

[image: /image]








[image: ]

The west front at Crowland Abbey, Lincolnshire.



The Pulpitum screen of c. 1450 at Canterbury Cathedral. Spine: Spiral stair in the tower at Sts Mary & St Ethelburga, Lyminge, Kent. Back: Vaulting boss in All Saints’ chapel and stained glass in the north quire aisle triforium, Canterbury Cathedral (photos: author).
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Introduction

In the Middle Ages, the Church was the wealthiest and most innovative creative force in contemporary culture. At the cutting edge of artistic patronage, it oversaw the creation of vast cathedrals, abbeys and parish churches which have left an enduring architectural legacy down to the present day. Many aspects of these buildings are now better understood than ever before, such as their design aesthetics, patronage, and artistic models. Yet, to this day, one aspect of their design and function remains deeply mysterious: the exciting but enigmatic aspect of access to their ‘upper spaces’. Upper levels were integral to medieval design. Cathedral and monastic buildings were typically built with galleries and high-level wall-passages in the main church, and upper chambers in cloisters and over gatehouses. Many of the most iconic ecclesiastical buildings such as the sixth-century church of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, feature galleries prominently in their elevations (see Fig. IN.1), while the remains of stairs and high-level passageways are readily visible in monastic ruins such as Dryburgh Abbey in the Scottish Borders (Fig. IN.2). Almost every parish church had permanent access to a tower or rood loft (Fig. IN.3), and some also to an upper room over a porch.

While the existence of these upper spaces is well-known, their practical purposes remain tantalisingly obscure. Indeed, historians, archaeologists, and their antiquarian forebears have been speculating about the functions of these spaces since at least the eighteenth century. The main problem is an acute lack of evidence. Of the handful of written sources which have come down to us, most relate to great buildings rather than to ones of lesser status, and even these documents seldom mention their upper stories. Many sources refer to buildings which no longer exist, while paradoxically most surviving architecture is left undocumented. The abbey at Kingswood, Gloucestershire provides a good example of the problems facing us. The sole remnants of the abbey consist of an elaborately-vaulted gatehouse in the fourteenth-century Decorated Gothic style, together with the remains of its two sixteenth-century attached side-wings (see Fig. IN.4). The gatehouse has an upper storey, but there are no records of how it was used, when, why, or by whom. The abbey’s Lady Chapel survived into the eighteenth century, but its site, together with the church and the rest of the abbey buildings, has now disappeared. Whether any of these buildings contained stairs, galleries or upper chambers is now completely unknown. Unless an inventory mentioning them is found, or they happen to be described in a contemporary source, all records of how the abbey’s upper spaces functioned will have vanished beyond recovery. As many scholars will know, such a case is by no means unique.
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Fig. IN.1 Gallery in the sixth-century basilica of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy
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Fig. IN.2 Spiral stair in the north-east angle of the presbytery at Dryburgh Abbey, Borders
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Fig. IN.3 Rood stair in the north aisle at St Peter & Paul, Lynsted, Kent
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Fig. IN.4 The fourteenth-century gatehouse at Kingswood Abbey, Gloucestershire
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Fig. IN.5 St Michael, Bishop’s Cleeve, Gloucestershire



Today, nearly five centuries after the Reformation, the practical purposes of these areas are largely lost in the mists of time. Literally shrouded in cobwebs and dust, many ecclesiastical upper spaces have effectively been left behind by the modern world. Some medieval stairs are yet to have mains lighting or even glazing installed, and the last published research into many major parish churches pre-dates World War I. Today, often locked and inaccessible, these distant galleries and upper spaces are usually assumed to be of minor interest and limited historical significance. This book sets out to challenge these and other unfounded assumptions by presenting the evidence for the many different practical ways in which these upper spaces functioned. We will see how these areas were integral to ecclesiastical life, and had uses both intended and unintended, by ecclesiastics and lay people, for purposes which were colourful and dramatic.

Early Investigation

By the dawn of modern investigations into medieval architecture in the mid-eighteenth century, the original uses of ecclesiastical upper spaces had been long-forgotten. However, the fact that they existed but had no ready explanation resulted in much speculation about what they were for. One commentator was the eighteenth-century antiquary Peter Collinson, who noted the general confusion surrounding the functions of Irish Round Towers in the first issue of the scholarly journal Archaeologia in 1770:


Various and uncertain have been the conjectures of the time of building, and use of the tall round slender Irish Towers. The application of their scanty dimensions hath puzzled our modern antiquaries…1



Scholars were quick to supply their own hypotheses where firm evidence was lacking. For instance, in a visit by the Archaeological Institute in 1860 to the church at Bishop’s Cleeve, Gloucestershire (Fig. IN.5), it was noted that a Mr Parker (probably John Henry Parker, the well-known nineteenth-century architectural historian)


called especial attention to the chamber over the porch, which he said was a very peculiar specimen of the residence of a recluse. He must have been, he thought, a recluse of some importance, otherwise the expense of making a way to his chamber would not have been incurred. This passage is made from the west end of the church over part of the south aisle, and has fan-tracery vaulting under it…2



The idea that upper spaces were used by anchorites and recluses was one of the most enduring and widespread upper-storey hypotheses of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Another popular idea at the time was the widely-imagined use of upper spaces to house prisons. In 1748, an anonymous visitor to St Nicholas, Salthouse, Norfolk, noted


Within the steeple under the belfry is a very strong room with two doors called ‘Hell’, which probably was made use of as a dungeon, Hereticks’ prison or a Purgatory… it is now only a lumber room.



One of the most hotly-contested antiquarian discussions surrounded the purposes of the so-called ‘Old Bakery’ chamber over St Anselm’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral. The antiquary William Gostling investigated this chamber and enclosure around 1774, which he described in his book as follows:


A newel staircase here leads to a room over this chapel, a closet of which has a window looking into the choir with an iron grate. This has been shown as the place where John II, King of France was confined, when taken prisoner and brought into England by Edward the Black Prince. The story is too ridiculous for confutation; but that the place has been used as a prison may very well be believed… It has a chimney and an oven… There is a door into a platform where they might have fresh air and a pleasant prospect of the country….3



However, not everyone was convinced. A Mr ‘W&D’, writing in the Gentleman’s Magazine the following year, argued that penitents would have no need of an oven, since food was to be restricted to prisoners under the terms of Lanfranc’s monastic Constitutions. Instead, he suggested, the making of bread by the sacrist


…was done in some room within the church, or in one adjoining to it; and my opinion with respect to the former use of the oven now under our review will, I imagine, be readily concluded…4



In 1777, however, Gostling returned the riposte in the second edition of his Walk, in a special appendix entitled Of the Room over St Anselm’s Chapel.5 Brushing aside his critic’s suggestion as ‘an unfortunate conjecture’, he argued that the case was by no means proven for the room being used for baking, due to ‘that one circumstance of its having an oven in it, which is no proof at all’.6 Writing that the room was ‘so solitary as to have no communication with other upper works of the church’, he re-asserted that


they within the grate must appear as prisoners… I must say that I find nothing in this letter to work any change in my opinion of this room being designed for a prison; a prison for ecclesiastical offenders…7



Unfortunately, both scholars had confused the medieval with the post-medieval history of the room. It is to the post-medieval period that the ovens belong, as they incorporate re-used late medieval masonry. They were probably created for use by glaziers making repairs to the cathedral in the late seventeenth century, while the grating was almost certainly used by the Shrine Wardens in the late medieval period (see Chapter 7). Prison hypotheses persisted well into the nineteenth century. Charles G. Addison, in his 1842 History of the Knights Templar, described how a small stair in the Temple Church, London, led to ‘a dreary place of solitary confinement’, setting the tone for what follows:


In this miserable cell were confined the refractory and disobedient brethren of the Temple, and those who were enjoined severe penance with solitary confinement. Its dark secrets have long since been buried in the silence of the tomb, but one sad tale of misery and horror, probably connected with it, has been brought to light…8



Disappointingly, there is no reason to believe this upper room was used as a prison either, although it neatly illustrates the Victorian obsession with horror stories, crime and punishment. Other contemporaries regarded upper spaces as having connotations of domination. Writing about the nave clerestory passage at St Mary, Rye in 1847, J. Borrowman speculated whether ‘as described in the Antiquary, it was meant to enable the superior priest to walk round and secrete himself here and there to watch the proceedings of his subordinates’: almost a proto-Marxist reading of its function in terms of unequal power relations.9 As in the cases above, no original documentary evidence was ever brought forward to substantiate the claims. Even when original evidence was available, some commentators reacted negatively to its existence. Writing in their book Roodscreens and Roodlofts in 1909, Bond and Camm expressed their dismay at finding documentary evidence for the installation of a pew in an early sixteenth-century London rood loft for ‘young maidens’:


It certainly comes as a shock to find evidence of the invasion of the roodloft itself by pews… that a place set apart for uses so sacred could thus be employed seems to point to a great degeneracy of custom and a loss of the older ideals of reverence in the worship of the period…10



Such emotive language assumes a de facto segregation of sacred and secular, which tells us little about medieval practice, but much about Bond and Camm’s Edwardian world-view, where the roles of adult and child, high and low social status, male and female, were assumed to occupy sharply polarised physical and cognitive domains. Such perspectives may also have been coloured by Tractarian anxieties about defining ecclesiastical sanctity and difference in the modern world.11

By way of contrast, recent scholars have often avoided making any definitive statements about function at all, frequently claiming that nothing certain can be known about these spaces (a distinctly postmodern stance, but one also curiously reminiscent of the old antiquarian outlook). For instance, the modern architectural historian Roger Stalley poses the tantalising question:


In Normandy and England… clerestory passages are one of the most exciting features of English Romanesque… offering exhilarating vistas for those fortunate enough to experience them. What purpose was served by these semi-secret passages high in the walls of the church?12



On one level, Stalley is absolutely right to express uncertainty here: the uses of these spaces are indeed mysterious, and we need to approach the question cautiously. However, we risk falling into the fresh trap that some scholars may claim that there is nothing to know, and therefore no real question to be answered. In their effort to distance themselves from the bombastic over-confidence of their Victorian forebears, many contemporary scholars have gone to the opposite extreme of expressing doubt and ignorance. Some might even go so far as to suggest that the study of upper spaces constitutes an ‘antiquarian’ activity in the pejorative sense of the word. This is precisely the problem. Knowledge about function has arguably remained trapped in an eighteenth-century time-warp of vague hypothesis informed by empty supposition precisely because historians have failed to engage critically with the available evidence. As the architectural historian Eric Fernie pointed out in a recent address to the Society of Antiquaries, the term ‘antiquarian’ is often used to denote limited knowledge and lack of scholarly engagement with a topic. Instead, he argues, antiquarian scholars were true innovators in their field because they asked new questions and searched through original sources to find answers. Many modern commentators, he continues, have been far too content to rely on others’ untested second-hand assumptions, and so, ironically, it is they who may be more ‘antiquarian’ in their outlook than the scholars of old!

As a result, the current state of knowledge is in some confusion. Sometimes, the same evidence has even been used to propose different functions for the same space. Many modern hypotheses urgently need re-thinking, such as J. G. Davies’ assertion that tower balconies were used for discharging missiles against attackers; precisely why a typical parish church in mainland Britain would be under siege in the fifteenth century, let alone the implications for the roof underneath, are not discussed.13 Likewise, another commentator has put forward the strange suggestion that the large spiral stairs in the west front at Durham Cathedral were purposefully designed for the rapid movement of troops, not because there is any written evidence for it, but merely because the entrance vestibule bears a superficial resemblance to a contemporary stair at Castle Rising Castle, Norfolk: a surprisingly inconsequential argument for such a bold assertion.14 Other scholars have taken their lead from recent social-scientific theorists who interpret architectural space in terms of power and status. While such analyses can generate some interesting insights, they often feel like an uncomfortable imposition of twentieth-century theories onto medieval material.15 Perhaps due to the many pitfalls inherent in the subject, many architectural historians have chosen to avoid the knotty question of function altogether, being content to provide a detailed physical description of the fabric, but without explaining why these upper spaces were required in the first place.

Later uses of upper spaces

Medieval upper spaces had a long history of different uses beyond the Reformation down to the present day, and it is useful to survey those briefly here. A favourite early modern use for parish church porch chambers was for educational purposes. John Evelyn, the renowned seventeenth-century diarist and co-founder of the Royal Society, proudly recalled that as a small boy he was educated in the porch chamber at Wotton, Surrey, while at Tunstall, Lancashire (the model for Brocklebridge in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre), school pupils took meals in the porch room between Sunday services. Medieval upper spaces often functioned as recreational and social spaces in later centuries. For the price of a penny, an ascent of the medieval steeple of Old St Paul’s was considered an essential part of the aspiring young gallant’s social circuit in early seventeenth-century London, at least according to the satirical writer Thomas Dekker, and William Gostling in the eighteenth century noted that the ‘Bell Harry’ tower at Canterbury Cathedral ‘gives us a delightful view of the fine country around it’.16 Gostling also noted that ‘the great room over the gate’ of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury was then functioning as a cock-fighting pit, a rather less pleasant aspect of eighteenth-century culture.17 By way of contrast, the disused triforium gallery in London at the former monastic church of St Bartholomew’s Priory, Smithfield, was serving more soberly as a Methodist meeting-place by the early nineteenth century.

Other ecclesiastical upper spaces were pressed into use for military purposes. In 1774 the antiquary William Gostling noted that within living memory the upper-storey All Saints chapel at Canterbury Cathedral had functioned as ‘an armoury, with racks for abundance of pikes’, taken away ‘time out of mind’.18 One Herefordshire porch chamber was found to be similarly stockpiled with weaponry when its long-derelict entrance door was prized open in the mid-nineteenth century. The presence of such arms, probably relics of the Civil War, may well have fuelled popular theories of upper spaces as places of refuge, military activity or imprisonment. More dramatically, according to oral tradition, the porch chamber at Southwell Minster, Nottinghamshire, was used as a hideout during the Civil War by a pregnant woman called Joan Clay. Fortunately, she remained undetected and her baby survived, even though in order to preserve secrecy she was unable to use the built-in fireplace for warmth.

The majority of upper rooms at cathedrals (especially those over gatehouses) were frequently used in later centuries as storage-spaces. A letter written by the antiquary Albert Way in 1852 tells of the highly unusual circumstances leading to the discovery of medieval documents in an upper chamber at Canterbury Cathedral:


One of the Minor Canons was sunning himself in his garden, when one of the Cathedral Jackdaws flew over his head, and dropped at his feet a parchment scroll! He picked up the windfall, which proved to be no miraculous legend…but simply a deed of the XIIth century! This excited my curiosity, and on further enquiry I succeeded in penetrating into a Norman chamber… the first fragment I took up was a tattered leaf of an Anglo-Saxon MS.19



This upper room over St Andrew’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral probably acquired this function in 1806.20 A chamber over the north transept aisle at Hereford Cathedral was being used as a muniment room by the late sixteenth century, and it was reported by the compilers of the Victoria County History in 1925 that some 20,000 documents were being stored over Prior Castell’s gateway at Durham Cathedral. This suggests that document storage was a common use of cathedral upper spaces over many centuries.

Other upper rooms housed miscellaneous antiquarian objects. John Carter’s 1786 sketch of the upper storey over Henry V’s chantry chapel at Westminster Abbey shows that it was being used to store assorted broken medieval statuary affectionately known as the ‘Ragged Regiment’, many of the figures missing their heads, arms, or clothes.21 The upper chamber known as the ‘Lapidarium’ at Rochester Cathedral was restored in 1914 as a repository for disused Victorian books, later functioning as a stone-store for medieval architectural fragments from the Cathedral. A roof space above the Jesus chapel to the north of the presbytery at Norwich Cathedral was likewise being used as a stone store by the 1970s, as was the room above St Andrew’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral in the mid-1980s. This was the same place where the remains of a rare early seventeenth-century chamber organ came to light in 1910. Such rooms would have been ideal for general storage, being dry, secure, and remote of access. Like the other post-medieval functions above, however, storage was typically random and low-status in nature, doubtless giving weight to modern assumptions about the supposed peripheral and insignificant nature of these upper areas. In recent years, however, there has been a revival of interest in upper spaces. Parish porch chambers have often been brought back into use, and triforium galleries in cathedrals and abbeys have been opened to the public as museums.22 An increasing number of parish churches have created new internal gallery-spaces for social or meeting-space, showing that interest in these areas is very high.

The Sources

In order to investigate the original uses of these areas, the most obvious starting-point for investigation is that of surviving medieval upper spaces themselves. While their form can tell us much of general interest, there are many difficulties with using features in the architecture as sole evidence of function. Most medieval upper spaces can tell us only about as much about their practical function as, say, an empty saxophone stand can about jazz: from the object alone we could perhaps infer some basic aspects of what it was designed to support, but little more. The architectural record may therefore be the most obvious starting-point, but it can only take us so far. Fortunately, there are many clues in medieval documentary and other sources which can be brought directly to bear on the subject. What, then, are these sources, and how useful are they?

The documentary sources, fragmentary as they are, can be divided conveniently into two groups: those generated intentionally, and those which survive purely by chance. The first group includes monastic custumals, dramatic texts with stage directions, histories and inventories, contracts and specifications, and, for parish churches, early churchwardens’ accounts. These tell us much about certain aspects of upper spaces that contempories wished to record. The majority of sources, however, preserve material purely by chance. These include hagiography (saints’ lives), miracle stories, craft guild regulations, various financial and legal documents, and other anecdotal material. Ironically, many of these sources are well-known to scholars, but their significance in relation to this topic has yet to be fully recognised. Eadmer’s and Gervase’s descriptions of the layout of Canterbury Cathedral as it was before the fires of 1067 and 1174 respectively are particularly revealing; while both touch on the subject of function, neither was intending to document the uses of the cathedral’s upper spaces in detail, and tantalisingly much is left unsaid.

Moving forward in time, there are many useful sixteenth-century sources. Of these, Dissolution inventories represent reasonably objective records of what was found in a particular place at a given date, although they were usually written by outsiders purely for valuation purposes, and descriptions may be incomplete or confused. More useful are the detailed post-medieval recollections of pre-1540 practices, such as those recorded in the late sixteenth-century Rites of Durham. Even oral tradition (information or traditions handed down the generations by word of mouth before being written down) may be useful, even if far too distorted to be taken literally at face value. An important sub-category of late sources is that of post-Reformation anti-Catholic diatribes. These tracts set out with the intention to ridicule medieval beliefs and folk-customs and so are highly partisan. However, the lengths which they went to in order to achieve their objective ironically provide us with some of the best glimpses into late customs in their final flowering. The editing and publishing of many medieval texts by scholars over the centuries is also highly valuable. E-resources can be useful for longer texts such as the Calendar of Patent Rolls and modern editions of obscure documents.

There are also many visual and three-dimensional sources. One of the most famous is Villard de Honnecourt’s so-called Sketchbook of c. 1230 which includes detailed plans and elevations of medieval buildings such as the (then new) cathedral at Rheims, together with an Old French commentary. However, in a new study, Carl Barnes argues convincingly that Villard was not the master-mason he was traditionally assumed to be by scholars, and moreover that some of the descriptive text attributed to him was probably added by another hand. Insights can also be gleaned from other visual and artistic media such as representations in stained glass, paving tiles, manuscript illuminations and drawings such as the ninth-century Plan from St Gallen, Switzerland. There are also many surviving medieval objects pertaining to upper spaces including bells, clocks, and tapestries. In bringing all this material together from many disparate sources, the whole is often greater than the sum of its parts. Isolated examples on their own may not appear to be particularly significant, but when several instances of the same function are brought together, patterns often begin to emerge.

The task which this book takes on is like working out the design of a large and highly complex multi-dimensional puzzle, of which most of the pieces are missing. Although the difficulty is formidable, much useful work is already in place. Some scholars have focused their research on specific functions, such as the use of upper chapels or dovecotes, although much of this work (to excuse the pun) has often been ‘pigeonholed’ into separate subject domains. Medieval clocks, for instance, are usually the preserve of historians of science and technology, while organs and singing are instead treated as a sub-discipline of early music. Other functions, such as prisons, represent highly specialist research areas in their own right. The problem is that few experts in one area will be fully conversant with findings in others. Other scholars have considered evidence relating to specific forms of upper spaces, such as porch chambers or rood lofts. The problem here is that there is often little understanding of how the same function might have been encountered across wider medieval space and time. This book also provides the opportunity to consider some additional questions. One is the extent to which cathedral and monastic customs influenced practices at parish church level. Another area is the complex issue of the inter-relationship between sacred and secular. Light will be also cast on aspects of material and intellectual culture including medieval design aesthetics, scientific inventions, craft practices and construction techniques.

About this book

The main part of this book considers the available evidence for the practical functions of upper spaces in cathedral, monastic and parish church buildings from around the year 1000 through to the 1550s, from the wake of the monastic reform movement through to the reign of Queen Mary. For the purposes of this book, ‘high medieval’ is defined loosely as the period from c. 1000–1300 (approximately corresponding to the Romanesque and Early English periods), while ‘late medieval’ refers to the era of c. 1300–1550 (the era of Decorated and Perpendicular architecture). Several of the examples (relating to both famous and less well-known buildings) naturally relate to areas of the country which are best-known to the author. The architecture of medieval Bedfordshire deserves to be better-known by a wider audience, and Kent is pivotal as the birthplace of the Gothic style in England. This is not to say that buildings in other parts of the country are less interesting or significant, and a wide spread of examples are mentioned from Cornwall to Scotland. Britain is also placed in its wider Continental context, including documentary, artistic, and archaeological material from medieval France, Ireland, Spain, Germany, Switzerland, Italy, and beyond. Medieval architecture is important to study for several reasons. First, it remains central to a local and national sense of place and identity. This is important individually as much as collectively. Second, medieval building techniques and design aesthetics still have the power to be a source of inspiration in the modern world.

In approach, this book is created as an interdisciplinary cultural history rather than a theoretical archaeology, a cultural anthropology, or an art history, although it touches on several of these areas. Ground plans of buildings (which are readily available from standard reference sources) have been used economically, with preference given to photographs of spaces not normally accessible to the general public. Dimensions are given in the original imperial measurements first, together with a modern metric equivalent. The main part of the book is arranged in thematic sections ordered by function, with a reference section at the end summarising the main findings. It has three main aims. First, it seeks to demonstrate that ecclesiastical upper-storey areas represent an interesting and highly significant aspect of medieval culture, not simply a marginal backwater of antiquarian interest. Second, it questions the long-held assumption that stairs and galleries were intended for occasional maintenance access by workmen. While craftsmen were certainly present in these areas, not all high-level access was necessarily low in status. Finally, it demonstrates why it is important for archaeologists and architectural historians always to engage critically with the available evidence, and to question ‘received wisdoms’ which may be more revealing of modern myths than medieval practices.

No volume can claim to cover every aspect of a topic, and there are several necessary exclusions here. West galleries, mostly constructed in the seventeenth to early nineteenth centuries, appear to have been principally intended for use by children and instrumental bands, and most were taken down following restorations informed by the Oxford Movement in the late nineteenth century. Long Galleries allowed aristocrats to admire works of art, view their estates, or take indoor exercise in their country houses, a post-medieval and domestic innovation which for these dual reasons falls outside the scope of this book. Minstrels’ Galleries, generally assumed to have been for the use of instrumental performers, also relate closely to the world of medieval domestic rather than ecclesiastical architecture. While parallels are drawn with medieval secular practices, a full exploration of these buildings also awaits future investigation. It likewise is not the intention of this volume to provide a complete gazetteer of all extant medieval upper spaces in Western Europe, which would be virtually impossible and of limited practical utility. Instead, the aim is to recover the range of uses that these spaces had, and to extrapolate some general principles informing their application which could then be applied to other instances. The first task, however, is to define more closely the different types of upper spaces which are encountered. This is the subject of the first chapter, to which we now turn.







  1  

The Architecture of Medieval Upper Spaces

In order to understand how ecclesiastical upper spaces functioned, we need first to identify them. This chapter therefore serves as an introduction to the spaces discussed in the following chapters. Part 1 of this chapter introduces the architecture of medieval stairs, looking at their design, construction, aesthetics and finish. The second part is an exploration of upper spaces, including upper chambers, wall-passages and galleries, in medieval monastic, parochial, and some secular architecture. From this point, frequent reference is made to what we shall call the ‘Canterbury case-studies’, a series of medieval ecclesiastical buildings within a 20-mile or so radius of the metropolitical Cathedral city and World Heritage site.1 Pride of place naturally goes to Canterbury Cathedral, an exceptionally well-documented and largely intact suite of medieval buildings of the very highest quality. First among the parish churches is St Leonard, Hythe, a very ambitious church nestling on a steep hill by the south Channel coast, which boasts a full three-storeyed chancel, begun, if not completed, in the thirteenth century (Fig. 1.1).2 To a great extent, stairs, wall-passages, galleries and upper rooms deserve to be seen as creating networks of upper spaces which it may seem somewhat artificial to separate out. However, it is useful to introduce them in a systematic way. A hint of the importance of stairs in medieval architecture is glimpsed in the Regulations concerning the Arts and Crafts of Paris of 1258 which stipulate that no-one could practice their craft after Nones had been rung at Notre-Dame on Saturdays, except when closing a vault or a stairwell.3 These humble but very essential features therefore repay closer investigation first.

Part 1: Stairs

Design

Medieval stairs took several different forms. Some are in long, straight flights, hereafter termed ‘linear’, such as the Night Stair at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland (see below). Other stairs are annular in form, circling around the inside of a large round building, such as that in the baptistery at Pisa, Italy. Most take the form of spiral stairs (vices, or newel stairs) which wind around a central newel pillar, of which there are surviving examples from the late eighth century onwards. The Vis de Saint Gilles, built in the bell-tower at the abbey of Saint-Gilles, Languedoc, France in 1142 was particularly famous for its complex vault geometry in the medieval period, and it remained an object of study well into the Early Modern era.4 Indeed, the stair not only attracted admiration from across the Continent, but apprentice masons even created models of it to show their skill.5 As David Parsons has pointed out, vices are technically helical not spiral, although contemporaries imagined and represented them as spirals (such as on the St Gall Plan of c. 820), and so the original name endures. A specialised form of vice is a double-helix, of which there are some English examples dating from the fourteenth century. Contemporary writers frequently resorted to zoomorphic terms to describe such architecture, hence cochlea (snail shell), for spiral stair, and testudo (tortoise), a vault.
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Fig. 1.1 St Leonard, Hythe, Kent (after Berg & Jones, 2009)



Spiral stairs exhibit two main forms depending on their date. In the Romanesque form (up to c. 1230), the newel and tread consist of separate blocks, all supported by a semi-circular barrel-vault underneath (Fig. 1.2). A widespread design change took place around 1230, whereby each tread was now fabricated from a single block of stone (or winder) incorporating the newel section in the shape of an eccentric keyhole (Figs. 1.3 & 1.4).6 The reasons for this change from barrel-vaulted to monolithic form probably included speed of construction, economy of effort, and greater structural strength. Close examination of the case-study stairs can cast fresh light on existing theories of how this formal change from Romanesque to Gothic design took place. David Parsons has speculated that the later type was anticipated by the use of ‘tailed’ newel sections, which incorporate an attached bearing surface for the step.7 However, there is no evidence to suggest that tailed newels appeared immediately prior to c. 1230, and they may simply have helped to create a stronger construction bond, as seen in the alternation of long- and short-tailed newel stones in the remains of the Infirmary vice at Canterbury Cathedral.8 Instead, the design transition from barrel-vaulted to monolithic stairs was probably much more complex and subtle than usually assumed. Near-monolithic steps, missing only the newel projections, are found in the lowest courses of several twelfth-century vices, such as those in St Andrew’s chapel and the Corona tower at Canterbury Cathedral (Fig. 1.5).9 Furthermore, the top steps of some Romanesque stairs (such as the Chillenden chambers vice at Canterbury and the west tower vice at St Mary, Brook, Kent) are in the form of monolithic blocks. This suggests that monolithic steps may first have been used to cap barrel-vaulted vices in the Romanesque period, and later extended to whole staircases in the Gothic.10
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Fig. 1.2 Barrel-vaulted vice in the north-east transept, Canterbury Cathedral
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Fig. 1.3 Typical monolithic step (ex situ), from ruined tower house at Limerick, Co. Limerick, Ireland
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Fig. 1.4 Steps of later medieval form at St Mary & St Ethelburga, Lyminge, Kent



The Anglo-Saxon scholar Harold Taylor identified the presence of double-height newel sections as one of the principal diagnostic features of an Anglo-Saxon vice.11 This theory is based on a handful of probable (but contested) possible late Anglo-Saxon stairs, such as that in the west tower at Hough-on-the-Hill, Lincolnshire. This is directly relevant to date of the west tower at St Mary, Minster in Thanet, Kent, which has been the subject of debate, with arguments put forward for both pre-and post-Conquest dates.12 It seems to have escaped attention that this vice incorporates double-height newel sections, making a late Anglo-Saxon date for this vice and tower a realistic possibility (Figs. 1.6 & 1.7). Minster became a manor of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury around 1030, and it is tempting to speculate that the tower might be a remnant from a church built at this time. However, it is also clear that the double-height newel technique was by no means confined to the Anglo-Saxon period. Long newel stones are used in the large newel drums in the late twelfth-century Corona vices at Canterbury Cathedral, and also in the first-floor half-vice in the Gatehouse at Dover Priory, which is thirteenth-century in date or later.


[image: ]

Fig. 1.5 The choir at Canterbury Cathedral, drawn by G. Smith (1883)



Timber ladders are another important form; indeed, they were traditionally the sole method of access in Irish Round Towers. Panels from the Bayeux Tapestry show that wooden ladders with triangular wedge-shaped steps were certainly known at the time of the Conquest. A famous example is in the west tower at St Mary, Brabourne, Kent. The tower itself is Romanesque, and the ladder has been dendrochronologically (tree-ring) dated to the mid-fourteenth century.13 The key elements of these medieval ladders are a series of triangular treads pegged into two parallel rails, typically set at quite a steep angle in the building, and often provided with a handrail. While sometimes claimed to be unique, this stair is one of a series of timber tower ladders in the locality, with comparable examples in East Kent at St Mary, Fordwich (starting from first-floor level); the extra-parochial church of St Nicholas’ Hospital, Harbledown; All Saints, Whitstable; St Clement, Old Romney; and St Mary, Westwell, as well as further afield at St Mary, High Halden (Fig. 1.8). There are also ladders providing access to porch chambers, such as that at St Nicholas at Wade in the same county, and there were probably once many more timber stairs which have not survived. The reasons for selecting timber over stone are not readily apparent, but could include ease of transportation, lightness, and simplicity of construction.
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Fig. 1.6 The west tower at St Mary, Minster in Thanet, Kent
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Fig. 1.7 Double-height newel stone (top left) in the spiral stair at Minster
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Fig. 1.8 Wood ladder in the tower at St Mary the Virgin, High Halden, Kent



Stairs of all types might be built in greater churches in the west front, in porches, transept returns and presbyteries, the latter often beginning at first-floor level, although their location in the building is often subject to variation. Stairs occasionally occupied the centre of major Crossing piers, as at Finchale Priory, County Durham, although this was perhaps too much of a structural risk to become widespread. In parish churches, stairs correspond closely to the upper-storey feature to which they relate, generally being found in a corner of the tower, to the north or south of a chancel arch, and in an interior angle of a porch. The north-west chancel pier at St Leonard, Hythe, Kent, is a very unusual location for a stair in a parish church. At Boxgrove Priory, Sussex, the access stair to the clerestory is found in the aisle. At Elkstone, Gloucestershire, the newel stair at the entrance to the chancel provides access to an upper chamber, although other chancel upper chambers in the west of England such as Compton Martin, Somerset, had no access from the inside, with an exterior doorway requiring a ladder. Medieval stairs are easily detectable from the outside by their characteristic long and narrow ‘arrowslit’ windows, whether square-headed, round, or arched. Most of these windows, especially Romanesque examples, are widely splayed on the inside, to allow in the maximum amount of light. This was an aspect of the stairs at St-Bénigne, Dijon, France singled out for praise by its anonymous medieval chronicler, and the Corona stairs at Canterbury Cathedral are also well-lit by natural light.14

Construction

Stairs are particularly revealing for the archaeological evidence they contain, especially of different stone types and materials. In the Canterbury case-studies, imported Caen stone ashlar from France was often used for newel stones (as at Hythe), while local ragstone rubble readily found its way into stairwells.15 In the Cheker vice at Canterbury Cathedral, some of the window-jambs and voussoirs are made out of bright white chalk, in contrast to St Leonard’s Tower, West Malling, Kent, where light tufa ashlar was used throughout. The west tower vice at St Mary, Minster-in-Thanet, Kent, has newel stones carved from a light orange sandstone. Some choices of stone were doubtless made on the basis of convenience or practicality. Some of the steps at St Mary, Kenardington, Kent, clearly had a marine origin, as the undersides preserve clusters of medieval barnacles. At St Leonard, Hythe, a special hard dark grey stone (probably from the Hythe Beds of Lower Greensand) was used in the chancel vice by the rood loft exit and in the linear steps beyond the chancel arch leading down to the south triforium and south clerestory passage. The builders may have anticipated significant use in these areas and probably selected this hard stone to give the best possible wear (Fig. 1.9).

Stairs sometimes contain re-used fabric, such as recycled Roman material. At St Mary, Reculver, Kent, the site of an abandoned Roman fort, the twelfth-century twin towers incorporate a significant amount of re-used Roman tile. This can be seen with particular clarity in the vice, with characteristic long and thin orange-red Roman tiles forming the main fabric of the barrel-vault (Fig. 1.10). Another staircase which incorporates significant amounts of Roman tile was the north vice in the west front of St Botolph’s Priory in the former Roman garrison town of Colchester, Essex (Fig. 1.11). Re-used Roman material of a rather different kind found its way into the twelfth-century west front at Jedburgh Abbey, Borders, where a Roman military inscription was re-used upside-down in the north vice vestibule roof. Doubtless the fact that it is a large, flat, slab explains its re-use, rather than any desire to make conscious associations with Romanitas.

The re-use of stone in medieval stairs was sometimes more contemporary. About half-way up the north transept vice at Rochester Cathedral there is a collection of carved ashlar pieces, consisting of twelve cylindrical pillars arranged above a large rough-bolstered rectangular block with cable moulding along its edge. The round sections are presented end-on, arranged in three rows, and are made from two different stone types, about half of green stone (perhaps Kentish Ragstone) and the other half of a white stone, probably Caen stone. These may be remnants of a previous eleventh- or twelfth-century structure on the site, perhaps even Gundulf’s Romanesque choir (Fig. 1.12). In the north Corona vice vestibule floor at Canterbury Cathedral, there is a reused column base of about 9 inches (230mm) in diameter, perhaps also from a previous building on the site. Romanesque fabric was also re-used in other upper spaces, such as the voussoir with a roll-moulding in the south clerestory passage at Hythe, and a similar piece placed in the exterior wall of the later medieval extension to the west claustral range at Horton Priory, Kent.

Aside from their archaeological interest, three main types of stairwell finish are found in the case-study buildings. At the most basic level, the most common finish is random rubble, typically of local stone or water-rounded flints. The rubble is sometimes roughly coursed, as at St Mary, Minster-in-Thanet, which incorporates bands of whole and knapped water-rounded flints (Fig. 1.13). The stairwell at Reculver incorporates several materials in a multi-coloured texture of grey-green and beige Kentish ragstone, jet-black flint, and bright orange Roman tile. The second type of finish consists of a smooth plastered or rendered surface. This provides a much more attractive and uniform surface, but is not particularly long-lasting and has often flaked off to reveal the surface beneath (for instance, at St Mary, Kenardington, Kent). The best quality of finish was a lining of smooth curved ashlar blocks. This creates the most attractive and durable finish, although it was probably also by far the most expensive. It doubtless made the stair easier to build and the risers easier to locate, and looked aesthetically good. Caen stone was often used in ashlared stairwells, such as in the ruined tower vice at the grange of St Augustine’s Abbey at Minster-in-Thanet, Kent (Fig. 1.14). Ashlar was sometimes joggled in a mosaic of interlocking shapes, perhaps to demonstrate the masons’ skill, a technique found in the Corona vices at Canterbury Cathedral as well as in the medieval Guildhall of St Mary at Coventry (Fig. 1.15).

Ashlared stairwells are useful diagnostic evidence because they often occur in tandem with high-status patronage. It is a rare finish in parish churches, however, representing only about 10% of the case-study examples. St Mary, Brook, traditionally had a connection to the Priors of Christ Church, Canterbury. The church of St Clement, Sandwich was built on an established Anglo-Saxon site in the thriving medieval port; unusually, the stairwell here changes from plastered to ashlar finish a short height above ground, suggesting an increase in resources once construction was under way. The ashlared stairwell in the ruined church of St James, Dover may also reflect its strong civic links with the Cinque Port confederation. The ashlared vice in the late eleventh-century Hospital of St John at Northgate, Canterbury, may reflect the patronage of Archbishop Lanfranc. The castles of Dover, Rochester (and, on a smaller scale, Canterbury) also feature ashlared vices. Castles were very expensive building projects, usually financed by the Crown, and finished accordingly. Ashlared stairwells therefore occur throughout the status spectrum, disregarding monastic, parochial, sacred and secular distinctions. Some stairs appear to run contrary to expectations. The chancel vice at Hythe has a rubble stairwell with occasional plastering, contrasting with the liberal use of high-quality Purbeck and Bethersden marble in the three-storeyed chancel elevation. The vice in the West Front at Horton Priory, Kent, also has a rendered stairwell, despite the survival of elaborate masonry sculpture on the outside. Possibly, resources were being stretched to the maximum in these ambitious buildings, and expenditure on less essential or more hidden areas may have been pared back as a result.
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Fig. 1.9 Hard-wearing grey stone in the chancel vice at St Leonard, Hythe, Kent
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Fig. 1.10 Re-used Roman tile in the vice barrel-vault at Reculver, Kent
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Fig. 1.11 Spiral stair incorporating re-used Roman tile in St Botolph’s Priory, Colchester, Essex
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Fig. 1.12 Re-used masonry in the north-east transept vice at Rochester Cathedral
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Fig. 1.13 Coursed flint and rubble stairwell at Reculver, Kent
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Fig. 1.14 Caen stone ashlar stairwell at Minster-in-Thanet abbey, Kent
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Fig. 1.15 Joggled ashlar stairwell at St Mary’s Guildhall, Coventry, Warwickshire



Aesthetics

Next, we consider some aesthetic ideas in medieval staircase architecture. First, a look at entrances. The average staircase doorway in the Canterbury case-studies is around 6 ft (1.52m) high and between 28–31 in (0.71–0.79m) wide. Their width, however, varies considerably: the first-floor exit in the Cheker Tower at Canterbury is only 20 inches (0.5m) wide, whereas those in the Corona vices are very wide at 46 inches (1.16m) across. Given that the widths of these staircase doorways vary while the height remains constant, the evidence does not support the use of any consistent proportions in this period. However, there is some evidence to suggest a convergence on a height-to-width proportion of 3:1 in the later medieval period. For instance, the doorway to the vice in the fifteenth-century porch at St Clement, Sandwich, measures exactly 6 ft to the apex and 2 ft across (1.82 × 0.61m), a proportion of exactly 3:1; as if to underline the point, the arch begins exactly one foot below the apex. This proportion often holds good irrespective of the scale. The doorway to the later medieval vice in the South Transept in Canterbury Cathedral has non-integer dimensions of 73 × 24¼ in (1.85 × 0.61m), but the same overall proportion of 3:1, and many other examples of the same 3:1 proportion in later medieval staircase doorways can be found in a wider context. This proportion may have become popular because it is both easy to build, makes practical sense, and is aesthetically pleasing on the eye.

Many early medieval staircase doorways (about one in four of the Canterbury case-studies) incorporate a tympanum or semicircular lintel above the entrance. Many of these tympana went well beyond strict functional necessity into the realm of elaborate sculptural decoration. One of the main decorative techniques was the use of geometric shapes, while others contain figurative sculpture.16 A rustic bird – perhaps a dove – provides an abstract sculptural motif above the door to the west tower vice at St Margaret at Cliffe near Dover (Fig. 1.16). The tympanum above the central tower entrance at St Clement, Sandwich, combines geometric and figurative elements, with a hart and a small bird squeezed into the small space above an interlaced arcade (Fig. 1.17). For sheer programmatic content, few examples can match the now much-weathered example above the doorway to the Day Stair at Rochester Cathedral, which illustrates the story of Abraham and Isaac, as explained in a Latin caption around its circumference. An inscription of a different kind, this time celebrating the work of the French master mason John Morow, frames the doorway to the fifteenth-century vice in the south transept at Melrose Abbey, Scotland. Other tympana, such as that above the entrance to the south vice in the West Front at Horton Priory, and the huge semicircles of Purbeck marble in the Canterbury Corona tympana were instead left plain. Entrance vestibules, too, show evidence of aesthetic consideration. Those in the Canterbury Corona stairs were designed as 53-inch squares, which is particularly striking as most vestibules were awkwardly-shaped parallelograms (see Forms A–C, Fig. 1.18).17
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Fig. 1.16 Tympanum over entrance to tower stair at St Margaret at Cliffe, Kent
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Fig. 1.17 Tympanum over entrance to tower stair at St Clement, Sandwich, Kent



Several commentators such as David Parsons have assumed that a wide vice had a liturgical function, and that a narrow one must have been intended for maintenance.18 It is easy to see why such a theory is attractive: many wide vices provide access to significant features, and narrow stairs are often found near roofs. However, a moment’s reflection shows several problems with this theory. The widest vices in the survey material are those in the Great Tower at Dover Castle – which clearly would not have had liturgical uses – while the narrowest stairs related to ecclesiastical rood lofts – which certainly did. This information alone proves that further refinement of the hypothesis is necessary. The case-study stairs do not show any evidence for a group of ‘large’ stairs, with the evidence pointing to a random distribution of scale rather than clustering around any particular dimensions. Vices were usually built to particular diameters because they corresponded to different storeys. At St Mary, Brook, Kent, the top section of the vice at 61.5 in (1.56m) is two-thirds of the original diameter of 92.75 in (2.35m), mirroring the offsets marking the progressive narrowing of the tower. In secular architecture, the widest spiral stairs in a castle generally connected the greatest number of levels. Coulson argues that wide flights of stairs approaching castles cannot have been defensive in purpose, making a ceremonial function more probable, although Faulkner, by way of contrast, writing principally about medieval domestic buildings, observes that a stair in a chamber block may be mural, spiral or external in form but was ‘always unimpressive’ because it was ‘a private stair clearly designed to avoid pomp and ceremony’.19 Templer argues that a wider stair enabled a greater volume of traffic, because two or more people can pass each other side-by-side in comfort.20 For modern stairs, he suggests a minimum step width of 29 in (0.73m) with 38 in (0.96m) for comfort, and at least 56 in (1.42m) for two to pass. Wide stairs (such as the Canterbury Corona vices) could therefore have been intended for a large volume of use, while those on the minimum edge of practicality (such as most rood loft and some parochial west tower stairs) could have been intended for use only by one person at a time. The stairs in the Canterbury case-studies have an overall radius of about 30 to 85 inches (0.76m–2.16m), with step widths of between 25 and 75 inches (0.63m–1.9m). Most of the newel posts measure about 7 to 8 inches in diameter.21 The step rise is typically around 6.5 to 8 inches (165–203mm), although there are exceptions: the steps at West Malling are 9.5 inches (241mm) high, and those in the upper-storey gatehouse vice at Dover Priory, Kent, are exceptionally tall with a rise of 11.5 inches (292mm).22


[image: ]

Fig. 1.18 Typical staircase vestibule forms (author)



In spiral staircase construction, the angle of the steps (sometimes called the ‘pitch’) is a critical dimension. Too narrow an angle, and the steps would be impracticably narrow, but if too wide, headroom would become insufficient. The narrowest steps in the Canterbury case-studies are found in the top section in the tower at Brook (11.6°) while the widest are those in the Guest Hall vice at Dover Priory (26.6°).23 John Templer recommends a step angle of between 18° and 30° for modern stairs, making medieval steps somewhat smaller than they would be built today. For most medieval rood loft stairs, step rise and pitch were both important factors where the aim was to enable ascent to an upper level within a tight 180° turn in the wall (see Fig. 1.18, Form D). This was achieved by combining the smallest possible angle with the maximum possible rise (Fig. 1.19) Additionally, the lower doorway was often raised well above ground in order to gain extra height for the upper exit. The typical medieval spiral staircase step angle was not always consistent.24 A case in point is the chancel vice at St Leonard, Hythe, where the step angle after the first four steps (all set to 20.9°) narrows rapidly until it reaches 15.4° by steps 10 and 11. It then increases to 22.5° by step 17, peaking at 24.3° by step 25 (the first step by the upper doorway). This adjustment has unfortunately left the steps of the staircase well above the threshold of the upper doorway, suggesting that the builders first adjusted one way and then over-compensated in the other direction. By the time the vice reaches the level of the clerestory cross-passage (step 60), however, the passage is precisely flush with the adjacent step, suggesting that the builders had now re-calculated successfully.

The use of simple proportional systems can be seen in some of these stairs. In the south vice in the west front at Rochester Cathedral, the step is four feet long, which is exactly four times the newel diameter of one foot. At St Mary’s Cathedral, Coventry, the same 4:1 proportion is found in the remains of the south vice in the thirteenth-century west front, where the dimensions are 40 inches and 10 inches (1.01m and 0.254m) respectively, and also in the Cheker tower vice at Canterbury in the non-integer dimensions of 35.5 inches and 8.75 inches (0.90m and 0.22m) respectively (Fig. 1.20). These are all high-status cathedral and monastic buildings. Some step angles, like newel and tread ratios, may have been informed by aesthetic ideas (Fig. 1.21). An angle of 18.4°, generated by a triangle with side lengths in the ratio of 1:3, is found at several case-study sites, including the lowest section of the tower vice at Brook and the lower section of the vice in St Andrew’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral, while the angle of 26.6° (found in the Guest Hall at Dover Priory) represents a proportion of 1:2. The most frequently-encountered pitch of all is 20.9°, found at many of the case-study stairs, including St Margaret-at-Cliffe, St Mary, Reculver, St Leonard’s Tower at West Malling, and a quarter of the steps at Hythe, as well as in all three Romanesque vices at Melbourne, Derbyshire. 20.9° is generated by triangle with side lengths in the proportion of 1:2.61, an irrational number, but which incorporates the ratio of the Golden Section (1.61), otherwise known as Phi (Φ). This proportion, calculated by [√5 +1] / 2, is often found in nature from the arrangement of broccoli florets to sunflower seeds. Actual and whole-number approximations for such numbers are known to have been used by medieval masons, and so it is reasonable to assume that staircase construction was shaped by similar aesthetic considerations. Some buildings are credited with having symbolic numbers of steps, such as the 365 in the tower, 60 in the chancel and 24 in the porch chamber claimed at St Botolph, Boston, Lincolnshire. However, the numbers of steps in the Canterbury case-studies do not appear to hold any special significance in this area, and more research is needed to ascertain to what extent normal staircase construction may have been manipulated in order to achieve these numbers of steps.


[image: ]

Fig. 1.19 Rood stair at St Peter and Paul, Lynsted, Kent
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Fig. 1.20 Step and newel proportioned as 4:1 in the Cheker vice at Canterbury Cathedral




[image: ]

Fig. 1.21 Spiral stair step angles and ratios (author)



The aspect of medieval staircase design which has had by far the most popular significance attached to it is its handedness, or chirality. A right-handed vice is defined here (as conventionally) as one which ascends in a clockwise direction. One of the most enduring of all myths about spiral stairs is the idea that they were usually built right-handed to enable a defender to use his sword hand while their body was protected by the newel post. Certainly, of the three vices in the great tower at Dover Castle and the two remaining at Canterbury Castle, all are right-handed. However, John Templer questions the theory, pointing out that it assumes that defenders were neither left-handed, nor retreating downwards, and Neil Guy’s comprehensive survey of medieval British castle stairs reveals many left-handed examples.25. The relevance of such a military-inspired hypothesis to ecclesiastical settings is also highly questionable. In the Canterbury casestudy stairs, for every three right-handed examples, two are left-handed (Fig. 1.22).26 Left-handed vices are therefore quite common.27 Some left-handed stairs were built as ‘mirror-images’ to a righthanded counterpart in a great church. In such instances the chirality is usually reversed in the reflection, with the other technical aspects (such as step rise, angle and stairwell finish) otherwise remaining identical. The palace chapel at Aachen provides an early example of paired vices in opposite chiralities, and this feat of craftsmanship was often repeated. In the choir at Canterbury Cathedral, the vice in St Anselm’s chapel (south side) is right-handed, while that in St Andrew’s chapel (its mirror on the north) is left-handed. However, the side chosen for the left-handed twist was not consistent: in the two late twelfth-century vices further east serving the Corona tower, the left-handed vice is instead found on the south side. At the ambitious Romanesque parish church at Melbourne, Derbyshire, both West Front vices were instead designed as right-handed. Other stairs may have been designed with a particular chirality due to the layout of the buildings and the level or direction of the exits which they faced. Tadhg O’Keeffe suggests that the clockwise arrangement of side windows in Irish Round Towers may have been intended to echo clockwise liturgical and processional routes, even if in reality, ascent was by a series of ladders.28 Therefore, it would be wise not to attach too much significance to the handedness of any given staircase.
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Fig. 1.22 Left-handed vice at Reculver, Kent



Finishing, Fixtures and Fittings

The final aspect of stairs to be considered in this section is that of finish, fixtures and fittings. Original entrance doors to medieval stairs are very rare. At many monastic sites like St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, the evidence is lost, while examples in parish churches have been at the mercy of later replacement. However, there are a handful of surviving original staircase doors in south-east England, almost all in high-status contexts. One particularly interesting example is in the entrance door to the vice leading to the ‘Lapidarium’ chamber in the north transept at Rochester Cathedral. This incorporates a re-used door which is decorated with three strapwork saltire crosses, almost certainly from Gundulf’s Romanesque cathedral (Fig. 1.23).29 The door to the former chapel of St Blaise survives in the north choir aisle of Canterbury Cathedral, made from oak boards decorated with studs and large C-hinges, with a small hand-pull decorated with bands of incised parallel lines. Some staircase doors have several keyholes. As was customary for medieval parish chests, several key-holders may have been required to be present in order to open it. Alternatively, it could have been intended to create an impression of security. The builders at All Saints, Filby, Norfolk, were clearly not taking any chances in this respect. The late fifteenth-century door to the tower stair has no less than seven keyholes distributed randomly across the surface, of which only two are remotely in the right place to be useable. This door is otherwise completely covered by interwoven metal straps, giving the appearance of impregnability. Some of the finest staircase doors are those in the two Corona tower stairs at Canterbury Cathedral (Fig. 1.24). These are made from exceptionally fine and close-grained parallel oak boards, unmatched for their smoothness and evenness of finish. Their main decoration takes the form of a rosette escutcheon bearing a ring-pull with terminations of dragons’ heads, baring their tongues at each other in a playfully teasing gesture (Fig. 1.25). Astonishingly, this intact pair of doors and their matched handles are almost certainly the original fittings for the Gothic choir created around 1180, and seem to have attracted very little scholarly attention. The doors open into square vestibules with a rebate for the door to be pushed back flush to the stairwell, a stylish finish which would have enabled smooth and unimpeded access, especially as the other wall blends seamlessly into the newel. By way of contrast, the door in the chancel vice at St Leonard, Hythe, is probably more typical of most medieval staircase doors. It is an approximately-fitting door, being roughly fashioned from boards of a knotty hardwood (probably walnut), and devoid of any decorative metalwork.

Doors were not only placed across the entrances to staircases, but also placed inside them to regulate internal access. A good example is found a few steps above St Anselm’s chapel in the adjoining vice at Canterbury Cathedral (Fig. 1.26). This internal door is 32.25 in (0.82m) wide, 73.5 in (1.86m) high and 1.5 in (38mm) thick, and made of stout oak boards. The vertical boards on the upper face are well-finished and slightly bevelled and lapped, while those on the lower face are rough. There are six former keyholes. On the lower side is a simple latch with a scrolled end which fits over a hasp set in a wood frame. This frame is fixed to the wall by tapering rectangular metal pins. Two horizontal boards block the semi-circular space in the barrel-vault above, attached to two vertical struts which key into the vault. A vertical batten adjacent to the newel covers the gap between the frame and side-walls, suggesting that it needed to look secure from the lower level. A squared ‘corner’ was also cut into the barrel-vault below where the door swings back. There is a possibility that this internal door was added in the fourteenth or fifteenth century, since it was clearly a later modification (see Chapter 7). Evidence for a similar, now lost internal door can be found in the south Corona vice at Canterbury, two steps below the triforium wall-passage. There is a hinge pintle to the right-hand side about 60 in (1.52m) above the step, and a socket for another below. There are upper and lower abrasions on the newel at this point, suggesting bolts arranged at a slight angle. There are also sockets at a corresponding height in the newel and side wall, indicating that a beam of about 1⅝ in (41mm) wide by 2¾ in (70mm) high was once inserted across its width; two holes directly above suggest that two timbers were keyed into the barrel-vault as above. The final clue is a small squared ‘corner’ in the vault two steps beneath to allow a door to swing back unimpeded. It is not clear when or why this door was fitted and taken away; it could have closed the vice during construction, or perhaps served in a later period to prevent ascent past this point by the wall-passage.

Canterbury Cathedral also preserves two exceptional examples of wood stairs and associated fittings. The first is the vice in Chillenden Chambers. The upper section of this stair is entirely of timber, probably oak, and is thought to have been created around 1380. The stair has a turned newel cap at the top of the post, taking the form of a saucer-shaped bowl with a cyma moulding on its upper surface, and an acorn finial (Fig. 1.27). Two chamfered parallel rails are pegged into the newel post beneath, which act as a balustrade by the top doorway. Inside the Cathedral itself, there is an equally remarkable survival of timberwork in the vice by St Anselm’s chapel on the south side of the choir, the top of which probably corresponds to a lost second storey over the chapel. At the point where the masonry ends, a special carved beam has been placed over the stair (Fig. 1.28). One end is rounded to match the newel profile, while the length of the beam is subtly curved underneath to take away the sharp edge for those ascending underneath, the shape reminiscent of one half of an aeroplane propeller. The inside top edge of the curved section has been rebated to accept landing-boards, two of which survive in situ. The rounded newel end also has three small mortices arranged at 120° to each other, presumably to accept a lost piece of landing superstructure. This exceptionally rare evidence for the finer details of how these stairs were finished is highly valuable because it provides us with information which is normally lost from other sites, including insights into the carpenters’ craft as well as into medieval interior design aesthetics.
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Fig. 1.23 Re-used Romanesque door in the ‘Lapidarium’ vice at Rochester Cathedral
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Fig. 1.24 Door to the south Corona vice at Canterbury Cathedral
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Fig. 1.26 Internal door in vice by St Anselm’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral
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Fig. 1.25 Dragon door-pull and escutcheon in the Corona stair
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Fig. 1.27 Newel post and landing beam in the Chillenden Chambers vice at Canterbury Cathedral
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Fig. 1.28 Curved landing beam at the top of the vice by St Anselm’s chapel, Canterbury Cathedral



Part 2: Upper Spaces

Having looked at stairs, the focus now moves to upper spaces. First, we consider various types of upper spaces in buildings of cathedral and monastic status. The focus then moves to parish churches, where the possibilities were generally fewer, but no less significant. Finally, we consider some related upper spaces in the secular world beyond.

Upper chambers

The first type of upper space one might encounter when approaching a building of cathedral or monastic status was the gatehouse. Many gatehouses were designed to impress as well as delineate the boundary between the outside world and the community. Following the Peasants’ Revolt in the 1380s, many gatehouses were rebuilt on a larger scale. One of the most famous from this turbulent era is at Thornton Abbey, Lincolnshire, which has rooms on several levels. Most gatehouses were built with at least one upper storey, and some (such as the early sixteenth-century Christ Church Gate at Canterbury Cathedral) feature two. Access to the upper rooms was always from inside the gates, and some gatehouses were internally highly complex.30
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Fig. 1.29 Upper chamber above south-east side-chapel at Winchester Cathedral



A monastic or cathedral church had many types of tower spaces. One iconic early form prominent in Continental Carolingian and Ottonian architecture were the so-called ‘westworks’, massive storied tower-like structures placed at the west end of the nave. Sometimes there was a second tower to the east, creating a dual emphasis. These were large and complex spaces. Winchester’s Old Minster probably had a multi-storeyed westwork in the tenth century in which, according to Wulfstan, one could easily become lost.31 There are few surviving examples, although some of their uses from their heyday in the eighth and ninth centuries are well-documented. Another specialised medieval architectural form was the rotunda. This was a tower, often round, built in imitation of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre at Jerusalem. Several examples from the eleventh and twelfth centuries are known. One of the most famous English rotundas was Wulfric’s Octagon, begun at St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury by the last Anglo-Saxon abbot in the mid-eleventh century. Left unfinished, it was subsequently demolished by his successor after the Conquest and disappeared from view until its foundations were revealed in excavations in the early twentieth century.

In the Romanesque period, the west ends of major churches often featured towers with upper chambers. The late Anglo-Saxon Canterbury Cathedral had an apsidal west end with flanking hexagonal turrets, and, according to Eadmer, there were also two towers in the middle of the church which had upper chambers. Transepts and the eastern ends of greater churches sometimes accommodated upper chambers, such as those at Norwich Cathedral, or the so-called Lapidarium and Indulgence Chamber in the eastern transepts at Rochester Cathedral (see Chapter 7). From the twelfth century onwards, upper chambers were increasingly sited over porches, such as over the thirteenth-century north-west porch at Wells Cathedral. Access to these chambers was either from spiral stairs inside the church, or via galleries and wall-passages. Upper chambers were sometimes built over vestibules, such as that over the Chapter House vestibule at York Minster, or over side-chapels, such as those at the east end of Winchester Cathedral (Fig. 1.29). Upper chambers were occasionally sited over the presbytery, of which that at Christchurch Priory, Dorset is the only complete surviving example, although there are indications that Tynemouth Priory and Brinkburn Priory, Northumberland, had comparable spaces by the later medieval period, and there may originally have been an upper chancel floor at St Mary, Deerhurst, Gloucestershire.

Bishops’ chapels comprise a related group of early medieval storeyed buildings for ecclesiastical use. A disparate body of buildings largely unique in their form, they are similar in formal terms to high-status German doppelkappellen (double chapels), for which Charlemagne’s palace chapel at Aachen with its upper gallery was probably the ultimate prototype. One example is the double chapel of St Martin and Catherine, begun around 1050 at Speyer Cathedral, Germany, linked by a central octagonal aperture. Another example was in the bishop’s palace at Hereford, a two-storeyed square building also with a central octagonal aperture, with access to the upper chamber from two spiral stairs each side of the large west portal, demolished in the eighteenth century.

Galleries and Wall-passages

Galleries and wall-passages were key elements of high-status medieval architecture in Europe across the Romanesque and Gothic periods. In a typical three-storied elevation, such as in the thirteenth-century choir at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland, the middle storey is conventionally described as the triforium (or tribune gallery) and the top level is the clerestory (Fig. 1.30). In modern technical usage, a triforium is a dark space with a lean-to roof, whereas a tribune is a full-height gallery lit by exterior windows. Despite much significance being read into the differences of tribune, triforium and clerestory by modern art historians, the neat distinction between them was in fact unknown to contemporaries in the medieval period. Instead, in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the word triphorium was used in a generic sense to signify any gallery or wall-passage. The clearest example is in Gervase’s writing about the rebuilding of the choir at Canterbury Cathedral, where he says:


Above this wall was a way called triforium, and the upper windows [Supra quem murum via erat quae triforium appelatur, et fenestrae superiores].32



Describing the building before and after the fire of 1174, he says that ‘there, was a single triforium, but here are two in the choir and a third in the aisle of the church’, adding ‘all of which will be better understood from inspection than by any description’.33 These three triforia mentioned by Gervase would now be described respectively as a triforium gallery, a clerestory passage, and an aisle wall-passage. One of these triforia in the Trinity chapel was also described as an aluris (a passage or wall-walk) around 1400, and the terms voies and triforium are used interchangeably by Villard de Honnecourt in his sketchbook of c. 1230. Although the main modern descriptive technical terms are retained in this book as far as possible, the generic nature of the medieval language is important to note, and will become significant later. Tribune and triforium galleries, once highly popular, fell from favour in later centuries, for reasons which are not entirely clear. Later Gothic examples are usually completions of earlier work, or represent necessary rebuilding after partial collapse, such as that in the western bays of the choir at Ely Cathedral in the fourteenth century. Despite this, Richard Fawcett suggests that the three-storey elevation of ground-floor arcade, triforium and clerestory had become so essential to the idea of a great church that it was deliberately retained in later medieval Scotland well after its abandonment elsewhere.34 Two other specialised forms of galleries also deserve mention here. Bridge and platform galleries were built as floors across transepts at first-floor level, covering half and the whole area respectively. These were popular in the Romanesque period, and there are surviving examples in the transepts at Winchester Cathedral (Fig. 1.31).

Wall-passages were common in high-status medieval architecture. One of the earliest examples is found in the clerestory at the eleventh-century abbey of Bernay, France, connecting a spiral stair in the transept with the central tower. Some wall-passages were oversailed (i.e. the masonry above was widened to accommodate the width of the passage); however, most passages are very narrow, and few were provided with any handrails or safety balustrades. The triforium passage in the unfinished cathedral at Narbonne (Languedoc, France) was presumably added as an afterthought, since it goes around the pillars rather than through them.35 There is another example at Rouen Cathedral, though, where the triangular deviations of the walkway are supported around the aisles by slim clusters of colonettes, suggesting this form may have been an economy or structural preservation measure. Wall-passages were sometimes created as low-level features, such as that in the ruined presbytery at Tynemouth Priory, Northumberland. A specialised type of wall-passage was the ‘Champenois passage’, defined by Jean Bony as a passage at window-level over a solid base wall, as built c. 1170 at St-Remi, Reims, and in the late twelfth-century south transept upper chapel at Soissons Cathedral.36 Most wall-passages were designed to provide the absolute minimum space necessary. The wall-passage over the chancel arch at St Leonard, Hythe, is only 18 inches (0.45m) wide, although such provision seems generous compared to the Trinity Chapel aluris in Canterbury Cathedral, which narrows in places to a belt-tightening 15¾ inches (0.4m). Wall-passages also appear as exterior features, especially in medieval Italy, as in the west front of Pisa Cathedral, and on the outside of the spectacular pink marble baptistery at Parma (Reggio Emilia, Italy). There are a couple of English examples, such as that above the thirteenth-century west door at Dunstable Priory, Bedfordshire.
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Fig. 1.30 Clerestory passage (top) and triforium gallery (middle) in the choir at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland
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Fig. 1.31 Bridge gallery in the Romanesque north transept at Winchester Cathedral
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Fig. 1.32 Wall-passage in the ruined north transept at Dryburgh Abbey, Borders



Many architectural historians have assumed that wall-passages were created specifically to lighten thick walls, especially near fragile Gothic vaults.37 While the reduced load would undoubtedly have been a welcome benefit, it does not explain why a continuous passage would have been necessary. In the nineteenth-century Roman Catholic cathedral at Arundel, Sussex, for instance, the nave clerestory creates the effect of a medieval wall-passage, but in reality is not one, as it is interrupted between each window by a solid buttress. Medieval builders instead took the incredible risk of running continuous passages through critical structural points. This can be seen clearly in the ruins of the Crossing at Dryburgh Abbey, Borders (Fig. 1.32). Modern research on French cathedrals using windloaded photoelastic models confirms that such passages created dangerous stresses in the building.38 Therefore there must have been very good reasons why medieval builders placed passages near vaults, for reasons other than structural lightening. A curious feature in the wall-passages at Bolton Priory and at Rievaulx Abbey, Yorkshire (in the west front and east windows respectively) is the presence of a series of struts higher up in the lancets implying one or more upper wall-passages. It is not clear if these openings might have been completed by temporary planking which has since disappeared, and whether their purpose was structural, functional, or aesthetic.
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Fig. 1.33 Nave and west end opening at Jedburgh Abbey, Borders



Galleries are another important group of medieval upper spaces. The west door of a principal church often had a gallery or platform-space above. Many western galleries were effectively open wall-passages, such as those in the thirteenth-century west front at Wells Cathedral, and there is vestigial evidence for open wall-passages in the same position at many other sites such as at Lindisfarne Priory and St Botolph’s Priory, Colchester. At Jedburgh Abbey, Borders, there are two vices in the west front providing access to a single open passageway across the interior of the large Romanesque west window (Fig. 1.33). In the Perpendicular nave at Winchester Cathedral, two spiral stairs provide access to exterior galleries above the west door and a high gallery over the west window, complete with Gothic balustrades.

Later medieval gallery enclosures are found in the naves at Westminster Abbey and Norwich Cathedral. Sometimes these were the result of later modifications to older fabric, such as the enclosure formed by blocking part of the Romanesque triforium gallery in the east end of the choir at St Bartholomew’s Priory, Smithfield, London. Known as Prior Bolton’s Oriel, it had access from beyond the church, and presumably dates from between 1505–1532 (Fig. 1.34). An enclosure bearing some resemblance to it was made in the twelfth-century nave triforium gallery at Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire, probably in the fourteenth or fifteenth century, but for purposes unknown (see Chapter 7). The so-called Minstrels’ Gallery on the north side of the nave at Exeter Cathedral was built in the mid-fourteenth century Late Decorated style. Of rather different form are the timber galleries created in the early Gothic Crossing arches at Boxgrove Priory, Sussex. These are Perpendicular insertions into roof spaces which were formerly (or intended to be) vaulted. The gallery to the south has access from a spiral stair in the south choir aisles via a later medieval doorway built in early brick, cut into the east wall of the transept. Access to the north gallery, which has a brick fireplace or cupboard in the west wall, would once have been possible via a high-level doorway into the upper storey of the monastic range over the Chapter House. This range has long since disappeared, although the interior of the gallery can be glimpsed from an opening in the wall-passage around the tower ‘square’. Other galleries, typically sited at the west or east ends, were created in nunnery churches, such as at Lacock Abbey, Wiltshire. An upper-storey doorway in the south wall of the east range at Burnham Abbey, Berkshire (formerly Buckinghamshire) probably gave access to a gallery in the nuns’ choir, and there is access to a five-bay Romanesque triforium feature in the east wall of the north transept at St Radegund’s, (now Jesus College Chapel), Cambridge.39 There is also evidence for Continental nunnery west galleries, such as that entered from the second storey of the west tower at Asmild, Denmark.40
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Fig. 1.34 Prior Bolton’s Oriel at St Bartholomew’s Priory, Smithfield, London



Spaces above vaults were also utilised. Some greater churches had large circular apertures built into the vault apex. Examples can be seen in the nave vault at Norwich and in the vault of the eastern Chapel of the Nine Altars at Durham Cathedral. These features were often found on the Continent and especially in later medieval Germany, such as the miniature example in the late Gothic church of St Gangolf, Trier, where a vice at the west end provides access to the space over the vault, suggesting that it originally had a practical function (see Chapter 3).

Lofts

Another important architectural form was that of loft spaces. The medieval term ‘loft’ had a much broader meaning than it does today. A chamber over a gateway at Durham Cathedral was described as a loft in the sixteenth century, and the upper chamber over the presbytery at Christchurch, Dorset, is still known as St Michael’s Loft. Normally, it described a free-standing or non-structural feature inside the building, typically of wood. There was such a loft in the choir at Durham Cathedral before 1540, and another inside St Andrew’s Chapel at Canterbury Cathedral from c. 1392 until its demolition in 1864. There are only two survivors of this type of loft in England: one next to the shine at St Albans Abbey, and the other at Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford, formerly St Frideswide’s Priory. For clarity, the term ‘loft’ in this book signifies an internal timber structure unless otherwise specified, although the historic terminology is retained in the source citations. The most important type of loft, as the term ‘organ loft’ implies, was a type of open gallery in a church. A pulpitum was a large stone screen with a loft above, placed west of the choir in the eastern end of a major church. Many pulpita (famously those at Ely and Salisbury Cathedrals) were taken down in later centuries for aesthetic reasons, but others have survived, such as that built at Canterbury around 1450 (see cover). The best-known type of ecclesiastical loft was the rood loft, placed one bay west of the pulpitum screen. While these are documented in cathedral and monastic contexts, it is in parish churches in which they are best-known (see below). There are no surviving examples of medieval rood lofts from high-status churches, although the screen and loft above the entrance to the Lady Chapel at Winchester Cathedral may provide us with the best guide to their form. This loft overlooks both the Lady Chapel to the east and the site of St Swithin’s shrine in the retro-quire to the west, and has access from a concealed stair in the chapel below, as well as via wall-passages and timber walkways to spiral stairs in the two eastern side-chapels.

Other monastic upper spaces

Upper stories were often built over cathedral and monastic claustral ranges. One of the most impressive would have been the dual-storied cloister and chapter house at Old St Paul’s Cathedral, built in the fourteenth-century Decorated style, lost in the Great Fire of London in 1666. Most chapter-houses have a newel stair providing access to a space over the vault. At Lichfield Cathedral, the upper room retains its original tile pavement, while the chapter-house at Lincoln Cathedral has access to a small wall-passage over its entrance. Upper chambers were often built over the slype, a passageway connecting the cloister with the ground outside, as at Worcester and Canterbury Cathedral. Wall-passages were occasionally created in claustral buildings such as monastic refectories. One example is in the Romanesque ground-floor refectory at Norwich Cathedral. Evidence suggests that the twelfth-century Guest Hall next to Chillenden Chambers at Canterbury Cathedral was also surrounded by a wall-passage on one or more sides, and there may also have been a wall-passage in the refectory at Westminster Abbey.41

Exterior galleries connected buildings in the cloister and wider precinct. Ely Cathedral had particularly elaborate exterior gallery arrangements in the later medieval period. Flying galleries connected the thirteenth-century Queen’s Hall to the Prior’s study, and from here there was access to the first-floor chapel of Prior Crauden, built in 1324–5. Another gallery was built over the kitchen linking the Great Hall at Ely to the Prior’s private hall, eventually creating an entire upper-storey network. In a much more intimate setting at Finchale Priory, County Durham, there is a small internal gallery at one end of an upper chamber in the Prior’s accommodation built in the fifteenth century, served by a miniature spiral stair beginning at first-floor level. Galleries sometimes extended beyond the precinct, and in 1336 a licence was granted by the Crown to the monks at Winchester Cathedral to build an arch or latticed gallery over the city wall.42 The ground floor of a monastic church (usually the south transept) was usually linked directly to the upper storey of the east range by a Night Stair, which avoided going through the cloister after dark. The best surviving example of a Night Stair is that at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland, a long and wide linear flight of steps in the south transept, doubtless restored but certainly following the original line (Fig. 1.35). At Rievaulx, the night stair route for some members of the monastery would have included the triforium of the church nave. Not all monasteries had Night Stairs, however, and a Day Stair to the cloister might suffice, as at St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury.
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Fig. 1.35 Night Stair in the south transept at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland



Other galleries and floor-levels were created in the later medieval period, probably for a variety of reasons. There is an example of an inserted mezzanine floor in the Knights Hospitallers’ Preceptory chapel of St John at Swingfield, near Dover, Kent. This occupies the west end and is a substantial structure with moulded beams; whether this was constructed when it was still in use as a chapel, or if it relates to the later domestic conversion, is unclear. Another interesting example is the access created in the fourteenth or fifteenth century via a new doorway in the north vice in the Romanesque west front at Horton Priory, Kent, to a mezzanine gallery or new floor-level complete with fireplace. This occupied a space which formerly lay outside the building.(Fig. 1.36). It finds ready parallels in the floors inserted in the monastic grange at Minster in Thanet, Kent, and that inserted around 1500 in the refectory at Bushmead Priory, Bedfordshire. A monastic enclosure also contained various storeyed outbuildings. The Green Court at Canterbury Cathedral featured the twelfth-century Aula Nova or New Hall with its famous Norman stair, now much-restored (Fig. 1.37), as well as the guest-house of Chillenden Chambers, and the Prior’s complex known as the Gloriet. Some of these buildings might be free-standing, such as the Lollard’s Tower at Lambeth Palace, the thirteenth-century Guest Hall at St Albans Abbey, and the so-called ‘Carnary chapel’ at Norwich Cathedral. A thirteenth-century building by the south gateway at Cluny Abbey, Saône-et-Loire, France, has an upper chamber built over a vaulted undercroft, and other storeyed buildings in the outer precinct of monasteries are mentioned in inventories.
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Fig. 1.36 Doorway and later medieval mezzanine floor at Horton Priory, Kent




[image: ]

Fig. 1.37 The so-called ‘Norman Staircase’ to the Aula Nova at Canterbury Cathedral



Parochial and Secular Upper Spaces

Parish churches are typically less complex in their upper-storey provision than their cathedral and monastic counterparts, although most had access to some form of upper space. These include upper chambers, lofts, galleries, wall-passages, and exterior high-level spaces. The most typical location for an upper room in a parish church was in a tower. Some early towers include integral stairs, such as at Brixworth, Northamptonshire. The tower chamber at Bosham, Sussex, has a raised doorway opening towards the nave. There is evidence for an unusual nave upper chamber at the Romanesque church of St Michael and All Angels, Copford, Essex, a chapel of the bishops of London by c. 1130. There are traces of a small upper doorway on the north exterior wall, suggesting a lost stair, and there are two blocked oculus windows at the same level in the west wall where there may have been an exterior gallery, as was probably also the case at Wing, Buckinghamshire. The so-called Promotion Law in the late Anglo-Saxon period which related the status of thegns to the possession of a gateway, church, bell-tower and kitchen, has raised much speculation about the date of construction and function of early towers, but a recent study suggests its architectural implications may have been over-stated.43

Upper chambers were sometimes created elsewhere in parish churches. At the Anglo-Saxon church of St Peter’s, Barton-on-Humber, there were upper chambers to east and west over the chancel and the baptistery in the form of attics over flat ceilings. These were probably built around 900 and lit by small oculus windows in the gables at the same level as the nave gallery. Upper chambers were built over the chancel at St Michael and Mary, Melbourne, Derbyshire and at St John the Evangelist, Elkstone, Gloucestershire. The same was true of the later medieval period, such as the upper room known as the ‘Watching Tower’, built over the west bay of the north aisle at St Mary of Charity, Faversham, Kent, and the four rooms arranged on two stories at the west end of Sts. Mary and Cuthbert, Chester-le-Street, County Durham.

In the later medieval period, two important forms of parochial upper spaces emerged, namely porch chambers and rood lofts. A porch chamber is often described as a parvise, although this is held to be incorrect. The word may have been derived from Paradise, an outer courtyard, which later became associated with the chamber overlooking it, or perhaps because it was a room reached literally par vis - by spiral staircase. Porch chambers in parish churches generally date from the Decorated or Perpendicular periods, and are often found in association with churches of collegiate status. Most had an adjacent stair in a quarter-round or quarter-octagonal turret, as at the former collegiate church of St Mary, Northill, Bedfordshire. Access was gained to some porch chambers by a simple ladder, like that at St Nicholas at Wade, Kent. The scale and finish of porch chambers varied greatly, from the multi-storied and highly elaborate Cotswold examples, some provided with fireplaces and elaborate vaulting, down to the simple unlit roof space above the entrance at St Peter, Newenden, Kent, on the outer edge of practicality, but perhaps a good example of security through obscurity.

By the end of the medieval period, almost every parish church had a rood loft.44 These were open galleries placed over screens dividing the nave from the chancel, on which a large crucifix (the rood) was provided with sculptures of Mary and St John to either side. Rood screens and lofts have been much-studied by scholars; indeed, Augustus Pugin’s earliest published work in 1851 was a treatise on this topic.45 The loft would be supported on beams fixed in the chancel walls, sometimes with a miniature timber vault on one or both sides. The resulting space could be surprisingly wide: the loft platform at St Mary, Shoreham, Kent provides a usable platform in excess of 6 ft (2m) across. One of the best surviving examples is at St Mary, Attleborough, Norfolk. Taken down in the nineteenth century but reinstated in 1932, the loft runs the full width of the building across both side-aisles (Fig. 1.38). These screens and lofts were highly elaborate pieces of furniture, paid for and maintained by bequests and donations from ordinary parishioners, and they were enormously popular in later centuries. One recent review of the architectural evidence for rood lofts in Norfolk and Cornwall suggests their construction dates generally post-dated 1400, while Simon Cotton’s survey of documentary references to rood lofts in Norfolk suggests that the majority were built in the late fifteenth to early sixteenth centuries.46

Often, the best evidence for the lofts’ former existence are the stairs which formerly provided access to them. These rood stairs were sometimes quite large and elaborate structures in their own right, particularly in East Anglia. The rood stair at St Denys, Colmworth, Bedfordshire, has two entrances, as does that at St Lawrence, Willington, Bedfordshire (Fig. 1.39). The stair at Newton-in-the-Isle, Cambridgeshire, has an elaborate crenellated parapet across the upper angle return. The majority of rood stairs, however, were simple newel-less spiral stairs ascending a tight 180 degree turn in a side wall to an upper doorway. Other rood stairs were simple linear flights, as seen at All Saints, Hemblington, Norfolk, and in the chancel of the ruined church at St Edmund, Egmere, Norfolk. Most stairs afforded only the bare minimum of headroom and the steps of many are significantly worn, suggesting intensive use over a relatively short period of time. Unlike most other forms of upper spaces, which were usually adapted or abandoned as fashion and needs dictated, rood lofts were specifically outlawed by Edward VI in 1547 on the grounds that they contained idolatrous images. Instructions for removal were interpreted differently by churchwardens: in some cases, the faces of paintings on the screen were lightly defaced, while in others the entire screen was demolished. Some lofts enjoyed a brief renaissance in Queen Mary’s reign, but only until 1558. Lofts have sometimes been reinstated in the late nineteenth or twentieth century, as at St Peter, Dunton, Norfolk, where access to the loft is via the original medieval stair.
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Fig. 1.38 Rood screen and loft of c. 1480 (with later painting) at St Mary, Attleborough, Norfolk
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Fig. 1.39 Rood stair entrance in the Gostwick chapel at St Lawrence, Willington, Bedfordshire



Galleries, which are relatively common features in cathedral and monastic buildings, are rare in parish churches. Some galleries were provided as mezzanine features in towers, such as at St Peter and Paul, Salle, Norfolk. In the south-west of England, some porch chambers were provided with miniature galleries above the main door. At All Saints, Wraxall, Somerset, the gallery itself has disappeared but the access stair remains, built on a modest scale. These porch galleries may be permanent examples of the temporary galleries which are mentioned in early churchwardens’ accounts. At the south-east corner of the thirteenth-century chancel of the former collegiate church at St Mary Magdalene at Cobham, Kent, there is a spiral stair which probably provided access to a gallery across the east end of the chancel, as is still the case at St John the Baptist, Tideswell, Derbyshire.
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Fig. 1.40 Plan of St Mary, Rye, Sussex, by A. Richardson (1907)



Wall-passages are even rarer in parish churches. The presence of wall-passages in some can be explained as relics of their former monastic status, such as those in the chancel at Nun Monkton, North Yorkshire and in the west end at Bourne, Lincolnshire. An exceptional example in south-east England is the full triforium and clerestory elevation in the parish church of St Leonard, Hythe. At St Mary, Rye, Sussex, a system of wall-passages once provided access from spiral stairs in the Romanesque west front over the Transitional Gothic nave arcade, around the transepts, and continued to the east wall as a low-level wall-passage in the aisles (Fig. 1.40). Another notable example are the nave clerestory wall-passages at St Michael and Mary, Melbourne, Derbyshire, which connect a wide western gallery to a lost upper chancel chamber to the east. The main access stair appears to have been that in the south transept, although there are other stairs in the west front.
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Fig. 1.41 High-level doorway in the west tower at All Saints, Cople, Bedfordshire



Parish churches were sometimes provided with access to exterior upper spaces in towers. The former monastic church at Deerhurst, Gloucestershire, contains evidence for a high-level doorway on its east tower face with traces of two worn steps below, and another on its western face, with animal-head label stops. Below this are a row of rectangular beam-holes, suggesting an exterior west gallery. A rebuilt exterior walkway of this type can be seen at Saint-Pierre in Beho (Ardennes, Belgium). In the Anglo-Saxon west tower at Earl’s Barton, Northamptonshire, there are high-level doorways in the east, south and west walls. Stocker and Everson’s survey of Romanesque towers in Lincolnshire reveals that 25% have first-floor doorways in their eastern walls, some of which have worn thresholds.47 High-level doorways are also found in later medieval towers, often on the east face, as at All Saints, Cople, Bedfordshire (Fig. 1.41). Rood stair turrets sometimes extended beyond the level of the roof to the outside, either for display or practical reasons, and some porch chamber stairs likewise continued beyond the parapet, as at Salle, Norfolk. Spiral stairs were provided either side of the nave at St Mary, Saffron Walden, Essex and the chancel roof at St Paul, Bedford, perhaps in imitation of regional high-status models such as King’s College Chapel, Cambridge and Thorney Abbey near Peterborough, both featuring west fronts with polygonal turrets.

Medieval upper spaces are also encountered in a wider cultural context. Two special forms deserve mention here. The lantèrnes des morts of the centre and centre-west of France form a distinct group of early medieval structures. Sometimes associated with monastic churches, many were located in isolated places by cemeteries. The form of the lanterns varies: most were round, although some were square or polygonal in form, ranging in height from about 3.5 to 22m, usually raised on a plinth, and with several openings beneath a conical or pyramidal cap. Many incorporate internal spiral staircases, or have footholds for ascent to the lantern stage, and probably date from the period c. 1150–1300. Another set of medieval structures, superficially similar in form but different in scale, are the Irish round towers. Built up to 100 ft high, they were typically provided with a sculptured doorway raised well above ground-level, with four, five, or six narrow windows arranged geometrically at the top under a masonry cap. The majority were probably built between the tenth and thirteenth centuries. Most are free-standing, often located to the west of a principal church. Unlike the French lantèrnes, however, Irish Round Towers were typically provided with internal timber ladders.

In the wider secular world, high-status castle and domestic architecture frequently incorporated upper spaces. The medieval hospital of St John, Canterbury, has the remains of a spiral stair in its Romanesque masonry, suggesting access to an upper floor, and the medieval Eastbridge Hospital in the city has an undercroft at ground-level with the main chambers above. Castles, such as those at Dover, Rochester, and Tower of London, have extensive sets of spiral stairs and wall-passages. At Boothby Pagnell, Lincolnshire, there is an external flight of steps to the upper floor, and at Old Soar Manor, Kent, the principal rooms are sited above ground. On a domestic urban level, some later medieval town houses had a domestic gallery over an open hall providing access between two upper rooms, with access from a back stair, such as No. 3, Strand Street, Sandwich, Kent. Secular gateways and bridges often incorporated chambers in their upper levels, such as the fourteenth-century Westgate, Canterbury. Likewise, the distant outposts of hermitages and coastal lighthouses are also relevant to the history of medieval upper spaces.

Some upper floors have inevitably been lost over the centuries. The timber lofts inserted in the presbytery at Brinkburn Priory, Northumberland, and St Andrew’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral are two cases in point, removed by Victorian restorers anxious to remove what they saw as later accretions disturbing the purity of the original scheme. This desire may have been understandable, but has unfortunately robbed us of an understanding of how these spaces adapted and evolved over the centuries. Other upper spaces were planned for, but never completed. This is most noticeable in cathedral or monastic buildings, but was probably quite common in parish churches too. At St Denys, Colmworth, Bedfordshire, there are vault springers in the porch either side of the main door, showing that it was intended to be vaulted, implying a usable space between the vault and the high porch roof above, a hypothesis which is confirmed by the blocked upper doorway in the interior wall. The porch at Weymouth Priory, Norfolk, has various upper-level features including slots for floor-joists, an aumbry-like recess, and the suggestion of what might have become windows and a doorway, together with a vice-like circular cutaway in one corner, but there is no floor, and one has to conclude that this porch chamber was likewise never completed (see Fig. 1.42).48 These few instances may be tip of the iceberg of potentially hundreds of abandoned later medieval porch room schemes, indicating that they were even more popular than the number of known examples might suggest. By way of contrast, not all upper spaces had permanent access, and temporary ladders might suffice, while other medieval timber staging and external galleries have vanished without trace.
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Fig. 1.42 Porch upper storey at Weymouth Priory, Norfolk



The above examples show that various types of upper spaces including tower rooms, galleries, lofts, wall-passages and porch chambers were central to medieval architecture from the eleventh to the sixteenth centuries. Some were built as integral parts of the structure, while others represent later modifications to existing fabric. A factor shared in common is that the vast majority contain little or no direct evidence in the fabric to suggest the uses to which they were put. Fortunately, the documentary and artistic record can suggest some answers. The first uses we need to consider are those central to their creation, their liturgical functions, and it is to these that we now turn.







  2  

Devotional Spaces

One of the primary functions for ecclesiastical upper spaces was as the focus for devotional activity and spiritual contemplation. This found its principal expression in the ‘holy spaces’ of upper altars and, occasionally, upper-storey anchorite chambers. It also encompasses the ‘Sacred Sights’ of watching-spaces and high-level relic exposition. Upper altars were especially widespread throughout a cathedral and monastic church and precinct, as well as parish churches and the secular world beyond. Anchorite rooms were rather more untypical, but there is some evidence for them, and watching-spaces and places for relics could take a variety of high-level forms, especially in the later medieval period.

Holy Spaces

Upper Chapels and Altars

The placing of altars in upper spaces appears to have been well-established by the ninth century. One famous early example was completed in 799 at Centula (St Riquier). According to Hariulf’s twelfth-century chronicle (which survives only as an early modern copy), there was a great western gallery known as the church of the Saviour which could accommodate 300 monks, 100 boys, and various local people at key festivals. At Easter, according to the Statutes of Abbot Angilbert, there was a special public mass for men and women at the altar of the Saviour in the west gallery. At the end of the service, the priests could descend the spiral stairs to give communion to those below.1 The similar gallery-church dedicated to St Vitus at Corvey (built c. 870) survives in part, and it also functioned in association with singing (see Chapter 3).

To what extent these early Continental westworks may have influenced building in England from the ninth to eleventh centuries is a complex and ongoing question. On the one hand, there is nothing surviving in England which resembles these massive multi-storeyed Continental westworks. However, native builders may have copied Continental ideas, but in a different form. Some west porches in churches, such as the well-known Anglo-Saxon tower at Deerhurst, Gloucestershire, with its round-arched upper doorway and triangular window (Fig. 2.1) could have contained upper devotional spaces; Eric Fernie points out that the off-centre placing of the doorway suggests that something more important was in the centre – presumably an altar.2 On more certain ground, an eleventh-century Life of the semi-legendary eighth-century child-saint Kenelm states that when his funeral procession approached Winchcombe abbey, Gloucestershire, his evil sister Cwoenthyth ‘was then standing in an upper room’ in the parish church of St Peter to the west; interestingly, she then picks up a psalter before attempting to misuse it and suffers the dire consequences, also suggesting its use as an upper devotional space.3 A twelfth-century description survives of Wilfrid’s eighth-century church at Hexham Abbey written by Prior Richard of Hexham, which states that


several secluded and beautiful oratories which he constructed up high as well as further down within those aisles and galleries were dedicated to Mary the holy mother of God Ever Virgin, to St Michael the Archangel, to St John the Baptist, and to the holy apostles, martyrs, confessors and virgins, and were furnished in a most dignified fashion. And even today some of those oratories can still be seen rising like towers or ramparts.4
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Fig. 2.1 East wall of the tower at St Mary, Deerhurst, Gloucestershire



Hexham abbey (with the exception of the crypt) was later rebuilt, and so the upper altars no longer exist, but the implication is that there were at least four upper-level altars to be found here, valued for their remoteness and high standard of finish.

Some of the oratories at Hexham apparently resembled towers, which were another favoured location for upper chapels. St Michael in particular was a popular saint associated with upper chapels over a very long period. The ninth-century St Gall Plan shows two turrets in front of the church façade with spiral stairs and tower-altars dedicated to St Michael and St Gabriel to north and south respectively. According to Eadmer, there were two tower altars at Canterbury before the fire of 1067. These upper chapels also had associated functions (see Education, and Legal and Business uses in Chapter 4). A specialised tower form incorporating upper chapels was the rotunda. At the rotunda dedicated at St-Bénigne, founded by William of Volpiano from Cluny in 1018, altars were to be found throughout the building. A near-contemporary chronicle account explains that the Crypt contained five altars. From here, thirty-seven steps in dual spiral stairs led to the ground-floor church of St Mary, where there were three altars. Thirty steps above this was the altar of the Holy Trinity, and from here, fifteen steps led to the highest storey, which functioned as the oratory of St Michael.5

Whatever the early influences were, it is clear that the west ends of greater churches became (or continued to be) important liturgical areas after the Conquest. Upper chapels are documented in the west front at Ely Cathedral from the 1120s,6 and at Bury-St-Edmunds by 1142.7 Old St Paul’s Cathedral, London, had two west gallery altars dedicated to Thomas Becket and St Denis respectively, in existence by 1198.8

Another popular location for upper altars was in tribune galleries. The eleventh-century Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago de Compostela describes several tribune altars in the cathedral:


Above, in the gallery of the church there are three altars: the principal one is the altar of St Michael the Archangel; and another altar, that of St Benedict, is on the right-hand side; and another altar of SS. Paul the Apostle and Nicholas the Bishop, is on the left-hand side, where the archbishop’s chapel is found… For indeed, whoever visits the naves of the gallery, if he goes up sad, after having seen the perfect beauty of this temple, he will be made happy and joyful’.9



This text implies that access to the gallery-altars was the highlight of a pilgrimage experience. Such tribune chapels often housed relics. The monk Eadmer recounts a vision of one of the monks associated with relics in an upper chapel in Lanfranc’s cathedral at Canterbury around 1100:


In our own time, it happened to one of the elder brethren of this church, Alfwin by name, a man of the greatest faith and belief, who filled the office of sacrist, that he, on the night of the festival of St Wilfrid, was resting in a certain lofty place in the church, outside the choir, and before an altar, above which, at that time, the relics of the blessed Wilfrid [of Hexham] were deposited in a shrine. There, as he lay between sleeping and waking, he saw the church filled with light, and angelic persons performing the service, and beheld those whose duty it was to read or sing, ascend the spiral staircase, and ask a blessing before the altar and body of the blessed man, which done, they straightway descended, returned, and resumed the usual office of the church with all solemnity.10



This affords a rare glimpse of these spaces functioning in an everyday way, even if in the context of a miraculous vision. In Chapter 25 of Eadmer’s text, he describes how a visiting monk is admitted to the upper chapel, which has unforeseen consequences:


Not long before the death of Archbishop Radulf [in 1121], a certain Teutonic monk named Lambert, who came into England under the patronage of the new queen, visited Canterbury, and remained there for some time, residing with the brethren. He became fond of frequenting the place where the relics of the archbishops were deposited, to pray there, to celebrate daily mass there, and was wont to ask all manner of questions, as to who this or that one had been, and what might be the name of one who rested in this or that coffin. At length he conceived a vehement desire to obtain the body of St Bregwyn, and take it to his own country… when his own death put a stop to the matter.11



The monks, now on their guard, decided to re-bury the relics by the altar of St Gregory at ground level in the south-east transept. This upper space was presumably a bridge or platform gallery over the north transept, similar to that surviving at Winchester Cathedral. The chapel itself seems to have been used for the daily celebration of Mass and for private prayer, two functions which were presumably integral to these chapels as a whole. Canterbury had two Romanesque upper chapels in the western transept apses, one dedicated to St Blaise on the north side, and another to All Saints on the south. Abbot Suger of St-Denis was in no doubt as to what made the upper chapel of St Romanus at his church so inviting in the mid-twelfth century: ‘How secluded this place is, how hallowed, how convenient for those celebrating the divine rites’.12

Transept tribune-chapels are also known at Gloucester, Winchester and Ely Cathedral, suggesting that they were held to be popular and convenient, although interpretations of their longer-term significance vary. Arnold Klukas has found evidence to suggest that, while some, such as those at Gloucester, probably remained in use until the Dissolution, many tribune chapels fell into disuse during the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries, for reasons which are still unclear.13 Certainly, the tribune altars dedicated to Sts Michael and John at Essen Minster, Germany, are recorded in its fourteenth-century Liber Ordinarius, but the tribune-level apse chapels at Canterbury Cathedral had mixed fortunes. The chapel of St Blaise on the north was demolished in the fifteenth century to make way for the new Lady Chapel, while All Saints chapel on the south side was rebuilt in the Perpendicular style with an elaborate vault (Fig. 2.2). Why, then, did tribune chapels become redundant? One explanation could be practicality. Gervase, writing c. 1200, explains that in the north transept at Canterbury ‘the pillar which stood in the midst of this cross, as well as the vault which rested on it, were taken down in process of time out of respect for the martyr [Becket], that the altar, elevated on the place of martyrdom, might be seen from a greater distance’.14 Another factor could have been increasing emphasis on the importance of the high altar from the thirteenth century as a central devotional focus. Having said this, Tim Tatton-Brown believes that part of this Norman transept gallery may have survived until 1382–5.15
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Fig. 2.2 Detail of the fifteenth-century vault in All Saints’ chapel, Canterbury Cathedral



Despite this change in emphasis, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that upper altars continued to be found in a number of locations in a greater church into the sixteenth century. One location was at the east end adjoining (and sometimes directly over) the presbytery. At Bury-St-Edmunds, there was a chapel of St Giles sited over the chapel of St John the Evangelist on the south side of the presbytery, and there was an upper relic chapel in a similar position at Norwich Cathedral. St Michael’s Loft at Christchurch Priory, Dorset, may also have housed an upper chapel, as its name implies. Upper altars might also be sited in the pulpitum loft. The pulpitum at Westminster Abbey contained the altar of St Paul and the Crucifix in 1266, and in the sixteenth century there was a Jesus altar here, above as well as below.16 Likewise, chantry chapels could be dual-storied. The chantry of Henry V (d. 1422) in Westminster Abbey according to his will was to take the form of ‘a raised relic chapel with two stairs, one for ascent, the other for descent’.17

Upper chapels and oratories could also be found throughout a high-status cathedral and monastic precinct. A good example is the first-floor Prior’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral, built around 1260 on the south side of the Infirmary cloister. By the sixteenth century, it had become the hub of a network of upper spaces, linking the Cheker building to the north, the Prior’s rooms adjoining the Infirmary to the east, the Water Tower passage to the west, and also a private watching-chamber built around 1500 by Prior Goldstone to the south-west. The Chronicle of John Stone records that the Prior’s chapel had a number of functions, including devotions by visiting laymen, for ecclesiastics to hear or say mass, and for the conferment of holy orders in the late fifteenth century.18 An inventory of its furnishings in 1540 reveals that it contained vestments of white satin and velvet, with embroidery in gold, vestments of damask in white, red, blue and green satin, blue curtains, hangings, altar cloths and frontals, together with an old chest, a silver gilt pyx and a chalice, the total value of which was estimated at over £60.19 At Norwich cathedral, there was a chapel of St Edmund above the locutorium in the west claustral range according to its thirteenth-century Custumal,20 and outside the cloister in the Lay Cemetery, the so-called Carnary chapel was built over a charnel house in the fourteenth century.21

Chapels were frequently located above gatehouses and porches. One of the projects financed in 1267 by Adam of Kingsnorth, chamberlain of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, was a new chapel over the gateway to the inner court.22 In 1400, the upper chapel in the Curfew Gate at Barking Abbey, Essex, was apparently a popular pilgrimage destination, containing a twelfth- or early thirteenth-century stone rood sculpture, a parallel to the ground-floor example at Radford Priory at Worksop, Nottinghamshire.23 Porch chambers sometimes contained upper chapels, such as the chapel of the Virgin Mary documented over the porch at Hereford Cathedral in 1367. A new outer porch was built around 1500 containing two stairs, with access via the former north window of the old chapel to a new upper chamber with a tile pavement and a painted ceiling with gold stars, and it was probably here that an altar to St Saviour and a Jesus image were set up in 1518.24 These porch and gatehouse altars, like the secular bridge chapels maintained by the Church, may have been as much for the benefit of visitors and pilgrims as the community itself.
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Fig. 2.3 The north porch upper chamber at St Peter and Paul, Salle, Norfolk
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Fig. 2.4 Metalwork fittings on the staircase door to the north porch chamber at Salle
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Fig. 2.5 The porch chamber at St Mary, Northill, Bedfordshire



In contrast to their high-status counterparts, upper altars were much rarer features in parish churches. While many had several ground-floor side-chapels in aisles and numerous images to saints, devotional provision seldom extended into upper stories. There is, however, some evidence for parochial upper altars in the later medieval period. A unique surviving arrangement of a Romanesque parochial upper chancel chamber is found at St Nicholas, Compton, Surrey, which is usually interpreted as an upper chapel. Its original access stair has long disappeared, although the upper chamber has a balustrade which may be contemporary with its creation. A particularly interesting case-study is at the Romanesque church of St Mary, Brook, Kent. This has a medieval wall-painting of Christ in an act of blessing in the east wall of the first-floor tower room.25 Although the room has no piscina (liturgical drain), cupboards, or corbels for statuary, it is notable for several reasons. First, the arch above the wall-painting has chip-carved voussoirs, and elaborate three-way cyma-carved abaci which are very unusual in a parochial tower chamber. Second, the central recess is framed by two large openings overlooking the nave and chancel – again, the usual expectation would be for one small aperture only, and the room spans the full width of the nave. Third, the spiral stair serving the chamber is unusual for three reasons. It has an ashlared Caen stone stairwell, a rare luxury in a parish church, it is very wide (its radius is just over 46 inches wide, making it marginally even wider than the main vices in the west front of St Mary’s Cathedral, Coventry), and its barrel-vault has been plastered smooth, an overall standard of finish more reminiscent of a cathedral than a typical parish church. This evidence taken together suggests an unusual level of investment and aesthetic input. The adjacent manor was held by the archbishop, and it seems highly probable that it functioned as his private chapel.
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Fig. 2.6 The chapel wing at Old Soar Manor, Kent
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Fig. 2.7 The upper chapel at Old Soar



In the later medieval period, two favoured locations for upper altars in parish churches were rood screens and porch chambers. The site of altars in former rood lofts can sometimes be inferred from high-level piscinas, such as at Eastbourne, Sussex. According to Cox, this type of evidence is most pertinent to the Midlands and East Anglia.26 At Tavistock, Devon, a payment was made in 1392 for the provision of rushes to lay at the foot of the Holy Cross altar in the rood loft,27 and at Yetminster, Devon, there were apparently three altars on the rood loft.28 The rood loft at St Andrew, Canterbury, also contained an upper altar, which may have been used in connection with the private devotions of the Brotherhood of the Crosslight.29 Some parish porch chambers contained upper chapels. The main evidence for this, again, is the presence of piscinas, which relate specifically to the washing of liturgical vessels. The north porch chamber at Salle, Norfolk, has a very high standard of finish. The entrance door to the spiral stair has carved tracery and decorated lock fittings, and the upper room has a large window, a tile pavement and elaborate vaulting (see Figs. 2.3 and 2.4). It also has a piscina in the south return of the east wall, indicating that it was a space intended for performances of the Mass. The implication that porch chambers might function as upper chapels is confirmed by documentary evidence from the collegiate church of St Mary, Northill, Bedfordshire. Here, the porch chamber housed an upper chapel of St Anne, provided through a chantry endowment made by William Fitz and Cecily Beton in 1489.30 The porch had been begun in the fourteenth century and was completed only in the fifteenth, and the construction break from ground to first floor level is visible in the quarter-octagonal stair vice with a change from medium-sized blocks to ashlar quoining with small infill (Fig 2.5). An alternative form of upper-level devotional space was provided in the churchyard at All Saints, High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire. Functionally, this detached two-storey building was reminiscent of the Carnary chapel at Norwich, the lower storey functioning as an ossuary, and the upper being a chapel dedicated to the Trinity and Our Lady. This chapel also became the focus for several later medieval chantry foundations.31

Upper chapels were frequently encountered in secular buildings. This is often evidenced by their architectural form, which usually includes one or more elements of an apse, tile paving, elaborate vaulting, a piscina and occasionally an east-west orientation. St John’s Chapel in the White Tower, Tower of London, occupies the space of two stories and has its own triforium gallery. In the royal lodgings at Rochester Castle, an upper chapel of St Margaret was built following instruction from Henry III to construct a two-storey chapel of wood in 1244. The only access to it was through the king’s private chamber, which understandably caused royal inconvenience until a separate entrance was built a decade later.32 Palace chapels belong to a similar royal and aristocratic milieu. The Sainte Chapelle at Paris, consecrated in 1248, was built to contain the newly-acquired relic of Christ’s Crown of Thorns, represented as a round green doughnut-shaped object in one of its stained glass windows. The two-storeyed St Stephen’s chapel at Westminster Palace, perhaps an English response to the Sainte Chapelle, was begun in 1292 and completed in the 1340s.33 Paul Frankl explains the raised level of the Sainte Chapelle as reflecting the same level as the royal accommodation, a general pattern in castle and palace chapels.34 However, contemporaries sometimes made associations between royalty and storeyed buildings, irrespective of how they functioned. For instance, according to the thirteenth-century Gesta abbatum monasterii Sancti Albani (Deeds of the Abbot of the monastery of St Albans), Abbot William had ‘a very fine hall’ built as a guest house in the precinct, ‘called the Royal Residence because it consists of two stories and has a small bath chamber’, while the eleventh-century Pilgrim’s Guide to Santiago states that the Cathedral was built with two stories ‘like a regal palace’.35 Later medieval manor-houses also often had permanent devotional provision. At Old Soar Manor, Kent, an upper chapel in the Early Decorated style of c. 1290 can be identified with reasonable certainty from the piscina and corbel for statuary (Figs. 2.6 and 2.7). The chamber measures exactly 15ft long by 10 ft wide (4.57m x 3.04m), a proportion of exactly 3:2, contrasting with the latrine block behind which is in no set proportion.

In summary, upper chapels and altars were widespread areas for devotion which utilised most high-level spaces available in a greater church, including westworks and west fronts, tribune galleries, tower chambers, porch rooms, claustral ranges, gatehouse chambers and free-standing buildings in the precinct, with the sole exception of triforia and clerestory passages. Parish churches occasionally contained altars in rood lofts, porch rooms or tower chambers. We have indications that some upper altars were in daily use for the Mass, and they might also be relic chapels. Most were probably private spaces reserved for members of monastic or cathedral communities, although they could be opened to high-ranking seculars, pilgrims, or larger congregations where space permitted on special occasions. Many of these spaces had special associations of sanctity. However, A. R. Martin points out that the Franciscan friary churches at Reading and Lincoln were deliberately built on raised platforms because the sites were low-lying and prone to flooding, suggesting that the construction of some upper chapels may have been informed as much by practical considerations as by devotional aesthetics.36

Anchorite chambers

One of the more specialised aspects of medieval devotional provision was that required by anchorites, hermits, and recluses. Anchorites and anchoresses were a specialised type of recluse who withdrew from the world in a life of solitary contemplation, and we know much about the circumstances and ritual of their enclosure from contemporary handbooks such as the Ancren Riwle. One of the most famous and long-lived English hermits was Godric of Finchale in the twelfth century, although the golden age of medieval recluses was undoubtedly in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Anchorites and recluses were often deeply involved in intellectual activity, evidenced through book ownership, the making of scholarly transcriptions, the writing of texts, and the creation of artistic works. Despite their rejection of the world, there is evidence that some medieval anchorites enjoyed close relations with local communities, especially craft guilds.

The topic of anchorite chambers is one which brings with it a long and complex history of interest and speculation which we first need to disentangle. Until the turn of the twentieth century, it was often assumed that anchorites were the principal users of ecclesiastical upper chambers, especially in parish churches. For instance, in his Principles of Gothic Ecclesiastical Architecture of 1859, Bloxam claimed that porch chambers were often used by recluses, ‘of whom and of their habitation within churches there is much to be said’, and even in 1907, Borrowman proposed that the chamber above the south porch at St Mary, Rye, Sussex, was once inhabited by an anchorite.37 However, as Clay pointed out in 1914, the use of upper rooms by anchorites was unusual.38 By 1954, Cox and Ford could state confidently that ‘the uses of these porch-chambers have been much discussed, but the theory that they were ever occupied by anchorites or hermits is discredited’.39 Perhaps not coincidentally, the height of interest in anchorites coincided with the Romantic movement, which placed great emphasis on devotional ideals and the personal spiritual quest. By the mid-twentieth century, changing tastes saw a steep decline of interest in anchoritism. As a result, modern historical scholarship on the subject is somewhat chequered. Apart from a handful of small-scale studies in the twentieth century, the topic has been relatively neglected until the work of Liz Herbert McEvoy in the first decade of the twenty-first century in connection with gender and space.40 What, then, is the evidence for their use of upper spaces?

One of the reasonably certain examples is the two-storeyed late thirteenth-century anchorite’s cell at St John the Baptist, Newcastle. An anchoress was recorded here in 1260, and there is a cross-shaped window about fourteen feet (4.25m) above the present-day sacristy (Fig. 2.8). Unfortunately, the wall behind is now hidden by modern alterations, which prevents further archaeological investigation. Another example is in the church of Sts Mary and Cuthbert, Chester-le-Street, County Durham, where there are four rooms, two above two, in the former west bay of the north aisle. This was provided with a hagioscope overlooking the altar to the south, and also an outside vice to the west providing access to the upper storey. Here, too, there is documentary evidence recording the presence of anchorites, from 1383 to 1548.41 A third example is in the church of All Saints North Street, York, where there is evidence for a two-storeyed cell at the north-west return of the building, with upper and lower windows providing views of the high altar. An anchorite is recorded at the church in the mid-fifteenth century.42 The ‘cell’ outside has been long since demolished, but was reconstructed speculatively in the 1920s. The choice of a location at the west rather than the north side of the church may have been made necessary by the restricted urban site.43

Anchorites also lived at height in the secular world in urban contexts. According to John Schofield, between two and four of the bastions in London’s City Wall were inhabited continuously by anchorites from the thirteenth century.44 One of these was Simon the Ankar, whose hermitage was in a bastion by the church of All Hallows on the Wall, London Wall. Episcopal regulations state that provision was to be made for a connecting hagioscope into the chancel for him to see the Consecration at Mass, confirming the need for the provision mentioned above.45 At Bristol castle in the mid-thirteenth century a recluse is known to have inhabited a room below the clerk’s chamber in a turret.46 The natural habitat of the anchorite was, however, far away from civilization. A special example of an isolated medieval hermitage is St Michael’s chapel at Roche Rock near St Austell, Cornwall (Fig. 2.9). This twin-cell hermitage, consecrated in 1409, is perched on a very high and dramatic rock outcrop. The function of the upper chamber as a chapel is suggested by the Gothic window in the East wall (the most elaborate masonry in the building) and the piscina at the east end of the south wall, implying the presence of an altar. Anchorites were particularly associated with wild places such as coastal lighthouses, a calling which combined the dual attractions of bleak isolation with social utility (see Lights in Chapter 3).
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Fig. 2.8 Cross-shaped window in the chancel at St John the Baptist, Newcastle
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Fig. 2.9 Interior of the upper chapel on top of Roche Rock, Cornwall
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Fig. 2.10 The ruined fifteenth-century hermitage near Hythe, Kent



What, then, of recluses in cathedral and monastic settings? Several anchorites are documented in cathedral contexts. Two anchorites are documented at Norwich in the fourteenth century, one at Worcester in the fifteenth century (in the cemetery at as Norwich), and another at Chichester at the east end of the Lady Chapel.47 There was also a famous series of monk-recluses documented at Westminster from 1380–1449, mentioned in the Abbey’s account rolls, inhabiting chambers near the infirmary and the south transept.48 However, all of these were ground-floor cells. Tradition holds that an anchorite occupied an upper chamber at Peterborough Cathedral, first recorded in Gunton’s History of Peterborough of 1686, but this attribution, like many others, probably belongs to the early historiography of the site.49 The most celebrated case of a supposed anchorite in a cathedral is a reference in the Rites of Durham to a freestanding loft known as the ‘Anchoridge’. The entrance to this ‘porch or Anchoridge’ was ‘upp a paire of faire staires adioyninge to the north dore of St Cuthberts feretore’ (in the last bay of the north quire aisle) and contained an altar for a monk to say daily mass in. The writer also asserts that it was ‘in ancient time inhabited with an Anchorite.’50 This therefore appears to constitute irrefutable proof for an anchorite in a monastic loft – but is it reliable? To begin with, it is noticeable that the writer does not assert that the chamber was then functioning in this way, but rather claims only a vague tradition from the distant past. Even this is problematic, as the form of the free-standing loft places it firmly in the later medieval period – the surviving parallel at St Albans was built between 1400 and 1430 – and so it is unlikely that the loft was more than about a century old by the Dissolution at most. This casts significant doubt on the assertion of any use ‘in ancient time’. Next, an internal loft would be completely impractical for inhabiting: the difficulty of access for food, the problem of sanitation, and disturbance from the noisy pilgrimage thoroughfare underneath are three reasons to doubt this could ever have worked in practice.

Instead, I suggest here for the first time, the attribution may have been provided as an erroneous scribal gloss to explain the loft’s unusual name. There was a tradition, common in the later medieval period, of naming upper chambers by ‘nicknames’ which alluded to a cultural ideal rather than providing a literal description of their function. Like the chivalric ideal of the Gloriet at Canterbury or the Indulgence Chamber at Rochester, the author of the Rites was probably making a humourous or pietistic allusion. Most anchorite dwellings included small oratories, of which an altar and crucifix would have formed key devotional elements.51 With its private location, small-scale form and simple religious furniture, the loft would undoubtedly have resembled an anchorage, and it was probably by this affectionate ‘nickname’ by which it became known amongst the Durham community.

Although the sample is small, the cases above have certain aspects in common. All relate to the later medieval period, with no examples from before the late thirteenth century. Viewing windows or hagioscopes were essential features, and there is also a geographical aspect, with most of the examples from the far north of England or London. Having said this, there is no evidence that the chambers had a fixed blueprint, and given the large number of recorded medieval anchorites and hermits, one is left with the impression that, while upper-storey provision did exist, it was probably very rare. The ruined hermitage near Hythe, Kent – an isolated, single-storeyed building of the later medieval period – was probably typical of the vast majority of examples (Fig. 2.10). In many ways, Clay’s assessment written a century ago still holds good today:


Traces of the anchorage, then, may reasonably be sought near the chancel. It might be an upper room, but a chamber in the tower or porch was a most unlikely abode for the recluse. It is well to bear in mind that even where a habitable room exists, with fireplace, seat, or book-desk, it may have been a sacristy or priests’ lodging. There is abundant opportunity for research on this subject…52



Sacred Sights

We now turn to consider some functions related to relics and viewing, in the form of watching-spaces and relic display. These functions might take place in, or designed to be seen from, upper spaces by those below.

Watching Spaces

Watching is a function which is often proposed for medieval upper-level areas. It became popular as an idea in the late eighteenth century, the era of the grand view and uninterrupted prospect. Some early scholars proposed that Irish round towers had this function. In a response to an article by Peter Collinson on the subject of the round towers (see Introduction), the antiquarian O. S. Brereton put forward the idea that the towers had a watching function. Pointing out that most were sited near churches, he hypothesised that ‘consequently in a country in that age [1015] much more wild than Wales, a watchman at the top of these towers, remaining all church-time, must be of the greatest advantage’.53 In support of this, he cited the discovery of iron trumpets in the vicinity of several round towers suggesting a function as watchtowers. However, on the following page of the same journal, Gough attributed the same horns to calling people to church, not signalling an attack.54 The modern scholar Tadhg O’Keeffe believes that a watching function for the towers is extremely unlikely, pointing out that they typically have solid masonry caps rather than open parapets, and the windows are very small and normally face only the four cardinal points.

Some manuscript evidence suggests that watching could take place from galleries in the Anglo-Saxon period, and one well-known image is in the Benedictional of St Ethelwold which appears to imply watching taking place from a gallery.55 One of the most famous early medieval watching-spaces is Charlemagne’s reputed throne in the gallery in the Octagon of the palace chapel at Aachen (Fig. 2.11). The church was completed in 790 and the bronze railings are contemporary. There is no proof that the throne was Charlemagne’s, although it was used for medieval coronations from 993 onwards. There may have been a throne in the west gallery for the emperor at Corvey, and there was likewise a throne for the archbishop in the west end upper chapel of St Mary at the Anglo-Saxon cathedral at Canterbury. Most early watching-spaces were improvised. In Notker’s biography of Charlemagne written for his great-grandson, Charles the Fat (crowned 881), one of the many anecdotes about Charlemagne’s life concerns the visit of some Persian envoys to Aachen:


[Charlemagne] received them with great kindness and granted them this privilege: that, as if they were some of his own children, they might go wherever they wished, examine anything which caught their fancy, and ask whatever questions and make whatever inquiries they wanted to. At this they jumped for joy…they climbed up to the ambulatory which runs round the nave of the cathedral and from there they gazed down upon the clergy and military leaders. Then they returned to the Emperor and were not able to refrain from laughing aloud because of the greatness of their joy.56
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Fig. 2.11 The throne attributed to Charlemagne in the gallery at Aachen Cathedral, Germany



This theme of excitement resonates with the account of pilgrims visiting the tribune-chapels at Santiago de la Compostela in the twelfth century. In Jocelin of Brakelond’s Chronicle of the Abbey of Bury St Edmunds, a wall-passage appears to have been used as a spontaneous watching-space prior to the creation of a new shrine in November 1198. Immediately prior to the public translation ceremony, the abbot inspected the relics of St Edmund by night with twelve monks, possibly to allay anxieties about their condition. Jocelin writes that ‘So that there should be plenty of witnesses, by the will of the Almighty, one of our brothers, John of Diss, who was perching in the vault with the vestry servants, saw everything plainly.’57 In other words, a small group of people (including a monk and secular church servants) were probably watching the activity from a clerestory wall-passage. Access to this area by the secular church servants would correlate well with their known activities elsewhere. There was presumably also a watching-space at the Old Minster, Winchester, as an Anglo-Saxon miracle story records a transgression which took place near the shrine, observed by a watcher behind a balcony.58

Stairs were sometimes used for improvised watching in the thirteenth century. An episode is recorded in Thomas of Ecclestone’s De Adventu Fratrum Minorem in Angliam (On the arrival of the Friars Minor in England) in a chapter entitled ‘On the Reception of Novices’. The incident concerns the following of a man in suspicious circumstances, arousing the prior’s anxiety, and so ‘the prior soon found a spiral staircase and climbed it very quickly, in order to watch lest the following [man] was swiftly overcome, and verily cried after him: ‘Watch your step, Watch your step!’ But the former did not come into sight afterwards…’.59 In this instance the stair happened to offer a good view, but there is no sense that it was designed to provide it. Another case of extemporised watching is recorded in the Miracles of St John of Beverley. The story, set around 1220, relates to the local saint who died in 721 and was canonised in 1037. Large crowds had gathered at Beverley Minster on the occasion of the performance of a Resurrection play outside the west end, making viewing of the play difficult, especially for children:


… And so some small boys who had entered the church happened by chance to find half-open a certain door from which steps led up to the upper parts of the walls. The little boys ran lightly to it and climbed step by step to the vaulting of the church above the walls, intending, as I suppose, to see more easily, through the high windows of the turrets or through any holes there might be in the glass of the windows… But just then the sextons discovered what the boys were doing; and presumably afraid lest the boys, in their eagerness to see the actors performing the said show, should carelessly make holes in the glazed windows or somehow damage them, they ran after the boys; and … forced them to return by boxing their ears hard. Now one of the boys… afraid of falling into their pursuer’s hands, retreated upwards until, climbing very rapidly, he reached the great cross which at that time was placed at the end of the altar of the blessed Martin. And standing there looking down, he put his foot carelessly on a block of stone which, loosened and falling from the wall, crashed on to the stone pavement and despite its hardness was smashed into fragments. The boy, losing his foothold and shocked by the terrible crash, fell to the ground [and lay there motionless].60



The crowd and the boy’s parents believed him to be dead, but he then recovered ‘so completely unharmed that no injury was to be seen anywhere on his body’. ‘And so’, the writer concludes, citing many biblical analogies, ‘it was brought about that those who, because of the crowds of people, could not be present at the representation outside the church, were able to see a miraculous token of the Resurrection inside the nave’.61 This miracle justifies why the incident was recorded.62 The story also insights into the challenges of viewing drama, as well as providing incidental evidence for another upper chapel.

In the later medieval period, there is a significant body of evidence for the creation of dedicated watching-spaces. Many were reserved for the following of interior liturgical activity by high-ranking bishops, priors and prelates. At Canterbury Cathedral, an enclosure was added to the south side of the Prior’s chapel, with four squints overlooking the north-east transept side-altars and choir aisle. This was presumably the ‘enclosure contiguous to the north part of the church for hearing the Masses performed in it’ recorded in the obituary of Prior Goldstone (1495–1517).63 The ‘b[isho]pps seate’ described in the Rites of Durham still exists in the choir, a later addition to the Romanesque fabric. The bishops of Norwich had their own private balcony in the cathedral nave which was linked to their accommodation by a gallery, and there was a special enclosure above the south nave aisle for the prior at Westminster Abbey.64 All these examples are associated with high-ranking ecclesiastics and represent later modifications to earlier fabric. Another example is Prior Bolton’s Oriel, a glazed balcony enclosure created by blocking part of the Romanesque triforium gallery at St Bartholomew, Smithfield in the early sixteenth century.65 This overlooks the high altar, and given its date, location, and high-status context, it surely deserves to interpreted as a watching-space. A superficially similar masonry enclosure is found in the nave at Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire, although this is in all probability not a watching-loft but an organ enclosure (see Chapter 7). The existence of these enclosures is probably best understood in the context of the increased wealth and status of abbots and bishops by the sixteenth century.

At Durham Cathedral, the so-called Anchoridge watching-loft was described as a place ‘wherunto the Priors were wont to frequent both for the excellency of the place as also to heare the masse standing so conueniently unto the high altar, and withal so neere a neighbour to the sacred shrine of St Cuthbert, whereunto the Priors were most deuoutly addicted’.66 It may have been similar to the surviving lofs at St Albans and Christ Church, Oxford.67 The loft at Oxford probably dates from the late fifteenth century, and is built of timber over a tomb indent between the Latin chapel and the Lady chapel (Fig. 2.12). The early fifteenth-century wood watching loft at St Albans Abbey is also located to the north of the shrine feretory, also near the High Altar. The lower part was probably made before 1400 and the upper between 1413 and 1429 according to its Liber Benefactorum, which mentions a new room of the feretory next to the main altar (nove camere feretrarii juxta maius altare) costing twenty shillings.

Watching-galleries appear to have been a particular feature of nunnery churches, often at the west or east end of the building. Many of these appear to have been for friends and relatives, showing that family connections remained strong for these women even after taking the veil. Some galleries were dynamic rather than merely static. The 1436 account book of the convent custodian at St. Catherine’s, Nuremberg shows how the nuns’ west gallery had a series of doors like a giant Advent calendar, creating a changing tableau of statues, candles and altarpieces throughout the year.68 The question of nunnery galleries raises wider questions about the accommodation of women in the church. A long-held assumption is that there were matronea (galleries for women) as in the Eastern church. According to Valerio Ascani of the University of Pisa, there is, however, no real evidence for this assumption. Men and women were customarily segregated to right and left respectively, and it seems that galleries accommodated both men and women in this configuration.69
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Fig. 2.12 The ‘watching loft’ at St Frideswide’s Priory, (now Cathedral), Oxford



Parish church watching-spaces are more difficult to identify. A number of Anglo-Saxon towers were provided with galleries on their interior, but their function is unknown. A number of later medieval church towers have mezzanine tower galleries, from grand churches such as Salle, Norfolk down to more modest buildings such as St Just, Gorran Haven, Cornwall, but again no documentary evidence linking such galleries to a watching function is extant, and they may simply have been bellringers’ platforms. At St Michael & Mary, Melbourne, Derbyshire, it is possible that the west gallery could have been used by a royal personage as a private pew, perhaps in connection with the likely upper chapel at the east end, although discussions continue about the church’s original design and function.70 A treasurer’s account for 1454–5 identifies a fireplace in a room over the vestry at the collegiate church of St Mary, Warwick as a place for the Earl and Countess of Warwick to hear mass, matins and vespers at certain times of the year, and there may have been similar examples elsewhere.71

We are on slightly surer ground with reference to rood lofts. At St Andrew, Hubbard, London a pew was made in the loft in 1499–1502 ‘for the maydens’ – a rare instance of the presence of secular girls in parochial upper spaces.72 For what it is worth, it was recorded in 1727 that the west gallery seats at St Andrew, Canterbury, were traditionally populated by men and boys – perhaps a distant memory of older customs pertaining to the medieval St Tronyan’s loft.73 One use for a parochial rood loft in the mid-sixteenth century might be to check for appropriate liturgical posture – together with other watching functions which were somewhat less religious in nature. Foxe’s Acts and Monuments cites one instance in detail:


In the sayd Q. Maries daies, I may not omyt the tragedye of one John Drayner of Smarden, in the Coūty of Kent Esquire… This sayde Drayner afterward, beinge chosen Iustice, to shewe him selfe diligente therin, in seking the trouble of his neighbours, made on the roode loft, ix. great holes, that he might looke about the church in Masse tyme. In whych place alway at the sacring therof, he would stand to se who loked not nor held vp their handes thereto, which persons so not doinge, he would trouble and punish very sore.74



The story does not end, here, however:


…Wherby he purchased a name ther, & is called to this day Iustice nine holes…It so fell out, that since this was published, the sayde Drayner came to the Printers house, with other associate, demaunding: Is Foxe here? to whome aunswere was geuen, that maister Foxe was not within. Is the Printer within (quoth Drayner?) It was aunswered, yea: Wherevpon being required to come vp into his house, was asked what his will was. Mary, sayth he, you haue printed me false in your booke: Why sayth the Printer is not your name M. Drayner, otherwise called Iustice nine holes? It is false sayth he: I made but v. with a great Augure, and the Parson made the rest. It was answered: I haue not read that a Iustice shoulde make him a place in the Roode loft to see if the people held vppe theyr handes. He sayd where as you alleadge, that I did it to see who adored þe sacrament, or who not, it is vntrue: for I set as litle by it, as the best of you all. In deede sayth the Printer, so we vnderstand now, for you being at a supper in Cheapside among certaine honest company, and there burdened with the matter, sayd then, that you did it rather to looke vpon fayre wenches, then otherwise. He being in a great rage, sware to the purpose, saying: Can a man speake nothing, but you must haue vnderstāding therof? But sayth he, did I any man any hurt?75



Although the rood loft at Smarden has long since disappeared, its access stair remains. The history of its construction before 1548, its taking down, re-erecting in the reign of Queen Mary, and eventual pulling down in 1560 is also well-documented.76

Secular parallels for high-level watching activity are very much in evidence. In the Bayeux Tapestry, a look-out on a balcony at first-floor level spots the ships coming to England, and faces in an attached tower look in the same direction. The watching of liturgical activity in high-status churches was also open to high-ranking seculars. The elevated king’s pew in St Stephen’s chapel at Westminster is a case in point, in existence by the early fourteenth century.77 It was probably these high-status prototypes which informed the provision of galleries in castle and manor-house chapels. Some castle chapels contained small galleries, for reasons not entirely clear, but perhaps, as Francis Woodman suggests, to keep young unmarried heiresses safe from prying eyes below.78 Sacred space could also be used to watch secular activity. According to the seventeenth-century historian of London, John Stow, following the untimely collapse of a temporary wooden structure used to watch a joust at St Mary Bow in 1331, Edward III apparently had a stone balcony made on the tower for this purpose.79 If correct, it would not be the only example of a tower balcony used in connection with entertainment (see Chapter 6).

This evidence therefore shows that watching, at least, is a complex function. In ecclesiastical contexts, it was often associated with high-status users. In the early and high medieval period it might have been improvised in a gallery, wall-passage or staircase, whereas by the later medieval period it was much more likely to have been a dedicated enclosure. There is also a sacred-secular difference: in secular settings, watching was generally directed to the outside of the building, whereas in sacred contexts, the focus was on the interior. Perhaps watching was as much a symbolic as a practical function of upper space. According to the monk Goscelin, who wrote an account of the translation of St Augustine’s shrine in 1091, for him the saint was the ‘supreme prince of the patron saints in England’ and ‘watchman on the tower and keeper of the house, the city and all England’.80

Relic display

We now turn to objects of attention in upper spaces. Many scholars and traditions link relic display to medieval upper spaces. There was certainly a long tradition of housing relics on beams above altars. An illustration of the high altar of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, in Thomas of Elham’s early fifteenth-century History shows the late medieval altar surmounted by a beam which contained the relics of Ethelbert, two hand reliquaries, and the books sent by Pope Gregory to Augustine.81 One of these books is almost certainly the surviving late sixth-century book known as the Augustine Gospels, doubtless originally intended as a practical preaching aid, but by this time of much greater value for its historic and spiritual associations with the saint. At Christchurch Priory, Dorset, the beam itself was the relic. According to the story, during construction in the twelfth century, a roof beam was apparently cut too short, much to the builders’ chagrin. Returning the following day, however, the workmen found the beam not only in position, but a foot longer than it needed to be, which was interpreted as a miracle. The projecting end of the beam is in the clerestory (of later medieval date), permanently visible, although there is no direct access to it.

One of the most famous relic displays was the annual sermon and exposition of the holy cloths of Jesus and Mary at Aachen, which from 1320 took place from the west tower and exterior gallery by the Octagon (Fig. 2.13). A priest exhorted those below in a loud voice to pray for forgiveness from their sins and ask for divine blessing.82 This became a seven-yearly event from 1347, at which time several other high-status churches in the region put on similar tower-exposition ceremonies. At St Servatius, Maastrict, relics were displayed in 1460 from the twelfth-century exterior gallery at the eastern end. English examples are more elusive. Harold Taylor suggested that relics and treasures were stored in aumbries in the second-floor tower chamber at Brixworth, Northamptonshire, and that they were displayed from a west balcony beyond the blocked doorway, although documentary evidence is lacking.83 Charles Quennell believed that the Bridge chapel at Norwich was designed ‘so that relics and symbols might be exhibited thereon to processions passing along underneath’, although it is not clear if this was ever actually the case.84 There is also a tradition that a relic of St Chad was exposed from the stone balcony of an upper chapel at Lichfield Cathedral (Fig. 2.14). Other research has surrounded the evidence for a timber walkway around three sides of the tower at St Mary, Deerhurst, Gloucestershire. Michael Hare points out that there is a surviving example of such a walkway (rebuilt in the eighteenth century) at Saint-Pierre in Beho (Ardennes, Belgium) which was used for exhibiting relics brought back from the Crusades, a practice recorded in the eighteenth century. This could have been a throwback to a former period, and, as Hare puts it, ‘a rustic version of the displays at [the] major pilgrimage centres’.85 Such exposition could have aided visibility by large crowds, and avoided the priests being jostled by over-enthusiastic onlookers. Other scholars, however, express doubts about the practicalities of relic exposition. In her research about a set of Byzantine relics held at the hospital of Santa Maria della Scala at Siena, Italy, Stefania Gerevini argues that most of the relics held in the ground-floor treasury were entirely unsuited for display from the balcony above, as only large items such as girdles would have been visible by the crowd below. Alternatively, she suggests, exterior balconies could have been used by a bishop giving a blessing – a plausible function not often documented in these spaces, and which might also make sense of the exterior gallery provision at Copford, Essex.86
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Fig. 2.13 The exterior relic gallery at Aachen Cathedral, Germany



Relic display may also have been relevant to parochial upper-level contexts. According to Cook, the relics of St Wulfram were held in such veneration at Grantham, Lincolnshire, that the north porch chamber was built in the fourteenth century to display the relics on feast days. A stairway in the outer angle may have provided access to the relic chapel, with a second stairway for pilgrims in the opposite angle for descent.87 A similar function may have applied to the west porch at Lapworth, Warwickshire, in the fifteenth century. At St Mary Redcliffe, Bristol, a hexagonal outer porch was built in the fourteenth century in front of the earlier porch chapel which contained a relic of the Virgin Mary in a recess.88 Essentially, then, there is a strong likelihood that some upper spaces were designed and used in connection with relic exposition, but there is still much which remains unknown about precisely how, when and where this activity might have taken place.

This chapter began by considering the many medieval spaces which contained upper altars. We then examined the evidence for upper-storey anchorite rooms, watching spaces and relic display. Upper-storey altars, anchorite rooms, and perhaps watching-spaces, are probably best-viewed as extensions of normal ground-floor activity. All three functions were frequently encountered in the highest-status cathedral and monastic settings, but rarely found at parish churches. There is a chronological aspect, with the mid-thirteenth century seeming to mark the gradual decline in the use of tribune-chapels, and the rise of recluses. These functions often overlap: watching-lofts and anchorite cells both contained altars, and anchorites often had provision to look into the building. The fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries were the golden age of dedicated watching-spaces and were typically places to see without being seen. Secular activity was also observed from sacred space. The existence of watching-spaces raises a related question: what liturgical activity was being watched, and how were upper spaces used in dramatic performance? This is the subject of the next chapter.
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Fig. 2.14 Balcony by St Chad’s Head chapel at Lichfield Cathedral









  3  

Performing the Liturgy

Introduction

In this chapter, we will explore how all types of upper spaces in a medieval church were highly useful to ecclesiastics for light, sound, and dramatic action. Light and the illumination of upper spaces would have been highly symbolic and dramatic at key points in the liturgical year in both monastic and parochial settings. It also had practical implications outside in cemeteries and coastlines. The second aspect is sound, including readings, the ringing of bells, and the music of organs, instrumentalists, and singers. The third dimension of liturgical performance explored in this chapter, Drama, is closely associated with the marking of special occasions in the church year, including Palm Sunday, Pentecost, and Ascensiontide. On these and other occasions, upper spaces were used for dazzling special effects including the placing of backdrops and tapestries, the raising and lowering of people and objects, and various dramatic ‘scatterings’. Whether any of these spaces were intended to fulfil these functions from the outset or if they merely acquired them over time is an interesting question to which we shall return later.

Lights

Gallery Lights

In the Gospels, Jesus is proclaimed as the ‘light of the world’, a theme which could be interpreted literally as well as metaphorically. Light had immense symbolic significance as well as practical utility to a medieval religious community, and documentary evidence shows that lights were often deployed in upper spaces. According to a customary compiled at Norwich Cathedral around 1260, wax candles were placed in gallery spaces and clerestory walkways on the occasion of important feast-days. One of these was Christmas Eve:


Before the early morning all the bells will have rung… Meanwhile, candles will have been lit through the upper and lower triforium [per triphorium superius et inferius] and will stay alight up to the end of the first mass…1



Some scholars such as Arnold Klukas interpret the phrase ‘upper and lower triforium’ to signify the ‘tribunes and aisles’ of the choir, but this is unlikely to be the correct reading.2 In the twelfth and thirteenth century, triforium was used in a generic sense to signify any gallery or wall-passage. Therefore, the text was presumably describing the triforium gallery and the clerestory passage above. The Custumal specifies similar activity on all the principal feasts, defined as Christmas Eve, Epiphany, Easter, Pentecost, Ascension, the day of the Holy Trinity, the Assumption of the blessed Mary (15 August), her Nativity (8 September), and All Saints Day (1 November).3 The hour for lighting at Norwich was typically ‘before early morning’ or in the evening, and many of these festivals were at the darkest times of the year, maximising the technique’s dramatic effect.

In 1242 Henry III granted £20 annually to provide four wax candles in the feretrum at Westminster Abbey, with 300 wax candles at Christmas and on the two feasts of St Edward, together with a great crown for wax candles.4 Precisely where these 300 lights and chandelier were placed is unclear, although an unspecified chronicle account of May 1307 records a solemn mass at Westminster held in memory of Queen Eleanor, at which various of the royal tombs were lit by candles and, according to Lethaby, ‘to the marble columns all along on both sides of the feretrum, beams were fixed as far as to the end of the choir, and on the beams candles were placed all the way, not more than a foot and a half apart; and the monks and all the people carried candles, ‘so that the radiant lights, like the glory of the starry sky, exhilarated the souls of the beholders with joyousness’’.5 This use of candles appears to have been integral to earlier masses for Queen Eleanor from 1291, to judge from records in the royal household accounts.6 Similar practices may have been used in the Easter ceremonies at Soissons Cathedral, France, in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, when the church was said to be lit from top to bottom with lighted candles. An Act of Bishop Renaud at Notre-Dame, Noyen (Ile-de-France) drawn up at Christmas 1185 likewise specifies that two bell-ringers were to light and extinguish candles in the choir on the annual festivals.7

The Shrine Wardens’ Customary of 1428 confirms that similar customs were known at Canterbury Cathedral, too, by this date. The Custumal states that the wardens were to light twenty-eight candles in the aluris (the wall-walk) above Becket’s shrine in the Trinity Chapel (Fig. 3.1) on the occasion of the principal festivals.8 These are identified in the text as All Saints’ Day, Christmas, the vigil of the feast of the Passion of St Thomas (29 December), Epiphany, the Annunciation of Mary (25 March), the feasts of the archbishop-saints Alphege (19 April) and Dunstan (19 May), the Ascension, Whit Sunday, Trinity Sunday, Corpus Christi, the Translation of St Thomas (7 July) and the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. The gallery lights at Norwich and Westminster are recorded in 1260 and 1307 respectively, whereas those at Canterbury are documented only in 1428, raising questions about Canterbury’s much later operational date. According to the custumal, the practices described in 1428 were ancient customs, merely written down at this time to prevent confusion. The gallery lights in the aluris at Canterbury could therefore have dated from the time of the shrine’s inauguration in 1220, or even the building’s completion around 1184. Certainly, the Lincoln church servants’ responsibilities in the thirteenth century included the lighting and extinguishing of sixteen small candles on a beam or rafter near the altar.9 Further evidence that his custom of placing high-level lights in greater European churches continued into later centuries is found in a Flemish Book of Hours of c. 1480, which shows lighted tapers above flags and tapestries placed in the clerestory on the occasion of a funeral (see below).
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Fig. 3.1 The Trinity chapel aluris at Canterbury Cathedral



In order to investigate the practicality of placing lights along galleries and wall-passages, an experimental reconstruction was staged in the south triforium and clerestory of the chancel at St Leonard, Hythe, Kent (Fig. 3.2). The spacing of the candles is a factor left unspecified in the Norwich rubrics, and it was found that a spacing of about 1–1½ ft (0.3–0.45m) obtained the best compromise between economy and light output. For an entire gallery elevation to have been lit at two levels on both sides for many hours, a large number of candles and a considerable quantity of wax would have been required. This would have represented a substantial cost for a cathedral over a year’s round of festivals, which probably explains the association of candles with royal patronage at Westminster. The reconstruction showed that the effect of the soft, low-level uplighting was eerie and highly dramatic. Some of the sculptural details such as the arch soffits and the capitals of the triforium arcade were illuminated in new ways, thrown into alternate relief and shadow by the complex mouldings. One wonders whether some Early Gothic moulding profiles may even have been designed to exploit this type of illumination. Another practical finding was that the lighting of candles was a time-consuming process, best accomplished with an assistant. If several people were working simultaneously, an entire section of the building could have been illuminated in a relatively short time. This custom could even go some way towards explaining why several stairs were provided at regular points around the building. The presence of several vices providing access to galleries and passages in greater churches in the choir at Canterbury would have enabled several people to start lighting simultaneously and enable a return to ground without the danger of going back through the same route. The placing of lights along monastic galleries and wall-passages is highly significant because it confirms that these upper spaces did indeed have liturgical uses, contrary to what is often assumed by modern historians.
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Fig. 3.2 The south triforium and clerestory at St Leonard, Hythe, illuminated by wax candles



Lights were also placed in other parts of a cathedral or monastic church and precinct. Celebrations of the feast of St John the Baptist at Florence in 1439 involved the illumination of lights on the outside of the building. According to a Greek eyewitness, ‘Not only on the lower part of the church, but also high up they had hung big lamps full of wax, a hundred pounds apiece, which lit up the night’.10 Lights with a devotional as well as a practical purpose could be found in the monastic dorter. According to Benedict’s Rule, a lamp was customarily to burn in the dorter all night, and in the De Miraculis, Peter the Venerable writes ‘As is the custom in monastic dorters, a lighted lamp illuminates this place’. This probably explains the purpose of the large recess in the wide angle of the wall where the dorter adjoins the site of the necessarium at Cleeve Abbey, Somerset, and the recess in the west wall of the ruined dormitory at Canterbury. At Barking Abbey, according to the nuns’ Customary of 1404, early on Good Friday morning, the abbess was to venerate crosses in various places and set five candles before each, including a station in the nuns’ dormitory, an unusual embellishment of normal practice.11

Lights were also integral to the function of later medieval parochial rood lofts; indeed, Suffolk roodscreens were known as ‘candlebeams’.12 There are frequent records of benefactions to pay for the maintenance of lights. For instance, several patrons left money for the maintenance of a light ‘burning before the Great Cross’ on the rood loft at St Leonard, Hythe, Kent, between 1470 and 1488, and twenty-three pounds of wax was purchased for 2s 5d at St Mary, Rye as late as 1544 ‘for the rood loft against Christmas’.13 A bill of expenses drawn up on 26 November 1507 by subsacrist Thomas Anselme refers to money for wax used for lights in the rood loft at Canterbury Cathedral, providing an insight into the use of a structure more familiar from parochial contexts, suggesting a comparable function.14 A rare visual impression of lights on a parish rood loft survives for St Andrew, Canterbury, a church demolished as long ago as 1763 (Fig. 3.3).15 The sketch in red chalk or crayon is found in the back cover of a book of Churchwardens’ accounts beginning in 1485. Although the sketch is undated, this may relate to the 2s2d ‘payd to Tenet for a vywe of a rood loft’ in 1507 and constructed in 1508–9.16 The drawing shows a prominent series of nine tapers and bowls on the top of the loft, suggesting that lights were integral to the form and function of these structures.
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Fig. 3.3 Drawing of a rood screen and loft at St Andrew, Canterbury (CCA-U3-5/4/1)



Lights in cathedral and monastic settings were attended to by the secular servants of the church. Who, then, had access to maintain lights on parochial rood lofts? In his survey of parochial rood loft stairs in Norfolk, Suffolk and Cornwall, John Schweiso observes that two-thirds of parish rood stairs have entrances in the nave or aisles, which implies a measure of lay access, although no evidence confirming this hypothesis has been forthcoming.17 However, a documentary clue, hitherto unnoticed by scholars in connection with this question, appears in Foxe’s sixteenth-century Acts and Monuments, where


The crime and detection against this Hēry [Fyppe] was, for that he being asked of this Doddes an. 1515. Whether he would go to Wycomb or not, aunswered agayne, that hee was chosen Rood man, that is, keeper of the Roode loft, saying þt he muste go & tind a candle before his. Blocke almightye.18



This is crucial evidence because it suggests that, in the early sixteenth-century Midlands at least, the lights on parish rood lofts were tended by a rota of secular men: something which would be impossible to reconstruct from purely archaeological evidence. Some periodic clearing-up of the residual wax was doubtless necessary, a task which might fall to women, such as at Thame church, Oxfordshire, when 6d was paid in 1530 ‘for Clayes wife for scouring of the candlesticks in the Rood-loft’.19 Regular access by a diverse group of secular men and women might go some way to explaining why the steps of many surviving access stairs are surprisingly worn.

Tower Lights

High-level lights in parish churches could also have taken the form of beacons placed at the summit of towers, although evidence for these is typically anecdotal rather than factual in nature. A beacon may have been lit on the tower and the bells rung at St Clement, Sandwich, Kent, to warn of a French attack on the town in 1457. Tradition holds that at the church of St Mary the Virgin, Astley, Warwickshire, built in 1343, a light known as the ‘Lantern of Arden’ was placed in the tower or spire to guide medieval travellers through the dense forest, and there are similar traditions of a light known as Ardsolas maintained near a river crossing at Quin Abbey, Ireland. Lights may also have been placed in the tower of 1512 at St Mary le Bow, London for similar reasons. According to the sixteenth-century historian John Stow,


It appeareth that the Lanthornes on the toppe of this Steeple, were meant to haue beene glased, and lightes in them placed nightly in the Winter, whereby trauellers to the Cittie might haue the better sight therof, and not to misse of their wayes.20



Whether or not this tower ever functioned in this way is unknown, although there are examples of exterior lights maintained by ecclesiastics for the benefit of the wider community. There was a hermitage at St Margaret-at-Cliffe, Kent in the mid-fourteenth century known as ‘St Marageret ate Staire’ (described by Clay as ‘a passage from the Bay to the cliff’), where a lantern may have been hung for the guidance of shipping.21 According to one fifteenth-century source, the shrine chapel of Our Lady at Bradstowe on the Channel coast at Broadstairs, Kent, had a blue navigation light visible for several miles out to sea, at which passing ships would traditionally dip their sails as a mark of respect. The light’s unusual colour probably reflected its Marian dedication.22 Likewise, a chantry priest was charged to maintain a light in the tower built by 1328 at St Catherine’s on the Isle of Wight, and there was an oratory in a lighthouse at Purbeck by 1291.23 A lantern-like structure adjoining the chancel at Blakeney on the north Norfolk coast could also have been intended for the guidance of shipping, although its original purpose is undocumented. Many of these lighthouses probably fell into disuse at the Dissolution.

A specialised Continental form of ecclesiastical lantern tower found in both monastic and parochial settings were the French lantèrnes des morts (Lanterns for the Dead). For the most part, the uses of these long obscure towers are lost in the mists of time, but it is clear that their primary function was to carry lights.24 The only contemporary text which describes them in use is in the De Miraculis by Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny 1122–56. This records a legend relating to a young novice from Charlieu Abbey, Loire, visited one night by the ghost of his uncle Achard, a former prior. Achard leads the youth to the abbey cemetery where a glowing light encircles a group of saintly figures. From here, steps lead up to a platform where two or three people could stand or sit, described as


a structure that has at its summit sufficient space for a single lamp, which, out of reverence for the faithful at rest there, lights every night with its holy beams that holy place.25



Documentary evidence shows that the lanterns were typically lit on feast days (recalling the high-status occasions for gallery lights in monastic custumals) such as the nights of All Souls’ Day (31 October), All Saint’s Day (1 November), Good Friday and, unusually, the festival of St Peter’s Chains (1 August).26 Two shillings were given for the upkeep of a cemetery light at Aureil (Limousin) around 1150, and the lantern at Mauriac (Auvergne) was endowed with a field in 1268 to ensure that it was lit every Saturday. These lamps were powered by walnut oil.27 We know that the lanterns at Charlieu, Dalon, and Parthenay-le-vieux burned every night, and the light at Mauriac was apparently lit both day and night. Additionally, the lanterns may well have functioned as croix hosannières (Hosanna Crosses) as the focus of devotions on Palm Sunday, from where the Palm Sunday gospel might have been read.28 Bate suggests plausibly that the ultimate purpose of the lanterns was to provide a collective memorial in an age when only the very wealthiest had their own monument – a simple but profound gesture of medieval commemoration.29 These lanterns find close parallels in the totenleuchten (‘dead-lights’) of German-speaking countries, attached to walls or built as free-standing columns from the mid-thirteenth century onwards.

Sound

Upper spaces were often used in connection with sound, and the dramatic use of sound (and its opposite, silence) was central to medieval liturgical activity. In this section, we shall explore how the use of readings, bells, organs, instrumentalists and choirs relied on access to ecclesiastical upper spaces.

Reading

When considering high-level sound, one of the most basic forms was that of the spoken word. Most of the evidence about high-level readings comes from cathedral and monastic custumals. On feast days at Norwich Cathedral in the thirteenth century, singing was to be combined with reading from the pulpitum. It was also from here that the Epistle was to be read on the first Sunday of Lent, and both epistle and gospel were to be read from here on Palm Sunday.30 The thirteenth-century Statutes of Lincoln Cathedral likewise state that the pulpitum was to be used for reading the gospel, epistle or commentaries, suggesting that it was a key performance space facing the laity.31 The same space might also serve as a place for giving sermons or making important announcements. The appointments of new archbishops were announced from the pulpitum at Canterbury in the thirteenth century, and it was noted in 1251 that on entering the church, a new bishop of Chichester could ascend the cathedral pulpitum to give a sermon if he wished. In the early fifteenth century the nuns of Barking Abbey would have heard the epistle and gospel read from their pulpitum on the main mass of Christmas, with two candelabra providing light.32

There has been much discussion concerning whether parish rood lofts were used for readings in the same way as high-status pulpita were. Writing in 1923, Cox claimed that the reading of the Gospel at High Mass was only relevant to monastic contexts, and that ‘in the ordinary church the evidence is irrefutable that the chief use of the rood-loft was to serve as a music gallery’.33 However, in a legal dispute over the ownership of a silver-gilt cross at St Mary the Virgin, Wingham, Kent, it was alleged that the cross was seized in the chancel by a churchwarden at the feast of Corpus Christi in 1544 immediately after the priest had read the gospel in the rood loft.34 G. H. Cook has also found documentary evidence that rood lofts were sometimes used for reading public obituaries, including at one unspecified Bristol church around 1464.35 This implies that there were probably some functional parallels between reading in lofts across cathedral and parish churches. Reading also took place in monastic refectories during meals (see Eating & Drinking) and in private in places of accommodation.

Bells

One of the most widespread and best-documented functions of ecclesiastical high-level spaces was the ringing of tower bells. The placing of bells in towers to summon the faithful to worship or to mark important events was a long-standing function, and one which attracted the interest of eminent patrons. In his biography, Notker tells us that Charlemagne ‘admired [a] new bell very much for its exquisite shape’ and ‘ordered an iron clapper to be fixed inside and then had the bell hung in the bell-tower’.36 A large bell was certainly hanging in the western tower of Ramsey Abbey around 1000, when, according to an anonymous chronicle, four teenage novices looking for entertainment one day rang it for so long and excessively hard that it eventually cracked and made a strange clang. The miscreant youths, threatened by a severe beating, burst into tears and were then forgiven by the kindly abbot, much to the chagrin of the rest of the community.37 Harold’s gifts to the abbey of the Holy Cross at Waltham in 1060, described in the Vita Haroldi, included ‘two bells of great value’.38 At Canterbury Cathedral (whose tenth-century Archbishop, Dunstan, was popularly credited with being a bellfounder), bells were presented to the community by Prior Ernulf c. 1100 and Prior Conrad c. 1108–26, probably for the Romanesque Angel tower.39 In the late fourteenth century, Thomas of Ickham, Sacrist at St Augustine’s, Canterbury, presented several bells to the abbey for the tower above the choir.40 A detached belfry at Westminster Abbey was completed in 1253, 75ft square and about 60ft high; the travelling monk Simon Simeonis noted in 1322 that it contained two bells, world-famous for their size and sound.41 Likewise, the surviving ‘Maria’ bell at Carlisle Cathedral cast in 1401 was one of four provided by Bishop William de Strickland for the rebuilt tower following a collapse. The ringing of bells was perhaps a key function of Irish Round Towers, as chronicle sources record that when foreigners (probably Vikings) set light to the tower at Slane, Co. Meath in 950, it was filled with a variety of artefacts including the patron saint’s crozier and ‘the best of bells’.42 The ringing of bells would make good sense of the towers’ architectural form as tall and narrow structures with small windows facing the four cardinal points. These may have been hand-bells rather than tower bells.
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Fig. 3.4 Medieval bell in the tower at St Dunstan, Canterbury



While documented evidence for early bells is best from the highest-status sites, most early bells paradoxically survive in parochial contexts, perhaps because they were less likely to be re-cast or to be deemed surplus to requirements at the Reformation. Despite subsequent losses, over 1,970 medieval bells survive in England and are still in regular use: an astonishing legacy.43 One example is the fifth bell at St Dunstan, Canterbury, cast by William le Belyetere around 1325 (Fig. 3.4). This bell, which has a diameter of 38.5 in (97.8 cm) bears the abbreviated Latin inscription Ave Maria Gracia Plena Dns Tecū (Hail Mary full of grace, the Lord be with you). Some lost medieval bells have even been reconstructed archaeologically, such as the bell at Norton Priory recast in 1977 from fragments of the original bell-mould recovered during excavation of its casting pit of c. 1220.44 For all the weight of evidence documenting their existence, use and location in towers, it is often not clear exactly where bells were rung from. On the one hand, long ropes could reach down to the ground, avoiding the need for access to high-level areas even if bells were hung in them. On the other hand, some of the earliest clerestory passages, such as that at Bernay, France, provided access to towers, and one imagines permanent access to tower chambers was usually provided in parochial settings for the same reason. With plentiful written and physical evidence for the existence of medieval bells, it is easy to overlook an essential question: how, when and why were bells rung?

First and foremost, the sound of bells marked important liturgical occasions relating to key festivals and patron saints. A customary drawn up at Cluny c. 1000 states that bells were integral to events surrounding the Palm Sunday liturgy. ‘Every bell’ was to ring for Vespers the previous day, and also when the procession set off on the Sunday morning; the largest bells were then to continue to ring until the procession returned to the Galilee porch.45 Likewise, the tenth-century English Regularis Concordia stipulates that after the Visitatio Sepulchri drama was enacted and an antiphon sung, the prior was to begin the celebrational hymn Te Deum laudamus (We praise thee O Lord) ‘at the beginning of which all the bells shall ring together’.46 An addition to the Registrum Roffense in the middle third of the thirteenth century, concerning the duties of the priory servants at Rochester Cathedral, states one of the larger bells was to be rung three times during supper in addition to the other ringing on the principal feasts.47 The bells at Norwich Cathedral, according to the Customary of 1260, were rung either in part or in full peal for the various monastic hours and at the Gloria in excelsis.48 Fireworks and the tolling of bells at Siena, Italy, announced the lifiting of a Papal Inderdict in 1273.49 At St Radegund’s Abbey near Dover, when John Retlyng was installed as Abbot on 4 October 1345, it was noted that the canons went to the church to sing the Te Deum solemnly, the bells were rung, and he was inducted into the abbots’ stall according to the customs of the Order.50 Ringing was often achieved by specific combinations of bells. For the Easter ceremonies at Soissons Cathedral in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, all the bells were to ring ‘very early in the morning; then two by two’.51 At Udine, Italy, in the fourteenth century, also at Easter, it was specified that ‘all the bells ring together as in the peal for the dead; but in the end they do not remain together but [ring] as in other feasts’.52 Conversely, the absence of sound might be equally dramatic. For instance, the bells at Barking Abbey were to be silent on the final three days of Holy week before Easter.53

Bells also announced important people. From around 1200 the bells at Rochester Cathedral were rung whenever the archbishop arrived, and also for the body of a layperson awaiting burial, according to the Sacrist’s discretion.54 According to the Rites of Durham, the four bells over the door of the Galilee chapel at Durham Cathedral in the early sixteenth century were rung on a number of occasions, including principal feast-days, on the bishop’s arrival in town, or when sanctuary was sought. On Sundays, in preparation for the two-hour long sermon preached from one o’clock, the great bell was tolled for forty-five minutes and then rung for a further fifteen, so that ‘all ye people of ye towne might haue warnynge to come & here ye worde of god preached’.55 Ringing represented hard physical work. The Rochester Custumale states that on important occasions, in addition to the two permanent church servants, eight extra men were hired in to ring the bells on the six principal feasts, and at Durham, two men from the kitchen were charged with ringing one bell, the four sanctuary wardens took the third, and six other men rang the great bell.56 Standards may not always have been assiduously maintained, however. Around 1300, the archbishop’s proctor denounced the bellringing by the Canterbury churches as inadequate when he visited the city.57

Medieval bells often had supernatural qualities. The eleventh-century Liber Miraculorum (Book of Miracles) of Sainte Foy records that, after Gerbert finally recovered his sight, he ran up the steps to the west gallery at Santiago, followed by the church servants, who rang a peal of bells in celebration of the miracle.58 According to the Golden Legend, a popular thirteenth-century text, Ascension Day litanies traditionally involved the ringing of bells, together with a procession involving a cross, banners and sometimes a dragon. Drawing parallels with military signs, the anonymous author explains that


And this is the cause why the bells be rung when it thundereth, and when great tempests and outrages of weather happen, to the end that the fiends and the evil spirits should be abashed and flee, and cease of the moving of tempests…there is another cause therewith; that is for to warn the Christian people, that they put them in devotion and prayer, for to pray that the tempest may cease.59



According to its Customs of 1093, Hirsau abbey (a Benedictine house founded in Baden-Württemburg, Germany, and strongly influenced by the reforms of Cluny), the relics, crucifix, holy water and the ringing of bells were all invoked against thunderstorms. A bad storm saw all the bells being rung, together with the recitation of the Litany and penitential psalms, and in the worst cases, incense and the paschal candle would be brought out.60 A distant echo of such beliefs is found in the writings of the seventeenth-century antiquary John Aubrey, who claimed that St Aldhelm’s bell in the central tower of Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire, ‘was rung when it did thunder and lighten to send the tempest from the Town into the Country’.61 However, this technique was clearly not always working, as according to one contemporary chronicler, after two lightning strikes hit the tower of St Albans Abbey in the space of three years, the Papal seal was affixed to the top of the tower in 1235 to drive storms away.62 Such practices were eventually outlawed by the Synod of Passau in 1470 because they were held to undermine God’s omnipresence.63 The sound of bells was also the magic ‘agent’ in the legend of the Green Children of Woolpit, recounted by William of Newburgh around 1198, in which a green-skinned boy and girl were discovered in a field at Woolpit, Suffolk, who explained that they were magically transported there after hearing the bells of Bury St Edmunds Abbey in the distance.64 Although this story has some fantastical elements, the supernatural nature of the sound accords well with contemporary belief.

The sound of bells also marked solemn occasions and obituaries. In their survey of parish church towers in eleventh-century Lincolnshire, Stocker and Everson argue that the standard form of inscription ‘St… pray for us’ implies that ‘bells represented an invocation to heaven on behalf of the souls of the departed’.65 Bells were often rung for commemorative purposes. According to the Custumale Roffense of c. 1230, one, two or sometimes all three of the bells in the large tower at Rochester Cathedral were to be rung on the obituaries of important benefactors, together with other bells in the small tower, with those of bishops Gundulf, Ernulf, Lanfranc and Radulf alone qualifying for the full complement.66 The Master Cellarer at Norwich sounded a bell in the campanile on the obituary of Bishop Herbert before administering food and drink to the needy.67 The same was true in parochial contexts: the bell presented posthumously by the tailor William Copland following the completion of the steeple of St Mary le Bow, London in 1512 was first rung as a knell at his own funeral, and various funeral ringing customs involving the use of three strokes for a man, two for a woman and one for a child are widely attested to in local oral traditions.

In addition to their many liturgical, devotional and practical uses, ecclesiastical bells often acquired secular functions in social, craft and academic life.68 The great bell of St Paul’s, which was hung in the detached tower completed c.1221 was apparently rung to call the inhabitants of London together for folk-motes, and a bell in the west tower at St Nicolas, Newcastle-upon-Tyne was rung to summon assemblies in the nave.69 Bells were also important for marking the working day. For instance, the Regulations concerning the Arts and Crafts of Paris of 1258 stipulated that ‘no-one may practice his craft after Nones have been rung at Notre-Dame on Saturdays’, showing the importance of aural signals for craftsmen.70 In addition to civic and craft uses, some bells regulated medieval academic life. The earliest record of bells in the late Anglo-Saxon tower of St Benet, Cambridge is from the thirteenth century, when one of its bells was used to summon students to lectures and examinations. This was clearly a cause of annoyance, because ‘the Rector, Alan, complained about this in 1273, but was persuaded by Hugh de Balsham, the Bishop of Ely, to permit the bell to be used “in a civil and honest way”’.71 Another secular function of church bells was the ringing of curfews. The Elizabethan historian John Stow wrote that one of the Bow bells at St Mary le Bow, London, was chosen to ring the curfew at 9pm in 1469,72 as was the new curfew bell presented by William Copland.73 These bells, or their precursors, probably inspired the popular folklore tale of the penniless Richard (Dick) Whittington (c. 1350–1423) hearing the Bow bells when leaving London, encouraging him to make the tumultuous decision to turn back and become Lord Mayor.74

Organs

Another more refined type of sound was in the form of organs and singing which often accompanied liturgical activity. The history of early organs is an area which is well-researched, especially by scholars such as Stephen Bicknell and Peter Williams, and there is ample evidence to suggest that musical activity often used ecclesiastical upper spaces. Organs, re-introduced to the medieval West by the Carolingians, became widespread during the late tenth-century monastic reform movement.75 There are two well-known late Anglo-Saxon organs, both of which were sited at an upper level. The instrument described in the Prologue to the Life of St Swithin written by Wulfstan of Winchester around 970 was described as


fixed on two levels […] seventy strong men […] drive the air upward with all their strength and make roar from the full reservoir, which by itself supports the four hundred muses [pipes] in order, which the hand of organic skill controls: it opens the closed and in turn closes the opened, as the prescribed chant of diverse notes requires, and two brothers of harmonious spirit sit together, and each, like a ruler, rules his alphabet.76



Later, the effect on the hearer is described:


… the sound so clamours, echoing here and there, that everyone closes the opening of his ears with his hand, totally unable to bear the noise when drawing near… and the melody of the pipes is heard everywhere in the city.77



Another Anglo-Saxon instrument, also sited at an upper level, is described in the Vita Oswaldi concerning the dedication of Ramsey Abbey, Cambridgeshire, in 991. According to this source,


[Count Ailwin] granted thirty pounds for making copper pipes for the organ, in their alcove above one of the spiral staircases, in close-packed rows sitting on their apertures and on feast-days set in motion by the strong breathing of bellows, which emitted very sweet melody and strong sound resonant over a long distance.78



The Vita also records how, on the day of the abbey’s dedication, responses and hymns were sung, after which


the master of the organa ascended with the crowd of people to the upper floor where with thundering sound he stirred up the souls of the faithful people to praise the name of the Lord.79



Some details of the construction of early instruments can be glimpsed in the writings of the twelfth-century theorist, Theophilus (possibly identical to Roger of Helmarshausen).80 In his De diversis artibus (On diverse arts) of c. 1110–40, Theophilus specifies how the bellows and keys of the organ were to be sited on the inner side of a wall, ‘so that nothing be seen below in the monasterium’, implying that the instrument occupied an elevated location.81 In the wall, an arch (or vault) was to be made for the player to sit, with a square opening to display the pipes.82 The organ chamber itself was also to have a wooden door, so that ‘no unauthorised person passing by knows what is behind it’.83 He also refers to the labelling of the keys with note-letters, as implied at Winchester, above. Although many of the more technical details of how medieval organs were built and used is shrouded in mystery, it is certain that, like bells, they were used to dramatic effect on special occasions. The early thirteenth-century Customary of St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, specifies the playing of the organ on no less than eleven festival days, in addition to Vespers and at Mass before the gospel. An early technique was to supply elaborated versions of the Mass-setting in phrases alternating with the choir, which may have paralleled the widespread practice of the antiphonal singing of psalms.84 Medieval organs are well-illustrated in medieval manuscripts. One example is the small instrument played by a rabbit and a hare in the recently-discovered Macclesfield Psalter, which has East Anglian provenance and probably dates from c. 1320–30 (Fig. 3.5).

Surprisingly, perhaps, the sound of organs and bells inside and outside the church attracted its critics as well as admirers. Ailred of Rievaulx’s Speculum caritatis (The Mirror of Charity) of c. 1141–2, best known for its tirade against elaborate masonry sculpture, asks


Why in the Church [are there] so many organs, so many bells? For what, I ask, is this fearful bellows-blast, more able to express the crash of thunder than the sweetness of the voice?85



However, even Ailred was in no doubt as to their power:


…meanwhile the people standing, trembling and thunderstruck, wonder at the noise of the bellows, the clashing of bells and the harmony of pipes.86



However, such criticisms seem to have fallen on deaf ears, perhaps literally as well as metaphorically. Williams points out that the Cistercian Harding Bible of c.1109 contains an illustration of an organ, and Cistercian organs are known for certain by the later fourteenth century.87 This suggests a more nuanced understanding of the text may be needed; clearly, Ailred’s asceticism was by no means shared by all medieval Cistercians. Similar critical sentiments directed against organs resurfaced many centuries later at the Reformation, when, in a critique of visible luxury, Erasmus’ friend Menedemus questions the importance of the fonts, candlesticks and golden effigies at Canterbury Cathedral, together with ‘all this expense in organs as they call them… of which one alone is not considered enough?’: either an ironic pun on the terminology of a ‘pair of organs’ for a single instrument, or possibly an oblique reference to the ground-floor chamber organ in addition to the main instrument on the pulpitum which the cathedral possessed by this time.88
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Fig. 3.5 An organ being played by a rabbit and a hare in the fourteenth-century Macclesfield Psalter



Organs occupied several locations in buildings over the centuries. According to Gervase of Canterbury, the organ was on the vault above the south transept in 1174.89 In late thirteenth-century Salamanca Cathedral, the door through which one ascended to the organ (puerta por donde solian sober a los órganos) was sited by a north-east chapel.90 At Notre-Dame, Paris, in the fourteenth century, a special ‘wheel engine’ - perhaps a vertical treadwheel operated by six or seven secular servants - was used to power the organ bellows on special occasions, including in 1380 when the king attended mass.91 Williams suggests this may have occupied one of the nave galleries.92 Organs were often located at the west end of major churches. In the popular medieval Grail poem, the Jüngerer Titurel, in Albrecht von Scharfenburg’s version of c. 1270–80, the organ in the Temple of the Holy Grail is described as being above the west door and contributing to festival mass.93 This was the location of the organ at the Beauchamp chapel at Warwick c. 1440 and at Crowland Abbey c. 1450. The surviving medieval organ at Valère Cathedral, Sion, in the Valais canton of Switzerland, is also sited above the west door. This instrument, built c. 1435, has a small keyboard of only about three octaves, with a case of castellated turrets, painted doors, and traceried pipeshades. Although modified around 1700 and restored in 1954, this instrument is thought to preserve the largest amount of medieval pipework in the world.

The cathedral and monastic pulpitum, and its closest equivalent, the parochial rood loft, became one of the most favoured high-level locations for organs by the later medieval period. It may not be coincidence that the organ made in 1447 by Nicholas Rawnce at Canterbury Cathedral was exactly contemporary with the building of the pulpitum screen, on which it was recorded for certain in 1508.94 The original spiral stair is still used for access to the modern console. At Westminster Abbey there was an organ on the pulpitum by the sixteenth century, and there were several organs at Durham Cathedral in the same period.95 Bicknell observes that in the later medieval period, instruments were normally placed near to centres of liturgical activity.96 Churchwardens’ records from this period likewise show that many parish church rood lofts contained organs in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, such as those at Thame church, Oxfordshire in 1477–80,97 and St Stephen, Walbrook (London) by 1483, where an inventory taken in the reign of Edward IV (1461–83) records a pair of organs together with furniture including a stool for the organist and a standing lectern for a music book in the rood loft.98 By the 1540s there was also an organ on the rood loft at Ottery St Mary, Devon, together with other ground-floor instruments in the Lady chapel and choir.99

Physical traces of such organs rarely survive. The principal remnant is the late medieval organ case at Old Radnor, Wales, which survived on the rood loft until it was moved to the back of the church in the late nineteenth century.100 This was presumed to be the only surviving evidence of a late medieval English instrument, until archaeological evidence came to light in 1977 and 1995 respectively of two organs built at two Suffolk parish churches c. 1530. These discoveries at Wetheringsett and Wingfield are soundboards, the ‘motherboard’ of the organ, with characteristic patterns of holes and grooves for pipes, sliders and keys. These discoveries formed the basis of historically-informed reconstructions of the two instruments in 2001–2. A third instrument is being built as part of a wider project to explore late medieval Welsh performance practice. The fragments are significant because they provide tangible evidence to place alongside early written contracts, such as those of 1519 and 1526 for organs at All Hallows by the Tower, London, and Holy Trinity, Coventry respectively.

Singing

The use of organs was closely associated with singing, and there is plenty of evidence to show that high-level spaces were used by choirs from an early period. Hariulf’s chronicle of St Riquier describes how a monk named Hugh heard ‘sweet voices emanating from the tower’ in the westwork, which was filled with light, spreading eastwards – perhaps a literal description as much as a symbolic one.101 Liturgical instructions for the same church state that after the brethren had sung Vespers and Matins at the upper altar of the Saviour, the two choirs were then to descend on opposite sides.102 This makes clear a connection between upper altars and singing, although it may have been misinterpreted. It could be this text which has given rise to the impression amongst some scholars that stairs and galleries were normally processional spaces which would be used as part of the liturgy. In reality there is no evidence to suggest this was ever the case, and the implication here is that the choirs simply descended in their own time and the procession then re-formed at ground level. Arnold Klukas has identified the use of the tribune galleries at St-Rémi, Rheims for stationing singers according to its twelfth-century Ordinale,103 and the Customary of Bayeux specifies the use of tribunes at the Crossing and a space above the main door of the church for singing in the thirteenth century.104 On this basis, Klukas has suggested that Anglo-Saxon two-storied porticus could also have been a place for responses to be sung, although conclusive evidence is lacking.105

The monastic pulpitum was a location where singing regularly took place. At Norwich Cathedral in the thirteenth century, the chant O altitudo was to be sung from the pulpitum at Mass on Sundays in the Octave of the Holy Trinity, as well as on all festivals celebrated in copes, and the vigils of Easter and Pentecost,


…through the whole seven days, no matter which of the feasts, and the first Sunday in Lent, and Palm Sunday, and on the anniversary of Bishop Herbert, [and] John, etc: the epistle and gospel are read on the pulpitum, and the Tract or Alleluya are sung.106



One piece of music was to be ‘chanted by three’, perhaps in the style of the Notre Dame School. Upper spaces used for singing often had strong associations with angels. There was a locum angelorum (place of the angels) at Strasbourg Cathedral (consecrated 1028) which was a gallery connecting two upper chapels flanking the choir,107 and a chorus angelorum at St Godehard, Hildesheim where in the thirteenth century a mass was said in honour of the angels.108 A chronicler writing around 1604 recorded that the westwork tribunes at Corvey (dedicated 885 and remodelled after 1014) were traditionally known as the chorus angelorum.109 The visual and aural connection between angels and singing is also evident in the sculptural provision in the West Front gallery at Wells and in the singing gallery at Exeter. Music was often used to represent heaven, reflecting ideas about harmony and the music of the spheres. In his book, The Heaven Singing: Music in Early English Religious Drama, Richard Rastall suggests that ‘the heaven’ itself in stage directions was ‘a high-up location large enough to accommodate singers and sometimes instrumentalists’.110 The angel’s announcement to the shepherds in Luke’s gospel contains the words Gloria in excelsis Deo which, in the performance at Salisbury Cathedral at Matins on Christmas Day, were to be sung by five boys holding candles ‘in a high place, that is to say above the high altar’ (in loco eminenti, scilicet ultra magnum altare).

There has been much scholarly work in recent decades investigating the possibility that some galleries and passages in cathedral and monastic West Fronts were used by singers on Palm Sunday. The re-enacting of the Entry to Jerusalem story from the Gospels on Palm Sunday offered many performance possibilities. Some Palm Sunday liturgies specified that the procession was to be greeted by boys stationed above the door of the church on the porch roof’.111 The 1264 Salisbury Missal, ultimately based on an Anglo-Saxon liturgical prototype, specifies at the second station of Palm Sunday ‘seven boys, from a very elevated position’ shall sing together the Palm Sunday motet Gloria, laus et honor (All glory, laud and honour).112 This was to be sung antiphonally with the congregation below. There is reason to believe that flowers and special wafers or ‘singing cakes’ were scattered on the people below (see below). At Salisbury, there is a passage across the outside of the West Front, pierced by eight quatrefoils, which would have been ideally suited for such a use, and there are also two passages facing the nave. At Wells Cathedral, the same custom is suggested by a Custumal surviving from the first half of the thirteenth century, which was described as Antiqua statuta de officiis (Old statutes of customs) at the time it was written, and is based on practices at Salisbury.113 Here, there is a passage above the West Door with access from one end with twelve funnel-shaped oculus windows at two different levels, partially concealed by sculptures of angels beside the sculpture of the Coronation of the Virgin. This is reasonably assumed to have been the place where the choir would have been stationed. Putting the counter-argument, Christopher Hohler points out that the rubrics do not actually specify use of a gallery space on the west front for singing the Gloria, and moreover that if gallery spaces were only used for singing once a year, they were not especially useful.114 However, there were many other dramatic liturgical occasions in the calendar, of which Palm Sunday was only one amongst many, and so such a use could have been much wider.

Singing might also take place outside. On Palm Sunday at Hereford the boys traditionally sang from the top of the city gate, as they also are known to have done at Rouen around 1450.115 Roger Martyn, churchwarden of Long Melford, Suffolk in the time of Queen Mary (1553–8), described how on Palm Sunday, singing was done from the top of an exterior turret:


The procession coming to the church gate went westward, and they with the Blessed Sacrament went eastward; and when the procession came against the door of Mr. Clopton’s aisle, they, with the Blessed Sacrament and with a little bell and singing, approached at the east end of our Lady’s Chapel; at which time a boy with a thing in his hand pointed to it, signifying a prophet, as I think, and sang, standing upon the turret that is on the said Mr. Clopton’s aisle door : Ecce Rex tuus venit, etc. And then all did kneel down, and then rising up, went singing together into the church…116



In the sixteenth century, internal lofts also served as singing-spaces, often in conjunction with organs. At Durham Cathedral, there was ‘betwixt two pillers a looft for ye mr & quiresters to sing Jesus mess euy fridaie conteyni’ge a paire of organs to play on, & a fair desk to lie there bookes on in tyme of dyvin s’vice’.117 Interesting evidence for parochial chant survives as music painted on the lectern at Ranworth, Norfolk, possibly a desk similar to that mentioned at Durham (Fig. 3.6). At Long Melford, Suffolk, there was ‘a fair rood-loft with the Rood, Mary and John on every side, with a fair pair of organs standing thereby, which loft extended the breadth of the church; and on Good Friday a priest then standing by the Rood sang the Passion’.118 In these performances, a tenor, treble and bass would take the different traditional roles, such as Jesus, Pilate, and the Evangelist.119
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Fig. 3.6 Plainchant painted on the medieval lectern at St Mary and Helen, Ran-worth, Norfolk



It is easy to understand how simple role-playing on such occasions provided the foundations for the earliest dramatic performances. This invariably involved singing, whether in or beyond the context of liturgical activity. One of the earliest medieval liturgical plays was the Quem Quaeritis (Whom do you seek?), an Easter play about the visit of the women to Christ’s empty tomb.120 At fourteenth-century Udine, Italy, rubrics instructed ‘And when the procession, formed up, shall enter the church, let there be two boys hidden in some high place within the church and let them sing this verse in a high register: ‘Quem Quaeritis’.121 The Rouen Officium Pastorum, an offshoot of the Quem Quaeritis in the form of a Christmas play featuring the shepherds, specifies a boy playing the part of an angel singing ‘in excelso’ (in a high place), with others placed in the vaults of the church singing the Gloria in excelsis.122 Singing angels at height in the building are also implied in other plays, such as the late fourteenth-century Miracles of St Genevieve of Paris, where stage directions specify that ‘the angels sing Virginis prolet or some other piece without leaving Paradise.’123 In the Palma Mary Magdalene ceremony in the sixteenth century, the boy chosen to play the part of an angel was to make his way at the start of Mass


to the Chapel of the Holy Trinity so that when it is his turn to sing he will be high in the galleries […] And the angel is to be in the gallery. When the time for him to sing comes, he is to have his wings full of lighted candles. And when he comes out, there will be an explosion, or some such noise, to signal his appearance. And when he has sung, he is to withdraw…124



The directions reiterate the importance of the actor’s location in the galleries, and his appearance to sing is associated not only with lights, but also sound. This would have reinforced the dramatic spectacle, both visually and aurally, and must have been highly exciting (if somewhat dangerous) to perform. Many of the angel’s and women’s parts in plays were usually taken by boys or young men. For the play of the Presentation of Mary in the Temple, written by Philippe de Mezières c. 1372, were are told that ‘the two young men who play soft instruments shall be dressed as angels except they shall not wear stoles or wings, but good hats of a green colour’, while Ecclesia was to be ‘a very handsome young man about twenty years old, without a beard and dressed completely in gold in the costume of a deacon, with the most beautiful hair of a woman’.125 This raises wider questions about voice-ranges in the medieval period. According to Rastall, it is likely that ‘the higher age of choirboys in the sixteenth century certainly resulted in a more powerful treble line than we have now… a normal spread of ages would include some boys in their late teens as well as some younger ones: and, that being so, both speaking and singing voices must have been stronger and more audible than we should expect those of modern boys to be’.126

The stationing of musicians in the form of singers, organs and instrumentalists in ‘high places’ for dramatic effect was by no mean restricted to ecclesiastical settings. According to the Gesta Henrici Quinti (The Deeds of Henry V), ‘trumpets, clarions and horns ringing out in multiple harmony’ embellished the tower on the approach to London Bridge on the occasion of the king’s ceremonial reception to the capital in the fifteenth century, and singing boys accompanied by organs were stationed ‘in a house next to and behind the tower’ which had been built in the middle of the bridge.127 An overlap between sacred and secular high-level music is also suggested by folk-sources such as the medieval Polish legend of the Trumpeter of Krakov, which relates to the giving of a sacred tune as a secular signal from an ecclesiastical tower balcony. On one occasion, according to legend, the signal was heard by the townspeople repeated many times before it came to an abrupt end, alerting them to the start of an invasion - and the unfortunate demise of the trumpeter.

Drama

In this final section of this chapter, attention turns to special effects of a dramatic nature under three headings: the use of draperies and tapestries, the raising and lowering of objects or actors, and the dramatic ‘scattering’ of various objects. Many of these practices are known about from rubrics and accounts of early drama, the object of several publications, not least William Tydeman’s colourful collection of primary dramatic sources.128

Draperies

One function of ecclesiastical galleries and lofts which was once widespread, but is now largely forgotten, was for hanging tapestries and draperies. In his late twelfth-century description of Canterbury Cathedral, Gervase identifies the function of the wall-passage above the platform gallery in a section of text which appears to have been overlooked:


Around and at the height of the aforesaid vault a certain passage was constructed from which pallia [flags] and curtains might be suspended.129



The choir and presbytery of Westminster Abbey were likewise adorned with hangings. Some are known from bequests or donations, such as Henry III’s gifts to the abbey in the thirteenth century which included hangings and banners, one of which was to be displayed opposite the organ.130 At Minster-in-Sheppey Abbey, Kent, in 1535, the Dissolution commissioners found a painted cloth ‘so long as the rode lofte’ on display before the rood loft in the Nave, perhaps along the same lines as that at Westminster in the thirteenth century.131 At Rochester Cathedral, a section in the Custumale Roffense of c. 1230, detailing the duties of the church servants, specifies that on important occasions, extra men were to be employed putting up the curtains as well as ringing the bells.132 On precisely the same occasions as candles were lit on the wall-passage above Becket’s shrine at Canterbury, tapestries were also to be arranged around the shrine at the keepers’ discretion.133 This changing backdrop to the shrine would have drawn extra attention to the relics. In 1511 two sets of tapestries were presented to Canterbury Cathedral by Prior Thomas Goldstone and Richard Dering, the cellarer. These tapestries were, according to his obituary,


three very beautiful Arras hangings, representing in a splendidly striking manner the birth, life and death of the Virgin, which were hung at certain times of the year in the southern part of the choir.134



These hangings in the choir. mentioned in the Dissolution inventory of 1540, were sold in the Commonwealth period, and six sections survive in the Cathedral of Aix-en-Provence. An extremely rare visual impression of the hanging of such tapestries (and the placing of lights in clerestories) is provided in an illustration in a Flemish Book of Hours of c. 1480 in the Bodleian Library, Oxford (see Fig. 3.7). This illustrates the placing of a continuous curtain and various coloured flags with tall tapers placed at intervals, perhaps in connection with the Office of the Dead which it illustrates. Although of a much later period, it may provide the best evidence as to what Gervase was referring to at Canterbury in the twelfth century. Tapestries were also placed in exterior settings, such as the relic cloths exhibited outside at Aachen (see Chapter 2). The thirteenth-century Statutes of Lincoln Cathedral instruct the carpenters ‘to hang, at the opportune time, banners, tapestries, curtains and other cloths of linen as well as wool and silk, and later take them down’.135 One such occasion was on Palm Sunday, when they were to ‘hang a cloth at the gate of the Bail or elsewhere when the boys sing Gloria Laus’, and another was Ascension Day where it was to go ‘in the front of the church where they sing’.136
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Fig. 3.7 A funeral service in a Flemish Book of Hours of c. 1480, showing lights, curtains and flags in the vault.



Similar customs, much simplified, extended to parochial settings. Traditionally, a Lenten Veil covered the images on a parochial rood loft during Lent, and in 1513, John Hunt of Hythe bequeathed £4 to St Leonard’s church to purchase a cloth to cover the rood.137 In this instance, access would be needed to obscure, rather than to reveal, making the unveiling of the images at Easter more dramatic. Cloths of Arras adorned the tower at St Mary at Hill, London, on Palm Sunday in 1531, and this example is by no means unique.138 The hanging of ecclesiastical draperies find ready parallels in secular material. One example is in the Chronicles of Froissart (c. 1337–1405), in a description of the entry of Queen Isabel into Paris after a peace treaty in 1389 where there were hangings in the streets of silk and cloths of Arras ‘of diverse histories, the which was a pleasure to behold’.139 Similar practices were recorded on the return of Henry V to London in 1420, where, according to the Gesta Henrici Quinti, there were many colourful backdrops such as the lofty timber towers either side of London Bridge which were ‘covered with linen cloth painted the colour of white marble and green jasper as if made of stones squared and dressed by the handiwork of masons’.140 The main difference between sacred and secular use of draperies appears to be the nature and permanency of their deployment. These secular draperies were generally used for exceptional royal occasions, rather than for regular display throughout the year.

Special Effects

There were many opportunities to use vaults and galleries in the upper levels of a great church for dramatic effect. One use was to raise and lower actors into position. Stage machinery was frequently used to take actors up to heaven and, at Barcelona in 1519, for lowering singers dressed as angels.141 A device would be needed to lower Saul from the walls of Damascus in performances of the Conversio Sancti Pauli (The Conversion of St Paul), and one fifteenth-century script specified ‘Item, within the auditorium, the machine for Simon Magus which can lift up three people, secretly, all safely belted, and then descend again equally secretly in such a way that it cannot be seen’.142 In late fifteenth-century Italy, a favourite piece of stage machinery was the mandorla, an almond-shaped box containing an actor playing an angel which would be lowered from the roof,143 and the Elche Assumption Play in Spain, which also has fifteenth-century origins, involves two aerial machines including a giant pomegranate which lowers musicians onto a platform.144 The so-called N-Town Cotton play, written in East Anglia after 1468, calls for several of raisings and lowerings in the Entry to Jerusalem; in Noah’s Flood, God is placed in the clouds; later, the Holy Spirit descends on Jesus in the Baptism of Christ, and Jesus then ascends, pausing mid-way to sing a hymn.145 In the Florence Annunciation and Ascension play of 1439, according to an eyewitness, the actor playing Christ was lifted on ropes ‘activated by invisible and most ingenious gear-wheels so that the person representing Jesus Christ seems indeed to be ascending by himself’, and, we are told reassuringly, ‘he reaches a great height without swaying’.146 Lights and music were also integral to the above spectacle:


When he has reached the cloud, this envelops him from head to foot and the two angels who stand one on each side of him kneel down before him. At this moment many lamps which are also within the cloud are lit shedding splendid light. But Jesus continues to ascend, accompanied by the two angels, and as soon as he reaches the Father, the music stops and it grows dark.147



According to its fourteenth-century Liber Ordinarius, the entire Quem Quaeritis play at Essen Minster was to be performed in its tribune galleries.148 Gallery spaces and passages would therefore have functioned as useful ‘backstage’ areas during such performances, to enable actors to get to and from different locations.

Raising and lowering was often applied to images and static tableaux. At Parma on Annunciation Day (25 March), an image of the Angel Gabriel was lowered onto the pulpitum screen, from where the Gospel was being sung.149 The Ascension was the liturgical occasion ideally suited to heavenward movement. At the Ascension drama in Moosburg, Austria, in the fourteenth century, a house enclosed in cloths with a figure of Jesus was attached at ground-floor level below an opening in the roof symbolising Mount Sinai. After it had been raised out of sight, large wafers and flowers were scattered (of which more, see below).150 At Ascensiontide at Durham Cathedral in the sixteenth century, a figure of Christ was raised into the roof.151 A French Bible moralisée of 1403 contains a miniature of the Ascension of Christ with his feet disappearing into a vault ring in a church.152 An idea of the figure’s scale and appearance is suggested by the nearly life-sized and richly-coloured wood Ascension figure of Christ of the early fourteenth century, by the Master of Lieto, from Raisio church, Finland.153 To raise the sculptures, a special vault hole would be needed large enough to hoist sculptures through into the roof, such as the small example at St Gangolf, Trier (Fig. 3.8). In a late example, Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg’s New Hall Liber Ordinarius of 1520 (based on customs at Magdeburg), the clergy procession was to stop under the ‘heaven hole’ where there would be a stool covered with red velvet, and here the image of the Saviour would be set down. Following the singing of appropriate hymns, music would be heard from the ‘heaven hole’ in the vault. The figure was then to be locked in a mandorla, or a rope let down from the vault and attached to an iron ring to raise the figure up, guided by floating angels carrying candles, while music continued to sound from the vault. At this point flowers and wafers might fall from the vault, accompanied by the playing of a large bass drum. Finally, the figure of a burning devil would then plunge down into the Nave, symbolic of the overcoming of evil by Christ.154 The Assumption of the Virgin Mary into heaven provided a similar opportunity for the lifting of a figure into the vaults in the New Hall custumal.155 As an unusual horizontal variant on the traditional vertical dimension, the Tres Reges (The Three Kings), an Epiphany play, recorded at Rouen in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, required a star lit by candles which was moved around in the roof for dramatic effect.156

Another favourite practice was the lowering of doves. Doves, symbolic of the Holy Spirit, were particularly associated with Pentecost. At the Terce of Pentecost at Barking Abbey, the nuns’ Customary of c. 1404 instructs that


When Come Holy Ghost is sung, a dove descends in the middle of the choir with seven small candles as a sign of the Holy Spirit.157
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Fig. 3.8 The ‘heaven hole’ in the vault at St Gangolf, Trier, Germany



The dove and candles (yet another instance of high-level lights used in liturgical performance) were presumably lowered from a gallery or upper wall-passage. A similar Pentecost custom was observed at St Mary’s Abbey, York, where a contemporary Customary drawn up around 1400 specifies that at the start of the hymn Veni Creator, ‘a white dove, whether real or make-believe [alba columba sive viva, sive ymaginaria] is lowered together with clouds and seven candles’.158 The lowering of the dove and seven candles was intended to be highly-charged symbolically as a literal and graphic representation of the coming of the Holy Spirit with the seven spiritual gifts. Doves were also lowered on other liturgical occasions. At St Omer, France, in the first half of the sixteenth century, a model dove covered in white damask was lowered from the roof in the Golden Mass at the Annunciation, celebrated on the fourth Wednesday of Advent.159 On the same feast at Tournai in the early sixteenth century, a dove was prepared with candles and lowering apparatus; the singing-master was to turn an angel and strike a bell in a high compartment at three times in the service, to warn the other man to light the candles, to lower the dove, and then raise it after the Agnus Dei respectively.160 At Barcelona in 1453, a mechanical dove was to descend on Mary emitting ‘certain rays of light or fire which are to do no damage… and afterwards it is to return to God, “flapping” its wings’.161 A similar custom was enacted at St Jacob, Bruges, in the fifteenth century. A manuscript illumination in the Belles Heures of the Duc de Berry of 1405–8 shows a dove appearing above a choir assembled below the ‘heaven hole’ surrounded by rays or tongues of fire, perhaps a literal description as much as an allegorical one.

Another element was the scattering of various objects including flowers, burning fibres, and wafers. While the Pentecost sequence was being sung at St Mary’s Abbey, York, flowers were scattered in the choir by the church servants, symbolic of the gifts of the Holy Spirit. A similar custom still takes place today at the church of St. Maria Maggiore, Rome, where white rose petals are traditionally scattered from the dome during Mass on 5 August on the anniversary of a miraculous fifteenth-century snowfall. The scattering of flowers had a special connection with Palm Sunday. The late fifteenth-century N-Town Cotton play mentions the scattering of flowers by children in connection with the Entry to Jerusalem:


‘Here Cryst passyth forth. [Th]er metyth with hym a serteyn of chylderyn with flowrys, and cast beforn hym. And they synggen ‘Gloria laus’ [Praise be to God].162



This activity is represented in a stained glass panel in the early fifteenth-century east window at Great Malvern Priory, Worcestershire (Fig. 3.9). Here, Jesus rides towards a large white portcullised gateway, while above, three children (wearing green tunics and pointed hats, appearing against a rich red swirling background) lean over and drop yellow and white bunches of flowers over the battlements as the procession goes past. This accords well with the observations of the sixteenth-century writer, Thomas Becon, that at the singing of the Gloria laus, ‘at the end of every verse, the children cast down certain cakes, or breads, with flowers’. These, according to Becon, symbolised godly virtues and mercy towards the poor. Interestingly, as Rastall points out, while the evidence for this is strong from written sources, no ecclesiastical rubrics actually specify the scattering component, only the singing.163 Flowers would have been a logical substitute for difficult-to-obtain palm branches on these occasions, and willow branches with catkins, yew and box are all documented substitutes.164 The scattering of wafers was also used on other occasions. In the Road to Emmaus drama enacted inside the church at Padua in the thirteenth century, the rubric states that after Jesus vanishes, ‘wafers are thrown down from the roof of the church and all who can catch them’.165
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Fig. 3.9 The ‘Entry To Jerusalem’ panel in the fifteenth-century East Window at Great Malvern Priory, Worcestershire (conservation photograph, 1943)



Although the evidence is late in date and fragmentary, there is good reason to believe that similar customs were enacted in parish churches. At Long Melford, Suffolk, in the sixteenth century, according to churchwarden Roger Martyn, ‘the Palm Sunday procession… coming near the Porch, the boy or one of the clerks did cast over among the boys flowers and singing-cakes’.166 These ‘singing-cakes’ were probably wafers covered in coloured paper wrappers. The location from which the scattering at Long Melford took place is not specified, although an elevated position would presumably have been essential. This may explain the provision of miniature porch galleries in some later medieval parish churches. Many of these porch galleries, such as that at Wraxall, Somerset, have access stairs which are diminutive in scale and best-suited for use by children (Figs. 3.10 and 3.11).167 Where resources or space for a permanent gallery were not available, a temporary stage might suffice. The churchwardens’ accounts for St Mary at Hill, London, tellingly record 8d for items including flowers and consecrated wafers used on Palm Sundays in 1487–8, and other amounts for a scaffold to be set up over the porch on the eve of Palm Sunday in 1493–4, suggesting a connection between elevated places, Palm Sunday, and liturgical scattering.168 As the main entry to the church, a porch would also have acted as the closest parallel for a gateway or West Front for the symbolic Entry to Jerusalem.
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Fig. 3.10 Upper doorway in the south porch at All Saints, Wraxall, Somerset (photo: Geoffrey Phillips)
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Fig. 3.11 The narrow porch stair at Wraxall (photo: Geoffrey Phillips)



Another use for upper spaces was the throwing down of burning materials. Tolhurst’s research shows that Pentecost customs at Vienne in Dauphiné, France, like those in comparable settings, also involved the scattering of flowers from the vaults in the choir at several points in the Gloria as well as during the Alleluia-verse Veni Sancte Spiritus (‘Come Holy Spirit). This was also the cue for the raising and lowering of a live dove. The occasion was, however, literally brought to life at the words ignem accende (the ‘lighted flame’), at which point bundles of burning filaments were thrown down from the vaults. Only after this spectacle was the long-suffering dove finally withdrawn.169 At Pentecost in Rouen Cathedral, France, green oak leaves, flowers, ‘clouds’ and burning stuffing were thrown down from the triforium or vaults, and at the Gloria, several small and medium-sized birds were released, with small clouds tied to their legs.170 At Dijon, Compiègne and Corbie, during the hymn Veni Creator a large quantity of incense was burnt, filling the church with smoke, and at the same time burning material and water were thrown from the bell-tower, presumably from high inside the building.171 The fifteenth-century Paris Resurrection play mentions a burning circle soaked in flammable spirit with a pigeon of white metal in the centre,172 and fire was also thrown down on the Apostles in the Chester Pentecost play.173 Tripps suggests that the exceptionally wide triforium in Notre Dame Cathedral, Rabastens (Midi-Pyrenees, France) would have been suitable for the scattering of flowers and foliage as well as the housing of angel choirs and a large part of the stage machinery used in sacred drama.174 Tolhurst believes that the lowering of the dove and throwing down of fiery filaments were perhaps later additions to the earlier custom of scattering flowers.175 Fire and water probably had elemental significance: together with use of the air for scattering and leaves symbolic of earth, each could have represented one of the four medieval elements. Alternatively, fire and water were often associated with diabolical forces, for which wafers and flowers were the sacred and beautiful equivalents.176 According to Tripps, it was the servants of the sacristan who customarily stood on the vault in the roof and lit the burning material.177

An unusual drama involving fire is mentioned in a biting Protestant satire on the Catholic Church describing Easter practices at Augsburg in the mid-sixteenth century:


They make the graue in a hie place in the church, where men must goe up manie steppes, which are decked with blacke cloth from aboue to beneath, and upon everie steppe standeth a siluer candlesticke with a waxe candle burning in it, and there doe walke souldiours in harnesse, as bright as Saint George, which keep the graue, till the Priests come and take him up; and then commeth sodenlie a Flash of fire, wherwith they are all afraid and fall downe; and then up startes the man, and they begin to sing Alleluia, on all handes, and the clocke striketh eleuen.178



The full arsenal of dramatic possibilities – the lowering and raising of actors and images, the scattering wafers, water, flowers, and material on fire - was unleashed in some of the last ever performances of the Ascension. At Berlin in the sixteenth century, angels with candles were first lowered from the roof. An image of the Saviour at ground level was then attached to the framework and the whole raised back up into the roof. Before the angels and candles were lowered, ‘the trumpeters in the roof play an artfully composed song’ and continued while the whole tableau was raised up. Afterwards, ‘wafers are thrown down from the roof and a drum is struck to represent thunder’, after which two boys ‘with high voices shall sing alone above the roof the whole antiphon Men of Galilee, why are you looking up into heaven?’179

Similar customs were enacted in parish churches. According to Barnaby Googe in a rhymed translation of Thomas Kirchmayer’s Regnum Papisticum of 1553, a common parochial Ascensiontide custom in early sixteenth-century Germany was for an image of Christ to be drawn up from the altar to the roof, accompanied by singing. Afterwards, an image of Satan, ‘oft times with fire burning bright’, was thrown down to the ground, which was then symbolically destroyed by boys wielding sticks. He continues


This done, they wafers down do cast, and singing-cakes the while,

With papers round them put, the children to beguile.

With laughter great are all things done, and from the beams they let Great streams of water down to fall, on whom they mean to wet.180



While intended as a comic parody, the account mentions the throwing down of fire, water, and wafers, raising and lowering, and singing: all the main elements of greater church performance in a parochial setting.181

The various components and techniques of high-level ecclesiastical dramatic performance were by no means restricted to sacred settings. A festa in Siena, Italy, in 1273, began with a white dove ‘with fire and flames issuing from his mouth’ emerging on a wire above the stage, which then flew into a large closed flower from where rockets and explosions emanated.182 Likewise, an open-air Pentecost spectacle at Vicenza, Italy in 1379, using a church as a backdrop, showcased a shining dove attached to a wire on a tower of the bishop’s palace, initiated by a flash and a loud thunder-clap.183 There are also parallels for dramatic scattering, particularly in later medieval royal pageantry. At the coronation of Richard II in 1377, according to Thomas Walsingham, a castle was constructed at Cheapside with four turrets, where white-robed damsels scattered gold leaves and coins.184 The Gesta Henrici Quinti records that at the ceremonial entry of the king to London in 1420, small birds were released by men dressed as sages, gold coins and laurel leaves were scattered over the king’s head at the mock castle at Cheapside, and finally maidens holding gold chalices near St Paul’s ‘puffed out round leaves of gold upon the king’s head as he passed by’.185 Abigail Wheatley has drawn attention to the ‘Castle of Love’ pageant, with women defending a mock castle in a playful gesture with flowers from battlements, and nuns defending a church with wafers.186 Coincidentally or otherwise, precisely the same material, including the use of birds, leaves, flowers and wafers, featured in both sacred and secular dramatic activity.

In this chapter, we have explored a number of ways in which ecclesiastical ‘high spaces’ were used in liturgical activity. Sound, light, and special effects were an important part of liturgical performance, and its provision depended on access to galleries, wall-passages and upper spaces over vaults. While it might be easy to berate medieval dramatic performance for its overly-literal techniques, it is worth remembering that the opening ceremony of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games (widely claimed, not without justification, as ‘the greatest show on earth’), utilised the same dramatic techniques of raising, lowering and scattering, together with the use of sound and light.

Many dramatic occasions were seasonal, rather than everyday. Palm Sunday was particularly important in a number of ways, such as for the ringing of bells, high-level singing, and dramatic activity. Few, if any, of these functions would be apparent from study of evidence in the fabric. This has major implications for the limitations of purely archaeological approaches to medieval buildings. We have also seen how there is also a large amount of sacred-secular overlap, even in these specifically liturgical uses. There are also some interesting correspondences between high-status ecclesiastical practices before c. 1300 and parochial customs in the later medieval period, particularly in terms of porch galleries and rood lofts. There is some evidence to suggest that simpler early customs were elaborated in the later medieval period, with clerestories and galleries acquiring more functions over time. In overall terms, these medieval dramatic functions were all highly visible and audible to the beholder. What do we know about high-level functions which remained more secret and hidden? These form the subject of the next chapter.







  4  

Supporting the Liturgy

After the dramatic spectacle of the previous chapter, this chapter considers the ways in which upper spaces supported liturgical activity in a less obvious but equally important way. There are two main aspects which we need to consider here. One relates to liturgical organisation, the other to intellectual life. The first concerns the provision of clocks, upper-level treasuries, vestries, sacristies, and rooms for the secular servants of the church. The second embraces places for teaching, legal, business and administrative functions, libraries, muniment rooms and writing-places or scriptoria. In contrast to the special or seasonal occasions for dramatic liturgical spectacle in the last chapter, these functions would have been required on an everyday basis. Ironically, they are also correspondingly less well-documented.

Organising the Liturgy

Clocks

The idea of regular timekeeping was a long-standing problem which exercised many great minds. One of Alfred the Great’s many inventions was a candle-clock with horizontal lines indicating the night-time hours, housed inside a translucent lantern to compensate for inaccurate burning caused by draughts. Water-clocks were also known in the ancient world, but were uncommon in the Middle Ages; instead, sundials were the preferred method of early medieval timekeeping. Small sundials known as Mass-dials were often created on the south walls of buildings through the medieval period, such as at St Peter, Bywell, Northumberland (Fig. 4.1). They typically had service-times such as Terce, Sext and None (the third, sixth and ninth hours) indicated by incised or painted lines radiating out from the centre.1 The reckoning of time was naturally conditional on having enough sunlight, and the hours of daylight changed through the year. These methods of timekeeping had various disadvantages, such as the need for a plentiful supply of wax, water, or light.
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Fig. 4.1 Mass-dial on the south wall of the chancel at St Peter, Bywell, Northumberland



Ironically for such an important invention, it is not known exactly where, when or by whom the mechanical clock was first invented. English craftsmen were apparently working on the problem of creating a regulation mechanism around 1270, and the earliest mechanical clock is documented at Dunstable Priory, Bedfordshire, in 1283. The following year, in 1284, Exeter Cathedral possessed a clock, and this (or another timepiece) is mentioned in the 1327 Fabric Accounts when a bell was cast for it. These early turret clocks show a close association with ecclesiastical upper spaces. This was probably for two practical reasons: first, to allow space for the gravity-fed weights to fall, and second, because early clocks were sonic rather than visual phenomena, indicating time by sounding a bell. Clocks had immediate practical utility for a religious community by signalling the hours, and thus indicating the service-times.

Clocks are well-documented in medieval sources, probably because they were innovative and expensive items. A clock (clocario) was installed by Prior Eastry at Canterbury Cathedral in 1292 at a cost of £30.2 Its location is not known, but there was one in the central Bell Harry tower at Canterbury by 1492. At Norwich Cathedral, a clock was built on a screen in the south transept in the early 1320s. According to Quennell, the Sacrists’ rolls mention materials used in the construction of this clock fabricated between 1322–25, which had a set of thirty images representing the different days of the month.3 In 1376 a new chamber was created in the Romanesque north tower of Exeter cathedral specifically to house the clock. The ‘going train’ for the movement and quarter striking were sited behind the clock in the clock-room, while the ‘striking train’ was half-way up the tower.4 Thomas Dart’s History and Antiquities of Canterbury Cathedral shows another clock, with a large dial and single hand, on the west face of the pulpitum screen at Canterbury in 1726, possibly the timepiece recorded in the south transept by John Leland around 1540. According to the Rites of Durham, there was a clock in the rood loft there by the sixteenth century.5 Clocks were also inventoried with the tower bells in the Franciscan Friaries of Plymouth and Carmarthen at the Dissolution.6 All of these mechanisms have sadly long since disappeared.

The earliest surviving medieval clocks in England are to be found in the cathedrals at Salisbury and Wells. The clock mechanism at Salisbury Cathedral was built in 1386 and placed in the detached bell-tower north of the nave, where it remained until this campanile was demolished in the late eighteenth century. The mechanism was then transferred to the central tower where it continued in use until a new clock was installed in 1884. The old mechanism was then abandoned until it was rediscovered in the tower by accident in 1929 and its significance finally emerged.7 The best-known example of a medieval clock is that at Wells Cathedral, which is sited in the thirteenth-century north transept’s west arcade and triforium gallery (Fig. 4.2). This clock was in existence by 1392 and is thought to have the oldest surviving clock face in the world. As well as telling the time, it indicates the cycles of the moon, and is famous for its animated jousting knights locked in an endless rotary duel. The clock’s gallery location also supports a quarter-jack (repainted in the seventeenth century) who strikes a bell with his foot.8 Like the clock in the Romanesque tower at Exeter, this clock installation represents a new use for a pre-existing upper space. Its astronomical and animated mechanical content finds numerous medieval secular high-level parallels such as the enormous fifteenth-century Zytglogge (Time Bell clock) above the western gateway at Bern, Switzerland.

There is even some archaeological evidence for lost medieval turret clocks. In an excavation under the central tower at Llanthony (Prima) Priory, Monmouthshire, Wales in 1978, two pieces of a metal bar were recovered which have been identified as a foliot, the heart of an early clock mechanism.9 This mechanism consisted of an upright rod (the verge arbour) with two ‘ears’ (pallets) engaging alternatively with a serrated gear (the crown wheel). The movement of the upright was governed by the foliot, a long metal cross-bar with a series of indentations resembling miniature crenellations, on which small weights were hung. The spacing of the weights governed how fast the mechanism turned over and hence the length of each ‘hour’. The Llanthony foliot was discovered in the Dissolution layer directly below the Crossing tower, and presumably escaped salvage when the rest of the mechanism was scrapped in the sixteenth century. The date of the clock is unknown, but it would probably have been similar to the original arrangements of the fourteenth-century clocks at Wells and Salisbury. A vivid and evocative contemporary insight into the complexity and mechanical noise of medieval turret clocks is glimpsed in an evocative late fourteenth-century Welsh poem, which Linnard suggests may even be describing this very timepiece at Llanthony:


Woe to the clock on the side of the dyke

With its black face, which awoke me

A curse on its head and its tongue

And its two ropes and its wheel

And its weights, heavy balls

And its yards and its hammer […]

The constant clap in a monk’s cloister

An owl’s mill grinding the night.10



Many early clocks were notorious for their unreliability. It has been estimated that early clocks might gain or lose as much as half an hour a day, and in Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale in the Canterbury Tales (written c. 1390), the cockerel was said to be more accurate in his crowing than a clock or ‘abbey orologge’. Perhaps for these reasons, reckoning by clock time became commonplace only at the very end of the fourteenth century, well over a century after its invention.

Clocks, once the preserve of the highest-status cathedral and monastic communities, spread rapidly to parochial and secular settings. In 1290 Merton College, Oxford, recorded an amount spent on an orologium at St Mary’s, Elham, Kent, one of the churches in its patronage.11 Another medieval clock similar to that at Wells, using a half black/half white rotating ball to indicate the phases of the moon, is found at the collegiate parish church of Ottery St Mary, Devon, built into a platform in the south transept. This relates to Bishop Grandisson’s patronage of the building in the fourteenth century, and its dual towers imitate those at Exeter Cathedral. There was a clock in the tower of St Leonard, Hythe, Kent, by 1413, and some of the Canterbury parish churches owned timepieces from the late fifteenth century onwards.12 A bell survives made for the clock at St Mary, Cratfield, Suffolk, paid for by churchwarden William Aleys in 1490, and a mid-sixteenth-century turret clock with later modifications is still in use in the central tower at St Mary, Rye, Sussex (Fig. 4.3). A west gallery in St Andrew’s, Canterbury known as St Tronyan’s loft which connected to an external gallery also appears to be associated with the maintenance of a clock in the early sixteenth century.13 Clocks are also known in high-status secular medieval contexts. Two of the earliest are the clocks documented at Edward III’s palaces at Windsor, Berkshire, in 1351, and at Queenborough, Kent, in 1366.14
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Fig. 4.2 Medieval clock in the west wall of the north transept at Wells Cathedral
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Fig. 4.3 Mid-sixteenth century clock mechanism (with later modifications) in the central tower at St Mary, Rye, Sussex



Medieval clocks and inventions have many parallels with early computing technology. Both were very expensive pieces of hardware which formerly only the wealthiest institutions could afford. They also took up an entire room, needed frequent maintenance, and had non-visual user interfaces. Peter Williams identifies several parallels between medieval clocks and organs, pointing out that both were usually sited in projecting balconies or elevated settings; structurally, they shared certain stylistic motifs such as castellation, and both were usually the work of outside craftsmen.15 Clocks represent a long-standing aspect of medieval technology which remained fundamentally unchanged until the invention of the pendulum in the seventeenth century. Later clocks retained the medieval style of frame construction, and variations of the verge and foliot escapement were still used in watches well into the nineteenth century. We tend to think of clock-time as a product of the nineteenth-century railway age. In reality, timekeeping was an invention of the thirteenth century. From atomic clocks to computer processor ‘clock’ speeds, the modern world owes an incalculable debt to medieval inventors.

Treasuries

In a church of even modest status, there would have been a need to house valuable plate and precious objects, together with relics, ornaments and vestments. By the twelfth century, it was an important area of oversight. The medieval treasurer at Lincoln Cathedral was responsible for the lights, bells and clock, all of which would have been essential for the smooth functioning of the community.16

Treasury chambers in greater churches often occupied ground- or upper-storey rooms from the twelfth century onwards. These monastic and cathedral treasuries often housed objects including censers, combs, candlesticks, croziers and holy water buckets.17 Many treasuries, co-incidentally or by design, were located on the north side of the church. The Treasury at Canterbury Cathedral was built to the north of St Andrew’s chapel in the time of Prior Wibert, 1151–67 with barred windows for security (Fig. 4.4).18 This room, described as the Vestiarium in the twelfth century, was almost certainly the Sacrarium described at the time of Erasmus’ visit around 1530, at which time it contained silk vestments, gold candlesticks, and the silver staff of St Thomas.19 There were comparable spaces in other buildings of similar status, such as the so-called ‘Exchequer Room’ at Exeter Cathedral (c. 1300), sited on the north side of the church over St Andrew’s chapel. Treasury chambers on the north side of the church are frequently encountered in France, such as those at St-Omer and at Notre-Dame, Noyon (c. 1170–80). At Trier Cathedral, Germany, a treasury was built on the north side c. 1200, and later moved to the south around 1480. The treasury at Winchester Cathedral, by way of contrast, is thought to have been on the ground floor in the south transept. This also functioned as the royal treasury, housing, amongst other items, a processional cross presented by Henry I containing fifty-six sapphires, ten topaz, seven pomegranates, ten emeralds and no less than 257 oriental pearls.20
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Fig. 4.4 Interior of the twelfth-century Treasury at Canterbury Cathedral



Treasuries were often sited in or near the cloister. At Lincoln Cathedral, a window above the cloister door in the north-east transept was partially blocked subsequent to its construction, probably after the cloister was begun in 1296.21 This then seems to have been turned into a strong-room.22 At Lichfield Cathedral, a room over the Chapter House was used as the canons’ treasury from c. 1240, while the Worcester Chronologia Ædificiorum records that a treasury was built above the parlour in 1377.23 All of these examples were therefore easily accessible from the heart of the cathedral complex. The ground-floor Pyx chamber in the cloister at Westminster housed the Treasury of Edward I when it was famously robbed in 1303, after which the room (which also functioned as a ground-floor chapel) was fitted with a double door studded with large iron nails.24 The Treasury at Durham Cathedral in the later medieval period known as the Spendement was also in a ground-floor room by the Cloister, protected by a strong iron grille. This contained not only plate but also


evidences of the house and the Chapter Seal with the evidences of certain gentlemens land in the country, there lying for safeguard of them, thinking they were more sure there than they were in their ow custody, being in great chests, lockt within the said Treasure house.25



The practicalities of estate management for a great religious house would have been extremely complex, and a specialised form of Treasury for the keeping of accounts was developed called a Cheker (from which the modern word ‘exchequer’ derives). The medieval Cheker at Canterbury survived until 1868. This was built in Henry Eastry’s formidable late thirteenth-century priorate as a camera ad scaccarium cum diversorium ibidem (a counting-house with other chambers there).26 Access to the Cheker could be gained from the top floor of the Prior’s Old Chamber and from a staircase in the Infirmary cloister. According to a list compiled after 1327, it contained records in bags, boxes and chests.27 Its main room was used as a meeting-place for the Prior and senior monks. Ely Cathedral in 1325 had a ‘lesser tower’ to the west of the precinct, with an upper chamber functioning as an exchequer, containing a squared table used for calculations [mensa quadrata ad calculandum].28

Treasury chambers could also be found in some larger parish churches by the later medieval period. The chamber over the north porch at St Laurence, Hawkhurst, Kent known as the Treasury is thought to have functioned as a counting-house; according to local tradition, it was the place used by officials of Battle Abbey to collect rents.29 Likewise, it is thought by some scholars that the upper chamber built above the north transept c. 1340 at the collegiate church of Ottery St Mary, Devon, may have had a similar function.30 Other parochial treasuries were ground-floor rooms. At the parish church of St Mary of Charity, Faversham, Kent, the ground-floor chamber at the west end of the north aisle known as the Treasury is probably the ‘Jewel House’ constructed in the early sixteenth century. This has an inner room built of thick oak boards within an outer compartment, and two small grated windows set back from the masonry outside. Entrance to the inner chamber is via two doorways opening in opposite directions to each other, bearing traces of decorative lock furniture. This remarkable medieval treasury is not as well-known as it deserves to be, possibly because the historic fabric is not apparent from the heavily-restored exterior of the building.

Hospital and secular treasuries were also sometimes sited at height. The gatehouse tower at the Hospital of St James at Charing by Westminster, London had been crenellated (illegally, it was noted by the Crown in 1379) ‘for the security of its ornaments’ by its master, Thomas Orgrave.31 Likewise, the first-floor vaulted tower chamber at St Mary’s Guildhall, Coventry was known as the Treasury in 1441, when it contained an iron-bound chest containing the city muniments, and the Jewel House at the Tower of London is a survivor from the medieval period.

Sacristies and Vestries

Another function closely related to treasuries was that of sacristies and vestries. These rooms traditionally had a range of practical functions for the storage of vessels, vestments and valuables, or as a place for robing. The ninth-century St Gall Plan specifies a vestry on the upper floor of the south claustral range, above the refectory, where monks’ habits would have been stored.32 However, this was not a usual location for the vestry, and so it is unlikely that the Plan set any precedent in this respect.

The Sacrist was one of the principal monastic obedientaries, or office-holding monks. The Sacrist at Norwich had many responsibilities: he managed the cemeteries, was responsible for the maintenance of the church, general cleaning, the care of vessels and vestments, and the provision of non-edible consumables for services.33 The Sacrist’s office at Norwich in the 1430s was a short distance north-east of the cathedral by the Sextry gate, although he also had access to storage-space over the west cloister.34 At Canterbury Cathedral, Chillenden’s Roll (1390–1411) mentions the construction of a new chamber for the Petty Sacrists above St Andrew’s chapel, which seems to have functioned as a room for church servants (see below). As we noted earlier, the Treasury at Canterbury was described as a vestry or sacristy in the Middle Ages. Upper-floor sacristies can sometimes be inferred from staging directions, such as the Road to Emmaus drama at Padua in the thirteenth century which mentions an ‘upper sacristy’ on several occasions, although the same type of evidence can be used to prove the opposite, such as in the sixteenth-century Mary Magdalene ceremony at Palma, where a ground-level sacristy is specifically implied.35 The Sacristy at Winchester Cathedral contained the Gospels written in gold and St Philip’s foot covered in gold plate at the Dissolution, although the location of the room is unknown.36

While the locations of sacristies are often obscure, we know something about their likely furnishings. Cope chests, in the form of large wooden boxes in the shape of quadrants or semi-circles, were used for the storage of embroidered vestments. There are seven surviving English examples, all substantial pieces of furniture: the largest, at Salisbury Cathedral, is over 12ft (3.65m) in diameter.37 A medieval vestment press from Ripon Cathedral, now presumed lost, but photographed in 1876, had four doors, each five feet high, with three hinges on each; Jane Geddes estimates its date at around 1400.38 Similar furniture was also present in parish churches by the later medieval period. At Long Melford, Suffolk in the 1550s, according to churchwarden Roger Martyn,


in the vestry where there were many rich copes and suits of vestments there was a fair press with fair large doors to shut to, wherein there were made devices to hang on all the copes, without folding or frumpling of them.39



At Walberswick, Suffolk, it was noted that the priests’ vestments were kept ‘in the lofte over the porch’ in 1492. This could suggest that it was functioning as an upper-floor sacristy: a seldom-documented use for a parish church porch chamber which was probably quite typical.40 An inventory of ‘the Sextry aboue the vestrye’ taken at St Mary’s, Warwick in 1466 records that it contained various coffers and ‘almeries’ (armoires) for valuable objects and money, as well as a new high armoire in the ‘Inner hous’ with two doors to keep the evidences in.41 This, then, would seem to have combined the functions of treasury, sacristy, and muniment room. The widespread descriptions of parochial porch chambers as priests’ rooms, may, perhaps, reflect a distant folk-memory of the functions of medieval treasuries, sacristies and vestries as overlapping, multi-functional spaces.

Church Servants’ Rooms

Another way in which upper spaces related to the provision of liturgical activity was in the form of church servants’ rooms. There was a long tradition of overnight watchmen sleeping in church buildings at ground level from at least the mid-tenth century. In ‘B’s Life of Dunstan, for instance, the saintly youth in a delirious state ascends an ecclesiastical spiral stair to a dangerous parapet, before returning safely into the hands of the men who, it was said, customarily slept on the church floor overnight.42 According to another miracle story, the church servants at Durham also slept in the church overnight before apprehending a burglar in 1165.43

One of the earliest known examples of a dedicated room for the purpose is the chamber built for the Priory servants acting as Sanctuary Wardens at Westminster Abbey in 1338.44 This was presumably sited over the north door from the outset, since in 1396 brother Richard Exeter (a former Prior) left his bed to the four servants of the church for their chamber there.45 There was an upper chamber over the north transept of Norwich Cathedral for the ‘sanctuary men’, documented in 1404,46 and according to the Rites, at Durham ‘s[er]ten men yt dyd lie alwaies in two chambers ou[er] ye (north) church dore’ before 1540.47 The Lincoln ‘Seekers’ apparently used an internal wood loft in the north-east transept.48 A further instance is at Hexham Abbey, where there is a chamber over the doorway in the south transept traditionally known as the ‘Sanctuary chamber’ (Fig. 4.5). It differs in siting from the other three examples, being on the south rather than the north side, although like the above examples it would have been over the principal entrance.49 This was presumably likewise intended for use by sanctuary wardens, rather than the accommodation of claimants. A chamber at Bourges Cathedral (Aquitaine) contained an alarm clock in 1537 and may have had a similar function: it was sited near the principal relics to the left (i.e. north) of the high altar, and was where the keepers of the church and treasury slept.50
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Fig. 4.5 Grated window in the so-called ‘Sanctuary chamber’ at Hexham Abbey, Northumberland



Many of these places were strongly associated with sanctuary-seeking, and details about the special procedures in place to receive ecclesiastical refuge-seekers are clearest at Durham. The circuit of the churchyard wall was, we are told, traditionally regarded as an area of ecclesiastical sanctuary for ‘all manner of men yt had done or com[m]ytted any gret offence as killing of a man in his own defence or any p[ri]soners had broken out of p[ri]son & fled to ye said church dore’.51 When they knocked and rapped on the door, the ‘serten men’ in the upper chamber were stationed


for ye same purpose that when any such offenders dyd come & knocke, streight waie they were letten in at any o[ur] of ye nyght & dyd Rynne streight waie to ye gallelei Bell & tould yt to thintent any ma[n] yt hard it might knowe yt there was som ma[n] yt had taken Sentrie, & when ye p[ri]or had intelligence therof, then he dyd send word and com[m]anding them yt they should keape theme selues wthin ye Sau[n]ctuarij yt is to saie wthin ye church & church yard… vnto suche tyme as ye p[ri]or & ye covent could gett theme co[n]veyed out of ye dioces.52



Exciting and dangerous as the reception of sanctuary claimants would have been, it seems unlikely that this by itself would have provided full-time work for four men. On this basis, McAleer has attempted to discredit the Rites as a trustworthy historical source.53 However, a close reading of the text reveals that the church servants or sanctuary wardens had many other everyday roles, such as assisting with bell-ringing in the Galilee steeple and cleaning and replenishing duties in the church.54 The Lincoln ‘Seekers’ also rang bells. A document referring to the appointment of bell ringers at Notre-Dame of Noyen in 1185 mentions that in addition to ringing the bells, the church servants had to perform various other duties, including helping in the cleaning of the vaults, windows, pavement and walls of the cathedral (see Chapter 5). They also had ‘crowd control’ duties, specifically to move on crowds who impeded the clergy in the choir or at the altar, and were to keep a constant watch in the building by night.55 The north door at Westminster Abbey was the ceremonial entrance to the abbey at which important guests would assemble, and in the early fourteenth century, the lay servants of the abbey assisted the monks with stewarding duties here on royal occasions.56 Similar practices may also explain the purpose of the so-called ‘Old Bakery’ chamber at Canterbury Cathedral (see Chapter 7).

The same practice of sleeping overnight is recorded in several parish churches. At St Leonard, Hythe (Kent), Thomas the Bedesman was paid 16s for watching the organs and ‘for lying in the church’ in 1480–1, and at St Margaret’s, Westminster the clerk had a bed in the vestry documented in 1500.57 Neither of these, though, specifies where the location was. Willoughby suggests that the upper room at the north-east of the choir at St Mary’s, Warwick would have been the most logical place for the Sexton to sleep in, which he or a deputy were required to every night. His duties according to an oath drawn up in 1464/5 were to show loyalty to the collegiate officers, lead a sober and dignified life, to help sing divine service, and be responsible for the safe keeping and security of the foundation’s money, jewels, books and vestments.58 It is also highly likely that the so-called ‘Watching Tower’ at St Mary of Charity, Faversham, Kent, would have been used by the Sexton (see also Chapter 7).

Scholars such as Cox have found evidence in churchwardens’ accounts confirming that parochial porch chambers were used for the accommodation of priests and deacons.59 For instance, in 1519, at the church of St Peter, Cheap, London, three men (including the parish priest) were assigned chambers built over the vestry. One of the upper chambers here was designated for the morrow mass priest, and this function was being remembered as late as 1574.60 A bed was provided at St Mary-at-Hill in 1501–2 for ‘the priest’s chamber that keepeth the first mass’. This bed was replaced in 1526–7, suggesting that it was still in use,61 and at Ludlow as late as 1594–5, 3s of timber was purchased for the roof of ‘the deacon’s chamber over the churche porche’.62 Likewise, the tower chamber at Upton, Nottinghamshire (later converted into a dovecote) which contains a fireplace, may correlate with a chantry certificate of 1546 mentioning a priest living on-site, perhaps for the same purpose.63 The early morning ‘morrow mass’ is first mentioned in the tenth century in connection with monastic customs, and its relevance to parish churches in a later period could have a mark of status, or perhaps to meet the spiritual needs of travellers along key pilgrimage routes. The use of parochial porch or tower chambers by various sextons, priests and deacons would explain the frequent provision of fireplaces within them, and illustrate the possible scope for confusion with anchorites (see Chapter 2). Such activity would also parallel the high-status practices evident in cathedrals in the later medieval period.

Intellectual Life

We now turn to consider the second section in this chapter, that of intellectual life. At first glance, scholarly activity appears to be entirely unrelated to supporting the liturgy. However, a moment’s reflection reminds us that singing of the chant relied on monks who were educated enough to read and write. Texts such as hagiographies, custumals and obituaries were important adjuncts to medieval liturgical life, and academic study was considered an essential part of most monks’ education, certainly to become a priest. Furthermore, the safe keeping of a community’s muniments was essential, because such documents recorded and legitimised the income which enabled all liturgical activity to take place. These rights and privileges might on occasion have needed to be defended in legal proceedings. This section therefore considers the provision of spaces for intellectual purposes in the form of teaching spaces, legal, business and administrative uses, libraries, muniment rooms, and finally the possibility of upper-level scriptoria.

Education and Teaching Spaces

Most, if not all cathedrals and monasteries would have required teaching spaces. Medieval schooling has been a topic of scholarly interest in the last few decades, particularly by the historian of education, Nicholas Orme. The requirements for medieval education changed over time. There are a range of surviving documents written as educational texts such as Aelfric of Eynsham’s Grammar and Colloquy of c. 990 in question-and-answer format; probably intended for boys aged around 12–16, doubtless young novices.64 Child oblates, however, were disappearing in the twelfth century and were outlawed in 1215. The minimum age of entry to a monastic community was set at 15 by the Cistercians in 1154, and subsequently raised to 18 in 1175.65 Some form of space for basic teaching provision in monasteries and nunneries would therefore doubtless have been necessary, although if it existed, it has typically vanished without trace.

Before the invention of the musical stave by Guido of Arezzo around 1150, a key teaching need was the learning the entire plainsong chant repertory by heart, a formidable undertaking which would have taken about seven years to complete. According to the monk Eadmer, recalling the late Anglo-Saxon Canterbury Cathedral which he knew as a small boy before the fire of 1067:


beyond the middle of the length of the body, there were two towers which projected beyond the aisles of the church. The south tower had an altar in the midst of it, which was dedicated in honour of the blessed Pope Gregory…opposite to this tower, and on the north, the other tower was built in honour of the blessed Martin, and had about it cloisters for the use of the monks. And as the first tower was devoted to legal contentions and judgements of this world, so in the second the younger brethren were instructed in the knowledge of the offices of the Church, for the different seasons and hours of the day and night.66



There has been some discussion as to exactly where this teaching took place in the north tower. The Anglo-Saxon scholar Harold Taylor believed that the altars were on the first floor, but supposed (for reasons unknown) that the associated functions took place at ground level,67 whereas Arnold Klukas interprets these more logically as functions associated with altars in upper chambers.68 Certainly, an enclosed, private space would be much more logical than an open area for teaching or legal proceedings. The teaching of music in a later period was done by the organists, who are named individuals at Canterbury from around the 1380s. The Statutes of Canterbury Cathedral (drawn up in 1540, but doubtless informed by earlier practices) state that instructing choristers was one of the organist’s three principal responsibilities, together with playing the organ at proper times and chanting the divine services.69 Orme sees the fourteenth century as a watershed, from the world of early song schools to a more developed recognition of literacy. This period also saw increasing parochial and secular educational provision alongside the monasteries, and the rise of elaborate choral polyphony, requiring specialist musical training rather than merely basic reading skills.70

Most high medieval education was concerned with Latin literacy and its application for the reading of prayers and liturgical texts. Teaching spaces were often found in upper-level settings in the cloister by the fifteenth century. The novices’ school at Canterbury Cathedral was housed above the west cloister walk from c. 1400.71 A small vice at the west end of the west cloister walk probably gave access to this upper storey, of which one wall survives nearly to full height.72 At Salisbury Cathedral, a room over the west range of the cloister was being used in 1454 as a lecture room and library.73 The novices at Durham before the Dissolution were taught in a ‘fair great stall of wainscott’ which was ‘over against the said Treasure house door’ in the west cloister walk where it was away from distractions, presumably at first-floor level as well.74 An archaeological excavation in 2001 at the Gilbertine house of Chicksands, Bedfordshire revealed the existence of a spiral stair in a claustral area, which could relate to the same function.

Another form of monastic education for poor secular children was provided in Almonries. Almonry children are first documented in the thirteenth century. Originally founded for purely charitable purposes, membership later came to be seen as socially advantageous. Almonries were common in Benedictine and Augustinian houses, and Roger Bowers has found evidence for their existence at no less than seventy-seven sites.75 They probably educated between five and thirty scholars with an average age of about 15. Many scholars by the late fourteenth century were involved with celebrating the Lady Mass, which was often performed with complex choral polyphony from the 1480s. Many Almonry children later became monks or lay servants at the monastery where they had been accommodated. In the sixteenth century, the Almonry children at Durham Cathedral used an upper room by one of the gatehouses for their meals (see Chapter 5). Not all late medieval ecclesiastical schools were sited at height, however. The choir school for local boys at Kirkham Priory in the East Riding of Yorkshire was recorded in 1496 as taking place in the conventual nave.76 Likewise, the later medieval school at York Minster was in a ground-floor room below the library.

As far back as 1235, the Decretals of Gregory IX specified that the children of parishioners were to be educated in the parish church by the clerk.77 There may have been a school for children in the porch chamber of St Martin at the Plain, Norwich in 1300 ‘to learn to read and sing’, although most references to parochial teaching spaces are from the early sixteenth century.78 The porch chamber at St Mary the Virgin, Saffron Walden, Essex, housed a school by 1513, maintained by the Guild of the Holy Trinity.79 This upper room is unusually large and well-illuminated by its large windows (Fig. 4.6). The same room was also used for meetings (see Legal & Business functions, below). Again, the clerk’s duties at Faversham, Kent, in 1506 included instructing children to read. It is not specified where this was to take place, although there would have been two suitable upper spaces available, including a porch chamber (now demolished), and an upper room by the west tower (see Chapter 7).80 These instances may have reflected the widespread provision of lay education by this time. This was one of the most keenly-felt fallouts after the Reformation, prompting the founding of many secular schools in the mid-sixteenth century. Some parish church porch rooms certainly housed schools in the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, perhaps a continuation of their former use. Education, then, is a use associated with upper spaces in greater churches from at least the eleventh century. The provision of teaching space is patchily recorded, and it seems to have had no fixed location, occupying some tower chambers in an early period and gravitating to rooms above the west claustral range by the fifteenth century. As in the case of church servants’ rooms, this was also a function relevant to upper spaces in some parish churches by the turn of the sixteenth century.
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Fig. 4.6 Porch chamber at St Mary, Saffron Walden, Essex



Legal, Business and Administrative Functions

The next topic concerns legal, business and administrative functions. Much legal activity was concerned with issues affecting rents and revenues, the protecting of jurisdictions, and exemptions from tolls or outside interference. The swearing of oaths often took place over relics, and, perhaps as a result, legal and administrative activity often took place in the context of consecrated space, typically near altars. This was the case in the south tower of the late Anglo-Saxon Canterbury Cathedral at the altar of St Gregory, described by Eadmer, which was devoted to worldly judgments and contentions (see above). Given that the other tower was used for teaching purposes, there may be an implied contrast between the nurturing of the youngest and most vulnerable members of the community and the maintenance of its external affairs by seasoned experts. Taylor suggests that this chapel of St Gregory was above the entrance porch, which would certainly reflect the long-standing association between gatehouses and legal functions, a relationship which has been explored in more detail by Peter Fergusson.

A later echo of the use of a tower for legal purposes at Canterbury is found in the Sacrist’s Campanile Court. This met in the detached belfry on the south side of the Cathedral, and was for hearings relating to the sacrists’ local estates. A series of court rolls survives from the late fourteenth to mid-sixteenth centuries.81 Whether or not this court met at ground level, or in an upper chamber in the tower is now not possible to ascertain. The Canterbury Consistory Court met in various places in the fourteenth century, mostly under the (then Romanesque) north-west tower, although on Saturdays it met in the first-floor chapel in the Eastbridge Hospital.82 Typical business included cases of sanctuary claims, heresy, defamation, and debt.83 The bishop of Durham’s Consistory Court was held in the ground-floor Galilee chapel at the west end at Durham Cathedral, suggesting that it was the context of consecrated space which was important, not its height in the building. The town hall at Fordwich, near Canterbury, built in the 1540s and thought to be one of the oldest still in use, has the courtroom in the upper chamber above a ground-floor prison.

A common location for courtrooms was in ecclesiastical gatehouse chambers.84 Peter Fergusson suggests that the gatehouse chamber at the Cistercian abbey of Roche, Yorkshire, was used for legal purposes. One stair probably provided for the tenants, the other for the abbot.85 The three-storey gatehouse at Thornton Abbey, built in the 1360s and enlarged in 1382, is known to have contained the Abbot’s exchequer and courthouse,86 and the Ely Porta, the great gatehouse built after 1397, contains an upper chamber which functioned for the monastery’s administration and manorial courts.87 Some of these upper-storey gatehouse courtrooms were associated with prisons (see Chapter 6). Like the reception of guests, legal and business uses would have demanded a large amount of contact with the outside world. Perhaps this is why gatehouse chambers were traditionally associated with this function: sited on the edge of the precinct, they would have provided ease of access to those outside, while minimising intrusion for those within.

In a monastic context, chapter houses were normally the centre of administration. Most chapter-houses were sited at ground-floor level, although there were some dual-storeyed examples.88 One was at Old St Paul’s, London, where the chapter house of c. 1336 was entered from the upper floor of the cloister.89 Lost in the Great Fire of London, its foundations have recently been revealed. The chapter-house at Wells of c. 1270 is also sited at the top of a flight of stairs over an undercroft, and there may have been an upper-storey chapter-house at Chichester by the fifteenth century.90 It is not clear whether these examples of chapter houses at greater height were meant to confer additional status, to serve a special function, or if they simply reflected topographical need. Administration sometimes merited a separate building. In the early thirteenth century, Abbot William of St Albans had a house built opposite the Great Gate of the abbey, which featured stone walls, a tiled roof, and three fireplaces. According to the St Albans Gesta abbatum (Deeds of the abbots), ‘this house, which has two stories, appropriately has the administrative offices of the freedmen upstairs and the food storage space downstairs’, implying that this was considered typical or sound practice.91

Evidence from parish churches, as always, is more difficult to discern. Cook suggests that the church porch was traditionally the site of legal exchanges and property transactions, and that by the end of the fifteenth century, porch chambers took on these social and legal functions.92 The porch chamber at St Mary, Saffron Walden, Essex, was apparently used for meetings of the Guild of the Holy Trinity by the early sixteenth century. St Michael’s, Coventry (used as the Cathedral before World War II) housed several guilds, and there is evidence in the building for two porch chambers, and so a connection between porch rooms and guild meeting-places is possible. Meetings also took place in secular upper rooms over a long time-period. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records an incident of secular upper-level business activity in 977–8, on which occasion


… all the chief councillors of the English people fell from an upper storey at Calne, except that Archbishop Dunstan alone remained standing upon a beam…’.93



Seculars often used upper-level medieval ecclesiastical spaces for court and business activity, especially in later medieval London. At St Bartholomew, Smithfield, the barons customarily met in the great hall above the west range in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and the Parliamentary Commons met in the Westminster Abbey refectory on several occasions in the 1470s and 1480s when the Painted Chamber at the palace was unavailable.94 Wider secular parallels for upper-storey business functions can be found in storeyed medieval Market Cross buildings, surveyed in detail by Aymer Vallance in the early twentieth century.95 The market cross at Norwich in the fourteenth century was quite a substantial structure, consisting of a chapel and four shops. This was rebuilt in 1503, with access to the upper storey provided by two vices.96 The market cross built at Northampton in 1535 had access from a spiral stair in a central pillar to an upper chamber where the standard weights, measures, and market equipment were kept.97 This suggests that upper-storey meetings would have been part of everyday life, and by no means restricted to monastic settings.

Libraries

A function closely related to education, especially in a building of cathedral or monastic status, was the provision of libraries. Medieval books were used in many ways, such as in liturgical activity, for private devotion, information, entertainment, and for legal, historical, scientific or theological reference. Books were brought to England with Augustine’s mission in 597, and Christianity was strongly associated with books and writing. It seems to have been customary to store books in cupboards at ground level in a convenient place, typically in cupboards in the cloister, the traditional place of monastic reading and writing. Particularly valuable books might be kept in treasuries. The ninth-century St-Gall Plan indicates that an upper chamber flanking the choir to the north was to be used as a library, although the provision of upper-storey library rooms is not generally documented until the thirteenth century. When the choir of Lincoln Cathedral was rebuilt c. 1255, it is possible that the books may have been placed in a first-floor room above the north choir aisle, where there are a series of ten square recesses. An upper chamber above the chapter house at Lichfield Cathedral, built as a treasury c. 1240, is known to have combined its function with that of a library from c. 1260 (see Fig. 4.7). Sixty books were listed in this treasury in 1345, and one of them was stolen from here in 1406. At Worcester Cathedral, a spiral stair in the south-west turret of the nave provided access to a triforium library created in 1377, an unusual example of a library in this type of space.98

Several cathedral and monastic libraries were sited over the slype, a covered passageway between the chapter house and transept leading out to the Infirmary. At Canterbury, a library may have been created above the slype when Prior Eastry rebuilt the Chapter House in 1304, and it probably survived until 1448 when the north-west transept was rebuilt. It may have been for this library that the fourteenth-century book cupboards at Canterbury were commissioned (Fig. 4.8). A fifteenth-century library was also established at Durham Cathedral over the slype by Prior Wessington (1416–46). This was probably the library described in the sixteenth-century Rites of Durham as the ‘Lybrarie in the south angle of the Lantren whiche is nowe above the Clocke standinge betwixt the Chapter house and the Te Deum wyndowe being well Replenished with ould written Docters and other histories and ecclesiasticall writers’.99 At Gloucester Cathedral, a vestry and library were created over the slype around 1370.100

The fifteenth century was an Indian summer for the building of cathedral and monastic libraries, many of which were built as upper stories over claustral ranges. One of the first was a library created over the east cloister walk at Exeter Cathedral in 1412.101 Libraries occupied the same upper spaces at Lincoln Cathedral in 1420–22, Wells from c. 1424–33, and at Salisbury Cathedral from 1445.102 By 1474, a library had been established in the south end of the dormitory at Norwich, also in the east range. Many of these libraries sited over east ranges – such as those at Lincoln, Exeter and Wells - were at secular (i.e. non-monastic) cathedrals, probably because they would have had no need for accommodation in this space. Other locations were also encountered. A library was built at Hereford Cathedral over the west cloister walk by 1478, and the library at St Bartholomew, Smithfield was sited over the south range. The Minster library at York was built c. 1420 in a new building adjoining the south transept, with the choristers’ school below. Access was from a spiral stair in the north-east corner, and forty volumes were chained here in 142 1–2.103 There were also plans drawn up for an unusual public library at Old St Paul’s Cathedral, London, in 1457. This was to be called ‘Pardonchurch’ and open to the public from sunrise to sunset except from 9am to 1pm. However, it is not known if it ever opened, or which volumes it might have contained.104 One of the most spectacular of all medieval upper-storey libraries would have been the (now lost) library at Canterbury, established exceptionally around 1444 as a second-storey room above the thirteenth-century Prior’s chapel on the south side of the Infirmary cloister. This was further embellished with ‘very beautiful carved work’ under Prior Selling c. 1472–94. Much is known about its final appearance from an early seventeenth-century description by the antiquarian William Somner who saw the room before it was demolished by Puritans in 1650, although the Howley library was later rebuilt on the same site following the Restoration of the monarchy after 1660. The original building had gone, but the memory of it had clearly not been forgotten.
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Fig. 4.7 Tile pavement in the chamber above the chapter house at Lichfield Cathedral
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Fig. 4.8 Reconstructed medieval book-cupboard in the library at Canterbury Cathedral



Upper-storey libraries, then, were integral to monasteries and cathedrals, but were they ever present at parish churches? This is a difficult question to answer. Many parish churches owned liturgical and devotional books in increasing numbers in the later Middle Ages, and so it seems at least theoretically possible that some could have housed libraries before the Reformation. Some porch chambers also functioned as libraries in the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, no upper-level pre-Reformation parish church libraries are known for certain, probably because typical parochial holdings at this date would not have merited a dedicated room. Therefore, while the existence of libraries in upper-floor parochial spaces remains a possibility, it is one for which there is currently no firm evidence.

Muniment Rooms

A function related to the reading of books was the storage of documents. Their popular name by the sixteenth century, ‘evidences’, gives us a clue about how they functioned. Charters and agreements legitimised a community’s existence and guaranteed its incomes. Documents therefore needed secure storage, and upper spaces were ideal for this purpose. Like treasuries, muniment rooms might occupy a dedicated room as well as being a secondary function of another space. Muniment rooms have seldom been a subject of scholarly research in their own right, although John Steane’s survey of 2010 is a welcome commentary on the architecture of these spaces.105

The earliest muniment rooms appear to have emerged at the same time as the explosion of medieval documentation in the thirteenth century. Muniment rooms sometimes occupied upper chambers on the south of a great church. At Salisbury Cathedral there is a dual-storeyed building on the south side of the presbytery which has a muniment room over a Sacristy or treasury. The octagonal muniment room probably dates to c. 1250, and contained documents in chests well into the nineteenth century.106 At Exeter Cathedral, the chamber over St James’ chapel on the south (originally built c. 1300, destroyed in 1942 and subsequently rebuilt) was formerly used as a muniment room, and a chamber above the slype or treasaunce at Norwich was being used to store muniments in chests in the early fourteenth century.107 Documents were usually stored in chests or cupboards. Medieval chests often survive out of context, such as at Chichester Cathedral and St John’s Hospital, Canterbury (Fig. 4.9). Armoires (cupboards) were built at Wells Cathedral c. 1449 in the medieval muniment room adjoining the Vicars Choral Hall, to which access can be gained only from the floor above. Muniments were being stored in chests, perhaps in or near an upper space at St Bartholomew, Smithfield, in 1384, when the Keeper of the Rolls complained that four writs in the care of the Prior had been damaged irreparably by rain, ‘which because of the disrepare of the said church roof, this term suddenly fell by night through a door of the church upon a chest wherein they were put, and the water entered the chest through the keyholes and joints thereof and fell upon the writs’.108

Treasuries and muniment rooms were sometimes paired in upper chambers on opposite sides of the presbytery in high-status churches, the treasury to the north, and the muniment room to the south. Such an arrangement is seen at Exeter Cathedral, and perhaps at Rochester as well. Doubtless, practicality and utility may well have been key factors influencing patrons, although there could perhaps be a measure of long-standing tradition. Mary and Nigel Kerr suggest that Anglo-Saxon porticus to the north and south could have functioned as the equivalents of prothesis and diaconicon in the Orthodox church; the room to the north was for the preparation of communion vessels (i.e. a treasury), and that to the south was traditionally a muniment room or vestry.109 Admittedly, some examples appear to be the reverse of this general picture. At Hereford Cathedral, an upper chamber on the north is known as the muniment room, and that on the south is the Treasury. However, the south chamber is only documented as a treasury from the fifteenth century, and use of the north chamber as a muniment room is recorded only from the late sixteenth century, meaning that both attributions may represent a later change of use, as was certainly the case in a similar situation at Trier, Germany.110 This shows how when considering function one needs to be aware of adaptation and change of use over the centuries.
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Fig. 4.9 Medieval chest at St John’s Hospital, Northgate, Canterbury



As well as being housed in special rooms, documents and books were often kept in places of accommodation. Precious charters were being kept in the dormitory at Dover Priory together with its valuables when it was ransacked by pirates in 1295. Canterbury Cathedral Priory Register I (1275–1325) details documents which were being kept ‘in the Prior’s desk in the Chamber of Meister Omer’ in the precinct,111 and a document was being stored in the Abbot’s chamber at Westminster at the end of the dorter in 1496.112 In 1535 when the Dissolution commissioners inventoried the so-called ‘Maydens chamber’ in the gatehouse at Minster-in-Sheppey Abbey, Kent, they discovered ‘a greate carvyd chest with olde evydences’ in it.113 Chapels in secular buildings could also function in a similar way, such as the documents which were being kept in the first-floor chapel at Corfe Castle, Dorset in 1228.114

Spaces for document storage were particularly important to medieval educational institutions. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, many of the Oxford colleges had a need to safeguard title deeds to manorial incomes. Examples include the first-floor Merton College ‘treasury’ built in 1288–91 and the muniment room in the gate-tower at All Souls’ College, Oxford, financed by Archbishop Chichele in 1440 for the common seal and chests of documents. At Lincoln College, Oxford the tower formerly inhabited by the Rector became a treasury housing document chests from 1468. The Muniment tower at Magdalen college was particularly elaborate, having two access routes: one through a vice from the chapel, the other via the Founder’s tower and President’s suite. The Statutes state that the Treasury was to be on the lower floor, with the upper reserved for special items such as a disaster contingency fund. The muniments were to be kept in chests with several locks and different keyholders, and copies were to be kept separately from originals. The Windsor Castle ‘Aerary’ or treasury of c. 1353 was provided with two doors, and a host of later improvements, including the addition of drawers in 1422 and a security grille in 1496–7.115

As in the case of libraries, the evidence for dedicated parochial muniment rooms is ambivalent. The collegiate church of Ottery St Mary, Devon, had an upper chamber built above the south transept c. 1340 which may have been used for the storage of vestments and muniments. The porch chamber at Wimborne Minster, Dorset, is traditionally known as the muniment room, and the inner porch room at St Mary Redcliffe contained medieval records in the eighteenth century. However, it is not clear if these uses, first recorded in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, represent genuine survival of medieval practices or post-medieval adaptation. Whether or not there were ever dedicated parochial muniment rooms, the storage of documents certainly took place in porch chambers. The Will of the Norfolk aristocrat Nicolas Beaupré, drawn up in 1513, specifies that


…I will also that all suche evidence as be longyng of right to the sayd maner Beaupré be put in a spruse chest well bounde w[i]th iron and lokkid w[i]th two lokk[es] and the sayd cheste to be sett upon a vice ov[er] the porche in owtwell churche the p[ar]son of Southacre to have the key of the one lokke and the p[ar] son of well to have the other key… The evidens of Brokley and the evydens of Dorward land[es] be putt in the sayd chest selid and lokkid… I will immediattly aftir my decesse that the yerely ferme of the sayd maner by the space of v yers be syds all chargys be gatheryd and putt in a bagge and putt in the ironne cheste In the sayd porche.116
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Fig. 4.10 The cloister at Wells Cathedral
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Fig. 4.11 The late fourteenth-century presbytery at Melrose Abbey, Borders



Beaupré’s main motivation seems to have been the well-being of his two closest female relatives, specifically, providing a dowry for his daughter, and securing his wife’s inheritance:


a cheste w[i]th the evydens of wesyngh[a]m to be sett upon the vyce ov[er] the porche a nother chest bounde w[i]th iron for the evydens of well wellingham brokley and all other land[es] concernyng my wifys inheritaunce of doroward[es] land[es] and this chest to be sett also upon the sayd vyce according as I have declared a fore in this my last will.117



The language of the text is strongly reminiscent of the Rites’ description of the ‘Spendement’ at Durham for containing the ‘evidences’ of secular gentry in a secure location, to which various church officials had access. Whether porch chambers were specifically built for this purpose, or if clergy reluctantly agreed to create space in the corner of the room for a series of bulky boxes is not clear. One suspects the latter, although it has interesting implications for secular knowledge of these secure upper-storey spaces, and hints further at their multi-functional nature.

Scriptoria

The evidence for muniment rooms in upper spaces naturally raises questions about the existence of writing-rooms or scriptoria, the final topic of this chapter. Winchester was famous for its school of manuscript illumination in the twelfth century, but evidence for a medieval scriptorium at the cathedral is lacking.118 The same is true of Lichfield, where there was an active scriptorium of chroniclers in the fourteenth century, but with no associated architectural space.119 Tellingly, an episcopal injunction at Ely as late as 1300 specifies that after services all were to stay in the cloister engaged in suitable activities, including writing.120 The cloister at Ely was rebuilt in the fifteenth to early sixteenth centuries and is now only fragmentary, but an idea of its later medieval appearance is provided by the extant example at Wells (Fig. 4.10). The ninth-century Plan of St Gall specifies the scriptorium as a ground-floor room on the north side of the presbytery (Fig. 4.11), suggesting that a dedicated writing-space could exist at least in theory by this date on an ideal design.

Medieval scriptoria are very infrequently documented, with a handful of examples known including one at Westminster Abbey in the 1270s and another at St Mary’s Abbey, Leicester in the late fifteenth century.121 Various historians have assumed that such writing-rooms were sited in upper spaces, but each attribution is not without its problems. The Anglo-Saxon scholar Harold Taylor believed that an upper space in the south porticus at St Mary, Deerhurst, functioned as the monastic scriptorium in the late Saxon and early Norman periods, but only because it was on the light south side, not because there was any associated documentary evidence for it.122 A scriptorium was indeed created by Abbot Paul of Caen at St Albans Abbey in the late eleventh century as a place for visiting scribes to work without being disturbed, and we know that it was repaired in the late twelfth century after a period of semi-dereliction. Although it is traditionally associated with a space over the chapter house, the source (the Gesta Abbatum) does not actually specify its location.123 A certain case of mistaken identity surrounds a gallery above the east cloister walk at St Bartholomew, Smithfield.124 In 1921, E. A. Webb suggested this gallery (which had direct access from the dormitory) functioned as a scriptorium when it was rebuilt in the fifteenth century, citing the evidence of a scriptorium in the corresponding position at Wenlock Priory, Shropshire.125 However, Rose Graham asserted in 1951 that ‘the building over the south aisle of the nave at Wenlock was not a scriptorium, but in all probability a chapel dedicated to St Michael’.126 Again, in a controversial article of 1998, Colin Dudley asserted that scriptoria were commonly located on the upper floors of chapter houses, and moreover that this was the case at Canterbury before 1170.127 However, Canterbury Cathedral historian Margaret Sparks finds both speculations highly suspect, because ‘it is unlikely that the scriptorium would have taken up the whole upper floor of the chapter house’ and in any case ‘we do not know where the dedicated later room was at Canterbury (assuming, of course, that there was one)’.128 Some scholars also believe that a room over the chapter house at Birkenhead Priory, dating from c. 1375, functioned as a scriptorium.129 However, there is no clear evidence for this either, and its later medieval date which falls long after the zenith of in-house manuscript production raises more questions than it answers.

Does this mean, then, that upper-level scriptoria never existed? Interestingly, a manuscript illustration in the Tábara Beatus, a Spanish bible of c. 970, shows two seated scribes writing in a in a lean-to chamber above a ladder adjacent to the Tower of San Salvador de Tábara.130 This appears to be a representation of an upper-level scriptorium, although we need to be careful about how we interpret this evidence. The scribes could have been writing in a ground-floor room above a cellar, or the activity may have been intended to be symbolic as much as literal. Even if a literal representation, they might have been using the only space available at the time, which may not have been typical. Even the very detailed St Gall Plan omits to show the stairs necessary to gain access to the upper stories in the cloister, and it may be a mistake to read the Tábara Beatus any more literally.

Although the evidence for dedicated upper-storey writing-rooms is all but nonexistent, writing often took place in upper spaces as a subsidiary function of another space. Later medieval dormitories (such as that at Durham) were usually divided up by wainscot panelling into separate cubicles, with a window and a desk provided for each person for reading and writing.131 This was probably typical from the fifteenth century onwards. High-status accommodation also often included dedicated study-space, and it seems likely that the majority of writing took place in one of these locations, if not in the cloister. Therefore, while we cannot entirely rule out the possibility that upper-floor scriptoria once existed, the fact remains that not a single example of a medieval upper-floor scriptorium is proven beyond all doubt. This means that the popular image of a large room full of monks busily writing is almost certainly a modern myth. The ‘golden age’ of sumptuous in-house monastic book production was effectively over by c. 1150, and by the thirteenth century, it is clear that books were generally being sourced from professional scribes.132 In all probability then, it seems likely that the medieval monastic scriptorium, much like the sixteenth-century Chapel Royal, was more a cultural institution than a specific building within it.

This chapter has looked at some practical uses of upper spaces which supported liturgical activity, including the use of clocks, treasuries, sacristies and vestries, church servants’ rooms, teaching spaces, libraries, muniment rooms, the possibility of scriptoria, and spaces for legal, business and administrative functions. Some of these uses, such as scriptoria, would only have been relevant to high-status contexts in the early medieval period, if indeed they existed at all, whereas church servants’ rooms and libraries appear to relate only to the later medieval period. In terms of siting, sacristies and vestries were normally located in or beside the church, while libraries were invariably placed in upper stories beside the cloister. Upper spaces for educational use might be found in either location. As in the case of the functions discussed in Chapter 3, many of these uses appear to have spread down the status scale from cathedral and monastic settings to parish churches by the later medieval period. What, then, of those high-level functions which were kept much more secret? These form the subject of the next chapter.
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Behind the Scenes

Sometimes, upper-level functions were behind the scenes and hidden from view. These uses might be high or low in status, dedicated or generic, relating to insiders or outsiders. To consider these uses, this chapter falls into three sections. The first, ‘Accommodating the Community’, looks at some basic monastic accommodation needs for sleeping, eating and lavatory provision. The second section, ‘The Building Fabric’, explores how ecclesiastical upper spaces might be useful for masons, builders, and for high-level inspection, emergency, cleaning or maintenance purposes. The third section, ‘Hidden Assets’, delves deeper into the use of upper spaces to house granaries, dovecotes and general storage-spaces.

Accommodating the Community

The domestic requirements for a monastic community for sleeping, eating and toilet provision are in the main easy to identify. Each function occupied a reasonably standard form and location in a monastic precinct in the form of the dorter, frater and reredorter respectively. One might assume therefore that there is no need to look at these uses. On the contrary, there are many reasons why a consideration of these functions is important. First, for the sake of completeness, we need to integrate these upper spaces into the overall discussion. Second, many of these supposedly ‘single-use’ upper spaces combined several associated functions with their principal use. An understanding of these aspects therefore helps explain how ecclesiastical upper spaces functioned as a whole.

Eating and Drinking

In a monastic context, the provision of adequate food and drink was central to the community. Meals were usually taken in the monastic frater or refectory, a room normally built as an upper storey (at least, usually built over an undercroft) in the cloister opposite the church, often on the south side. Some scholars have suggested that the refectory as an upper room had symbolic significance, paralleling the location of the Last Supper in the Gospels. However, there are many ground-floor examples of monastic refectories, such as the Romanesque example at Norwich Cathedral, and, as Eric Fernie points out, most medieval guest-houses and secular halls (such as Harold’s hall at Bosham on the Bayeux Tapestry) also shared the same siting with access up a flight of stairs.1 Therefore, we would be wise not to over-state the importance of their location.

There are many surviving examples of upper-level monastic refectories, such as the intact example at Cleeve Abbey, Somerset. This is a large, light upper room with large windows, complete with its original timber roof and carved angels (Fig. 5.1). A well-known ruined example is at Rievaulx Abbey, North Yorkshire, where the walls survive to full height above the floorless undercroft below. As at the Cistercian abbeys at Byland, Fountains, Roche, Strata Florida and Tintern, it was set at right-angles to the cloister. The twelfth-century refectory at Sempringham must certainly have been sited above ground, because, according to the Book of St Gilbert, when aged, the founder-saint still preferred to eat with his fellow-canons in the refectory, even though ‘a large number of steps made it difficult to climb up to it’.2 The Norwich Cathedral refectory, a ground-floor room, contained spiral stairs in the corner-turrets. One provided access to a mezzanine wall-passage and the prior’s chamber, while another was probably connected to the hostelry in the upper storey of the west claustral range.3

Whether sited at ground floor or an upper level, refectories often incorporated access to further upper spaces within them. A refectory pulpit was a common feature which provided the setting for the reading of edifying texts during meals. One of the most elaborate examples is at Beaulieu Abbey, Hampshire, which has steps ascending through a thirteenth-century arcade to the reading-desk. A simpler example can be seen in the surviving ruins of Tupholme Priory, Lincolnshire, which would have been only a few steps up from the floor, while at other sites (such as Cleeve Abbey, Somerset and Bushmead Priory, Bedfordshire), there are traces of the original spiral stair which provided access to it. One of the clearest descriptions of how such a pulpit was used is found in the sixteenth-century Rites of Durham. For their continual instruction ‘in vertew & lerning’, one of the novices at their table at the east end of the refectory would be chosen by the master to read part of the Old or New Testament in Latin during the meal,


having a convenyent place at the southe end of ye hie table wthin a faire glasse wyndowe invyroned wth Iron, and certaine steppes of stone, wth Iron rayles of th one syde to goe vp to it, and to support an Iron deske there placed, vpo[n] wch laie ye holie bible…4



This may explain an inventory reference in 1534 at Dover Priory, Kent where it was noted that in the ‘vawt where the moncks do dyne’ the contents included a copy of the Bible.5 According to the Rites, after the reading had ended, the master tolled a gilt bell hanging over his head, signalling to one of the novices to come forward to the high table and say grace. That having been done, all then departed to their books.

Food and drink was not only consumed in the monastic refectory. The Deportum or misericord was a specialised offshoot of the monastic refectory, a place where the usual vegetarian diet and silence were relaxed in a later period. A deportum at Canterbury Cathedral was built over a cellar by Prior Chillenden around 1400, the precise location of which is now unknown.6 It could have been sited over the west end of the refectory, like the ‘the loft’ recorded at Durham. At Kirstall Abbey, Leeds, the refectory was partitioned horizontally in the fifteenth century, perhaps to allow the traditional refectory to be housed on the upper floor, with the non-vegetarian misericord below.7 This phenomenon might also explain the evidence for the floor inserted around 1500 in the Augustinian refectory at Bushmead Priory, Bedfordshire, where a fireplace was provided in the upper storey. This was contemporary with access to a space over the kitchen to the north, also corresponding to a reduction in the size of the large west window (Figs. 5.2 & 5.3).

Aside from being a place for eating and reading, the refectory often doubled-up as a treasury. At Durham Cathedral in the sixteenth century, it was recorded that ‘within the said Fraterhouse door on the left hand as one goeth in, there is a very strong Ambry in the stone wall where a great Mazer called the grace cup did stand’. There were several other cups with silver or gilt decoration, some for special occasions such as Maundy Thursday.8 There was also another aumbry at Durham varnished in red ‘pertaining to the Frater house and to the Loft where all the Monkes did dine & sup… on the right hand as you go to the Cellar adjoining to the door’ containing the salts and mazers, a basin and ewer of latten, and other items of miscellaneous tableware.9 At Minster in Sheppey Abbey, Kent, at the Dissolution, there were several items of silver gilt found in the Frater including a mazer, silver spoons, candlesticks, latten basins, dishes, pots and tongs.10 In the room itself was a bench, cushions, an old bench, a cupboard and chest, two turned chairs and a small bell. Valuable items were also stored in ground-floor refectories, and the Norwich Refectorer’s rolls show that its refectory contained ‘precious objects’ in 1471 when a chest was made for them.11

In a monastery, not only monks and nuns but also seculars and children needed to be fed. In some smaller houses this function might be combined, but at others there was separate provision. The monastic Customs of Cluny, drawn up around 1000, mention a large building measuring 280 ft by 25 ft (85.3 × 7.6m), divided into stalls on the lower storey, and provided with an upper storey ‘where the servants eat and sleep’. Here there was a table 80 ft long and 4 ft (24.3 × 1.2m) wide. Guests who could not be fed in the high-status guesthouse accommodation were also to be catered for in here.12 At Durham Cathedral in the sixteenth century, the poor children of the Almonry took their meals ‘in a lofte on ye North side of the Abbey gates which had ‘a longe Porch over ye gates and a stable vnder itt.’13 Food was carried upstairs by the children from a window in the Great Kitchen via two staircases placed either side of the gatehouse chamber.14 Refreshments might also be served upstairs for a funeral wake, as at Westminster Abbey on the occasion of Abbot Islip’s funeral in 1532. While a dirge was being sung, the mourners according to the herald ‘depertid unto a place over the chapell of the defuncte where was prepared for them spyced bread suckett marmalayte spyced plate and dyverse sourts of wynes plentie’.15 Readers, actors and singers often took refreshment in parish rood lofts when use of their services was required. For instance, bread, wine, and ale were consumed in the rood loft at St Margaret’s, Westminster in 1478–80 on the occasion of its patronal festival. The same activity was recorded at St Laurence, Reading, on Palm Sunday 1524, and the priests and clerks at St Mary, Woolnoth also took refreshment in the rood loft during the reading of the Passion narrative in 1539.16 Secular evidence is not easy to come by, but in a much earlier period, a Carolingian estate inventory of the early ninth century mentions the use of a royal gallery for purposes which probably related to charitable donations of food:


We found on the crown estate of Asnapius a royal house, well built of stone, with three chambers; the whole house surrounded by galleries… and a stone gateway with a gallery above from which to make distributions’ (et desuper solarium ad dispensandum).17
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Fig. 5.1 Entrance to the first-floor refectory in the south claustral range at Cleeve Abbey, Somerset
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Fig. 5.2 The refectory at Bushmead Priory, Bedfordshire
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Fig. 5.3 Upper-level fireplace of c. 1500 at Bushmead, with later blockings



Sleeping

A key consideration in a monastic precinct after eating was room for sleeping accommodation. This would be needed for abbots and priors, members of the community, guests, secular corrodians, and, for some parish churches, rooms for priests and deacons. In some ways, accommodation was a function that was relatively stable and predictable; however, it could also be highly complex and multi-faceted. There is evidence to suggest that places of accommodation, like the refectory, also had associated secondary functions, and likewise that sleep did not necessarily occupy officially designated spaces.

Accommodation in the monastic dormitory was usually sited at first-floor level above the East range. Eric Fernie suggests that the dorter was sited at height because it provided better security and health benefits, and permitted the warming-room to be located underneath.18 These were often large rooms. The Romanesque dorter at Canterbury Cathedral Priory was a rectangular building of 78ft by 148ft (23.8 × 45m), with a vaulted undercroft and central spine wall to the north-east of the claustral complex, making it one of the largest enclosed upper spaces in the precinct. St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, not to be outdone by the cathedral, had a monastic dormitory measuring 44ft by 204ft (13.4 × 62.2m), making it one of the longest examples of its kind in the country. One of the best surviving examples is at Cleeve Abbey, Somerset (Figs. 5.4 & 5.5). Although re-roofed in the seventeenth century, it has the original day-stair for access and the individual windows corresponding to each bed, and gives a good impression of such places. The later medieval dorter at Durham was unusual in its siting over the west range, and much is known about its internal arrangements as the contract for its’ building survives. This reveals that for every two bedchambers there was to be one window for the monks’ studies. Above the top storey of windows were to be alures and parapets, ‘in clean and evenly cut ashlar, both outside as well as inside’ and furthermore ‘there will in a suitable place, be a stairway called the vice, for ascending above the said dormitory’.19 By the sixteenth century, it was divided into partitioned chambers, one for each monk, with sixteen novices’ chambers at the south end. This room was ‘all paved wth fine tyled stone’ and lit by two large square stones, each holding a dozen cressets, ‘beinge euer filled and supplied with the cooke.’20 The function of these cressets was ‘to giue light to the monkes and nouices when they rose to their Mattens [or ‘matters’] at midnight and for their other necessarye uses’ – doubtless a pun on the necessarium or lavatories (see below).21

Office-holding obedientaries sometimes had their own separate accommodation, including as at Canterbury. The north end of the west claustral range perhaps functioned as the cellarer’s lodging after c. 1400. The Infirmarian had a chamber made for him over the buttery and pantry in the Table Hall adjacent to the Infirmary after 1342, and a long hall on an undercroft built immediately south of the necessarium c. 1170 may have provided accommodation for the other monastic obediantaries.22 This was probably the ‘private dormitory’ referred to in Chillenden’s List which was provided with a new roof and windows around 1400. Novices might also have separate spaces. The novices’ house at Rievaulx Abbey, North Yorkshire, may have occupied the middle level of a three-storey building.23

The most complex and elaborate accommodation was reserved for the head of the community. The Prior’s quarters at Canterbury have a particularly complex architectural history. There was a small building, probably two-storied, to the north-east of the Infirmary cloister, which was already described as ‘camera prioris vetus’ (‘the prior’s old chamber’) by the twelfth century.24 This building had a door in the top storey which communicated directly with the Cheker (counting-house) building.25 After 1170, the top storey of the camera vetus became known as the ‘Prior’s bed’, and it was repaired much later in the time of Prior Chillenden (1391–1411), suggesting that it was still occasionally used. The prior’s ‘new chamber’ was a single-storey building to the north of the Infirmary. 26 This included an upper chamber at the end of the Prior’s Hall built c. 1280 which was known as the Gloriet, a name which it had acquired by the 1340s.27 This denoted a specialised room or suite of rooms of the highest status. A Continental Gloriet at Hesdin Castle, Flanders, in the 1290s, was described as ‘a lavishly painted chamber with glazed windows… [with] banners flying from the roof, and an aviary for live birds’.28 The Prior’s Gloriet at Canterbury (the only documented non-secular example) was built above the Paved chamber and is known to have contained an elaborate fireplace.29

Most abbots and priors had comparably lavish accommodation. The prior’s original chamber at Norwich was a painted mid-thirteenth-century chamber sited over the twelfth-century Dark Entry, before more lavish accommodation was built to the east of the cloister after c. 1284.30 The abbots’ lodging at Muchelney Abbey has a particularly fine fireplace, the centrepiece in a grand suite of rooms which, like many others, passed directly into secular use at the Dissolution (Fig. 5.6). The fifteenth-century Prior’s Tower at Carlisle Cathedral also contains an elaborate fireplace and painted ceiling. In an inventory compiled at Minster Abbey, Sheppey, in 1535, the Prioress’s chamber is described, and a chamber within it known as the ‘Styling chamber’ with hangings, bed, chair, cupboard and chest, together with towels and napkins. There was a further chamber within this which contained a bed and coverlet, broad- and narrow-brimmed platters, dishes and saucers, and two ‘greate old cofers of oke’ which, the Commissioners noted ruefully, had ‘nothing in them’.31

As in the case of refectories, the monastic dorter also acquired a secondary function, as a place of storage for valuables. At Dover Priory in the thirteenth century, according to the Life of Thomas de le Hale, Thomas met his end when he confronted pirates as they robbed the priory’s valuable objects from a cupboard in the monastic dormitory, containing the priory’s precious cups, censers, book, basins, phials, relics, important charters and other ornaments.32 Exactly how the chronicler could be so sure of the sequence of events and dialogue exchanged when no-one else was present is a mystery, but there is no reason to doubt the circumstantial details. At Norwich Cathedral, there was a great chest in the dormitory provided by the refectorer for the safe storage of jewels,33 and sixteenth-century inventories state that the great chamber of the nuns’ dorter at Minster Abbey, Sheppey, contained the altar hangings, pyxes with relics, silver and gilt crosses, and vestments worked with copper, gold and silk thread in blue, green and red.34

The monastic dorter was also a place for private reading and study. At late medieval Durham, each partitioned chamber was provided with a window, and underneath was a desk for books and study.35 Space for private reading and study was often provided in the upper levels of high-status monastic accommodation. One probable example at Canterbury is the room above the porch overlooking the Green Court at the end of the so-called ‘Dark Entry’ to the cloister. This room has access from a vice from the so-called ‘paved chamber’ underneath and is provided with an elaborate fireplace with quatrefoils in the spandrels.36 The three-storied Prior Sellyng’s tower built c. 1475 at the west corner of the Prior’s New Lodging (the present-day Deanery) was another study for the Prior.37 At Dover Priory in 1534 there was a room recorded as the Prior’s own chamber (presumably at first-floor level) which contained soft furnishings and ‘half the bybille written in parchment, with vj other small books’.38 This was next to a chapel which contained books, images, a desk and a bell, a possible parallel for the arrangements with the Prior’s first-floor study and chapel at Canterbury.
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Fig. 5.4 The East range upper storey at Cleeve Abbey, Somerset
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Fig. 5.5 Interior of the east range at Cleeve
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Fig. 5.6 The elaborately-carved fireplace in the Great Chamber, first floor of the Abbot’s Lodging at Muchelney Abbey, Somerset



Beyond the needs of the community, there was a requirement for monastic guest lodgings. Hospitality was one of the key requirements of Benedict’s Rule. At Christ Church Priory, Canterbury, the Cellarer’s Guest Hall at was rebuilt after 1175, adding to the existing provision in the Aula Nova (New Hall) to the north. Another guest-house at Canterbury was a lodging to the east of the Infirmary known as ‘Meister Omers’, replacing a vanished earlier building of the same name.39 Built after 1435, it contained a first-floor hall which was used for entertaining important guests, together with a later great chamber to the north, which had an attached oratory to the east.40 There was a first-floor guest-hall at St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, built at the end of the thirteenth century on the west side of the inner court,41 and the west range at Norwich Cathedral was occupied by the guest-house in the 1260s.42 Guests might sometimes be visiting monks. In 1224, two Franciscan friars lost in a storm were sheltered in a hay-loft out of pity by a kindly young Benedictine monk after being turned away uncharitably by the prior and his officials at Abingdon Abbey’s grange near Oxford. The event proved to be highly significant: following a dramatic dream in which his mean superiors were first disowned by St Benedict and then summarily hanged by Christ, the monk took the momentous step of joining the Franciscan Order.43
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Fig. 5.7 Fourteenth-century domestic conversion of the Crossing at Denny Abbey, Cambridgeshire



A specialised form of monastic guest accommodation was for secular corrodians or permanent lodgers who were given food and shelter by the community. There may have been mixed motivations for such offers, to secure patronage or to reward faithful service. At Denny Abbey, Cambridgeshire, following the acquisition of the buildings by Franciscan nuns, the Norman nave and Crossing were modified around 1340 to create residential accommodation for the Countess of Pembroke, a wealthy aristocratic patroness (Fig. 5.7).44 The suite of rooms includes evidence for a watching window in the former tower space overlooking the nuns’ choir to the east. In 1386, the nuns at Winchester granted a life corrody to their clerk for his long service, with provision for an upper and lower chamber (location unspecified), together with the dubious luxury of ‘as much money for his clothing yearly as a nun receives’.45 A certain (presumably, married couple) John and Joan ap Owen were described at the Dissolution as living in the so-called ‘candlehouse’ chamber above the great door of the church at Tintern Abbey, Wales; this may have been referring to a room above the gate of the outer parlour in the west range.46 The so-called Knight’s chamber at Duleek, Ireland, in 1381 stood on the south range above an undercroft, and the proctor’s chamber was above a small stable for his horses.47 A porter’s lodge and vicar’s chamber are documented in the precinct at Dover Priory in 1534, and the Steward’s chamber at Minster-in-Sheppey, Kent, in 1535 was next to the so-called Confessor’s chamber in the abbey gatehouse.48

There was a long tradition of accommodating high-status guests in gatehouse chambers by the later medieval period. The Christ Church Gate at Canterbury, built in the early sixteenth century, was certainly being used for accommodation by 1540, because the Dissolution Inventory under ‘Stuffe of householde solde’ itemises 20s ‘for the bedde and the stuffe of the chamber over the Gate’ (see Fig. 5.8).49 The chamber over the gatehouse at Minster Abbey known as the ‘Confessor’s chamber’ contained a hanging of red cloth, blankets, curtains, feather bed and counterpanes, described as ‘good’ at the Dissolution, implying that the chamber was also used for high-status accommodation.50 Luxurious accommodation at Canterbury was provided in the ‘Heaven’ and ‘Paradise’ chambers over the kitchen court gateway. This monastic gatehouse accommodation in has many secular parallels.51 For instance, the poet Geoffrey Chaucer lived above London’s Aldgate between 1374 and 1386 free of charge when he was a civic officeholder, and in 1375, Chaucer’s friend Ralph Scrope was granted lodgings at Aldersgate for as long as he remained in office.52 The small turrets or tourelles near Bishopsgate may have been occupied by the chaplains of the neighbouring churches in 1305 and 1314, and others were occupied by recluses (see Anchorites).53 Gatehouses might equally accommodate less enamoured ‘guests’ of the community in the form of prisoners (see Chapter 6).
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Fig. 5.8 The Canterbury Cathedral Dissolution Inventory of c. 1540, mentioning the chamber over the gate



Sleeping was by no means always restricted to the monastic dorter or specialised places of accommodation. Willis believed that the euphemism of calling the reredorter the ‘third dormitory’ at Canterbury was significant, hence explaining Archbishop Lanfranc’s injunctions for the circator (a specially-appointed monk responsible for good discipline) to rouse sleepers there.54 Too much (or indeed too little) sleep was clearly a problem at Canterbury. Alfwin’s vision at Canterbury happened between sleep and waking (see Chapter 2), and Lanfranc’s Statutes mention the duties of a night watchman who was charged with also ensuring that no-one was sleeping or resting by the altars in the church. Another story is preserved in the Life of Simon the Hermit relating to Trier Cathedral, Germany:


When, as he was accustomed, a certain young scholar named Wigericus had drunk too much wine on a certain day, he chose to hide himself to rest in a secret place; he climbed up to the highest parts of the church, and there he stretched out to sleep amongst the columns.55



While most historians accept the story at face value as a story of laziness, an alternative explanation is suggested by Harvey’s observation that younger monks were sometimes allowed a light meal after High Mass. At Peterborough Cathedral in the early sixteenth century, it was reported that if the youths were denied this snack, they overate at lunch and then fell asleep during the afternoon when they were supposed to be studying – doubtless, a problem still affecting some students today.56 It does at least show that upper spaces were relatively accessible to members of the community, and that they might be used in various unofficial and improvised ways. Sleeping in the church may have been conducted with official sanction many years later at Dryburgh Abbey, Borders, when an attack on the monastery by the Earl of Surrey’s army in 1523 left the canons without proper accommodation, and upper spaces in the tower and transepts were apparently pressed into use for this purpose. In addition to their use as church servants’ rooms or priests’ overnight accommodation (see Chapter 4), some parochial upper spaces might have been used on a permanent basis by members of collegiate foundations. The three-stage tower at St Peter, Irthlingborough (Northamptonshire) could have been treated as part of its collegiate accommodation. The lowest and top chambers had fireplaces, and a doorway on the middle stage of the north side was almost certainly connected to a lost domestic building, of which only the undercroft survives.57 Unfortunately, however, no detailed documentary evidence survives confirming the precise function and status of these chambers.

Reredorters and Latrines

Besides places to eat and sleep, the third accommodation requirement served a more basic – and, one might say – necessary function. Toilet provision in the form of garderobes, latrines and the monastic necessarium (or reredorter, a term coined in the nineteenth century) was an essential adjunct to the accommodation. The monastic customs drawn up at Cluny c. 1000 specify that the ideal monastic latrine was to be 70 ft long by 23 ft wide (21.3m × 7m), a ratio of length to width of almost exactly 3:1. Probably describing practice at Cluny itself, we read that forty-five seats were to be arranged in it, ‘and above each seat is a little window in the wall, two feet high and half a foot wide’.58 The dimensions of the reredorter at Canterbury Cathedral of c. 1100 are estimated at 145 ft long by 25 ft wide (44.1 × 7.6m).59 This would have made it about equal in width to that at Cluny, but twice as long.60 There were originally fifty-five seats, but five at the east end were lost when a new passage was created around 1290 to provide better access to the great Cloister and the Prior’s Hall.61 At St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury, the reredorter in the thirteenth century was of a similar width but a quarter as long again at 193ft by 24ft (38.8m × 7.3m).62 The internal description at Cluny is broadly comparable with the much later description of the chamber at Durham at first-floor level ‘for ye mounckes and nouices to resort unto called the p[ri] vies’. These had partitions along each side, with a small window to light each cubicle, and windows in the west and south walls to light the room.63 These buildings rarely survive because they would have became redundant at the Dissolution. One of the very few intact examples is at Muchelney Abbey, converted into a barn, which shows clearly how the partitions were arranged with respect to the drain below (Fig. 5.9). Another much smaller and roofless example can be seen at Quin Friary, County Clare, Ireland, which is barely more than a couple of metres in width (Fig. 5.10).

It was not only monastic inmates who had need of toilet accommodation. The reredorter at St John’s Hospital, Northgate, Canterbury, is a very rare example of a non-monastic Romanesque necessarium, contemporary with the foundation of the hospital around 1085. Still in use in the mid-twentieth century, it was re-roofed after a fire in the early fourteenth century and again in the seventeenth century. Originally there may well have been a womens’ reredorter balancing the men’s in the opposite side of the complex. This seems to have gone out of use in the nineteenth century, at which point the men’s building was partitioned in two. Another reredorter for non-monastic use is mentioned in the customs of Cluny, where the desirability of an accommodation building for high-status visitors is mentioned, with provision for seventy latrines (forty for men but only thirty for women) – although here there is no mention of an upper storey.64 Garderobes are also encountered in the confines of church buildings. Raby identifies a garderobe above the south transept at Castle Acre Priory, Norfolk, inserted between the apse of the chapel and the chapter house, probably in the fourteenth century.65 There is also a latrine in the chamber above the chapter house vestibule at York Minster, which was used as a masons’ loft (see below). Latrines are occasionally encountered in parish church upper spaces, such as the latrine in the upper chamber above the north chapel of c. 1340 at St Michael, Warmington, Warwickshire, although the functions which latrines related to are unknown. Latrines and garderobes are common in high-status secular military buildings, especially in castle architecture. The so-called ‘King’s Jake’ in an upper-storey room at Dover Castle is a good example of a permanent castle latrine, and most of the late fourteenth-century tower rooms at Bodiam Castle, Sussex were provided with both latrines and fireplaces, perhaps reflecting greater domestic comfort by this date.
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Fig. 5.9 First-floor partitions in the monastic reredorter at Muchelney
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Fig. 5.10 The fifteenth-century necessarium in the Franciscan friary at Quin, County Clare, Ireland



The Building Fabric

The functions above mostly related to the inmates or guests of a medieval religious institution. What about the use of upper spaces by craftsmen? We can explore their role in three areas, all relating to the fabric of the buildings. These comprise design, construction, and inspection, emergency access and maintenance purposes.

Masons’ Tracing Spaces

When designing a medieval building, there would have been a need for surfaces where the master mason could draw up full-scale masonry designs to create templates. The trasura or tracing-house was the space in which mouldings and windows were traditionally designed. While the mason’s lodge typically occupied a temporary structure at ground level, surviving designs etched onto plaster tracing floors (and occasionally walls) provide important evidence showing that some ecclesiastical upper spaces were used for design purposes. Two of the best-known extant examples of a mason’s loft are at York and Wells. The mason’s loft above the chapter house vestibule at York Minster dates from the 1290s, and the etched tracery and moulding designs on the plaster floor have attracted much recent scholarly interest.66 The room is L-shaped, and features the dual luxuries of a fireplace and latrine. Recent analysis of the fabric has shown that this space was heightened and the latrine installed at a late stage in the construction process, suggesting that it was modified to fulfil this purpose. Another upper space which was almost certainly adapted later as a design space is the tracing floor above the thirteenth-century north porch at Wells Cathedral (Fig. 5.11). Unlike the tracing space at York, neither fireplace nor latrine were provided. These could simply be chance survivals of spaces that were normally temporary in nature, and they may have been used only infrequently. Holton’s analysis of the designs shows that they are more akin to working drawings rather than full templates, and he suggests that the spaces probably represent ‘sites of specific problem-solving, as opposed to regular places of design’.67 They could also have functioned as teaching-spaces for the training of apprentices, a function which is suggested by drawings in the Angel choir triforium at Lincoln Cathedral.68

Masons sometimes made use of other upper-level areas to create designs. A vertical wall surface in an upper chamber above the north aisle chapel at Christchurch Priory, Dorset, was used for the design of window tracery in the late thirteenth century. St Stephen’s chapel at the south-east corner of Salisbury Cathedral, built in the early 1220s, has a plaster ceiling covering the vault, which Tim Tatton-Brown suggests could have been intended for use by masons, and Jennifer Alexander believes the Galilee porch upper storey at Lincoln might have had a similar function.69 At Canterbury Cathedral there is no tracing-space as such, but a carved block at the top of the north Corona stair vice has an incised window design with crockets in the Decorated style (Fig. 5.12). Although its original context and purpose are unknown, it is clear evidence of the design process. There are several Continental parallels. Designs for the west portal of Reims Cathedral have been identified in the east triforium wall in the south transept, and tracery designs were made in the north tribune gallery pavement in the north tower of Soissons Cathedral around 1250.70 As Holton points out, the requirement for elaborate tracery elements and mouldings relates principally to the Gothic era, especially to the Decorated and Perpendicular periods, although masons’ drawings are encountered in every period.71 Access to upper spaces may also have been useful for sketching. The elongated proportions of the Reims triforium in f. 31v of Villard’s Portfolio have led Barnes to suggest that he might have been sketching in the triforium gallery. This would explain the attention given to details such as the triforium colonettes which are less obvious from the ground.72
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Fig. 5.11 The north porch at Wells Cathedral
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Fig. 5.12 Carving of a window in the Decorated Gothic style on the top step of the north Corona staircase, Canterbury Cathedral



As in the case of upper spaces for educational use, masons’ tracing spaces show no consistency in location or form. One wonders if the choice of an upper space reflected craft secrecy, which is implied at York where there is evidence for a second door across the access staircase, although Holton’s suggestion that an upper space indicates high status for the master mason probably overstates the case. Their survival was dependant both on provision that was relatively permanent and the intact survival of the area, which might explain why examples are rare. There is no reason to believe that parish churches ever had upper rooms functioning as masons’ design spaces, although there is some post-medieval evidence at ground-floor level in Hampshire identified by John Crook in 2001.73 Secular medieval tracing spaces are also documented at Windsor Castle in 1380 and Scarborough Castle in 1429, although they may well have been in existence well before this time.


Medieval Masons in Upper Spaces I: Craft Roles

A stonemason’s experience is revealed in his quality of finish and accuracy of tooling. Several different levels of experience are highlighted in the Hythe chancel vice, where three distinct finishes are discernible (coloured red, blue and green respectively in the schematic diagram opposite). While the work of the masons is visible elsewhere in the vice and in the rest of the chancel, the greater technical challenge of shaping the rounded newel stones provides a good way of comparing their skill and output. The first of these ‘craft hands’, who we will call Mason A, skilfully created a highly accurate and uniform finish in neat bolstered parallel lines. He begins the staircase with his work but thereafter contributed only a couple of pieces (8 of the 64 newel stones). These are usually placed just above key structural points, such as the chancel doorway and north triforium entrance. The second mason, ‘Mason B’, instead took the lion’s share of the work, contributing over half (35) of the 64 newel sections. He was clearly competent, but less skilled, preferring to rely on the claw tool in the final stages of finishing, and the precision of his profiles was not the equal of Mason A. Mason C does not have any work appearing at all until step 37. His quality of finish is by far the lowest; both bolster and claw tools have been used, working the stone in different directions in a determined effort to shape the material. His handiwork is bumpy and uneven, and the ‘draft’ or setting-out border around the edge is often visible, all suggestive of inexperience.
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Newel stones at Hythe, Kent



This evidence suggests that we may be looking at the work of a master mason, journeyman mason, and an apprentice respectively. The master had pattern pieces at key structural points and was very skilled. However, he contributed only sporadically to the work in practical terms. This was something noted of master masons by contemporaries. In a sermon of c. 1261, Nicholas de Biard denounced master masons who simply managed others, without actually doing any work themselves. The evidence from Hythe suggests that such criticism may contain a grain of truth, although it was an exaggeration. The journeyman mason fabricated most pieces in the lower half of the vice and to a competent quality. The apprentice, who one imagines was probably a youth, was almost certainly learning the trade: the building was either well under way before he was allowed to contribute to it, or his work was deliberately placed higher up the vice which was less well-lit. The greater speed or volume of production of Mason B – for every three pieces he produced, Mason C finished only two – would also be consonant with his relative inexperience. The mason’s mark for Mason A is a wigwam shape (e.g. step 1); that relating to Mason B is a complex series of vertical and diagonal lines (e.g. step 33). The probability that Mason ‘C’ was a junior apprentice is lent further weight by the fact that there is no mason’s mark associated with his work.
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Hythe masons’ marks (not to scale)
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Craft hands in the Hythe newel stones, showing blocks by Mason A (red), B (blue) and C (green)



Hythe is particularly interesting because the master has taken a hand in the fabrication of what, in the broader scheme of masonry techniques, is an elementary task, the creation of a cylinder shape with an attached triangle. The likely exemplary and didactic purpose of this is clear, demonstrating too that the master was willing to take a part in the more mundane masonry work. The presence of three craftsmen at Hythe is also consistent with the three masons’ marks present in the twelfth-century south-east vice at Melbourne, Derbyshire, suggesting a similar scale of workforce.



Construction

Once a structure had been designed, it needed to be built. There is good evidence to show that stairs were useful for builders during construction from an early period. In an incident in the late tenth century when St. Dunstan climbed a church tower as a delirious youth, his biographer ‘B’ mentions, as an aside, that the act of ascending the tower’s stair was the common practice of the building’s craftsmen.74 Interestingly, Eadmer of Canterbury’s Life of Dunstan, written about 100 years later, instead mentions use of a ladder leaned against the wall.75 Tim Tatton-Brown draws attention to a small blocked doorway in the corner of the south-east transept at Salisbury which once provided access to the staircase there, and suggests reasonably that it might have been provided for access during construction, after which it would have been blocked.76 John James points out that spiral stairs were self-supporting during construction, and so did not need any scaffolding.77 In some cases, the encasing walls of stairs were left unbuilt, presumably to provide access to gangways and platforms during construction, such as at St Nicholas, Laval-en-Laonnais, France, where the staircase wall breaks off, unfinished, in a diagonal line above the roof.78 Evidence of workmen on roofs is frequent. According to the Chronicle of Lanercost, a plumber working in the roof at Gisburn (Cleveland) accidentally set light to the bell-tower in 1288 by leaving hot materials unattended while taking a break – suspiciously reminiscent of the probable cause of the fire at the National Trust’s Uppark House in 1989.79

One specialised use of medieval upper spaces during construction was the housing of windlasses and treadwheels.80 According to Andrea Matthies, who has surveyed the evidence for these, all of the extant examples are to be found in the tower chambers of greater churches.81 Although both windlasses and treadwheels are described in Vitruvius’ De Architectura, medieval treadwheels are first known for certain around 1225.82 Windlasses survive in whole or part in towers at Beverley Minster, Durham Cathedral, Peterborough Cathedral, Tewkesbury Abbey, and the Bell Harry tower at Canterbury Cathedral (Fig. 5.13). Treadwheels, while known across northern Europe in England, Belgium, Germany and Sweden, survive in greatest numbers in France.83 There is some debate as to the date of the surviving equipment. Matthies claims that in England, treadwheels are known only from the fourteenth century, though the extant small treadwheel at Salisbury Cathedral may be of the thirteenth century.84 Donald Hill has claimed that the wheels (technically, windlasses) in the Romanesque towers at Peterborough and Tewkesbury are both of the twelfth century, but Matthies points out that they may well post-date the construction of the towers.85

Manuscript illuminations frequently show treadwheels in use at ground level, particularly during the early stages of construction, and it could be argued the fact that the surviving ecclesiastical treadwheels in towers could reflect nothing more than their final resting-place. On the other hand, at New College, Oxford, a great wheel in the tower was repaired in 1396,86 and a treadwheel at Westminster Abbey is known to have been positioned on the roof beams and moved along the nave as work progressed.87 Using treadwheels at height would have made practical sense, enabling close co-ordination of building operations. Treadwheels are also much more mechanically efficient than windlasses. Treadwheels had a 14:1 mechanical advantage compared to 4:1 for an equivalent windlass, as well as greater smoothness due to the flywheel effect. This probably explains why one gradually supplanted the latter, a general trend from the use of hand to foot-power also evident in contemporary medieval organ-blowing technology.88
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Fig. 5.13 Treadwheel in the ‘Bell Harry’ tower at Canterbury Cathedral



Inspection and Emergency Access

A related aspect of medieval building activity relates to inspection and maintenance.89 Maintenance hypotheses for upper spaces have a long history of advocacy which need to be subjected to the full light of critical scrutiny. The idea that galleries might be useful for maintenance purposes first seems to have appeared as a speculation in the nineteenth-century writings of the French architect Violet-le-Duc. The idea was developed in Pierre Héliot’s study of wall-passages of 1959, where he observed that most wall-passages were calibrated to fit the height of a man, and so, he reasoned, they must have had a basic and utilitarian purpose such as maintenance.90 This idea (or rather, received wisdom) that all medieval wall-passages were designed to create maintenance access has echoed through all subsequent writing on the subject. For instance, E. G. Carlson’s 1986 discussion of four-storey elevations asserts that ‘a passage inserted at triforium level, or third storey… would have met the requirements of lightening that storey, providing an internal system of buttressing, and providing circulation for maintenance’, with no sense of any other explanation, while Roger Stalley, in the context of Irish Cistercian monasteries, states ‘In order to provide access to the upper parts of the building, particularly for maintenance and repairs, an additional staircase was often included’.91

On closer examination, however, deterministic maintenance theories for medieval buildings become highly suspect. Laurence Hoey has observed that few Romanesque clerestories in Burgundy had a wall-passage for access to the upper windows, implicitly questioning whether wall-passages were essential for maintenance.92 John James points out that if stairs were only needed to gain occasional access to roofs for maintenance, only one would have sufficed. Why, then, were several often provided?93 Again, weighing up the implications for finance and patronage, Roger Stalley questions whether medieval patrons would have shouldered the extra expense of creating wall-passages if they were solely for occasional access by workmen.94 Many commentators also assume that maintenance was a function highly important in ecclesiastical contexts, but apparently irrelevant for their secular counterparts which exhibit identical forms. Precisely why maintenance would be of great relevance to a church but not to a castle is a spectacular logical faux pas which has never been properly acknowledged, let alone explained.

What, then, is the evidence for general maintenance in medieval buildings? William FizStephen’s Life of Thomas Becket mentions a hatchet taken by one of the knights which was being used for the maintenance of a stair in the precinct at Canterbury, but this was found at ground-floor level, and, crucially, the staircase itself was not designed to enable maintenance to take place.95 A lease of 1386 mentions a shop assigned for the maintenance of a clock in the bell-tower of Salisbury Cathedral Close, but this surely relates to the winding and occasional overhaul of the timepiece, not to the repair of the building itself.96 The possibility of broken glass is even mentioned specifically in the context of the west front of Beverley Minster around 1220, but again there is no suggestion that the stair was needed for repair access. When Archbishop Warham’s Visitation of 1511 revealed that the roof of Alkham church near Dover, Kent, was leaky, the church generally in poor repair and lacking in appropriate books and ornaments, the abbot of St Radegunds denied that it was his duty to take responsibility, but reluctantly agreed to take action – if and when proved liable.97 This is only one of many sources suggesting that, far from being embraced with open arms, building maintenance was regarded as an onerous responsibility, best avoided wherever possible. Therefore, it seems unlikely that patrons would be paying handsomely for galleries and wall-passages in their new buildings if this was their sole function.


Medieval Masons in Upper Spaces II: Apprentices

Almost all references to medieval youths constitute adult perceptions of children, rather than their own self-image. We know that youths were employed in medieval construction, and so it is reasonable to expect physical evidence of their handiwork to survive there. As we saw, one of the three masons working at St Leonard, Hythe in the early thirteenth century was almost certainly a junior apprentice. Another example of probable apprentice-work is a capital in the south choir triforium of Canterbury Cathedral, located in the westernmost bay of the choir. This capital, a large block of Purbeck stone, reveals tooling which is much rougher than that of adjacent pieces, and is noticeably less precise in shape. Clearly good enough to be used, it was nevertheless placed at the end of the arcade where its technical shortcomings would not attract attention. This, then, may be the context in which such work was typically deployed
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The west tower of St Mary, Kenardington, Kent



Some other examples of likely apprentice-work can be seen in the west tower vice at St Mary, Kenardington, Kent, which is of the mid- or later thirteenth century. The quality of work in the middle and top window of the vice here is distinctly different to the others. The left-hand jamb to the middle window shows a much rougher chiselled finish, while that at the top is quite basic. The tell-tale draft border along the four edges is awkward and uncertain, while the main area of the face is rough-chiselled with no attempt made to bolster it smooth in parallel lines. As a piece showing inexperience, and installed higher in the vice, it would fit the pattern established by Canterbury and Hythe. While the placing of such apprentice work may have been physically peripheral, it was also making a real contribution to the building alongside the ‘adult’ work – a position perhaps analogous to the role of youths in medieval society as a whole.
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The left-hand jamb of the top stair window at Kenardington
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Fig. 5.14 The St Gall Plan of c. 820
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Fig. 5.15 Detail of spiral stair and caption from the St Gall Plan



There is, however, evidence to suggest that upper spaces in general were held to be useful for purposes of general inspection. The St Gall plan of c. 820–830 (Fig. 5.14) shows two detached towers in front of the church façade with a spiral line drawn inside them. One of these is captioned ‘ascent by spiral staircase to survey the whole from above’ [ascensus per clocleam ad uniuersa super inspicienda] (Fig. 5.15).98 This same concept of exterior inspection is suggested in the eleventh-century Chronicle of St-Bénigne which contains an unusually detailed description of the staircases and wall-passages in the upper levels of the church:


At the ends of these staircases two ambulatories [passageways] have been built above the wall. They extend for an equal distance from east to west inside as well as outside the church. Here they appear as an arched passageway, there they run atop the building. A wall about three cubits high protects those who walk from falling. These ambulatories start on both sides of the church and lead under the wings through certain hidden passages to the height of the roof and then proceed on the same level, as has been said, all around and inside, until they arrive at the threshold of the western portal where they lead down by corresponding staircases of twenty steps to the entrance of the main church.99



This description accords well with the architectural evidence of greater churches, and the last few lines recall buildings such as St Mary, Rye, Sussex. In the thirteenth-century sketchbook of Villard de Honnecourt, commenting on Reims Cathedral c. 1230, folio 30 verso shows the interior of the radiating chapel at Reims begun in 1211, with the comment ‘See here the interior passages and the blind arches’ [Ves ci les voies dedans [et] les orbes arkes]. The text of folio 32r identifies the building as Reims Cathedral and then says


The lower aisle entablature must be crenellated so that there can be a walkway in front of the roof. On the inside of this roof is a passage. Because this passage is arched and covered, it supports the exterior passage on which one can walk in front of the windowsills. The uppermost entablature must be crenellated so that one can walk in front of the roof.100



Another possible use of stairs and passages was in case of fire. A caption along the right-hand edge of folio 31v in Villard’s Sketchbook reads


… In front of the great high roof there must also be walkways with crenellation above the entablature that can be used in case of fire [ken I puit aler pur peril de fiu].101



However, we need to be careful about taking this reference at face value. Barnes argues that this text mentioning fire was not written by Villard, but instead by another author, ‘Hand 2’. It presumably refers to the exterior walkway, as the crenellations clearly relate to the outside. This statement, then, needs to be interpreted carefully: rather than a definitive statement by a master mason confirming that interior passages were designed to provide firefighting access, it instead tells us that some medieval commentators believed that this could be a useful benefit of exterior walkways. Fire was a common problem in the medieval period. Mainz cathedral, Germany, said to be full of torches, infamously burnt down on the day of its consecration in 1009. One of the best-documented medieval fires was the accidental (or, as Peter Kidson would have us believe, deliberate) burning down of the choir of Canterbury Cathedral in 1174.102 This event, which happened barely a century after the Anglo-Saxon cathedral burnt down in 1067, was recorded in exceptional detail by Gervase, probably in the 1190s.103 When it is apparent that the roof is on fire,


… the people and the monks assemble in haste, they draw water, they brandish their hatchets, they run up the stairs, full of eagerness to save the church, already, alas! beyond their help. But when they reach the roof and perceive the black smoke and scorching flames that pervade it throughout, they abandon the attempt in despair, and thinking only of their own safety, make all haste to descend.104



Access to the roof by the stairs was therefore held to be a potential way of saving the building.105 One can only speculate whether this was why several stairs were provided at intervals around the rebuilt twelfth-century choir at Canterbury. The turrets projecting beyond the roof-line in the eastern transepts at Canterbury may also have enabled water to be thrown down on a burning roof, although there is no evidence to prove this.

Access to roofs in connection with water is also possible in other ways which have yet to be identified by scholars. In the Eadwine Psalter plan, the roof at Canterbury clearly functioned as a source of additional rainwater, which already covered a large area by this time. The plan illustrates stop-cocks placed at intervals in the supply to purge the supply of silt, and it would be reasonable to assume that the roof guttering would have needed periodic inspection and perhaps cleaning. This could have been a related benefit of being able to gain access to the roof. Indeed, most medieval cathedrals have exterior roof access, such as at Lincoln (Fig. 5.16). The same is true of monastic and parochial buildings. At the parish church of St Leonard, Hythe, there is a shouldered doorway in the south triforium which provides access to the south choir aisle roof, and the vice itself provides access to the chancel roof. This evidence suggests that the provision of access to roofs for inspection or other purposes was held to be important over a long period of time.
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Fig. 5.16 Exterior parapet at Lincoln Cathedral



Access to interior spaces could be useful for cleaning. According to a document drawn up in 1185 at Notre-Dame, Noyen, the bell-ringers were to assist the clergy by cleaning the pavement, windows and walls according to the customs of the church, and also clean the vaults above the stairs (celum superius mundabitur scalas comportare).106 Precisely which vaults these were is unclear: it could have been the roof void over the vault, or (more likely) the interior face of the vault roof. One wonders how this might have been achieved in practice. One possibility is shown in an engraving of Durham Cathedral published in 1843, which depicts a man holding a long cobweb brush in a wooden cradle suspended from the roof, with lateral ropes manipulated from the triforium galleries, and another rope wrapped around one of the colonettes (Fig. 5.17).107 If this was in any way indicative of medieval practice, it might imply that high-level cleaning could make use of gallery-spaces. Having said this, there is no reason to believe that this justified why galleries were built, and, tellingly, there is no suggestion even in this period that wall-passages would have been useful for such a purpose. Some scholars have also raised the idea that wall-passages might be useful to open and close high-level window shutters against the weather, although unfortunately no evidence for this practice has yet come to light.
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Fig. 5.17 The triforium at Durham Cathedral, drawn by R. W. Billings in 1843



Access to upper spaces for building inspection and maintenance is therefore a complex topic. On the one hand, there is no doubt that its importance has been over-emphasised in twentieth-century literature, and there is no reason to believe that interior clerestory passages were ever designed to enable major maintenance activity to take place. If there is little evidence to show that galleries and wall-passages were designed to enable building maintenance to take place, why then has the idea enjoyed such universal acceptance? Restoration is an urgent modern priority, and it is easy to assume that this must always have been the case in the past.108 At Canterbury Cathedral, however, where maintenance is currently taking place on the clerestory windows, it is clear that the wall-passages are far too narrow to be of practical use for this purpose. We may need to think again about particular features such as the large vault circle in the Crossing at Beverley Minster, which may have been more likely to have had a liturgical use for raising and lowering statues or tableaux of the type which we saw in Chapter 3. On the other hand, there is plenty of evidence to show that roof access for exterior inspection, including in case of fire, was held to be useful over a long period of time.

Hidden Assets

The next set of functions related to various ‘hidden assets’ of a medieval institution. These include granaries, dovecotes and general storage. Some of these functions are well-known to historians, while others are less frequently the subject of scholarly enquiry.

Granaries

The matter of whether a community had enough grain was one of the key questions asked at a monastic visitation, and it is easy to see why. Grain, important as a staple food, was used in brewing as well as baking. The granatarius or granary steward was one of the main office-holders or obedientaries of a monastery, who worked closely with the Cellarer with responsibility for providing food and drink. For the storage of grain, somewhere dry, airy, and away from hungry rodents would have been needed, making a large, well-ventilated and dedicated upper room ideal for the purpose.

There is plenty of documentary evidence for the existence of medieval ecclesiastical granaries. The ninth-century St-Gall Plan shows the granary as a separate building alongside the general workshops, with the revealing caption ‘Here is pursued the labour of threshing the entire harvest’. The twelfth-century Eadwine Psalter plan of Canterbury Cathedral Priory shows the granary amongst the monastic buildings at the north-east corner of the Green Court, and it is documented again at the beginning of the thirteenth century. A new granary at Canterbury was built by Prior Chillenden at the turn of the fifteenth century. This may have been the more distant granary sited a couple of miles away to the east, or a rebuilding of the earlier structure, of which only a few fragments remain.109 As well as grain, it was also used to store vegetables such as peas and beans. One of the best surviving examples of a monastic granary is that at the great French monastery of Cluny in Burgundy, France. The granary is a very long rectangular building set at an oblique angle south-east of the main claustral complex against the southern entrance in the main precinct wall. Built around 1275, it is thought to have functioned as a granary with a wine cellar below; it now houses an architectural museum. Other English monastic granaries are evidenced by inventories such as that taken at Minster Abbey, Sheppey, Kent in March 1535 mentioning a ‘whete loft by the gate’,110 and the monastic precinct at Dover Priory is likewise known to have included a granary in 1534.111 An early post-Dissolution inventory recorded that the nuns of Godstow, Oxfordshire, had their granary sited to the north of the church. At Rievaulx Abbey, Yorkshire, by the early sixteenth century a first-floor granary had been created over the old west claustral range; if correct, it may have been an exceptional case.112

Granaries were also sited on monastic estates. One is the granary at Barton Farm, Bradford on Avon, West Wiltshire, pertaining to the monastic grange laid out by the Abbess of Shaftesbury in the early fourteenth century. This is a rectangular building over an undercroft with three bays under a hipped roof, with access from an external flight of stone steps. A good example of a roughly contemporary secular two-storey granary is at Lypiatt Park near Stroud, Gloucestershire, which has a rat-deterrent moulding below the upper floor and an exquisite zoomorphic stone funnel in the shape of an animal head to return grain back to the ground.113 At Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire, there is a medieval watermill which could have also functioned as a granary. Grain is traditionally fed into millstones from the top of the building, and so there may have been many other monastic granaries associated with mills. The storage of animal foodstuffs in sacred upper space was also not unknown. Hay was reportedly being kept in the tower at Codyntone (Cuddington), Buckinghamshire in 1397.114 A more usual location would have been a dedicated hay-loft, such as the example documented at Abingdon Abbey’s grange near Oxford (see Accommodation).115

For a function which is quite well-documented, it is inescapable that medieval monastic granaries have virtually all but disappeared from view. This is probably for two reasons. First, they would immediately have become redundant at the Dissolution, and so unlikely to be kept in use. Second, as a rectangular building in a courtyard, they would have been highly liable to adaptation and rebuilding. On this basis, some granaries could even survive unrecognised in post-medieval farm buildings and domestic conversions. Much is still unknown about these buildings, such as whether they had a standard plan, or if they occupied a typical location in the precinct, as well as their possible relevance to collegiate-status buildings in the later medieval period. The field, to excuse the pun, is certainly ripe for further research.

Dovecotes

Dovecotes or columbaria were another hidden upper-level asset which often appeared within the medieval ecclesiastical precinct. Although dovecotes are well-known phenomena, their presence in such contexts has been less frequently studied. First noted as an object of study in the 1880s, research progressed with the work of George Marshall in the early 1900s and especially with Arthur Cooke’s seminal volume, A Book of Dovecotes, published in 1920. Since that time, the subject has been largely neglected until a revival of interest under Frank Pexton and John McCann in the early twenty-first century.116 An elevated position for a dovecote had many obvious practical benefits. It would make access for birds easier and simultaneously deter predators. Apart from being a status symbol and a source of animal protein, dovecotes also provided manure, which was regarded as a valued fertiliser commodity. A supply of captive birds could even have been useful in liturgical drama specifying the use of white doves. Dovecotes are normally associated with secular manorial contexts. One of the most impressive is the example at Willington, Bedfordshire. This is one side of the Tudor manor complex built by Sir John Gostwick around 1540, and has over 1500 nesting holes (Fig. 5.18). There are also examples of dovecotes in castle architecture; one was created between the roofs and parapet walk in the tower of Rochester Castle at an unknown date, and there is another in the top storey of one of the main corner-towers at Bodiam Castle, Sussex.117

Examples of columbaria in monastic churches do exist, but are comparatively rare. A dovecote at Leonard Stanley Priory, Gloucestershire (founded 1131), was created above the north transept before c. 1400, and a dovecote at Selby Abbey, Yorkshire, was built as a later insertion into the twelfth- or thirteenth-century north-west tower. Another dovecote was created in the first floor of the central tower at Inchcolm Abbey, Scotland, also as a later modification, possibly in the fifteenth century.118 At sixteenth-century Durham Cathedral, in the top of the laver or conduit in the cloister there was once ‘a faire dovecotte, cou[er]ed fynly ou[er] aboue wth lead, the workmanship both fyne & costly’, something still apparent into the late sixteenth century.119 This structure, the foundations of which were rediscovered in 1903, was probably built in the early 1430s. A dovecote was also built over the Infirmary at the London Charterhouse, recorded in an inventory of c. 1490.

Dovecotes have been identified at many parish churches. Of the seventeen certain examples identified by McCann in 2011, the vast majority are clustered in the south-west of England, especially in Herefordshire and Worcestershire. Evidence is often readily apparent in the fabric, such as the six-inch square nesting holes with stone alighting ledges in the tower at Sarnesfield, Herefordshire, one of the earliest examples, dating to the mid-thirteenth century.120 At Compton Martin, Somerset, there is a fifteenth-century dovecote over the chancel, to which access is gained via an exterior four-centred doorway at some height above ground.121 Pigeons were apparently being bred in the church and its chapels at Kingston-on-Thames in 1375, and around 1334–1348, Richard de Ivynghoe, rector of Hawkinge, Kent, was cited to explain why he had allowed a dovecote to be built in the vestibulum (porch), although no traces remain.122 Other documentary evidence for the presence of birds in upper spaces may need careful interpretation. For instance, an inquest was held on 21 April 1389 concerning the accidental death of John Wheeler at Eynsham, Oxfordshire, who, according to witnesses, on the Tuesday after Easter ‘went into the gallery of a bell-tower [ivit in le Alures campanili] to catch pigeons, and by mischance he fell into the choir of the church soon after the hour of none’.123 There is a similar reference in the thirteenth century to a man chasing pigeons in the church at Denham, Buckinghamshire, who accidentally let fall a stone on the head of Agnes de Denham, with predictably unfortunate consequences. McCann suggests that these documented instances of accidents involving birds probably refer to nuisance caused by feral pigeons, rather than proving the existence of lost columbaria.124 However, they can usefully add to our knowledge of why access might need to be gained to upper spaces as a whole.
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Fig. 5.18 Dovecote of c. 1540 in the Tudor manorial complex at Willington, Bedfordshire



The dovecote at Elkstone, Gloucestershire is a particularly fascinating case-study (Fig. 5.19). The nesting holes are built into an upper chamber over the vaulted Romanesque chancel, with access from a spiral stair in its north-west corner. In the north wall of the chamber there is a blocked flight entrance. This is directly above a large fourteenth-century window, and it may have been the likelihood of accidental damage by errant birds to the new window or structural concerns which saw the moving of the entrance to another location, presumably the east window, which is now glazed. There are also several re-used pieces of carved Romanesque masonry visible in the dovecote walls. In the lower part of the internal blocking are two inverse U-shaped nesting holes different from the others, carved from a single piece of masonry (Fig. 5.20). Similar blocks can been seen in the south nave corbel table. These stones have attracted much scholarly interest and a certain amount of puzzlement. Some scholars, such as W. H. Knowles in 1930, suggested that they had been recovered from an earlier columbarium built in the twelfth century.125 However, there is no documentary or architectural evidence for a dovecote here at this date, and while the possibility of twelfth-century dovecotes has been raised by archaeologists, the earliest surviving standing and documentary evidence relates squarely to the thirteenth century. Furthermore, one has to ask why so few of the specially-masoned blocks were re-used, and why then only in the later blocking. On the basis of proportions of the staircase doorway, the stair (and hence the upper room) was probably built in the Decorated or Perpendicular period (c. 1290–1550). The U-shaped blocks in the building could have been recycled, rather than being specifically designed as high-quality nesting holes from the outset. If, as seems probable, the blocks were from a different building, they could have been intended for an entirely unrelated purpose, such as the tops of arrowslit staircase windows, such as those in the west front at Tewkesbury Abbey in the same county. Either way, the most likely scenario is that the present columbarium was no mediocre successor to a lost superior early dovecote, but rather a purpose-built late thirteenth- or early fourteenth-century columbarium, modified at some stage in the later fourteenth or early fifteenth century, and incorporating a quantity of re-used Romanesque masonry.
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Fig. 5.19 Upper-storey dovecote over the Norman chancel at St John, Elkstone, Gloucestershire
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Fig. 5.20 Detail of the blocked entrance at Elkstone



Dovecotes represent an unexpected function of sacred upper space. Of the known examples, about a third are sited over the chancel, a third were in towers, and the remaining third were created over other spaces such as transepts or side-chapels. Some were purpose-built, while others represent later modifications to existing fabric. Interestingly, several dovecotes survived in use well into the Early Modern period, such as that at Compton Martin, and the dovecote at Overbury was apparently still functioning well into the nineteenth century. The dovecote in the fifteenth-century west tower at Upton, Nottinghamshire, was a post-Dissolution modification to a room which already contained a fireplace, possibly created for the accommodation of a chantry priest. This suggests that dovecotes, like masons’ tracing areas and teaching spaces in the medieval period, were sited in any available upper space.

Storage

Storage is a function which is rarely discussed by architectural historians, although the economic historians Claridge and Langdon referred in 2011 to a ‘long-running debate concerning the extent and motivation of medieval storage’.126 We might normally associate storage with undercrofts. It was noted of the early thirteenth-century house which Abbot William of St Albans had built opposite the Great Gate of the abbey that the food storage space was downstairs, as deemed appropriate. Likewise, two pairs of ‘old broken organs’ were encountered in the crypt of Canterbury Cathedral at the Dissolution.127

General storage above ground is seldom recorded in ecclesiastical settings, although there are occasional gleanings. Old armour, as we might expect from a castle, was being stored in a room over the first-floor chapel at Corfe Castle in 1261; coincidentally, a suit of armour was also being stored in the rather more unlikely context of the Sacrist’s store over the west claustral range at Norwich Cathedral in 1436.128 Suits of armour are also recorded in inventories of mezzanine galleries over open halls in some later medieval town houses in Sandwich, Kent; whether this was principally for storage or display purposes is not clear. The multi-functional spaces of the monastic frater or dorter could also be pressed into use for storage. For instance, in 1489–90, the mats from the cloister at Westminster Abbey were placed in the dormitory to save wear and tear from Parliamentary foot traffic, a practice which would parallel the practice of storing valuables there.129

An unusual instance of wool storage in a monastic church is documented at the Cistercian nunnery of Swine, Yorkshire in the fourteenth century.130 The source, Archbishop Greenfield of York’s Register, reveals that in June 1308 the prioress and convent were locked in an ownership dispute with the parish over a chapel dedicated to St Andrew. This chapel was joined to the northern part of the shared monastic and parish church known as ‘North Crouche’ (possibly a corruption of ‘North Cross’, the north transept). The nuns’ claim was that, following a fire at the convent in the distant past, the parish had allowed them to build a certain loft (quoddam solarium) in the chapel to use as their wool-store, which they had been using since time immemorial.131 It was noted that the construction of the loft did not impinge on the celebration of Mass for the parishioners, which continued as normal at the altar underneath. Ironically, however, due to the dispute, the chapel had lost its roof and was fast becoming ruinous. Tellingly, the existence of the loft at Swine was documented solely due to the surrounding dispute, and the final adjudication is not known. The loft could perhaps have resembled one of the unusual transept galleries at Boxgrove Priory, Sussex (Fig. 5.21). The Victorian archaeologist St John Hope speculated that they might have been used in connection with music, but a storage function would have suited them equally well.132

A rather more macabre example of high-level storage in ecclesiastical upper space related to charnel galleries. These were for the housing of human bones disinterred from burial-grounds. While most charnel houses were sited at or below ground-level (such as the Carnary chapel at Norwich), there is evidence that large bones were sometimes stored in roof spaces. For instance, one Parisian Book of Hours illustrated c. 1440 shows a burial taking place with an audience of closely-packed skulls ‘observing’ the proceedings from an open roof-space behind as another body is about to be added to their number.133 The Paris cemetery of Les Innocents was surrounded by an open gallery which almost certainly functioned in this way. There may have been English parallels, but none are known for certain.134

In parish churches, rood lofts seem to have been regarded as useful storage spaces in addition to their other functions. The muniments of All Saints Bristol, were apparently being stored in a rood loft when they caught light in a fire of 1318, prompting the founding of a new Guild to look after them.135 At Tavistock, Devon, a key was made for the chest in the rood loft around 1540,136 and a long chest with the frame of the Easter sepulchre was recorded in the rood loft in an inventory taken at St Mary at Hill, London, in 1553.137 The security of these chests and associated objects would presumably have benefited from being invisible from the ground. Davies suggests that many items in medieval parish churches would have required storage, such as accessories for liturgical drama, tapestries, and even model biers for the ritual interment of the ‘Alleluia’ during Lent.138 These and other miscellaneous items may well have found a home in these areas. High-level storage is therefore an important function to consider because it shows, if any proof was needed, that not all-high-level functions were necessarily high in status. In practice, many ecclesiastical upper spaces such as treasuries, sacristies, refectories, dormitories and libraries effectively doubled-up as places of storage, and the function may well have been far more widespread in upper spaces than one normally imagines today.
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Fig. 5.21 Late medieval gallery in the thirteenth-century north transept at Boxgrove, Sussex



This chapter has looked at the function of ecclesiastical upper spaces for purposes related to accommodation, the building fabric, and for various ‘unseen assets’. When looking at these functions, we can see several parallels and contrasts. Clocks were often secondary uses of a space built in an earlier period, while many dovecotes were built specifically for this purpose from the thirteenth century onwards. This contrasts with storage, which was often improvised in another space associated with a different function. Many of these functions related to specific architectural or chronological contexts, and several uses represent ‘secular’ functions in sacred space. This, then, completes our survey of the normal functions of upper spaces. There is, however, a final set of uses which we need to consider: those uses which were beyond the realm of normal or everyday experience.
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Beyond the Everyday

Most of the upper-storey functions in this book can be regarded more or less as part of normal life: the use of granaries in a monastic precinct, the provision for teaching spaces and libraries in the cloister, and the seasonal liturgy of the church. However, events sometimes moved in unexpected directions. This chapter explores a much more unusual and exceptional set of functions that could be encountered in ecclesiastical settings. The first section takes the heading of ‘Dangerous Men’ and looks at the use of upper spaces for military, defence, refuge and sanctuary purposes, and prisons. The second part considers the evidence for some equally extraordinary but more light-hearted aspects of high-level experiment and entertainment.

Dangerous Men

Military and Defensive Functions

Medieval church (and especially monastic) life was usually highly ordered, regularised, and so to some extent fairly predictable. We have the impression that it was deliberately distanced from the secular world beyond. Ironically, though, military and defensive functions are often proposed as key aspects of ecclesiastical buildings by historians. For instance, the early twentieth-century architectural historian J. C. Cox stated confidently that in the Scottish Border counties, church towers ‘were obviously used for defensive purposes’.1 Architectural evidence can appear to support a defensive interpretation. Cox pointed out that the tower chamber at Bedale, Yorkshire has a fireplace, and was once closed by a portcullis, suggesting it was meant to be a hideout.2 Again, in his book on the secular functions of church buildings of the 1960s, Davies stated that the locations and architecture of many churches ‘are only explicable on the grounds that from the outset they were planned deliberately as strongholds to withstand brief onslaughts and even sustained siege’.3 A favourite candidate for identification as defensive structures are the round towers in Ireland (as well as the rather different flint examples in East Anglia). Typically, both of these sets of towers were provided with entrances well above ground and have few windows in the lower stages. Indeed, one long-held assumption is that many parish church towers were built during the Viking period for defensive reasons. In his 1987 study of Irish Cistercian monasteries, Roger Stalley identifies an upsurge in Cistercian tower-building around 1440–1500, but sees no reason to believe that any of these towers were intended to be defensible.4 It also seems unlikely that there would have been much building during the mid-ninth century, and recent research has found that many towers assumed to be of Anglo-Saxon date were built following the Conquest or even perhaps in the twelfth century.5

Why, then, might ideas of defensive functions have become popular? Original sources sometimes give the impression that defence of ecclesiastical structures was a high priority. In Abbot Suger’s treatise on the abbey church of St Denis, best-known for its defence of ecclesiastical art, he writes that ‘we also committed ourselves richly to elaborate the tower[s] and the upper crenellations of the front, both for the beauty of the church, and, should circumstances require it, for practical purposes’.6 However, what these ‘practical purposes’ might have been is not spelt out. While it is tempting to assume that a military or defensive use was meant, there might be alternative explanations: for instance, the function of similar crenellations was explained by Villard de Honnecourt around 1230 as preventing those inspecting the exterior of the building from falling off the roof.

While the military and defensive aspects of towers have certainly been over-rated by historians, there are nevertheless several recorded examples of high-level military activity in ecclesiastical buildings. In his Historia Anglorum (History of the English) written c. 1130, Henry of Huntingdon recorded a local tradition relating to the defence of Holy Trinity, Balsham (Cambridgeshire) from the Danes in 1010 when Thorkell’s army ravaged East Anglia. According to the text, a certain man worthy of renown climbed the stair of the tower (then still extant) and singlehandedly defended himself against the whole army.7 Unfortunately, we are not told any further details. Henry was of course writing several generations after the supposed event, and the incidental detail of children being casually tossed on the points of lances finds closer resonances with medieval depictions of Herod’s massacre of the Innocents than recognised Viking tactics. The tower was also rebuilt in the thirteenth century. Whatever action was taken, it does at least tell us that medieval audiences found the idea of towers as places of defence or refuge to be credible, although it seems highly unlikely that church towers were designed to have this function from the outset.8

One example of military encroachment into a sacred space relates to Peterborough Cathedral in 1070. Tipped off in advance about a counter-raid on the abbey by the famous outlaw Hereward the Wake, a tower (perhaps the west tower dedicated by Leofric in 1059) was pressed into use for the storage of the abbey’s precious artefacts. The Anglo-Saxon scholar Harold Taylor believed that this was conclusive evidence that Anglo-Saxon towers normally functioned as a treasuries, although this source makes it clear that its use was for storage, and also that it was hastily improvised rather than everyday in nature. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the outlaws arrived the following morning:


The monks came to meet them, asking them for peace, but they did not care about anything, went into the minster, climbed up to the holy rood, took the crown off our Lord’s head – all of pure gold – climbed up to the steeple, brought down the altar-frontal that was hidden there – it was all of gold and of silver…9



The outlaws presumably had little difficulty in gaining access to the rood screen and tower, where they also found a large amount of money, clothing and books.10 Some of these stolen items apparently found their way to Scandinavia, only to be lost shortly afterwards in a fire. Ironically, there is evidence to suggest that William the Conqueror also authorised churches to be plundered, on the basis that they contained money from disloyal English nobility. Little more than a decade later, the Peterborough version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records a particularly notorious event in 1083. According to the Chronicle, a simmering dispute between the French abbot and the English monks of Glastonbury concerning the abbey’s management erupted into open conflict in the chapter house, after which the monks barricaded themselves inside the church:


but a pitiful thing happened there that day, in that the French men broke into the choir and pelted the altar where the monks were; and some of the knights went up to the upper floor and shot arrows downwards towards the sanctuary, so that many arrows stuck in the rood which stood above the altar…11



The source, like many others, does not make it clear precisely where this ‘upper floor’ was. One suggestion is that the soldiers were shooting from a timber gallery at the west end of the nave or an upper chamber above a side-aisle, but it seems more likely that they had simply gained access to a tribune or triforium gallery in the choir.12 The incident resulted in three fatalities and eighteen injuries. In Florence of Worcester’s account, the monks defended themselves vigorously using stools and candlesticks, even injuring some of the soldiers.13

Another example of unwelcome attack in the upper levels of a church is documented in early twelfth-century Bruges. This, the infamous murder of Charles the Good, took place in 1127 in the church of St Donaat adjacent to the castle. The two buildings were connected via an exterior bridge which entered the church at gallery level. Charles was taken down near a gallery altar, while Charles’ counsellor, Walter of Loker, apparently hid in the organ-case (itself valuable evidence for an instrument at this date) and then jumped down from the gallery to the ground; however, his escape was ultimately fruitless. The west front at Lincoln Cathedral was apparently involved in a siege in 1141,14 and Bartholomew Cotton’s Historia Anglicana records that during unrest following a dispute at Norwich in 1272, arrows were fired by men in the tower of St George’s parish church towards defenders in the cathedral.15 Other military encounters in ecclesiastical settings were instigated by defenders rather than attackers. In medieval Ireland, ecclesiastical independence from outside officials was jealously guarded, and several incidents suggest that when infringement was a very real concern, monks might resort to using force to defend it if necessary. For instance, in 1228, the monks of Monasteranenagh, Limerick, Ireland, fought off their official visitor Stephen of Lexington from the church roofs, and fortified vaults over the altar, and in 1498, Abbot Troy attempted to visit a daughter-house of Mellifont abbey with similar results, where the provosts, commendatories and other armed men withdrew to the church and belfry battlements from where they attacked the abbot with a hail of javelins, stones and arrows.16 These were all instances of military activity which was hastily improvised rather than intended by the builders.

One group of ecclesiastical structures which almost certainly were designed with defence in mind were monastic gatehouses. This was the part of the complex directly facing the vicissitudes of the outside world. One of the best examples of a structure probably built for defence is the early fourteenth-century gatehouse at Bury-St-Edmunds. This is defended by a portcullis, and has arrow-slits disguised behind the statues. Its surprisingly practical form is perhaps explained by the Bury riots of 1327; presumably, monks in its aftermath were taking no chances with their security. There might be good reasons why ecclesiastical gatehouses might need to be defended at this time: the great gatehouse at St Albans Abbey was successfully stormed half a century later during Wat Tyler’s rebellion in 1381. Apart from their symbolic status, monastic gatehouses often housed prisons and courtrooms, making them symbols of popular oppression. Towers and gatehouses were often defensible in secular settings, although historians disagree whether entrance towers such as those at Bodiam Castle, Sussex (Figs. 6.1 & 6.2) could ever have been defended in practice. Nevertheless, many medieval gatehouses have features such as drawbridges, portcullises, ‘murder holes’ and chutes which could be interpreted as defensive military features, such as those in the city wall gateway at Aachen, Germany, flanking either side of a niche filled with a statue of the Virgin and Child (Fig. 6.3).

Other outward-facing ecclesiastical structures could also have had defensive uses, in theory at least. The Patent Rolls of Edward III reveal that on 20 February 1336, the Crown granted the monks of Winchester permission to build an ‘arch or latticed gallery’ over the city walls enabling the monks access to ground outside the city. It was also noted that


It appears from the inquisition that the repair and custody of the same wall whether in time of peace or war belongs to the prior and convent and that if the arch or latticed gallery be of the same height from the ground as are the city gates, the defence of the city in that part will be much stronger and a hostile attack there will be rendered more difficult.17
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Fig. 6.1 Bodiam Castle, Sussex
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Fig. 6.2 ‘Murder holes’ above the entrance to Bodiam Castle
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Fig. 6.3 Discharge chutes built into the medieval city gateway at Aachen, Germany



To what extent what was essentially a garden trellis would have been suitable for withstanding a full siege is unclear. Was this a case of the Crown seeing a useful potential which could be exploited – or a cunning ploy used by the monks to ensure that their request was granted? Whether any such structures were ever made to function in this way is also unknown. If a detailed artistic representation of the gallery was available, it might allow us to assess how realistic the defensive capabilities of these types of lost structures might have been. Where, then, does this leave the function of high-level military activity and defence in ecclesiastical settings? On the one hand, examples are documented, but it was not nearly as common as was once thought. The above examples share two features in common: they were highly exceptional and improvised. In summary, therefore, with the possible exception of gatehouses (and perhaps some other high-level features overlooking public spaces in the fourteenth century), there is no reason to believe that ecclesiastical upper spaces were normally designed with defence in mind.

Refuge and Sanctuary

The question of whether upper spaces were used for defence raises a related issue, namely that of refuge and sanctuary-seeking. Refuge is a function, like military and defensive purposes, which has been highlighted by many historians over the centuries. One example of refuge-seeking in upper spaces is documented by the medieval chronicler Matthew Paris. According to his Chronicle, the papal legate Otto Candidus took hasty refuge in the tower of Oseney Abbey, Oxfordshire, during a student revolt in 1237–1238.18 Another instance of ecclesiastical refuge-seeking in ecclesiastical upper space is documented later the same century in the Life of Thomas de la Halle, a monk of Dover Priory. This was written at Bury St Edmunds around 1400, but relates to events of over a century earlier when the Priory was unexpectedly attacked by French pirates in 1295, a frequent danger for inhabitants on the south coast.19 The Vita records that when the pirates attacked, the monks ‘frightened to death, one and all ran together to find higher hiding-places in the church’.20 In his edition of the text, Haines surmised reasonably that ‘some hiding place in the triforium or tower is meant’. Possibly they secreted themselves in a network of high wall-passages where they would be difficult to find. Unfortunately, while some buildings at the Priory such as the Refectory and Guest hall have survived, the church has disappeared and so it is impossible to reconstruct the practicalities of their escape. Access routes around buildings could certainly be complex, and three different high-level access routes of the twelfth to thirteenth centuries are explored in special features elsewhere in this chapter.

Another instance of hiding in an ecclesiastical gallery-space, this time by a robber, is described in Reginald of Coldingham’s Libellus de admirandis Beati Cuthberti virtutibus (Small book of admiration for the virtues of St Cuthbert), a late twelfth-century collection of miracle stories celebrating Durham Cathedral’s eponymous saint. According to the writer, one day in 1165 a burglar gained entry to the cathedral by exploiting confusion between a group of visitors and vergers, each assuming that he belonged to the other party. At large roaming the cathedral overnight, the burglar climbed up to the pulpitum screen and stole a valuable gospel book. Hiding himself under a large pile of prayer mats to escape detection, the robber then found a place to sleep:


he hid himself, climbing higher by spiral staircase to the arches of the church above the roof-tiles, secured with beams of wood…



By this stage, however, the church servants had become aware that a robber was hiding in the building, and so


… soon Aurora appeared with rays of sun, awakening the church servants who were searching for him, and never once deviating from their path, the former was then brought out from where he had hid himself. Then everything became known…21



The discovery of the robber and recovery of the stolen artefacts is ascribed to the direct intervention of St Cuthbert, which probably explains why this comical story of confusion and bungled robbery was preserved for posterity.

The seeking of refuge in upper spaces finds some resonances in medieval secular folklore. Hübner’s History of Mainz is one of many sources which preserves a German folk tale relating to the so-called ‘Mouse Tower’ in the Rhine. According to the legend, Hatto, an unscrupulous tenth-century archbishop, is said to have lured famished beggars into a barn which was then set on fire, callously explaining that the beggars were as greedy as mice. However, in the story the bishop is then himself devoured by the rodents when he later seeks refuge in a tower. There are several difficulties with this story as it stands: Brewer points out that the tower itself was only built some two centuries later, and it functioned as a toll house. The story probably reflected the unpopularity of tolls on corn, and exploited linguistic confusion between the German maut (tower) and maus (mouse).22 Presumably the legend was intended to serve as a warning to greedy prelates, and it also hints at the fine distinction between refuge and imprisonment (see Prisons, below).

An activity closely related to refuge was that of sanctuary-seeking, which O’Keeffe believes was relevant to the function of medieval Irish Round Towers (Fig. 6.4).23 In 1050, for instance, when the tower at Slane, Co. Meath was besieged by Vikings in 950, it contained several ‘distinguished persons’ seeking refuge inside it. However, O’Keeffe sees the documented instances of refuge being sought in them as highly exceptional, and argues that these structures were entirely unsuited for short- or long-term inhabitation. Refuge was also sought, unsuccessfully, in the parochial tower of St Mary le Bow, London, by William FitzOsbert on more than one occasion. This happened once in 1196, and later by an outlaw in its ruins in 1284 according to the seventeenth-century historian John Stow.24 Presumably, the fact that it was consecrated space was what was important, rather than its level above ground. The formal reception of medieval sanctuary claimants was one of the specific responsibilities of church servants, as we have seen; however, there is no evidence to suggest that sanctuary-seekers themselves were ever detained at height. As in the case of defence and refuge, therefore, high-level sanctuary-seeking appears to have always been improvised rather than intentional.
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Fig. 6.4 The Irish Round Tower at Cashel, County Tipperary, Ireland



Prisons

Prisons perhaps surprisingly represent one of the most enduring of all antiquarian ideas about how ecclesiastical upper spaces functioned. The eighteenth-century antiquary William Gostling believed that the presence of an oven and a grated window in the so-called ‘Old Bakery’ chamber above St Anselm’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral showed beyond all doubt that it was used as a medieval prison (see Introduction). In recent years, scholars such as Guy Geltner and Ralph Pugh have sought to reassess the long-neglected topic of medieval prisons, although mostly from a secular Continental perspective rather than from a specifically English or ecclesiastical standpoint.


Three High-Level access routes I: Binham Priory, Norfolk
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In this and the next two special features, we shall look at some of the high-level networks created by stairs and wall-passages. The description will make best sense with reference to the accompanying access analysis plan. This first example is the nave of Binham Priory, Norfolk, a medium-sized Benedictine monastery founded as a daughter-house of St Albans in 1097. There is a small spiral stair in the west front with tell-tale tall and narrow ‘arrowslit’ windows, and its entrance is just inside the south aisle (now ruined). This provided access to the west end of the south triforium gallery directly above (now blocked), to the south clerestory passage further up the stair, and also to an open ledge running north-south along the inside sill of the west window. This could have been used as a performance space as well as a functional means of crossing to the north side of the building. From here there was access along the north triforium (now blocked) and up to the clerestory passage above.

Further down the nave, there is another staircase of later medieval date inserted into the third bay of the Romanesque south aisle. This was the entrance to the rood loft, parts of which survived in place into the early nineteenth century. Its upper exit doorway in the triforium is directly above. The provision of another stair here suggests that convenient access to the loft was held to be important, even though access was already possible via the triforium and west front.
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A. The West Front
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B. The Romanesque nave at Binham
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C. West window interior and ledge
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D. Remains of spiral stair in the north transept




The church east of the crossing has fallen into ruin, although on closer inspection, one can see that there was high-level access provision here as well. The base of a spiral stair can be seen in the west wall of the north transept. This presumably provided access to the wall-passage which survives in the north transept’s eastern angle return, together with a section of a vice beginning at first-floor level above, with clear evidence for newel stones and the barrel-vault. There is evidence for another stair in the south transept and for other sections of the wall-passage in other standing masonry fragments. This passage probably once encircled the choir and may also have provided access to the roof.



Prisons, where they are documented, are often associated with gatehouses. There was a prison at Westminster Abbey over the main gatehouse in existence by 1378, when Robert Norton was appointed abbey janitor and keeper of the gatehouse prison.25 The office of Janitor to this gatehouse jail was held by the abbey’s chief steward responsible for the manor courts. The great gatehouse to the precinct of Ely Cathedral, known as the Ely Porta, built c.1397, likewise had an upper chamber functioning as a prison in the early sixteenth century.26 The traditional name of the so-called ‘Prison Gate’ at Binham Priory, Norfolk, also alludes to the existence of other undocumented monastic gatehouse prisons. The free-standing ‘Lollard’s Tower’ at the archbishop’s palace at Lambeth is also traditionally assumed to have functioned as a prison for the imprisonment of heretics in the fifteenth century, although firm documentary evidence for such a use appears to be lacking.

While there is no reason to believe that medieval prisons were ever sited in upper chambers inside church buildings themselves, there is evidence that prisons might be found under them. At Norwich Cathedral there were two low-level prisons: one beneath the porter’s lodge in the gatehouse of the bishop’s palace, and another under the cathedral’s south transept. This was provided with a new latrine and bedstead in 1533.27 There was also a ground-floor prison at Christ Church Canterbury, documented from the thirteenth century onwards. These examples show a clear association of prisons with the highest-status cathedral, monastic or archiepiscopal buildings. Bishops were great landlords who held secular as well as ecclesiastical powers. Recalcitrant estate tenants or penitents from church courts might be incarcerated for punishment, as could those held ‘in amercement’ pending further decisions from the court. Monks disobeying the Rule would also be prime candidates for detention.

There are many documented examples of medieval secular prisons. There were several gatehouse prisons in London, such as those documented above the Newgate and the Ludgate from the late fourteenth century. The Canterbury Westgate, also of the fourteenth century, contains four separate prison cells built inside its round flanking towers on both levels, each fitted with three doors for security. The White Tower at the Tower of London was probably the most famous prison for high-status detainees. Matthew Paris depicts the famous attempted escape of Griffin (a son of Llywelyn, Prince of Wales) from the Tower in the thirteenth century. Here, a round tower captioned turris lond’ (Tower of London) is drawn inside a perspective curtain wall, with blocks of ashlar masonry outlined in red. A rope with knots at intervals appears over the top of the battlements, while lower down, the rope is broken next to a figure contorted in mid-air, suggesting that the escape was unsuccessful.28

There was also a strong tradition of high-level prisons in medieval art and folklore. The concept of a high-level prison must have been a familiar one, to judge from a series of fourteenth century paving tiles, the Tring Tiles (Fig. 6.5). One of these illustrates the apocryphal story of the locking of a boy in a tower by his father (who wields a large key) to keep him away from playing with the young Jesus, who in a miracle appears and sets him free.29 Stories of the childhood of Jesus were popular in this period, as were collections of saints’ lives. In the well-known Golden Legend of the thirteenth century, the central events of the life of St Barbara concern her incarceration in a ‘high and strong tower’ by her jealous father, ‘to the end that no man should see her because of her great beauty’. Barbara then makes a third window in the tower to symbolise the Holy Trinity, much to her father’s chagrin, and the story ends in tragedy for both of them. Barbara’s experience finds ready parallels in the folk-story of Rapunzel, a girl locked in a tower by a witch: a female/female example to set alongside the male/male and male/female examples above. Like the German story of the Mouse Tower, medieval legends and stories probably reflected a widespread popular concept of medieval towers as high-level prisons, a cultural leitmotif which resonates down the centuries.
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Fig. 6.5 Tring Tile no. 3, illustrating the imprisonment of a child in a tower and his release in a miracle performed by the young Jesus



Permanent spaces dedicated to use as ecclesiastical prisons did therefore exist, but were probably relatively rare and mostly confined to specific areas of the precinct. The handful of known examples mostly relate to sites in or near gatehouses, where they would have been furthest away from the heart of the cloister and closest (physically as well as symbolically) to the outside world. In this respect, ecclesiastical builders may simply have been following precedents in the wider secular world. Prisons were probably not a major upper-level feature of medieval ecclesiastical topography, but their existence deserves to be taken into account.


Three High-Level Access Routes II: Boxgrove Priory, Sussex
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The exquisite choir at Boxgrove (a priory of Benedictine monks colonised from Lessay, Normandy in 1117) was built around a decade or so either side of 1200. It was saved from demolition at the Dissolution on the petition of Sir Thomas West, who also ransomed three bells and many ornaments out of his own pocket for its use as a parish church. The building housed his ancestors’ tombs as well as his own chantry chapel.

The access stair to the upper levels is in the south choir aisle. The first stair is quite short. From its top, a flight of steps leads to a second, smaller vice, and via an inserted doorway framed in brick to the later medieval south transept gallery. The second vice provides access to the south clerestory passage. Near the eastern return of the south clerestory passage, there is a flight of steps which descends around the right-angle in the width of the passage leading down to the east window sill, and a corresponding flight at its northern end returns upwards to the north passage. There are also access doorways (not shown on the diagram to aid clarity) in the returns of these flights of stairs which provide access into unlit roof-spaces above the aisles on either side. The top of the smaller stair vice also provides access to the wall-passages around the Romanesque tower crossing ‘square’, and from here by two spiral stairs in opposite corners of the tower to the ringing chamber and finally to the roof. This was an unusual and elaborate high-level access solution which cleverly traverses the east window at a low level so as not to disrupt its aesthetic, and links in seamlessly with both earlier and later high-level spaces in the building.
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A. The north clerestory passage
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B. Spiral stair in the south aisle
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C. Stair in south clerestory passage
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D. East window ledge and stair to north





Experiment and Entertainment

Most of the functions of ecclesiastical upper spaces discussed in this book concern indoor upper spaces. This, the final section of this chapter, looks at some purely exterior as well as interior uses of upper spaces. These include the possibility of experimental flight, daring displays of bravery in the form of high-wire and acrobatic acts, and other high-level entertainment. These functions, while they would have been highly unusual, are important because they inform the breadth of the possible practical uses which ecclesiastical upper spaces could have had, both intentional and unintentional. Some of these uses also lie on the outer edge of what can be recovered.

Experimental Flight

The medieval period witnessed many scientific developments, as we have seen with reference to clock technology, and it also witnessed early experiments into human-powered flight. One of the most famous attempts was attributed to Eilmer, a monk of Malmesbury Abbey, by the twelfth-century chronicler William of Malmesbury. According to William in his Gesta Regum Anglorum (Deeds of the English Kings),


By the standards of those days Aethelmaer [or Eilmer] was a good scholar, advanced in years by now, though in his first youth he had taken a terrible risk: by some art, I know not what, he had fixed wings to his hands and feet, hoping to fly like Daedalus, whose fable he took to be true. Catching the breeze from the top of a tower, he flew for the space of a stade and more; but what with the violence of the wind and the eddies, and at the same time his consciousness of the temerity of his attempt, he faltered and fell, and ever thereafter he was an invalid and his legs were crippled. He himself used to give as a reason for his fall that he forgot to fit a tail on his hinder parts…30



The date of the flight (an event unique to this source) is not stated, although the historian of science and technology Lynn White has calculated that this probably took place around 1000–1010.31 Although Eilmer’s flight is traditionally associated with a launch from the top of one of the abbey’s towers, no specific details about the location of the event are recorded by William; neither is the story (probably a later accretion) of the abbot forbidding further experiment. His tone is one of faint incredulity mingled with amusement: this was an episode in the abbey’s history which had already acquired legendary status, and William’s inclusion in his Deeds assured Eilmer’s fame throughout the medieval period.

While highly unusual, Eilmer’s was by no means the only medieval experiment in human flight. According to White’s research, in 1003 or 1008 the Iranian scholar al-Jahuri jumped from the roof of a mosque while attempting flight, with fatal consequences, and c. 875 in Cordoba, Firnas covered himself with feathers to attempt flight from an unspecified high-level location, only to hurt his back.32 However, it seems unlikely that Eilmer was aware of either of these two previous attempts at powered flight, a subject in which interest revived in late fifteenth-century Italy, especially in the work of Leonardo da Vinci.33 The dream of achieving human-powered flight was to remain an unfulfilled dream for almost another thousand years, until the engineering challenge of achieving the right wingspan aerodynamics and power to weight ratio finally became a reality with the construction of the superlight pedal-powered glider, the Gossamer Condor, in August 1977.

High-Wire Acrobatic Acts

While the connection between medieval experimental flight and ecclesiastical upper spaces is possible but unproven, high-wire acrobatic acts are known for certain to have utilised ecclesiastical towers as their launching-points. One example is found in the Chronicles of Froissart concerning the ceremonial entry of Queen Isabella into Paris in June 1389. When the queen’s retinue arrived at Notre Dame in the early evening, they found


… plays and pastimes greatly to their pleasure. Among all other there was a master came out of Genes [Genoa]: he had tied a cord on the highest house on the bridge of Saint Michael over all the houses, and the other end was tied on the highest tower in Our Lady’s church… because it was late this said master with two brenning [burning] candles in his hands issued out of a little stage that he had made on the height of Our Lady’s tower, and singing he went upon the cord all along the great street, so that all who saw him had marvel how it might be… he was such a tumbler that his lightness was greatly praised.34



The must have been an amazing spectacle to witness, and combined acrobatics with music and light. The balcony seems to have been a special addition to the tower, and the act presumably took place with the blessing of the church authorities. A similar tightrope act at Durham Cathedral some 150 years earlier, however, concluded rather less successfully. The incident is known about only by chance, via a list of objections to Prior Thomas Melsanby’s promotion to the bishopric of Durham around 1237, one of which was the rather harsh accusation that


Likewise, that he should be excluded as a murderer; because a certain performer in his churchyard going along a string made taut from tower to tower, with the goodwill of the said Prior, the same fell down and was killed; the Prior… should expressly have prevented such thing from taking place.35



Presumably the act was intended to entertain the monks, although the tragedy resulted in condemnation instead of acclaim. One imagines that it took place between the twin Romanesque western towers (see Fig. 6.6), although the sheer brevity of the account leaves many questions unanswered. Was this a chance accident in a regular activity, or a special one-off performance destined never to be repeated? Certainly, had it been successful, it would have probably never been documented. With only two known examples, one from England and one from France, it may be wise to keep an open mind on the question of how widespread a practice medieval acrobatic high-wire acts were. This is certainly one function which ecclesiastical towers would not have been designed for, but a use which they nevertheless could have. One could also mention the case of Thomas Pelling, who had a fatal fall from the medieval steeple of All Saints, Pocklington, Yorkshire in 1733 while going along a tightrope from the church towards the Star Inn. This unfortunate incident seems to have been a tightrope act combined with an element of experimental flight: indeed, Thomas was known to contemporaries as the ‘Flying Man’. Although a late example falling well after the end of the medieval period, it suggests that the practice of using ecclesiastical towers for daredevil acts could well have been more widespread. It also raises the exciting possibility that parish church towers might have been used in the same way as their high-status counterparts were in the medieval period: something which, if it ever happened, has left no trace in the record.


Three High-Level Access Routes III: St Leonard, Hythe, Kent
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The chancel at St Leonard, Hythe, has a special access arrangement to its upper levels. A stair vice in the north-west pillar provides access to several upper doorways. The first, at step 26, relates to a lost rood loft – an exceptionally rare feature in a parish church at this time, and the threshold of which is well-worn. The second staircase exit provides access to the north triforium gallery. The third exit leads to the north clerestory wall-passage, and also to another passage running directly over the chancel arch. From here a flight of steps in the width of the passage leads down to the south triforium and another up to the south clerestory. There is also roof access onto the aisle roof from a shouldered doorway by the south triforium entrance, and to the chancel roof from the top of the spiral stair. This ambitious scheme was left incomplete until the Victorian period.
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A. Conical cap of the stair turret
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B. The spiral stair
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C. Exterior of the chancel
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D. South triforium gallery





Indoor high-level entertainment

Indoor high-level entertainment was also enjoyed in sacred upper space. One instance is recorded as part of a Spring festival at Évreux Cathedral in the thirteenth century, along the lines of a role-reversal similar to the traditional Feast of Fools. The source of our knowledge is not especially promising, a letter of 1726 describing contemporary practices held to be ancient. However, in his edition, the renowned nineteenth-century French historian J. M. C. Leber cites a document mentioning two treasurers of the cathedral recorded in the early thirteenth century, and notes that the festival was apparently given endorsement in an obituary of 1270. The festival ran from Nones on 28 April to Vespers on May Day. In the times between services, the canons apparently played skittles over the vaults of the church (ludunt ad quillas super voltas ecclesie).36 The church was also decorated with branches and foliage at this time. Again, as in so many other instances of high-level activity in this chapter, we do not know precisely where the game was being played. The main vault of the nave is unlikely to have been the place, as such vaults were normally very uneven with large Y-shaped voids between the bays. A level gallery-space above a side-aisle seems a more realistic possibility. Presumably the game was part of the topsy-turvy character of the festival, which involved doing the exact opposite of what would normally be expected or allowed.
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Fig. 6.6 The towers of Durham Cathedral



These examples of high-level experimental flight and entertainment would all have been highly exceptional rather than typical or everyday events. Most of these would have been uses for upper spaces which could not possibly have been envisaged by their creators. The limited amount of evidence available suggests that these functions could occur in any time-period, and normally related to buildings of cathedral or monastic status. Their chance recording, sometimes from quite late sources, also alerts us to the fact that there may have been other equally surprising uses of ecclesiastical high spaces of which we can hardly begin to guess.







  7  

Forms and Functions

Introduction

The previous five chapters have outlined the available evidence for a wide range of practical functions in upper spaces. These include devotional uses such as upper chapels and altars, liturgical functions such as high-level music and lights, supporting uses such as treasuries and teaching spaces, hidden functions such as clocks and storage, and finally some exceptional and examples of unusual behaviour in upper spaces including military activity and high-level entertainment. The challenge is now to consider some of the wider implications of this material, including how to use the findings to answer the question of how we can assign a possible function to any given medieval upper space. In order to achieve this, we need first to reveal the shortcomings of the conventional way in which function is normally assigned, before outlining a more sophisticated and nuanced method based on the available evidence. This new method can then be put to the test to re-evaluate the possible uses of some upper spaces whose function is contested or currently unknown.

Conventional Approaches and Problems

Architectural historians and archaeologists normally infer function solely by reference to clues in the building fabric. On first analysis, this method seems to be sufficient. For instance, upper chapels are strongly associated with fittings such as statue recesses, vaulting, and piscinas. Likewise, the presence of nesting holes implies use as a dovecote. We might assume therefore, as all scholars have since the eighteenth century, that the function of a space can simply be decoded directly from its design. This assumption that ‘Form = Function’ was further reinforced in the twentieth century by the Modernist architectural movement, which held that optimal design meant pure functional suitability, as seen in the iconic design of the Eiffel Tower or the Citroën 2CV. However, was function always expressed directly in medieval design?

One problem with this method of attribution is that the same space often supported many different functions. For instance, the monastic pulpitum was used for housing upper altars, reading, singing, playing organs, hanging draperies, and displaying lights. Many upper spaces had a principal function with associated secondary uses. The monastic dorter is a good example: in addition to providing sleeping accommodation, it was used for storing valuables, documents, and books. This relationship where one form could support several different functions is illustrated in Figure 7.1.
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Fig. 7.1 One form, many functions



The next difficulty is the logical inverse of the first: the same function was often encountered in several different architectural contexts. Upper altars are a particularly good example of a function which might apply to many spaces including a greater church west front, tower chamber, tribune gallery, pulpitum or rood loft, an upper chamber above a presbytery, or over a gatehouse. This type of relationship where the same function was encountered in several different forms is shown in Figure 7.2.
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Fig. 7.2 One function, many different forms



A consequence of these two relationships is that different functional requirements could overlap in the same set of architectural solutions. A good example is the case of masons’ tracing spaces and church servants’ rooms, both of which utilised porch chambers (for instance, at Wells and Durham Cathedral) and also roof spaces over a transept (at Christchurch Priory, Dorset and Norwich Cathedral). This complex overlapping pattern is probably best conceptualised as a ‘database’-type relationship, where the same set of material relates to two or more shared fields. This serves to show how there is often a highly complex and non-linear relationship between form and function, as illustrated in Fig. 7.3.

There are a handful of additional complications to add to the equation. Some functions, such as scattering and storage, would have left no physical traces in the fabric at all. Therefore, were arguments to be based purely on evidence in the fabric, such uses would become completely invisible, as indeed they have been in the writing of many commentators. A further problem is that uses could – and often did – change over time. Treasuries and libraries, for instance, often occupied different locations in the same building between the thirteenth and sixteenth century. If post-medieval activity is anything to go by, changes of use may have been much more common in the Middle Ages than we imagine today. Other upper spaces almost certainly never fulfilled the purpose they were designed for, a problem most often encountered in high-status buildings. The early Gothic eastern (Corona) tower at Canterbury is a case in point. This was provided with two wide, well-lit and beautifully-finished spiral stairs, but the scheme was abandoned, unfinished, and its intended purpose is unknown. The ambitious three-storey chancel of St Leonard, Hythe, Kent, was likewise only partially built and was left with a temporary roof and clerestory blocking until 1879. By the same token, it is probable that other upper spaces were not intended to have a practical use at all, such as some of the low roof spaces in the complex west front at Lincoln Cathedral.
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Fig. 7.3 Overlapping forms and functions



The same difficulty of interpreting the fabric evidence is apparent even within the sub-topic of fixtures and fittings themselves. The issues are at their clearest in relation to fireplaces and latrines, two fittings which are usually regarded as reliable indicators of accommodation. There was undeniably a close association between latrines, fireplaces, and accommodation in the later medieval period: in 1409, the prior and convent of Beaulieu (near Rouen) agreed to provide Richard Altryncham ‘for life a chamber with a privy and a chimney within their priory’, suggesting that a latrine and fireplace were typical requirements for accommodation by this time.1 However, fireplaces and latrines were by no means exclusive to residential contexts. The upper storey of the house commissioned by Abbot William at St Albans in the early thirteenth century featured three fireplaces but had an administrative function, while the chambers equipped with fireplaces in the side-towers in the late fourteenth-century Canterbury Westgate were prison cells. A prison cell under the south transept at Norwich, however, was provided with a latrine, but not a fireplace. The room above the chapter house vestibule at York contains both fireplace and latrine and was used as a masons’ tracing space, although the equivalent space at Wells, the room over the north porch, features neither luxury. Therefore, we have to be extremely wary of relying on fabric evidence alone for functional attributions.

Re-thinking Functional Attribution

In order to bring an informed approach to the problem of assigning function, rather than plucking ideas out of the air, we can analyse the different contexts and characteristics of each function. This shows that, as might be expected, not every use related to all types of spaces in all buildings of every period. For instance, no dovecotes or granaries ever occupied a monastic clerestory passage, and no organs were sited in gatehouses. Many uses related to particular dates or zones of a building. Each function therefore has its own unique ‘blueprint’. This realisation has useful implications. Starting from the complete list of known uses, one can simply discard those functions which are unlikely to (or could not) have applied to a given situation, leaving a shortlist of realistic possibilities. When five or six different templates are applied to a given context, the range of remaining possibilities reduces quite rapidly, leaving only a handful of alternatives. Which, then, are the key aspects that need to be considered?

The first aspect and most important aspect is naturally that of date. Mechanical clocks, for instance, were invented around 1280, and so no earlier upper spaces could have been designed to house a clock – although, as we have seen, some pre-existing Romanesque and early Gothic towers and galleries might be modified to fit them subsequently. Likewise, church servants’ rooms are first documented around 1300, approximately the same time as masons’ tracing spaces first appear in tandem with complex window-tracery. Most libraries were built in the fifteenth century, the period when teaching spaces over cloisters also became common. Other functions, by way of contrast, related to a much earlier period. In-house upper-floor scriptoria, if they ever existed, would probably have pre-dated 1200, and the use of gallery lights, while recorded over several centuries, appears to have been at its zenith in the thirteenth century. A consideration of date is also important with regard to later medieval modifications and possible changes of use. The date of a building, then, is the first key factor to take into account when considering its function.

The next aspect is that of building’s status. For convenience, this book has utilised a tripartite division between cathedral and monastic, parochial, and secular buildings. We might also wish to nuance more finely between larger and smaller monasteries, greater and lesser parish churches, and foundations of collegiate status, which are still poorly-understood. Status, even on a general scale, has clear implications for function. Prisons occur in cathedral, monastic and secular-status buildings, but not in parish churches, which likewise had no need for granaries. Dovecotes, however, were relatively rare features in a cathedral or monastic complex, but frequently encountered in parish churches, especially in the west of England from the fourteenth century onwards. Dovecotes, unlike masons’ tracing spaces, were also encountered in many medieval secular buildings such as castles and manor houses. Leaving aside the Anchorage loft at Durham, which I suggest is a case of mistaken identity, upper-floor anchorite chambers can be said to occur solely in parochial and secular contexts. A building’s status also influenced the date at which it might be expected to acquire new spaces or functions, with the wealthiest and most prestigious institutions generally leading the way. Clocks and organs, for instance, originated first in the very highest-status cathedral and monastic contexts, and gradually spread down the status spectrum over time. However, the opposite might also have been the case, and it may have been Canterbury Cathedral Priory’s legendary conservatism which made it slow in creating a fashionable library building in the later fifteenth century, although once it did, it was of a quality which would have outshone all other contemporary examples.

The third category which historians need to consider when assigning function is the specific form and location of the upper space in question. This encompasses two aspects: the spatial form (gallery, wall-passage, or upper chamber), and its zone (church, cloister, or outer precinct). Many functions were specific to particular architectural contexts. Some uses, such as organs, occur only in the vicinity of a church due to their direct relevance to liturgical activity, and are not found in a monastic cloister or outer precinct. Upper spaces used for educational purposes and libraries are closely associated with monastic cloisters, the traditional seat of learning, while legal and business use is frequently associated with gatehouse chambers. Of course, some functions are not necessarily documented in a given architectural context, but theoretically could have applied to them. For instance, neither the placing of lights along wall-passages nor the creation of upper-storey library rooms are specifically documented at any parish church, but both are eminently possible and practical given their known application in high-status contexts. Therefore, while such uses cannot be stated as fact, they remain an open possibility. The form and location of an upper space is therefore another key factor in assessing how it could have been used.

The next aspect we need to consider is the frequency or typicality with which a function would normally be encountered. Some practical uses were found much more frequently than others. For instance, upper altars would have been used on a daily basis, while the placing of lights in gallery spaces was seasonal in nature. Several high-level liturgical functions (such as raising, lowering and scattering) related closely to particular festivals, especially Ascensiontide. Some practical uses may therefore be of more or less significance in a given upper space, even when appropriate to its date, status, and location. Military and refuge activity in upper spaces was exceptionally rare, although very well-documented when it did take place, and likewise there is no reason to believe that access to medieval towers and vaults for tightrope acts or high-level games of skittles was normally intentional, even though it is recorded. These are all functional possibilities, but by no means everyday ones across all settings.

The fifth aspect which has a bearing on use is its application; specifically, the possibility of multi-functionality. Some functions, such as dovecotes, granaries, and prisons, occupied dedicated (i.e. exclusive) spaces. The majority of functions, however, were subsidiary uses of another space. For instance, the storage of relics, vestments and books all took place in treasuries, and the monastic refectory and dormitory had several associated functions in addition to refreshment and sleeping. Several functions often occurred in conjunction or in close proximity with another, such as the close association between clocks and bells, libraries and teaching spaces, and legal and business uses with upper chapels.

The remaining aspect to consider is the evidence of fittings and fixtures. Sometimes, as in the case of plaster tracing surfaces or nesting holes, this will naturally suggest a dedicated use in its own right. In the majority of cases, however, the presence of fixtures can help refine a shortlist of the most likely remaining alternatives. Double doors and grated windows are best interpreted as security fittings, which could have related equally to treasuries or prisons. Pulpits were normally built in to refectories. The size and placing of windows to maximise the available light may have implications for teaching spaces, while fireplaces and latrines are associated with several different functions including high-status accommodation, masons’ tracing spaces, and prisons. Evidence of later alterations and additions, such as tile paving or additional doorways, may provide further avenues of inquiry, perhaps implying a change of use, which links back into questions of the date the space was created or modified and why. To some extent, then, thinking about function becomes a circular rather than a linear process. One can also take into account known information about the rest of the building or site when considering the various possibilities. For instance, a secular cathedral would have no need of a dormitory as there would be no monks requiring accommodation, and if a library is already known to have existed on a site, it is unlikely that another would be present in a different location at the same time. In this way, one can eventually come to an informed conclusion which reflects the best available evidence as it currently stands. The six aspects which emerge as critical for function are therefore date, status, location, typicality, wider application, and the presence of fixtures and fittings. In the final section, these six key criteria will be applied to some real-life case-studies where the functions of their upper spaces are currently contested or unknown.

New Interpretations of Medieval Buildings

The presbytery upper chamber at Tynemouth Priory, Northumberland

Tynemouth Priory was established in the late eleventh century on a former Anglo-Saxon monastic site. The main buildings date from c. 1195–1220. Of these, the church has the most impressive remains, with the eastern and southern walls of the presbytery standing almost to full height (Fig. 7.4). There is clear evidence that there was once an upper chamber above the east end. The triangular roof-line at the east end has been built up, and there is a spiral stair placed two-thirds of the way along the south wall, providing access to lower and high wall-passages around the presbytery, and to a space above the vault. As such, its form is unusual, although there was once an upper chamber in the corresponding space at Brinkburn Priory, Northumberland (demolished in the nineteenth century), and a surviving parallel in St Michael’s Loft at Christchurch Priory, Dorset.

As the evidence only survives in the south-east corner of the building, the original extent of the room westwards is unclear. Its date of construction is also unknown. It must reasonably post-date c. 1230 on the evidence of the monolithic steps in the top part of the staircase. The windows on the south side would have been traceried and quite large, and the one remaining arch-springer suggests that they were segmental in form. The heyday of this type of window was in the fifteenth century, and so it seems most probable that the room dates from this time. Upper chapels were the most common use of upper spaces at the east end of a greater church in the medieval period. The Priory also had a large collection of relics by c. 1150, although use as later storage space for these is unlikely to have been its principal function on the evidence of the generous fenestration. A church servants’ room in connection with pilgrims is possible given the date of the room and status of the building; however, it would seem rather generous in proportion to the known spaces which even greater cathedrals used. Libraries were often built at this time, though normally above claustral ranges. The large windows would fit well with a teaching space and such rooms were fitted in where they could. Given that St Michael’s Loft at Christchurch Priory may have been used as a teaching space, an upper chapel combined with an educational function is among the most likely alternatives for how it was used.
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Fig. 7.4 The presbytery at Tynemouth Priory, Northumberland



The St Blaise chapel stair at Canterbury Cathedral

Canterbury Cathedral preserves some architectural evidence which could be explained by a storage function. This is the stair to the lost Romanesque upper chapel of St Blaise at the west end of the north choir aisle. The chapel itself was demolished when the Lady Chapel was created in the mid-fifteenth century. However, the staircase and its original entrance door were kept, for reasons unknown. A small quatrefoil opening was also created in the Perpendicular Gothic frieze inside the chapel at the top of the stair (Fig. 7.5). This small ‘window’ is completely impractical for viewing purposes, as it is very low and provides only a limited perspective onto the window opposite. The quatrefoil does however provide air and a small amount of light. The staircase was used for the storage of Churchwardens’ Presentments in the mid-twentieth century, and currently functions as a candle-store. Storage, although not high in status, was a known use of upper spaces in the medieval period, and it seems most likely that this was probably the reason why the abandoned staircase was retained in the fifteenth century.
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Fig. 7.5 Quatrefoil opening below the fan-vault in the fifteenth-century Lady Chapel at Canterbury Cathedral



The nave enclosures at Malmesbury Abbey and Bolton Priory

The next set of case-studies concern some upper-level enclosures in the monastic naves at Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire and Bolton Priory, Yorkshire. At Malmesbury, there is a box-like enclosure which has crenellations and a large segmental-headed ‘window’ at the front, with a small rectangular opening on each side. This is often assumed to be a watching-gallery – but does this interpretation withstand critical scrutiny? It is clearly a later modification to the Romanesque gallery, and its decorative corbelling and miniature crenellations suggest a likely construction date in the fourteenth century. One suggestion is that it could have been used as a watching-space. However, there are a number of reasons why a watching function for this enclosure is difficult to sustain. First, it is not clear what the box overlooks, or why it is sited here. The watching-loft at Durham was by St Cuthbert’s feretory, the grated enclosure by the ‘Old Bakery’ chamber at Canterbury also overlooks the shrine site, and Prior Bolton’s Oriel at St Bartholomew, Smithfield is also at the east end of the building. Malmesbury Abbey does contain the tomb of King Athelstan, but this is some distance away in the north aisle. Moreover, watching in the later medieval period was usually concerned with seeing without being seen. The hagioscopes in the transept at Canterbury present the minimum aperture necessary, whereas the large central ‘window’ in the Malmesbury box would have afforded little or no privacy for anyone inside. Another suggestion, that the Malmesbury box could have served as a high-level confessional (while paralleling some theories about the use of the south upper chamber in the presbytery at Rochester), is also highly improbable. Such a function is completely undocumented in the sources, and it is not clear why such a space would need to project out over the nave.2 Neither is there any evidence which has so far come to light to suggest, as some commentators have proposed, that monks ever conducted or directed services inside for the benefit of people underneath.

A much more realistic function to propose for the gallery enclosure is for an organ, and this aligns with some previous thoughts on the question.3 An organ would be appropriate for an abbey church of this status and date. Theophilus’ twelfth-century treatise (which was still being copied in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries) describes an arch or vault of stone through which a square hole was made through the masonry to display the pipes. This description fits the form of the Malmesbury enclosure perfectly. Its location, half-way down the nave, would also be logical as an optimum placement for any instrument not sited at the west end. The rectangular apertures to the sides of the enclosure, while completely impractical for sight, would be perfect for sound.

The same function may also make good sense of a large arched recess in the nave at Bolton Priory, Yorkshire (Fig. 7.6). The south nave elevation of c. 1240 has six transomed windows, along which a wall-passage runs along the sills of the windows. This provides access to a linear flight of stairs in the wall up to a high-level recess or alcove, before returning down via another flight of steps in the wall to a wall-passage over the west doorway. The west end of the Nave projects beyond the west range, and adjoined the north gable of the cellarium (storehouse). In his 1989 history of the site, Watkins writes that one suggestion is that night watchers may have been stationed in the alcove, although he points out that the Crossing would have been a more logical place to do this.4 Another suggestion, that it related to the abbot’s lodgings behind, is also difficult to justify. However, as an arch in the wall, it precisely fits the place for an organ as specified by Theophilus, and the wall-passage would enable unobtrusive access to an organ without distracting the congregation below. Organs would have been widespread in the later medieval period, and it is reasonable to imagine that there might be some remaining vestiges of their presence. A balcony in the choir may have been used for an organ at Hereford, and this may be the best explanation for the presence of a spiral stair in the later medieval north transept at North Creake, Norfolk, for access to an organ, or a screen on which an organ could have been placed (Fig. 7.7).5
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Fig. 7.6 The round-arched recess in the north nave wall at Bolton Priory, Yorkshire
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Fig. 7.7 Spiral stair in the north transept at North Creake Abbey, Norfolk



The Rochester Cathedral ‘Lapidarium’ and ‘Indulgence Chamber’

The next examples are two upper chambers of unknown function above the eastern transept aisles at Rochester Cathedral. Probably built in the late 1180s, these are known respectively as the Lapidarium (north) and Indulgence Chamber (south).6 Here we will discover why they probably functioned respectively as a treasury and muniment room.

The chamber above the north-east transept, the so-called Lapidarium, is currently used for the storage of historic masonry fragments (Fig. 7.8). This is a modern, not a medieval name and function. The room, restored in 1914, formerly contained nineteenth- and early twentieth-century music books, and it was only around 1980 that it became a stone store.7 Access to this chamber can be gained from a wide vice in the exterior angle of the north transept, and also via the presbytery clerestory passage. Its main feature is a pair of blind arches in the south wall. The central capital is topped by a Purbeck marble pad, and the arch spandrels are finished with label stops, suggesting an element of refinement and aesthetic detail. Peter Draper, writing about this chamber in 2006, mentions a hypothesis that it was formerly a treasury, but discards it, saying that ‘there is no sign of the strong double doors that would be necessary for a treasury’.8 One can only surmise that the two stout medieval doors at the entrance to the room managed to escape notice. The room also has additional security afforded by the door at the ground-floor entrance to the staircase below which has two locks. Double doors in medieval buildings are associated with two main functions: prisons and treasuries, while upper chambers to the north in the presbytery of a great church often functioned as treasuries or upper chapels. A treasury is therefore the best explanation which fits both requirements.
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Fig. 7.8 Interior of the Rochester Cathedral Lapidarium



The south chamber is much more enigmatic (see Fig. 7.9). There was formerly a vice providing access to this chamber, but it was blocked in 1825 for structural reasons, now leaving a doorway in the presbytery clerestory passage as the sole means of access. The room’s dimensions measure 13ft 10ins × 32 ft 4 ins (4.21m × 9.85m), a proportion of about 3:7. Some of the roof timbers have clearly been reused, and the room is now bisected by a modern brick buttress. A pair of blind arches appears in the north wall, similar to those in the south wall of the Lapidarium, and in the south-west corner of the room there are two blocked doorways, one doubtless the original entrance from the lost staircase. The walls were once plastered or rendered, although there is no convincing evidence for medieval paint. Apart from the presence of several large windows, there are no other features or fittings which might indicate its original purpose.
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Fig. 7.9 The Rochester Cathedral Indulgence Chamber



Its traditional name, the ‘Indulgence Chamber’, has led to speculation that it might have been used for the granting of indulgences or for liturgical watching by penitents. Unfortunately, neither explanation is remotely convincing. While the sale of Papal indulgences was well-known and satirised by Chaucer in the fourteenth century, there is no evidence that indulgences were customarily granted in medieval upper chambers. The idea that watching took place from here is even less plausible: the narrow doorway to the clerestory passage affords no views of the high altar, and neither is there any kind of enclosure. Instead, it is proposed here for the first time, that it may have been a medieval muniment room. This was a long-standing function of upper chambers on the south side of the presbytery in a greater church, and the two functions of treasury and muniment room were often paired north-south in a high-status building. By the turn of the thirteenth century when the room was built, there were probably many documents needing secure storage, and the narrow stair which originally provided access to the room would have been an advantage in security terms. Although there are no fittings or fixtures present in the room, documents were usually stored in chests, which would explain the lack of fabric evidence. The chamber’s unusual name may perhaps derive from a distant folk-memory of its former function, not for the granting of indulgences, but for the storing of letters and Papal correspondence. Many of these documents may have had Papal seals attached, and assumed to have been indulgences by people after the Reformation, or perhaps it was a much older name by which the room was referred to amongst the monastic community.

The ‘Old Bakery’ chamber at Canterbury Cathedral

The so-called ‘Old Bakery’ chamber above St Anselm’s chapel at Canterbury Cathedral is a complex and enigmatic space (Fig. 7.10). Part of the late Romanesque choir deliberately retained after the fire of 1174, it was substantially modified in the later medieval period with an additional door inserted across the entrance stair (Fig. 7.11), the provision of a two-coloured tile pavement (Fig. 7.12), painted wall-plaster, and modifications to enclose part of the adjoining wall-passage.9 Later still, some ovens were built into the south wall, almost certainly in connection for use by glaziers in the seventeenth century. These features, as we saw earlier, caused much confusion to antiquarians. Here we shall consider the evidence for the chamber’s two main functions in the medieval period.

When built c. 1120, the ‘Old Bakery’ cannot have been used as a library or clock chamber on grounds of date, as these were later medieval innovations. Another possibility, use as an anchorite chamber, is highly improbable on grounds of both date and status. As an enclosed upper chamber in the church, use for liturgical ‘scatterings’ and drama, draperies, housing organs or bells can be ruled out. Likewise, some functions were encountered more often than others. Military, defensive and refuge uses were exceptional rather than typical, and so are unlikely to have provided the main reason informing the room’s original provision. On the positive side, the most common function of an upper chamber at the east end of a greater church was use as an upper chapel. Such use would be entirely logical given its context, duplicating similar provision at ground-floor level and in the crypt below.
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Fig. 7.10 Sketch plan of the ‘Old Bakery’ chamber, Canterbury Cathedral (author)



Around 1390–1400, the chamber was dramatically modified, strongly implying a change of use. Precisely when and why this happened is not documented, but an approximate date can be inferred from the fabric. The first clue is the door inserted across the vice subsequent to its original construction. Although some commentators have claimed that this door is a post-Dissolution feature, the scrolled hasp on the door matches an example on a medieval door in the gallery of St Mary’s Guildhall, Coventry, which dates from 1394–1414, suggesting that the door is comparable in date. This would also fit well with the painted wall-plaster and tile pavement. In terms of possible function, the later medieval date makes use as a library theoretically possible, although in practice, given that a library was created over the Prior’s chapel at Canterbury in 1444, replacing an earlier library built over the slype in 1304, it is unlikely that there would have been an intermediate library in another location. Use as a muniment room is also possible, although at Canterbury the Treasury is known to have contained the muniments. Likewise, there was already existing provision for a teaching space above the west claustral range, making duplication of the same function unnecessary here, and by this period, legal and business uses were closely associated with gatehouse chambers rather than internal rooms in the church. Use as a masons’ tracing space would fit in terms of date and status, and might even explain the inserted door for craft secrecy, although crucially there is no evidence of a tracing surface, and it would also not explain the grating overlooking the choir (Fig. 7.13).
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Fig. 7.11 Inserted door in the ‘Old Bakery’ stair
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Fig. 7.12 Tile pavement in the ‘Old Bakery’ chamber



The Canterbury Shrine Wardens were very similar in number and duties to other secular church servants who used upper spaces. Secular servants, providing security by sleeping overnight in a church building, are known from the late Anglo-Saxon period. The first to be associated with upper chambers – in which they were expected to sleep overnight – occur shortly after 1300. They include the four men recorded at Westminster Abbey from 1338, the four at Durham Cathedral before 1540, as well as two or more ‘Sanctuary Men’ at Norwich in 1404, the Lincoln ‘Seekers’, and perhaps, the medieval users of the ‘Sanctuary chamber’ at Hexham Abbey, about whom nothing more is known. Those at Westminster occupied a chamber over the north door of the church, as did those at Durham. Their counterparts at Norwich used a transept roof-space, and, according to early modern oral tradition, the Lincoln ‘Seekers’ occupied an internal loft in a transept. While most examples of these upper chambers are on the north side, the one factor in common is that all were sited by major pilgrimage routes to a principal shrine. The Canterbury Shrine Wardens, according to a custumal drawn up in 1428, were also instructed to sleep in the church overnight, in or near the shrine, although, tantalisingly, precisely where is not specified.10 The south choir aisle at Canterbury was the traditional route for pilgrims to take to Becket’s shrine, safely away from the treasury and monastic buildings on the north, and it is on this side – coincidentally or otherwise – that the ‘Old Bakery’ chamber is found.

Several factors suggest that the chamber was where the Shrine Wardens were based. First, the wardens had many important financial responsibilities, including auditing accounts, handling pilgrimage revenues and making disbursements. Large amounts of money (in addition to expensive candles and tapestries for the shrine) would probably have been present in the chamber, which would have required adequate security. This would be a very good explanation for the additional door installed across the vice. Second, an important part of the wardens’ duties was the co-ordination of the opening of the shrine with the end of services in the choir. The grated gallery enclosure would have provided the ideal means for the wardens to do this without distracting the monks – especially important for the two secular wardens, for whom the grating would have been a symbolic as well as literal barrier. Third, one of the wardens’ principal responsibilities was the round-the-clock surveillance of the shrine itself. The eastern section of the triforium passage which returns around the wide angle of the wall would have provided a very clear view over the shrine area, making the monitoring of activity very easy. Anyone standing here would have been a very visible presence in the open passageway to the east, in contrast to their low-profile role behind the grated enclosure to the west. The finish of the plastered and tiled decoration in the chamber is also commensurate with use by church servants: the plaster decoration is identical to that in the mezzanine chamber occupied by the Petty Sacrists at Canterbury, and tiled floors are often associated with the storage of valuable objects and money, such as the combined treasury and library room built c. 1240 above the Chapter House at Lichfield Cathedral. The chronology also fits: the chamber was modified around 1400, and the Customary was compiled in 1428, and so the room would have been in existence by the time the Custumal was written. This example shows beautifully how detailed documentary and archaeological study can combine with contextual information to throw light on the purposes of the room.
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Fig. 7.13 View from the grating by the ‘Old Bakery’ chamber.



The so-called ‘Watching Tower’ at St Mary of Charity, Faversham, Kent

The final case-study concerns a parochial upper space. From the west, the parish church of St Mary of Charity in the medieval market town of Faversham, Kent, appears to be no older than the late nineteenth century. Once inside, however, it is apparent that the building is much older than this (Fig. 7.14). Although the nave was rebuilt in the eighteenth century, the basic structure of the church is medieval. An interesting upper space, and one which appears to be unknown to scholars, is the so-called ‘Watching Tower’, an upper room above the remaining north-western bay of the Romanesque nave (Fig. 7.15). Access to it is via a later medieval vice with monolithic steps which has an entrance doorway adjacent to the treasury (Fig. 7.16). The room is now used for children’s activities. Its traditional name, the ‘Watching Tower’, does not make very good sense as a literal function. While there are windows overlooking into the nave and north aisle, they are low and small, giving a very limited view of the interior. The room seems unnecessarily large if intended simply as a watching place, and liturgically, it is at the wrong end of the building. Nicholas Davies has suggested instead that this upper room might have functioned as the Sexton’s chamber, and it is this interpretation which I believe is correct.

First, we need to clarify the date of the room. Its creation certainly post-dates the original building, because it blocks an aisle arch and encloses an additional area formerly outside the Romanesque nave (Fig. 7.17). This is apparent from the sloping roof-line of the original aisle which is visible on the chamber’s inner west wall, and the nave clerestory window (complete with its inward-facing splay) which now opens in to the room. At the top of the vice, the Romanesque aisle arch has been cut back and a pointed relieving arch inserted to the east above the stairwell, suggesting it was a later modification to the fabric. The roof of the upper room is supported by timber-framing against the nave wall on the south, and the string-course below it bears traces of orange painted plaster, also suggesting a later medieval date. Another feature in the west wall of the chamber is a mid-height rectangular doorway, blocked in brick. The creation of the upper chamber probably post-dates c.1300, given the entrance doorway proportions of 3:1. The doorway is two- rather than four-centred, however, and so is unlikely to post-date the end of the fifteenth century. Therefore, a construction date sometime in the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries seems most probable.
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Fig. 7.14 Interior of St Mary of Charity, Faversham, Kent;
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Fig. 7.15 Interior of the upper chamber showing blocked doorway, roof scar and timber-framing;
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Fig. 7.16. Spiral stair to the upper chamber;
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Fig. 7.17 Windows in the Romanesque aisle



Given that this is an upper chamber of later medieval date, and sited at the west end of a church of parochial status, some possible uses can now be explored. Its date and status puts a scriptorium out of the question, and as an upper room in a parish church, use as a masons’ tracing space, prison and granary can safely be ruled out. On the basis of its form as a completely enclosed upper space, musical use for singing and organs can also be passed over, as can use for scattering, draperies, inspection or cleaning access. Furthermore, military, refuge and defensive functions were highly exceptional in nature and normally did not justify the provision of dedicated upper spaces, and so these are unlikely to have been relevant here. The chamber is on the north side at the west end, making use by a medieval recluse an outside possibility, although this would be highly untypical. In this specific instance, given the existence of the medieval treasury chamber beneath, the sacristy adjoining the east end of the church, and the ground-floor chapel opposite, all three of these possible uses for this upper chamber may also be safely eliminated because they would have duplicated existing provision elsewhere in the building. There is also no evidence of any associated altar fittings or fixtures with which an upper chapel would normally be associated.

A medieval educational function is possible, since the clerk’s duties at Faversham in 1506 included instructing children to read, although where in the building is not specified.11 Use as a muniment room is also possible in theory, although in practice, documents in a parish church were often housed in treasuries, porch chambers or rood lofts, all three of which spaces were present at medieval Faversham, and so there is no reason to assume there was necessarily a dedicated muniment room in the building. Given the later medieval date, use as a library is also possible, although there are no known examples of any parish churches which had a dedicated library room before the mid-sixteenth century. Legal and business use remains another possibility, although such a function by this date is normally associated with upper spaces at the point of entry to a building, not to those in its interior.

Of the remaining functions, use by a secular church servant is the most likely probability. Secular servants lying at ground level overnight in parish churches are documented from the Anglo-Saxon period onwards, and they were given use of upper chambers in cathedral and monastic churches from the early fourteenth century. Articles for the Faversham Sexton, drawn up in 1531, state that he was to take turns with the Clerks to ‘lye in the church steeple’; his duties were associated with the ringing of bells (as were the church servants at Durham Cathedral), and there is the implication that this represented a codification of existing practice.12 This chamber was adjacent to the lost tower and connected to it via the doorway in the west wall, and so would have been in close proximity to the steeple, even if not literally inside it.13 With its small windows and three internal walls, the room would probably have stayed reasonably warm, even though it was unheated and facing north, making an overnight stay a practical proposition. Although there is no latrine or fireplace, a bed and commode could easily have been supplied. The presence of painted plaster suggests a measure of comfort, and perhaps an element of status as well. The finding is important because the role of secular church servants is often underestimated, especially in parochial settings, and such spaces have the potential to contribute greatly to our knowledge.

What, then, can these case-studies tell us in more general terms? First, they demonstrate later medieval investment in the fabric and a creative use of space, sometimes enclosing an area formerly outside the building. Second, they demonstrate how, even where nothing is known about the original purposes of a given upper space, much can be discerned about its likely function by a consideration of the factors outlined in this chapter, and by an informed knowledge of the known uses of these types of spaces in other buildings. This in turn will have many implications for our understanding of how these buildings were designed, who used them, when, where, and why.
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Conclusions

This book began by tracing the long history of interest in medieval upper spaces, showing how antiquarians, historians and archaeologists alike have been interested in and perplexed by this long-standing conundrum since at least the eighteenth century. We then looked at examples of the standing architecture, before considering the evidence for the many different ways in which these spaces functioned. Some were used as devotional spaces, others for liturgical purposes, some for supporting the liturgy, others for more hidden functions, or for activities beyond everyday experience. Some uses were typical, others were rare; some were intended, while others were unintentional. There were many reasons why ecclesiastical upper-level space was utilised and valued. For some purposes, such as for weight-powered clocks and high-wire tightrope acts, height above ground would have been a physical necessity. For others, such as treasuries, muniment rooms and prisons, it provided better security. A high-level location would have deterred rodents from entering granaries and encouraged access to dovecotes by pigeons, while an upper chapel offered greater sanctity, and, for associated legal and business or educational functions, greater privacy. The audibility of bells, organs, readers, and singers, and the visibility of lights and liturgical drama would all have been enhanced by being placed above ground. A gallery space would have offered better sight-lines for liturgical watchers and anchorites – as well as for intruders in times of unwelcome military activity. Upper spaces could also be remote and unfrequented, making them ideal for storage or improvised rest and recreation by adventurous youths or intruders. The sheer diversity of these functions explains why no single writer ever recorded them all. No contemporary would have been in a position to comment on all of these functions, even had they been aware of them.

We can now identify the functions which were relevant to particular types of upper spaces (see Appendix 2). This shows that several functions related to tribune and triforium galleries such as the placing of lights and draperies, confirming the generic nature of the medieval terminology. Pulpitum lofts supported many different activities, including reading, singing, draperies, organs, lights, and clocks. Generic spaces over vaults might be used as masons’ tracing spaces, as church servant’s rooms, or for occasional recreation, while other upper areas in a high-status precinct might function as dovecotes, for legal and business uses, granaries, prisons, teaching or specialised accommodation purposes. At parish church level, there is less evidence. Tower rooms and porch chambers appear to have supported many of the functions applicable to higher-status buildings, such as dovecotes and upper chapels, although with considerably more variation.

Many new perspectives and specific findings have come to light. The Durham Anchorage loft in all probability never contained an anchorite, the ‘Old Bakery’ at Canterbury would not have been used as a prison in the Middle Ages, and there is no reason to believe there was a twelfth-century dovecote at Elkstone. The lack of any definitive evidence for dedicated upper-floor scriptoria suggests that modern historians and archaeologists need to think very carefully before they rush to identify spaces with this function, and there is likewise no evidence to suggest that wall-passages were ever created with building maintenance activity in mind. The widely-held assumption that triforium galleries were little more than redundant roof spaces has also been exposed as unfounded. Triforia had many functional possibilities which were broadly similar to full-height tribune galleries, with the main exceptions of housing upper altars and libraries. Some functions which have enjoyed popularity amongst scholars of the past (such as anchorite chambers, military activity, and refuge-seeking), while documented in certain instances, were very much rarer than formerly assumed, while other functions which have attracted correspondingly less interest over the centuries were probably quite typical, such as the widespread need for teaching spaces and general storage.

There are also findings of an archaeological nature. Staircase design and entrance doorway proportions have implications for a pre- or post- c. 1230 and 1300 date respectively, and many sculptured tympana are found in stairs built before c. 1200. Ashlared stairwells appear to relate to the wealthiest patrons and the best-resourced projects, irrespective of their type, and left-handed vices emerge as being nearly as common as their right-handed counterparts. The previously unnoticed presence of double-height newel stones at Minster in Thanet, Kent, makes a late Anglo-Saxon date a realistic probability for this tower. Buildings in and around Canterbury contain much evidence in the fabric for aspects including workforce scale, craft roles, and probable apprentice-work, as well as attesting to the careful selection of different materials, the re-use of Roman and Romanesque fabric, the provision of timber and metalwork fixtures and fittings, and design informed by abstract aesthetic principles. This may be the first time some of these principles have come to light since these buildings were first constructed. In Chapter 1 we considered the assumption that a wide vice had a liturgical function and pointed out several difficulties with this theory. Wide stairs often related to publically-accessible upper spaces, such as the tribune galleries at Santiago de Compostela. Narrow stairs related to more restricted areas such as rood lofts and roofs. Stairs were often used by seculars (such as the servants of the church, singing boys, or parish rood men) for liturgical purposes of reading, singing and tending lights – and equally by monks for ad-hoc ‘secular’ purposes including sleeping and playing games of skittles. This suggests that a rigid sacred/secular polarity is not applicable to the uses of these stairs. There is plenty of evidence for the presence of seculars in sacred upper spaces, such as the priory servants who witnessed the translation of relics from a wall-passage at Bury St Edmunds in the twelfth century, and the royal visitor to the library at Norwich in the fifteenth century.

Indeed, the close intertwining of secular and sacred has been a theme running through this investigation. Several functions (such as dovecotes, experiment and entertainment, and military activity) represent instances of supposedly ‘secular’ functions in ‘sacred’ space. Likewise, many of the liturgical functions of upper spaces (such as scattering) were paralleled in high-status secular (especially, royal) activity. The high-wire tightrope acts from cathedral towers also represent an interesting juxtaposition of secular and sacred, one which would have been hard to imagine at the turn of the twentieth century. Castles and manor-houses often incorporated upper chapels, and future research might consider whether other ‘sacred’ functions were ever encountered in other medieval secular buildings, such as Scottish and Irish tower houses (Fig. 8.1). The findings also question the popular view of the medieval Church as conservative and reactionary, wishing to slow scientific development. While this may have been the case by the later sixteenth century, the plentiful evidence for inventions such as medieval clocks, treadwheels, and organs suggests that the medieval Church was not only tolerant of technology, but in the vanguard of contemporary secular scientific developments.

Some functions (including the monastic accommodation requirements of the refectory, dormitory and necessarium) appear to have been informed by generally-accepted principles informing their architectural form and/or location. For others (such as for teaching spaces and dovecotes) there seem to have been no such conventions at work, such functions being fitted in as and where they could. It is not clear if different monastic Orders had different upper-storey requirements. The Cistercians were famous for their scepticism about towers and music, but this was later relaxed, and by the fourteenth century the Cistercian policy on bells and organs became virtually indistinguishable from that of other Orders. The Cluniacs traditionally placed an emphasis on liturgy, although the evidence for gallery lights and religious drama is best from traditional Benedictine sites. Later medieval Orders with no permanent college at the Universities might perhaps have been less likely to have a large or high-quality library. Friars and nuns were often poorer than their established male equivalents and often had special needs, such as family galleries, and may have been less likely to have had dedicated treasury and muniment rooms. Urban or restricted sites could imply greater likelihood of overlapping functions in the same space – but these are all very much hypotheses to be tested, not statements of absolute certainty. In general, similarities are more striking than differences. Status was key: larger monasteries, smaller foundations, greater and lesser parish churches are likely to have had most in common with other foundations of an equivalent size, status and income. There are regional variations too: upper-storey ecclesiastical dovecotes were favoured in the west of England, while anchorite chambers were popular in the far north.

Many high-level activities occur not in isolation but clustered together in the same complex, and this may be more than coincidence. For instance, Wells Cathedral has a clock in the north transept triforium, a masons’ tracing space above the north porch, a wall-passage over the west front suitable for use as a performance space, and an upper-storey library over a claustral range. Such foundations deserve to be seen as oases in creative and functional terms as well as architecturally, intellectually and spiritually. It also suggests we may need to look afresh at buildings such as Glastonbury Abbey or Rievaulx which contain the remains of stairs and wall-passages, but for which no documented high-level activity exists (Fig. 8.2). It is equally important to bear in mind that not every church or monastery would necessarily have been fully conversant with all the functions described in this book. In north Norfolk, for instance, while Norwich Cathedral and Binham Priory had several spaces in the main church which afforded possibilities for dramatic liturgical activity, for the inmates of many of the smaller abbeys and priories (such as the Augustinian canons of Beeston or the Cistercian nuns of Marham), large-scale performances of the likes of late medieval Durham or Berlin would have been inconceivable. Only the wealthiest, most creative and best-connected foundations would have had the ability to conceptualise, let alone resource, this type of activity.
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Fig. 8.1 Ruined late medieval tower house spiral stair at Limerick, Co. Limerick, Ireland



One wonders if parish church practice in the later medieval period to some extent represent a conscious imitation and rationalisation of earlier cathedral and monastic practices. Many of the same functions associated with parochial rood lofts in the later medieval period (readings, organs, lights, draperies, watching, and upper altars) were encountered in dedicated upper spaces at high-status churches in the early medieval period. Likewise, while the evidence is fragmentary, there may be a case to make for later medieval porch chambers combining the separate functions of treasury, muniment room, storage space, vestry and sacristy. Porch galleries could also have served the same practical purpose as a high wall-passage or open gallery over the west front of a greater church. It would certainly be logical to expect some contact between cathedrals, greater monasteries, and parish churches, even if the precise mechanisms of transmission remain tantalisingly obscure.

We have also seen how documentary, architectural and archaeological sources can all contribute to the overall picture. Some forms and functions (such as dovecotes) have left both physical and documentary evidence, while others (such as scattering) are known to us solely via written sources. One of the most surprising findings is the contribution made by folklore and oral tradition, such as that relating to the ‘Seekers’ at Lincoln. We need to exercise caution against taking such evidence too literally at face value, although when properly contextualised it may well contain useful insights. Those instances where function is clearest in the fabric are often dedicated uses, such as dovecotes or prisons. Multi-functional spaces, by way of contrast, are the hardest to interpret archaeologically, precisely because their form was generic. This may be the reason why galleries and wall-passages were so frequently created in the medieval period but are so difficult to interpret: they were useful spaces which could support a wide range of liturgical or related activity in whatever way the community wished. More research will doubtless add to the picture over time. Some functions may, in the light of future findings, be found to be more widespread than they currently appear; conversely, others may become more closely relevant to a specific chronological or geographical context.
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Fig. 8.2 The transepts and presbytery at Rievaulx Abbey, North Yorkshire



In overall terms, it was the liturgical functions of music and liturgical drama which were central to the creation of upper spaces in greater churches. It was access to these ‘backstage’ stairs, upper chambers, wall-passages and galleries which made such activity possible. The role of church servants in many high-level activities, such as in lighting candles, ringing bells, powering organs, raising and lowering actors and scattering objects therefore emerges as pivotal. However, secular servants, from shrine wardens, organists, and bailiffs to craftsmen, janitors and gatekeepers, rarely feature in discussions of medieval buildings, and many questions remain unanswered. Who exactly were these men or women, how were they recruited, and what was the nature of their status, pay and living conditions? A better understanding of secular church servants will naturally have wider implications for how we view the critical interface between religious inmates and the wider community beyond. The equally important but unsung role of parish clerks and sextons in the later medieval parish church also deserves closer investigation, and there is plenty of scope for future research in this area.

Inevitably, some loose ends remain to be tied up. The functions of refectory wall-passages, such as those at Norwich and in the demolished Cellarer’s Hall at Canterbury, remain enigmatic. Could they perhaps have been to give access to a reading pulpit, or for hanging draperies as inside a greater church? Likewise, there is no surviving evidence explaining the provision of doorways in parish church towers at height above ground. These upper doorways relate to two distinct time-periods, the Anglo-Saxon and the later medieval, and so we may need to consider the possibility that they had different functions. Relic display is one possibility, although this was very infrequent even in high-status contexts, and evidenced only from the fourteenth century onwards. A strong possibility for the later medieval examples is a use in connection with singing or draperies. Given the known use of rood stair turrets by children in later medieval East Anglia in connection with Palm Sunday processions, the diminutive form of many of these doorways would suit a similar use. The later medieval date of these doorways is contemporary with the spread of dramatic liturgical activity at cathedrals and parish churches across Europe in the decades before the Reformation, and the fact that many face east may be significant. Stairs which provide roof access in parish churches (such as the spiral stair in the north aisle at St George, Ivychurch, Kent, the north porch chamber roof at St Peter and Paul, Salle, Norfolk, or the chancel turrets at St Paul, Bedford) could also perhaps have functioned in connection with singing or liturgical performance activity. Late medieval partitioning and alterations also represents another highly significant but complex area of discussion. Were the additional floor at the Bushmead Priory refectory, the west range extension at Horton Priory and the Swingfield chapel mezzanine gallery intended to create greater privacy for the same use, or for other accommodation purposes? These late changes are difficult to interpret, and more work is needed on their analysis and understanding.

In the sources, evidence has come to light not only of the uses of upper spaces, but also of the people who used them. For convenience, we can distinguish them by status, gender and age. In terms of status, many high-level areas were reserved for the religious hierarchy, especially by the later medieval period. It was the priors used special enclosures at Smithfield, Westminster, Canterbury, and Durham. Lay dignitaries were allowed access to Charlemagne’s gallery at Aachen in the ninth century as a special favour, as were pilgrims at Santiago in the twelfth. The users of the prior’s chapel at Canterbury and legal officials in gatehouse chambers or upper chapels would probably also have been high-status. The townspeople who ascended a staircase together with the monks at Canterbury with water and hatchets in their attempt to extinguish a fire in 1174 were low in status but would probably have been welcome users in this area, in contrast to the small boys exploring the spiral stair at Beverley whose presence was not welcomed by the minster authorities. Unauthorised and actively malevolent seculars also gained access to upper areas on occasion, such as the French pirates at Dover, the soldiers in the gallery at Glastonbury, and the burglar sleeping in the triforium at Durham. By way of contrast, the monks who sought ad-hoc refuge in the upper levels at Dover may likewise not normally have entered these areas, but presumably did so simply to save their own lives.

In the main, as we might expect, the evidence shows that these areas were normally masculine spaces. Certain men acted as the Sanctuary Wardens and rang the bells at sixteenth-century Durham. Some parochial rood lofts were staffed by rotas of secular men, and it is reasonable to assume that the masons and legal officials who used some ecclesiastical upper rooms in this period would have been male by default. Boys and youths acted the parts of women in liturgical dramas and were frequently stationed as singers in high spaces, as well as sometimes being miscreant in their vicinity. As far as we know (and pending evidence to the contrary), unwelcome intruders into upper spaces in the form of burglars, pirates and soldiers also appear to have been male. However, it would be wrong to assume that women were somehow excluded from these areas. Statutes regulating the admission of women to monastic refectories suggest that they must have been present at least occasionally, and girls were present in at least one rood loft in the early sixteenth century. Rood lofts were also upper spaces which women might help to keep clean. Monasteries and nunneries sometimes accommodated family galleries or female corrodians, such as the Countess of Pembroke at Denny. In many establishments there were also upper rooms named after women, such as the Queen’s chamber at Ely, and some upper altars were dedicated to female saints, as at Westminster Abbey in 1066.

Where mentioned, the age of the users usually indicates youth or old age. The narrow internal dimensions of some of French lantèrnes des morts and some later medieval parish porch gallery stairs suggests they may have been designed for use by children. A young novice featured in Peter the Venerable’s story about the French lantèrne, and Eilmer’s experimental flight took place in his ‘first youth’. Novices would also have been the main users of monastic educational spaces, and secular children would have been the main beneficiaries of Almonry refectories in gatehouses. The re-enactment of Biblical drama in the fifteenth century, such as the Entry to Jerusalem story, is further evidence of the presence of children in upper spaces, with visual sources correlating well with contemporary medieval stage directions confirming their presence in these areas. Conversely, other users were more senior in years. Alfwin was an old monk when he saw his vision at Canterbury, and Gilbert was an elderly user of the refectory stair at Sempringham. These people at the extreme ends of the age spectrum may have been documented because they were unusual rather than typical. Strikingly, therefore, it is normal, middle-aged, male ecclesiastics who are the least visible in upper spaces, even though it was probably they who spent the vast majority of their time there. This omission almost certainly reflects the nature of the source material. Eadmer’s account of Alfwin’s vision of a reader ascending a staircase to an altar in Canterbury Cathedral, performing an act of devotion, and then returning to ground probably stands for countless tens of thousands of similar everyday instances of the usage of medieval stairs and upper spaces, but which were simply never recorded.
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Fig. 8.3 The ‘Merry Maidens’, a prehistoric stone circle near St Buryan, Cornwall



The findings also have wider and profound implications for the very methods by which historians and archaeologists interpret material culture. It shows, if proof were needed, that function cannot be decoded simply by ‘reading’ a building or object in itself. This is especially important to bear in mind for periods of history for which there is little or no documentation. One could take the case of Stonehenge, or the enchanting but highly enigmatic Cornish stone circles such as the ‘Merry Maidens’ near St Buryan, Cornwall (Fig. 8.3). Do we interpret these as scenes of ritual druidic activity, as solar astronomical calculators, or even as childrens’ recreational spaces? None of these functions are documented and they seem difficult to reconcile, but likewise none can easily be ruled out. While this book is not about prehistoric culture, the implications surely raise profound questions for archaeological method in general. As we have seen, it is all too easy for otherwise rigorous scholarly practitioners to take leave of their senses and start speculating wildly when proposing function – in history or otherwise – and then make the greater mistake of presenting these provisional hypotheses as scientific fact. Instead, it is essential for scholars to remain critically aware of the evidence, making clear the boundary between fact and supposition. In this way, interpretations will have greater long-term reliability and credibility.

The archaeology of the Middle Ages is all around us, hidden under our feet, but we are seldom aware of it. In the same way, these empty galleries, dusty wall-passages, abandoned stairways and derelict upper rooms were once the hub of aspects of medieval life that few ordinary people would have known about – the winding of clocks, the positioning of actors and singers, the lighting of candles and secret devotions in upper chapels. Medieval stairs and upper spaces have too often been assumed to be ephemeral and redundant features which had no real purpose. This book has demonstrated instead how they were integral to the design and function of ecclesiastical buildings, and were spaces in which a great deal of effort – both practical and intellectual – was expended. Largely ignored and forgotten in the post-medieval world, the uses of these upper spaces encompassed some of the most imaginative, dramatic and significant creations of medieval culture. Today we can now begin to recapture a distant understanding of their former glory.







Appendices







Appendix 1

Principal functions associated with medieval ecclesiastical upper spaces
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Appendix 2

A High-Level Liturgical Year

This composite picture shows how a monastic church such as Boxgrove Priory might have responded at the turn of the fourteenth century to special liturgical occasions throughout the year, as far as the evidence from different sites permits. Lights and music (including both singing and the playing of organs) were the most frequently-deployed techniques. Palm Sunday emerges as the most significant occasion of the church year, a time when all resources would be deployed. Easter, Christmas, Pentecost, and saints’ or Marian festivals were the next most important occasions, with festivals such as Epiphany, Ascension and Trinity Sunday also registering high on the use of upper spaces. The deployment of lights alone in high spaces characterised both Good Friday (when bells were silenced) and All Saints / Souls Day, also an occasion when French Lantèrnes des morts were usually lit. Drama and reading were used frequently through the year, and draperies to a lesser extent, although they were particularly important in connection with local activity associated with shrines. Many of these techniques would have been used at other times in addition to those shown above.

A High-Level Liturgical Year showing principal functions in upper spaces
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Appendix 3

Measuring the step angles of spiral stairs

Measuring the step angles of spiral stairs is more complex than it may first appear. We cannot simply place a protractor on the top step, as the step edge does not go to the centre of the newel, and the newel itself may be covered by a vault. In any case, we might want to measure steps lower down the stair. The solution is to take some measurements which enable us to find out the slope of one step relative to the next, and use this information to calculate its angle.

To calculate step angles, you will need a straight edge of known length, a small measuring tape, and a calculator or spreadsheet. First, the straight edge needs to be placed against the outside edge of the step to be measured. Next, while holding the straight edge against the step, the distance at right angles to the next step at both ends of the straight edge needs to be measured, taking care to measure exactly from both ends, counteracting the extra width of the tape measure. With this information, the step angle can now be calculated by applying the simple trigonometric function:


Angle = inverse tangent [arctangent] of ((long – short measurement) / straight edge length)

For a spreadsheet, the formula is: = DEGREES(ATAN((A-B)/C))

where A is the long measurement to the next step, B is the short measurement, and C is the straight edge length.

For example, let us assume the long measurement (A) is 30cm, the short measurement (B) is 23cm and the straight edge length (C) is 21cm. Subtracting B from A leaves 7cm. 21 / 7 gives 0.33. The inverse tangent of 0.33 is 18.4 degrees.
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Reference Section

Summary of Upper-Storey Functions, arranged alphabetically



 

ANCHORITES AND RECLUSES

Known examples of upper-floor anchorite chambers are very rare, despite being one of the favourite antiquarian upper chamber hypotheses from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries. The few known upper-storey ecclesiastical examples relate to parish churches in London and the far north of England.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Late thirteenth century onwards




	Status:

	Parochial / Secular only at upper level




	Location:

	Upper chamber in church, often to north or west




	Application:

	Dedicated use




	Typicality:

	Rare, but everyday use




	Fittings:

	Candles, crucifix, hagioscope








See also: Chapels & Altars; Watching

FURTHER READING:

R. M. Clay, The Hermits and Anchorites of England (London, 1914).

___, ‘Further Studies on Medieval Recluses’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association 3rd ser, Vol. 16 (1953), pp. 74–86.

L. McEvoy, Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary Life (Woodbridge, 2011).

BELLS

Bells were placed in ecclesiastical towers and roof spaces from an early period, and they had many secular and non-liturgical uses. They announced the arrival of important people, marked obituaries and funerary occasions, and were invoked against storms. Bell-chambers often housed clocks in the later medieval period.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Church / Precinct




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical. Everyday and seasonal use




	Fittings:

	Bell-frames, louvres








See also: Clocks

FURTHER READING:

N. Christie, ‘On Bells and Belltowers: Origins and Evolution in Italy and Britain, AD 700–1200’, Brixworth Lectures, Second series, No. 4 (2004).

C. Flight, ‘The Bells and Bell-Towers of Rochester Cathedral in the Early Thirteenth Century’, Friends of Rochester Cathedral Report 1999–2000, pp. 25–29.

C. Goodson & J. Arnold, ‘Resounding community: the History and Meaning of Medieval Church Bells’ Speculum 43.1 (January 2012), pp. 99–130.

J. P. McAleer, ‘Surviving medieval free-standing bell towers at parish churches in England and Wales’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association 156 (2003), pp. 79–104.

UPPER CHAPELS AND ALTARS

Upper chapels and altars were encountered across medieval space and time, especially at the west and east ends of greater churches, in tribune galleries, cloisters and precincts (especially over gatehouses), as well as in the secular world beyond. Many upper chapels also had subsidiary uses for legal and business uses, or teaching purposes.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Any, except triforium / wall-passage




	Application:

	Often shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical, everyday use




	Fittings:

	Altar fittings, (piscina, aumbries, etc.)








See also: Education; Legal & Business Uses

FURTHER READING:

J. Goodall, ‘The Jesus Chapel or Islip’s Chantry at Westminster’, The Medieval Chantry in England, published as Journal of the British Archaeological Association 154 (2011), pp. 260–76.

A. W. Klukas, ‘Altaria Superiora: The Function and Significance of the Tribune-Chapel in the Anglo-Norman Romanesque’ (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Pittsburgh), 1978.

CLOCKS

Clocks were invented around 1280 and gradually spread from the highest-status cathedral and monastic contexts to parish churches and secular buildings during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Some clocks were housed in pre-existing tower chambers, gallery spaces and wall-passages.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Post-c. 1280




	Status:

	High status monastic / secular, later spread to parochial




	Location:

	Any location in church, often in towers




	Application:

	Shared use, often associated with bells




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Space for clock mechanism and weights








See also: Bells

FURTHER READING:

F. Neale & A. Lovell, Wells Cathedral Clock (Wells, 1995).

J. Scott, ‘The Bells and the Clock’, pp. 181–5 in M. Swanton (ed.), Exeter Cathedral – A Celebration, (Crediton, 1991).

L. White, Medieval Religion and Technology (Los Angeles, 1978).

CONSTRUCTION

Access to ecclesiastical stairs and roofs during construction is quite well-evidenced, particularly in high-status buildings. Surviving windlasses and treadwheels in cathedral tower chambers and roof spaces also attest to the same function.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any; treadwheels in high-status buildings




	Location:

	Any




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical during building




	Fittings:

	Windlasses and Treadwheels








See also: Inspection & Emergency Access

FURTHER READING:

J. James, The Template Makers of the Paris Basin (West Grinstead, 1989).

A. Matthies, ‘Medieval Treadwheels: Artists’ View of Building Construction’, Technology and Culture 33 No. 3 (Jul, 1992), pp. 510–47.

DOVECOTES

Dovecotes (columbaria) were sometimes created in upper spaces in a cathedral or monastic church, cloister or outer precinct. They were also built above chancels or side-chapels in later medieval parish churches, especially in the west of England. All known examples are from the mid-thirteenth century or later. Access was also gained to upper spaces for the purpose of catching nuisance feral birds, a function which would probably have been improvised.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Post-c. 1250




	Status:

	High status / Parochial / Secular




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Church / Cloister / Precinct




	Application:

	Dedicated use




	Typicality:

	Relatively common in western England




	Fittings:

	Nesting holes and ledges, or fixings for wooden equivalents








See also: Granaries

FURTHER READING:

A. O. Cooke, A Book of Dovecotes (London, 1920), esp. Ch. 8, ‘Pigeons of the Church’.

J. McCann, ‘Keeping Pigeons in Parish Churches’, Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society 54 (2010), pp. 51–82.

J. McCann et al., ‘A Columbarium at Compton Martin Church’, Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society 143 (1999), pp. 133–140.

DRAPERIES

Draperies, tapestries and flags were suspended from wall-passages and rood lofts in greater churches on a seasonal basis, certainly from the late twelfth century onwards. Parochial rood lofts were probably used in a similar way, as were some parish tower exteriors in the early sixteenth century.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1175




	Status:

	All, especially high status




	Location:

	Any location in the church building; also tower exteriors




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Seasonal use




	Fittings:

	Tapestry hooks?








See also: Liturgical Drama

FURTHER READING:

G. Coulson, ‘What became of the Canterbury Cathedral Tapestries?’, Canterbury Cathedral Chronicle 100 (2006), pp. 34–38.

EATING AND DRINKING

Eating usually took place in the monastic refectory, typically on the first floor of the south (or north) range. Refectories were also places for public reading, and often functioned as storage-spaces for valuables. Almonry refectories were sometimes sited in gatehouse chambers. Food and drink are also associated on a temporary basis with secular servants’ duties and refreshments for performers in parish rood lofts.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Cloister / Precinct [or loft in Church]




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical, everyday [parochial: infrequent use]




	Fittings:

	Aumbries








See also: Sleeping, Reading, Treasuries

FURTHER READING:

R. Gilchrist, Norwich Cathedral Close (Woodbridge, 2005), esp. Ch. 5, ‘The Conventual Ranges: Community, Hierarchy and Hospitality’.

D. Sherlock, Bushmead Priory, Bedfordshire (London, 1985).

EDUCATION AND TEACHING SPACES

Teaching spaces often occupied upper-storey rooms in the church (including tower chambers) and claustral ranges, but in no set position. This implies that educational spaces were fitted in to existing topography as and where required. However, an upper storey over a west claustral walk seems to have been the favourite location by the later medieval period. Almonry schools were based in the outer precinct by the turn of the sixteenth century. Some parochial upper chambers with sufficient light and space had acquired educational functions by the turn of the sixteenth century.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1060–




	Status:

	High status; parochial by c. 1500




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Church / Cloister / Precinct




	Application:

	Dedicated or shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Windows; Desks








See also: Upper chapels & Altars

FURTHER READING:

B. Harvey, ‘A Novice’s Life at Westminster Abbey in the Century before the Dissolution’, in J. G. Clark (ed.), The Religious Orders in Pre-Reformation England (Woodbridge, 2002).

N. Orme, Medieval Schools From Roman Britain To Renaissance England (London, 2006).

EXPERIMENT & ENTERTAINMENT

There are only a couple of known instances of high-wire tightrope walking and possible experimental flight, all associated with the exteriors of high-status ecclesiastical towers. These are unlikely to have been functions anticipated by patrons. Although rare, they may have been more common events than surviving evidence suggests. While there are no known medieval parochial examples, there is some evidence from the post-medieval period. Games were sometimes played over vaults in medieval France.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	High status; one C18th parochial example




	Location:

	Tower exterior, or space over a vault for games




	Application:

	Non-dedicated use




	Typicality:

	Rare or seasonal?




	Fittings:

	Balconies








See also: Lights

FURTHER READING:

L. White, ‘Eilmer of Malmesbury, An Eleventh-Century Aviator’, Ch. 4 in Medieval Religion and Technology (Los Angeles, 1978).

GRANARIES

The storage of grain often took place in upper spaces safely away from damp and hungry rodents. Granaries were usually located in the outer monastic precinct by the later medieval period. Granaries were common buildings on monastic granges, and may have been associated with medieval mill buildings.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1300




	Status:

	High status only




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Cloister / Precinct




	Application:

	Dedicated use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Rat-deterrent mouldings, grain funnels








See also: Storage

FURTHER READING:

S. Harrison, ‘The Cloistral Ranges and a fresh look at the Chapter House’, Ch XI in A Definitive History of Dore Abbey, eds. R. Shoesmith & R. Richardson (Little Logaston, 1997).

D. Keene, ‘Feeding Medieval European Cities 600–1500’, Institute of Historical Research E-seminar (1998), available online at www.history.ac.uk/resources/e-seminars/keene-paper

J. Komlos & R. Landes, ‘Anachronistic Economics: Grain Storage in Medieval England’, Economic History Review New Series, Vol. 44, No. 1 (Feb. 1991), pp. 36–45.

INSPECTION & EMERGENCY ACCESS

Some exterior wall-passages were valued for affording exterior roof inspection over a long time-period. Stairs and exterior passages also provided a means to fight a fire in the roof.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Wall-passage with exterior roof access




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Probably typical




	Fittings:

	Access onto roof or into roof space








See also: Construction; Maintenance

FURTHER READING:

C. F. Barnes, The Portfolio of Villard de Honnecourt (Farnham, 2009).

P. Héliot, ‘Les antecedents et les débuts des coursières anglo-normandes et rhénanes’, Cahiers de Civilisation Medievale 2 (1959), pp. 429–43.

LEGAL, BUSINESS AND ADMINISTRATIVE USES

Legal, Business and Administrative functions characterised some upper spaces in a greater church and its precinct, often as a subsidiary use of another space. This use gravitated towards gatehouse chambers over time. Parochial porch chambers may have had similar uses, especially in later medieval churches with civic links, but conclusive evidence is lacking.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	High status; possibly parochial




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Church / Cloister / Precinct




	Application:

	Shared, usually in consecrated space




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Separate stair access?








See also: Upper chapels and altars, Treasuries

FURTHER READING:

P. Fergusson, ‘Porta Patens Esto: Notes on Early Cistercian Gatehouses in the North of England’, pp. 47–52 in E. Fernie & P. Crossley (eds.), Medieval Architecture and its Intellectual Context (Hambledon, 1990).

LIBRARIES

Book collections were usually housed in ground-floor cupboards until the mid-thirteenth century. Most libraries were built over claustral ranges in the fifteenth century; a room over the east range was favoured by secular cathedrals which had no need for accommodation. There is no evidence that parish church libraries occupied upper chambers before the Reformation.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	post-c. 1250; most built c. 1410–1500




	Status:

	High status




	Location:

	Upper chamber in or near monastic claustral range




	Application:

	Often associated with teaching




	Typicality:

	Widespread




	Fittings:

	Desks, book-cupboards








See also: Treasuries, Muniment Rooms

FURTHER READING:

C. B. L. Barr, ‘The Minster Library’, Ch. 11 in G. Aylmer & R. Cant (eds.), A History of York Minster (Oxford, 1977).

M. Hobbs, ‘The Cathedral Library’, pp. 171–189 in ibid., Chichester Cathedral: An Historical Survey (London, 1994).

M. Sparks & K Brayshaw, A History of the Library at Canterbury Cathedral (Canterbury, 2011).

T. Tatton-Brown, ‘The Medieval Library at Canterbury Cathedral’, Canterbury Cathedral Chronicle 82 (1988), pp. 35–42.

J. Williams, The Chained Library at Hereford Cathedral (Hereford, 1996).

LIGHTS

The placing of beeswax candles along galleries and wall-passages on special occasions is documented from c. 1250 and it may have been an even earlier custom. French lantèrnes des morts which displayed a light for memorial purposes were mostly built and operational from c. 1100–1300. Lights were also customarily placed in the monastic dorter. Some parochial towers may have housed beacons after c. 1300, and lights were a defining element of later medieval rood lofts.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Post-c. 1100; in galleries and passages c.1250–




	Status:

	High-status; parochial by later medieval period




	Location:

	Gallery, passage or upper space in church and cloister; rood loft




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Prickets, sconces, recesses








See also: Anchorites; Reading

FURTHER READING:

J. Bate, Lanterns for the Dead: The Medieval Lanternes des Morts of Central and South-West France (Hereford, 1998).

S. Cotton, ‘Medieval Roodscreens in Norfolk – Their Construction and Painting Dates’, Norfolk Archaeology 40 (1987), pp. 44–54.

LITURGICAL DRAMA

Medieval dramatic performances were based on key events in the liturgical year, such as the Biblical stories surrounding Christmas, Easter, Pentecost and Ascension. They often required use of unspecified ‘high spaces’ above vaults in the church. Upper spaces were also used for the raising and lowering of dramatic tableaux and actors, together with scattering and singing (see separate entries). Parish churches staged dramatic performances by the later medieval period.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	c. 1000 onwards




	Status:

	High status, parochial by C16th




	Location:

	Any upper space in church, especially gallery




	Application:

	Shared use?




	Typicality:

	Often seasonal, on key liturgical festivals




	Fittings:

	Balustrades, sound holes








See also: Singing, Scattering, Lights

FURTHER READING:

W. Tydeman, The Medieval European Stage, 500–1500 (Cambridge, 2001).

R. Rastall, The Heaven Singing: Music in Early English Religious Drama (Woodbridge, 1996).

MASONS’ TRACING SPACES

Archaeological evidence for masons’ tracing surfaces (usually floors, but sometimes walls) survives in high-status upper spaces from c. 1290 onwards. Locations were varied and included gallery spaces in towers, upper rooms above entrance vestibules, and porch chambers. Tracing surfaces have also been identified at parish churches in the post-medieval period at ground level.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	post-c. 1290




	Status:

	High status




	Location:

	Almost any (except internal lofts) in church building




	Application:

	Dedicated use?




	Typicality:

	Possibly widespread, though few extant examples




	Fittings:

	Plaster floor; sometimes fireplace and/or latrine








See also: Construction

FURTHER READING:

C. F. Barnes, ‘The Gothic Architectural Engravings in the Cathedral of Soissons’, Speculum 47 Pt. 1 (1972), pp. 60–64.

J. Crook, ‘New Light on the history of St Mary’s church, Old Basing, Hampshire: An Incised Design for a Post-Medieval Window’, Journal of the British Archaeological Association 154 (2001), pp. 92–133.

A. Holton, Medieval Practices of Design: The Tracing Houses of York Minster and Wells Cathedral (Unpublished M.A. thesis, University of York, 2005).

MILITARY & DEFENSIVE FUNCTIONS

Military and defensive functions have often been proposed for ecclesiastical buildings. There are a handful of examples of upper spaces pressed into use for military purposes. However, with the possible exception of some fourteenth-century monastic gatehouses and galleries over city walls, military activity in ecclesiastical settings was both unintentional and untypical.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Any location




	Application:

	Unintended use




	Typicality:

	Exceptional, except gatehouses especially in C14th




	Fittings:

	Arrow-loops in gatehouses








See also: Refuge

FURTHER READING:

J. G. Davies, The Secular Use of Church Buildings (London, 1969).

N. Housley, ‘Crisis in Flanders, 1127–28’, History Today 36 No. 10 (Oct, 1986), pp. 10–16.

MUNIMENT ROOMS

Charters and important documents were sometimes kept in chests in dedicated upper chambers, often on the south side of a greater church. Other documents were kept in places of accommodation. Some parochial porch chambers and rood lofts also served for the storage of medieval documents.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	High status; parochial later




	Location:

	Upper chamber or loft




	Application:

	Dedicated or subsidiary




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Chests / Cupboards








See also: Treasuries

FURTHER READING:

B. Dodwell, ‘The Muniments and Library’, pp. 325–38 in Atherton et el., Norwich Cathedral 1096–1996 (London, 1996).

B. Smith, ‘The Archives’, Ch. 30 in G. Aylmer & J. Tiller, Hereford Cathedral – A History (London, 2000).

J. Steane, ‘Medieval Muniment Rooms, their Furniture, Fittings and Information Retrieval Systems’, Transactions of the Ancient Monuments Society (2010), pp. 35–50.

ORGANS & INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC

Organs are recorded in high-level locations in cathedral and monastic settings from the late tenth-century monastic renaissance onwards. Many organs were sited on pulpita from the fourteenth century, and on parochial rood screens in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Other instrumentalists including trumpeters also played from upper spaces above vaults.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	post-c. 970




	Status:

	High status; parochial from c. 1450




	Location:

	Gallery, balcony or loft




	Application:

	Often shared




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Alcove to display pipes; space for bellows








See also: Singing

FURTHER READING:

S. Bicknell, The History of the English Organ (Cambridge, 1976).

T. Huitson, The Organs of Canterbury Cathedral (Canterbury, 2001/2008).

The Early English Organ Project (online at: http://www.goetzegwynn.co.uk/tudor.shtml).

N. Thislethwaite & G. Webber (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to the Organ (Cambridge, 1998).

P. Williams, The Organ in Western Culture 750–1250 (Cambridge, 1993).

C. Wright, Music & Ceremony at Notre Dame of Paris 500–1500 (Cambridge, 1989).

PRISONS

Prisons were sometimes sited at height in high-status ecclesiastical precincts, paralleling those in the secular world beyond. Occasionally sited under a church building, they were never sited at height within one. Several monastic gatehouses contained prisons in the later medieval period. A dedicated function, prisons are associated with similar security fittings and fixtures to treasuries.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented post-c. 1200




	Status:

	High-status




	Location:

	Normally over gatehouses




	Application:

	Dedicated use




	Typicality:

	Widespread




	Fittings:

	Security features e.g. double doors, iron window bars; fireplace/latrine








See also: Refuge

FURTHER READING:

B. Harvey, Living and Dying in England, 1100–1540: The Monastic Experience (Oxford, 1993).

P. Fergusson, ‘The Green Court Gatehouse at the Cathedral Monastery of Christ Church, Canterbury’, pp. 87–97 in W. Bohm (ed), Das Bauwerk und die Stadt: Aufsatze für Eduard Sekler (Vienna, 1994).

REFUGE & SANCTUARY

Some upper spaces (including towers, galleries and wall-passages) were pressed into use as places of refuge on an ad-hoc basis. Some Irish Round Towers were probably viewed as places of sanctuary. However, there is no evidence to suggest that this was ever an intentional function of these spaces. Secular servants of the church often administered sanctuary claimants.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Any




	Application:

	Subsidiary use




	Typicality:

	Exceptional




	Fittings:

	None








See also: Prisons, Military activity, Church Servants’ Rooms

FURTHER READING:

J. P. McAleer, ‘The North Porch of Durham Cathedral and the Problem of ‘Sanctuary’ in Medieval Britain’, Antiquaries Journal 81 (2001), pp. 195–258.

T. O’Keeffe, Ireland’s Round Towers (Stroud, 1994).

RELIC DISPLAY

Relic display was often associated with upper chapels, particularly those in transepts and east end of a greater church in the medieval period. Some parochial porch chambers may have functioned as relic chapels. Exterior relic display is documented at some churches on the Continent from the fourteenth century.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1070 / exterior from c. 1300–




	Status:

	High status; parochial later




	Location:

	Gallery, passage or upper chamber in church; exterior




	Application:

	Often associated with chapels and altars




	Typicality:

	Occasional?




	Fittings:

	Dual staircase access








See also: Upper chapels & altars

FURTHER READING:

G. J. C. Snoek, Medieval Piety From Relics to the Eucharist: A Process of Mutual Interaction (Leiden, 1995).

READING

Reading in public is closely associated with monastic pulpita, particularly on special occasions. Beyond the church, monastic refectories were usually provided with permanent stair access to a lectern. Private reading and study also took place in the monastic dorter and in high-status accommodation. In the parish church, this was one of the many functions of the rood loft.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1200




	Status:

	All




	Location:

	Loft or pulpit; places of accommodation




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Pulpit; windows; desks








See also: Singing, Education

FURTHER READING:

M. Sparks, Canterbury Cathedral Precincts – A Historical Survey (Canterbury, 2007).

A. Vallance, Greater English Church Screens (London, 1947).

REREDORTERS AND LATRINES

Medieval latrines were generally sited over an undercroft, usually at the same level as first-floor accommodation. The form of the necessarium was highly consistent: an end-lit rectangular space attached to the dorter, often about 20ft (7m) wide, with individual partitioning. Latrines appeared in some ecclesiastical upper chambers in the later medieval period, but do not appear to correspond with a specific function.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1000




	Status:

	Typically in high status buildings




	Location:

	Adjoining dorter




	Application:

	Dedicated, or feature in a room




	Typicality:

	Typical in monastic context




	Fittings:

	Undercroft or latrine shaft








See also: Sleeping

FURTHER READING:

P. Bennett, St John’s Hospital 1084–1984 (Canterbury Archaeological Trust, c. 1985).

B. Harvey, Living and Dying in England, 1100–1540: The Monastic Experience (Oxford, 1993).

SCAT TERING

The dramatic scattering of flowers, leaves, burning material or water from high-level locations often took place in connection with liturgical drama on special occasions, and is documented from the thirteenth century onwards. Flowers and ‘singing-cakes’ were often scattered by children in later medieval parish church buildings, probably making use of miniature or temporary porch galleries. There are many parallels for scattering in medieval secular material.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Documented from c. 1250




	Status:

	High status, parochial later




	Location:

	Gallery, wall-passage or tower; gatehouses




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical at certain festivals




	Fittings:

	None








See also: Liturgical Drama

FURTHER READING:

W. Tydeman (ed.), The Medieval European Stage, 500–1500 (Cambridge, 2001).

SCRIPTORIA

While it is often assumed that dedicated scriptoria or writing-rooms occupied monastic upper chambers, no conclusive evidence for them has yet come to light. Where they existed, dedicated upper-storey writing-rooms would probably have related only to high-status buildings before c. 1200, and in a location in or near the cloister.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	pre- c. 1200?




	Status:

	High status only




	Location:

	In or near Cloister




	Application:

	[Unknown]




	Typicality:

	Extremely rare




	Fittings:

	Desks?








See also: Libraries

FURTHER READING:

M. B. Parkes, Their Hands Before Our Eyes: A Closer Look At Scribes (Aldershot, 2008).

CHURCH SERVANTS’ ROOMS

Chambers for secular ‘servants of the church’ (the equivalent of modern-day vergers) were provided in many cathedral and monastic-status churches from c. 1300, often in lofts or upper chambers over the principal entrance. Some parochial upper chambers may have been used by a bedesman or sexton in the later medieval period.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Post-c. 1300




	Status:

	High status, parochial later




	Location:

	Upper chamber or loft near main entrance or principal shrine




	Application:

	Probably dedicated




	Typicality:

	Widespread?




	Fittings:

	Beds








See also: Watching

FURTHER READING:

J. P. McAleer, ‘The North Porch of Durham Cathedral and the Problem of ‘Sanctuary’ in Medieval Britain’, Antiquaries Journal 81 (2001), pp. 195–258.

SINGING

Open galleries, particularly those in a westwork (from the eighth century), a west front, pulpitum loft or tribune gallery might be used for singing in a greater church, especially on Palm Sunday. Rood screens, rood stair turrets and miniature porch galleries were also used for singing at parish churches on similar occasions in the later medieval period.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	post-c. 750




	Status:

	High status; parochial later




	Location:

	Any space in church, esp. West Front




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical, seasonal




	Fittings:

	Apertures / open gallery for sound








See also: Organs, Reading

FURTHER READING:

M. A. Andås, ‘Introductory Note…’, pp. 279–284 and C. Hohler, ‘The Palm Sunday Procession and the West Front of Salisbury Cathedral’, pp. 285–90 in M. A. Andås et al., The Medieval Cathedral of Trondheim: Architectural and Ritual Constructions in their European Context (Turnhout, 2007).

P. Z. Blum, ‘Liturgical Influences on the Design of the West Front at Wells and Salisbury’, Gesta 25 (1986), pp. 145–50.

SLEEPING

Sleeping accommodation was usually sited over the east range of the monastic cloister. High-status accommodation took many different forms in the cloister and wider precinct. Guest rooms were often sited in rooms over gatehouses. There were also ad-hoc solutions for sleeping in galleries or other high spaces. Later medieval parish churches sometimes required a church servant to sleep in the church overnight.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any date




	Status:

	High status; parochial later




	Location:

	Upper chamber in Cloister / Precinct; gallery in church




	Application:

	Shared use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Lights








See also: Eating, Church Servants’ Rooms

FURTHER READING:

M. Sparks, Canterbury Cathedral Precincts – A Historical Survey (Canterbury, 2007).

STORAGE

General storage, while usually associated with lower-level spaces, sometimes took place at height. For food storage, the granary was important (see Granaries). Treasuries, vestries and muniment rooms probably also effectively functioned as places of storage. Parish church rood lofts and porch chambers sometimes doubled-up as places of storage.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	Any




	Location:

	Any reasonable location




	Application:

	Usually a subsidiary function




	Typicality:

	Probably typical




	Fittings:

	Cupboards / Armoires








See also: Granaries, Vestries & Sacristies

FURTHER READING:

J. Claridge & J. Langdon, ‘Storage in Medieval England: The Evidence from Purveyance Accounts, 1295–1349’ Economic History Review, Vol. 64, Issue 4 (November 2011), pp. 1242–65.

TREASURIES

Treasuries often used upper chambers on the north side of a great church, as well as above or below chapter-houses or claustral ranges. Treasuries sometimes changed location in the later medieval period. Valuables were also stored in the monastic dorter and frater, sometimes in chests in parochial rood lofts, and probably in other parochial upper chambers as well, especially in buildings of collegiate status. In practice, many treasuries may also effectively have functioned as vestries and sacristies.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Widespread from c. 1150–




	Status:

	High status; parochial later




	Location:

	Upper chamber in church or cloister




	Application:

	Dedicated or subsidiary use




	Typicality:

	Typical




	Fittings:

	Armoires, double doors








See also: Vestries and Sacristies; Muniment rooms

FURTHER READING:

P. Fergusson, ‘Modernisation and Mnemonics at Christ Church, Canterbury: The Treasury Building’, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 65 No. 1 (Mar 2006), pp. 50–67.

C. Oman, ‘Security in English Churches AD 1000–1548’, Archaeological Journal 136 (1979), pp. 90–98.

VESTRIES AND SACRISTIES

High-level vestries and sacristies are poorly-documented, probably because many of their functions overlapped with treasuries. Many porch chambers in parish churches probably functioned as vestries.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any




	Status:

	High status, probably parochial in later period




	Location:

	Upper chamber in church




	Application:

	Shared use?




	Typicality:

	Typical (but not always at height)




	Fittings:

	Cope chests and Vestment presses








See also: Treasuries

FURTHER READING:

J. McNeill, ‘The Continental Context’, in The Medieval Cloister in England and Wales, Journal of the British Archaeological Association 159 (2006).

J. Willoughby, ‘Inhabited Sacristies in Medieval England: the case of St Mary’s, Warwick’, Antiquaries Journal 92 (2012), pp. 331–45.

WATCHING

Watching took place from galleries, stairs or wall-passages in the high and later medieval period, either on an ad-hoc basis or from special seats in galleries. Dedicated enclosures (often of wood) and projecting masonry balconies were often built in the later medieval period overlooking areas of interior liturgical activity, often associated with high-status individual use.

DETAILS:





	Date:

	Any, especially later medieval




	Status:

	Mostly high-status




	Location:

	Any space in church near liturgical activity




	Application:

	Dedicated (high-status enclosures)




	Typicality:

	Widespread




	Fittings:

	Hagioscopes; access to accommodation; balcony enclosures after c. 1400








See also: Anchorites

FURTHER READING:

E. Duffy, Marking the Hours: English People and their Prayers, 1240–1570 (Yale, 2006), esp. Ch. 3, ‘Devotional Isolation?’.
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