Fall of the Rebel Angels on
folio 6 (fig. 18 and see fig. 4).
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Figure 16.
Unknown maker, Crucifixion with Thieves, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 74). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content
Program.
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Figure 17.
Unknown maker, The Piercing of Christ’s Side, from
Illustrated Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 78). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open Content
Program.
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Figure 18.
Unknown maker, Harrowing of Hell, from Illustrated
Vita Christi (Life of Christ), with devotional
supplements, ca. 1190–1200 and c. 1480–90, tempera
colours, gold, and ink on parchment, 17.6 × 12.8 × 4.3
cm. Collection of The J. Paul Getty Museum, (Ms. 101,
fol. 82v). Digital image courtesy of Getty’s Open
Content Program.

Figure 19.
Unknown maker, Redrawing of an image of Gregory the
Great in an Anglo-Saxon copy of his Dialogi,, papal
letter to bishop Roger of Worcester added in the 12th
century, retouched parchment, second quarter of the
11th century. Collection of Bodleian Libraries,
University of Oxford, (Ms. Tanner 3, cat. no. 9823, P&A
iii. 45, pl. V). Digital image courtesy of Bodleian
Libraries, University of Oxford.

This pronounced effort to bring the older image into line with new devotional
practice invites consideration of the ways the Romanesque pictures may
have evoked Bury’s past. A similar example of artistic synthesis is seen in
the redrawing of an image of Gregory the Great in an Anglo-Saxon copy of
his Dialogues (fig. 19). The figure was retraced by a later artist who
nevertheless left visible the lines of the earlier illumination. Catherine Karkov
discusses the process of tracing as “an act of historical remembering”,
binding present and past. 61 Similarly, Larry Nees has discussed the
motivations of Ottonian illuminators who embellished Carolingian Gospel
books; prized for their association with missionaries, small-format Gospel

books evoked a significant period in Christian conversion and served as a
material link to that aspect of Christian history. 62 Historical remembering is
an essential concept when considering the motivations for the Getty Vita
Christi’s renewal. The reuse of images speaks not only to a sense of general
retrospection in late medieval manuscript culture but also marries this book
to a significant period for Robert’s cult.
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Wording the Wound Man
Jack Hartnell

Abstract
Little is known about the image of the Wound Man, a graphic drawing of a
violently wounded figure repeated across a series of European surgical
treatises from 1400 onwards. Focusing on the only known English example,
preserved in the back of a late fifteenth-century medical miscellany now in
the Wellcome Collection, London, this article seeks to unravel the origins and
scope of this picture. Considering both the image’s diagrammatic and
metaphorical qualities, it presents the Wound Man as a particularly potent
site not just of surgical knowledge but of a broader medico-artistic
entanglement.
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The Wound Man is an image at once enigmatic and troubling. A figure stares
out of the page bearing a multitude of graphic wounds. His skin is covered in
bleeding cuts and lesions, stabbed and sliced by knives, spears, and swords
of varying sizes, many of which remain in the skin, protruding like porcupine
quills from his body. His head and thighs are pierced with arrows, some
intact, some snapped down to just their heads or shafts. A club metes out
blunt trauma at his shoulder. Another slams into the side of his face. A
dagger pierces his side, and through his chest—rendered strangely
transparent so as to define his inner organs—its tip punctures his heart. As
well as weapons of war, he bears traces of more everyday accidents. His
shins and feet are clustered with thorn scratches and trod-upon blades. He is
peppered with itchy insect bites. And to compound his appalling misfortune,
this man is also deeply unwell. His armpits and groin sport rounded, dark red
buboes, rashes, and swollen glands suggesting the contraction of multiple
diseases, some of which, we read, have paralyzed his limbs. The violence
and illness rendered unto his body is total and all-consuming. Yet, despite
this horrendous cumulative onslaught the man’s expression is unnervingly
resolute. His eyes are wide open, he is a figure very much alive, and in this
simple detail the image’s purpose crystallizes. The Wound Man was not a
figure designed to inspire fear or to menace. On the contrary, he represented
something more hopeful: an imaginative and arresting herald of the powerful
knowledge that could be channelled and dispensed through the practice of
medieval medicine.
Known from at least twelve late medieval manuscripts and over twenty early
modern printed books, the broken body of the Wound Man has enticed a
bizarrely diverse collection of modern constituents, sculptors, cartoonists,
theorists, even playwrights. 1 Academic publishers, too, in their keenness for
dramatic dust jackets, have presented the figure as the cover-boy to
publications on diverse aspects of the medieval world, even books in which
he is never actually mentioned. But this popular prominence belies the fact
that no comprehensive study has ever been made of the Wound Man. First
highlighted in 1907 by the formidable analyst of medieval science, Karl
Sudhoff, the occasional author has in passing addressed some aspects of the
Wound Man’s medical context. 2 It is exclusively within the history of
medicine that discussions of the figure have thus far remained, a field in
which images are normally only considered—perhaps for better, perhaps for
worse—for what they might tell us about the specifics of contemporary
curative concerns: the scope and form of illness, treatment and cure, surgical
technique, pharmaceutical practice.
Engagement with the Wound Man can be pushed further than this, for it
offers historians a particularly potent and consistent site of exchange
between many of these same concepts of medieval medicine and the more
aesthetic and epistemic concerns interrogated by histories of the image. In

what follows, I want to take as my focus the only known English Wound Man,
found in the back of a fifteenth-century medical treatise in the Wellcome
Library, London, now known by the unfairly bland title of MS 290 (fig. 1). His
is a particularly confusing case, seemingly out of place and time. But by
unravelling the origins and scope of the picture, thinking about both its
diagrammatic and metaphorical qualities, this unique English figure can in
fact help us recognize intriguing strands of intra-cultural thinking in the later
Middle Ages. Like all Wound Men, he ultimately comes to stand with
particular vividness for an enterprise present across Europe and beyond, a
process of medico-artistic entanglement.

View this illustration online
Figure 1.
MS 290, folio 53v, depicting the Wound Man, after 1491, England,
paint and ink on parchment, 18 x 13.5 cm. Collection of the
Wellcome Library, London. Digital image courtesy of Wellcome
Library.

Diagramming Disease
The Wound Man is one of the last in a much longer lineage of medieval
medical images that utilized the flexible diagrammatic potential of the
human body. This body was, of course, the ultimate physiological subject of
medieval medicine’s travails, whether examined in the intellectualized and
theoretical atmosphere of Europe’s growing university faculties, or their
distinct counterpart in the manual arena of empirical medical craft, from
surgery and barber surgery to midwifery and apothecaryship. 3 Most often, in
the few books that survive from either of these worlds, the human form is
rendered schematically to enable an easy reading of its constituent parts.
Anatomical texts, for instance, sought to give shorthand visualization to the
body’s internal taxonomies by simplifying its systems. Individual internal
organs—heart, lungs, stomach, liver, and others—could all be rendered as a
series of semi-abstract shapes, instantly identifiable symbols for the complex
realities that lay beneath the skin (fig. 2). Elsewhere, in a different strand of
medical debate, writings on obstetrics and gynaecology presented the
interior space of the womb as a similarly simple conical or circular container,
visualizing different foetal presentations for the reader (figs. 3 and 4). And in
yet another tradition, the five-fold morphologies of the body’s primary
networks—veins, arteries, nerves, bones, and muscles—could also be laid
out in symbiotic patterns atop the skin of generic figures, giving totalizing
theoretical form to otherwise hidden inner matrices (fig. 5). 4
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Figure 2.
MS 49, folio 36v, depicting diagrams of various internal organs and
systems, ca. 1420–30, Southern Germany, paint and ink on
parchment, 40 x 30 cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London.
Digital image courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 3.
MS Cgm 597, folio 260v, depicting four presentations of
the foetus in the womb, ca. 1485, Germany, 31.5 x 20
cm. Collection of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
Munich. Digital image courtesy of Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00084541-6).
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Figure 4.
MS Cgm 597, folio 261r, depicting four presentations of
the foetus in the womb, ca. 1485, Germany, 31.5 x 20
cm. Collection of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
Munich. Digital image courtesy of Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00084541-6).
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Figure 5.
MS 49, folio 35v, depicting a diagram of the veinous system, ca.
1420–30, Southern Germany, paint and ink on parchment, 40 x 30
cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.

View this illustration online
Figure 6.
Cod. 2357, folio 65r, depicting a diagram of various medical
and planetary terms, ca. 1350–1400, Austria?, ink on
parchment, 28.5 x 21 cm. Collection of the Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek, Vienna. Digital image courtesy of ÖNB /
Wien.

Figure 7.
Sloane MS 2839, folio 2v, depicting bloodletting points, ca. 1100,
England, ink on parchment, 18.5 x 13 cm. Collection of The
British Library, London. Digital image courtesy of The British
Library Board.

Figure 8.
Sloane MS 2839, folio 3r, depicting bloodletting points, ca.
1100, England, ink on parchment, 18.5 x 13 cm. Collection
of The British Library, London. Digital image courtesy of
The British Library Board.
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Figure 9.
MS 8932, depicting the Zodiac Man, ca. 1415–20, England, paint and ink
on parchment, 13 x 12 cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London.
Digital image courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 10.
MS Cod. Guelf. 18.2 Aug. 4°, folio 110r, depicting
the Bloodletting Man, 15th century, Netherlands,
paint and ink on paper, 21.5 x 15 cm. Collection
Herzog-August Bibliothek, Wolfenbüttel. Digital
image courtesy of Herzog-August Bibliothek,
Wolfenbüttel.
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Figure 11.
MS W.73, folio 8r, depicting a diagram
harmonising the year and seasons above a
diagram harmonising the elements, seasons, and
medical humours, late 12th century, England,
26.7 x 15.5 cm. Collection The Walters Art
Museum, Baltimore. Digital image courtesy of
The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore.

Other surviving visual schemes of the medical body, though, could be more
complicated and played with what we might call a medieval interest in
diagrammatic ambiguity. Here, instead of exclusively reducing the body to
simple shapes or symbols, the exterior of the human form itself became a
space upon which to inscribe more abstracted systems of bodily control.
Man’s microcosmic relation to the macrocosmic universe, for example, could
be reiterated across demonstrative human figures. Take one image, now in
the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek in Vienna, where a man carries a
mandorla of planetary terms emanating radially from his face, his body set
within circles of text specifying the elements, humours, and tissues (fig. 6).

Clearly such a figure primarily embodies theoretical concepts: no man really
wears a bonnet of the sun and the moon, nor a beard of Mars, Saturn, and
Venus. Yet the specifics of his body, complete with detailed nipples and
navel, simultaneously lean towards the veristic. This is an image comfortably
caught between two depictive approaches that we too often frame as
oppositional: the diagrammatic and the naturalistic. Yet these were
commonly crossed modes of imaging in medieval visual culture, especially in
the field of medicine. The same is the case for images that showcased more
specific practices of treatment. In surgical manuscripts, the internal and
external spaces of realistic bodies could be marked up diagrammatically to
advise on the best approaches for a wide range of instrumented procedures.
Images illustrating cautery—a longstanding technique that used a heated
iron to strategically burn the body and realign its humoral balance—present
multiple case studies of patients drawn in flattened outline and highlighted
with dark red or black spots that guided practitioners to specific sites for
burning (figs. 7 and 8 ). 5 Similarly, the popular extant imagery of the twelve
zodiacal signs was often presented as a semi-monstrous hybrid, with
symbolic forms drawn atop real bodies to draw attention to limbs and
corporeal areas that should be spared treatment during particular
astrological cycles (fig. 9). And in pictures that directed the frequent practice
of medicalized bloodletting, bodies could be highlighted with red lines that
linked different diagnoses to the appropriate veins from which blood should
accordingly be drawn, the human form again rendered into a practical aid on
the page (fig. 10).
Although such dynamic medical images could sometimes function
epistemically in and of themselves, containing in their visual forms much of
the actual operative information of value to a working practitioner, textimage relations were also fundamental to these forms of diagrammatic
medicine. For one thing, written information could itself form the buildingblocks of aesthetic constructions. Medical words could be moulded into
delicate patterns and tabular systems showing the body’s humoral and
spiritual constituents, or mapped around readable wheels that roughed out
human life cycles and predicted a patient’s prognosis (fig. 11). 6 And text was
also almost always presented alongside the more recognizably bodily
diagrams above, working in tandem with the visual to produce medical
understanding. Anatomical imagery mingled with consistently replicated
physiological texts that elucidated their forms and comparative workings;
zodiacal and bloodletting schemes relied on adjacent tables of text and
numbers that aided in the calendrical calculation of lunar and solar cycles;
foetal presentations were clarified through accompanying gynaecological
writings, part of a process of intellectualizing the once vernacular field of
women’s medicine within a deliberately textual and exclusively masculine
medical sphere. 7 All these medieval pictures were the carriers of complex
medical knowledge, and their spots, bloodlines, organ systems, zodiac

symbols, and cosmological labels all effected a subtle change to the
rendering of the body. Pulling it away from a marker of personhood or
individuality, or even reality, they instead deliberately transformed the
human figure into a diagrammatic mode, imbuing the body’s bounds with
layers of medical information. It is in this context, where illustrations
performed a careful tension between image and text, and between the
diagrammatic and naturalistic qualities of the body, that the Wound Man
emerged.

Writing Wounds
Wounds and their treatments were much discussed in medieval medical
literature. Major intrusions into the theory of the continuous body, they were
potential ruptures to the body’s surface that threatened the integrity of a
wider scheme of biological dissolution and continuity, as addressed by
classical and contemporary authorities alike. 8 Accordingly, surgical writings
informed the practitioner how they might clear wounds of detritus, clean
them, stitch them closed with needles and thread, apply various healing
medications, and wrap them in complex systems of bandaging to quicken
healing.
One group of surgical books in particular, written in fourteenth- and fifteenthcentury Germany, emphasized the importance of this external wound
medicine by twinning it with writings on more internal treatments to create a
successful and much-replicated textual series. Encompassing gynaecology,
humoral medicine, and wound treatment, the group is sometimes known as
the Dreibilderserie—literally the “three-picture series”—after their use of
three key images to elucidate their contents in what we have seen is a
common yet complicated diagrammatic mode.
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Figure 12.
Msc.Med.6, folio 142v, depicting a Disease Figure with
halo, ca. 1175–1200, Central Germany, ink on
parchment. Collection Staatsbibliothek, Bamberg.
Digital image courtesy of Staatsbibliothek Bamberg /
Photo: Gerald Raab
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:22-dtl-0000003840).
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Figure 13.
MS Lat.11229, folio 37v, depicting the Disease
Man, ca. 1400–25, France, ink on parchment.
Collection of the Bibliothèque nationale de
France, Paris. Digital image courtesy of BnF
2017.
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Figure 14.
MS Lat.11229, folio 31r, depicting the Pregnant
Disease Woman, ca. 1400–25, France, ink on
parchment. Collection of the Bibliothèque nationale
de France, Paris. Digital image courtesy of BnF 2017.
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Figure 15.
MS Lat.11229, folio 36v, depicting the Wound
Man, ca. 1400–25, France, ink on parchment.
Collection of the Bibliothèque nationale de
France, Paris. Digital image courtesy of BnF
2017.

The first two of these figures, known as the Disease Man and the Pregnant
Disease Woman, seem to have appeared earliest and perhaps share common
ancestry in an image from a late twelfth-century medical compilation now in
Bamburg. 9 Here, the opening paragraph of a short treatise entitled the
“Tractatus de scemate humano” introduces a long list of bodily taxonomies
to be discussed—veins, bones, nerves, and so on—before concluding with
the phrase “a capites inchoantes ita depinxerunt [sic]” (beginning with the
head, as depicted). Below, packed close to the text, is this very depiction. A
distinctly Christ-like figure strikes a striding pose across the lower margin, his
body overwritten with various humoral distinctions, medical terms, and
maladies that might befall the body (fig. 12). Both the Disease Man and

Pregnant Disease Woman preserve similar subscriptive features. In a
surviving fifteenth-century manuscript written in France, probably one of the
earliest to include the series, the Disease Man looks not unlike the Bamburg
figure, although rather than appearing inside his body the texts of his
eponymous diseases mostly enshroud him. 10 He is flanked and crowned with
a fan of memorable catchwords naming diseases and conditions, from
alopecia and tinitus to melancholia and vertigo (fig. 13). The manuscript’s
Pregnant Disease Woman, too—shown dressed in a simple wimple, perhaps a
sartorial measure to vindicate what must have been a predominantly male
gaze into her most intimate regions—similarly draws on the diagrammatic
ambiguity of earlier medical imagery to etch pithy catchwords across the
surface of her body and within her schematic innards (fig. 14). Her heart is
labelled (cor), as well as her kidneys (renes) and gallbladder (fel), and she
bears various specifically gynaecological terms, from a deficiency of milk
drawn across her breasts (deficiens lactae) to her womb (matrix) filled with a
twinned pair of foetuses peeking out from within (embrio). Just like her male
counterpart, her body also heralds more general disease. We read on her
arms that both her hands are broken (fractio manuum), haemorrhoids are
noted above her right thigh (emoroides), and a textual arthritis maligns her
shoulders and upper knees (artetica).
On their own, the labels of both these figures are hardly forthcoming or
detailed from a medical standpoint. Nor are they necessarily placed in
correspondence to the actual location of a particular complaint, a potentially
confusing scenario for any practitioner tempted to take them too literally.
Such a basic reading, however, does not do justice to the complex textimage relations that contemporary professionals would have been familiar
with in such books. Rather than a directly functional map of the body and its
ailments, both Disease Man and Pregnant Disease Woman were deliberately
situated in the ambiguous space between the veristic and the diagrammatic,
designed as a useful mnemonic list of potential problems, the specifics of
which could be further sought out in the substantive textual cures which they
accompanied. These cumulative images catalogued and performed the
encyclopedic power of such a manuscript’s medical contents.
This is the case, too, with the third of the so-called Dreibilderserie, the
Wound Man, who also appears in the Paris manuscript in between the
Disease Man and Woman (fig. 15). As well as the remnants of spears and
arrows, his body bristles with words that buzz around him in all directions,
something that seems to have been important in realizing the figure even in
its very earliest iteration, a group of three male figures from a late
fourteenth-century medical miscellany now in the Lobkowicz Collection,
Prague (figs. 16, 17, 18). 11 Here, text plays a blunt but important role.
Amidst details of other treatments and cures, these three early figures
present themselves as visualized lists of disease and injury, the first of

“fistule et cancres” (fistulae and cancers), the second of “volnera sagittis
facta” (arrow wounds), and the third of “omnia volnera” (general wounds). In
each, small slit-wounds are linked with thin red lines or the actual arrows of
their making to either the word “curabiles” or “incurabiles”: curable or
incurable. The laconic succinctness of these diagnostic judgments at first
seems casual, unhelpful even. Yet they might well have had some diagnostic
use for a medieval practitioner encountering such injuries. The simple
designation “curable” could at least confirm to an experienced practitioner
that it might be worth both his time and reputation to progress to
subsequent stages of treatment. After all, the fear of legal action in
“incurable” cases is recurrently annunciated in surgical sources from this
period, which often urge practitioners not to undertake dangerous or
hopeless cases lest the patient’s death be attributed to failure on their part.
12

In these proto-Wound Men, the physical form of the man’s body worked in
conjunction with its surrounding network of simple text to prompt or disbar
further intervention.

Figure 16.
MS Cod. VI Fc. 29, page 97, depicting an early
Wound Figure, ca. 1350–1400, Southern
Germany or Bohemia, ink on parchment.
Collection of the Lobkowicz Library and Archives,
Nelahozeves Castle, Czech Republic. Digital
image courtesy of The Lobkowicz Library and
Archives, Nelahozeves Castle, Czech Republic.

Figure 17.
MS Cod. VI Fc. 29, page 98, depicting an early Wound
Figure, ca. 1350–1400, Southern Germany or Bohemia,
ink on parchment. Collection of the Lobkowicz Library and
Archives, Nelahozeves Castle, Czech Republic. Digital
image courtesy of The Lobkowicz Library and Archives,
Nelahozeves Castle, Czech Republic.

Figure 18.
MS Cod. VI Fc. 29, page 98, depicting an early Wound
Figure, ca. 1350–1400, Southern Germany or
Bohemia, ink on parchment. Collection of the
Lobkowicz Library and Archives, Nelahozeves Castle,
Czech Republic. Digital image courtesy of The
Lobkowicz Library and Archives, Nelahozeves Castle,
Czech Republic.

More linguistically complicated are the later, fifteenth-century Wound Men
which make up the vast majority of the medieval genre. Take an example
from around 1420, found in a large southern German encyclopedia of
medical, spiritual, and eschatological texts (fig. 19). 13 The Wound Man is
presented here in his typical format, with slightly squat legs and outstretched
hands, surrounded by short sentences that hover in the vicinity of respective
wounds. These phrases serve to both highlight and individuate particular
injurious details, but importantly too the short terms are not only descriptive
but also itemized with small red numbers. Each catchphrase links a particular
debilitating representation to a specific paragraph of a short treatise that
preceded the Wound Man on the book’s previous two folios.
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Figure 19.
MS 49, folio 35r, depicting the Wound Man, ca. 1420–30, Southern
Germany, paint and ink on parchment, 40 x 30 cm. Collection of the
Wellcome Library, London. Digital image courtesy of Wellcome
Library.

This text, seemingly compiled in the early 1400s, is known as the
Wundartznei or “Surgery”, and accompanies all known medieval iterations of
the image, either in its original Latin or a localized vernacular. 14 German and
Bohemian botanical terms within the text suggest a Bavarian or Czech
influence on its contents, and the close analyses of Gundolf Keil and, more
recently, Erltraud Auer and Bernhard Schnell, have shown the treatise’s debt
to a successful earlier thirteenth-century medical work, the widely
distributed Artzneibuch of Bavarian author Ortolf von Baierland. 15 Only fortyfour paragraphs long, the Wundartznei addresses the treatment of wounds in
two parts, the first a list of surgical procedures and the second an
“Antidotar” or pharmacotherapy, including healing ingredients and recipes.
This presentation of the Wound Man, then, effectively casts the figure as a

table of contents or index to its accompanying text, a body of injuries that
might itself be perused as a source for a corresponding cure. One legend, for
instance, written along the large spear piercing the figure's left side and
penetrating into his stomach, reads “So der gross viscus wund wirt 14” (If
the large intestine is injured 14). The reader is thus directed to the
Wundartznei’s fourteenth item on the preceding page:

14. Item wirt der groze darm oder der magen oder gederme
alzo saltu daz heilen. Du salt is zu nehen mit einem subtil
fadem und salt doruf schutten rot puluer. Daz selb puluer
ist zu allen wunden gut und daz beste. Daz mach alzo Nym
swartz win daz uf daz aller rotest si und blutstein i loth
muscate und wiß wiroch itzlichs i lod Gummi arabicum iii
lod sanguinem draconis und mumie itzlichs i loth Daz
zerstoß aller zesammen und mach doruß puluer und behalt
das ze notem.
14. Item If the large intestine is [injured] or the stomach or the
entrails, you can heal it thus: sew it together with a fine
thread and sprinkle red powder on it. The same powder is
good for all wounds, and the best can be made thus. Take 9
[lots of] black wine that is the very reddest and 1 lot of
hematite, 1 lot each of nutmeg and white frankincense, 3
lots of gum arabic, 1 lot each of sanguinem draconis
[dragon’s blood] and mummy. Pound that all together,
make a powder out of it, and keep it as needed. 16

Here, the Wundartznei is suggesting the application of a styptic, an
antihaemorrhagic agent in the form of a red powder made to particular
specifications, designed to staunch bleeding after closing the wound in
question.
Such curative advice appears on all medieval Wound Men and can vary
dramatically in its tenor. Sometimes it is rather pedestrian. A catchphrase
beside the southern German figure’s right foot reads “19 Wo der mensch
rudig oder kretzig ist” (19 When a man is itchy or scabby); the corresponding
paragraph 19 suggests three antipruritic salves, one of grapevine ash and
two others of quicksilver or burnt lead mixed with herbs and oils. Other
phrases found about him are more obscure. A caption of text next to the
figure’s left foot reads “Vor slangen biss und vorgifft 41” (For snakebite and
poisoning 41), directing the reader to the Wundartznei’s forty-first paragraph

and a pair of short cures to be applied to the bite, one involving apple and a
second using crushed sage. Some sentences, however, hover beside the
Wound Man unnumbered, curative elaborations unique to a specific
manuscript that simply float near their respective depicted maladies to be
read direct from the figure. In the southern German book, a large block of
text by the man’s left leg reads:

Vor den figen nym ein heissen ziegil stein und tw doruff wizen
wiroch daz ein gut dampf do von gange und setz den siechen
dorubir und laß den roch und dampf wol an die figen gan daz is
linde werde und wen daz geschit so nym halder swam und sturtz
den ubir den figen sie vorgent und vorswinnet und daz puluer von
holder swum sint gut dorubir zo der gebrest gross ist
For warts take a hot brick and put white frankincense on it until a
lot of steam comes off it and set the sick man over it and let the
smoke and the steam cover the warts until they soften and when
that happens take fungus from an elder tree and press it over the
warts, they will go away and disappear and the powder from elder
fungus is good if the blemish is large

Figure 20.
MS Ny Kgl. Saml. 84b, folio 4v, depicting the Wound Man, ca.
1450, Germany?, paint and ink on parchment, 75 x 62 cm.
Collection Kongelige Bibliotek, Copenhagen. Digital image
courtesy of Kongelige Bibliotek, Copenhagen.

The situating of this text is very much in the same vein as the
supplementary, paratextual commentaries frequently found in the margins of
medieval manuscripts, offering dialogical comment on the treatise’s main
body. But here, the body to be elaborated is not that of the Wundartznei
treatise, it is the Wound Man himself. Echoing the common layout of
contemporary medical texts “a capite ad calcem”—quite literally arranged
from cures of the head down to cures of the toe—in cases like this the Wound
Man takes as his skeleton the literary structure of the Wundartznei text, a
constructional blurring of body and words. The format of some fifteenthcentury Wound Men make this relationship even clearer: in one large-scale
figure, now held in the Kongelige Bibliotek in Copenhagen, the Wundzartnei
is presented not as continuous text on appending pages, but is instead
broken up and presented in small circles that directly orbit the figure himself

(fig. 20). 17 Rather than numbers, corresponding sections of curative text are
linked to limbs and wounds by a frantic networks of thin red lines. The
physical structure of the Wound Man’s body is itself transformed into a giant
anthropomorphic treatise.
That the Wound Man’s artists and authors were deliberately manipulating
this body-text interaction is further suggested by one paragraph of the
Wundartznei in particular. In this passage, item 11, the text focuses on the
treatment of abscesses behind the ears and elsewhere about the body, and
as part of its curative instruction it encourages the medieval practitioner to
commit to memory a short three-line verse:

Daz ist zo vil gesprochen: der arczt, der arczenne wil, der zal an
sehen den menschen: noch kunste, noch dem alter, noch kraft,
noch der stat, complexion vnde gestalt, noch sitten der
gewonheit, noch zu gefelle des siechtvms, noch vormisschunge,
noch der zitt, noch der lufft.
It is often said: The doctor who wants to be a doctor should look
to the people: the art, the age, the strength, the region,
complexion and form, their habits, the disease, the gender, time
and air.
On the one hand, this verse simply reiterates a classical list of the so-called
“non-naturals”, climactic and lifestyle variables that had long been thought
to affect the health of men and women. Yet on the other, the mnemonic
exhortation that the reader should “sehen den menschen”, effectively “look
to the patients”, takes on an added potency given that this very text was
plotted about the unnervingly graphic body of just such a wounded figure.
The Wound Man, therefore, becomes the person to whom the reader should
look for good guidance in giving health, allowing for the dynamic possibility
of a two-fold reception of the figure as at once a bookish diagram and a real
living being, a body that inventively categorized nuanced information for the
medical practitioner by presenting a vivid, animated patient who was himself
meant to be read like a book.

Printing Problems
It is through acknowledging the Wound Man’s integral relation to text that
the case of the only known English example, the Wellcome Wound Man of MS
290 with which I began, starts to unravel. Certainly this figure, like his
Germanic counterparts above, relates to the written word. He is surrounded
by abbreviated and carefully underlined Latin catchlines which follow a
familiar format. Sentences run around his body elaborating the conditions

shown: incisio cerebri (incision to the brain), inflatio faciei (swelling of the
face), veruce utrique (warts on both sides), or, more ominously, vulnus
angustum habens foramen ubicunque (wound with a narrow opening,
anywhere). What is unusual, however, in the Wellcome Wound Man is that
these limited floating sentences are the only text that appears alongside
him. The Wundartznei and its numbered paragraph structure, so integral to
the genre, are nowhere to be seen, nor do they appear anywhere else in the
pages of the book.
The very presence of the figure in this manuscript feels somewhat uneasy.
Produced in England around the mid-fifteenth century, MS 290’s main
sections preserve a pair of anatomical treatises. 18 The first is a text fortyeight folios long and ascribed in a Latin incipit to Galen, listing the internal
structure of the body in five chapters organized consecutively from the “soyft
brayne” down to the “haunches”. The second is the Anatomia Porci, a wellknown and much shorter seven-folio text from the eleventh or twelfth
century describing the theoretical dissection of a pig, attributed to the
Salernitan master Copho. 19 Whilst finely executed in a neat hand, these
texts are devoid of any accompanying imagery save the occasional
illuminated initial. Only in the manuscript’s final pages, a separate quire of
eight folios which appear to have been trimmed to fit with the rest of the
book, do a number of individuated medical images appear: a pair of nude
male figures, a pair of skeletons, and a pair of figures with exposed nerves or
veins—all shown doubled across facing pages from both front and
behind—followed by a single image of the Pregnant Disease Woman and, at
the very back of the book, the Wound Man (figs. 21–27 and 1).
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Figure 21.
MS 290, folio 52v, depicting a diagrammatic medical figure from the
front, after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x 13.5
cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 22.
MS 290, folio 49v, depicting a diagrammatic medical figure from
the back, after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x
13.5 cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 23.
MS 290, folio 50r, depicting a diagrammatic skeleton from the
front, after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x 13.5
cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 24.
MS 290, folio 50v, depicting a diagrammatic skeleton from the back,
after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x 13.5 cm.
Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image courtesy
of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 25.
MS 290, folio 51r, depicting a diagrammatic medical figure from
the front, after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x
13.5 cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital
image courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 26.
MS 290, folio 51v, depicting a diagrammatic medical figure from
the back, after 1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x
13.5 cm. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.
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Figure 27.
MS 290, folio 52r, depicting the Pregnant Disease Woman, after
1491, England, paint and ink on parchment, 18 x 13.5 cm.
Collection of the Wellcome Library, London. Digital image
courtesy of Wellcome Library.

If the Wound Man is concerned with the surgical treatment of external
wounds, what place does it and the rest of this group have accompanying
two abstract, theoretical texts drawn from an altogether unrelated area of
medical expertise? The first step towards an answer comes in the form of an
offhand comment by S. A. J. Moorat in his catalogue of the Wellcome Library
in 1962, where he suggests that the imagery of MS 290 acted as a
manuscript model for another, much grander project, one of the earliest
known printed medical books in Europe, the Fasciculus medicinae. 20 Printed
in Venice on 26 July 1491 by the brothers Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori,
this extremely popular sixteen-folio collection gathered together six
anonymous works on uroscopy, phlebotomy, zodiacal medicine,
gynaecology, wound surgery, and humoral disease, all supposedly originally

gathered, the text states, for use in teaching by an earlier German physician,
Johan von Kircheim, sometimes anglicized to John of Ketham. 21 In this
Venetian book, each part of the sextupled series is accompanied by an
explicatory image that embellishes and clarifies the contents of the chapter,
delicate engravings by an unnamed artist that historians have persistently
tried to link with the great figures of the Italian Renaissance, from Mantegna
and Carpaccio to the Master of the Dolphins and Bellini (figs. 28–33).
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Figure 28.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus Medicinae, folio 1v,
depicting a urine diagram (Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio De
Gregori, 26 July, 1491), printed ink on paper, 40.3 x 29.8cm.
Collection of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich (Rar.749).
Digital image courtesy of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).
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Figure 29.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus
Medicinae, folio 2v, depicting a Bloodletting
Figure (Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori,
26 July, 1491), printed ink on paper, 40.3 x
29.8cm. Collection of the Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich (Rar.749). Digital image
courtesy of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).
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Figure 30.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus
Medicinae, folio 5r, depicting the Zodiac Man (Venice:
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, 26 July, 1491),
printed ink on paper, 40.3 x 29.8cm. Collection of the
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich (Rar.749). Digital
image courtesy of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek
München (urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).

View this illustration online
Figure 31.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus
Medicinae, folio 5v, depicting the Pregnant Disease
Woman (Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori,
26 July, 1491), printed ink on paper, 40.3 x 29.8cm.
Collection of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
Munich (Rar.749). Digital image courtesy of
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).

View this illustration online
Figure 32.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus
Medicinae, folio 9r, depicting the Wound Man
(Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, 26
July, 1491), printed ink on paper, 40.3 x 29.8cm.
Collection of the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek,
Munich (Rar.749). Digital image courtesy of
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).
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Figure 33.
Giovanni and Gregorio De Gregori, Fasciculus Medicinae,
folio 12r, depicting the Disease Man (Venice: Giovanni
and Gregorio De Gregori, 26 July, 1491), printed ink on
paper, 40.3 x 29.8cm. Collection of the Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich (Rar.749). Digital image courtesy
of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek München
(urn:nbn:de:bvb:12- bsb00052856-8).

Why this product should necessarily be the work of a named art-historical
“master” is unclear. Venice at this moment was an explosive centre of print
technology, rich in many different skilled engravers and print craftsmen. 22
Regardless, as Tizania Pesenti has convincingly demonstrated, these
accompanying images were not an original idea of the Fasciculus artists.
Whatever the identity of the printmakers in the employ of the brothers
Gregori, the book draws directly on fifteenth-century manuscript traditions
for both its texts and its images, specifically the German medical books that
first imaged the Dreibilderserie (Disease Man, Pregnant Disease Woman, and
Wound Man). 23 At least one such ancestor still survives in Rome

today—Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana Cod. Pal. Lat. 1325—and its long
history at the library, highlighted by Pesenti, suggests the journey from
southern Bavaria to northern Italy was certainly possible during the Middle
Ages.
Visually speaking, it is easy to see why at first glance Moorat—presumably
not aware of the Vatican manuscript—instead saw the Wellcome’s English
Wound Man as the model for the printed Wound Man in the Fasciculus (fig.
32). Both have the same contrapposto pose, their muscular arms drawn
down and palms outstretched towards the viewer. They share the same
square jawlines, hairless heads, and open-eyed stares; the same rounded
chins, twin transparent stomachs, and identical cuspular detailing of their
knees which match line for line. The loose shapes of their internal organs are
likewise extremely similar—something no two other extant Wound Men have
in common—and they bear matching murderous instrumentation: swords,
spears, daggers, and clubs attack their bodies at precisely the same
locations, they bleed from the same cuts, and share sores of the same
shape, orientation, and size.
The only difference between the two is textual. Unlike his manuscript
counterpart, the printed Venetian Wound Man’s words go far beyond simple
hovering captions. Linked to him by thin snaking lines that sometimes
traverse his entire body, he is conjoined to much more substantial square
blocks of floating text, and connected to him, too, are a number of initials,
running from a to z, and onwards from aa to dd. Like the numerals of earlier
Wound Men, these are paragraph indicators, bringing the figure into dialogue
with a treatise printed on the Fasciculus’s following pages, one that
corresponds almost directly to the Wundartznei in its medieval Latinate form,
borrowed like the rest of the book’s texts from an earlier iteration in a
German manuscript original. Words, therefore, divide these two figures, and
it becomes increasingly difficult to see how the Wellcome figure—absent of
the treatise which is replicated in the Fasciculus—could have been the
Venetian’s model.
How, then, can the extremely close similarity between Venetian print and
English painting be explained? Kathleen Scott, in her detailed catalogue
description of the manuscript, suggests that the artists responsible for both
MS 290 and the Fasciculus might have been working from the same model,
now lost. This hypothetical referent is certainly a possibility, especially given
the diversity of sources that seem to influence the group of images at the
back of MS 290, although such a chronology based on style would ultimately
read against Pesenti’s clear and self-contained continental model for the

Fasciculus. 24 Alternatively, we might try to compress Scott’s chronology by
flipping Moorat’s original conclusion, suggesting instead that the painted
Wound Man in MS 290 was not the template for the Fasciculus, but—working

against the current of technological chronology—was instead modelled on it,
preserving the imagery of a circulating printed work in the older manuscript
form.
Comparing the two images again with this in mind, certain details of MS 290
come to the fore. The unlabelled object to the top of the manuscript man’s
head—perhaps an ill-fitting hat or metal helmet, an otherwise unique detail
within the genre—might be better understood as an error in translation. In
the printed original, we read that the ill-defined bulge at the top of the
Wound Man’s head is in fact a stone, labelled in the Fasciculus as “Lesio
capitis cum . . . lapide” (Lesion of the head from . . . a stone), a detail again
drawn from the tradition of the German originals. Through the flattening and
saturation of print, however, the rock appears to have lost its clarity for the
Wellcome artist, who with little regard to the text—or perhaps limited ability
to understand its Latin detail—has instead transformed it into a piece of
headgear along the general war-faring lines of the figure. Other images
elsewhere in the manuscript, too, bear similar palimpsests of the Fasciculus.
In places, the osmosis between print and parchment is subtle: the first pair of
figures in the Wellcome manuscript, for instance, share with the Fasciculus
Disease Man both his sticking-out tongue and four floating circles of text
marked “Sensus communis”, “Cellula ymaginativa”, “Cellula estimativa”, and
“Cellula memorativa”, typical terms to individuate the four sections of the
brain. 25 Others, however, follow the Wound Man in a far more verbatim
translation: the Pregnant Disease Woman is likewise a near-identical copy,
following the Fasciculus’s textual catchwords—especially the unusual group
of disease names firing out from her forehead, unknown in any other
manuscript version—as well as the unusually low and central positioning of
the womb at the centre of her body, both details found exclusively in the
Fasciculus.

Figure 34.
Cod. 14034, folio 8v, depicting a Bloodletting Figure,
copied from the Fasciculus medicinae, after 1491,
Austria?, 32.8 x 21.8 cm, ink on paper. Collection
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna. Digital image
courtesy of ÖNB/ Wien.

We can surmise, therefore, that at least some of these images display direct
influence of the Fasciculus, and were added as a separate quire of diverse
figures to the mid-fifteenth-century anatomical treatises some time after the
printed text’s publication in 1491. Evidence from contemporary medical
circles corroborates that it was quite possible for an Italian printed medical
book to be circulated in England soon after publication. Vivian Nutton cites
the example of Garrett Godfrey, an early sixteenth-century bookseller in
Cambridge, who could arrange speedy shipment of recently printed material
from both Lyon and the Fasciculus’s native Venice. 26 Moreover, MS 290 is far
from being an outlier in its copyist ethic. At least three other hand-written
manuscript facsimiles of the printed Fasciculus exist: one a manuscript on
paper today in Vienna, which duplicates five of the original six printed texts
(fig. 34); another now in the library of Trinity College Cambridge, which

repeats the Fasciculus’s blood-letting text and figure (fig. 19); and a third
book in Leiden, which copies both the printed book’s text and figures,
including yet another replicant Wound Man (fig. 36). 27
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Figure 35.
MS O.9.21, folio 29v, depicting a Bloodletting Figure, copied
from the Fasciculus medicinae, after 1491, England, 28 x 20 cm,
ink on paper. Collection Trinity College Cambridge. Digital image
courtesy of Master and Fellows of Trinity College Cambridge.
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Figure 36.
MS BPL 1905, folio 9r, depicting the Wound Man, copied
from the Fasciculus medicinae, after 1491, Netherlands?,
29 x 17cm, ink on paper. Collection Universitaire
Bibliotheken, Leiden. Digital image courtesy of
Universitaire Bibliotheken, Leiden.

But the Wellcome manuscript highlights in particular that it was not only
medical professionals who took an interest in the Fasciculus’s theoretical,
surgical, and pharmaceutical elements: artists too were clearly also drawn
early on to its new aesthetic properties. Although a lack of provenance for
MS 290 before the nineteenth century means the specifics of the book’s
creation remain clouded—as do the motivations of a potential patron who
might have commissioned the copying of such images—clearly the visual
capacity of the Wound Man and other diagrammatic figures was strong
enough to elicit a complete extraction from their usual context as mediators
of textual treatises, granting them their own independent aesthetic life.

Wounds Between Fields

Figure 37.
Hieronymus Brunschwig, Buch der Cirurgia, (Strassburg:
Johann Gröninger, 1497), folio 1r, printed ink on paper.
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich (2 Inc.c.a. 3452).
Digital image courtesy of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek
München (urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb00026460-6).

Only six years after his appearance in the Venetian Fasciculus medicinae, the
image of the Wound Man made yet another printed departure. In 1497,
Strasbourg publisher Johann Grüninger reformatted the figure as a
frontispiece to a major work on battlefield surgery by the renowned German
master, Hieronymus Brunschwig (fig. 37). 28 As usual we see a man beset by
weapons, although here a little more slope-shouldered and anaemic than in
previous iterations, and placed afresh into a tangible stone-floored space
before a looping double window. His image in fact recurs several times in the
book, although significantly no text ever surrounds him besides the treatise’s
resplendent title, which proudly proclaims: “Dis ist das buch der Cirurgia,

hantwirchung der wund artzny von Hyeronimo brunschwig” (This is the book
of surgery, handiwork of the surgeon Hieronymus Brunschwig). Here, rather
than itemized alongside the figure, the Wundartznei’s curative contents have
been updated and absorbed into the specifics of Brunschwig’s own text,
leaving no need for this Wound Man to carry numerated or alphabetical
catchwords, nor thin lines linking his body to partitioned paragraphs. Instead,
his impact here is intended as purely visual, acting as a general herald to the
surgical cures contained within the book’s pages. What more dramatic a
scene could an author ask for when announcing boldly their cumulative
works on the surgical craft? Yet whilst such a semi-severance of image and
context must have been roughly contemporaneous with that occurring in MS
290, Brunschwig’s intervention appears to have had far more wide-ranging
and long-standing consequences for the potent image of the Wound Man. A
lurid lure to publishers for over five hundred years, his presentation runs in a
more or less continuous lineage from the Buch der Cirurgia down to the dust
jackets of today’s modern medical tomes with which I began. As an evocative
illustrative trope, he provided consistently vivid frontispiece imagery,
featured in surgical works as widespread as Hans von Gersdorff’s Feldtbuch
der Wundartzney (1517), Berangario da Carpi’s Tractatus perutilis et
completes de fractura cranei (1535), the posthumous Opera chirurgica
(1594) of Ambroise Paré, and John Brown’s A compleat discourse of wounds
(1678) (figs. 38–41).

Figure 38.
Hans von Gersdorff, Feldtbuch der Wundartzney,
Strassburg, 1530 [first 1517]), folio 22v, printed ink
on paper. Collection of the Wellcome Library,
London, (EPB 2761/B). Digital image courtesy of
Wellcome Library.

Figure 39.
Berengario da Carpi, Tractatus perutilis et
completes de fractura cranei, (Venice, 1535), folio
1r. Special Collections of the New York Academy of
Medicine Library. Digital image courtesy of The
New York Academy of Medicine Library.

Figure 40.
Ambroise Paré, Opera chirurgica, (Frankfurt,
1594), p. 354. Collection Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Munich, (999/4Med.8).
Digital image courtesy of Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek München.

Figure 41.
John Brown, A compleat discourse of wounds, (London,
1678), p.37. Collection of the Wellcome Library, London,
(EPB/B 15691/B/1). Digital image courtesy of Wellcome
Library.

In light of this ultimate and ongoing divorce from his textual origins, work
might now begin which reflects upon the original medieval iterations of the
Wound Man, searching for something much more powerful than his important
yet nonetheless confined status as a organizational medico-literary tool,
work that brings the figure more convincingly to life. For whilst wounds were
things much discussed in medical texts, they also featured as potent
signifiers across a much broader medieval literary world. 29 Recent
scholarship has argued for a complex topography of wounds in the Middle
Ages, with injuries and their carefully measured compensation embedding
themselves in the pages of courtroom records, haunting the faces of literary
heroes—who in speaking identified themselves as much by their wounds as
their names—and evoking a proud sanctity in the metaphors of confessional
literature and saintly vitae. 30 Images contemporary to both early and later

Wound Men, too, likewise suggest that a mixture of verbal and visual
wounding was not restricted to the medical, most obviously in the religious
realm. On both small and large scale, the floating menace of the Arma
Christi, or the impious aggression of wall paintings of the Sunday
Christ—picturing Jesus wounded by the tools of workers ignoring the
Sabbath—make clear the flamboyant artistic metaphors of the wound (figs.
42 and 43). Certainly if his expression is anything to go by, like Christ, the
Wound Man does not acknowledge the pain he must be going through, but
instead is shown in the throes of a more anaesthetized and almost holy
expiatory experience. This was something Karl Sudhoff acknowledged as
early as 1907 when he first described the Wound Man, dubbing him a
surgically distorted, “grotesque St. Sebastian”. 31
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Figure 42.
The Prayerbook of Bonne of Luxembourg, fol. 331r,
depicting the Arma Christi and the Wound of Christ, before
1349, Paris, ink and paint on parchment, 13.2 x 9.7 cm.
Collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
(69.86). Digital image courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of
Art.

Figure 43.
The Sunday Christ Relief, c. 1500,
England, alabaster. Collection Victoria &
Albert Museum, London, (A.1-2010).
Digital image courtesy of Victoria and
Albert Museum, London 2017.

All this is not necessarily to say that the Wound Man must now himself be
read directly as legal evidence, chivalric hero, saint, or Christus medicus. But
his was an image whose emergence within this world of living wounds cannot
be ignored. His potential was far greater than the specifics of bodily injury or
accident. He was a complex site of contact: between sickness and cure, print
and painting, and medicine and society as a much broader whole. Only in
acknowledging this may we recognize him as an innovative creation
indicative of the furthest limits of the medieval medical imagination, a figure
cast into constant suffering to help the Wound Man’s readership heal and
simultaneously let their minds wander far beyond medicine through his late
medieval woundscape.
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Passion: Gendered Experience and Response”, in Women and the Book: Assessing the Visual Evidence, ed. Lesley
Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 204–29.
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Sudhoff, “Wundenmann”, 351.
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Introduction by
Amy Jeffs, PhD Candidate, University of Cambridge
As part of a larger effort at the British Museum to 3D-model artefacts, the
first phase of the Digital Pilgrim Project has applied this technology to
medieval badges. In Europe, the large-scale copying of artworks began with
die-stamped or cast metalwork. One such reproducible object took the form
of the image-bearing pilgrim badge. Badges cast from moulds between the
late thirteenth and early sixteenth centuries probably numbered in the
millions, and were sold near cult sites to droves of pilgrims. 1 The fifteenthcentury poet Beryn describes devotees of Becket visiting the badge vendors’
stall upon leaving Canterbury Cathedral:
Then, as manere and custom is, signes there they boughte,
For men of contre shuld know whom they had soughte.
Ech man set his sylver in such thing as they liked. 2
Worn on itinerant, moving bodies to proclaim the pilgrim’s special
relationship with a patron saint, these souvenirs functioned as the mass
media of the Middle Ages, inviting parallels with today’s reproductive
technologies. They often replicated iconographies and ornamental motifs
current in contemporary deluxe manuscripts, monumental artworks, and
architecture. To produce them cheaply, en masse and at speed, makers used
eutectic lead-tin alloys that can be cast thinly at a remarkably low melting
point (below 200 degrees centigrade) (fig. 1). The delicate, silver-bright
objects that resulted from this casting technique reveal their base metal
properties only with age. Together with secular badges, the numerous
surviving examples in modern collections offer a fascinating overview of the
vernacular visual language of medieval Christendom.

Watch Video
Figure 1.
Casting a Medieval Pilgrim Badge, Pewterer Colin Torode (Lionheart Replicas)
casts a replica of a Thomas Becket Pilgrim Souvenir in the collection of the
British Museum. Digital image courtesy of Digital Pilgrim Project.

The British Museum has over 680 medieval badges, nearly all of which were
excavated in the last two centuries from the banks of the Thames. Five are
on public display but the remainder are in storage. The former receive little
attention from visitors and it is no wonder; time has robbed them of their
sheen and obscured their imagery. Whatever appeal they might have had as
tactile souvenirs is denied the modern viewer by the need to preserve them
behind glass. The Museum of London, with its more local historical focus, has
a considerable number of medieval badges on display, pinned so that visitors
can see both sides, but there are still many hundreds more in store. Their
mobility and sheer proliferation are central to their interest as a source.
Nevertheless, these two features resist communication in the usual display
contexts.
For art historians, medieval badges represent an artistic source found
archaeologically in great number, connected to the most artistically active
institutions of the period and worn publicly by individuals from a range of
socio-economic backgrounds. They thus have much to tell us about the
movement of images in geographical and social terms. As we digitize
collections for online catalogues, providing auxiliary platforms for

visualizations in digital media offers a means of highlighting the research
potential of the object type, a stand-alone research tool, and a point of
access to facilitate further study.
The project aims to use the medium of 3D modelling via the Sketchfab
interface to address the challenge of communicating tactility. 3 The resulting
sample of twelve 3D models allows online visitors to select and virtually
handle objects. The image is augmented with interactive annotations, which
expand when selected to offer explanations of iconography, manufacture,
and use. The labels are unobtrusive so that the reproduction dominates the
viewing field. This 3D technology allows the historically overlooked object to
be celebrated with unprecedented emphasis on its aesthetic qualities.
The growing ease and popularity of applying digital media, such as 3D
modelling, to art-historical causes raises questions for the field. What do
such technologies offer to the practice of art history in museums and
universities? What dangers might be associated with our increasing reliance
upon them? This British Art Studies “Conversation” feature brings together
specialists associated with pioneering digitization projects to assess four
strands of enquiry: how to qualify experience, how digital tools can dramatize
display, the utility of 3D modelling as a research tool, and the subsequent
status of the original in relation to the reproduction.

Accessibility and Experience
There are many advantages to working with digital media for an art history
project. The sheer novelty of the digital can attract attention to understudied
original objects, in this case, medieval badges. Since being uploaded
between July 2016 and January 2017, the Digital Pilgrim models have
received over 5,200 views on Sketchfab. At a scholarly level, they are already
being cited in major publications, used for university-level teaching, and
informing dissertations. These successes prove the value of virtual handling,
and affirm the ease of accessibility and the discoverability of the British
Museum’s page on the Sketchfab platform.
Our 3D model of the “Herte” badge received over 730 views in nine months
(fig. 2). In reality, it is in storage and has been out of public view since 1848.
Taking into account its historical neglect and lack of reputation, these
viewing numbers are a coup for an impact report and show a great
improvement on its availability heretofore. Yet questions arise that are hard
to overlook. For one thing, is the convenience of the digital 3D model
detrimental to the quality of the viewer’s experience? The lovers’ token
presumably symbolized an intense emotional experience for at least one
person. Likewise, in order to purchase a pilgrim souvenir, the medieval
individual generally had to undertake a long, expensive, and possibly

dangerous journey. The profound sentimental value assigned to these objects
by their footsore owners is attested by the surviving hoods and manuscript
pages neatly decorated with personal collections of pilgrim badges.
View this illustration online
Figure 2.
Herte badge, ca. 14th–15th Century, lead alloy, 4.6 x 3.3 cm. Digital replica of
pilgrim souvenir in the collection of the British Museum (1848,0828.7). Digital
image courtesy of Model created by Rob Kaleta for the Digital Pilgrim Project
(2016). Taken courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

In contrast, digital technologies, including the 3D model, go hand in hand
with the values of convenience and speed that characterize the internet age.
Once we have capitalized on the medium’s assets and successfully invited
viewers to the model, is there any call for further intellectual and emotional
investment in the experience? For the first wave of this provocation,
respondents are invited to explore whether digital reproduction can provide
meaningful encounters with original objects and, if so, how can that be
measured?

Public Engagement
3D modelling is being enthusiastically utilized by museums to increase
opportunities for public engagement. When we uploaded the first of the
Digital Pilgrim models in January 2016, there were only sixty-five models on
the British Museum’s Sketchfab page, mostly representing larger sculptural
objects in the museum’s collection. Now, that number has increased by over
one hundred, includes more miniature pieces, and continues to grow. The
self-evident archival benefit is that 3D models create an accurate record of
objects in collections. However, there is also an important interpretative
benefit. Prior to the digitization project, there were few opportunities to
provide additional resources to complement the five badges on display, as
well as for interpreting the rest of the collection in storage. In the gallery
space, the small, grey objects are easily overlooked. This vast collection of
miniature sculptural artefacts was calling out for a resource that could isolate
and celebrate individual pieces, as well as contextualizing their place within
collections.
The curators of the medieval Europe collections, Lloyd de Beer and Naomi
Speakman, had already been experimenting with 3D modelling, so we
applied it to medieval badges in earnest. The Sketchfab platform bridges the
gap between the online catalogue and the gallery, enabling the
interpretation of objects in new ways. Pilgrim badges, which are suited to
being held and turned in the hand, have not only been afforded new

visibility, but, in addition, the virtual handling offered by the 3D model,
designed to enable turning and zooming, reflects authentic modes of
interaction with the object.
The digital 3D model complements conventional museum displays and
simulates direct encounters. Clearly, the technology is particularly suited to
some object types, such as miniatures and artworks that were intended to be
held and turned—experiences that are inaccessible to us in the present. This
corpus is being more clearly defined with every new model posted online by
cultural heritage institutions. The second wave of respondents will address
how museums and galleries might make most effective use of digital 3D
modelling.

Utility for Teaching and Research
A digital 3D model holds spatial information, marking a significant deviation
from its static 2D predecessors. It is essentially a code that records scale,
texture, and colour in minute detail, building point clouds from hundreds of
photographs, connecting them up with a mesh before imposing surface
texture and colour. 4 On Sketchfab, this is conveyed on the screen using
linear perspective, creating an illusionistic sense of pictorial recession as the
image is manipulated by the viewer. It is an accessible, detailed and
interactive means of representation that serves art-historical research by
providing accurate data and stimulating new perspectives.
There are many other objects in museum storage that could be similarly
interpreted, bringing long-hidden resources to students and allowing young
scholars to engage in primary research early in their careers. Nevertheless,
art historians have only relatively recently begun to realize the utility of 3D
modelling; for some, the demands of research questions lead serendipitously
to the technology, for others, knowledge of the technology provokes new
questions. The Zurich Declaration on Digital Art History states that “there
should be a productive two-way relationship between research questions and
digital applications.” 5 However, as and when applications are discovered, it
is crucial they are shared, and that art historians are generous in outlining
their methodologies for the benefit of the discipline. This Conversation piece
hopes to provide a forum for projects employing 3D digital technologies to
share their applications of the medium to art-historical ends. The third
element of this provocation is an appeal for examples of whether, how, and
why 3D modelling has proven an effective research tool.

Honouring the Original
Finally, do advances in digital imaging technology threaten a loss of interest
in the original? The latest waves of the so-called “material turn” have
ushered in object-focused extra-curricular courses for doctoral students that
are becoming commonplace for humanities programmes in higher education
institutions. 6 On the one hand, the digital 3D model may seem at odds with
the movement: yet another form of replication diluting the status of the
original. On the other, I would argue that, particularly for inaccessible
artworks, modelling bridges the gap between viewer and artefact more
successfully than traditional modes of reproduction, generating an
imaginative encounter by intensifying some sensory information and muting
others.
The digital 3D model is currently the most accessible, democratic mode of
reproduction available as a surrogate for a direct encounter. My final
question asks what 3D modelling offers our experience of the original.

Conclusion
3D digital media can be used to generate aesthetically rich reproductions of
artworks that are novel, accessible, and infinitely shareable. Their digital
platforms preserve information quantifying interactions that are a great help
in measuring the “impact” of a project. Despite these benefits, there remains
no truly effective automated tool for measuring depth of experience;
assessing the human response still depends on processes like conversation
and written testimonial, albeit accelerated by feedback forms, email, and
comments posted online. These subjective and partial modes of evaluation
augment newer metrics and have the power to prompt further enquiry, as
befits our work in the Humanities. They demand that we interrogate our
perceptions of what constitutes an aesthetic encounter—as explored in the
response to this piece by Erich Hatala Matthes—and, as Fern Insh argues,
discover how the utility and popularity of digital visualizations may help
safeguard the future of art history.
Thomas Flynn’s response demonstrates that in the case of fragile or
inaccessible objects, our ability to offer informative and aesthetically
compelling surrogates for the direct encounter facilitates important public
engagement with heritage objects. Nevertheless, Dan Pett warns against
over-emphasis on the popularity of 3D media, offering a broad view on public
engagement and citing politically controversial cases.
When it comes to teaching and research, the data capital of the 3D model is
unsurpassed. The fact that models can be projected into lecture theatres,
where they can be manipulated by the speaker and later viewed from home

at the student’s leisure, is already enriching university teaching (as Lucy
Splarn attests). Moreover, the medium of 3D visualization itself allows for
unprecedented virtual close-looking and contains valuable spatial
information that can be applied to research questions, such as those raised
by Sofia Gans in relation to the periodization of bronze casting. Likewise, as
Tim Ayers’s example of the “St Stephen's Chapel, Westminster: Visual and
Political Culture, 1292–1941” demonstrates, scholarly involvement in digital
reconstruction demands academically productive imaginative recreation of
the original making process, extrapolated from the scant remains of the
source in question.
The final responses explore the potential for 3D reproduction to lead to some
kind of loss of the original. Robert Hawkins shows the advantages of the 3D
model over the static, planar medium of photography for the study of
sculpture, while Gabriel Byng considers how various forms of reproduction
may aid the interpretation of an obscure original. And yet, despite
acknowledging the power and potency of digital replication, Tom Nickson
argues for the fundamental irreplaceability of a direct encounter with the
original.
This Conversation brings together a polyphony of voices, drawn from a range
of positions in the small but growing world of digital art history. Similarly,
possessing a plurality of reproductions that oribit the designated original is
like peering through a selection of lenses. Together, they bring in and out of
focus the various meanings of the object of study and enhance its
presentation to a broad and complex array of audiences.

Response by
Fern Insh, Andrew Mellon Digital Research Forum Project Officer, Courtauld
Institute of Art

#DAHRG and Rethinking Art History
Reflecting on my first year as The Courtauld’s Digital Research Forum Project
Officer, I am particularly proud of creating #DAHRG. The hash-tagged battle
call, short for Digital Art History Research Group, invites researchers to take a
small, combative step towards changing how art history is published, studied
and taught.
I began my career as a conventionally trained art historian. My PhD and
immediate outputs analysed the reach of the location of images in postReformation Scottish society. The potential impact of the research was only
realized when I undertook a postdoctoral role that required me to build a
tourism app (Discover: Old Aberdeen). After creating digital models for
inclusion in this app, including an image of pre-Reformation St Machar’s
Cathedral (fig. 3), I realized that my academic knowledge and technological
skills were allowing me to represent virtually the lost fabric of preReformation Scotland. After the app’s release, app users and staff from other
departments and institutions took an interest in my research. I am positive
this reception was down to digital models having the ability to captivate and
inspire. It was from this learning that #DAHRG was formed. I believe that
digital skills, skills that bring research to life, should be mandatory for art
historians.

Watch Video
Figure 3.
St Machar’s Cathedral prior to the Reformation, 2016, digital model. Digital
image courtesy of Fern Insh.

#DAHRG hosts seminars on inspiring projects and runs digital technology
workshops. For example, a CAD for Architectural History workshop, led by
Meg Bernstein and myself, taught basic SketchUp skills (CAD stands for
Computer-Aided-Design). Likewise, Digital Pilgrim’s Rob Kaleta led a session
on how to make 3D models of small artefacts using the Structure-fromMotion technique (SfM). The impressive “impact” statistics of Digital Pilgrim
show how an early career art historian might benefit from learning the
labour-intensive, yet not unfathomable, skill of SfM. 7 The purpose of
#DAHRG’s maiden year, therefore, has been to teach participants how to use
digital technologies to enhance both research methods and scholarly impact.
For the second year of #DAHRG I intend to organize intensive, researchfocused workshops. Future CAD workshop participants, for instance, will learn
to demonstrate the value of their work in a visually stimulating, accessible
way.
To remain current, the traditional presentation and study of art history needs
upgrading. Increasingly, our intended audiences access information from
mobile sites and apps on phones and tablets. If art historians are not making
research outputs compatible with such platforms, then they will miss
reaching audiences that may care about their research. #DAHRG, therefore,
simply teaches skills needed today to communicate art-historical research

effectively and, additionally, encourages art historians to not exclude
“digital” in their self-definition. Ultimately, I hope that this action will provoke
a cultural change and that art history tutorials will begin looking more like
#DAHRG workshops (fig. 4). If we, the wider scholarly community, do not
adopt a unified digital strategy, then we will lose the ability to inspire the
public and, by extension, a future generation of art historians. Without
inspiring this audience, we can anticipate more funding cuts and further
departmental liquidations. In short, by making art history digital now, we can
save its future.

Figure 4.
1 #DAHRG workshops in action, 2017. Digital image courtesy of Fern Insh.

Response by
Erich Hatala Matthes, Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Wellesley College,
Massachusetts

The Experience of Digital Models
How should we qualify the experience of a digital 3D model? Is it akin to the
experience of a cheap and convenient knock-off that undermines the value
of authenticity? Or might it offer a rich new avenue for the experience of art
and history? I wish to offer two brief considerations in support of the latter
conclusion.
Among the kinds of experiences offered by art and artefacts are aesthetic
ones. In contrast with the formalism of the mid-twentieth century, which
construed aesthetic experience exclusively in terms of the perceivable
properties of the object, many philosophers today think of aesthetic
experience as being strongly conditioned by a range of mental capacities. As
Alan Goldman puts it, aesthetic experience is “imbued with thought,
imagination, and emotion”. 8 So, first, 3D models offer the promise of
engaging our intellectual and imaginative faculties in ways that are often
precluded in a museum context, particularly for the public at large. For
instance, the ability to manipulate a 3D model can reveal spatial
relationships and details that a photograph might obscure. The addition of
annotations, sounds, and other sensory components can likewise offer new
perspectives on dormant or underexplored objects.
Some critics raise concerns about how replicas might diminish aesthetic
experience. Carolyn Korsmeyer has emphasized how “implicit touch” or mere
proximity to genuine items, as opposed to replicas, can facilitate a transitive
connection with the past: you are in the presence of an object that itself
bears the touch of an historical figure, that itself existed in a prior time. 9
She worries that replicas, made from new material or existing in the digital
realm, sever that connection. However, although 3D models are a step
removed from originals, the intimate relationship to the original in the
production of a high quality model (capturing every contour and crevice
through scanning and photography) is like a digital caress that might
plausibly preserve the very transitive relationship to the past that Korsmeyer
is concerned with. 3D models also offer an engaged kind of “touch” through
manipulation of the model that could be more generative for aesthetic and
educational experience than mere proximity to an encased original.
Second, the quality of the experience of 3D models must be weighed against
the lack of public access to substantial portions of museum collections. As
Joseph Raz writes: “the point of values is realized when it is possible to

appreciate them, and when it is possible to relate to objects of value in ways
appropriate to their value. Absent that possibility, the objects may exist, and
they may be of value, but there is not much point to that.” 10 3D models
help prevent cloistered collections from being valuable but unappreciated.
This is, of course, not to claim that the original becomes dispensable once a
model is available: as I have suggested elsewhere, digital replicas could very
well increase interest in the original, especially where it is otherwise
unknown or inaccessible. Such interest could prompt renewed visits to
neglected collections or reshuffling of curated displays that would otherwise
have been unlikely to occur.
Thus, we have reason to think that 3D models can both offer unique and
valuable modes of aesthetic, material, and experiential engagement, as well
as offering the promise of renewed public and scholarly interest in otherwise
inaccessible originals. They provide a stimulating complement that can work
in concert with, rather than replace or diminish, original collections.

Response by
Tom Flynn, Cultural Heritage Lead at sketchfab.com

3D modelling for Public Engagement
When a direct encounter with an historic artefact is impossible, 3D models
allow people to explore an object beyond either the static images of the
online catalogue or the fixed view of the original behind glass. The 3D model
allows rotating and zooming to discover true shape and detail. Indeed, some
details, such as the specular shine of gold lettering on the reverse of these
nineteenth-century “cabinet cards” are especially well suited to viewing in
3D, where the viewer can observe the play of light (in this case artificial)
across an object's surface. 3D modelling has many applications, some of
which I will present here, that are quietly redefining the relationship between
the public and museums.
The provocation specifically considers the 3D modelling of objects that are
held in museum stores, but the technology can also be applied to objects
beyond the museum. As repositories of human experience, museums can
benefit from 3D modelling’s potential to record ephemeral or immovable
objects with unprecedented precision and to bring them into the institutional
space (whether real or virtual). Equally, these tools might be used to foster
relationships with the architecture and land art of remote or unstable
regions, as well as archaeological and natural sites.
It is important to emphasize that 3D modelling need not mean that the
original is ignored. A revolutionary aspect of 3D modelling is that members of
the public can be involved in the making of reproductions. With little training,
they are already helping to contribute to the massive task of 3D digitization
at the photography and image preparation stages. For example this is how a
local community group helped create models for the British Museum’s Object
Journeys project. The Micropasts project has also shown that volunteers
across the world are willing to contribute to other parts of the
photogrammetry workflow.
Virtual technologies can aid the contextualization of originals. The data from
the 3D reproduction can be used to create virtual reality (VR) and
augmented reality (AR) experiences that help communicate the meaning of
historical objects. With minimal setup, all models uploaded to Sketchfab can
be viewed in VR on desktops and smartphones. As content production for
these technologies is still young, the field is wide open for experimentation.

In fact, 3D modelling can be used to generate a wealth of experiences,
whether real or virtual. 3D files can be downloaded and printed, thereby
taking on a third existence. Not only does this bring the public closer to
artefacts in a very personal way, but it is also allowing people whose primary
means of experiencing the world is through touch rather than sight to learn
by feeling the form of an artefact. Some people have even brought their own
3D prints to meet the original at the museum. 3D data can complement a
variety of resources and help to dramatize collections. By combining it with
images, audio, and text it is possible to create rich sensory experiences.
Museum in a Box is just one of the initiatives seeking to leverage the value of
3D in combination with other media for the benefit of education within the
cultural heritage field.
Finally, the experiences of operators of virtual material are as real as those of
any visitor to the museum gallery. As people spend more time browsing
online, 3D digitization offers a chance for historic content to reach new
audiences. 3D models from the British Museum have been featured on
specifically “tech” oriented sites like Gizmodo and Techcrunch. Likewise, the
community on the Sketchfab platform itself is diverse, including video game
artists, scientific researchers, VR enthusiasts, and engineers. By publishing to
Sketchfab, which has averaged twenty million visitors per year in five years,
the British Museum is able to reach audiences that may not be among the
seven million visitors per annum to its galleries.
It is probably worth noting at this point that 3D modelling cannot do
everything we would hope at the moment. Photogrammetry is an accessible
method of digitization but it has its limits—it’s extremely difficult to scan
very shiny objects and near impossible to get results from images of
transparent or translucent subjects. Additionally, there is still a huge amount
of work to be done in regards to formalizing 3D modelling within the wider
context of museum work: acceptable levels of precision; universal scale and
colour standards; how best to archive 3D files and in what formats for future
use; the ethics involved in the scanning and display of some subjects; linking
3D data on platforms like Sketchfab to the masses of metadata generated;
how to display often huge 3D datasets on the widest variety of devices.
Organizations like the Wellcome Trust and Collections Trust, the
Rijksmuseum, the IPERION CH, and the CNRS are tackling these issues by
hosting conversations and research in this area.
It is only through testing the opportunities and limits of 3D modelling that we
might come to understand its true potential for engaging the public in
meaningful ways with historic collections. 3D modelling is simply a next step
in visualization, but the possibilities of the medium for public engagement
(along with its re-use online and in VR, AR, MR, and physical experiences) are

excitingly unknown. It is only in the last few years that increased access to
digitization and publishing platforms has enabled large-scale creative
exploration of the medium.
As the efficacy of these experiences is tested by audiences and academics
alike, the focus is moving swiftly from an interest in the technology of 3D
digitization to the best practices and formats for education, engagement,
and storytelling.

Response by
Daniel Pett, Digital Humanities Lead, British Museum

“The concept of ‘anyone’ is key to the discussion of 3D production”
The burgeoning 3D scene provides a panoply of opportunities for academic
and museum communities to engage with diverse and increasingly
technologically astute audiences. Until recently, technological and financial
barriers to entering the 3D realm have been relatively high, even
insurmountable for private and public institutions and individuals considering
the development of 3D models en masse. The advent of high-quality mobile
phone cameras, mobile 3D production applications, and the rise of
photogrammetry now makes it possible to cheaply and easily create 3D
representations or even reproductions of suitable objects.
The concept of “anyone” is key to the discussion of 3D production; access to
a camera and suitable software enables a wide range of participants to
develop digital creations. Institutions have the choice to either get on board
the 3D production line, or the public will come in and capture your
sculptures, your objects and your three-dimensional spaces. The work of
Sebastian Heath, Geoffrey Marchal, and Thomas Flynn, and the celebrated
case of Nefertiti’s bust by Nora Al-Badri and Jan Nikolai Nelles demonstrate
how private individuals have acted independently of the institutions to which
the artefacts belong. The public has also answered calls to collaborative
community action, such as the crowdsourcing of Project Mosul
The British Museum’s recent 3D productivity comes out of work by Thomas
Flynn and the Arts and Humanities Research Council-funded MicroPasts
project, which led to my colleagues and I trying to rapidly produce 3D
content for public engagement. The Museum does not have an in-house
dedicated 3D team and therefore capacity is limited. Ideally, knowledge
transfer will happen amongst curatorial staff, with devolved responsibility for
3D documentation becoming the norm.
Models we have created have been used for the handling desks for
blockbuster exhibitions such as Sunken Cities, for the innovative Museum in
a Box project, for the work of the author of this provocation (Digital Pilgrim),
for experimental archaeology, for PhD research on the morphology of
palstaves, within Virtual Reality applications, for commercial product
development, and most visibly within the British Museum’s Room 3, and with
high impact on the Sketchfab platform.

The move towards 3D as a didactic instrument can be demonstrated through
photogrammetric models, such as the Skull whence British Museum curator
Alexandra Fletcher used her expertise to annotate a model. This enabled it to
be embedded in the National Geographic’s story, transferring her encoded or
visualized scholarship to a large audience. This model now takes on a public
engagement aspect of its own; it can now easily be reused as a teaching
tool. The model itself can also generate serendipitous re-use through
integration with third-party applications such as VR environments (see the
British Museum’s Oculus demo), through home or office printing for use in
educational environments, and through derived artistic reinterpretation.
However, we must not ignore the fact that statistics show these models are
not used by mass audiences. A cursory glance at the Sketchfab platform
shows that many 3D models garner several hundreds of views, but very few
receive viewing figures in the thousands and even fewer in the millions.
There are also notable examples of negative 3D public engagement: the
Palmyra arch debacle is a prominent example of the mistaken belief,
perpetrated by the popular press, that recording and documentation
processes are equal to the preservation of original artefacts.
The future is positive for the ethical use of applied 3D technology, and the
public is the key. The production of 3D data is now democratized, the
ubiquitous mobile phone in your pocket allied with the power of cloud
computing, allows everyone to create or even co-create high quality output.
Whether the public wishes to consume them in their everyday activities is to
be seen, but opportunities to push this consumption to mainstream
audiences will increase annually.

Response by
Tim Ayers, Professor in the History of Art, University of York
For the recent AHRC-funded research project “St Stephen's Chapel,
Westminster: Visual and Political Culture, 1292-1941”, we set out to visualize
the interior of a great lost building. St Stephen’s served first as a medieval
royal chapel, which we modelled as it might have looked in the 1360s (fig. 5).
In 1547 it became the House of Commons, which we modelled as it might
have looked in 1707. The growing potential for 3D modelling to visualize
something lost, as much as to reveal the appearance of something hidden,
was demonstrated by the resulting animation.
Watch Video
Figure 5.
St Stephen's Chapel, Westminster, virtual reconstruction, 2016. Digital image
courtesy of St Stephen's Chapel Westminster Project 2017.

Virtual modelling was intended to help us address research questions: the
character of these spaces in relation to liturgical and political practices, and
relationships between them over time. It also allowed us to present project
findings to the public. For both purposes, the medium poses a challenge, as
models do not present an argument in and of themselves. To be of value for
research purposes, they need to be integrated into the scholarly process,
and fully documented. These issues are addressed by the London Charter
which sets high standards for the computer-based visualization of cultural
heritage. Our decisions about developing the model were made on the basis
of workshops with other scholars, and will be published shortly as a way to
fulfil the Charter’s requirements, but are also presented to some extent
within the models themselves, among the interpretative tools.
I would identify three particular research benefits from the process, all
involving the visual imagination. The first was the chance to experiment with
possible forms for the building. Antiquaries, architects, and scholars have
reconstructed St Stephen’s often over the last two centuries, in a long
tradition of recording architecture on paper. These records are sometimes
contradictory. Furthermore, the upper parts of the building will never be fully
known, as they were destroyed before any detailed record was made. We
took the opportunity to explore alternatives, therefore, especially in height
and structure.
Second, the decision to reconstruct furnished interiors allowed us to
experiment with interior spaces. In the medieval model, we made a timber
screen to divide the choir from the antechapel, a liturgical division, it has

been argued, that shaped the political division of the commons chamber and
its lobby. As a working hypothesis, we placed it at the lobby/chamber divide,
and tried to fit it into a highly decorated space. In conversation with Hugh
Harrison, a specialist in timber structures, we learned how it could be
constructed, but also deconstructed, in frames. The screen is known only
from documents but signalling its presence is important to understanding the
history of the building.
Finally, the project forced us to bring together, in three dimensions, many
kinds of materials that are often studied separately, from woodwork and
stone sculpture, to stained glass and wall paintings, and to think about their
interrelationships. These outputs depended on collaboration with many
different scholars, which was revealing in itself. We cannot retrieve the
interiors exactly, but we can approximate an experience of them, from the
astonishing lavishness of the medieval chapel to the cramped conditions of
the early modern House of Commons.
Here, “Experiment” is certainly the operative word. Both in terms of the
building’s form and its furnishings, our visualization can be neither “right”,
nor complete. This is an important qualification both for public engagement
and scholarship, as virtual models with a level of finish can have an
appearance of authenticity. For the researchers, however, the models forced
us to confront and re-imagine the original creative process. How may the lost
stained glass have been conceived to work with the liturgical layout, the
surviving wall paintings, and the recorded sculpture? How could the medieval
interior be adapted to seat members of parliament after 1547? In short, how
may the opportunities and constraints of the commission, or the existing
building, have informed the decisions that were made?

Response by
Sofia Gans, PhD Candidate, Columbia University

Photogrammetry as a Research Tool for Technical Art History
Indirect bronze casting is a technically complex process whereby multiple
identical bronze figures are cast from a single initial model. 11 3D modelling
enabled me to prove that, contrary to current understanding, the technique
was used in German-speaking lands just as early as in Italy, and perhaps
even earlier. 12 The research formed part of my doctoral dissertation, which
seeks to correct an imbalance in the study of bronze sculpture. Historically,
the field has paid most attention to Italian casting techniques in the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, while largely ignoring developments north of the
Alps. I used the Vischer workshop of Nuremberg as a case study—a prolific
family of founders active from 1453 to the 1540s—and employed 3D
modelling, in particular photogrammetry, to show that this German workshop
cast multiple bronze figures from the same few models. 13
Several of the Vischers’ tomb commissions contain cast brass figures that
appear to come in pairs, with slight variations in pose and attributes
(figs 6–9). To determine whether these sculptures had indeed been cast from
the same model using indirect casting, I had to acquire precise
measurements of these works and compare them, as sculptures cast from
the same model would have identical measurements. Photogrammetry was
the perfect tool for this, as the technique generates precisely scaled virtual
3D models from a set of photographs which can be compared against each
other in a digital environment. 14 It is also better suited to objects that do
not reside in museums than other methods of 3D capture such as laser
scanning, as it is easier to obtain permission to capture non-invasive
photographs on-site than to bring in laser scanning equipment.

Figure 6.
Vischer Workshop, Apostle, brass, Tomb of Archbishop
Ernst of Saxony, ca. 1495, Magdeburg Cathedral,
Magdeburg, Germany. Digital image courtesy of Sofia
Gans.

Figure 7.
Vischer Workshop, Apostle, brass, Tomb of Archbishop
Ernst of Saxony, ca. 1495, Magdeburg Cathedral,
Magdeburg, Germany. Digital image courtesy of Sofia
Gans.

Figure 8.
Vischer Workshop, Apostle, brass, Tomb of Archbishop
Ernst of Saxony, ca. 1495, Magdeburg Cathedral,
Magdeburg, Germany. Digital image courtesy of Sofia
Gans.

Figure 9.
Vischer Workshop, Apostle, brass, Tomb of Archbishop
Ernst of Saxony, ca. 1495, Magdeburg Cathedral,
Magdeburg, Germany. Digital image courtesy of Sofia
Gans.

In the fall of 2016 I photographed the figures on the tomb of Archbishop
Ernst of Saxony in Magdeburg Cathedral, cast around 1495 (fig. 10). I
included scale bars calibrated to .0001mm accuracy, which allowed me to
scale the point clouds I generated using the program Agisoft Photoscan. 15 I
compared these point clouds using the software CloudCompare, which
registers the two point clouds against one another, then calculates the
distance between them, providing the user with a depth-map of where the
clouds differ (figs 11 and 12). All the models from the Magdeburg tomb were
identical to within .0001mm, aside from the areas that had been purposefully
modified in the wax intermediate model. For multiple sculptures to be so
close to identical, the artists would have had to employ indirect casting. I

was therefore able to show that this technique was already in use at the
Vischer workshop in the 1490s, without any documented exchange with
Italian craftsmen.

Figure 10.
Vischer Workshop, Tomb of Archbishop Ernst of Saxony, ca. 1495,
Magdeburg Cathedral, Magdeburg, Germany. Digital image courtesy of
Sofia Gans.

I employed 3D modelling to answer a quantifiable research question, proving
that indirect casting had been in use in Germany at the same time, and
perhaps even prior to its use in Italy. My conclusion doesn’t simply make
assumptions based on visual comparison, but rather provides verifiable,
repeatable, data-centred proof. This was essential in order to change the
long-standing accepted timeline of bronze casting innovations in western
Europe, thereby further challenging art history’s Italo-centric worldview,
which presumes Italian artists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were
technically superior to their northern European contemporaries. Investing
time and resources in learning the techniques of photogrammetry produced
manifold research benefits. As well as serving my primary hypothesis,
clarifying the casting techniques used by the Vischers opened up avenues to
re-examine more traditional art-historical realms such as division of labour
between artisans and workshops, training and apprenticeship, and city craft
regulations. This in turn leads to a rich, interdisciplinary form of technical art
history.

Figure 11.
Comparison of figures 6 and 7 in CloudCompare, Figure 6 is shown in
native colors (colors sourced from the photographs), while Figure 7 is
overlaid in a depth map. The scale to the right shows the meaning of each
color in millimeters. The majority of blue sections indicates a difference of
less than the accuracy of the models’ scale, which is accurate to
.0001mm. Digital image courtesy of Sofia Gans.

Figure 12.
Comparison of figures 8 and 9 in CloudCompare, Figure 8 is shown in
native colors (colors sourced from the photographs), while Figure 9 is
overlaid in a depth map. The scale to the right shows the meaning of each
color in millimeters. The majority of blue sections indicates a difference of
less than the accuracy of the models’ scale, which is accurate to
.0001mm. Digital image courtesy of Sofia Gans.

Response by
Lucy Splarn, Undergraduate Student, University of Kent

Working from 3D Models for Undergraduate Art History
My fellow BA students and I are conversant with and dependent on digital
resources. We therefore welcome accessibility to innovative technological
tools. For my final year dissertation, I wrote about the iconography and
function of an original, almost entirely unstudied, pilgrim souvenir depicting
Saint Thomas Becket riding a peacock. The sign depicts a figure in
benediction perched on top of a hollow-based peacock with a frontal hook
used to suspend a Canterbury bell. Whilst kept in storage at the British
Museum, this special souvenir is evidently limited in accessibility, for it
exclusively appears published in art historian Brian Spencer’s pilgrim badges
catalogue. 16 The object had been recently modelled in 3D by the Digital
Pilgrim Project, and I found out about it via my course convenor, Dr Emily
Guerry, in a module at the University of Kent that examined medieval saints,
relics, and churches.

Figure 13.
Undergraduate Seminar, University of Kent. Digital image courtesy of Lucy
Splarn.

The visual and tactile restrictions inevitable in gallery display and storage are
in many ways overcome by Sketchfab. With a simple double click or swipe of
the mouse, I could zoom in to the details of the souvenir and rotate it,

without losing any quality in pixel. This ensured my access to a high level of
accuracy for a continuous and thorough examination. No other tool offered
me such a unique opportunity to observe the object.
I did not meet the object face-to-face until a week before I was due to submit
my dissertation. When it comes to getting a feel for the object, the proximity
with which the Sketchfab experience matched my experience of holding the
souvenir during a handling session at the British Museum demonstrates the
advantages of the 3D tool over the standard two-dimensional printed image
in catalogues. In fact, the digital tool played a major role in preparing my
expectations of the Becket on a peacock souvenir prior to my first encounter
with it. When I held the badge I could direct my focus on assessing the
aesthetic expectations that I had already imagined based on the digital
image. One obvious conflict arose between my expectation of its scale. The
Sketchfab platform offers a “theatre mode” vision of the model which
enlarges the image and, despite the clear dimensions that are included in
the accompanying description, it had created an illusion that the badge was
larger than its true form. However, at the same time, this feature enabled me
to examine decorations in detail based on visually accurate evidence.
Fundamentally, the open-access online interface of the 3D model aided my
opportunity to study an object that had received little to no attention from
scholars and to do so at my convenience. As long as I had connection to the
internet, visual analysis was possible from any location at any time of the
day or night. Similarly, the “tag” tool connecting these tangible objects
together through corresponding keywords was an effective method of which I
took advantage, as it enabled me to compare and contrast the sign with
other relevant material. It increased the efficiency in my research to compare
the souvenir to similar artefacts.
Ultimately, in my experience, the digitization of pilgrim badges has the
ability to break down the barriers that correlate with two-dimensional images
and, in turn, generates an ideal perspective for foundational research in the
technology driven mind of the contemporary student.

Response by
Tom Nickson, Lecturer, Courtauld Institute of Art
Ripped from the earth, smelted, transported, melted, and moulded. A brief
moment of display on a hat or cloak before being lost or discarded.
Preserved in mud, discovered, washed, catalogued, and, finally, stored. This
is the life of most surviving pilgrim badges and ampullae. Whether drawn,
photographed, or scanned, they lead more active lives on the page and
especially the screen—clarified and magnified—than in the dark cupboards of
the museum. Discussion of reproductions raises questions: is the original
honoured this way? Should it be honoured? What is the original anyway: the
badge or the mould into which it was poured or pressed?
3D reproduction offers exciting new ways to encounter these objects, but is
something perhaps lost in translation? To be sure, the original badges have a
weight and sense of proportion to the human hand that cannot be captured
digitally. But we should not fetishize their tactility. Display in the gallery
precludes touch just as much as the virtual model, and even those who have
the privilege of handling such objects typically only experience texture
through sweaty latex gloves.
Those who do need to see the original, or might need to see it, must second
guess the curators who invariably act as gate-keepers, protecting “their”
objects, as well as their own time. Why risk damage, when high-quality
digital surrogates exist—surrogates that are far more accessible than the
originals, and entirely adequate for most people? This is increasingly the
policy of most collections, and rightly so. Manuscript scholars are already
familiar with this problem, and in some cases resort to feigning interest in
quire structure, evidence of use, treatment of the vellum, binding or other
features in order to gain access. The problem is the “might”, for we cannot
always anticipate the questions raised by direct contact with the original;
experienced handlers can guess which questions might be relevant, but not
new generations who are familiar only with digital surrogates.
Digital models themselves have an extraordinary power, which is why Digital
Pilgrim is so effective. And such power is to be celebrated, but only provided
we remain vigilant to de-contextualization. Digital models may be carefully
explained and analysed on their original platform, but are vulnerable to
copying, extraction, and insertion in new contexts where they lose their
careful framing, like illustrations photocopied from a book. Moreover, for all
that free sites such as Sketchfab seem to have a democratizing effect,
juxtaposing objects from small and national collections and curating them in
the same virtual space, the process of retrieving, scanning, and describing
these objects still requires resources, so we must guard against reinforcing
the gap between local and national collections.

There are other resource implications. Digital platforms soon become
obsolete without maintenance, but this will only happen if given due
emphasis by research funders. Extrapolation is another danger. The badges
scanned for Digital Pilgrim are relatively self-contained, and anyway access
to these originals will always be a problem. But we must beware of
extrapolating from this, and infinitely diverting resources towards new
technologies whilst cutting funding for study trips and other opportunities for
encounters with (more accessible) originals.
For all their advantages, 3D technologies cannot yet capture the everchanging, multi-sensory, and inspiring experience of visiting a great building
or handling a miniature artwork: new technologies must enrich the original,
not provide an excuse for forgetting it.

Response by
Robert Hawkins, PhD Candidate, University of Cambridge

Imaging Sculpture
The picture can represent every reality whose form it has. The
spatial picture, everything spatial, the coloured, everything
coloured, etc. 17
It is clear that photogrammetric modelling is an invaluable tool for replicating
the spatial nature of the embodied experience of seeing. Unlike conventional
photography it records the dimensions of an object in space, and can
subsequently simulate the experience of a roaming viewer.
Since the early twentieth century it has been recognized that the
photographs chosen to represent sculpture in publications have a great
effect on the reader’s (and author’s) impression of the work. 18 And it is now
evident that in a “feedback loop”, the static image of sculpture offered by
photography has dramatically influenced notions of “good” sculpture.
Heinrich Wölfflin argued that any “good” sculpture should have one (or at
most two) dominant angle(s) from which it ought to be viewed. His friend
Adolf von Hildebrand demanded that sculptors produce plane-oriented
sculpture to prevent the viewer from being restlessly “driven all around”. 19 I
would argue that this privileging of the plane, engendered and bolstered by
the hegemony of the photograph, has severely compromised our
understanding of pre-modern sculptural aesthetics.
Jacqueline Jung and Jules Lubbock, among others, have sought to challenge
the dominance of single “authoritative” photographs in the discussion of
sculptural monuments, instead offering sequences of photographs in their
publications, in an attempt to represent for a reader the manifold viewing
angles that some sculptures anticipate. 20 These photographic sequences,
however, do not ultimately disrupt the hegemony of the camera: in
presenting multiple viewpoints of sculptural objects, Jung and Lubbock
challenge Wölfflin and Hildebrand’s stress on a single plane—but still imply
sculpture understood as a succession of planes.

Figure 14.
Roger Fenton, The Assyrian Gallery, British Museum, stereoscopic pair of
photographs, ca. 1850s.

Since the mid-nineteenth century, pioneers of photography have been
aware, like Jung and Lubbock, of the limitations of the single, photographic
plate. Innovators such as Roger Fenton and Charles Wheatstone sought to
address these limitations, aiming to replicate more faithfully the experience
of meeting a 3D sculpture in the flesh for the viewer at home (fig. 14). Their
stereoscopic prints use two views of an object which, when viewed together,
resolve in the brain to replicate binocular vision. Sculptural artefacts from the
British Museum were, understandably, a popular subject for these early
stereographers, just as they are today for makers of digital 3D models. In the
late 1800s François Willème and Willy Selke realized the potential for a
convincing 3D “surrogate” to emerge from the collation of a large number of
static photographs, much like a modern 3D model. The greater the number
of “planes” captured, the more accurate the replication of an object’s spatial
character.
Photogrammetric modelling now encourages us to abandon
“planocentricism” entirely, allowing a paradigm shift in our appreciation of
the sculptural aesthetics of the past. Some major monuments have been
largely ignored precisely because they beg for the viewer to be “driven all
around” in the process of viewing. The fifteenth-century sculptural bosses of
Norwich Cathedral cloister (the current focus of my PhD research) defy
proper appreciation from any single, fixed viewpoint. Their hemispherical
surfaces demand that the viewer move in iterative orbits, compiling an
image of the whole scene in the mind’s eye. Photogrammetric models allow
me to communicate the complexity of their spatial devices to a reader: to
pass on the experience of roving around them, slowly appreciating their
complex forms.

View this illustration online
Figure 15.
Herod and Herodias carving, ca. 1420–30. Digital replica of decorative element
in the cloister of Norwich Cathedral. Digital image courtesy of Model created by
Robert Hawkins (2017).

Response by
Gabriel Byng, Research Fellow, Department of History, University of
Cambridge, and co-convenor of the Digital Pilgrim Project

Reading the Original: Cherries, Bombs, and Badges
The availability of digital models sounds like the climax of an art historian’s
Baudrillardian nightmare—when the thing itself gathers dust in the cupboard
and students deal only in simulacra, their faces lit by the glow of a computer
screen. Nevertheless, I suspect that reports of the original’s death are greatly
exaggerated. There are many reasons I could cite: that digital publicity
stimulates pilgrimages to the original; that models allow for close
examinations that even magnifying glasses cannot provide; that small, hardto-display objects can receive attention that would be impossible even if they
were on show (which they’re not). But I want to take a philosophical tack and
concentrate on a different “turn”, not material but Kantian.
It is a truism beloved of first-year philosophy students that we cannot know
the world itself, only impressions of it. So, do you and I see the same work of
art, does our sense data match up? Let us take a pilgrim badge recently
scanned by Amy Jeffs’s Digital Pilgrim project. At a glance, it seems to show a
sack with Looney-Tunes-style bombs bursting out of a hole in its side.
It takes a certain amount of training in the practice of iconography (and a
read through the model’s annotations) to realize that the sack is an upsidedown hood and the bombs, cherries. But, once enlightened, it is impossible
to regain fully the first impression, to see the sack without knowledge of
what it “really” is. Sense data is mediated by experience. Connotatively,
interpretations spiral—the Marxist holds a commodity, the metallurgist a
demonstration of lead manufacturing, the cultural historian an example of
the endurance of superstitious practices.
The difference between a sack of bombs and a hood of cherries is a cultural
competence rooted in socially and temporally specific conditions. At one
extreme, we could adopt the post-structuralist claim that authors bring the
words (or, rather, lead) and readers bring the meaning. You and I might hold
the same badge, but neither of us accesses the Ding an sich, only what our
competence allows, or compels, us to see. What is so special about seeing
“the original”, if I hold a sack and you hold a hood? Pace Barthes, Foucault,
or Derrida, historians, of course, privilege some interpretations above others
according to long-standing conventions about how objects are appropriately
contextualized using written and visual sources: the badge has formal
similarities to an illustration in the Luttrell Psalter, contemporaries used good
luck charms, there was a popular culture of badge wearing, and so on.

What I want to suggest is that some interpretations, including ones
privileged by these conventions, are facilitated through digital reproduction,
not despite but because they exaggerate, omit, hide, or warp aspects of the
original. Imagine a nineteenth-century antiquarian, familiar with the Luttrell
Psalter, making a watercolour of the badge. If they painted a cloth hood with
red berries it might provide a more insightful or historically evocative image
than a strictly observational recording. Reproductions, manual or
mechanical, can be revealing in ways that clarify conventionally legitimate
interpretations: the detail of the cherries’ stalks, the manufactured hem of
the face hole, the still-intact pin on the reverse, all come into focus as I zoom
in and out, toy with contrast levels, increase the brightness. Far from
supplanting it, the copy, like the computer monitor, sheds new light on the
original.
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posits that the sculptor Antico originated the technique in question in his workshop in Mantua in the 1480s. See
Richard E. Stone, “Antico and the Development of Bronze Casting in Italy at the End of the Quattrocento”,
Metropolitan Museum Journal 16 (1981): 87–116.

13

Photogrammetry makes measurements from photographs and is part of the process of 3D modelling.
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I am grateful to Michelle Marincola and the staff of the 2016 Summer Institute for Technical Art History at the Institute
of Fine Arts in New York City for introducing me to photogrammetry, to the staff of Cultural Heritage Imaging in San
Francisco for teaching me how to employ it, and to Jennifer Brown and the staff of the Digital Science Center at
Columbia University for allowing me access to a computer powerful enough to process my models.
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To see the models generated by this project, visit https://sketchfab.com/SofiaGans/models.
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Brian Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges (Martlesham, Suffolk: Boydell & Brewer, 2010), 75.
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Wittgenstein, Tractatus, 2.171
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H. Wölfflin, “How One Should Photograph Sculpture”, trans. G. Johnstone, Art History 36, no. 1 (February 2013): 53.
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A. Hildebrand, The Problem of Form in Painting and Sculpture (New York: G. E. Stechert, 1907), 95.

20

J. Jung, “The Kinetics of Gothic Sculpture: Movement and Apprehension in the South Transept of Strasbourg Cathedral
and the Chartreuse de Champmol in Dijon”, in Mobile Eyes: Peripatetisches Sehen in den Bildkulturen der
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The present project was borne out of the collaborative partnership fostered
by the 2014 conference, ”Invention and Imagination in British Art and
Architecture, 600–1500”. The British Museum’s medieval collections were
embedded into the fabric of the conference through a series of gallery talks
and handling sessions that explored the conference’s themes of
experimentation, the exceptional, envisioning, process, and the roles of
response. Making the British Museum’s collection accessible and freely
available to all “studious and curious persons” has been at the core of its
mission since the eighteenth century, and it was important that there was an
opportunity for conference delegates to engage directly with objects.
A variety of objects of different sizes, media, and functions were selected in
order to tie the conference themes to the widest possible range of medieval
objects. Several are not normally removed from permanent display, but were
made available for close analysis. Through this level of access, it was hoped
that new types of discussions could be fostered by allowing delegates to
view the objects in the round, to gauge their size, weight, and condition at
first hand. The importance of 360-degree study of objects cannot be
overestimated, and the four objects which have been rendered in digital 3D
format here aim to recreate the spirit and ethos of these object-focused
sessions. These are the Alcester Crozier, an eleventh-century walrus ivory
tau-cross shaped crozier terminal; one of the Warden Abbey morses, a
fourteenth-century enamelled plaque related to Abbot Walter Clifton; and
two badges: the first an enigmatic lead alloy badge depicting a hood filled
with a harvest of cherries, the second, a pilgrim's ampulla from the shrine of
St Thomas Becket. However, 3D reconstructions of these four objects allow
for a different type of engagement than would normally be possible either in
the gallery or in a 2D image. For those with access to a 3D printer the
objects can theoretically even be recreated anywhere in the world; the data
being made freely available. The wider potential for both scholarly and public
engagement applications has only just begun to be explored.
For museums, 3D models are currently being promoted as a proxy for
physical handling. The digital model is a modern player in the long history of
reproduction, encompassing prints, drawings, casts, photographic and
photomechanical technology. Digitization projects, such as the British
Library’s online catalogue of illuminated manuscripts, have been in progress
since the early 1990s. However, 3D modelling can allow for a more tailored
experience because of the user’s freedom to manipulate the digital image in
space and the “tagging” facility which allows the institution to guide the
viewer around the object through numbered annotations. At the British
Museum, 3D collections are made available via the online platform
SketchFab, which features models of the collection ranging from one of the
earliest known human footprints from Happisburgh in Norfolk to the colossal
head of Amenemhat from the Temple of Bastet in Egypt. This allows anyone

with internet access to experience objects at the museum from the miniature
to the monumental, although in some cases, the monumental becomes the
miniature on the computer or smartphone screen.
The four medieval objects featured here are rendered on most screens only
slightly larger in size than real life; all four are small enough to fit into the
human hand. The density of detail is an element which connects them all,
from the textile embellishments on Becket’s collar, to the minutely gilded
figures on the morse, and the carved foliate tendrils on the crozier. The
impact of 3D modelling on scholarship, museum curatorship, and collection
stewardship is currently a point for debate, a topic addressed by the
Conversation Piece published in this special issue. This “digital handling”
section is also conceived as a contribution to that discussion, allowing the
digital reproductions of these historic objects in the British Museum’s
collection to circulate beyond the walls of the institution and participate in
new and expanding digital worlds.
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The Alcester staff terminal is an outstanding example of late Anglo-Saxon
carving on a small scale. It was supposedly discovered in 1873 in the garden
of the rectory at Alcester (Warwickshire) and comes from a pastoral staff that
would have belonged to a bishop or abbot. An abbey was founded at Alcester
in 1140 and the first abbot appointed from Worcester in that year. Worcester
could have been the source of the staff, which may be dated c. 1030–60,
when it was a significant artistic centre. The form is unusual, with a pair of
volutes rather than a single spiral or crook. There is one other complete
example of the same type in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, which
dates to about a century later (c. 1150), and fragments of two others, also
twelfth-century—both in the British Museum. All are made of walrus ivory,
and use the maximum width of the tusk, in this case about 52 millimetres.
Characteristic of all four examples is lush foliage carved on the sides of the
volutes. Beasts’ heads also feature on the two complete terminals; Alcester
is the more complex, with gaping mouths on the shoulders as well as a
griffin’s head on the tip of the surviving spiral. The outer enamel of the tusk
takes detail better than the inner dentine of the core, so as much as possible
of the finest carving is kept close to the surface. This form of the upper
terminal for a bishop’s or abbot’s pastoral staff seems to have been invented
in Britain, probably with the size of a walrus tusk as a determining factor.

Figure 1.
Unknown maker, Ivory Staff Terminal from Alcester (front and back), 11th
Century, ivory, 14 x 5 cm. Collection of the British Museum (1903,0323.1).
Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

The central images of the Alcester terminal show the Crucifixion on one side
and Christ trampling the lion and the dragon (Psalm 91:13) on the other. He
is shown there holding a cross staff with which he pierces the lion. This
alludes to the role of a pastoral staff in “correcting vice”, and suggests that
the two volutes should also be read as the arms of the Cross and providing
the pastor’s ultimate authority through Christ’s Passion. Traces of gold are
still to be seen on the Cross and in the deep recesses between the foliage
and most probably originally defined the background to most of the carvings.
Many small nails, and the holes made by them, suggest there were other
additions, and it has been plausibly suggested that small coloured beads
may have been attached through the drilled holes on the outer edges of the
spirals. 1

The identifying characteristic of the terminals is a double volute with the
staff itself passing through a socket between the two. This is wider at the
base (17–18 millimetres) than at the top (11 millimetres). It is likely that the
upper extension of the staff emerged to support a knop of some kind,
perhaps in rock crystal or another piece of walrus ivory, fixed in the centre.
The effect is like a pair of leaves curling in opposite directions away from the
central stem with a “flower” between them. That was no doubt intentional,
for it alludes to the divine revelation that Aaron was to be the Israelites’ first
high priest. The miracle was that Aaron’s rod was placed in the Tabernacle
overnight and in the morning had brought forth flowers and
almonds—amigdalas (Numbers 17:1–9). Another characteristic of Aaron’s rod
was that it turned into a serpent which devoured the rod-serpents of
Pharaoh’s magicians (Exodus 7:10–12). 2

Footnotes
1

Leslie Webster, in The Golden Age of Anglo-Saxon Art, 966–1066, ed. janet Backhouse, D. H. Turner, and Leslie
Webster (London: British Museum, 1984), cat. no. 120.

2

T. A. Heslop, “Towards an Iconology of Crosiers”, in Studies in Medieval Art and Architecture Presented to Peter Lasko,
ed. D. Buckton and T. A. Heslop (Stroud: Alan Sutton, 1994), 36–45.
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This lead alloy badge from the British Museum represents a medieval hood
repurposed as a sack for a harvest of cherries (fig. 1). 1 It measures 38 by 30
millimetres and was cast integrally with its pin and clasp in a three-part
mould. 2 When first made, it would have shone like silver. Badges were
purchased in their millions by pilgrims between the late twelfth and early
sixteenth centuries, as attractive, wearable and cheap souvenirs of their
visits to holy sites (fig. 2). By the later Middle Ages badges were also worn as
general symbols of devotion, as livery insignia, and as humorous or amorous
tokens; which of these categories the “hood of cherries” badge falls into is
debatable. Five of them have been found: three in Salisbury, and another in
London (fig. 3), while the provenance of the fifth is unknown. 3 Their
cataloguers reluctantly associate them with the cult of St Dorothy, whose
emblem is a basket of fruit, although Spencer expressed concern that, “a
fashionable hood seems far removed from her story.” 4 There are also
possible alternative explanations to its meaning, which will be explored here.

Figure 1.
Unknown maker, Hood of Cherries, ca. 400–1500, lead alloy with pin, 3.9
cm. Collection of the British Museum (1856,0923.7). Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

A fifteenth-century date can be suggested based on the style of the hood. 5
It has a gorget (a collar for the neck) and a tippet (the long band of fabric
that replaced the tubular liripipe). These are both decoratively dagged and
the hole for the face has a rolled rim, suggesting that it may represent a kind
of hood called a chaperon, which was worn on the head: the fifteenth-century
descendant of the fourteenth-century gorget, hood, and liripipe.

Figure 2.
St Lawrence of Rome shown healing a blind man before pilgrims, on the
mid-15th century Heiligentaler altar St. Nicolai church, Lüneburg, Lower
Saxony (detail). The pilgrims are shown in contemporary dress, with a
variety of devotional badges on their hats. Digital image courtesy of
imageBROKER / Alamy Stock Photo

On all the surviving examples, the seven fruits can be tentatively identified
as cherries from their long, sometimes paired, stems. A separate source
exists to support this conclusion. On folio 196v of the early fourteenthcentury Luttrell Psalter, alongside other familiar or popular scenes of country
life (fig. 4), a thief is shown scrumping from a cherry tree. He is depicted in
the tree with his liripipe hood back-to-front, filling it with cherries. The
illuminator is careful to render the tree’s leaves, bark, and ripening fruit
identifiable. The hood of cherries on the badge may therefore be interpreted
as visually referencing a spontaneous harvest of cherries.

Figure 3.
Unknown maker, Hood of Cherries, ca. 400–1500, lead alloy with pin, 4
cm. Collection of the British Museum (1856,0701.2114) Digital image
courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

Figure 4.
Folio 196v, from The Luttrell Psalter, ca. 1325–1340.
Collection of the British Library (Add MS 421430). Digital
image courtesy of British Library

Just such a harvest was a motif central to a story that enjoyed a short burst
of popularity during the second half of the fifteenth century, when all five of
these badges were probably made. It features at the beginning of the N-Town
mystery play for the Nativity (lines 24–44). 6 In the story, Joseph and the
pregnant Mary are travelling to Bethlehem. They notice a tree miraculously
bearing cherries out of season. She asks Joseph to pick some for her but he
responds irritably that the one who got her pregnant should harvest them,
not him (this line also becomes the refrain in the derivative “Cherry Tree
Carol”). At God’s command, therefore, the cherry tree bends and Mary is able
to gather her fill of the fruit.
The motif of the Virgin’s unexpected glut of cherries was popular in England
during the period of this badge-type’s production, and appeared in other
visual and literary works. 7 Whether or not it furnished the imagery of this

badge, the scrumped harvest of cherries is an effective natural metaphor for
unexpected wealth, as the rare four-leaf clover is for good luck. As new
research explores the many mysterious iconographies borne by medieval
pilgrims’ souvenirs and secular badges, the “hood of cherries” badge is a
testament to how much may be learned from their study alongside the elite
art and popular literature of the Middle Ages.

Footnotes
1

London, British Museum, objects nos. 1856,0923.7; 1856,0701.2114. That the orientation of the badge as depicted
above is correct is shown by the direction of the pin on the reverse (the clasp is always at the bottom when the pin is
vertical).

2

The casting process can be seen in this video clip shot by the Digital Pilgrim Project in collaboration with Colin Torode
of Lionheart Replicas.

3

The find-spot of 1856,0923.7 is unknown, but the other was found in London. The other three surviving examples
were all found in Salisbury. As well as the two at the British Museum, see B. Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular
Badges (London: HMSO, 1998), 102, cat. nos. 170–71 (142/1978 & 190w/1987, Salisbury & South Wiltshire Museum);
M. Mitchiner, Medieval Pilgrims and Secular Badges (London: Hawkins, 1986), 96, cat. no. 219.

4

Mitchiner, Medieval Pilgrims, 96; Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs, 102, cat. no. 171; http://www.kunera.nl/ (accessed 11
August 2016), two badges depicting baskets full of fruit have been found in London and one in Salisbury. On these
badges, the fruits are very numerous and there is no consistency in the type or number of fruits depicted.

5

I. Brooke, Illustrated Handbook of Western European Costume: Thirteenth to Mid-Nineteenth Century (Mineola, NY:
Dover, 2003), 19–20; K. M. Lester and B. V. Oerke, Accessories of Dress: An Illustrated Encyclopedia (Mineola, NY:
Dover, 2004), 12.

6

S. T. Carr, “The Middle English Nativity Cherry Tree: The Dissemination of a Popular Motif”, Modern Language
Quarterly 36, no. 2 (1975): 140.

7

The cherry tree motif in medieval English art will be explored by the author in a future article.
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The circular copper-gilt plaque (fig. 1) is decorated with a relief of the
Crucifixion with the Virgin and St John. The dead Christ hangs on the cross
beneath the titulus inscribed INRI. The flanking figures stand on pedestals,
joined to the cross by curved brackets. The scene is set against a blue
enamel background decorated with pastoral staffs and the initials “W C” in
Lombardic script. The plaque, and two similar pieces, were bought by the
British Museum in 1853, having been found at Shefford, close to the site of
Warden Abbey, Bedfordshire. The first of the other plaques (fig. 2) is
decorated with a mount of the Virgin and Child flanked by enamel shields
with the coat of arms azure, three pears, or, heraldry used by Warden Abbey.
The second (fig. 3) has a mount with a relief of a shield-holding angel. The
shield is inscribed with the initials “W C”, each letter surmounted by a crown.
Between the initials is a pastoral staff. On the reverse of each of the plaques
are fragments of suspension loops (fig. 4). 1

Figure 1.
Unknown maker, Copper-gilt and enamel roundel with silver mount from
Warden Abbey, Bedfordshire, 14th century. Collection the British Museum,
London, (1853,0607.1). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum

Figure 2.
Unknown maker, Copper-gilt and enamel roundel with silver mount from
Warden Abbey, Bedfordshire, 14th century. Collection the British Museum,
London, (1853,0607.2). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum.

Figure 3.
Unknown maker, Copper-gilt and enamel roundel with silver mount from
Warden Abbey, Bedfordshire, 14th century. Collection the British Museum,
London, (1853,0607.3). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British
Museum.

Figure 4.
Unknown makers, Reverse, three copper-gilt and enamel roundels with
silver mounts from Warden Abbey, Collection the British Museum, London,
(1853,0607.1;1853,0607.3;1853,0607.2). Digital image courtesy of
Trustees of the British Museum.

The plaque and its companion pieces were most likely morses, an ornament
used to fasten copes, a cloak-like vestment worn for processions. Sets of
such morses are mentioned in several medieval and Reformation-era
inventories. 2 The heraldic ornament and site of discovery leaves little doubt
that these plaques are from Warden Abbey, a mid-ranking Cistercian house
founded in 1136. By the late Middle Ages most, if not all, major monasteries
had their own coat of arms. It was also common for heads of religious houses
to adopt the use of personal heraldry, including monograms. Typically, these
consisted of their prelate’s initials combined with a pastoral staff. 3 The
initials on the plaque under discussion can be identified as those of Walter
Clifton, abbot of Warden between about 1346 and 1397. He is depicted in a
stained glass window datable to 1381–82 at the parish church of St
Laurence, Old Warden (fig. 5), where he is shown kneeling in supplication to
St Martha. The borders of these lights are set with small panels, each of
which has a Lombardic letter “W” with a crown above. 4 These are similar to
the abbot’s badge on one of the roundels, and can also be compared to the
monogram used by Clifton’s contemporary, Abbot Nicholas Litlyngton of
Westminster Abbey (1362–86) in his great Missal. 5

Figure 5.
Stained-glass window at Old Warden Parish Church,
Bedfordshire, depicting Abbot Walter Clifton of Warden Abbey,
1381-2. Digital image courtesy of Gordon Plumb.

Identifying Clifton as the patron dates the plaque to the late fourteenth
century, which is supported by comparative evidence. As Marian Campbell
recognized, the closest parallel is the plaque at the Musée des Beaux-Arts,
Troyes (fig. 6), decorated with the white hart badge of Richard II (r. 1377–99),
which was probably a broach of some kind. 6

Figure 6.
Copper-gilt and enamel badge decorated with the white hart badge of
Richard II, ca. 1377-99. Collection Musée des Beaux - Arts de Troyes,
(871.6.1). Digital image courtesy of Troyes, Museum of Fine Arts / Photo:
Jean-Marie Protte.

The hand-holding angels around the rim of the Warden plaque are an
unusual iconographic detail and are of devotional significance. St Bernard of
Clairvaux, the greatest of all Cistercian saints, regarded angels as a model
for communal life within a monastery, and in one of his sermons stated that
“angelic hands” supported the monks. Devotion to angels was also gaining
wider popularity during the reign of Richard II. 7

Footnotes
1

For a detailed analysis, see M. Carter, ”Cracking the Code: The Warden Abbey Morses, Luxury Metalwork and
Patronage at a Cistercian Abbey in the Late Middle Ages”, Antiquaries Journal 91 (2011): 175–93.

2

Examples are cited in Carter, “Cracking the Code”, 188–90.

3

For a discussion of the use of heraldry by heads of religious houses, see M. Heale, “Mitres and Arms: Aspects of the
Self-Representation of the Monastic Superior in Late Medieval England”, in Self-Representation of Medieval Religious
Communities: The British Isles in Context, ed. A. Müller and K. Stöber (Berlin, 2009), 99–124.

4

R. Marks, “Cistercian Window Glass”, in Cistercian Art and Architecture in the British Isles, ed. C. Norton and D. Park
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 225–26.

5

J. Backhouse, “The Litlyngton Missal”, in Age of Chivalry: Art in Plantagenet England, 1200–1400, ed. J. Alexander and
P. Binski (London: Royal Academy, 1987), 518–19.

6

M. Campbell, “Badge of Richard II”, in Age of Chivalry, ed. Alexander and Binski, 524.

7

Carter, “Cracking the Code”, 185–86.
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This tin ampulla was probably purchased by a pilgrim near the shrine of St
Thomas Becket in Canterbury. It is designed to contain holy water and be
hung around the neck on a cord. Measuring 100 by 87 millimetres, it is in the
form of a narrow, pointed vessel surrounded by an openwork penannular
frame and would have been rapidly slush-cast, in one go, in a three-part
mould. 1 A date in the first half of the thirteenth century is probable based
on the style of the military figures’ armour and the archaeological contexts of
stylistically similar ampullae. 2
The ampulla was acquired by the British Museum in 1921, likely one of the
many pilgrim souvenirs discovered in the Thames foreshore from the first
half of the nineteenth century onward. Despite the object’s modest material,
the makers went to some technical lengths to produce a functional,
aesthetically pleasing and iconographically complex souvenir that served the
various needs of the cult centre and its devotees.

Figure 1.
The Book of the Faiz Monseigneur Saint Loys, composed at the
request of the 'Cardinal de Bourbon' and the 'Duchesse de
Bourbonnais', ca. 1401-1500, manuscript. Collection
Bibliothèque nationale de France, (French 2829). Digital image
courtesy of BnF 2017

The obverse of the vessel is decorated with three figures cast in deep relief:
Thomas Becket between two of the knights that killed him. The figures’
extremities extend beyond the vessel and join the frame. Becket is the
largest and is placed centrally. He is shown nimbed and clothed in
archiepiscopal garb. His crozier extends forward and, along with his head,
would have been cast between the abutting faces of the two-part portion of
the mould. The rest of the design for the obverse was carved into their
interior faces. This would have included the rest of Thomas’s figure and the
figures of the two knights. They are depicted raising a sword in symmetrical
gestures, so that the blades extend beyond the frame and flank the vessel.
Behind the swords are two symmetrically positioned suspension loops,
designed to be threaded onto a cord (fig. 1). These have been bent back,
presumably by the weight of the hanging ampulla.

The two knights function as a saintly attribute for Becket. The overall design
of the obverse thus fulfils one of the primary purposes of the pilgrim souvenir
image; to be recognizable. 3 The figures’ symmetry creates physical
balance, allowing the object to hang straight.

Figure 2.
Unknown maker, Ampulla of Thomas Becket (front and back), ca.
1170–1200, tin, 10 x 8.7 x 2.8 cm. Collection of the British Museum
(1921,0216.62). Digital image courtesy of Trustees of the British Museum.

The back of the vessel hangs vertically. It is also slightly longer than the
obverse, which is angled away from it. When worn against the chest, the
deep-relief figures on the front would therefore lean out at the viewer, while
the reverse sits flat against the wearer’s body. The design for the reverse of
the ampulla is lightly embossed onto a flat face, making it even easier to
wear.
Despite its relative concealment, the low-relief image on the reverse is
charged with meaning, playfully simulating the impression of a vessicashaped seal. Tessellated with the pointed base of the vessel, it shows the
martyrdom of Becket, enclosed by the inscription: “OPTIM EGROR MEDIC FIT
TOMA BONOR” (“Thomas is the best doctor for the worthy sick”). Flouting the
visual constraints of an actual seal impression, the sword of the knight
passes from the image, through the legend-field and into the empty space
beyond, toying with the viewer’s expectations.
Jennifer Lee discusses the pilgrim souvenir’s status as a sign of the pilgrim’s
special relationship with the saint. 4 The clear allusion to the authoritative
form of the seal impression on this example is not unique, and suggests
pilgrim souvenirs were intended to be perceived as material evidence of a

contract. 5 That the seal-image sits against the chest, invisible to the
external world yet known to the wearer, emphasizes the personal nature of
the agreement between devotee and saint.
This object reveals the versatility of the decorated ampulla as a physical
souvenir that was at once attractive, affordable to both make and sell en
masse, a wearable advertisement of the cult for prospective pilgrims, and a
meaningful memento for the homecoming devotee.

Footnotes
1

Slush casting requires the molten metal to be poured in, then emptied out before becoming fully solidified, leaving
the interior hollow. A fragment of a mould for a similar ampulla has been found at 16 Watling Street, Canterbury, and
is illustrated in B. Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs and Secular Badges (London: HMSO, 1998), 49, no. 6a.

2

Spencer, Pilgrim Souvenirs, 45.

3

The requirement for pilgrim souvenirs to be recognizable to the general populace (advertised by the wearer) is
emphasized in both the Canterbury Interlude; Beryn, “The Canterbury Interlude”, in The Canterbury Tales: FifteenthCentury Continuations and Additions, ed. J. Bowers (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 1992), chap. 5, ll.
171–73; and Benedict of Peterborough’s “Miracula Sanctae Thomae Cantuaruensis”, in Materials for the History of
Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, Vol. 2, ed. J. C. Robertson (London: Longmans, 1876), 134–35.

4

Jennifer M. Lee, “Searching for Signs: Pilgrims Identity and Experience Made Visible in the Miracula Sancti Thomae
Cantuariensis”, in Art and Architecture of Late Medieval Pilgrimage in Northern Europe and the British Isles, Vol. 1, ed.
Sarah Blick and Rita Tekippe (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 473–91.

5

See, for example, the souvenirs associated with Our Lady of Rocamadour and St John the Baptist’s head at Amiens.
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