
Orthodoxy in late fifteenth-century 
glass at Leicester 
by Alice Hamilton 

Twenty-nine unusual panels of medieval stained glass still survive at Leicester, little known 
outside the county except to specialists in glass. They are unusual on at least four counts: they 
can be dated with unusual precision; they are English domestic glass, created for a house rather 
than for a church; they present a point-of-view about orthodoxy that was of both local and 
international importance in the fifteenth century; and they are charming as works of art. 

These panels of stained glass continue to be described as depicting 'The Life and Joys of 
Mary'; 'The Seven Sacraments of the Church'; 'The Seven Corporal Works of Mercy'; four 
saints; 'The Risen Christ'; the Leicester arms and crest; an antelope supporter of the arms of the 
Duke of Buckingham. 1 This is a simple, unco-ordinated and undeveloped statement about the 
glass. 

The local and personal nature of the glass has been noticed. The original site of the windows 
was in 18 Highcross Street, Leicester, a medieval half-timbered house built at the close of the 
fifteenth century. It is known as the Wygston House and it is described as 'probably the oldest 
dwelling house in the city'. 2 It is assumed that this house belonged to Roger Wygston, 3 from 
the initials R.W. that are painted ten times on the panels. Roger Wygston, merchant of the 
Staple of Calais, was mayor of Leicester in 1465, 1471, 1487; deputy-mayor in 1483; MP in 
1473 and 1488. He died at Whitsun in 1507 and was buried in the Lady Chapel of St. Martin's 
Church in Leicester. 

Until the glass was removed from the house in 1824, it filled the ground-floor gallery 
windows facing on the courtyard. The position for the glass is similar to that of the glass in the 
Mayor's Parlour, the late fifteenth century addition to the Corpus Christi Hall at Leicester. 
Site, date and style of painting on the glass (except for that in the Seasons' roundels) in both the 
Guildhall and in the house are similar. The suggested date for the 18 Highcross Street glass, of 
1500-1520, 4 is improbable. 

The most telling argument for an earlier date arises from a study of the costumes of the 
women in the Highcross roundels. The period of 1490-95 is advanced by Professor Newton as 
the probable date of composition. Men's fashions are considered to be international and, 
therefore, unreliable for giving definition to place or time. Women's fashions, however, are 
another matter. 5 In 1492, for instance, Margaret Beaufort the mother of King Henry VII drew 
up 'Ordinances for llPparel in time of mourning' which gives an indication of fashionable dress 
in England during the last decade of the fifteenth century. All evidence points to the period of 
1490-1500 for the Leicester costumes: the rising neckline, rounded from shoulder to shoulder, 
was squared by 1495; dresses were exceptionally tight-fitted at the waist; sleeves that remained 
tight on the upper arm usually became, in England, increasingly wide at the lower arm in the 
1490-1500 period;6 impressive girdles fell loosely from the hips the buckle often appearing at 
the front of the dress; the national English headdresses of folded butterfly veil with light, gauzy 
frontlet had given way to the· perpendicular headdress in the period of 1495-1510; the non
aristocratic English headdress for the elderly of an unfolded veil worn over horns remained in 
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use; and the hair worn loose by unmarried girls and princesses (but by no one else) was still held 
in place by a garland. Enough evidence is here to indicate that, given a few years for fashions to 
spread to the provinces, the date for these costumes must be at the close of the fifteenth century. 
The women's fashions depicted in the glass at 18 Highcross Street were basically English rather 
than Flemish or French. 

Related to the date of the house and its glass is information concerning a glazier who was 
working in Leicester at this time. Leicester has had resident glaziers from at least the early 
fourteenth century. Deeds of land and churchwarden's accounts reveal some of their names. 

A name of special interest is that of John Malin, a glazier who became a freeman of Leicester 
in 1497/98, when Richard Gillot was mayor. William Wygston Sr. was mayor in 1493/94 and 
again in 1498/99. Wygston and Malin could scarcely have failed to know each other since they 
were members of St. Martins Church and fellow freemen of the city. 

It is tempting to conjecture that John Malin was from Flanders, since Malines was the name 
of its capital. There exists, however, in the Leicestershire Records Office a list of foreigners who 
became freemen between 1474 and 1600. 7 Entries for 1495 to 1500 make clear that Leicester 
considered anyone a 'foreigner' who came from such towns as Loughborough, Selby and 
Coventry. Since John Malin is not singled out as a foreigner, the conclusion must be drawn that 
he was a man from Leicester, English certainly, with possibly a Flemish background. His dates 
and locale, the dates of Roger and William Wygston, the date of the house, the date of the 
costumes on the glass all coincide in a fairly conclusive fashion. 

Nine clearly distinct people appear on the glass. Four of them are women and four are men. 
There are three young women: one with a bulbous nose and down-turned mouth; the second, 
much prettier, wears a frontlet on her butterfly veil, on which is the Leicester badge; the third is 
a young girl with long hair and a garland of flowers. The older woman wears the unfashionable, 
unfolded veil draped over a wire-horned headdress. Of these four women, the older, anguished 
woman appears most frequently on the glass. 

Two of the four men are young, one is a middle-aged bishop, and the fourth man is elderly. 
The two young men are distinguished from each other by attitudes and by functions. The 
smiling man appears in five of the roundels depicting the sacraments; the serious young man 
with the long, curling hair appears in two of the Sacraments and in all of the Acts of Mercy. It is 
possible that the young man of the Sacraments may be William Wygston (son and heir of Roger 
Wygston) and that the young woman in the headdress with the Leicester badge is his wife, 
Margery Poultney, daughter of Sir Thomas Poultney of Misterton and of Anne Shirley of 
Staunton Harold. The other young man in mayor's robe and badged cap could be his cousin, 
William Wygston Jr., the great benefactor of Leicester. The older man could be Roger Wygston 
and the elderly lady his wife - Mody. The young girl, perhaps the sister Cecily Wygston, 
daughter of Roger Wygston. The bishop, if local people are portrayed, would needs be John 
Russell (1480-1496) or William Smith (1496-1515), bishops of Lincoln at this date. Certainly 
the garments of both men and women proclaim these people to be wealthy and aware of their 
position. The fact that the borough badges occur twelve times on their headgear and once on a 
roundel suggests that the family had a very close link with the Corporation of Leicester. The 
glass in the Guildhall is clearly from the same artist's studio as is the glass in 18 Highcross, 8 

another indication of the close link between family, the guilds of St. George and Corpus Christi 
in St. Martin's Church, and the local government of Leicester. 

Why then should these people choose to put glass of this sort in their house? Their serious, 
devotional natures are stressed everywhere. ft is clear that the medieval ability to see the present 
in terms of the eternal cannot be disregarded. In the roundel of the birth of the Virgin Mary, it 
is an elderly fifteenth century woman who brings food to the exhausted St. Anne. It is a young 
fifteenth century woman who covers St. Anne's shoulders tenderly. There are two young angels 



Plate 1 The Annunciation of Mary, Leicester c.1490-1500 Plate 2 The Coronation of the Virgin Mary, Leicester c.1495 
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who rock the Virgin Mary in a fifteenth century English cradle_ The Christian belief that the 
eternal broke into history at the Incarnation and that day-by-day life was closely involved in the 
process of redemption, is stressed. Everything looks serene and orderly. The glass, however, 
stresses that turmoil at Highcross Street disappears only when onhodox views are maintained. 
They were not always upheld in Leicester. Two opposing and warring attitudes lie behind these 
pictures of smiling saints and gentle people. 

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries children in England were taught their Lord's Prayer, 
the Ave Maria, the Creed, the Ten Commandments and prayers to the saints without any 
explanation of their meaning. Archbishop Peckham of Canterbury was dismayed at the 
ignorance of both clergy and lay folk in the thirteenth century. Educated at Paris he taught at 
both Oxford and at Rome before he was appointed Primate in 1278. Three years later, his 
Constitutions were issued at the Council of Lambeth (1281) in order to get full church backing. 
He directed every priest in England to explain to his congregation, four times a year, the Creed, 
the Commandments, the Golden Rule oflove, the seven works of mercy, the seven deadly sins, 
the seven vinues and the seven sacraments. 

Obviously, ignorance was not wiped out. In 1357 Archbishop Thoresby of York (the great 
legalist who had just resigned from being Lord Chancellor of England) attempted the same task 
as had Archbishop Peckham. At the Convocation in York he presented his catechism for layfolk 
and priests in both Latin prose and in the simple English verse of John de Toystek. Both 
versions were founded on Peckham's injunctions and both had the same intention, to educate 
layfolk and clergy in the fundamentals of Christianity. The approach was direct and simple. 

This concern for the morals, piety and learning of the people caught the attention ofWyclif, a 
friend of Archbishop Thoresby. A much longer version of John de Toystek's poem was 
prepared, sometimes making rough poetry more uncouth or expounding parts of the crude 
poetry into tortured prose. Wyclif(or a follower) added instruction from his own point of view. 
In this version of The Lay Folks' Catechism the revisor stressed the importance of preaching in 
English; he added that it was right to withdraw tithes from undutiful priests; he denounced the 
wealthy clergy and people in high offices of Church or state who did not rule by God's word; he 
insisted that it was more important to pray and to preach than to build churches; he attacked the 
pope for corrupting God's words by adding to the Ave Maria words of his own, and then 
granting indulgences for saying them. 9 

Obviously the windows in the Highcross Street house belong to the orthodox position rather 
than the Wycliffite one. The stress that has been placed on the 'Creed' roundels shows that the 
people who owned this glass had marked interest in the life of the Virgin Mary and in her 
rosary. This would not be surprising in a city with a church called St. Mary de Castro, an 
important abbey dedicated to St. Mary, a hospital in the Newarke founded to St. Mary, and a 
Lady Chapel in St. Martin's Church which was also the chapel of the powerful Corpus Christi 
Guild. The rosary with its concentration on the Incarnation, suffering and glorification of 
Christ is considered 'a compendium of the life of Jesus and Mary and a summary of the 
liturgical year. Like the liturgy, the Rosary presents Christian truth comprehensively and 
graphically, and possesses great power to sanctify those who pray it . A prayer to Jesus and His 
Mother, it leads through Mary to Jesus, the source of all grace. 10 According to the fifteenth 
century tradition, the Virgin apeared to St. Dominic giving him instruction in how to use the 
rosary in his preaching against heresy. 11 The first mention of an indulgence bull granted by 
Pope Alexander IV is in 1495. Devotees of the Rosary mysteries were invited to recite the Pater 
Noster and the Ave when they were being instructed in the faith. Rosaries may be seen in the 
roundels of Penance and Burial of the Dead, carried both by one young woman and the two 
young men. 

Attacks on heresy were lively in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The teachings of 



Plate 3 The Ascension of Mary, Leicester c.1490-1500 Plate 4 The Sacraments; Baptism, Leicester c.1490-1500 
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Wycliffe were well known in Leicester before his death in 1384. Indeed it is affirmed by 
McFarlane that Leicester and Oxford were the main centres for heretical ideas about 
transubstantiation and about the veneration of images and relics because Philip Repton, an 
Augustinian canon of the abbey of St. Mary-in-the-Fields, preached these ideas in Leicester. 12 

Knighton, in his Leycestrensis Chronicon for 1382 suggested that one in every two men who 
might be encountered in the streets of Leicester was a follower ofWycliffe. 13 The dissemination 
of Wycliffe's ideas was hastened by the words and deeds of two itinerant preachers, William 
Swynderby and John Aston, and of two teaching hermits, Richard Waytestathe and William 
Smith. Waytestathe and Smith, while living in the chapel of St. John the Baptist in Leicester, 
had taken a statue of St. Katherine, chopped it up as fuel and boiled their cabbage over it. They 
mocked, too, the image of the Virgin at Lincoln, calling it the 'wyche of Lincolne'. 14 

Swynderby and Aston were no more moderate than Waytestathe and Smith. At first 
Swynderby attacked the pride and folly of women; they retaliated by threatening to stone him. 15 

Then he began to attack clerics, moving from a condemnation of their greed to an attack on 
their beliefs. Bishop Buckingham of Lincoln refused to allow him to continue preaching. With 
a threat of death by fire, Buckingham forced Swynderby first to make a formal recantation at 
Lincoln Cathedral, then at St. Martin's, St. Margaret's and at the New College in the Newarke 
in Leicester; afterwards at Melton Mowbray, Loughborough and Hallaton. 16 

John Aston had preached against transubstantiation, using explicitly the language of the creed 
and of the church as bases for his criticism of current beliefs. Otherwise there is no point in the 
explicit nature of his recantation. 

In the name of God Amen. Y John Aston prist unworthy, required of my Lord the 
erchbyschop of Canturbery pe nyntene day of June in pe /Jer of grace, &c. ut supra, in pe 
hous &c. to say what y felyde in pematyr of pe sacrament of pe autere y have 
knowelechyde and nit I do pat pe selfe bred pat the priste holdes in his hondes is made, 
porou the vertue of the sacramental wordus, verely the selfCristus body pat was borne of 
pe mayden Marye and taken and suffrede deth on the crosse and pre days lay in the 
sepulcre, and pe pridde day ros fro deth to pe lyve and steyede up into heven and syttes on 
the ryght honde of God, and in pe day of dome schal come to deme pe quikko and pe ded, 
and over this I beleve generaly alle pat holy writte determynet in worde and in 
understondyng or what ever holy kyrke of God determynes of alle pis. Whan I was 
requirede specyaly to say what I felde of pis proposition. Materiale brede leves in pe 
Sacrament aftur pe consecration. I make pis protestation pat I never pm.pt ne tatyJt, ne 
prechide that proposition. For I wote wele that the mater and pe speculation thereof 
passes in he)1Jte myn understondyng, and perefore als mykele tellys openly for to leve in 
pis mater I beleve, and of pis mater or of any oper touchyng pe ryght beleve of holy kyrke, 
that is no~t expresside in holy writte, I beleve, as oure modur holy kirke beleves, and in 
pis belyve I will dye, and of pis ping I beseke alle men and alle wymmen to whom this 
confession come to bere me witnesse before pe hyghest juge at pe day of domeY 

Aston had preached at Leicester on Palm Sunday; Swynderby on Good Friday, 1382. 
Knighton remarked about Aston; 'Haec et multa alia erronea dixit publice et praedicavit in 
detrimentum ecclesiae et subversionem fidei orthodoxae'. 1·8 At first it was the clergy who saw 
that attacks on the church and on its sacraments would lead to unrest in Leicester. Later, 
officials of the state realized the dangers of this particular criticism of authority .. 

Dissentions and suspicions between orthodox Catholics and Lollards existed before the 
Council of Constance; after it, they did not decrease. Especially after the uprising led by Sir 
John Oldcastle in 1413, church and state drew closer together in the condemnation of any 
heresy that could be linked with treason, to the possible disquiet of the country. 19 Some idea of 
the nature of the tension in Leicester may be gathered from the treatment of Margery Kempe by 



Plate 5 The Sacraments; Unction, Leicester c.1490-1500 Plate 6 The Seven Corporate Works of Mercy; 
Clothing the Naked, Leicester c.1495 
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the mayor, the gaoler and the people of Leicester when she was on her way to visit the Bishop of 
Lincoln in 1417. The bishop was Philip Repyngdon (the Philip Repton of St. Mary's Abbey in 
Leicester) who had been a 'notorious support ofWyclifand his doctrines at Oxford' 20 but who 
had renounced his heresies in 1382 and now persecuted heretics. Three points of view may be 
seen in the treatment of Margery Kempe. The bishop saw no harm in her. On the other hand 
the mayor of Leicester, John Arnesby, accused her of being 'a fals strumpet, a fals loller, &c a 
fals deceyuer of pe peryl'. 21 The gaoler took pity on her and confined her in his own house, 
when she protested about being left with men in the town jail. 

Coming to Leicester in the early autumn of 1417, Margaret Kempe went to All Saints 
Church in the Highcross to pray. The mayor, having heard that she was in town, sent for her 
and threatened her with imprisonment, remarking that she was not like St. Katherine even 
though she might be of a good family. 

Whan pei had etyn, sche preyd Thomas Marchale to writyn a lettry & sendyn to hir 
husbond pat he myth fettyn hir horn. &, wyl p lettyr was in wrytyng, peosteler cam vp to 
hir chawmbyr in gret hast & toke a-wey hir scryppe & bad hyr comyn /3erne and spekyn 
wyth pe Meyr. & so sche dede. pan pe Meyr askyd hir of what cuntre sche was & whos 
dowtyr sche was. 'Syr,' shce seyd, 'I am of Lynne in Norfolke, a good mannys dowtyr of 
pe same Lynne, whech hath ben meyr fyve tymes of pat worshepful burwgh and aldyrman 
also many rerys, & I haue a good man, also a burgeys of pe seyd town, Lynne, to myn 
husbond'. A', seyd p Meyr, 'Seynt kateryn telde what kynred sche cam of &/3.et ar/3e not 
lyche, for pu art a fals strumpet, a fals loller, & a fals deceyuer of pe pepyl, & perfor I xal 
haue pe in preson.' And sche seyd a-geyn, 'I am as redy, ser, to gon to preson for Goddys 
lofe as /3.e am redy to gon to chirche.' Whan pe Meyr had long chedyn hir & seyd many 
euyl & horybyl wordys on-to hir & sche, be pe grace of Ihesu, had resonabely answeryd 
hymn to al pat he cowde seyn, pan he comawndyd pe jaylerys man to ledyn hir to 
preson . ... . & pan seyd pe jayler hys owyn selfe to pe Meyr, 'Ser, I will be bowndyn to 
kepe pis woman in safwarde tyl(Je wyl haue hir a-geyn.' Than was per a man of Boston, & 
seyd to pe good wyfe per sche was at ostel, 'Forsope,' he seyth, 'in Boston pis woman is 
holdyn an holy woman & a blissed woman.' pan pe jayler toke hir in-to hys a-warde & led 
hyr horn in-to hys owyn hows & put hir in a fayr chawmbyr, schetyng pe dor wyth a key & 
comendying hys wyfe pe key to kepyn. Neuyr-pe-lesse he lete hir gon to chirche whan 
sche wolde & dede hir etyn at hys owyn tabyl & mad hir ryght good cher for owr Lordys 
lofe, pankyd be almygthy God perof. 22 

Tried before the mayor and 'pe worschepful men of the town' 23 she was freed by the secular 
authorities, though the mayor would have wished her to be burnt. Her trial was not completed 
before she was brought before the Abbot of Leicester, some of his canons, the 'Den of 
Leicetyr', 24 friars and priests, the mayor of the city and laymen. So many people came to this 
trial at All Saints Church that many had to stand on stools to see her. 

The main charge of the trial concerned her orthodoxy: 
Than per cam a preste to hir & toke hir be pe hand & browt hir be-forn pe Abbot & hys 
assessowrys syttyng at pe awter, the wheche dedyn hir sweryn on a boke pat sche xulde 
answeryn trewly to pe Artyculys of pe Feyth lych as sche felt in hem. & fyrst pei rehersyd 
pe blysful Sacrament of pe Awter, chargying hir to seyn ryth as sche beleuyd perin. Than 
sche seyd, 'Serys, I beleue in pe Sacrament of pe Awter on pis wyse, pat what man hath 
takyn pe ordyr ofpresthode, be he neury so vicyows a man in hys leuyng, yfhe sey dewly 
pe wordys ouyr pe bred pat owr Lord Ihesu Criste seyde whan he mad hys Mawnde 
a-mong hys disciplys per he sat at pe soper, I be-leue pat it is hys very flesch & hys blood 
& no material bred ne neuyr may be vnseyd be it onys seyd'. & so sche answeryd forth to 
alle pe artycles as many as pei wolde askyn hir pat pei wer wel plesyd. pe Meyr, whec;h 
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was hir dedly enmy, he seyd, 'In fayth, sche menyth not wyth hir hert as sche seyth with 
hir mowthe.' And pe clerkys seyden to hym, 'Sir, sche answeryth13rth wel to vs' . pan pe 
Meyr alto-rebuked hir rehersyd many rehersyd many repreuows wordys & vngoodly, pe 
whiche is mor expedient to be concelyd pan expressyd. 25 

She affirmed her belief in transubstantiation and in the Creed, and she witnessed to the purity 
of her life. Even then she was not be be let go free by the mayor until the Bishop of Lincoln 
should give her a letter to discharge the mayor of Leicester of all responsibility for her actions. 
Church and state certainly were sensitive on the question of heresy linked to treason. This trial, 
after all, took place only four months before Sir John Oldcastle was put to death. 

Exact details for Lollard and anti-Lollard activities in the Midlands are scarce in the period 
from 1420 to 1486, John Poultney of Misterton was accused in 1455 ofrefusing to pay tithes, to 
go to confession, to go to church, and of urging others to do the same. 26 The Poultneys were 
usually strong supporters of both church and state. It was not long before this erring member of 
the family repented. This John Poultney was the father of Sir Thomas Poultney. Sir Thomas 
was the friend and supervisor of the will of Roger Wygston, and the father-in-law of William 
Wygston Sr. 

Mr Crompton quite rightly raised the question of whether it is possible to relate an 
intellectual movement to a popular movement. Did, indeed, Lollards borrow ideas from 
Wycliffe or would it be sufficient to look to general low standards of spiritual education and to 
current social discontent, to understand revolution in the fifteenth century? 27 One manuscript 
still belonging to Wygston's Hospital is of considerable interest. It shows that a highly 
inflammatory document could be retained quietly, and certainly read carefully, by people who 
did not close their eyes to social discontent, who had no trouble following Wycliffe's ideas, and 
in the end rejected them. 

Wycliffe's Sermons in MS28 still survives in Leicester, a manuscript closely related to the 
approved text of the English sermons ofWycliffe now at Oxford. 29 The Leicester manuscript is 
in an early fifteenth century hand. It belonged first to the Collegiate Church of the 
~nnunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary at Leicester 30 and then to Wygston's Hospital. It 
contains Wycliffe's sermons, in English for people lacking the training of clerks, on the epistles 
(Epistolae Dominicales, fol 1-fol 58v); the saints' days (Propriurn Sanctorurn and Commune 
Sanctorurn, fol 59r-fol 143r); and the Sunday sermons on the gospels (Evangelia Dominicalia, 
fol 159r-212v). Dangerous words, making clear what Wycliffe said, that the church would 
condemn men as heretics if they believed what Christ taught, that God loved mercy, not 

. sacrifice. 
In between these sermons is the Vae Octuplex 31 (fol 143-fol 159), a sermon on Matthew 

23: 13-13, a savage attack on the hypocrisy of friars, charging them with not following _Christ 
and with preventing other people from doing so. There are crude drawings of hands pointing to 
passages in the text and there are scribbled comments on the margins of the manuscript to prove 
that the Vae Octuplex was read by more than one person at either the Collegiate Church or at 
Wygston's Hospital in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

Men and women accused of heresy continued to be investigated in Lincoln and in 
Coventry. 32 Coventry was certainly the centre of trials before Bishop Hales in 1486-90. The 
charges concerned layfolk's refusal to accept transubstantiation; refusal to believe that priests 
had more power than laymen; refusal to believe in the sacrament of penance; refusal to venerate 
images; refusal to believe that a child of Christian parents needed to be baptised; refusal to 
believe in the need to say the Lord's Prayer and The Ave. 33 Certainly heresy was not stamped 
out in Coventry. Thomson has affirmed that the heretics of Coventry had connections with 
other groups in Bristol, Leicester and London, when the trials of 1511-12 occurred. 34 Bishop 
Russell of Lincoln (1480-96) recorded in 1491 that he was worn out by his work at Oxford in 
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tracing heresies. 35 Church and state continued to be concerned over the increasing disorders in 
the country that were linked to criticism of the church and of its sacraments. 

As Rushforth remarked, 'behirtd the medieval church decorators there was nearly always the 
theologian with his purpose of edification and instruction, and in such matters the theologian 
derived his ideas from ecclesiastical literature'. 36 Fryer and Rushforth have shown that there 
was a great interest in the sacraments in art in England during the second half of the fifteenth 
century. 37 Partly this was the result of the attempt of the church to end schism at the Council of 
Basle 38 and partly to assert the church's special power over the lives of people. The divine plan 
for man's salvation had been stressed in the mystery plays of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. 39 The life of the Virgin Mary and of Christ were used to instruct and nourish the 
faith of men. The church was seen as the now-visible Christ, His loving worship of His Father 
being the model for the worship of redeemed Christians. From the worship of God proceeded 
the practice of charity. In this line of thought the life of the Virgin and of the Incarnate Christ, 
the Risen Christ, the saints, the sacraments and the corporal acts of mercy make a single 
statement in the Highcross Street glass. 

These ideas can be found in a book of the fifteenth century. Exceedingly popular, the Ars 
moriendi was derived from Jean Gerson's Opusculum tripartitum de Praeceptis Decalogus, de 
Confessione et de Arte Moriendi~ a work written just before the Council of Constance, that 
Council which denounced Hus and Wyclif. 40 The book (as was the Lay Folks' Catechism) was 
written as an aid for clergy who had the task of preserving orthodoxy in the church. In France, a 
portion of Gerson's book was authorized to be read each Sunday by priests to their 
congregations. A copy ofGerson's works still exists in the library of the Town Hall at Leicester. 

Ars moriendi, a shortened version of the Gerson's treatise, was written probably by a 
Dominican friar either during or after the Council of Constance. 41 It was spread through 
England, Italy, France, the Netherlands, Spain, Bohemia and Southern Germany by delegates 
returning to their homes from the Council of Constance. 42 The book was translated into 
English by Caxton and published in 1490 as The Crafte of Dyinge. Neither Gerson's tractate nor 
Caxton's book was illustrated. On the other hand the Dominican Ars moriendi (c.1450) had 
eleven woodcuts illustrating the temptations that beset a dying man. These woodcuts are not 
related to the designs at 18 Highcross Street. 

For Leicester the interest lies in a beautiful version of the Ars moriendi published in 1493 by 
Antoine Verard of Paris. Le livre intitule /art de bien Viure: et de bien mourir prefaced to the Ars 
moriendi a section on how to live well. This part opened with an affirmation of the power of the 
Virgin Mary to lead men to grace; it then spoke of the power of the Creed, the Pater Noster, the 
Ave, the sacraments and the acts of mercy to preserve good living. The large woodcuts show the 
sacraments; the smaller woodcuts link the Salutation, the Visitation, the Resurrection and the 
Ascension to figures of the Apostles proclaiming the Creed; and pointing back to Old 
Testament prototypes or forward to the Last Judgement. 

The book was known in England. King Henry VII's magnificent vellum copy of the second 
edition (1496) is now in the British National Library. The need for a vernacular edition led to 
Thomas Lewyngton's vile translation into English (1503); and to Andrew Chertsey's (with 
Verard's illustrations) in 1505. 

Rushforth and Fryer, in pointing out the popularity of the sacraments in English art have also 
noticed how the sacraments are related to the Christ of the Five Wounds and to the Crucified 
Christ. Eight-sided fonts lent themselves to an artistic depiction of the Seven Sacraments and of 
the Passion. The artistic solution of how to relate five to seven, however, is not easy to discover; 
certainly strips of red glass linking pictures of the sacraments to the Five Wounds are not 
satisfying though they may be a simple way to point out a relationship. Fragments of stained 
glass sacraments at Great Malvern, with red bands of stained glass indicating that they were at 
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one time linked to the Five Wounds, exist from pre-1450. Other more complete windows of the 
fifteenth century are at Crudwell (Wilts), Doddiscombsleigh (Devon), Melbury Bubb (Dorset), 
Cadbury (Devon); and there is a fragment at the Bodleian Library, said to come frorn Great 
Rollright (Oxon). 43 

The Crucifixion of Christ linked to the sacraments is much rarer. With Rogier van der 
Weyden's great altarpiece 44 (c.1445) as a model, and with the Passion of Christ linked 
theologically to the Acts of Mercy, one would expect this to be the popular form. It can be seen 
in sixteenth century glass at Llandyrnog (Denbigh) and Cartmel Fells (Lanes). Formerly, too, 
there was a fresco of the Passion linked to the Seven Sacraments at Kirton-in-Lindsey in 
Lincolnshire. 

The artist at Leicester could have used either method to link the sacraments to the Passion or 
to the Five Wounds of Christ. There is no representation at 18 Highcross of the 'Sorrowful 
Mysteries' of the Rosary, which should occur between the 'Joyful Mysteries' and the 'Glorious 
Mysteries'. There are no paintings of the Agony in the Garden, the Scourging of Christ, the 
Crowning with Thorns, the Bearing of the Cross, the final Crucifixion. On the other hand there 
is an exquisite panel of the Five Wounds, though (since this is painted on a rectangle rather than 
a roundel) it does not bear a relationship to the sacraments, its background linking it rather to 
the Coronation of the Virgin than to the other subjects. One might have expected a 
representation of the Five Wounds in this glass since William Wygston Jr. later ordered that a 
mass of the Five Wounds 45 should be said at Wygston Hospital every Friday. 

The emphasis at Leicester is on the concern in the late fifteenth century with the sinless Mary 
as the channel of grace. This represented a new theological emphasis. In seven of the eight 
roundels concerning the life of the Virgin and of Christ, she is the central figure. St. Augustine 
had exempted Mary from wilful contact with venial and mortal sin, though not with freedom 
from original sin. St Bernard of Clairvaux had opposed the institution of a festival of the 
Conception of the Immaculate Mary (first introduced at Lyons in 1139) since this tenet denied 
the full dignity of Christ as the only sinless being. Peter Lombard (the 'Master of Sentences' 
who was singled out as the voice of authority in the Lay Folks' Catechism) Albertus Magnus and 
St. Thomas Aquinas followed the same line of thought: Christ was the Saviour of all men and 
the Virgin could not be excluded from His redemptive grace. St. Thomas, however, did not 
entirely reject the festival of the Conception of the Virgin nor the festival of the Assumption. 
These festivals were tolerated at the close of the fifteenth century. 

Two mystics whom Margery Kempe revered changed the attitude of church and oflayfolk in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. St. Bridget of Sweden had a vision of the Virgin, who 
declaed that she was conceived without sin; St. Catharine of Siena prophesied to the 
Dominicans that the Virgin was sanctified in the third hour after her conception. The Council 
ofBasle favoured the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception and the Franciscans 46 defended it 
with acrimony. Those who opposed the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception felt that the 
Faith was at stake; defenders of the doctrine felt that it was a matter ofloyalty to the Mother of 
God. The charges of heresy over this question became so bitter in the fifteenth century that 
finally, for the peace of the church, Pope Sixtus IV (in 1482 and 1483) had to forbid the 
accusation of heresy and any further controversy on this matter. The pope also, in 1477 and in 
1480, gave permission for a liturgical office of the Immaculate Conception. 

The panels of the Assumption and of the Coronation, too, affirm the acceptance of a unique 
relationship for Mary, of daughter, mother, spouse, that involved body and soul. 47 The pictures 
at Leicester show the Virgin ministered to by angels, mother, daughter and wife at her birth, 
and by angels at her assumption. The unique relationship of ordinary humans on earth with the 
Virgin is emphasised, and a statement of the inter-relationship of earth and heaven is made. 

From 1480 to 1500 there can be little doubt of the sophistication in theological matters that is 
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shown in English art. Neither the ignorance oflaity of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries nor 
Wycliffite insistence on clear exposition of the Scriptures is here. The doctrinal interest of the 
stained glass is not to be denied. 

At another level of society in England the same statement was made as was made in the 
Leicester glass. About 1482 King Edward IV placed a 'Gaude' window in Canterbury 
Cathedral 48 showing the Virgin Mary as the channel of grace, to comfort and to sustain people. 
Before the window was defaced there were seven large pictures of the Virgin 'in several glorious 
appearances, as of the Angels lifting her into heaven, and the Sun, Moon and Stars under her 
feet, and every picture had an inscription under it, beginning with gaude Maria: as gaude Maria 
sponsa dei, that is Rejoyce Mary thou Spouse of God'. 49 At one time the window showed the 
Annunciation ('Gaude Maria, Spousa Dei'), the Visitation ('Gaude Maria, Beate tu in 
mulieribus'), the Nativity (Gaude Maria, Adoremus Eum'), Presentation ('Gaude Maria, Ecce 
Infans'), Assumption ('Gaude Maria, Assumpta es') and the Coronation ('Gaude Maria, Regina 
coeli'). 50 

Sir Robert Wingfield's death (1480) is commemorated in his window at East Harling in 
Norfolk by glass that shows fifteen pictures of the Joys and Sorrows of the Virgin Mary, from 
the Annunciation to the Assumption. Wingfield was Controller of the Household to Edward IV 
and knight of the shire for the county of Hereford. 51 

A third window (1493) in the Church of St. Michael and All Angels at Thornhill in Yorkshire 
shows the Birth of the Virgin Mary, the Annunciation, the Nativity, the Resurrection, the 
Assumption and the Coronation of the Virgin. 52 The donor of this window, Sir William Savile, 
was a member ofGray's Inn. Robert Frost, his rector at Thornhill in 1482-1498, was chancellor 
to Prince Arthur and a donor of glass to Thornhill. The drawing and general design of both 
East Harling (of the Norwich School) and Thornhill glass (of the York School) clearly link these 
windows to those at Leicester. 53 

Still, these three windows are linked only by the affirmation of the heavenly power of the 
Virgin Mary. 54 The Leicester glass goes beyond that, to affirm this power in direct contact with 
local people who lived in the late fifteenth century. It continues this affirmation as a late 
fifteenth century statement about how to live well . Most closely related in this treatment is glass 
at York and Tattershall in Lincolnshire. 

The York glass of the Sacraments window in All Saints, North Street (c. 1430-35) 55 is also 
related to the Leicester glass both in subject and in design. At Lammas in Norfolk, the subject 
was linked to commands by the Virgin Mary to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, give drink to 
the thirsty and shelter to the stranger. Since these panels at Lammas were part of a Last 
Judgement window of the fifteenth century, 56 the specific fifteenth century commands ofhow
to-die-well and how-to-live-well are clearly linked. 

Glass at Tattershall in Lincolnshire is of great interest. Bishop Wayneflete, Provost ofEton in 
1443-47, finished Henry VI's chapel at Eton at his own expense. Until his death in 1484 he paid 
for the wall paintings at Eton which represent the Funeral, the Assumption and the Miracles of 
the Virgin. 57 Bishop Waynflete also completed the church at Tattershall in the 1480s, and its 
glass was paid for in 1482. On a grand scale the windows told the story of the Holy Cross; the 
life of St. James; the Creed, with figures of the apostles; the Sacraments and the Corporal Acts 
of Mercy; 58 the Passion; the Last Judgement; the histories of St. Catherine and of St. 
Guthlac. 59 Four firms were engaged on this work, it not being uncommon for joint efforts of 
glaziers to be unified from the fourteenth century onward. 

What makes the Leicester glass unique is that it combines themes of interest to the late 
fifteenth century in a unique way. No other glass links all these statements in one place: first, 
Mary as a channel of grace; second, the corporal acts of mercy as a way to holy living; third, the 
sacraments of the church as a preparation for holy dying; fourth, the five wounds of Christ as a 
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centre for meditation on divine love; fifth, the images of the saints as reminders of virtuous 
lives; sixth, the interplay of earth and heaven, affirmed in the Leicester people's attendance at 
the birth of the Virgin and of Christ, and at His presentation at the Temple. 

The drawings on the glass are exquisite. A comparision of the faces with those in Norwich, 
East Harling and York glass reveals the artist's close connection with the Norwich School for 
design and execution; with the York school for subject matter rather than execution. Since 
colour is of prime interest in stained glass, the Leicester panels painted in silver-stain must 
suffer by comparison with, especially, the glass at East Harling and at All Saints, York. They do 
not suffer in comparison with the other windows mentioned when it comes to drawing. The 
Leicester artist had a very fine spatial sense; a sure hand in executing crisp detail; a vital sense of 
the grotesque. His angels grip the posts of the cradle that they rock; his Christ-child seizes a 
golden coin; his Christ, resurrected, puts his wounded foot in agony on the steel cuisse of the 
sleeping guard; his soldiers snore with open mouth or are too fogged in sleep to comprehend a 
resurrection; a priest almost lets a slippery, naked baby fall into the baptismal font; a woman has 
forgotten to tidy the bedroom and an ill man has his chamber pot, crutch and boot-jack lying in 
full view on the floor by the bed when the mayor comes to visit him. This Leicester artist is to 
be praised not only for his command of the subject, his lively comprehension of people, but also 
for his art. 

Plate 7 Christ of the Five Wounds, Leicester c.1490-95 
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Notes 

Work on this article was begun in 1972 with a Research Grant given by the University of Winnipeg. It enabled me to 
have the services of their photographer, David Fox, who took pictures of glass in Norfolk, Essex, Lincolnshire, 
Leicester and Yorkshire. Additional pictures, on which this work is based, were taken in remote parts of Britain by my 
husband, Dr. K.M. Hamilton of the University of Winnipeg. 

I wish to acknowledge the generous help of Alan and Margaret Broadfield of Leicester during the past ten years. 
Without their selfless encouragement this work would have faltered. Any errors I claim as mine. 
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