
Superstitions regarding the Middle Ages 

by 

Professor A. Hamilton Thompson, C.B.E., F.B.A. 1 · 

No student of local history can remain unfamiliar with the 
prevalence of local traditions or unimpressed by the hardy survival 
of some which he would' ordinarily be tempted to dismiss as 
unlikely, if not impossible. However little he may be tempted to 
believe them himself, he learns that to reject them summarily is 
dangerous. To tear the veil of romance ruthlessly is tactless: we 
cherish our illusions and resent the interference of those who make 
no secret of their zeal to dispel them. Unquestionably traditions 
exist which need careful examination, traditions which may have 
been embellished out of all proportion to truth but still retain traces 
of their primitive origin; and I should lay it down as a general rule 
that no tradition locally believed, and believed apparently from 
time immemorial, should be lightly laid' aside until it has been sub
jected to a thorough sifting for such elements of truth as it may con
tain. Something of value may emerge from material that at first 
sight seems highly unpromising. 

I wish to speak, however, not of isolated legends peculiar 
to a single locality, but of certain legends which perhaps hardly 
deserve the honourable name of traditions, but are nevertheless com
mon to many districts and are found in every part of the country. 
With all our boasted hard-headedness and common sense, none of 
us is probably quite free from the tendency to take a holiday out
side the limits of experience-else how can we explain the extreme 
popularity of sensational fiction, at which we are all ready to 
thrill, while remaining totally unconvinced? And there are legends 
of wide currency which, fables as they are, have something noble 
and inspiring about them. Who has not heard the popular story 
that Charlemagne and his warriors sit sleeping in a cave of the 
Untersberg, a story which in another part of Germany is told of the 
Emperor Barbarossa, with the additional information that he will 
awake from ,sleep only when his beard in its perpetual growth has 
twisted itself three times round the table which props his form? 
That same story is told of Arthur in Britain, at Richmond' Castle 
in Yorkshire and in connection with more than one imposing and 

IA paper read before the Society on 20 May 1949. 



34 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

castle-like rock elsewhere. Such tales as these can do no harm: 
they are told of heroes whose exploits have a mythic celebrity like 
those of the heroes of the Iliad and the Odyssey, and as such they 
belong to the region of epic romance. 

With the legends, however, of which I speak it is a different 
thing. There is nothing in them that is noble, and they may more 
truly be called superstitions than traditions. They largely concern 
the Middle Ages and are founded, for the most part, on the idea that 
medieval people acted in a way which no sensible man in our own 
day could for a moment wish to follow. I think that most people 
think of the Middle Ages as a period in which people dressed 
picturesquely in garments of bright and varied colours, in which 
they walked about rather pointlessly, assuming Anglo-Saxon 
attitudes, talking about their halidomes, going to church a good 
deal, being much under the thumb of a designing priesthood which 
most reprehensibly worked society to its own advantage by adroit 
exploitation of pains and penalties to be expected in another world. 
I am bound to say that, while dress in the Middle Ages was far 
more picturesque than in our own day and the medieval sense of 
colour showed remarkable taste, to say the least of it, there was a 
great deal more point in medieval life than is generally supposed. 
No one has ever come into close contact with medieval documents 
without realising that he has to deal with an age in which sentimen
tality counted for very little, in which men were as hard-headed and 
practical, with as good an eye for the main chance and as sure a 
knowledge of both sides of a penny as the keenest of modern busi
ness men. In many respects it was not an agreeable age. It was 
imperfectly acquainted with sanitation and hygiene; the state of 
cities and towns needed improvement; such luxuries as were to be 
found in private houses, even where plentiful, were primitive. 
Manners were rude and rough; the courtesy inculcated by doctrines 
of chivalry was artificial, but any one who has considered that 
crowd of pilgrims with whom Chaucer journeyed to Canterbury 
knows that, drawn from different classes in society as they were, 
they drew near together in pursuit of their common object, dis
playing those traits of character which were common to their 
generation, sharing, whatever their estate, a broad and tolerant 
humour, mingling in a good fellowship without exclusiveness or 
squeamishness. The common object which invited them to a 
holiday was religious, providing them with spiritual profit and 
temporal recreation; and by them their religious duties were taken 
in a matter-of-fact spirit as a part of life as inevitable and necessary 
as waking and sleeping, eating and drinking, and if their clergy 
had' not warned them of what they might expect in a future life if 
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they went wrong in this, they would have been much surprised and 
even irritated at such neglect of necessary duty. 

When or how the conception of the Middle Ages as a fantastic 
period, divorced in customs and interests from our own, came into 
existence, it would be difficult to say. The Reformation did not 
change things all at once: if it brought changes in Church doctrine 
and practice and alienated many from the beliefs in which they 
had been brought up, there were few alterations in other respects 
and it was certainly long befm:e the influence of medieval habits 
and customs became obsolete. But in England, during the later 
Stuart and Hanoverian periods, their memory was forgotten, and 
even those eighteenth-century poets who wrote with an artificial 
regret of an age of Crusading knights and hermits in leafy cells 
were very scantily informed on these topics and treated them in a 
general way as mere ornaments of verse which otherwise shared 
the formal qualities characteristic of the epoch. When, later in the 
century, a livelier curiosity in the past was revived, it was largely 
under the influence of German romance and ballad-poetry, with its 
robber-barons, spectres and wood-nymphs and river-spirits. That 
form of fiction known as the Tale of Terror, inaugurated by Horace 
Walpole in The Castle of Otranto, professed a familiarity with the 
Middle Ages as an era of strange happenings in which mysterious 
helmets, appearing from nowhere, took up their abode in castle 
courtyards . Walpole, who had his fireplaces at Strawberry Hill 
constructed on the model of Gothic tombs seen in English cathedral 
churches, liked medieval forms with little sense of their use or 
meaning, just as those architects did who overlaid eighteenth
century methods of construction with a veneer of similar ornament. 
As this purely dilettante sentiment developed into something more 
genuine, it was at first with no more that a vague striving towards 
the truth, and it was long before sound historical knowledge took the 
place of guesses made with imperfect comprehension. 

Of all the writers who, during the literary movement which we 
call the Romantic Revival, made the Middle Ages popular, none 
exercised so great an influence as Sir Walter Scott. A poet of no 
great profundity of thought or subtlety of phrase, he was deeply 
moved' by the sentiment of local associations and was able to convey 
his emotion with a direct simplicity which invested the mere mention 
of the name of a place with magic. The charm of the Middle Ages 
reached him through ballads and ruins, snatches of song recovered 
in country wanderings through Border valleys and over moorland, 
through the sight of the great pile of Hermitage Castle or of Melrose 
Abbey in the pale moonlight. As a novelist, he eclipsed his early 
fame as . a poet. His grasp of historical periods was wide and 
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sweeping: he realised' that the duty of the historical novelist is to 
give a lively picture of his chosen period, without too careful atten
tion to complete accuracy of detail or exactness of chronology. It 
is true that those of his novels which deal with the earlier Middle 
Ages are not the best. Ivanhoe and The Talisman, as pictures of 
their epochs, are far less successful than Kenilworth, Old Mortality 
and The Fortunes of Nigel. But they went far to awaken the world 
to the attraction of the age of the early Plantagenets and the 
Crusades, and, if we may discover in them today plenty of 
anachronisms and even absurdities, it is ungrateful to dismiss them 
lightly. Like much pioneer work, they were faulty and imperfect; 
but they had the power of enchaining the imagination of their 
readers in a way which is foreign to more ambitiously correct works 
of fiction. 

If, however, Scott is an example of the power of truth, 
embodied in a tale, to enter in at lowly doors, he was not careful 
to shut the door against misconceptions which he himself can hardly 
have accepted with his whole heart. He was never on safe ground 
when he was dealing with the medieval Church. Probably, as a 
son of a country which had vehemently rejected the allurements of 
the Scarlet Woman and' was scornful of Rome and all her papistical 
trumpery, he thought his fancy free to wander when it touched the 
religious sentiments and habits of an age of gross superstition, of 
whose fatal fascination he was at the same time by no means 
unconscious. Some of you may remember the second canto of 
Marmion. There are passages in it which none of us would willingly 
lose-the stately catalogue of the landmarks of the lordly strand of 
Northumberland, or the noble lines which summarise the wander
ings of St. Cuthbert's body from Lindisfarne to its eventual 
resting-place 

Where his cathedral, huge and vast 
Looks down upon the Wear. 

But what is the setting of such lines? We are at the close of the 
Middle Ages, Henry VIII is on the throne, the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries is only twenty-five years ahead. The abbess of Whitby 
is taking her nuns for an excursion by water to visit the abbot of 
Lindisfarne and his monks. Now, it does not matter that in 15n · 
there was no abbess of Whitby and there had been none for some
thing like six and a half centuries. Nor does it matter that we 
should have to look back still further for an abbot of Lindisfarne, 
since Lindisfarne had been for long past a cell of the. great cathedral 
priory of Durham. But not even the royal commissioners, who 
reported plenty of irregularities in the monasteries which they were 
sent to overthrow, gave any hint of pleasure parties of the kind 
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described, nor, in a fairly extensive experience of monastic records, 
have I ever come across anything to justify this singular flight of 
fancy. A French eighteenth-century poet, indeed, had conveyed 
a convent of nuns down the Loire from Nevers to Nantes, accom- . 
panied by a favourite parrot; but the object of the journey was 
different. The visit of Scott's nuns to Lindisfarne was indeed harm
less in itself, and their conversations with the monks, leading to the 
hallowed topic of St. Cuthbert, were nothing if not edifying and 
improving. But the excursion had a secret purpose concealed from 
the simple nuns. The abbess went as a judge, to join the abbot and 
another in a tribunal summoned to award punishment to an apostate 
nun and her paramour. While upstairs the monks and nuns are 
indulging in innocent chatter, in a subterranean vault the judges 
are busy condemning the unfortunate Constance and her alleged 
partner in guilt to a terrible fate. Both, with a scanty allowance 
of bread and water to prolong their opportunity for meditation upon 
their crime, are buried in the wall of the vault; and, as the nuns 
speed back to Whitby in their bark, their spirits are chastened by 
the solemn tolling of a bell for the departing souls of the criminal 
couple. 

I do not know where Scott borrowed this idea. It may have 
been invented long before by persons anxious to spread reports of 
the dark misdeeds of the Church of Rome: its currency may have 
been encouraged by the presence of recesses in ruined walls for 
which no obvious explanation suggested itself; traces of burials in 
church walls, which are by no means uncommon, may have been 
hastily attributed to inhuman superstition. Mentions of immuration 
do occur in ecclestiastical documents. Women who desired to lead 
a life of pious contemplation often offered themselves to dwell in 
small outbuildings in the neighbourhood of a church, frequently 
communicating with the chancel and commanding a view of the 
altar. Here they were solemnly dedicated by a bishop to the life 
which they had' chosen and were locked in. Of their subsequent 
life little is known, and I can hardly think that the locking of their 
cell was much more than a symbolical reminder of their separation 
from the world in a holy life, or that they were entirely left to the 
ministrations and gifts of devout admirers of their ascetic conduct. 
But it is in human nature that a sinister construction should be 
placed upon such a custom at a time when it had become long 
obsolete, and that a voluntary seclusion should be interpreted as a 
compulsory punishment of a singularly cruel kind. Once popu
larised, the story has made its way unchecked. There are probably 
few of us here who have not heard from credulous lips the positive 
information which some relation has derived from a friend whose 
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grandmother or great-aunt, travelling in Spain, a country of 
practically heathen darkness, found herself locked up in a cathedral. 
Resigning herself to the inevitable, she went to sleep, but at dead of 
night was awakened by distant singing. A procession came in 
sight with flickering tapers and smoking incense, and' in its midst 
a death-pale woman in white array, with a bridal wreath on her 
doomed head, who, with much singing and praying in the super
stitious Latin tongue, was conducted to a newly prepared hole in 
the wall and there was solemnly immured and left to perish, not 
unaccompanied by a modest allowance of bread and' a pitcher of 
water. Struck with alarm, the spectator thought it prudent to 
lie low until the church was opened in the morning by a gloomy 
sexton who showed some apprehensive surprise and no willingness 
to talk. It was not long before the lady received a private message 
from some official whose name and title she did not take the pre
caution of remembering, urging her to quit the city at once and 
keep her mouth sealed lest a quick fate befall her; and it was 
not till long after, when she had gone home, her path tracked by 
emissaries, probably Jesuits, to Ealing or Croydon, that she dared 
to unburden herself of her awful secret. It would have been 
difficult to discover what she thought it was all about, but hints of 
" that dreadful Inquisition, you know, my dear" and obvious 
reflections such as " What can you expect in a country where they 
have bull-fights?" no doubt carried conviction with them, cor
roborated as they were by old Colonel So-and-so, who had heard 
something of the sort, begad, when he was at Gib in the fifties. 
Thus Scott's legend passed into popular currency, and picnic parties 
to the ruins of Fountains or Tintern varied the conventional 
remark that those old monks knew how to choose nice places for 
themselves with shocked comments upon the iniquities which must 
have gone on there, while speculations on the use of recesses 
intended for book-cupboards or for the humblest and most neces
sary purposes of life inevitably induced the conclusion that no 
one could tell how many poor souls, victims of the tyranny of the 
Church, had passed into eternity within those narrow confines. 

If there was anybody in the Middle Ages who might be sus
pected of an occasional act of cruelty, it was the baron, allitera
tively bold and bad. How could any one forget the famous passage 
in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle which describes the atrocities of 
the anarchy in the reign of Stephen, when men said that Christ 
slept and his saints? It is not surprising that those memories 
clung to feudal castles. The harmless word donjon, applied in 
the first instance to the earthwork motte or mount of early castles, 
and then to the stone tower which was the visible symbol of the 
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feudal lord's dominion over his subjects, assumed the form dun
geon, which, in the course of the sixteenth century, acquired the 
exclusive meaning of a prison, and a prison of the darkest and 
least comfortable kind. There is of course a considerable differ
ence between those vaults in the basement of castle keeps which 
were primarily intended for stores of food' and ammunition, and 
those pits with sloping roofs which a somewhat later and more 
accomplished age designed as prisons. Still, there would be a ten
dency, if you spared your prisoner, to find a niche for him any
where. And, although it was reserved ~or a later age to use what 
had been intended as ample storerooms and magazines as common 
prisons, it is always possible that room may have been found in 
such receptacles for a manacled captive like the prisoner of 
Chillon. 

Fancy, however, travels quickly underground, and, if possibly 
too much has been made of castle vaults, it must be owned that 
those who descend, often unexpectedly, from the light of day into 
their dank gloom, feel an instinctive shudder which peoples them 
with unhappy ghosts. Nor is there any harm in this. But there 
is one subterranean superstition with which probably we are all 
familiar. Everywhere in this country there is the prevalent idea 
that, where there is a ruin, there must be in its depths an under
ground passage which leads to some other building in the victnity 
or even at a considerable distance. Somebody, years ago, has 
penetrated to its entrance and has even threaded it for some little 
distance until he was stopped by debris. Somebody even may 
have' had a father who remembered' its visible existence, although 
where it actually led or how far it could be followed he never was 
able to say. Now, I am not denying the existence of underground 
passages in connection with ruins. Extensive passages exist beneath 
the ruins of Knaresborough castle, which were intended ' to 
communicate with postem gates in the lower part of the rock on 
which the castle was built. In the castle of Ashby-de-la-Zouch 
there is a long and narrow passage leading from the kitchen to 
the hall with steps at both ends. In later days passages have been 
hollowed for some distances to provide exits from a castle or 
mansion. An example is the sunken passage from the basement 
of Shane's Castle on Lough Neagh to a distant portion of the 
grounds. More famous are the tunnels, hollowed at immense cost 
in the last century beneath the park of Welbeck Abbey. These, it 
is hardly necessary to say, are properly ventilated and provided 
with skylights at intervals. But when I hear at Barford, on the 
Yorkshire bank of the Tees, that a passage leads from a ruined 
chapel all the way to Richmond Castle, some ten to twelve miles 
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away, but that the entrance has long remained forgotten, I at 
once ask myself why such a passage should have been constructed 
and wonder whether the means of ventilation without which such 
a journey could not be attempted with safety to the traveller have 
ever been discovered. And I may say at once that, if all the sub
ways which are supposed to lead from one castle to another or 
from a castle to a monastery or vice versa, or, even more tempting 
to the romantic imagination, from a castle or a monastery or from 
both to a nunnery, ever existed, medieval England must have 
been honeycombed by a tube-system of singular and bewildering 
intricacy. I suppose that the common idea that, before the Refor
mation, men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds 
were evil, has something to do ·with this odd notion. At any rate, 
it certainly has not died out in our own day, and I still am fre
quently told that there have long been rumours of such clandestine 
avenues here and there which might repay exploration. There is, 
however, one simple answer which meets such cases. Not once 
or twice in recent times has the opening of a medieval or even 
later drain been mistaken for a thoroughfare, and it is from mis
takes of this kind that the whole delusion of underground passages 
springs. The thorough excavation of the remains of such abbeys 
as Byland, Rievaulx or Roche has revealed extensive drainage 
systems, and we may well reflect how easy it was in days before 
the" medieval attitude to drainage was properly appreciated, to 
question the purpose of some hole in the soil where the roof of 
the drain had' fallen in and to assume that it had some connection 
with dark and furtive deeds of which our innocent age is incapable. 
Some thirty-five years ago, a little way north of Lincoln cathedral, 
a subsidence of soil in a garden disclosed a quarry from which 
some of the stone of the Minster had been taken. Needless to say, 
lovers of marvels were busy at once discussing the purpose of 
this mysterious chasm, and it is not unlikely that the memory 
of the event survives in a garbled form today. 

But let us leave these caverns and dens of the earth in which 
our unenlightened forefathers loved to carry on their nefarious 
habits and ascend to the light of day. For convenience sake, we 
will choose an exit which brings us into a churchyard, with 
a stair so artfully managed as not to disturb the sleep of 
the rude forefathers of the hamlet. It will be even more con
venient if there be more than one church in the churchyard. This, 
I admit, is rare, but it does occur and at one time was more common 
than it is now. Or, if the two buildings are not in one churchyard, 
they are so near together that one feels some surprise that there 
was need for two in what is usually a quiet country place. Over 
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this phenomenon legend has been active, all versions, however, 
if differing in detail, agreeing in one essential point, that the 
churches are due to the pious rivalry of two sisters. Sisters, no 
doubt, because ladies are habitually better church-goers than men, 
and it is generally conceded that on Sundays men may golf while 
women must pray; but I must own that I am jealous when I feel 
that this laudable form of emulation is always denied to my own 
sex. Who has ever heard of two devout brothers attempting to 
outdo each other in this way? It is, of course, strange to notice 
architectural features which at first sight indicate that one sister, 
living in the middle of the twelfth century, was survived by the 
other-her junior, possibly senior, or even twin-until the middle 

·· of the fifteenth; but rebuilding was so common in the Middle Ages 
that this discrepancy may be merely apparent. Moreover, it is 
possible that in some such instance two contiguous manors may, 
at the time the churches were built, have actually belonged to 
two sisters. I have not verified this coincidence in any one case; 
but I can say this for certain, that these pairs of churches were 
built for the use of the inhabitants of two adjoining manors, and 
that the actual sex of the persons who were responsible for their 
erection does not matter in the least. Nor can any special claims 
be made for competitive piety in this context. It was incumbent 
upon the lord or the lady of the manor to see that there was a 
church upon the estate to satisfy the spiritual needs of their 
tenants; and so, when the centres of two manors, with the manor
houses, lay close together, the lords had an alternative before 
them. Either, as sometimes happened, they might join in found
ing a single church, to which they would agree to present rectors 
alternately, unless, as was by no means uncommon, each pre
sented a rector of his own without reference to the other. Though 
this arrangement was perfectly well known, and even today is not 
altogether obsolete, a better, if more expensive, alternative was 
for each man to build his own church. Thus it is that we find 
churches so close to each other that their proximity is a positive 
temptation to improbable explanations of their origin. And, since 
we are on the subject of sisters, I may refer to the picturesque and 
wholly unfounded tradition, sanctioned by Dickens in Nicholas 
Nickle by, that the five equal lancets in the north transept of York 
Minster, known justly as the Five Sisters, were the gift of five 
women whose embroidery patterns are figured in the delicate 
intricacies of their glass. 

Or we may have to inspect a church of unusual size and 
beauty, like so many of those churches in the fens and marshes 
of Lincolnshire and Norfolk which are justly famous. We shall 
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be told again and again in guide-books and by local authorities 
that such and such a church owes its fine qualities to the monks 
who built it. About a hundred years ago a finely illustrated' book 
was published on the churches of Lincolnshire, confined largely 
to that part of the county which is called Holland, in and about 
Boston and Spalding. The writer said much about the influence 
of local monasteries on church-building. The handsome church of 
Long Sutton, close to the Norfolk border and' the mouth of the 
Nene, was, he said, built by the monks of St. Mary's, York, to 
whom it had been given by the Norman lord of the place. The 

· still finer church of Gedney, the next parish, was raised in emu
lation by the abbot and convent of Croyland, who likewise built 
the church of ,Whaplode, a few miles further on, while, further 
west, the prior and convent of Spalding joined the competition by 
building two or three churches on their own account. Any one 
who had' some acquaintance with the district and its history might 
wond·er how it was that the abbot and convent of St. Mary's at 
York started this pious race, for not merely is York a long way 
off, but the abbey had no property in this part of Lincolnshire. 
Evidently the ingenious writer had seen somewhere the document 
by which Robert de la Haye had granted the church of Long 
Sutton to the prior and convent of Acre. Not realising that this 
was Castle Acre in Norfolk, and knowing of no other Acre than 
the place of that name in the Holy Land, he had rolled the word 
round his tongue, giving it a French complexion, and so had 
arrived at " York " and turned the prior into an abbot, no doubt 
assuming that the author of the charter had made a mistake. But 
the mistake was his own, and the mind which is capable of con
ceiving a distant monastery intruding so gratuitously into a parish 
with which it had no connection may well be suspected of indulg
ing in further feats of imagination. Speaking briefly, I may say 
that this tale of monastic competition, which has been taken on 
trust even by some well informed writers on Lincolnshire, is the 
merest fiction . I1 is true that Long Sutton church was given to 
Castle Acre, and' Gedney to Croyland, and that the parish church 
of Spalding was among the possessions of the local prior and 
convent. But this does not mean that they were the owners of 
the fabric or were responsible for more than an occasional contri
bution to it. The gift of the church implied merely the transfer 
of its patronage from the lay patron to the religious corporation, 
with which in the first instance went the tacit understanding that 
the monastery would appropriate the great tithes of the parish 
to its own uses, a practice subsequently checked or rather regu
lated by the Statute of Mortmain. To the religious owners the 
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gift of the church was the acquisition of a piece of property which 
enlarged their revenues, not the addition of a burden to expenses 
from which they were only too glad to be relieved by such means. 
If they appropriated the church, as in process of time they usually 
did, they became the rectors or parsons of the church and were 
expected to maintain the chancel in good repair. Further, they 
had to make arrangements for the supply of a vicar 1o look after 
the parish . Questions of rebuilding or repair of the fabric, always 
excepting the chancel, were met out of the fabric fund which was 
in the keeping of the two churchwardens in consultation with the 
vicar, and was maintained by local contributions and legacies to 
what was familiarly called the " church works." That is the plain 
truth of the ma-Her, and it is extremely interesting to notice that, 
in the case of the Lincolnshire group of churches to which I have 
been referring, the chancels are in each case the part of the church 
which shows least sign of rebuilding or enlargement at a time 
when naves and towers were being reconstructed on a splendid 
scale. 

W!ith the relation of monasteries to the churches that were 
given to them is closely connected another question. Who were 
the builders of our parish churches? There was and is stilla very 
prevalent idea that the arch~tects of the Middle Ages were monks 
and clergy, that bishops designed their own cathedral churches 
and so on. If so, bishops and abbots and clergy must have been 
very remarkable men, possessing gifts that are denied to their 
successors today, and no one has yet been able to explain how 
it was that without any special training such people were able 
to combine architectural talent with the exercise of their pious 
vocation. The fact, I think, is that, owing to conditions of medi
eval building and its organisation, in which there was no distinct 
line of difference between the architect, as we call him, and the 
operative mason, much splendid and accomplished building was 
the work of anonymous artists. The subject is a large one and to 
dwell upon it in detail would take much time and need adequate 
illustration. But I may say at least this, that the study of medi
eval building documents and of historical texts has revealed the 
names and work of a surprising number of artist-craftsmen to 
whom we may attribute the execution of work assigned in time 
past to those clerical patrons whose intelligence of the character
istic art of the Middle Ages was no doubt great, who no doubt 
watched with interest and understanding the progress of work 
in which they were personally interested, but were themselves 
without the equipment and training necessary for such work. These 
men were laymen, skilled by long practice in their art and capable 
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of leading others in it. And we may ask ourselves, when alterations 
or rebuilding were required in a church, how .,did the authorities 
set about it? The keepers of the fabric fund, the churchwardens, 
as we call them, in consultation with the incumbent and after due 
examination of their resources, would call in some skilled mason 
in the neighbourhood whom they knew to be competently acquainted 
with stonework and to practise the art of design. He would supply 
them, like an architect of our own day, with plans and drawings 
for their consideration and any suggestions they might wish to 
make. He would then hire other masons, freemasons, so called 
because they worked in freestone, and rough masons, whose busi
ness it was to set in place the stones that were worked and carved 
on the bench by the freemasons . The work would go on at the 
lodge established in the church or close to it, but not so as to 
interfere with the services of the church, which could not be carried 
on elsewhere. This, we know, was the way in which the work 
of enlargement of York Minster was carried on for a long period. 
It was the regular method which we find employed wherever 
records survive here and abroad, and the process employed at 
a great church like York Minster would be followed on a smaller 
scale in a parish church. For keeping accounts and for the duties 
of clerk of the works naturally someone was needed who had fair 
skill in writing. At York it was customary for two of the vicars 
choral or chantry priests to act in this capacity, and doubtless in 
a smaller church the master mason's accounts could be checked 
by one of the priests who were usually to be found on the spot. It 
is largely through the confusion of clerical clerks of the works 
with the lay masonic architect that the curious and wide-spread 
legend of the clerical architect has come into existence. Intelligent, 
let me repeat, where architecture was concerned' the medieval 
clergyman was, able to watch the progress of the masons' work 
with a delighted interest, able to make suggestions which they 
would readily accept, but for purposes of practical execution an 
amateur without the necessary training. 

To descend to smaller details. One feature to be found in 
many churches is the opening in the chancel wall known as the 
low-side window. This may occur on either side of the chancel, 
and in some churches it occurs on both sides. In many instances 
it is divided by a transom. Perhaps no subject in ecclesiology 
has been so freely and, I may add, so bitterly discussed, though 
of late years people have grown rather tired of it and' have let it 
rest. Some score .of reasons have been given for its existence and 
defended, each as the only possible explanation. But the favourite 
interpretation, which has somehow gained wide credence, is that 
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such windows were intended for lepers, who were unable to gain 
.admittance to the church, to watch the services at the high altar, 
and even that through them lepers might be communicated. Now, 
there were plenty of people in the Middle Ages who were afflicted 
with diseases closely akin to leprosy, and for these hospitals were 
provided in considerable numbers, usually on the outskirts of 
towns. It is certainly extremely unlikely that persons thus afflicted 
would be permitted to roam freely about the country, and, what
ever they might be allowed to do, we may be sure that they would 
give a wide berth to assemblies of people, who would be most 
unlikely to relish their neighbourhood'. And, out of many unlikely 
theories, none is more contrary to common sense than the theory 
responsible for the "lepers' window." Nor is the theory, which 
rests on very slender grounds, that they were intended as con
fessionals, really tenable. If the priest sat inside, while the penitent 
knelt outside, it would be difficult to proceed without attracting 
auditors, and the. temptation to malicious persons or gossips would 
be irresistible. Another theory, that lights were hung in them 
to keep evil spirits away from the churchyard, and that the light 
could' be trimmed from outside through the shutter, was enunciated 
some years ago with much learning and wit by a northern anti
quary of distinction. This would certainly not be out of keeping 
with medieval feeling, but the lamp might just as well be trimmed, 
and with less trouble, from the inside, while the sacristan would 
probably prefer to do this than grope about in the damp church
yard. I think that now most people realise that the explanation 
which fits the case best is that they were used' for the purpose of 
signifying to people outside the church the moment of consecration 
at the service of the mass. For at such time there would generally 
be a number of people in the churchyard, no doubt strolling about 
and talking, who, hearing a small bell rung at the window by 
a server, would remain quiet and join in worship until the bell 
rang again to signify that the period for reverent silence was at 
an end. This is a reasonable explanation which suits most cases, 
and indeed it is the only explanation that can suit such instances 
as those of the chapel at Kidwelly castle in Carmarthenshire or 
Prior Crauden's chapel at Ely, where the chapels are on an upper 
floor, and one cannot imagine lepers or penitents swarming up 
ladders to reach the windows. It is also worth noting that the pro
vision of bell-cotes above the chancel arch of churches becomes 
common precisely at the date when the low-side window ceases 
to be usual. In fact, a bell on the chancel gable, rung from inside 
the church, was a somewhat more effective warning of the approach 
of the consecration than the small handbell rung at the chancel 
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window; and such low-side windows of the fifteenth century as 
I remember, outside churches where a central tower hindered the 
presence of a bell-cote on the gable, seem to have been inserted 
for the purpose of giving light to a dark corner of the chancel. 

But this does not dispose of problems relating to the chancels 
of churches. They are often out of line with the nave, and some
times the variation of axis between the two is so marked as to 
be extremely noticeable. In one church with which I am well 
acquainted the chancel leans so much to the north that from the 
north side of the nave that end of the east window is invisible. 
This has been constantly explained in a symbolic fashion. The 
church, it is said, is often cruciform in shape ; therefore the incli
nation of the chancel represents the inclination of Our Lord's head 
upon the cross. Not only is this to confuse the cross with the 
body that hung on it; but, as a matter of fact, where a church 
is built round a central tower and transept crossing, the inclination 
is rarely noticeable. Others hold that the chancel was built so 
that the sun would rise directly over against the middle of the 
east window on the feast-day of the patron saint. I have never 
heard that investigation has confirmed this picturesque and 
eminently romantic view. The fact is that the inclination seems 
to be involuntary. It must be remembered that it usually is found 
in churches which have been subject to rebuilding and enlargement 
of the chancel. As I have said, such work was done in such a way 
as not to interfere, so far as possible, with the church services. 
Much of it was done in a piecemeal fashion by the gradual removal 
of existing walls as the work proceeded. Instances are common 
where the addition of aisles to a building has been made on either 
side of an old nave which has not been removed until the aisles 
were ready for use. Many years ago, Dr. Bilson showed how at 
Beverley Minster the old nave was retained in this way while the 
fourteenth-century aisles were built, and how this accounts for 
the fact that the centres of the nave piers do not correspond; for 
the builders on one side measured' their spacing from the west wall 
of a transept, while on the other they took the measurement from 
the west face of a buttress, which accounts at once for the irregu
larity. In something of the same way the builders who added a 
south aisle to W.akefield cathedral in the thirteenth century spaced 
out their arcade in six bays. Later a north aisle was added to 
the church. As usual the old north wall of the nave was left 
standing till the last moment, and for some reason or other, entirely 
arbitrary, no regard was taken to the spacing of the south arcade. 
At any rate the new aisle was spaced in seven bays instead of six, 
with a lop-sided internal effect due to this curious irregu-
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larity in the plan. It is obvious that, when a chancel was being 
enlarged, the work in progress had for the time being to be par
titioned off from the nave, and thus any slight irregularity that 
might already exist was increased, while a new axis might be taken 
out of line with the old. This would especially be the case where 
new foundations were somewhat sketchily or roughly marked out. 
In some places it is possible that a marked deviation may be due 
to some peculiarity of site; but, as a general rule, regard must 
be had to the division of responsibility for repairs between the 
rector or rectors and the parish. The result of this was that 
instances of a completely simultaneous rebuilding of a church are 
not very common, and chancel and nave were undertaken as two 
separate works and very often at two different periods. 

I might say a great deal about the dangerous prominence 
which has been given to the part played by symbolism in the mind 
of the medieval builder. Such symbolism is undoubtedly beautiful: 
it worked itself naturally into the thoughts of pious minds as they 
contemplated the glories of Gothic architecture. Suger, the great 
abbot and statesman, as he watched the splendid achievements 
of the builders at his abbey of Saint-Denis, tells us how his mind 
was lifted above things of earth to dwell in a world that was neither 
earth nor heaven, but something between the two. In such a 
mood a man is naturally prone to read mystical meanings into what 
he sees, and so it was with many distinguished' lovers of art in 
the Middle Ages; who saw in buildings raised for sacred purposes 
images of the truths of the Christian faith, no doubt with great 
profit to themselves. And in modern times pious minds have often 
been led in the course of such contemplation to read their own 
devout imaginings into the minds of the builders and to see in 
them persons animated by the desire to express in their design and 
the details of their work a scheme of religious thought to be beheld 
as in a glass darkly. It may occur to us that the results of this 
pious preoccupation, systematically pursued until every feature of 
the building has its own cryptic meaning, may be more eccentric 
than anything else. The seventeenth century was very fond of this 
kind of thing, and no one who has studied such quaint and ingenious 
structures as the Triangular Lodge which Sir Thomas Tresham built 
in honour of the Holy Trinity at Rushton in Northamptonshire can 
fail to admire the almost perverse ingenuity with which every detail 
has been employed to illustrate the inner meaning of the whole. But 
I venture to think that the medieval artist, with his power of rais
ing the minds of men at the sight of his work to a high pitch of 
devotion, was himself more occupied with problems of plan and 
construction than with a set scheme of symbolic expression, which 
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by its exacting nature might have actually hampered the full 
achievement of the work that he set out to perform. I do not mean 
that such artists as the builders of Chartres .or Amiens, of Lincoln 
or Ely cathedrals, were without a conception of the religious inten
tion of these churches: that they can hardly have been. But they 
were not theological amateurs, perpetually asking themselves how 
they could make such and such a detail show forth such and such a 
particular doctrine. They were primarily artists, bent on exhibiting 
their skill to the best advantage, and they left it to others to discover 
hidden meaning in their work. 

But I will not weary you with examples of legends of this kind 
which do perhaps more credit to the inventive powers than to the 
common sense of their authors. If it were worth discussion, I might 
waste much time in canvassing the theory that churches dedicated 
to St. John the Baptist are entered by two or three 'downward steps 
because St. John descended into the water to baptise our Lord. Or 
there are the people who, seeing in the nave a representation of the 
ship of the Church, contend that its walls show a tendency to lean 
outwards as they sometimes do in imitation of the sides of a ship. 
Or there are the poetic minds which see in the vaulted ceiling of a 
church the likeness to the arching avenues of a forest and tell them
selves and others tales of how the monks-for it is difficult to keep 
the monks out of anything medieval-went wandering in the woods 
and, coming home, imitated in their churches what they had seen 
out of doors. This pretty notion overlooks the fact that the last 
thing which monks liked to do was to roam about the woodlands, 
where evil spirits lurked, or, if they overcame this prejudice, they 
risked meeting with adventures which were frowned upon by their 
superiors. Or, once more, there is a strange disposition to believe 
that such objects as rood-screens did not originally belong to the 
churches which they adorn, but were brought from somewhere else, 
usually from some abbey in the neighbourhood. If, as very often 
happens, the wooden roof of a nave is not an exact fit, then it must 
have been intended' for another building. How or when it found its 
way to its present home is left to the imagination: I have seen so 
many of these things that I have begun to think that it must have 
been for this General Post of church furniture that the famous 
underground passages were hollowed out. Here and there one does 
come across cases of transferred furniture , but authentic cases, so 
far as I have observed, are extremely few, and most oonjectures of 
this type may be dismissed as purely fanciful. 

In conclusion, may I just touch upon the subject which is not 
wholly medieval, but from time to time comes under the considera
tion of the medieval student, and particularly the student of local 
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history? The instance which I shall give has its origin, however, 
in a medieval source, for it arises directly from an architectural 
ornament in a twelfth-century church. You have all heard of the 
Late Romanesque church of Adel, near Leeds, with its finely sculp
tured doorway and chancel arch. The capitals of that chancel arch 
are carved with somewhat rude representations of the Baptism and 
Crucifixion of our Saviour, and with figures in low relief of strange 
dragon-like beasts encountering mailed warriors. It is of course 
possible that these may have been intended to remind us of the fight 
of the Christians with the power of evil: this is a rather obvious 
idea which naturally comes to our mind. But one of the figures is a 
Centaur with bow and arrow, the Sagittarius of the Zodiac. The 
Centaur is said to have been a badge specially favoured by King 
Stephen. The church must therefore, it has been argued, have 
been built in his reign, and if, as is more like the truth, it was not 
built until the time of his successor, it must have something at all 
events to do with him. And, if the upholder of this theory is 
reminded that there are a good many other similar carvings of 
centaurs in England of much the same period, and they need not 
have this special significance, he will retort, " Ah! but look at the 
name Adel. Has that nothing to do with Stephen?" You will 
remember at once that Stephen's mother, the daughter of the Con
queror, was called Adela, and will see how probable it is that 
Stephen built the church in memory of his mother, after whom the 
place was named', when and why remains in doubt. The scientific 
philologist will tell you that the name has no more to do with 
Adela than the centaur has necessarily to do with Stephen, and, 
after commenting upon various wrong interpretations of it, he will 
judiciously hold the balance between Adda's lea or pasture and an 
old English word which means mud or clay. Thus one more pretty 
story vanishes and we are illuminated by the cold, clear light of 
reason. 

But even the wise and' wary may be misled in these matters by 
their enthusiasms . Some years ago a very well-known and accom
plished antiquary, who happened also to be a bishop and something 
of an authority on the early Northumbrian Church, became per
suaded that the name of James the Deacon who accompanied 
Paulinus to the North and remained there after his flight southward 
in 633, survived in two places not far from Catterick, where James 
is known to have baptised converts in the Swale. He conceived 
Aikber, near Leybum, to have been called Jacobar, from the Latin 
Jacobus, and Haukswell, in the same neighbourhood', to be a form 
of J acobswell. Nor did he fail, being a Yorkshireman himself, to 
explain elaborately how the words, transmuted by Yorkshire dia-
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Iect, arrived at their present forms. He could hardly have been 
more unfortunate in his choice of names, for of the two in question 
there can be no doubt, Aikber clearly meaning Oak Hill, and 
Hauxwell, compared with its form in Domesday, meaning quite as 
obviously the well called after a man named Hauuoc or Hawk. 
And so the unsubstantial vision fades, and the danger of dogmatising 
upon delicate subjects which are often disputed by their most com
petent professors is fully demonstrated. I will merely remind you 
that, with all their common sense, medieval scholars were not above 
impossible derivations of words. Medieval dictionaries and 
encyclopredias contain the oddest information founded upon 
philological feats of a most entertaining absurdity. There was a 
theory that Windsor was so called on account of the sore wind that 
raged there, and the name was even translated into Latin as Ventus 
Morbidus. Thus, with all their hard-headedness and excellent 
common sense, which we are so woefully ready to misinterpret, the 
men of the Middle Ages had their own amiable extravagances and 
superstitions, and it is not at all unlikely that some few centuries 
hence unborn generations may be making up the most preposterous 
stories about ourselves and our funny little ways, and indulge in 
romances as far from the truth as those which every age of the 
world invents about its predecessors. 


