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The angel roof at Wymondham Abbey, Wymondham, Norfolk.
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Nowhere outside England can be found such a series of magnificent timber roofs as those of which Westminster Hall, Hampton Court and the angel roofs of East Anglia are examples.


L.F. Salzman
Building in England (1952)


 


The East Anglian group includes very many fine roofs, in which the length of the wall posts and the common use of the hammer-beam are the most striking features. The timbers are generally very light, and the curves of the braces are wrought with much refinement and sense of proportion. The construction is more daring, the effect lighter and more graceful, than in any other part of the country, and the architectural details of traceried and foliaged spandrels, moulded timbers, and battlemented or crested cornices are usually far more elegant. Moreover, a lovely effect is produced in very many roofs by poising carved angels with widespread wings on every point of vantage.


F.E. Howard and F.H. Crossley
English Church Woodwork (1917)


 


If you envision the forces of gravity and weather acting on one of the trusses, the whole elaborate structure comes to life. Force rolls down the great composite rafters. … More force flows straight down from the roof peak into the king post, which in turn distributes its forces to the queen posts and they to the collar beam. … Force flows off the building into the ground through the top of the wall and through wall posts and corbels.


William Bryant Logan
Oak: the Frame of Civilization (2005)
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THE CHURCHES
CONSERVATION TRUST


The national charity protecting historic churches at risk.


The Churches Conservation Trust has saved over 345 beautiful buildings
which attract almost 2 million visitors a year.


Its unique collection of historic churches is the largest in the country, featuring treasures
ranging from virtually untouched medieval gems in idyllic rural settings to ornately
impressive Victorian masterpieces in busy urban centres. All are of international
importance and include irreplaceable examples of architecture,
archaeology and art from 1,000 years of history.


All royalties from the sale of this book will be donated to
The Churches Conservation Trust in support of its work.
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Foreword



 


BEFORE ANY VISIT TO a historic church, habit leads me to start with Pevsner, whose deadpan description of the roof of St Nicholas, King’s Lynn, reads, “The roof has tie-beams on shallow arched braces with traceried spandrels. Above the tie-beams tracery and arched queenposts, also with tracery … each alternating truss has angels as hammerbeams.” There is little there to indicate that St Nicholas’ angel roof is a miracle of English carpentry, one of many such to be found throughout East Anglia where the genre flourished from the late 1390s until the 1530s, at which point the artistically deadening hand of Reformation began to sweep away religious imagery. Amidst the turbulent iconoclasm of the Reformation years, when so much ecclesiastical art and decoration was defaced and destroyed, most angel roofs survived, protected by their inaccessibility. Of the almost 170 surviving angel roofs in England and Wales, roughly 70 per cent can be found in Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire. The same inaccessibility that protected these roofs has also made them hard to appreciate without the aid of binoculars and the resulting consequence of a stiff neck. This book is of great importance because Michael Rimmer, a keen photographer and connoisseur of angel roofs, has succeeded in documenting virtually every surviving medieval angel roof in East Anglia. Thanks to scaffolding in churches under restoration, I have been privileged enough to get up close to an angel roof a few times. Now thanks to Michael’s photographs, that experience is available to many for whom these photographs will be a revelation, showing the complex mix of carpentry, engineering, artistry and faith that make these roofs so thrilling to contemplate.


I have the honour of being Chairman of The Churches Conservation Trust; St Nicholas, King’s Lynn, with its angel roof, is among the nearly 350 churches we care for. I believe they all have the power to galvanize communities and inspire and delight individuals. With a generosity to match his talent, Michael has kindly decided to donate his royalties from this book to The Churches Conservation Trust and all lovers of the English parish church should be grateful to him.


Loyd Grossman
Chairman of The Churches Conservation Trust
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The cadaver tomb of John Baret, the donor of the angel roof
at St Mary, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk.





Acknowledgements



 


I WOULD LIKE TO THANK all those who have provided help, advice and encouragement in my study of angel roofs, particularly Professor John Onians, Professor Sandy Heslop, Dr Margit Thofner, Dr Claire Daunton and Mr Michael Begley. All errors are entirely my own.


My thanks also to Liz Truss MP, Steve Stockwell and Lt Col E. Lloyd-Jukes for enabling me to photograph the angel roof at Westminster Hall.


I am grateful to all those churches that offer open visitor access, and to the key holders who have taken the time and trouble to let me in to those that are usually locked.


Finally, I would like to acknowledge the unstinting hard work, expertise and support of my editors at The Lutterworth Press, Lisa Sinclair and Bethany Churchard. It has been a pleasure to work with them.


 


 


 



[image: ack.jpg]



A stained glass window depicting Sir William de Bardwell, the likely donor
of the angel roof at St Peter and St Paul, Bardwell, Suffolk.





Heaven in the Rafters



A Historical Consideration of Angel Roofs


What Are Angel Roofs?


BY THE LATE 1300S, English struc­tural and decorative woodworking had attained an outstanding level of skill and sophistication. The angel roof is one of the most impressive and complex examples of this skill. The hammer beam roof is another. In East Anglia, the two structures often combine, but rarely anywhere else in the country.


Between 1395 and the beginning of the Reformation in the 1530s, several hundred angel roofs were built in England, most of them during the 1400s, a century of usurpation, conquest and loss in France, the Wars of the Roses and the birth of the Tudor dynasty. Of these medieval angel roofs, over 170 survive (this total includes some that have been defaced or where the angels have been removed). They occur almost exclusively in churches, and predominantly in East Anglia, particularly in the counties of Norfolk and Suffolk.


Angel roofs are found in a range of structural patterns, but whatever their form, they are all, by definition, adorned with carved images of angels. In some churches, the angel figures are over 6 feet tall; in others, the carvings are half-body figures or smaller low-relief carved plaques. In some roofs, only a handful of angels remain, elsewhere dozens, while a few contain over 100 winged carvings.


Because they are inaccessible, often literally obscure, immovable and challenging to photo­graph, angel roofs have been almost completely neglected by academics and art historians. This book is a first attempt to redress that neglect, and to bring the beauty and craftsmanship of these remote medieval creations – which are often masterpieces of both medieval sculpture and timber engineering – to a wider audience.


Why Do Angel Roofs Matter?


There are an estimated 9000 medieval churches in England.1 Today, most are largely devoid of medieval images. The walls are generally whitewashed or stripped back to bare stone. Most of the glass will be clear, or, if stained, predominantly Victorian. There will be little statuary, and such statues as there are will be post-medieval. There will often be no altar screen dividing the nave from the chancel, and the chancel arch itself will be empty.


So sparse and monochrome an interior would be unrecognizable to the medieval worshipper. Until the Reformation swept such things away, England’s churches blazed with colour and were filled with didactic and devotional images. Medieval religion was intensely visual – it had to be; many of the faithful could not read, and even for those who could, manuscript books were rare and expensive objects. The first printed Bible in English, Tyndale’s version of the New Testament, was not published until 1526, less than twenty years before Henry VIII’s break from Rome.


As a result, visual imagery played a huge part in conveying the messages of religion. Wall paintings told the stories of saints, depicted the Saviour and warned against the vices. Graphic “Dooms” – paintings of Judgment Day – illustrated the rewards of piety and the hellish penalties of sin.2 Stained glass blazed with angels, saints and the Holy Family; niches and altars held polychromed devotional statues; and painted altar screens glowed with images of saints, angels and apostles.


There were chantry chapels, where Masses were given for the souls of the wealthy departed; guild altars, at which medieval trade bodies honoured their patron saints; and Easter sepulchres – carved representations of Christ’s tomb – which became a focal point for vigils and dramatic re-enactments in Holy Week. Above all, in every church in the land, set high in the chancel arch, the rood – a sculptural depiction of Christ crucified, flanked by the Virgin Mary and St John – towered above the congregation as a constant reminder of Christ’s sacrifice and the coming Judgment.


In 1534, England changed forever. Henry VIII broke with Rome and established a new state religion with the king, not the Pope, at its head. A religious revolution was underway, and over the decades that followed, it unleashed a tidal wave of iconoclasm, as the new religion obliterated the visual images of the old – now seen as discredited, idolatrous distractions – and replaced them with a new emphasis on scripture.


The Dissolution of the Monasteries, themselves treasure houses of medieval religious art, and the destruction of venerated pilgrimage statues under Henry VIII in the 1530s was merely the beginning. Henry’s successor, Edward VI (1547–53), raised in the Protestant religion and surrounded by radical Protestant counsellors, widened and intensified the attack on religious images. Wall paintings were whitewashed over, statues smashed and rood sculptures torn down, and even stained glass became a target for the reformers. The process continued under Elizabeth I (1558–1603) and then resurfaced in a vicious second wave during the English Civil War (1642–51) as Puritan radicals (targeting glass, bench ends, inscriptions and remaining sculptures) renewed the attack.


It has been estimated that by the late 1640s, more than 90 per cent of English medieval religious imagery had been destroyed. Such medieval figurative art as remains today in English churches is the minutest tip of a lost iceberg of sculpture, painting and stained glass.3 The English Reformation was not just a religious revolution. It was an artistic holocaust.


In the words of Professor Phillip Lindley, “Iconoclasm … reduced the brightly-painted, image-encrusted churches of medieval Britain to white or grey boxes in which a purified religion could be safely preached and read. And it … resulted in the destruction of almost the entire output of medieval religious sculpture in Britain.”4


But amidst this destruction, one category of medieval religious sculpture suffered much less harshly. Roof angels were far above the ground, inaccessible and sometimes actually supporting the church roof. Many still succumbed to the iconoclasts, but to tear roof angels down required determination, time and the co-operation of locals, and these were not always available. (By contrast, most stained glass was a sitting duck, which is why so many medieval churches today have only clear glass or Victorian replacements.)
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