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By T. E. Routh

THE cross-shaft here dealt with stands in the churchyard of St. 
Mary's, Rothley, some five miles north of Leicester, on the south 
eastern edge of a somewhat wild tract of country known as 
Charnwood Forest.

Soil surrounds the base of the shaft, and it appears to stand 
upon a grassy mound; but some years ago the writer's friend, 
Mr. Albert Herbert, F.S.A., and the late Mr. Thomas Fosbrook, 
F.S.A., explored the ground, and it was found that the shaft was 
socketed into a large base-stone, the joint, a very wide one, 
being made with lead in the usual way.

Like the fine cross-shaft kept in Ramsbury church, Wilt 
shire, the Rothley shaft is not a monolith, but is composed of 
two stones, the jointing being too regular to be mistaken for a 
mere fracture.

In connection with the material of which the Rothley cross is 
wrought, Mr. Albert Herbert writes as follows: —

Dear Mr. Routh,
I took an expert geologist, Mr. Gregory, over to Rothley 
to-day and, after further examination, we are both con 
vinced that the two stones in the shaft are of coarse mill 
stone grit—highly quartzose. As you are probably aware, 
the formation is represented in the area east of the river 
Derwent and stretching from Bamford in the north to 
Cromford in the south, with Bamford on the eastern 
boundary and Middleton on the western boundary. 
The millstone grit overlies a great mass of carboniferous 
limestone, and it is the lower beds which contain the coarser 
variety. The higher beds are of finer grain. It is from 
the lower beds that the Rothley stone came, and it is safe 
to say that the blocks would be selected from a quarry 
that would be readily accessible from a main road—say
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in the Rowsley neighbourhood. Presumably fairly good 
roads must have existed in early days, both in the Derwent 
valley and also in a south-westerly direction, and the route 
to Rothley would, in every probability, be either via Youl- 
grave—Middleton or via Ashbourne to Derby. Outcrops 
of millstone grit reach as far southwards as Ticknall and 
the Pistern hills—south of the river Trent, but this for 
mation is not of such uniform grain as the stone of which 
the Rothley cross is composed. Speaking personally, I do 
not think the stones would be water borne. 
The size of the shaft at base is 1 ft. 9| in. north and south 
by 1 ft. 5j in. on east and west faces. The lower stone is 
10 ft. 5 in. in height and the upper one 2 ft. 0 in. in height. 
At the top of shaft the size, in plan, is 9 in. by 7^ in.—at 
the junction of the two stones the size of the shaft, in plan, 
is 11 in. by 9£ in.

At first sight of the Rothley Cross one feels to be in the 
presence of a ninth-century work of Northumbrian origin; for the 
excellent workmanship and strong survival of Anglian feeling 
recall examples of the earlier and better Anglian period. On 
closer examination, however, features associated with very late 
examples are encountered.

The arrises of the shaft, although broken and eroded, bear 
traces of cable moulding. Each face is divided into four panels, 
the three upper ones on the eastern and western faces being almost 
identical, the only difference being that the ornament of the second 
and third panels (from the top) is transposed, i.e.; on the eastern 
face the interlace comes second, and the foliage scroll third, while 
on the western face the order is reversed, as shown in figs. 1—2.

The topmost panels on both the eastern and western face are 
filled with an interlace through loose rings, having no organic 
connexion with the pattern, through which the interlacing cord 
passes and repasses.

This interlacement is a sure sign of the 10th century or later. 1 
The motive is very common in the north of England and also 
occurs on the Cothelstone, Devon, crossshaft, and on stones in 
Lincolnshire and Northamptonshire. Here, however, only one 
ring remains free at the top of each panel, the others being joined 
in pairs forming figures-of-8, and the same pattern is repeated
iBr0nsted, Early English Ornament, p. 226 et seq.
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elsewhere on the shaft.
This modification of the "ring-twist" is found on a cross- 

shaft and on a hogback at Penrith, 2 to which the late W. G. 
Collingwood, F.S.A., assigned a date of c. 950.

Dr. Br0nstet observes that the loose ring in an interlaced 
pattern shows a tendency to go out of use towards the end of the 
century;3 yet it persists in places, and occurs upon the twelfth- 
century chess-men, from the Island of Lewis, in the British 
Museum;4 so that this feature alone does not afford certain help in 
dating the stone, except as a terminus a quo.

On the eastern face, fig. 1, the second panel is filled with a 
plain basket plait, enclosed within a bead forming a double 
border. 5 Below this is a foliage panel resembling the scrolls in 
the topmost panels on the northern and southern faces, to be 
dealt with later, but not so distinct. On the western face the 
arrangement is reversed.

Coming to the lowest panels on the eastern and western faces, 
which are exactly alike, we have square-headed ones within each 
of which is a bead forming an arch and enclosing an interlace, 
and the space between the arch and the frame is filled with yet 
another interlace.

All these interlaced patterns are of the same character, 
showing that the carver's stock-in-trade was limited; so he varied 
the combination of them in order to'gain effect and variety without 
the expenditure of much thought or invention.6

The southern face, fig. 3, is divided into four panels as before. 
In the uppermost one is a very beautiful acanthus scroll, fig. 3a, 
to which it is difficult to find a parallel, for it is totally unlike the 
Anglian vine-scroll of the north of England. It is, however,

^Transactions of the Cumberland and Westmorland Antiq. and Arch. 
Society, XXIII, p. 115.

3Qp. cit., p. 227.
*Dalton, Catal. of Ivories in the British Museum, p. 67, Pis. XXXVin— 

XI/VIII.
5A bead forming a double border is seen on the Anglian cross at Eyam, 

Derbyshire (Arch. Journal, XCIV, Pis. XIV.) where it forms an arch 
over a saint, but the Rothley panels are more nearly paralleled by 
a panel on the Halton, Lanes., Sigurd cross-shaft, which bears onlv 
an interlace. (Collingwood, Northumbrian Crosses, fig. 191.)

6Mr. Collingwood has pointed out that in the nascent stages of art inven 
tion is possible, in the decadence, easy-going re-use of old motives 
is the rule, (op. cit., p. 57.)
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analogous to one of the stelae built into the tower of Barnack 
church. 7

Another of these stelae on which the acanthus motive is not so 
pronounced, closely resembles a stone at Birstall8 and one at 
Rastrick, 9 both in the West Riding, and illustrated by Colling- 
wood, who attributes them to the eleventh century.

But Mr. Clapham has reminded the writer that we have no 
definite evidence that these stelae are not re-used material built 
into a later Saxon tower, so that, unless the Birstall and Rastrick 
stones throw some light on the subject, we are left without certain 
evidence of their date, and can only say that this acanthus foliage 
was never used in the pre-Conquest work of the north of Eng 
land, 10 and that up to the year 900 it plays a very slight part in 
any kind of ornament of the south. 11

If the Rothley panel be compared with an ivory panel having 
a border of Carolingian acanthus of c. 1000 in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, 12 it will be seen that there is a decided resem 
blance, suggesting that the motive for both had a common origin 
in the ornamentation of the Winchester school at the end of the 
tenth century.

Below this is a panel ornamented with a beast of Jellinge-13 
type involved in an interlace, fig. 3a. Unfortunately, owing to 
the defaced condition of the stone, very little more can be said; 
but there is, in the churchyard of Sproxton, on the Lincolnshire 
border of the county, a wheel-head cross which also has a Jellinge- 
type beast involved in a similar interlace, fig. 5.

If the Rothley beast be compared with the one on the Sproxton 
cross a decided agreement will be noticed. The wheel-head of 
late character, to be noticed later, ought to afford some help in 
dating the monument.

7See Clapham, Romanesque Architecture before the Conquest. In chapter 
VI, the influence of Carolingian acanthus on the late Saxon art is 
discussed, and the Barnack stelae, cited. Analogous acanthus foliage 
occurs on the Wolverhampton cross-shaft of late date, see Proc. Soc. 
Antiq., XXV. p. 158, Baldwin Brown, Arts of Early England, VI, 
pt. II, PI. cii.

SQp. cit., p. 179. 9Op. cit. p. 174.
10See Baldwin Brown, Arts of Early England, Vol. V, p. 276.
HBr0nsted op. cit., p. 158.

skell, Catal. of Ivories in the South Kensington Museum, No. 3, 72, 
p. 142. Illustrated by Prior and Gardner, Mediaeval Figure Sculp 
ture in England, fig. 117.

m Jellinge in South Jutland, whence came objects ornamented in 
this style.
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Moreover, on the northern face of the Sproxton Cross, fig. 7, 
there is a pattern of interlaced rings which may be equated with a 
similar pattern on a pilaster strip in the north wall of the late 
Saxon chancel of Bibury church, Gloucestershire, the only differ 
ence being that the Bibury stone has pellets in the rings, while 
the Sproxton stone has none. 14

This pattern of interlaced rings is very rare, 15 and if it could 
be shown that the pilaster strip is part of the original Saxon 
chancel, with its Ringerike ornament on the imposts of its chancel 
arch, we have a means of dating the Sproxton cross by analogy.

Other stones from Bibury bearing Ringerike ornament, of 
early eleventh-century date, are now in the British Museum. 16

Returning to the Rothley cross: below the Jellinge beast 
(south face, fig. 3) is a panel completely defaced in the upper part, 
and very little can be made of the lower half. 17 Below this is a 
segmental-headed panel in a little better condition, ornamented 
with a beautiful tree-scroll with spirals springing from a central 
stem; and though the design cannot be completely determined, 
it is apparently a debased condition of the Anglian vine-scroll, as 
seen on early stones such as the fragment at Croft, 18 near Dar 
lington, and the Jedburg cross-shaft, 19 as well as on the Ormside 
bowl, 20 from which, however, the animals have vanished and the 
leaves withered away, the scroll having become reduced to a rich 
display of beautiful geometric lines.

"Pellets or beads seem in general to point to a late date; they occur in 
abundance on the Shelford, Notts, cross fragment, Arch. Journal 
I/XXin, PI. H, and on the Two Dales, Derbyshire cross-shaft Arch. 
Journal, XCIV, Pis. XIX and XX.

15It occurs on the wheel-head cross at Maenychwyfan, Flintshire, Colling- 
wood, op. cit., p. 141, and on the early Norman font at South 
Croxton, Leics.

isproc. Soc. Antiq., XXVI, p. 66.
17There appears to be some indication of zoormorphic ornament of like 

character to that on the panel immediately above, but after careful 
examination the writer has had to give it up.

isciapham, op. cit., PI. 14.
19Bishop Brown, The Ancient Cross-shafts of Ruthwell and Bewcastle, PI. 

IV, also Br0nsted, op. cit., fig. 26.
20Fully dealt with by Baldwin Brown, op. cit., V, and illustrated ibid 

Pis. XXX, et. seq. It may be compared with similar ornament 
on one of the cross-shafts of Checkley churchyard, Staffs., with a 
panel on the Two Dales Derbyshire cross-shaft (Arch. Journal, 
XCrV, Pis. XIX—XX), and with one on the Stapleford, Notts., 
cross-shaft. These examples seem to show how a debased condition 
of the Anglian tree-vine-scroll developed in Mercia, with added 
richness.
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The northern face *fig. 4, is again divided into four panels, the 
uppermost having the same acanthus scroll as the corresponding 
one on the south, but a little simplified. Below this is a panel of 
interlace composed of circular knots, but indistinct.

Below this again is a segmental-headed panel, with the same 
inner bead as the one noticed on the adjacent western panel.

The panel is ornamented with a cluster of sinuous leaves, fig. 
4a, two of which rise from low down on either side of the frame. 
Between the long leaves and immediately below the larger cluster 
is a second cluster of narrow leaves, which are, however a little 
indistinct, owing to the weathered condition of the stone. The 
writer ventures to suggest that we have here one of the Ringerike21 
patterns of the early years of the eleventh century, and is the more 
convinced of this as a Ringerike design occurs on a stone at 
Asfordby, not so very far away.

Although it would seem impossible to point to an exact 
parallel to this panel (and the one immediately below it), it may 
be compared with a Ringerike pattern on the great cross that is 
set up in Leeds parish church22 and with the fragment of a grave- 
cover kept in Otley church, 23 on both of which the long sinuous 
leaves are seen. But the most remarkable parallel to the Rothley 
carvings is found in the responds of the original Saxon chancel 
arch of Bibury church, Gloucestershire; for at Rothley we have 
acanthus foliage related to that of the Winchester school from 
which Br0nsted derives the Ringerike style; at Bibury the south 
respond has foliage of the same character, while the northern one, 
having discarded the somewhat florid serrations of the former,

21So named by Dr. Shetelig after Ringerike in Norway, where runestones 
ornamented in the style are numerous. Bronsted convincingly 
derives the motive from the acanthus ornament of the Winchester 
school, and characterises it as follows :—Long narrow leaves up- 
rolled at the points, which are often so strongly conventionalised 
that the character of acanthus disappears. The leaves are arranged 
more or less symetrically in rays that radiate from a linear central 
pattern, which may be a kind of interlace, a circle or a cross (op. cit., 
pp. 293 ff.) The style first made its appearance on the runestone 
erected at Jellinge bv Harold Bluetooth to the memory of his parents, 
King Gorm and Queen Thyra, c. 980 (ibid., fig. 198). One side of 
this runestone is very similar to a slab from St. Paul's churchyard 
in the Guild Hall Museum (Vie. Hist. Co., Land., I, p. 168, also 
Br0nsted, (op. cit., fig. 170, from Call, of Coll. in the Guild Hall, 
Mus., PI. I/VIII.

MCollingwood, op. cit., fig. 193, Br0nsted, op. cit., p. 194.
23Collingwood, Yorks. Arch. Journal, XXIII, p. 230.
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has become characteristic Ringerike. 24
If our ornament be compared with a bronze ornament from 

Winchester, published by Reginald Smith in 1911, 25 and with the 
Runestone from Vang, Norway, 26 a certain agreement will be 
noticed.

It may be urged that other features of the cross, such, for 
instance, as the Jellinge-type beast, point to a date anterior to the 
introduction of the Ringerike style, which must be as late as c. 
1000; but when the well-known persistent survival of earlier forms, 
especially Anglian motives, is taken into account, this contention 
seems to be untenable.

The Jellinge beast, which certainly belongs to an earlier 
period than the short-lived Ringerike style, is, however, associated 
with Ringerike on a stone in the possession of the Society of 
Antiquaries, published by A. W. Clapham, F.S.A., in 1931,27 and 
the occurrence of Ringerike along with the Jellinge beast is fre 
quent in Scandinavia at the time when associations between 
England and Scandinavia had been woven afresh during the 
reigns of Svin Forkbeard and Cnut—the very time when the 
Ringerike style manifested itself in both countries.28

Below the panel just dealt with is a gabled one encroaching 
upon it, fig. 4a. The apex of the gable is crowned with another 
cluster of sinuate leaves, much defaced. Across the gable is a tie- 
beam or collar, and within the triangular space thus formed is a 
tiny arch. What all this means is not apparent.

Within this gabled panel is a bead forming a tall arch, and 
between the arch and the frame of the panel is a figure-of-8 inter 
lace. Within the arch formed by the bead is a bit of vine-scroll 
terminating in a trefoil leaf. It seems quite impossible to match 
this with any known example of pre-conquest work or, in fact, 
with work of any period; for an arch, usually means a saint 
beneath it, and at Hodom in Dumfriesshire is a cross with a gable 
enclosing the bust of a saint; but the Rothley design appears to 
be meaningless.

I/eaving out the Jellinge beast, which is too defaced for exact

2"See Clapham, op. cit., p. 135.
zsproc. Soc. Antiq., XXIII, pp. 397 ff.
as/bid., also Br0nsted op. cit., fig. 204.
27Antiquaries Journal, XI, No. 2 (April 1931), p. 133 f.
28gee Br0nsted, op. cit., p. 289.
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determination, it will be noticed that no feature of the shaft, with 
the exception of the interlace through loose rings and figures-of-8, 
can be exactly paralleled, and this motive does not carry us far, 
since it persisted from the early years of the tenth century until 
the twelfth, and is found on the early Norman font at Somersall 
Herbert, Derbyshire.

The Carolingian acanthus scrolls on the northern and southern 
uppermost panels, however, point to a late date, and the Ringerike 
ornament dates the cross to the first half of the eleventh century.

Something more must now be said about the Sproxton cross,
and the writer is again indebted to Mr. Herbert for kind help in
determinining the stone from which it is wrought; he writes : —

In this case the material is altogether different from that of
the Rothley cross, being shelly oolite from the esturian
series of the Jurassic Age—comparable with Weldon stone.
It probably came from the Colsterworth neighbourhood.

The shaft stands in a socket sunk into a square stone
measuring 2 ft. 4 in. by 2 ft. 4 in. in plan and 1 ft. 3 in. in height,
the joint being made with lead. In height the cross is 6 ft. 6 in.
from the base, the diameter of the head being 1 ft. 9| in. In
width, the shaft is 1 ft. 3i in. at the base, tapering to 1 ft. 1 in. at
the head, the thickness being 10 in. Shaft and head are cut out of
a single stone. A projecting band, 7 in. wide, encircles the shaft
at 3 ft. 1 in. above the base. See figs. 5—7.

All traces of ornament are obliterated on the eastern side 
owing to shaling. The southern side, fig. 5, is ornamented with a 
debased Anglian vine-scroll that is paralleled by the vine-scroll 
on the great cross in Leeds parish church; but it is so defaced and 
choked with lichens, which flourish on the oolitic limestone of the 
district, that the camera has failed to bring out the detail.

On the western face, fig. 7, is the Jellinge beast involved in 
an interlace, above referred to. It will be noticed that the head 
of the cross leans to the dexter side, which is probably due to the 
carver's having to make the best of defective material, not being 
able to get a better stone.

The same ill-luck befel the carver of the Sigurd cross in 
Halton churchyard, Lancashire, where he worked his pattern of 
interlace round a large "bite" out of one side of the shaft. 29

On the northern face, fig. 6, is the ornament composed of
29Collingwood, Northumbrian Crosses, fig. 191.
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interlaced rings, fig. 7, referred to in connection with the Bibury 
pilaster-strip.

Anent the wheel-head of the Sproxton cross, the late W. G. 
Collingwood made a special study of the motive and his con 
clusions are still the most valuable, the gist of them being as 
follows : —

All Anglian crosses that have heads left are free-armed. 
All cut-out wheel-heads are later, Anglo-Danish or Anglo- 
Norse. 30

All the eyidence seems to point to the Isle of Man's being the 
birthplace of the wheel-heads, and Mr. Collingwood published a 
map31 showing that they stand thickest in the island, many of 
them, which Dr. Haacon Shetelig dates from 930, being made by 
the Northman Gaut. 32

They stand next thickest along the opposite coast of Cumber 
land. Thence they spread into Yorkshire along two main routes, 
i.e., the two Bronze- Age routes, one over Stainmoor, the other by 
the Ayre Gap. 33

Most of these are of tenth-century date. A third group begins 
on the coast of North Wales and Cheshire, likewise within easy 
reach of the Isle of Man, and with later forms, they run south 
eastward, not by the Watling Street, but by ancient roads more 
or less parallel to it, through Cambridge and Norfolk....... To
this group the Sproxton cross appears to belong.

The map seems to show that the wheel-head is of Manx- 
Norse origin accepted by Danish settlers in Northumbria, and 
remaining with the mixed race in their various homes.

The earliest wheel-heads took the form of Anglian crosses 
with the wheel added, and the curves at the intersection of the 
arms were obtrusely rounded; but as time advanced the tendency 
was to sharpen the curves into acute re-entrant angles, and this 
is the form we have at Sproxton, where the process is carried as 
far as possible.

The vine-scroll in debased form is a well known Anglian 
survival and affords little help in dating; but the late form of 
wheel-head and the interlaced ring pattern point to the end of 
the tenth or early in the eleventh century.

. cit., p. 82. 
., p. 138.

32Saga book of the Viking Society, 1925, p. 19. 
"See Elgee, Archaeology of Yorkshire, p. 68 et seq. ; Map. p. 69.
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NOTE
Since the above was written, the first volume of Mr. 

Kendrick's great and somewhat revolutionary work, Anglo- 
Saxon Art, has appeared; but unfortunately the book did not 
come into the hands of the writer until after his paper had gone 
to the printer. The views therein expressed with, regard to the 
Rothley cross-shaft are at variance with what is advanced above, 
but Mr. Kendrick's remarks are of too summary a character to 
carry full conviction.

He calls attention to the complexity of the problem of the 
crosses and eschews the task of examining their chronology and 
stylistic interrelations until the completion of the much-needed 
survey,, which is in progress at the British Museum, and this is 
in agreement with a communication of his to the writer, that the 
"Rothley shaft may well be very late".

Mr. Kendrick mainly bases his conclusions on the carpet-like 
spread of the "slight (sic) pretty and crowded" ornament with 
no ambitious figure sculpture, following the tradition of most 
of the Mercian sculpture of this area in the first half of the ninth 
century; he goes on to remark; "and now that the sparkling relief 
and heavy under-cutting of the earlier work are gone, the load 
of detailed ornament that the column bears is a lifeless and rather 
uninspiring spread of pattern". His suggestion, however, of 
any connection of the cluster of sinuate leaves (fig. 4a) with the 
"plant-scroll canopies" of the "Angel" cross at Otley cannot 
be allowed to pass without challenge; for the vine-leaves of the 
Otley clusters are totally unlike the Rothley ones, and are used 
in an entirely different connexion, as they form canopies over 
the beautiful busts of the angels. He, however, remarks that 
the Rothley leaves have a "curly acanthus look".

Mr. Kendrick cites the "dragon with an interlacing tail— 
a good example of the Anglian heraldic beast"—as evidence of 
early date which the writer designated the Jellinge-type beast. 
Mr. Cotterill certainly has shown (Antiq. Journal, April, 1935) 
that certain characteristics associated with the Jellinge Style, did, 
in fact, appear in Wessex prior to, or contemporary with their 
appearance in Scandinavia—a survival or the re-appearance of 
Salin's Style II; but the fact remains (though Mr. Kendrick
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seems to have overlooked it) that the same beast which is found 
at Rothley makes his appearance on the undoubtedly late 
wheel-head cross at Sproxton—not far away, suggesting con 
temporaneity.

But coming down to essentials, is the ornament (fig. 4a) 
"Ringerike", or is it not ? If it be, it nails down the cross to 
round about 1000 A.D.

If not, the interlace through loose rings and figures-of-8 gives 
a tenth-century or later date, unless, indeed, the significance of 
the conventions, laboriously elaborated by Br0nsted and the 
others, goes by the board.
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