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The west walk of the magnificent cloister at Gloucester Cathedral (Mick Sharp Photography)
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‘It is good to be here. Here man more purely lives, less oft doth fall, more promptly rises, walks with stricter heed, more safely rests, dies happier, is freed earlier from cleansing fires, and gains withall a brighter crown.’
St Bernard


Plaque on the north cloister wall, Hailes Abbey, Gloucestershire.
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INTRODUCTION



During the writing of this book I have often been asked which is my favourite abbey or cathedral. There is no simple answer: subjective recollection is more potent than objective analysis. First, there are those cathedrals that, when seen from a distance for the first time, have left a lasting impression: Lincoln, high on its limestone ridge, its triple towers visible for miles across the surrounding levels; Gloucester’s graceful white tower commanding the Severn Vale like a beacon; mighty Durham, citadel of the Prince Bishops, dominating its lofty peninsula above the River Wear; and (more than any other) distant Ely, ‘floating like a great ship at anchor’ on the Fens. And then there are those places where one can almost hear time passing: at winter evensong in the shadowy recesses of Gloucester’s wonderful Perpendicular presbytery; on the sublime time-worn curve of the chapter house stair at Wells; at Salisbury – the most perfect cathedral close in England and the tallest spire, shimmering in the heat-haze of a summer noon; on entering Durham’s magnificent Romanesque nave and sensing the aura of St Cuthbert’s saintliness which still pervades the place. And, of course, there are innumerable individual works of brilliance: among them, the matchless twelfth-century glass in the Trinity Chapel at Canterbury, the west front at Wells, the Neville Screen at Durham, Birmingham’s glowing Burne-Jones windows, Ely’s exquisite Octagon and the great East window and cloister vault at Gloucester.


Even in this predominantly secular age, Britain’s cathedrals remain potent symbols of historical continuity. Their purpose was to reveal God’s majesty, to declare the supremacy of the Church and the devotion of the men who built them and financed their construction. They were intended, literally, to be awesome.


Similarly, our medieval abbeys, most of them sad remnants of a glorious past, serve to remind us of the dedication of those who strove to achieve the monastic ideal. For me, it is the Cistercians whose piety endures: not only at Fountains and Rievaulx but also at sequestered Abbey Cwmhir, deep in the green valley of the Clywedog, resting place of the last true Prince of Wales; at lonely Strata Florida, ‘far from the concourse of men’; and at Hailes Abbey – my favourite place, though the heady scent of wallflowers no longer fills the ruined cloister as it did in my boyhood. All these, and many others, draw me time and again. No two cathedrals or abbeys are alike in their conception, their location, their construction or their history, and for me it this that gives them their limitless appeal.


This book has presented me with the same problem that I encountered with other volumes in the Companion series: that of keeping the title as concise as possible. Consequently, it does not refer to the priories, nunneries, friaries, commanderies, preceptories, colleges, hospitals, almshouses and various other religious institutions that are discussed in the pages of this book.


Regrettably, space has not allowed for detailed consideration of religious festivals, church administration, ecclesiastical legislation, parochial organisation, liturgical vestments, church plate and numerous other matters that are to be found in my Companion to Churches, which was revised and published in paperback in 2011.


The Companion is arranged alphabetically and consists of a number of primary entries (e.g. CLOISTER) from which cross-references lead on to a larger number of secondary entries (e.g. CELLARIUM, CHAPTER HOUSE, DORTER, FRATER, LAY BROTHERS, REREDORTER, SOUTH RANGE, etc.). Many of the terms encountered when visiting an abbey or cathedral are included, either as short individual entries or by cross-referencing. These include the terminology of associated subjects, such as architecture and church music, while entries on subjects such as the ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH and MONASTICISM are intended to assist in placing research in a wider historical context.


Cross-references are indicated by CAPITAL LETTERS and, where necessary, these are picked out in italic type in the entries to which the reader is referred.


Suggestions for further reading will be found in Appendix 1, while the addresses of organisations are listed in Appendix 2. The Companion is not a gazetteer; however, an Index of Places is included in Appendix 3.


Stephen Friar
Painswick, Gloucestershire
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Plan of a monastic church (Byland Abbey)


1 Lay brothers’ dormitory (dorter)


2 Lay brothers’ night stair


3 Lay brothers’ choir


4 Retro-choir


5 Monks’ choir stalls


6 North transept


7 Tower above


8 South transept


9 Night stair


10 Monks’ dormitory (dorter)


11 High altar


12 Ambulatory


13 Subsidiary altars


14 Cloister


15 Galilee porch


(National Monuments Record/English Heritage)
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Plan of a canonical church (Salisbury Cathedral)


1 North porch


2 West front


3 Nave


4 North aisle


5 South aisle


6 Crossing beneath tower


7 North transept


8 South transept


9 Choir


10 North choir aisle


11 South choir aisle


12 Presbytery


13 High altar


14 Ambulatory


15 Lady chapel (The Trinity Chapel)


16 Chapter house


17 Cloister


18 Sacristy


(Courtesy of Geoffrey Wheeler)
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The nave at Ely Cathedral.

















A


ABACUS The flat slab forming the upper section of a CAPITAL (see PIER).


ABBACY The office of an ABBOT or ABBESS. Although appointed for life, resignation was possible and deposition, although often painfully litigious, could be effected by a visiting bishop (see VISITATION (ECCLESIASTICAL)), by the head of the order or by papal bull. The office was absolute and a religious community was therefore entirely dependent on the whims and vagaries of its head.


ABBESS The superior of certain communities of BENEDICTINE NUNS and of orders of canonesses, especially those of the Franciscan Order (the Poor Clares, see MINORESS). Like abbots, abbesses had jurisdiction over the lives of their subjects, received the TITHES of appropriated churches (see APPROPRIATION), presented secular vicars to serve parochial churches and enjoyed the privileges of a feudal lord over the temporal estates attached to their abbeys. The Abbess of Shaftesbury, for example, held her own manorial courts and provided seven knights for the king’s service. And like an abbot, an abbess bore a CROZIER as a symbol of her office.


See also ABBOT


ABBEY From the Latin abbatia, derived from Syriac abba meaning ‘father’, an abbey was a major monastic establishment of the Benedictine orders or certain orders of the Canons regular (see CANON REGULAR). An abbey was superior to a PRIORY, although in practice several priories attained religious eminence and economic prosperity which greatly exceeded that of many abbeys. Where an abbot was also a bishop, the administration of the community would be delegated to a prior and its church designated as a CATHEDRAL PRIORY: at Durham for example.


Following the DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES many abbey churches were acquired by local communities as parish churches. In most cases the CLAUSTRAL and domestic buildings were demolished, or adapted for other purposes, and where an abbey church was considered too large for the needs of a parish, it was reduced in size by removing or shortening the nave, as at Abbey Dore in Herefordshire. Fortunately, many magnificent abbey churches have survived intact: Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire, for example, Selby in Yorkshire and Sherborne in Dorset which, in 1539, was purchased by the townspeople for the sum of £337. At the same time the adjoining parish church of All Hallows was demolished and in 1560 the LADY CHAPEL was acquired by the Governors of Sherborne School, who converted it into a residence for the headmaster. There are also instances of abbey churches (now parish churches) which appear to have been reduced in size but, in fact, were never completed. Milton Abbey in Dorset, for example, was rebuilt after a disastrous fire (totaliter inflammavit) in 1309. But, by the time of the Dissolution of the Monasteries, only the CHOIR, CROSSING and transepts had been completed.


See also ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH, MINSTERS, MONASTIC BUILDINGS and PRIORY


ABBEY BUILDINGS see MONASTIC BUILDINGS


ABBEY TOWN see TOWNS


ABBOT The SUPERIOR (literally ‘father’) of a major religious establishment of one of the Benedictine orders or of certain orders of the Canons Regular (see CANON REGULAR). ‘In the monastery he is considered to represent the person of Christ, seeing that he is called by His name’ (Benedict: Rule). Normally elected for life by the monks of his abbey, his appointment was, nevertheless, subject to the consent of the secular ruler. This was not always freely given, and the pope could also interfere, especially when the appointment was to Christchurch, Canterbury which was closely associated with the Primacy of All England. An abbot exercised considerable authority in the governance of an abbatial community. His paternal supremacy was absolute: obedience was one of the essential monastic VOWS and he was to be obeyed ‘as if the command had come from God’. As Christ’s representative, honour was due to him without reservation or qualification. The abbot’s absolute authority was restricted only by conscience and the order’s RULE. Benedict required him to be a father, not a tyrant:


An abbot who is worthy to have charge of a monastery ought always to remember by what title he is called. Let him always place mercy before judgement that he may find mercy himself; let him not be jealous or suspicious for so he will never find peace; let him strive rather to be loved than to be feared; let him be prudent in his correction, lest while he strive to scour off the rust, he break the vessel; let him acknowledge the difficult task he has undertaken – that of directing souls and adapting himself to many varied characters (Rule).


Many abbots were socially equal to the barons (one Cistercian abbot held the rank of earl), which status brought with it feudal responsibilities and involvement in the affairs of state (in parliament abbots far outnumbered the bishops). Consequently an abbot’s monastic duties were often delegated to his deputy, the PRIOR, while a staff of OBEDIENTIARIES, bailiffs (who supervised his granges), legal advisers, clerks and chaplains was supplemented by a variety of ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ household servants. At the end of the fifteenth century, the Abbot of Glastonbury was effectively the chief executive of a vast corporation, next to Westminster the greatest monastic house in Britain, whose Somerset estates generated an annual income in excess of £3,000 – millions of pounds by today’s standards. He was a hugely powerful man in his own right, accustomed to moving in the corridors of political power and providing lavish hospitality for his aristocratic guests.


See also FEUDAL SYSTEM, MITRED ABBOT and PRIORY


ABBOT’S LODGINGS see SUPERIOR’S LODGINGS


ABBOT’S TABLE Originally, an abbot would eat at the ‘high table’ in the monks’ FRATER but, as his status in medieval society increased, he would be expected to offer lavish hospitality to his distinguished guests in his private hall (see SUPERIOR’S LODGINGS). As the guests were not obliged to eat as monks, the food supplied by the abbot’s KITCHENS was more generous and varied and often included meat.


See also MISERICORD


ABLUTIONS (i) The washing of the chalice by the celebrant following the EUCHARIST.


See also PISCINA and LAVABO


(ii) The monks’ toilet which usually took place in the LAVER following PRIME. The monks washed and shaved in order of seniority, the junior members of the community following the professed (see LAVATORIUM and RASURA). On Sundays and feast-days the early mass was often delayed until the washing was finished. At the same time spiritual cleansing was conducted in the CHAPTER HOUSE, where a priest would be in attendance during the ablutions to administer the sacrament of the Penance.


The Benedictine rule prescribed that ‘the use of baths shall be offered to the sick as often as is necessary; to the healthy, especially the young, it shall not so readily be conceded.’ Thus, while bathing was acknowledged to be therapeutic, the practice was, in most houses, considered to be an indulgence and was restricted to three or four occasions a year, often at the festal seasons of Christmas, Easter and Pentecost. Very few permanent monastic bath-houses (balnearium) have survived, that at Canterbury being located at some remove to the east of the CLOISTER. Recent excavations to the south of the warming house (see CALEFACTORIUM) at Cistercian Kirkstall Abbey revealed a small stone chamber with steps leading down to it and both inlet and outlet pipes. This may have been a monastic bath.


There is, however, documentary evidence of their use in infirmaries (see INFIRMARY) and HOSPITALS and considerable archaeological evidence of complex systems for the supply of water and the removal of waste (see DRAINS). Many ascetics immersed themselves in cold water as a DISCIPLINE, while bathing in hot water was considered to be an effective means of treating various diseases:


A bath should by no means be refused to a body when compelled thereto by needs of ill health. Let it be taken without grumbling when ordered by a physician so that even though a brother be unwilling, what ought to be done for health may be done at the order of him who is set over you. Should he wish for one, however, when it is not advantageous then his desire is not to be gratified. Sometimes, what gives pleasure is thought to do good even though it may do harm.


Provision of large quantities of hot water was always a problem, not least for the community’s CHAMBERLAIN, who was responsible for the bath-house and for the provision of bathtubs, soap and towels.


ABSENCE On occasion, it was permissible for a monk to be absent from his convent in order to attend to ‘necessary business’. If the absence was for two nights or more then he would receive a solemn blessing at his departure and on his return. He would be expected to recite the canonical hours, either privately in his lodgings or at a convenient church, and where practicable he was expected to attend mass and to observe the regulations of his order.


ABSOLUTION The formal pronouncement by a priest or bishop of Christ’s forgiveness of sins to the penitent. Under the influence of the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic missionary monks, the early system of public penance, exclusion and reconciliation was replaced by the secret confession of sins, followed by absolution and then penance. By the thirteenth century, penance consisted of three elements: contrition (an awareness of one’s sins and a desire to abandon them), confession (a thorough admission of those sins to a confessor – see CONFESSION), and satisfaction (a punishment or penance to be undertaken in expiation for the sin).


See also INDULGENCE, PENANCE and SHRINES


ABSTINENCE The penitential or disciplinary practice of abstaining from certain kinds of food, in contradistinction to FASTING. From very early times, Christians observed a Friday abstinence in memory of Christ’s Passion. In the Middle Ages, abstinence was also practised on Wednesdays in LENT, Ember Days, Rogation Days and on the vigils of certain major feasts.


ABUTMENT A mass of masonry or brickwork against which an arch abuts or from which it springs. Structurally, an abutment resists the lateral thrust of an arch and may be a pier, wall or BUTTRESS.


See also ARCH and VAULTING


ACADEMIC CLERK see CHURCH MUSIC


ACCIDIE One of the ‘Seven Deadly Sins’ – restlessness preventing work or prayer.


ACCUSATIONS The first ‘reserved business’ at a meeting of a monastic CHAPTER was the revelation of breaches of DISCIPLINE – the ‘accusations’. All members of the community could speak, except novices, and accusations were usually concerned with breaches of the rules of observance, neglect of hospitality or almsgiving and breaches of the rule of silence.


ACOLYTE A person assisting a priest: specifically one who is dedicated to service at the altar (see MINOR ORDERS).


ACOUSTIC CHAMBERS see AMPLIFIERS


ADIT An entrance or approach to a building.


ADMINISTRATOR A non-member of a community, usually a layman, who was charged with the administration of the temporal affairs of a religious house. Enclosed communities were particularly dependent on lay administrators who were effectively estate managers. Administrators were also appointed to correct the business affairs of houses whose finances had become unmanageable, usually through the acquisition of debts.


See also LAY OFFICIALS


ADVOWSON The right of nomination or presentation to an ecclesiastical benefice. An advowson was held by a PATRON, who might be an individual or institution, clerical or secular, and was a form of property which might be bought, sold or given away.


AEDICULE Originally a small room or sacred shrine, the term came to be used to describe an opening framed by columns or pillars and a pediment.


AGRICULTURE see BARNS, GRANGE, TIMBER, VINEYARDS and WOOL


AISLE From the Latin ala meaning ‘wing’, an aisle is a lateral extension of a NAVE from which it is divided by an ARCADE of pillars. In larger monastic and collegiate churches, an aisle was intended to provide a processional route associated with the elaboration of the liturgy (see PROCESSIONS). Often the TRANSEPT was incorporated into an aisle, and the aisles themselves were sometimes extended outwards, especially in the late medieval period. This, of course, resulted in the nave windows being blocked by the roof of the enlarged aisle and, in order that sufficient natural light should be admitted to the nave, the nave walls and roof also had to be raised to accommodate a CLERESTORY.


Most non-Benedictine churches were constructed without aisles, although a single aisle was sometimes added to the north side of the nave, the presence of the CLOISTER precluding the construction of an aisle on the southern elevation, as at Bolton, Dorchester (Oxfordshire) and Lanercost.


Although the various orders of friars built their churches without naves, later urban churches were often provided with aisles in order to accommodate increasing numbers of people attracted by the friars’ preaching (see FRIARY).


Several major churches have double aisles, providing five parallel chambers: at Chichester Cathedral, for example, where double aisles were formed out of a range of thirteenth-century subsidiary chapels. The aisles of HALL-CHURCHES are of the same height as the nave. At Leominster Priory in Herefordshire the great north ‘aisle’ was the nave of the former (Benedictine) monastic church.


See also AMBULATORY, MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE and RETRO-CHOIR


ALABASTER Calcium sulphate, a form of gypsum, found in certain strata of rocks in the north Midlands (notably at Chellaston in Derbyshire) and elsewhere. Alabaster was used in medieval sculpture (particularly in EFFIGIES) because of the ease and speed with which it could be carved. Dressed alabaster is exceptionally smooth to the touch and is white with occasional flecks of red, although most medieval MONUMENTS were originally coloured and sometimes gilded.
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The south aisle and nave of Fountains Abbey, Yorkshire. (National Monuments Record/English Heritage)








See also PURBECK MARBLE


ALBACIO Whitewash.


ALCOVE A vaulted recess or large NICHE.


ALIEN In a medieval context, one who was unable to hold or inherit titles or land.


ALIEN PRIORY A direct dependency in England of a continental religious house. There were two types of alien priory: conventual houses, in which a community followed a claustral life under a PRIOR, and (more commonly) manors, sometimes with an appropriated church, from which revenues were diverted to the mother house (see APPROPRIATION). Many alien priories originated in benefactions made by the followers of William I from their newly acquired English estates to monasteries at home. At one time there were over one hundred alien priories in England and, of the conventual houses, several churches have survived. Good examples are the Priory Church of St Mary and St Martin at Blyth in Nottinghamshire (from Rouen) and the Priory Church of St Mary and St Blaise at Boxgrove, Sussex (from Lessay). It is often difficult to determine the precise relationship between alien priories and parishes, particularly in those manors where there was an appropriated church, but it is known that at Ecclesfield in Yorkshire the ‘custos’ of the priory served the cure of the parish church. The PREMONSTRATENSIAN CANONS are known to have held some 150 appropriated parish churches, which they served as rectors and vicars.


During the Hundred Years War the alien priories were widely suspected of acting as conduits for money and intelligence and were rigorously suppressed. In some cases their personnel and resources were used for other religious purposes: for establishing chantries (see CHANTRY) and CHANTRY COLLEGES or for supplementing existing monastic foundations, for example. Some of the larger houses (notably those of the CLUNIACS) obtained charters of DENIZATION and became independent monasteries under English priors or dependencies of established English houses. Others were suppressed and their income used to found educational establishments: both Eton and Winchester were founded at this time. By the second quarter of the fifteenth century, alien priories had ceased to exist.


See also DAUGHTER HOUSE and PRIORY


ALIENATION The transfer of ownership of property rights.


ALMERY see CHEST CUPBOARD


ALMONER (ELEMOSINARIUS) In a religious community, one who is responsible for distributing ALMS and for providing medical and welfare services. Every religious house was under an obligation to distribute food and clothing to those in need. Sometimes money and medicine were provided and even board and lodging. A proportion of the produce of a monastery’s estates and workshops was set aside for this purpose, and the KITCHENS and buttery (see LARDER) invariably prepared surpluses of food and drink that were transferred to the almoner’s reserves. Stocks of clothing were maintained and, when a monk died, his rations were customarily given to the poor for thirty days following his death. The almoner was also a monastery’s medical and welfare officer, whose duties included the supervision of the daily MAUNDY and the Great Maundy, and the education of any children resident in the almonry. To these responsibilities were added various tasks, depending on the practices of different houses, including the provision of walking sticks for infirm and aged monks and the obtaining of rods for maintaining DISCIPLINE, both in the school (if there was one – see ALMONRY) and within the community itself. The work was demanding and an almoner was often assisted by a sub-almoner and (in larger houses) by servants. He was also permitted to be absent from the morning offices so that he could carry out his duties. Alms-giving was always expected to be reciprocal: those in receipt of alms were reminded of their spiritual obligations and expected to offer prayers for the community.


ALMONRY (DOMUS ELEMOSINARIA) Monastic buildings always included an almonry from which ALMS were distributed. At first, alms were dispensed at a monastery’s gateway but, as the services provided increased, so buildings were erected nearby for the purpose. Several almonries had infirmaries or ALMSHOUSES attached, while others supported a school (see CHILDREN and SCHOOLS). At Durham, for example, there was an INFIRMARY for the maintenance of four elderly women and lodgings for ‘the children of the almonry’ who were educated and maintained at the community’s expense. Some almonries were singularly impressive: that at St Albans contained a ‘hall, chapel, chamber, kitchens, cellar and all other buildings necessary for the scholars and their masters’. Following the DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES, the sudden withdrawal of the social and welfare services provided by the monastic almonries had an often devastating effect on a local populace. A number of former monastic churches, now adapted for parochial use, retain evidence of almonries. At Dorchester (Oxfordshire), where the almonry was combined with a GUEST HOUSE, the dole window from which alms were distributed may still be seen, together with the almoner’s seat.


See also BEDE-HOUSE


ALMS A donation of food, clothing or money given to the poor, to destitute wayfarers and to pilgrims. It has been estimated that one tenth of monastic income was devoted to alms-giving. No needy person who called at the gatehouse of a religious house was ever to be turned away, although there were usually appointed times for the distribution of alms. Alms could also include medical treatment, education or hospitality, and guest houses, infirmaries and hospices were often provided for that purpose (see also ALMONRY, BEDE-HOUSE, HOSPICE, INFIRMARY and ALMSHOUSES). Of course, spiritual alms, intercessory prayers for the souls of BENEFACTORS and founders and for all God’s people, both living and dead, were the raison d’être of all religious houses.


ALMSHOUSES Medieval almshouses were established as charitable foundations by religious bodies, trade guilds and individual BENEFACTORS to care for the elderly, poor and infirm (see also ALMONRY). Each almshouse would have a WARDEN, master or prior and would comprise an infirmary hall and chapel, similar in plan to a monastic INFIRMARY. Known as spital houses, bede-houses or maisons dieu, some were devoted to the care of lepers or lazars (such as the lazar houses of the Order of St Lazarus) and these would be divided into small cells or separate cottages instead of a corporate infirmary (see also HOSPITALS).
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The almshouse of St John the Baptist and St John the Evangelist at Sherborne, Dorset.








In the later Middle Ages many monastic and collegiate hospices became permanent homes for the poor and elderly, who observed a modified rule and were required to pray for the repose of the founder in return for board and lodging. In 1547 most were dissolved as places of worship. The Elizabethans, however, re-established many old hospitals as almshouses and, encouraged by their example, the wealthy and charitable of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries founded new establishments, the inmates of which were carefully selected for their unquestionable virtue.


Typical of a number of medieval foundations which continue to operate today are the almshouses at Sherborne in Dorset, built in 1437 under royal licence at a cost of £80 raised (unusually) by public subscription. They were intended for ‘twelve pore feeble and ympotent old men and four old women’, cared for by a housewife who was required to share in the meals of the residents, presumably to ensure that they were properly fed.


ALTAR CROSS It is not known precisely when the altar cross was introduced, but it has been suggested that it may have evolved from the medieval practice of placing the head of the processional cross on the altar during the service. The cross thereby became the focal point of worship, particularly at the EUCHARIST.


See also ALTARS and CANDLES


ALTAR LIGHTS There is evidence to suggest that the practice of placing a candle or CANDLES on the altar dates from c. 1175. Before the Reformation, it was customary for a single candle to be placed on the altar or, at most, one on either side of the ALTAR CROSS. Thereafter any number was acceptable, and three (on each side) considered the most effective. The legality of this practice was contested in the nineteenth century but was confirmed in 1890. Strictly speaking, it is not correct to place anything else (such as flowers) on the altar.


See also LAMPS


ALTARS The term, with its sacrificial connotations, was adopted by the early Church to describe the Eucharist table which, at that time, was probably little more than a simple wooden table in a private house. It was also the custom to celebrate the EUCHARIST on the tombs of martyrs, which may account for the later practice of constructing altars of stone. Strictly speaking, the term ‘altar’ should be applied only to medieval stone altars, although it is commonly used also to describe post-Reformation communion tables.


In Britain, most Celtic and early Anglo-Saxon churches had free-standing, wooden altars. But from the first decade of the sixth century stone was used, especially where altars were erected over the interred RELICS of saints. At that time it was customary to have only one altar in a church, usually on a raised platform (predella) at the east end of the PRESBYTERY. The front was covered with a decorative cloth (frontal) or a carved and painted panel known as the antependium and a RETABLE may have been fitted above the back of the altar. This was a frame for a decorative panel or a shelf on which ornaments could be placed (see also REREDOS). Illustrations in several early medieval manuscripts suggest that altars may also have been covered by an arched roof (ciborium), supported at the corners by pillars.


Some altars must have been truly magnificent works of art. William of Malmesbury, writing in c. 1125, tells us that, on his return from Rome in AD 700, St Aldhelm brought with him


An altar of shining white marble six feet long [1.8m], four feet deep [1.2m] and three palms thick [30cm], with a lip projecting from the stone and beautifully carved round the edge. He gave the altar to Ine [king of the West Saxons] who placed it for the service of the Mother of God in a royal villa called Briwetune [Bruton in Somerset] where it stands to this day, a living proof of the sanctity of Aldhelm.


By 1000, there was an increasing tendency to dedicate altars to specific saints and, as it was considered essential that a celebrant should face the east, space to accommodate additional altars against eastern walls was at a premium. Similarly, as more monks entered the priesthood, so additional altars were required in the great abbey churches. These private altars were usually positioned in the TRANSEPT or at the eastern end of the church which was often extended for the purpose, as at the Cistercian abbey of Dore in Herefordshire, where an eastern aisle gave access to a row of five chapels, and at Fountains and Durham, where nine altars were provided in an eastern termination (see CHEVET). Subsidiary altars were also to be found in the presbytery aisles, the CRYPT, on the western side of arcade piers in the nave and, for communal purposes, in a monastery’s FARMERY, CHAPTER HOUSE, GUEST HOUSE and CAPELLA ANTE PORTAS.


In Cistercian houses, the nave was the LAY BROTHERS’ church and they worshipped at a JESUS ALTAR set against the west side of the ROOD SCREEN. In many churches, the practice of saying private masses (attended only by the celebrant and an ACOLYTE) also resulted in the provision of subsidiary PRIVILEGED ALTARS, sometimes enclosed by a PARCLOSE (screen) and provided with a SQUINT in order that the celebrant could observe what was taking place at the HIGH ALTAR. By the fifteenth century most large churches (including monastic ones) had at least one CHANTRY CHAPEL in which a priest was engaged to recite masses for the soul of the founder and others nominated by him in his will.


Common features of medieval altars were the CELURE and the BALDACCHINO, a cloth canopy suspended above the altar, and riddel curtains (from the French rideau meaning ‘curtain’) which screened the altar table at the back and sides. The riddel posts, which were affixed to the four corners of the altar table to support the curtain, later developed into tall, slender pillars, each surmounted with the gilded figure of an angel. A PISCINA (wash-basin and drain) was always provided near an altar, and sometimes a SEDILIA (seating) and AUMBRY (cupboard).


From the early thirteenth century, the High Altar in the presbytery, where the priest celebrated the Sacrifice of the Mass, was concealed from the nave by a chancel screen or, in cathedrals and abbey churches, by a PULPITUM and ROOD SCREEN. But the doctrine of the Sacrifice of the Mass, and the medieval concept of the mystery of the inner sanctum, were rejected by the sixteenth-century reformers who brought the congregation into the CHANCEL, or moved the altar into the nave (see NAVE ALTAR), where the Eucharist was shared as a family at ‘God’s Board’. An Act of Edward VI (1547–53) required that all altar stones were to be removed and destroyed, although in many cases they were hidden by Roman Catholics in anticipation of better times. A few have been found intact and restored (though not always in their original position), the top (or mensa) almost invariably bearing five engraved crosses – one at each corner and another in the centre.


Elizabethan and Jacobean communion tables were usually splendidly carved in wood, with bulbous legs. The accessibility of the new communion tables caused problems, however, particularly from stray dogs, and rails to prevent profanation were widely introduced in churches from the early years of Elizabeth I’s reign. These were disliked by the Puritans, but were often restored following the Restoration of 1660 and became known as communion rails.


ALURE A walk or passageway behind a PARAPET.


AMBO A raised platform in a basilica from which the scriptures were read and the LITURGY conducted. PULPITS replaced ambos after the fourteenth century.


AMBRY see AUMBRY


AMBULATORY A covered way for liturgical PROCESSIONS. A characteristic of Norman churches, the ambulatory is a semicircular AISLE enclosing an apsidal PRESBYTERY (see also CHEVET). By the mid-twelfth century, the apsidal form was less popular in England and was superseded by a square-ended eastern termination (see APSE). As a result, the term is also applied to the right-angled conjunction of the north and south presbytery aisles found in many larger churches. Norwich Cathedral Priory is one of the few Norman churches to have retained its original apse and ambulatory, while the twelfth-century ambulatory at Cistercian Abbey Dore, Herefordshire, has survived in what is now the parish church.


In some churches the ambulatory to the east of the High Altar was constructed to the full height of the building and is often described as a RETRO-CHOIR, especially where it has been enlarged to accommodate SHRINES. At Lincoln Cathedral, for example, the Angel Choir was built to house the translated remains of St Hugh (canonised 1220). It contains a number of tombs and CHANTRY CHAPELS, deliberately erected in close proximity to the saint’s shrine (which was destroyed at the Reformation), and was provided with entrances to the north and south for the benefit of pilgrims. A similar space, between the presbytery and LADY CHAPEL at Chichester Cathedral is described in the guidebook as a retro-choir although here, as elsewhere, the space is more correctly an ambulatory. Uniquely, the magnificent apsidal CHAPTER HOUSE at Cistercian Rievaulx Abbey had an ambulatory, possibly intended to accommodate the LAY BROTHERS during sermons.


AMPLIFIERS (also ACOUSTIC CHAMBERS or RESONATORS) Earthenware vessels, usually set in the eastern face of a CHANCEL wall in order to amplify the voice of the priest during the mass. In many monastic churches acoustic chambers were intended to provide extra resonance and ampli-fication during the singing of PLAINSONG and to make ‘hauteyn speche ring out as round as dooth a belle’. Those at Fountains Abbey in Yorkshire consisted simply of rows of ceramic jars laid on their sides, but elsewhere sophisticated, drain-like series of boxes were constructed beneath choir stalls for the same purpose. The twelfth-century set of acoustic chambers at St Gregory’s Priory in Canterbury, Kent is 0.9m wide (3ft) and 0.6m deep (2ft), with tiled floors and walls mortared with chalk and flint. They were built to allow the low notes of male voices to reverberate and supposedly added lustre to the sound. Acoustic chambers were clearly de rigueur in the Middle Ages, although it is doubtful whether they were really effective.


ANALOGIUM see CHAPTER HOUSE


ANATHEMA Literally, ‘separated’ or ‘accursed’. In the early Church anathematisation was used against heretics and, from the sixth century, was distinguished from EXCOMMUNICATION, the former requiring total separation from the Church and the latter exclusion from the Sacraments.


ANCASTER STONE An easily carved, grey limestone from Wilsford Heath, Lincolnshire.


ANCHORITE (fem. anchoress) A religious recluse living a solitary life of silence, prayer and mortification. Unlike a HERMIT, an anchorite would be ‘walled up for life’ in a tiny CELL (anchorage). Anchorages could only be established with the consent of a bishop, who had to be satisfied that the anchorite possessed both the spiritual integrity and the material resources to survive in his strictly enclosed quarters. Finchale Priory was founded by St Godric (b. 1065) who, following a career as a freebooter and pirate, gave up the sea for life as an anchorite, first near Carlisle and then in a cave in Weardale. Having received permission from Bishop Flambard of Durham to make himself a chapel at Finchale, he survived (it is said) to the age of 105 – despite his habit of standing in a hole in the river bed so that the water came up to his neck. After his death, his tomb and chapel were incorporated into the Benedictine abbey at Finchale. Some anchorites lived by means of an endowment: the Black Prince maintained an anchorite, in the park of Restormel Castle above the Fowey river in Cornwall, who said masses for the souls of his benefactor’s ancestors. Several monastic communities made provision for anchorites: at Durham, for example, an anchorite’s cell, consisting of an elevated chapel between two piers, overlooked St Cuthbert’s shrine.


See also COENOBITE
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The ambulatory and Trinity Chapel at Canterbury Cathedral. (© John Crook)








ANCIENT DEEDS Documents at The National Archives (formerly the Public Record Office), mostly drawn from monastic and private muniments, relating to conveyances of land, covenants, bonds, wills, etc. ‘earlier in date than the end of Elizabeth I’s reign’ (1603).


Further information:


Descriptive Catalogue of Ancient Deeds (6 vols), HMSO.


ANGELUS BELL A bell rung to mark each stage of the Angelus, a devotion repeated three times daily (early morning, noon and evening) as a memorial of the Incarnation.


See also BELLS


ANGLICAN CHANT A simple type of harmonised melody used in the Anglican Church for singing unmetrical texts, principally the PSALMS and Canticles. A short melody is repeated to each verse of the text, the varying numbers of syllables in different lines being accommodated by the use of a reciting note at the opening of each line.


See also CHURCH MUSIC, PLAINSONG and VERSICLES


ANGLO-SAXON CHRONICLE One of the prime historical sources for the Anglo-Saxon period, the Chronicle purports to run from 494 to 1154, the year of Henry II’s accession to the throne. Much of the earlier material is almost certainly folklore and hearsay, but from the tenth century onwards it is very reliable. There are several versions, since various monasteries kept annual records of what seemed to them to be significant events. Later chronicles, such as those of Henry of Huntingdon, Gervase of Canterbury, Ralph of Coggeshall and Roger of Howden, continued the tradition into the later medieval period.


ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH The Roman emperor Constantine’s acceptance of Christianity in 312 was to have important consequences for the development of the Church in Britain. It ensured that Roman Britain was in part Christian before the end of Imperial rule (in 410) and it led to the conversion of Ireland by Roman missionaries in the fifth century and to the creation of a CELTIC CHURCH, which was to be instrumental in later Pictish and Anglo-Saxon conversions. But the Roman Christians left little archaeological evidence of their faith, other than a number of (often enigmatic) Christian symbols in the fabric of their villas, notably at Chedworth and Cirencester in Gloucestershire, Frampton and Hinton-St-Mary in Dorset and Lullingstone in Kent.


Following the withdrawal of Rome, the Church survived in the west, in Cornwall, Ireland and Wales, isolated from the mainstream of Christianity and with its own customs, liturgy and a multiplicity of indigenous ‘saints’. Elsewhere, the integration of immigrants from north Germany and Scandinavia introduced a vigorous paganism, the potency of which was to affect significantly later Christian belief. The first Anglo-Saxon settlers were mercenaries who overthrew their British masters and founded their own independent states. Further settlers arrived during the fifth and sixth centuries and by the end of the seventh century three major political and military powers had emerged: Northumbria (in north-east England and the south of Scotland), Mercia (in the Midlands) and Wessex (in the south and south-west).


In 597, a papal mission of forty monks landed on the Isle of Thanet in Kent, led by Augustine (d. 604/5), who was destined to become the first archbishop of Canterbury. Sees were quickly established at Canterbury, London and Rochester and within a few months Christianity was adopted by Ethelbert (d. 616), king of Kent, whose wife, Bertha, daughter of the Frankish king Charibert, was already a Christian.


The year 597 also marked the death of Saint Columba (521–97) who, with his twelve companions, had travelled from Ireland in c. 563 and established a missionary base on Iona, from where they embarked on the conversion of the far north. But while Christianity had managed to survive in those areas of sub-Roman Britain where Saxon culture had not penetrated, the administration and customs of the Celtic Church in the north and west differed fundamentally from the Augustinian model in the south. Its priests operated among isolated tribal communities, often in wild and inhospitable terrain, far removed from the influence of Rome. It was of necessity a Church of scattered monasteries and itinerant missions in which the hieratic organisation of the Roman church, with its bishops and dioceses, had little relevance. In c. 603 Augustine attempted to reach agreement with representatives of the Celtic Church on differences in discipline and practice, but without success. By 627 Christianity had reached Northumbria, and the Celtic Aidan was sent from Iona, at the request of the Northumbrian King Oswald, to be consecrated bishop of Lindisfarne (Holy Island) in 635. It was from the efforts of Aidan and his followers that the Christianity of most of northern and midland England sprang.


The Process of Conversion


A remarkable feature of the period was the rapidity with which conversion was achieved. The conversion of a district usually began with the royal household (consequently new bishoprics were often conterminous with tribal territories) and with the founding of a missionary base (see MINSTERS): an early ninth-century charter to the minster at Worcester shows that it consisted of nine priests, four deacons and five clerks. Having been advised by Rome that the native population should not be alienated by the imposition of a raw Christian ideology on an already diverse and complex religious culture, the minster priests deliberately chose to preach at sites which had already acquired some local significance: at places of pagan worship or the meeting places of legislative assemblies (gemotes), for example. As regular itineraries were established within an ever-expanding minster territory (parochium), so stone crosses were erected at preaching sites and many of these have survived, often beside the churches that replaced them.


But ‘conversion’ was rarely universal, for while the aristocracy may have adopted Christianity as its official religion, and while in 664 Bede was able to write ‘if any priest happened to come to a village, the villagers immediately gathered together and sought from him the word of life’, a formidable element of paganism survived in the customs and practices of the peasantry and is evident, for example, in the uninhibited vigour of later Romanesque carving.


Throughout the first half of the seventh century, disputes concerning the observances of the Celtic and Roman traditions continued to hinder the work of the missions (see CELTIC CHURCH). But, following the Synod of Whitby (664) and the Councils of Hertford (673) and Hatfield (680), common agreement was reached concerning the rights and duties of clerics and monks and the governance of the Church, which was reformed on the Roman model by dividing dioceses and extending the episcopate. The Councils were presided over by Archbishop Theodore (c. 602–90), who was appointed to the see of Canterbury in 668 and was chiefly responsible for the organisation of the missionary territories. As a result of his highly effective administration a ‘national’ Church was created long before the political unification of the country.


A Reformed Church


The second migration, of Vikings from Denmark and Norway, began with sporadic incursions in the late eighth century, followed by systematic plundering and colonisation from c. 850. Isolated monasteries were easy and attractive targets and the brethren lived in constant fear – vividly expressed in the words of an Irish monk, written in the margin of the manuscript on which he was working :


Fierce and wild is the wind tonight,


It tosses the tresses of the sea to white;


On such a night I take my ease;


Fierce Norsmen only course the quiet seas.


The first monastery to suffer was the Celtic missionary base at Lindisfarne on the Northumbrian coast, which was plundered by Viking raiders in June 793. In common with many other remote and vulnerable communities Lindisfarne was eventually abandoned, the monks taking with them the precious relics of St Cuthbert. In 875 they made their way to Norham, where they reassembled the timber church they had transported from Lindisfarne, and then to Chester-le-Street where they settled in 883. But it was not until c. 995 that the monks, and the relics of St Cuthbert, found a permanent home at Durham.


The English kingdoms of East Anglia, Northumbria and Mercia were eventually subjugated, but during the tenth century the West Saxon kings retaliated and briefly created an English kingdom, theoretically unified, but in practice divided into regions approximating to the old kingdoms and ruled by powerful overlords.


The invasions of the ninth century wrought destruction and disorder in the Church, but reconstruction was begun under Alfred the Great, king of Wessex (871–99) and the mid-tenth century saw a flowering of Anglo-Saxon culture (see DARK AGES) and the rejuvenation of large-scale monasticism in England – a development which was to affect profoundly the subsequent nature of medieval society. Supported by the Anglo-Saxon monarchy, the Church was purged and strict Benedictine rule was imposed by Dunstan (c. 909–88), son of a West Saxon nobleman, Abbot of Glastonbury (940) and Archbishop of Canterbury (959) under King Edgar (959–75), with whom he worked to reform both Church and state. The twin pillar of reform was Ethelwold (c. 908–84), bishop of Winchester (963) and compiler of the Regularis Concordia, a code of monastic observance approved by the Synod of Winchester in c. 970. Ethelwold was a singularly powerful and influential cleric, ecclesiastically puritanical and yet an enthusiastic patron of the tenth-century artistic renaissance, and his reformed monastic houses evolved into one of the wealthiest and most powerful forces in England. Under his influence, Winchester became the political and cultural centre of Anglo-Saxon society.


In such a climate, it is hardly surprising that there should be a parallel proliferation of church building, inspired by the clergy and supported enthusiastically by landowners and magnates, which continued into the eleventh century. An inscription on a sundial at St Gregory’s Minster, Kirkdale in Yorkshire records that Orm rebuilt the church at the time of Edward the Confessor (1042–65) and Tosti, the Earl of Northumberland (1055–65):


Orm, son of Gamal, bought St Gregory’s minster when it was all broken down and fallen, and he let it be made anew from the ground to Christ and St Gregory, in the days of Edward the King and Tosti the Earl, and Haward wrought me, and Brand the Priest.


Organisation


By the eleventh century, there were four types of church: headminsters, minsters, daughter churches (chapelries) and ‘field churches’ (proprietary chapels). Headminsters were the great abbeys and cathedral priories, centres of diocesan administration, culture and commerce which had grown out of the tenth-century renaissance. In those areas where the process of conversion was incomplete, the minsters (monasteria) continued to function as missionary centres where priests lived a communal life and from where they ventured out to preach, to celebrate the mass and to baptise converts. Ancillary to the minsters, and dependent on them, were daughter churches or chapelries, each served by a single priest and strategically located within the minster territory (parochium). Chapelries were of two types: those with a burial ground and those without, a distinction which in some cases was perpetuated even into the nineteenth century. While many chapelries were later abandoned as settlements declined, a number continued as dependent churches for several centuries. Others became parish churches or continued as subsidiary chapels within the parochial system.


From the eighth century, landowners also began building chapels on their estates. Indeed, in late Anglo-Saxon England, possession of a proprietary chapel (sometimes described as a thane’s church) was considered to be an attribute of rank. Most were served by a priest, who may also have acted as the lord’s chaplain, and the estate retained the church’s tithes and other dues, while the lord exercised proprietorial rights, including the right to appoint a priest (advowson). Where proprietary chapels have survived as parish churches, they will often be found in close proximity to one another, especially in towns, or on the periphery of a settlement and close to a former fortified site, manor house or moated enclosure.


Within a district, the ancient pattern of minster and subsidiary chapelries may yet be discernible in surviving documents such as charters, monastic and cathedral records, court proceedings, land grants and bishops’ records; in place-names (such as Yetminster, Iwerne Minster and Charminster in Dorset) and church dedications; in the delineation of ecclesiastical boundaries; and in the structure and location of the churches themselves. In many areas, former minster churches retained exclusive rights of baptism and burial, or continued to demand dues from their daughter churches even though they had attained parochial status. The former chapelries of Wayford, Seaborough and Misterton in Somerset, for example, continued until the nineteenth century to pay their dues and to bury their dead in the churchyard of the mother church at Crewkerne while, on the patronal feast-day of St Bartholomew (24 August), the parishioners of Wayford would present the key to their church at the High Altar at Crewkerne, thereby acknowledging their subsidiary status. At Bromyard in Herefordshire, late sixteenth-century records provide evidence not only of the collegiate origins of the PARISH CHURCH but also of the survival of the Anglo-Saxon parochium:


the stalls in the choir were not only for the prebends there, but also for the fifteen other priests of the fifteen inferior churches thereabouts which came continuously once a year upon Whitsun Monday to help to say service in the collegiate church confessing the same to be the Mother Church.


By the Norman Conquest the influence of the ‘old minsters’ had been superseded by that of the subsidiary churches they had created, and the parish was emerging as the fundamental unit of ecclesiastical administration.


See also AUGUSTINIANS, CELTIC CHURCH, MEDIEVAL CHURCH, NORMANS, PRIORY and WALES, THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH IN


ANNIVELLAR A chantry priest who said masses for the souls of his benefactors on the anniversaries of their deaths.


ANNO DOMINI (AD) Latin, meaning ‘in the year of our Lord’. The current system of dating is based on the theoretical date of the birth of Christ although this is now generally considered to have been several years earlier.


See also GREGORIAN CALENDAR and JULIAN CALENDAR


ANTE-CHAPEL The western end of a (usually medieval) collegiate chapel, originally separated from the CHOIR by a screen or PULPITUM.


ANTE-CHURCH An extension at the west end of a church comprising several bays of both NAVE and AISLES.


See also NARTHEX


ANTE-NAVE see NARTHEX


ANTEPENDIUM see ALTARS


ANTHEM In the LITURGY of the Church of England there is a place reserved for the anthem, the Anglicised form of the ANTIPHON derived from the Latin MOTET. The repertory of English anthems is large and contains many noble works as well as much that is banal.


See also CATHEDRAL MUSIC


ANTIPHON A piece of sacred music sung by two choirs alternately, with each choir (CANTORIS and DECANI) facing the other in the CHOIR STALLS. Also the setting of sentences, usually from the scriptures, recited before and after the psalms and Canticles in the divine office (see PRECES and VERSICLES).


See also ANGLICAN CHANT, CHURCH MUSIC and PLAINSONG


ANTIPHONARIUM A collection of sacred chants and the book in which they were kept. This was normally placed on a LECTERN between the CHOIR STALLS.


ANTONY THE GREAT, SAINT see MONASTICISM


APOPHYGE The concave curve formed where the shaft of a COLUMN joins a capital (at the upper end) or base (at the lower).


APOSTASY The renunciation of one’s vocation, notably by a religious who has taken perpetual VOWS. A monk who deserted his community thereby committed a crime and a warrant for his arrest could be issued by a secular authority. When apprehended, he would be returned to his house ‘to be chastened according to the rule of his order’.


See also RECRUITMENT


APPARITOR An officer of an ecclesiastical court.


APPEALS In the Middle Ages appeals (by both clergy and laity) to a judicial authority above that of a DIOCESE, were directed to the pope. From the mid-twelfth century, successive kings attempted to restrict appeals to Rome but they were not abolished until 1534, when Henry VIII made the Court of Delegates (see DELEGATES, COURT OF) the final arbiter in such matters.


APPORT An annual rent paid by a dependent PRIORY to a mother house (see CLUNIACS).


APPROPRIATION The annexation of parish TITHES and other endowments to a religious house. Where a monastery became rector it received the bulk of the revenues of the living while the parish church was served by a vicar who received a small income.


See also CARTULARY, IMPROPRIATION and MEDIEVAL CHURCH
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Arcades at Rievaulx Abbey, Yorkshire.








APRON A shortened CASSOCK worn by bishops, deans and archdeacons.


APSE A polygonal or semicircular recess characteristic of the early basilicas of the Christian church and introduced into Anglo-Saxon architecture by missionaries from Rome at the end of the sixth century. The apse was widely used by the Normans, in both domestic and ecclesiastical buildings, but was abandoned by the Cistercians of the twelfth century in favour of the square-ended chancel or chapel. Of the two Norman apses to have survived in major English churches that at Norwich Cathedral is surmounted by a later CLERESTORY and vault, while the apse at Peterborough is one of the purest Romanesque interiors in England, despite the insertion of later window tracery.


APSIDAL In the form of an APSE.


AQUAMANILE Ewer in which priests washed their hands during the mass.


ARCADE A range of arches resting on piers or columns. The term is also used to describe the arched division between the nave of a church and its aisles. A blind arcade is a decorative arcade attached to a wall.


See also ARCH, BAY, COLUMN, GALLERY, PIER and TRIFORIUM


ARCH A curved series of radiating wedge-shaped bricks or blocks of stone (voussoirs) so arranged above an opening that they support one another and are capable of carrying a considerable weight (see also LINTEL). The uppermost central block is the keystone and the pair of horizontal blocks from which the arch rises on either side of an opening are the springers. Between the springers is the notional springing line, which determines the geometry of the different types of arch. The walling or support on or against which an arch rests is the abutment and the width between abutments is termed the span (see also CAPITAL, COLUMN and PIER). The under-surface of an arch is the soffit and the height of the arch, measured between the soffit of the keystone and the centre of the springing line, is known as the rise.


Saxon arches were usually of the triangular or mitre type, formed by a pair of stone slabs joined in a mitre at the top. From the semicircular classical arch of ancient Rome derived the Romanesque arch of the early medieval period (popularly known as the ‘Norman arch’) which was either semicircular (with its centre on the springing line), segmental (with its centre below the springing line), or stilted (with its centre above the springing line).


The essence of Gothic architecture was the pointed arch (the French arc brisé or ‘broken arch’), which originated in the Middle East and reached western Europe by the twelfth century (see VAULTING). Its principal forms were the tall narrow lancet arch associated with the Early English style of Gothic architecture; the equilateral arch, the radii of which were equal to the span; the obtuse arch with a span greater than its radius; the ogee arch, characteristic of the fourteenth century; and the four-centred arch which is commonly found in buildings dating from the late medieval and Tudor periods.


Not all arches fit neatly into these stereotypes, however. At Wimborne Minster, for example, three bays of the nave arcades have pointed arches but, with heavily incised chevron decoration, stout rounded piers and plain capitals and bases, they are clearly transitional Romanesque. A strainer is an arch which spans an internal space to prevent walls from leaning (the finest examples are those above the crossing at Gloucester Cathedral); interlacing consists of semicircular arches which interlace and overlap, especially in Romanesque blind arcading (see ARCADE); the Tudor arch is an extreme form of the late fifteenth-century four-centre arch in which the upper curves are almost flat; and the straight arch is a rectangular opening the lintel of which is composed of radiating voussoirs. There are, of course, numerous other variations, including the rampant arch in which the springing at either side of the opening is at different levels.


See also CENTERING and SCAFFOLDING AND CRANES


ARCHAIC WORDS see INSCRIPTIONS


ARCHBISHOP see CLERGY (CHURCH OF ENGLAND) and SIGNATURES (ARCHBISHOPS AND BISHOPS)


ARCHDIOCESE A DIOCESE of which the holder is ex officio archbishop, e.g. York.


ARCHES, COURT OF The CONSISTORY COURT of the PROVINCE of Canterbury which, at one time, met at Bow Church (the Church of St Mary-le-Bow or St Mary of the Arches) in Cheapside, London. The name derived from the stone arches of the original eleventh-century church.


ARCHITECTS see MASTER MASONS AND ARCHITECTS


ARCHITECTURAL ORNAMENT see MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURAL ORNAMENT


ARCHITECTURE see MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE
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Arches. (Courtesy of John Ferguson)








ARCHITRAVE (i) A moulded frame round a window or door.


(ii) A horizontal beam resting on the tops of columns.


ARCHIVES As a consequence of the Parochial Registers and Records Measure of 1978, most documentary sources have been deposited where they will be expertly conserved and made accessible to the public, either in DIOCESAN REGISTRIES or in county record offices.


Diocesan records normally include BISHOPS’ REGISTERS, BISHOPS’ TRANSCRIPTS, records of diocesan administration, faculties (see FACULTY), visitation (see VISITATION (ECCLESIASTICAL)) and records of ecclesiastical courts (see COURTS (ECCLESIASTICAL)) together with wills, inventories and other probate documents. Archives from parishes which were formerly dependencies of cathedral chapters or monastic and collegiate foundations or were proprietary churches of great estates will more often be found in national repositories such as The National Archives (formerly the Public Record Office), the British Library, the Royal Commission on Historical Manuscripts, the Library of the House of Lords and the Bodleian Library, Oxford.


There are ECCLESIASTICAL LIBRARIES at various cathedrals, and the archives of St Paul’s are deposited at the Guildhall Library in London. Archives relating to the Province of Canterbury are at Lambeth Palace, London (see also FACULTY) and those of the Province of York at the Borthwick Institute of Historical Research at the University of York.


For the addresses of these and other relevant organisations see APPENDIX II.


See also NATIONAL MONUMENTS RECORD and WELSH RECORDS


ARCHIVIST In most monastic and collegiate communities, the office of archivist was performed by the librarian (see ARMARIUS). He maintained the deeds, charters, licences and other records of the community, including the NECROLOGY, and it was he who drew up and preserved the documents in which were recorded the solemn vows of each professed monk.


ARMARIUM A recessed book cupboard, a book store or library. The rule of St Benedict stressed the importance of divine reading (lectio divina) in the life of a monastery, and time was set aside for this purpose. Most Cistercian armoria are in the vicinity of the CLOISTER, where the best light for reading would be found in the north alley.


See also ARMARIUS, AUMBRY and LIBRARIES


ARMARIUS The senior monastic official (usually the PRECENTOR) who supervised the ARMARIUM and SCRIPTORIUM. He was responsible for maintaining, binding and repairing the books in the armarium and was required to provide materials and tools for the scriptorium. He kept a register of borrowers, arranged for the purchase of new books and compiled weekly rosters (tabulae) of duties.


Books were extraordinarily valuable and required constant attention in order to protect them from the ravages of dust, damp and insects. It was often necessary to engage skilled professionals to undertake these tasks and monastic accounts containing frequent references to payments for the repair of books and the provision of new bindings. The armarius was expected to be aware of the whereabouts of every book and manuscript and was held to be personally responsible for any book that was taken out of the abbey precincts. Specific grants were allocated to the armarius for the purchasing or making of new books, while the names of donors were recorded by him so that they might be commemorated at mass and the offices. He was responsible for the provision and maintenance of service books and lectionaries and for instructing readers and singers. Temporary documents, such as rosters and lists, were usually inscribed on wax tablets that could be reused.


In the scriptorium, the armarius was responsible for ensuring that there was a constant supply of good-quality inks, colours and gold leaf for illumination (see MANUSCRIPT ILLUMINATION), materials on which to write (see PARCHMENT and VELLUM), and the tools for preparing the writing surface, for ruling lines and for writing, painting and burnishing (see INK and PENS).


ARMATURE A metal structure used to reinforce TRACERY, canopies, slender columns or sculptural decoration. Iron armatures were introduced into large untraceried windows to support the stained glass and these were often wrought into elaborate decorative patterns, as in the wonderful late twelfth- and early thirteenth-century windows in the Trinity Chapel at Canterbury Cathedral (see STAINED GLASS and WINDOWS).


ARMIGEROUS An armiger is one who is entitled to bear a coat of arms by lawful authority and is thereby armigerous.


See also HERALDRY


ARMORY (i) A system of personal identification by means of hereditary devices placed on, or associated with, a shield. Armory is generally (and erroneously) referred to as HERALDRY.


(ii) A dictionary of coats of arms listed alphabetically by surname: notably Sir Bernard Burke’s General Armory of England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, published in 1842 and reprinted by Heraldry Today in 1984.


ARMS OF OFFICE In HERALDRY, the vertical division of a shield to incorporate the arms of (e.g.) a bishopric to the dexter (the left when viewed from the front) and the personal arms of the incumbent to the sinister (the right).


See also HERALDRY (ECCLESIASTICAL)


ARMS, ROYAL see ROYAL ARMS


ARRIS In architecture, the sharp edge produced at the meeting of two flat or curved surfaces.


ASCETICISM The word means ‘discipline’ or ‘training’ – and was described by St Benedict as ‘the more perfect way’ for those who follow God. Asceticism was a system of practices intended to combat vices and develop virtues through mortification of the flesh, severe self-discipline, ABSTINENCE and austerity. Early ascetics tended to withdraw from the world, either as solitaries or in communities. In Britain, extreme asceticism was more often found in the Celtic Church than that of Rome. In the Middle Ages, ascetics sometimes joined formal religious orders such as the Cistercians or Austin Canons.


ASHLAR Smooth-faced MASONRY constructed of square-hewn FREESTONE. Also thin slabs of DRESSED STONE used for facing walls over RUBBLE.


ASPERGES (i) The ceremony of sanctification by the sprinkling of consecrated water. Following the blessing of the water, the community would process through the monastery, inviting God’s blessing on its constituent parts and the activities that took place in each. The asperges would be followed by a celebration of High Mass.


(ii) The sprinkler used for that purpose, usually a perforated ball finial attached by a silver stem to a wooden handle. Asperges, and the buckets in which the HOLY WATER was carried during the service, may still be found in some cathedral treasuries. Holy water (which may contain a small quantity of salt) was similarly used for other purposes such as ceremonial cleansing, dedi-cations, blessings and exorcisms.


ASPIRANT One who aspires to a religious vocation.


ATTACHED see ENGAGED


AUDITORIUM see PARLOUR


AUDITORY CHURCH A church designed primarily to enable the congregation to see and hear the preacher.


AUGMENTATION, COURT OF Created in 1535, the Court of Augmentation administered the lands, possessions and revenues of the dissolved religious houses and succeeded in augmenting the royal income by £32,000 a year (see DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES). The Court’s function was transferred to the Exchequer in 1554.


AUGUSTINIANS (also AUSTIN or REGULAR CANONS) Communities of clerics who, from the mid-eleventh century in Italy and France, adopted the Rule of St Augustine of Hippo (354–430), which required strict personal poverty, celibacy and obedience (see RULE). Their ethos was formally approved at Lateran synods in 1059 and 1063 and by the early twelfth century members of these communities, which had spread throughout western Europe, came to be known as Regular Canons. Like monks, they were bound to the DIVINE OFFICE (Opus Dei) and led a communal life. But, unlike monks, all canons were priests, their rule was less severe and they were not confined to their houses. The Augustinian habit consisted of a black cassock, white surplice and hooded black cloak and, as a result, they came to be known as the Black Canons. They are also referred to as Austin Canons, this being an early English form of Augustine.


The Augustinians arrived in England at the beginning of the twelfth century and by 1200 had established 140 foundations in England and Wales. (These were to rise in number to over 200 before declining to 170 at the Dissolution of the Monasteries.) They appear to have selected ancient monastic sites for many of their houses and where there were survivors of an earlier community they sometimes joined it: at Bardsey Island in Gwynedd, for example. Each house was governed by a ‘prelate’, usually a prior, although there were some two dozen houses, mostly in the Midlands, which were described as ABBEYS. They appear to have had parochial responsibilities which may explain why so many Augustinian churches and dependent chapelries have survived, in whole or in part. Examples are Llanthony in Monmouthshire, Cartmel in Lancashire, Bolton and Bridlington in Yorkshire and Waltham in Essex, while the cathedrals of Bristol, Oxford, Carlisle, Portsmouth and Southwark were all Augustinian foundations (Carlisle became a CATHEDRAL PRIORY in 1133). The Augustinians were noted for their HOSPITALS, of which St Thomas and St Bartholomew’s (London) were the first and, perhaps, the best known.


Independent Augustinian congregations include the PREMONSTRATENSIAN CANONS or ‘White Canons’, who adopted a particularly austere way of life. There were also Augustinian (Austin) Canonesses with over twenty houses in medieval England and Wales, most of which appear to have suffered from inadequate endowments. Most ranked as PRIORIES, although Burnham Canonsleigh in Buckinghamshire and Lacock in Wiltshire were abbeys.


The Augustinian Friars (usually referred to as Austin Friars or the Hermit Friars of St Augustine) were constituted from three small congregations of English hermits in c. 1256. They established forty priories in England and Wales and worked as mendicants within the territories (limites) assigned to each house. Their constitution was modelled on that of the Dominicans (see FRIARS) and their habit consisted of a long black gown and hood over a white cassock – hence, the Black Friars.


See also AUSTIN CANONESSES


AUMBRY or AMBRY A secure chest or cupboard in which altar plate, mass vessels and other sacred items and RELICS were stored. Usually formed within a rectangular recess in a wall, in larger monastic and collegiate churches there were often several aumbries in the PRESBYTERY, some of which may have been located beneath the top (mensa) of the altar. The term is also used to describe cupboards with more mundane uses: those for storing towels near the monastic LAVATORIUM, for example, and ‘civerys’ in which the FRATER table furnishings were kept. At Norwich, eight or more such recesses in the cloister are described as ‘civerys’.


See also ARMARIUM, CHEST CUPBOARD, CREDENCE, PISCINA and VEIL


AUMBRY LAMP A light, burned constantly in the SANCTUARY in honour of the Blessed sacrament. This may be coloured red if suspended above an altar, or white if the Sacrament is nearby (see LAMPS).


AUSTIN CANONESSES Nuns following the rule of St Augustine. There were more than twenty houses of Austin canonesses in medieval England and Wales. With the exception of Lacock and Burnham Canonsleigh (which were abbeys), they were ranked as priories but, for the most part, they were small and poorly endowed.


See also AUGUSTINIANS and NUNS AND NUNERIES


AUSTIN CANONS and AUSTIN FRIARS see AUGUSTINIANS and FRIARS


AVOWESS see BRASSES (MONUMENTAL), EFFIGIES and VOWESS


AXIAL TOWER A tower located above the CROSSING of a cruciform church.


See also TOWERS









B


BAKEHOUSE (PISTRINUM) A monastic bakehouse was generally located in the outer court, usually near the granary and mill. Huge quantities of bread were required in the larger monasteries, not only to feed the community (see FRATER), but also for HOSPITALITY and ALMS. The Benedictine rule decreed: ‘Let a good pound weight of bread suffice for the day’ for each monk (though a superior was able to increase the allowance if it was felt that a monk’s labours had been particularly onerous). In nunneries, the weekly allowance was seven pound loaves. The ‘breaking of bread’ was, of course, a symbolic act and in early Benedictine houses it was distributed with considerable solemnity. All the loaves from a fresh baking were suspended in a basket above the ABBOT’S TABLE in the FRATER. When the brethren were assembled, the basket ‘shall descend … in order that the rations of God’s labourers may appear to descend to them from heaven’. Once the bread had been distributed, the crumbs were collected and made into a pudding which was blessed and eaten at the end of the week. In addition to the great bakehouse, there was often provision within the church itself for the ceremonial baking of the ‘single bread’ – the unleavened bread used at the mass.


See also BREAD OVEN


BALDAC(C)HINO (also BALDACHIN, BALDAQUIN and UMBRACULUM) A cloth CANOPY above an altar or bishop’s throne (cathedra). Sometimes (incorrectly) described as a ciborium, which is a solid canopy or tester of wood, stone or metal. The baldacchino, originally a medieval feature, was reintroduced into the English church by the architect Sir Ninian Comper (1864–1960). From the Italian for a richly embroidered cloth, the word originated in Baldacco the Italian form of Baghdad where the fabric was made. There are notable examples at Liverpool Cathedral and St Paul’s, London.


See also ALTARS


BALLFLOWER ORNAMENT A decorative motif (especially from the medieval Decorated period) consisting of small, widely spaced spheres in a concave moulding, each carved with a crude trefoil-like ‘floret’.


See also MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE


BALNEARIUM see ABLUTIONS


BALUSTER A short pillar with a curving, convex outline. Used to describe the shape of vessels, the stems of candlesticks, incense boats, finials, etc. and the balustrades of altar and communion rails, staircases, copings, etc.


[image: Illustration]


(Tom Friar)








BANNER-STAVE LOCKERS The long staves of gonfannons and crucifixes that were such a feature of medieval PROCESSIONS were often stored in a tall, narrow recess formed for that purpose in a church wall.


BAPTISTERY That part of a church in which baptism is administered. From the third century the baptistery was often a separate, polygonal building west of the church, containing a large basin below ground level in which the candidate was submerged. An increase in infant baptism from the end of the fourth century led to the widespread practice of affusion and the use of FONTS, which were placed within the church, usually (though not invariably) near the south door, although many were later removed to the space beneath a (west) tower.


BARNS (GRANARIUM) Most of the magnificent buildings which we now describe as tithe barns were constructed by monastic communities to store the produce of their estates and granges and the tithes of their appropriated parishes (see GRANGE and TITHES).


The word barn is derived from the Old English bereærn meaning ‘barley house’, for barley was the chief crop of the Anglo-Saxon farmer. Though intended primarily to store produce, barns were used for a multiplicity of purposes and enabled farmhands to carry out many essential tasks under cover in inclement weather. They were used as shippens (for milking), for sheltering calves and for protecting ewes at lambing time. Others were provided with first-floor hay lofts and pigeon lofts, constructed within the roof gable, and some incorporated separate domestic quarters, complete with a hearth and chimney.


In the south and east of England medieval barns were usually of timber construction but elsewhere they were generally built of stone beneath a timber-framed roof with thatch or stone tiling and with narrow vertical openings in the walls for ventilation. Both in plan and elevation, these massive barns are similar in size and appearance to churches with their lofty ‘naves’, heavily buttressed walls, aisles and ‘transepts’ (midstrays) with tall double doors providing vehicular access to the threshing floor. This was usually constructed of closely fitted planks of oak or elm and the draught between the pairs of doors served to reduce the dust during threshing and to separate the heavier grain from the chaff. Shaftesbury Abbey’s great fourteenth-century barn at Bradford-on-Avon in Wiltshire has two pairs of double doors, while the abbey barn at Glastonbury in Somerset is of cruck-frame construction and measures 26m (85ft) by 7.6m (25ft), with midstays projecting a further 6m (20ft). There are two notable fourteenth-century tithe barns in Oxfordshire at Church Enstone and Swalcliffe, and splendid examples from the fifteenth century at Abbotsbury in Dorset, originally 82m (270ft) in length, Tisbury in Wiltshire and Ashleworth, Gloucestershire.


Following the DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES, many monastic buildings were converted to agrarian use, such as the ‘priory barn’ at Latton, Essex, which was created out of the ruins of the early fourteenth-century crossing of the priory church, abandoned in 1534.


[image: Illustration]


Shaftesbury Abbey’s fourteenth-century tithe barn at Bradford-on-Avon, Wiltshire. (Courtesy of John Mennell)








BARREL VAULT see VAULTING


BARTON A place-name element from the Old English bere or bær-, meaning ‘barley’, to beretun or bærtun, meaning ‘granary farm’. The term was widely applied to a demesne farm and in particular to a monastic GRANGE which may have supported a chapelry. The proximity of a ‘barton’ place-name to a parish church may, therefore, suggest that the latter originated in a dependent chapelry of a monastic foundation.


BAS-RELIEF Sculpture or carving in low-relief.


BASE An architectural term used to describe the base of a COLUMN or PIER between the shaft and the pedestal or pavement. Eleventh-century Romanesque bases usually consisted of a quarter-round moulding on a square plinth. In later work, the angles between the square and rounded sections were sometimes filled by carved decorative foliage or even animals. Some resemble the classical attic base (a concave moulding between two convex mouldings), a style which was commonly used in the Early English period of Gothic architecture (see MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE). From this developed a variety of elaborately moulded bases set on deep pedestals which were often octagonal. In the early fourteenth century bases were composed of triple rolls, which were later replaced by OGEE mouldings. In the Perpendicular period, bases were tall and slender and finely proportioned, usually with roll mouldings at the top and a double ogee and further rolls beneath. Bell-shaped bases on octagonal plinths are a feature of this later period.


See also CAPITAL


BASILICAN In the present context, the term implies a simple rectangular plan with a nave that is both higher and wider than the aisles, from which it is usually divided by colonnades (see COLONNADE), and with an APSE at the eastern end.
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(Tom Friar)








BATEMENT A vertical light in the head of a window.


BATH STONE Oolitic limestone quarried in northern Wiltshire, where it occurs in beds of up to 10m (33ft). When quarried it is damp (with ‘quarry sap’) and is easily cut and carved before being seasoned. This pale, golden stone was widely used for church building throughout the Middle Ages and the sixteenth century.


BATHING see ABLUTIONS


BATTLEMENT A crenellated parapet at the top of a wall, the indentations being embrasures and the raised section merlons. Both were originally finished with a coping, although this is sometimes missing.


BAY (i) A vertical section of wall between columns, piers or buttresses or a division of a vaulted or timber roof (see ARCADE, BUTTRESS, CLERESTORY, COLUMN, PIER and TRIFORIUM). The Normans introduced the concept into their larger churches where nave walls were articulated into bays, each separated by a tall vertical shaft which extended from floor to ceiling. With the introduction of stone vaults, this shaft (or group of shafts) terminated in a CAPITAL which supported the vault. The vault was also divided into bays by ribs which splayed upwards from the capital (springing) in a variety of forms (see VAULTING).


(ii) A recess in a room, especially one formed by a projecting window.


BEAD Originally a prayer (also bede) but later applied to the component parts of a necklace which were used to assist the memory when reciting the rosary, hence ‘telling beads’ (see BEDESMAN). The famous ‘Syon Beads’, for example, were rosaries of either five or sixty-three beads which could be obtained from the Brigittine double house of Syon (Twickenham, Greater London) in the fifteenth century (see INDULGENCE). Special prayers were prescribed for their use and various symbolic meanings ascribed to the number of beads and even to the number of words in the text of the devotions. In a manuscript, now in the British Library (Harley 494), five short prayers are given, each to be followed by a ‘refrain’ which was to be ‘sayde on every bede’:


O swete blessyd Jheus for thi holy name and thy bytter passion, save us from synne and shame and endless damnacion and bryng us to thi blysse. Amen.


In a further manuscript (Harley 541) there is also a list of indulgences which accompanied the saying of additional prayers:


The pardon of Syon Bedez. For every paternoster CCCC dayez


For every Ave Maria CCCC dayez


For every credo CCCC dayez


The summe of the pardon to the hole Sawter is 1 x Mi vij et ijC dayez


BEADSMAN see BEDESMAN


BEAKHEAD ORNAMENT Romanesque ornamentation consisting of mythical birds’ and beasts’ heads with pointed beaks or tongues (see MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE).


BEARDS see RASURA


BECKET A carved boss at the end of a DRIPSTONE.


BEDE-HOUSE A form of ALMONRY attached to some secular colleges in the late Middle Ages.


See also ALMSHOUSES, CHANTRY COLLEGE, HOSPICE and HOSPITALS


BEDE ROLL A list of benefactors to a religious community for whom commemorative prayers were to be said.


See also CHANTRY CHAPELS


BEDESMAN (also BEADSMAN) One who is paid or endowed to pray for others. Tiny figures of bedesmen were often carved in medieval tomb chests as symbols of the perpetual prayers which were to be offered for the deceased and his family (see BEAD, CHANTRY and MONUMENTS).


BEE-KEEPING Bees were kept for their honey and for their wax from which were produced liturgical candles and writing tablets. It was the CELLARER who was ultimately responsible for maintaining the hives which were usually kept in the outer court (curia).


BELFRY A bell tower or that part of a tower in which bells are housed (see BELLS and TOWERS).


BELL-HATCH (or BELL-HOLE) An opening in a tower vault through which bells were raised and lowered.


BELL LOUVRES Window-like openings in the walls of a tower in which sets of horizontal overlapping slats provide protection from the weather while not impeding the sound of the bells.


See also BELLS and TOWERS
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A Nave vault; B Clerestory; C Tribune or triforium; D Nave arcade. (Tom Friar)
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The north nave arcade at Durham Cathedral. (Courtesy of Derry Brabbs/www.derrybrabbs.com)








BELLS In the monasteries ‘the sound of bells was rarely absent from the air, either the small bells of the DORTER, FRATER, chapter and church or the greater bells of the tower. They seem to have punctuated every occasion throughout the day and they must have given an air of animation both within and without the monastery’ (Crossley, The English Abbey, 1935). The great bells were rung to summon a community to prayer at the appointed Day Hours (Diurnal) of Lauds, Prime, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline. The onerous duty of ringing the great bell fell to a ‘careful brother’ selected by the Abbot, although in the later Middle Ages bells were sometimes controlled by clock mechanisms which had neither hands nor face (see clocks). Of course, there was still a need for the bells to be rung in celebration (in some abbeys as often as forty times a year) and ringers were often rewarded with special rations or were replaced by paid servants. Only at Passiontide were the bells silent, as a sign of mourning.


Before the fourteenth century, the larger bells were normally suspended on a single spindle, but from c. 1300 they were mounted on wooden quarter-wheels, the spindle serving as the axle and with the rope attached to the rim of the wheel. It was then found that even greater control could be achieved when the bell was mounted on a half-wheel. At the Reformation many church bells were either silenced or removed. The task of restoring them during and after the Elizabethan period often necessitated rehanging, which provided an opportunity for further experimentation. Most bells were now mounted on a complete wheel, while the introduction of a slider and stay made it possible for the bell’s movement to be halted at will.


Large medieval bells were often dedicated to a saint and were inscribed with an appropriate prayer or biblical text. Initial letters, sometimes in the form of crosses, word stops, lettering and foundry marks are of great beauty and interest, although, because of their lofty location, they remain inaccessible. Inscriptions on post-Reformation bells tend to be secular in character. They are usually (though not invariably) in English and often incorporate the name of the bell-founder and of benefactors. The bells of Sherborne Abbey, Dorset (now the parish church) are believed to be the heaviest peal of eight in the world. The tenor (‘Great Tom’) alone weighs 21/2 tons, its inscription recalling Cardinal Thomas Wolsey (c. 1475–1530) who gave the bell to the abbey:


By Wolsey’s gift I measure time for all,


To mirth, to grief, to church, I serve to call.


Also at Sherborne is the Fire Bell that is rung for conflagrations. It too is inscribed:


Lord, quench this furious flame:


Arise, run, help put out the same.


Change-ringing


‘Ringing the changes’ on peals of five, six, eight, ten or twelve bells, was introduced in the mid-seventeenth century and is almost unknown outside England. The bells are rung in a series of different orders (changes): on eight bells, for example, 40,320 changes are possible (this is called ‘accomplishing the extent’) and some 1,600 changes can be rung in an hour. The earliest evidence of change-ringing (from c. 1618) is a carving on the tower door-post of Buxhall church in Suffolk:


[image: Illustration]


It was the publication of Fabian Stedman’s Tintinnalogia in 1668 and his Campanologia in 1677 that formalised a system by which the bells could make ‘real music’. Stedman’s method (which is still the most popular) requires an even number of bells, although (paradoxically) the changes are rung on an odd number. Thus, in a ‘ring of bells’ of six, ‘Stedman’ would be rung on the ‘front five’ (2–1–4–3–5) with the largest bell (the tenor) coming in behind. Inevitably, numerous variations evolved from Stedman’s system and the names of those who attempted to ring Grandsire Triples, Bob Major, Stedman Caters, Tittum Bob Royal and other sequences were painted on boards and proudly displayed in ringing chambers throughout England.


All bells are considered to be feminine and are ‘raised’ or ‘turned over’ to ‘speak’ their Pleasures, Tittums, Superlatives and Surprises. The essence of ringing in a peal is that each bell should turn through an almost complete revolution each time the bell-rope is pulled, beginning from an inverted position (a stay on the wheel prevents a bell from performing a complete revolution).


The bells are rung from a ringing chamber (or hanging chamber) within the tower which is usually reached by ladders or a turnpike stair (vice). At Crowland Abbey in Lincolnshire the bells are immediately above the porch so that worshippers are obliged to pass through the circle of ringers as they enter the church. Ringing chambers often contain fascinating evidence of continuous use, sometimes dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as ringers’ rhymes (almost invariably warning of a fine for wearing spurs or a hat in the chamber), lists of tower captains (the head ringers, also known as Bell Captains) and ringing boards on which are chalked the orders for the day. Societies of ringers (known as ‘The St … Tower’ and whose members are described as ‘youths’) also maintain records of their achievements.


The towers themselves (which may move during the ringing of a large peal) have an effect on the sound produced by the bells that hang within them. Old bricks soak up the sound and sweeten it, and the taller the tower, the quieter the bells in its immediate vicinity. In recent centuries, bells were usually hung about 12ft (3.6m) lower than the bell louvres in the tower walls so that the sound can rise and spread outwards.


See also CLOCKS, SANCTUS BELL and TOWERS


For the Central Council of Church Bell Ringers see APPENDIX II.


BENCHES Medieval congregations were rarely provided with seating: they simply stood or knelt – although stone benches were sometimes attached to the walls as a concession to the elderly and infirm (hence the expression ‘gone to the wall’). But with the growing popularity of itinerant preachers (notably the FRIARS who arrived in England in the fourteenth century), so the need for seating increased (see also PULPITS). With the introduction of an English LITURGY following the Reformation, most churches acquired some form of seating, often trestles which could be removed when the nave was required for other purposes. Nevertheless, by the late sixteenth century an increasing number of churches had installed permanent long-backed benches. These have backs with open rails or panels, bench-ends, and bookrests for the benefit of those sitting on the bench behind. Rows of benches are often (and erroneously) referred to as pews, which are enclosed and of a much later date. In many abbey churches and cathedrals, benches have been replaced by rows of chairs, which are more comfortable and may be removed and stored when the nave is used for other purposes.


BENEDICITE The song of praise ‘Bless ye [the Lord]’ attributed (in Dan. 3) to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego as they stood together in the ‘fiery furnace’. The canticle has been used in the Christian liturgy since the days of the early Church.


BENEDICTINE NUNS The Benedictine abbey of Shaftesbury, Dorset, was the largest nunnery in medieval England. By 1327 it supported a community of more than 120 Benedictine nuns, although its numbers were greatly reduced as a consequence of the Black Death (see PLAGUE). It owned vast tracts of land throughout Dorset and Wiltshire and maintained a HOSPICE and an almshouse at Shaftesbury and a leper hospital at Blandford Forum. However, communities such as Shaftesbury and Romsey in Hampshire were exceptional: although numerous, the majority of Benedictine nunneries were small and poor. Their chaplains were usually secular priests who held prebends in the monastic estates.


See also NUNS AND NUNNERIES


BENEDICTINES (The Black Monks) The Rule of St Benedict of Nursia (c. 480–c. 550) provided a cohesive, inclusive and individual code by which monastic life, both spiritual and administrative, could be ordered (see RULE). It was a perfect expression of devout sobriety, neither excessive nor fanatical, and was to become the model for all subsequent forms of monasticism in western Europe. Regular observance was based on the principle of the common life: the individual was subservient to the body corporate. But there was no order of St Benedict: the Benedictine Rule was simply one of several from which an abbot selected the observances by which his community lived. Successive medieval popes attempted to bring the Benedictine abbeys under a centralised constitution but the Benedictines themselves preferred to exercise reform through independent local congregations.


Throughout the DARK AGES it was the Benedictines who maintained the ideals and practice of scholarship and liturgical worship. They ‘provided stability in chaotic and restless times, regulation in anarchy and continuity in a time of dissolution’ (Bottomley). Indeed, their influence affected profoundly the subsequent nature of medieval society.


In England, the tenth-century clerics Dunstan, Oswald and Ethelwold reintroduced large-scale monasticism after a century of decline in the ANGLO-SAXON CHURCH. With the support of the Anglo-Saxon monarchy they introduced a strict Benedictine rule and established (or refounded) a series of monasteries, ‘correcting the foolish with rods’ and so antagonising the ‘evil-living [secular] clerics’ with their ‘illegal wives’ and partiality for gluttony and drunkenness, that there was even an unsuccessful attempt to poison Ethelwold in his hall at Winchester.


The Benedictines were known as the Black Monks because they wore a black cowl over a black, white or russet cassock, trimmed with black or white fur, and a black cape and hood (they were not referred to as Benedictines until the late Middle Ages). Prior to the DISSOLUTION OF THE MONASTERIES, there were (in England and Wales) fifty abbeys of Benedictine monks, over forty conventual priories, a similar number of lesser houses and cells, and more than sixty houses of Benedictine nuns: a total of nearly two hundred communities with some three thousand brethren and sisters, together with numerous servants, employees and dependants. Several abbey and priory churches have survived as CATHEDRALS: Winchester Cathedral Priory, for example, and the ‘new foundation’ cathedrals of Chester, Gloucester, Peterborough and Westminster, while many others have been adopted for parochial use. Not all are as magnificent as the parish churches of Milton (where the nave was never built) and Sherborne in Dorset, Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire and Great Malvern in Worcestershire. The majority remain as simple parish churches in which at least some part of the monastic structure survives.


See also ABBEY, CISTERCIANS and PRIORY


BENEDICTUS The song of thanksgiving for the birth of John the Baptist (Luke 1: 68–79) sung liturgically at Lauds and incorporated into the Book of Common Prayer for use at Mattins.


BENEFACTORS Those who contributed to the building, restoration or extension of a monastery or church, or who granted lands to a religious community in return for the prayers of the beneficiaries (see CHANTRY) and recognition as a confrater or honorary member of the community (see CONFRATERNITY).


The Norman aristocracy was particularly keen to endow large tracts of land to the monasteries. To these warrior knights, monasticism was regarded as the spiritual counterpart of their own military ethic, a perception that the Benedictines actively encouraged:


Look carefully at the things that are provided for you by trained monks living in monasteries under a Rule; strenuous is the warfare which these castle-guards of Christ wage against the Devil; innumerable are the benefits of their struggle. Who can recount the vigils, hymns, psalms, prayers, alms and daily offerings of masses which the monks perform? These followers of Christ crucify themselves that they may please God. And so, noble earl, I earnestly advise you to build such a castle in your country, manned by monks against Satan. Here the cowled champions will resist the devil in constant warfare for your soul.


Orderic Vitalis


For these rich and powerful men a gift to a religious house was considered to be a shrewd investment. The ‘soldiers for Christ’ (as Bernard of Clairvaux described his fellow Cistercians) would pray regularly for the souls of their benefactors while the benefactors could anticipate salvation through the monks’ intercessions. But, as in all things, fashions changed. Initially, it was the Benedictines who attracted major endowments, followed by the more ascetic orders and, in the early twelfth century, the communities of Augustinian Canons. From the 1130s the Cistercians attracted numerous patrons, while, in the thirteenth century, the new orders of FRIARS (who did not need large gifts of land) were particularly popular. In the late medieval period, when the increasingly relaxed conduct of certain orders was attracting cynicism, the austere Carthusian order received substantial patronage.


The names of benefactors were often inscribed in a book or bede roll so that their generosity would be commemorated in perpetuity and, if they were ARMIGEROUS, their heraldic devices might be incorporated in the fabric of the building they had helped to endow (there are 825 shields of arms of benefactors in the vault of the Canterbury cloister which was rebuilt c. 1400). A relatively poor man could qualify as a benefactor but a substantial donation was required before he could be recognised as a founder. It was not unusual for founders to join the communities they had endowed. Walter Espec, for example, one of Henry I’s barons, ended his days as a humble monk at Rievaulx Abbey in 1154. Espec’s patronage was typical of the great benefactors of his day. In c. 1122 he founded the Augustinian priory of Kirkham. This was followed, in 1132, by an endowment of land near his castle at Helmsley for the founding of the Cistercian abbey of Rievaulx. And when the Rievaulx community began to expand he made a further gift of land for a DAUGHTER HOUSE at Warden in Bedfordshire.


See also FOUNDATION (MONASTIC)


BENEFIT OF CLERGY Exemption from trial by a secular court, accorded to the medieval clergy. In England this provision was extended to all whose literacy theoretically qualified them for holy orders. Prisoners were often required to read from the scriptures in order to avoid a capital sentence for a minor offence. The test was abolished in 1706; the procedure was abolished in 1827.


See also CANON LAW and CLARENDON, CONSTITUTIONS OF


BIER LIGHT A tall candleholder, four of which would have been placed on the floor at the corners of a coffin when kept in a church for any length of time. Medieval bier lights were lit and placed at the corners of TOMB CHESTS to commemorate the birthday or saint’s day of the deceased and when masses were said for his soul (see CHANTRY and EFFIGIES). Processional torches, which were carried on either side of the cross in processions, were of similar appearance and have heavy, removable bases so that they may be stored in an upright position or used as bier lights.


BILLET Romanesque ornamentation consisting of a series of raised rectangular or cylindrical motifs alternating with spaces (see MEDIEVAL ARCHITECTURE).


BISHOP see ABBEY, CATHEDRAL PRIORY, DIOCESE and SIGNATURES (ARCHBISHOPS AND BISHOPS)


BISHOPS’ PALACES see FORTIFICATION


BISHOPS’ REGISTERS From the early thirteenth century, the Church began to exercise greater care in the ordering of its records. A series of papal records, which begin in 1198, are an invaluable source for English ecclesiastical history, as are royal records and bishops’ registers, also dating from the thirteenth century. By the late Middle Ages diocesan administration had developed into a complex network that affected the lives of parishioners from the cradle to the grave. As a result, there are few aspects of parochial and manorial life that do not appear in the bishops’ registers of the time. Entries relate to individual parishes and contain an extraordinary wealth of historical information: the identity of patrons and incumbents; priests ordained or instituted to parochial chapelries, free chapels, private oratories and chantries; licences to clergy to leave their parishes (to enter royal service or to undertake a pilgrimage, for example); entries concerning the rededication of a church or alterations in its patronal festivals; the consecration (required by Canon Law) of the extension or rebuilding of churches; details of the division or combining of parishes and the founding of chantries and oratories; records of TITHES and of disputes brought before a bishop. Such information provides invaluable evidence of demographic, political, agricultural and social change for a time when other sources are rare. There may also be incidental evidence of road and bridge building, harbour repairs, the provision of drainage and water supplies, repairs to the parish church and other communal works which were carried out, either in return for INDULGENCES (usually, of forty days) or by subscription, and recorded in the registers. Many registers have been published by local record societies and details of all the episcopal registers may be found in the Guide to Bishops’ Registers of England and Wales. Most of the early printed registers were produced in the original Latin but later volumes are generally translated into English and include summaries and calendars.
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(Tom Friar)








BISHOP’S THRONE see CATHEDRALS


BISHOPS’ TRANSCRIPTS From 1598 incumbents were required to provide their diocesan bishop with copies of entries in the parish registers. Unfortunately, in some cases the order was observed only sporadically and, in others, the returns were not scrupulously maintained. Consequently, the Bishops’ Transcripts are often a poor substitute for the original registers, although they may prove invaluable where registers (or entries) are found to be missing.


See also ARCHIVES and BISHOPS’ REGISTERS


BLACK CANONS see AUGUSTINIANS


BLACK DEATH see PLAGUE


BLACK FRIARS see FRIARS


BLACK MONKS see BENEDICTINES


BLASPHEMY Contempt of God, expressed through grossly irreverent speech, action or even thought, was once both a mortal sin and a legal offence, as was blasphemy against the Church and its saints. In Britain, it remains so only if calculated to offend believers or is likely to cause a breach of the peace.


BLAZON To describe a coat of arms or other heraldic device using the conventions and terminology of HERALDRY. Such a description is itself termed a blazon.


BLESSED SACRAMENT A term used to describe the Sacrament of the EUCHARIST, both the service and (especially) the consecrated elements of bread and wine.


See also RESERVATION


BLIND A term used to describe raised architectural features, such as arcading and vaulting ribs, between which the intervening spaces are closed.


BLIND ARCADE see ARCADE


BLOCK CAPITAL (also CUSHION CAPITAL) A Romanesque capital formed from a cube of stone the lower edges of which have been rounded off to meet the circular shaft below (see CAPITAL).


BLOOD-LETTING see PHLEBOTOMY


BONSHOMMES see FRIARS and GRANDMONTINES


BOOK OF HOURS Often the most impressive of all medieval written documents, Books of Hours were personal devotional books widely used by the devout laity from the thirteenth century. Most were embellished more or less elaborately according to the taste and pocket of the patron for whom they were prepared. Some were presented as gifts by calligraphers and illuminators in hope of patronage. Books of Hours provided a series of prayers appropriate to the eight canonical hours into which the day was divided, together with a calendar and various extracts from the divine office and psalms. They were invariably exceedingly beautiful, the illustrations providing also a wealth of information on contemporary social life.


See also MANUSCRIPT ILLUMINATION and PRIMER


BOOKPLATE A sloping wooden or metal plate, with a projecting lower edge, to support an open book: as on a LECTERN, MISSAL STAND or pulpit desk (see DESKS).


BOOKS Books were necessary for the recitation of the offices (see DIVINE OFFICE), for readings in CHAPTER, the FRATER and at COLLATION and for private meditative reading which was required by the rule. Indeed, ‘reading’ (which included working in the SCRIPTORIUM) gradually replaced MANUAL LABOUR in the daily round (see HORARIUM). In 1277 the Benedictine General Chapter ordered that ‘in place of manual labour the abbots shall appoint other occupations for their claustral monks according to their capacity: study, writing, correcting, illuminating and binding books.’ The PRECENTOR was responsible for maintaining the service books, which were not to be removed from the church or cloister. These included the ANTIPHONARIUM, GRADUALE, MISSAL and PROCESSIONALE.


See also ARCHIVES, BOOK OF HOURS, BREVIARY, CALENDAR, CAPITULARY, CARTULARY, COLOPHON, COMMON PRAYER (BOOK OF), CUSTOMARY, ECCLESIASTICAL LIBRARIES, EVANGELIARY, FACULTY, HYMNARY, INVENTORY, LECTIONARY, LIBRARIES, LITANY, LITURGY, MANUALE, MANUAL LABOUR, MANUSCRIPT ILLUMINATION, MARGINAL INSCRIPTION, MARTYROLOGY, MONASTIC BREVIARY, MONASTICON ANGLICANUM, ORDINAL, ORDINARY (ii), PAPER, PARCHMENT, PONTIFICAL, PRIMER, PSALTER, PSALTERY, RUBRIC, SACRAMENTARY, TEMPORALE, VELLUM, VESPERALE, and WELSH RECORDS


BOOKS, CHAINED see LIBRARIES


BOROUGH, MONASTIC see TOWNS


BOSSES A boss is a decorative termination in wood or stone where the cross-members of a roof or ceiling intersect. In a stone vault it is a projecting KEYSTONE at the intersection of ribs and is both functional and ornamental (see VAULTING). In the magnificent vault of Sherborne Abbey in Dorset there are no fewer than eight hundred stone bosses and CORBELS, all elaborately carved, painted and gilded with heraldic designs, rebuses and vernacular motifs. The majority of bosses are late medieval, foliated decoration and simple QUATREFOIL and shield motifs being especially common. Unless foliated designs have acorns, haws or grapes they can be difficult to identify botanically. Popular subjects include devils and human faces; saints’ emblems and symbols of the Passion; the heraldic shields, badges, rebuses and cyphers of benefactors and donors; merchants’ marks; animals and symbolic beasts (such as ‘Tanners’ hares’ which have shared ears) together with a profusion of sacred and secular legends mingled with (sometimes bawdy) everyday scenes.


See also SCAFFOLDING AND CRANES


BOY BISHOP A strange medieval custom whereby, in some monasteries, schools and rural parishes, a boy was elected to ‘perform’ the duties usually associated with a bishop during the three-week period from St Nicholas’s Day (6 December) to Holy Innocents’ Day (28 December).


BRACE Diagonal subsidiary timbers added to a structure (e.g. a door or the frame of a roof) to increase its rigidity.


See also DOORWAYS, LEDGE, MUNTIN, RAIL and STILE


BRACKET A flat-topped, right-angled projection of stone, wood or metal used to support a shelf, statue, candles, etc. Not to be confused with a CORBEL, an architectural feature of similar appearance which carries the distributed downward thrust of a larger structure. Both may be elaborately carved, painted and gilded. A bracket in the form of a scroll is described as a console.


BRANDAE see SHRINES


BRASSES (MONUMENTAL) A monumental brass is an engraved metal plate affixed as a memorial to the floor or wall of a church or to a TOMB CHEST.


There are some 8,000 brasses in England, more than in any other European country, although these represent only a small proportion of the brasses laid down between c. 1250 and c. 1650. About half of these are figure brasses (depicting a human figure) while others are engraved with heraldic devices and Christian symbols such as chalices, stylised lilies, sacred hearts and crosses and brackets. A number of later brasses are engraved with religious scenes: the Annunciation, the Nativity and the Resurrection, for example, most of which are from the early sixteenth century and fortunately escaped the attentions of the reformist iconoclasts.
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vault bosses from the ruined church of Hailes Abbey, Gloucestershire.








[image: Illustration]


A reproduction of a boss in the choir vault at Exeter Cathedral.








Figure brasses include men, women, children, and infants in swaddling clothes as well as skeletons and shrouded figures (see CADAVER). Archbishops, bishops and abbots are usually depicted in their processional or mass vestments and monks and nuns in the habits of their orders (only thirty monastic brasses have survived). Judges and notaries usually have coifs (close-fitting caps), hoods, and fur-lined mantles buttoned on the right shoulder. Academics (of which there are some seventy-five examples) are usually depicted with a skull cap or raised cap, a hood (which is not always visible) and a gown, similar in appearance to a short cassock. By far the largest and most interesting category is the military brass, so called because figures are depicted in armour. Of the numerous civilian brasses, those of wool merchants often include the symbols of their trade (such as woolsacks) and merchants’ marks. As a general rule, the deceased is always depicted in the attire appropriate to their status in life, although this can sometimes lead to incongruities, as in the brass to Sir Peter Legh (1527) at Winwick, Lancashire. Sir Peter was a knight but took holy orders after his wife’s death and is depicted wearing a CHASUBLE over his armour!


Female figures, although not so numerous, are of equal interest and most include an element of heraldry (see also EFFIGIES). There are many examples of female figures in heraldic kirtles and mantles from the medieval and Tudor periods, and of women depicted in the simple white widow’s veil and wimple, sideless cotehardie and kirtle of a vowess. A vowess (or avowess) was a widow who had ‘avowed to live a life of chastity and obedience to God’s will’ but had not necessarily entered a religious community. Some of these splendid ladies were widows of the nobility and it is interesting to observe how many of them chose also to be depicted wearing the symbols of their rank – the ducal coronet of a duchess, for example.


Manufacture


Medieval brasses were, in fact, made of an alloy of copper (75–80 per cent), with 15–20 per cent zinc and small elements of lead and tin. In the Middle Ages this material was known as latten, and later cuivre blanc (white copper). Brasses originated in the Low Countries in the thirteenth century and a number were imported into England, notably from the fourteenth-century manufacturing centre of Tournai on the river Scheldt. Typical of these large, elaborate imported brasses is that of Abbot Thomas de la Mare at St Albans, Hertfordshire, which measures 2.8 x 1.5m (9ft 3in x 4ft 4in).


The majority of surviving English brasses originated from workshops established in the early fourteenth century at Norwich, York and London. The more ornate brasses were specially commissioned and engraved to a client’s specification but each workshop also developed series of templates from which a cheaper ‘off the peg’ design could be selected and to which personal devices might be added. It may be possible to identify the different workshops from the characteristics of a particular brass but, as with effigies, early brasses portray only a stylised representation of a deceased person, not an accurate portrait.
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Brass to Abbot Thomas de la Mare at St Albans. (Malcolm Norris)








Those who worked on monumental brasses were sometimes described as ‘marblers’, a possible reference to the craft of engraving INCISED SLABS from which the monumental brass developed. Indeed, it seems likely that several workshops which had traditionally produced lavishly expensive effigies turned also to the production of brasses as an alternative form of memorial which could be afforded by the average cleric, merchant or gentleman.


The first English brasses comprised a number of separate pieces, cut from a single sheet of metal, each of which was deeply engraved and set within an indentation (matrix) carved out of the stone slab so that the brass was flush with the surface. Each section was secured within its matrix in a bed of black pitch which also protected the metal from corrosion, although later brasses were often fixed by means of brass rivets driven into lead plugs which were compressed within holes in the slab. In many instances coloured enamels were let into the concave surfaces of the brass and this practice continued well into the sixteenth century.


Dating


Many of the earliest brasses commemorate senior clerics, who are depicted in their vestments and bearing the insignia of their office. These early figures are usually life size or slightly smaller and may be set within a decorative engraved canopy with an inscription, usually composed of separate letters, set round the edge of the brass. Decorative canopies are common to all periods and may be ‘single’, ‘double’ or ‘triple’, depending on the number of ‘arches’ depicted, and tend to reflect current architectural styles (see CANOPY).


Knights of this period are usually shown cross-legged with a dog or lion at their feet, long surcoat and a shield on the left arm, while their ladies may have a pet dog playing in the folds of their costumes. Invariably, military brasses contain heraldic devices which facilitate dating and identification and often provide genealogical and personal information not included in the inscription. Indeed, it was for this reason that HERALDRY was considered to be such an important component of most memorials, for it proclaimed both the authority and status of the deceased and the achievements which his descendants wished to commemorate.


From c. 1330 brasses were manufactured in a variety of sizes, were usually exquisitely engraved, and often included an ornate canopy. Marginal inscriptions were now incorporated within continuous strips of metal and PRECATORY SCROLLS and cross and bracket designs of great beauty were especially popular. In military brasses, the long, flowing surcoat was gradually replaced by the short, tight-fitting jupon. This was ideally suited to heraldic embellishment and yet during the period 1360–1460 only one-tenth of military brasses have figures wearing heraldic garments. Of course, it may be that it is not the jupon which is depicted in these brasses but the waisted breast-plate (cuirass), which was increasingly in evidence from c. 1350 and (in two-dimensional form) would be of similar appearance (see also CAMAIL PERIOD).


With the emergence of a medieval middle class there was a significant increase in the number of civilian brasses and, from c. 1380, male civilian figures are often depicted wearing a short sword (anelace) which is suspended from the belt of the tunic. Civilians usually have long hair and beards until c. 1410.


Fifteenth-century brasses are still well engraved but are generally smaller. Children are sometimes included, usually on separate plates below those of their parents. Some of the most magnificent brasses of the period were to be found in monastic churches although, following the Dissolution of the Monasteries, fewer than thirty remain. Of these, the finest is that of Thomas Nelond, Prior of Lewes (1433), at Cowfold in Sussex. Prior Thomas is depicted in the habit of the Benedictines, as he was head of the senior Cluniac monastery in England. There are further examples of monastic brasses at Denham in Buckinghamshire, Dorchester in Oxfordshire, Elstow in Bedfordshire, Nether Wallop in Hampshire, Norwich (St Laurence) in Norfolk and the abbey of St Alban, Hertfordshire.


Brasses from the second half of the fifteenth century (notably from the period 1470–90) show a marked deterioration in drawing and balance. The whole figure is often out of proportion and details are rendered without consideration to the constructive essentials of armour. Furthermore, brasses were a very much cheaper form of memorial than a stone or bronze effigy, so that persons thus commemorated tended to come from the lesser gentry and merchant class, who were largely unaffected by contemporary fashion. Thus we often find brasses in which figures are depicted in armour of an earlier period or in an ornate German or Italian harness which they were unlikely to have worn in real life. Nor should it be assumed that all those who are depicted in armour were of a military disposition, for it was customary for a man of note (nobilis) to be shown in death wearing the accoutrements of his feudal obligation of military service. Nobility and gentility were the hereditary prerogatives of the ancient warrior class: the shield was the symbol of that class and armour its uniform.


Some seventy-five brasses, mostly in the collegiate chapels of Oxford and Cambridge, are of academics. As one might expect, most were in Holy Orders and are, therefore, depicted with tonsures. Academic gowns are similar in appearance to a cassock but shorter, while Doctors of Divinity wore the cappa clausa, a gown divided at the front to show the hands.


During the early Tudor period (1485–1558) brasses become more numerous but, for the most part, they were poorly engraved, with excessive cross-hatching on thin metal. Mural plates (set on walls or incorporated into WALL MONUMENTS) were increasingly popular, English replaced Latin in inscriptions and there was some attempt at portraiture.


From this time, a number of brasses show figures dressed in heraldic tabards and these continued well into the sixteenth century, the complexity of heraldic quarterings increasing significantly in the Tudor period when descent from (or association with) an ‘ancient’ family (i.e. pre-Bosworth) was highly prized by the newly created Tudor aristocracy.


Destruction and Revival


Numerous medieval brasses (notably those which were considered to be ‘popish’) were torn from their matrices and discarded by the iconoclasts of the English Reformation, although many reappeared later as palimpsests (see PALIMPSEST). These were engraved on the reverse of the original (medieval) brass and the majority date from the second half of the sixteenth century, when they could be obtained more cheaply than a new plate by those seeking a brass memorial.


To her credit, Elizabeth I (1558–1603) attempted to preserve monuments by means of legislation which required that, where possible, they should be repaired and restored to the churches from which they had been removed. From about 1570 the use of figures declined in popularity and designs were generally heraldic: often a central, multi-quartered coat of arms surrounded by separate shields representing hereditary and marital connections.


Both sides in the Civil War (1642–9) destroyed thousands of brasses, often melting them down to make weapons. Those bearing religious symbols, such as the Trinity, and the beautiful cross and bracket brasses were especially vulnerable.


The monumental brass declined in popularity from the mid-seventeenth century and many brasses were damaged or destroyed as a consequence of insensitive refurbishing and rebuilding schemes in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But many were also saved (and even restored) during the Gothic revival of the nineteenth century, when the brass figure set into a slab, and the brass wall monument with ornate Gothic inscriptions and the florid heraldry of the period enjoyed a revival.


For Church Monuments Society and Monumental Brass Society see APPENDIX II.


BRATTISHING Late medieval ornamental cresting consisting of carved formalised flowers or leaves (sometimes within a crenellated form) on (e.g.) a screen, CORNICE or PARAPET.


BRAWLING Although the word is commonly used to describe a noisy quarrel or fight, brawling was a specific offence: that of causing a disturbance in a church or churchyard.


BRAY, THE VICAR OF see REFORMATION, THE


BREAD In the Christian Church, bread symbolises all food and exemplifies God’s providence. It was baked in huge quantities to feed monastic communities, for alms-giving and for the sustenance of guests. In BENEDICTINE houses the daily bread was distributed with extraordinary ceremony. At the commencement of a meal the loaves were placed in a basket suspended by ropes and pulleys above the abbot’s table. When all were assembled the basket ‘shall descend onto the abbot’s table, in order that the rations of God’s labourers may appear to descend to them from Heaven’. Of course, bread is associated with the Sacrament and in the western Church unleavened (unfermented) bread has always been used in the Eucharistic rite, although in the Church of England both leavened and unleavened bread are now permitted.


See also BREAD OVEN
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BREAD OVEN In addition to the great monastic BAKEHOUSE, there was often provision within the abbey church itself for the baking of the ‘single bread’ – the unleavened bread (obleys) used at the mass – a task which was usually directed with great solemnity by the SACRIST. Bread ovens may occasionally be found in monastic churches: rectangular openings within the thickness of a wall, with well-constructed close-fitting stone or brick linings and an external flue. Before baking, the oven was pre-heated by a small fire of faggot-wood or furze, lit in the base of the oven. When this had died down the ashes were hastily removed and the door shut on the bread, which gently baked in the diminishing heat, supplemented by latent heat from the chimney flue.


BREAKFAST (MIXTUM) see FRATER


BRESSUMER (also BREASTSUMMER) A horizontal beam, often carved ornamentally, that carries the superstructure in timber-framed buildings and into which the first-floor joists are tenoned. The term is also used to describe a heavy beam spanning a fireplace or other opening.


BREVIARY A liturgical book containing the text (and often the music) to be used in the DIVINE OFFICE, together with certain additions such as prayers for the dead. So complex was the music that in many religious houses a number of choir books would be used during a single service: the ANTIPHONARIUM, GRADUALE, etc.


See also BOOKS, HOURS (CANONICAL) and PSALTER


BREVIATOR (i) The scribe responsible for drawing up a BRIEF.


(ii) A member of the almoner’s staff (see ALMONER), usually a salaried servant, responsible for conveying a brief to other communities of an order.


See also OBIT


BREWHOUSE Beer was the staple drink of most medieval households, both secular and religious. Consequently, large quantities were required for monastic communities of both sexes: in the fifteenth century, the weekly allowance of beer to each member of certain houses of nuns was 7 gallons (32 litres)! All religious communities had a brewhouse, which was usually located in an outer court, together with a kiln for malting. The brewer was one of the sub-cellarer’s assistants (see CELLARER) although, in the late medieval period, he was more often a paid servant. Brewhouses were often comparatively insubstantial buildings and only partial remains may have survived: at Canterbury and Fountains, for example. Beer was brewed both for the community’s consumption, for hospitality and alms and (with bread) was provided as part of a servant’s remuneration.


BRIEF (i) Written consent from a bishop or senior ecclesiastical official authorising collections for charitable or other worthwhile causes (see also BULLA).


(ii) A formal document, drawn up by the breviator of a religious community to record the death of a member. The brief, or mortuary roll, which requested that prayers be said for the soul of the deceased, was conveyed to the almoners of other religious houses, who sometimes endorsed the document with Latin verses praising the dead or expressing sympathy with the bereaved before returning it.


BRIGITTINES or BRIDGETTINES The celebrated abbey of Syon at Twickenham, Middlesex, was the only Brigittine house in England, founded and richly endowed by Henry V as a penance in 1414. The order followed a modified version of the Augustinian rule that was reformed by Saint Bridget (c. 1303–73), former queen of Sweden, in c. 1346. This permitted books to be kept as personal possessions for private study. Originally, the Brigittines closely resembled the GILBERTINE ORDER in that they were organised in double communities of canons and nuns (see DOUBLE MONASTERY), sharing a common church. This arrangement continued down to the sixteenth century. The order survived the Reformation and continues as an enclosed and contemplative community in Devon.


BROKEN COLUMN see COLUMN


BROTHER A fellow male member of a religious order (see FATHER).


BUGIA (also PALMATORIUM and SCOTULA) A portable candlestick with lighted candle.


BUILDING MATERIALS see MASONRY


BULLA An embossed metal disc, originally lead, attached to a document as a means of authentication (see also SEALS). Papal edicts were sealed in this manner – hence the term papal bull.


BURIALS (MONASTIC) Stone coffins (or their lids) may sometimes be found at former monastic churches and these almost invariably contained the remains of distinguished members of the religious community who were granted the privilege of burial in the chapter house, east walk of the cloister or (rarely) in the church itself. Most monks were buried, without coffins, in the monastery cemetery, usually to the east of the chapter house and south of the church and approached from the cloister via a SLYPE or, in Cistercian houses, through a door in the transept. Only in Carthusian monasteries was the cloister garth used for burials (see CEMETERIES).


The CUSTOMARY set out in precise detail the rites that accompanied the death of a religious: Unction, Confession, Absolution and Viaticum were received while the dying man lay on a bed of sackcloth and ashes. After death, the body was washed and clothed in the habit of the order before being carried in solemn procession from the infirmary (or mortuary) to the church. There it would remain for twenty-four hours while the community kept watch and prayed. Following burial, masses were said for thirty days for the soul of the departed brother and notice of his passing was communicated by the almoner to other houses (see BRIEF).


The right to burial in a monastic cemetery was usually confined to brethren and confraters (see CONFRATERNITY), although urban monasteries sometimes provided a separate lay cemetery within its precincts. According to medieval practice, bones were exhumed after a time and conveyed to a charnel house near the cemetery. This was sometimes a crypt with a chapel above, as at Worcester, where a large ossuary to the north of the church was served by a college of chantry priests who were accommodated nearby. Founders (see BENEFACTORS) and royalty were often afforded burial in or near monastic churches: at the Cistercian abbey of Ystrad Fflur (Strata Florida) in Ceredigion, for example, which became the burial place of the thirteenth-century princes of Deheubarth. The south porch of Beaumaris church, Anglesey, contains the splendid stone coffin of Princess Joan, illegitimate daughter of King John and consort of Llywelyn ab Iorwerth (Llywelyn Fawr, d. 1240). Joan was originally buried at nearby Llanfaes Friary (which was founded to commemorate her death) but, after various vicissitudes, her coffin finally came to rest in the parish church of Beaumaris in 1808. Her effigy is carved on the coffin lid, surrounded by Celtic-style tracery.


See also GALILEE


BURSAR Originally, the chief financial officer of a religious community, the bursar was responsible for overseeing all the revenues and expenses of the establishment. He was ‘the keeper of the burse’ (the purse), although, with the development of OBEDIENTIARIES, his role was increasingly restricted to those payments that were not already appropriated by other officials. Even so, he continued to scrutinise departmental accounts and was usually provided with an office for that purpose.


BUTTERY see LARDER
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Buttresses. (Courtesy of John Ferguson)
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Flying buttresses and crocketed pinnacles at Milton Abbey, Dorset. (Courtesy of Florence Morris)








BUTTRESS A projecting support constructed against a wall to counteract the weight of roofs and TOWERS and to compensate for the structurally weakening effects of window openings. The walls of Saxon and early Romanesque stone buildings were invariably of considerable thickness, with small windows, and comparatively light timber roofs supported by tie and collar beams (see COLLAR BEAM). Consequently they required little reinforcement and buttresses of this period are generally wide but of low projection. The thinner walls, larger windows and heavy stone vaults of Gothic architecture required substantial buttressing with projections of greater depth at the base, reducing in upward stages to the roof level (see BAY). During the thirteenth century angle buttresses were used at the corners of buildings, where they met at 90 degrees (see illustration). Setback buttresses are similar but are set back slightly to expose the corner of the building. Less common are the large, square clasping buttresses which enclose the corners of a tower or porch. In the fourteenth century diagonal buttresses were widely used. These are set diagonally, at right angles to the corners of a tower or building. The flying buttress (or arch buttress) is one by which the thrust of a vault is carried from a wall to an outer buttress by means of an arch or series of arches. The lofty stone vaults, vast windows and slender walls (often little more than cages of stone ribs) which characterise the Perpendicular style of Gothic architecture of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries demanded extraordinary ingenuity in order that the downward and outward thrust of roof, tower and (sometimes) spire should be evenly distributed and counteracted. Mainly through trial and error, the abutment system developed by which arches, placed at the point of greatest thrust (found to be immediately below the springing line of a vault on an internal wall) transferred the pressure through buttresses to ground level and, by means of heavy pinnacles on the buttresses themselves, successfully offset the effect of the thrust. Buttresses were sometimes incorporated into the structure of larger buildings, and may be visible from the interior, as at Gloucester Cathedral, where massive ‘flying’ buttresses, constructed within the transept walls, transfer the outward thrust of the tower to ground level. Buttresses are not confined to medieval churches: the flying buttresses of Wren’s St Paul’s Cathedral, London (1675–1711) are concealed behind high screen walls which themselves support the buttresses.


BYLAND CAPITAL see CAPITAL
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