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The Cross-Slabs of Gloucestershire

By RUTH F. BUTLER and LESLIE J. JONES

of our local church archaeologists is the study of the ‘Cross-

Slabs’, or tombstones bearing incised or sculptured crosses, to
be found in the churches and churchyards of Gloucestershire. Atkyns
and his successors record only monuments to great and important
individuals and families; Gough, in his British Topography, says little
as to actual monuments; even Bigland’s History of Gloucestershire,
thorough and invaluable as it is, records only memorial inscriptions.
Most local guide-books pay considerable attention to church ‘brasses’
and to the ‘altar-tombs’, or ‘chest-tombs’ in Cotswold churchyards,
- but neglect medieval work. Daubeny, in his Aw#ncient Cotswold
Churches, excellent in most respects, gives a few good drawings of
flat tombstone crosses, but is vague in his dates, and sometimes
confuses incised crosses with those sculptured in relief. H. H. Williams
(BGAS Trans. LX1) gives valuable information as to the stone coffin-
lids still to be seen in 1939—but he does not discuss medieval cross-
slabs, otherwise than as possible coffin-lids, e.g. at Winchcombe and
St Mary Redcliffe, Bristol.

The present article is the joint work of two people, both deeply
interested in the study of cross-slab gravestones as a whole, but more
especially in those of Gloucestershire. They have had two different
lines of approach. R. F. Butler, researching into the medieval history
of Brimpstfield, secular and ecclesiastical, found herself faced by the
problem of the dates and origin of three unusual stones in the
Brimpsfield churchyard; this led on to a study of their parallels in
adjacent parishes, and of their general importance to the archaeo-
logist. L. J. Jones took a major part in completing a survey of tomb-
stones in the Gloucester Diocese—initiated by the Gloucestershire
Rural Community Council (1954). Since then he has specially investi-
gated medieval cross-slabs, personally visiting and making detailed
records in over a hundred churches and churchyards. The result is
a large collection of carefully-annotated photographs and drawings,
only a very few of which can be reproduced in this paper. To complete
this study for the whole county—over 400 churches—could entail
the labour of many.years—but would be a rewarding task to some
young archaeologist.

ANOTABLE, but hitherto an almost un-noted gap in the work

150



THE CROSS-SLABS OF GLOUCESTERSHIRE

The three stones which in 1971 were safely housed in the chancel
of St Michael’s Church, Brimpsfield are shown in Plate I (i) and (ii).
They must be described in detail, before any comparison between
them can be made.

The largest and, at first sight, the most striking, is a recumbent
slab of local—though probably not of Brimpsfield—stone.! It is of
the regular ‘coffin-lid’ shape, 97} inches long, 28 inches broad, taper-
ing to 16 inches, and about 12 inches deep. The under-side is not
worked but left quite rough. On the surface is carved in clear relief,
about one inch deep, what might be imagined to be a cross, but is
almost certainly a sword; it is pointed, faintly curved, and with no
base (which a cross would probably have). It was unearthed about
thirty years ago near the moat of the ruined castle of Brimpsfield,
which adjoins the churchyard. It may plausibly be conjectured to be
the tomb-slab of one of the Giffard family, who held the manor from
1066 to 1322, and who built and endowed the church in the late 11th
or early 12th century. (A sword was not uncommonly engraved on
the tomb of a knight, before the introduction of carved effigies.) This
carving is not known to have any Gloucestershire counterpart, except
superficially one in Bagendon churchyard. But this is topped with a
rib, in full relief, running the whole length of the slab, not by a sword.
It may be of the same early date as the stone of Brimpsfield. In grain
this is similar to an early stone altar (preserved in the church), bearing
three consecration crosses, and the rather crude workmanship suggests
the date of an early Giffard—either Osbert, the first baron, or his
successor, Elyas (10g6 to c. 1130).

This slab, though of great interest, lies outside the general
category of cross-slabs, under which the two other stones at Brimps-
field can definitely be classed. Both are of local stone; of both it is
hard to say with certainty whether they were originally headstones
or flat ‘ledger’ stones. Both bear the cross with equal arms—often
termed the ‘Maltese cross’ but more correctly the cross patée—which
is common throughout medieval Europe.

The smaller—almost certainly the older—is 21} inches long by
16 inches at its widest point. The top is curved, so as to make a half-
circle for the cross with a chamfered moulding. The lower end (much
stained with lichen) has a broken edge, and may possibly have been
longer originally. Though the back—or under-side—is now in a rough-
state, the general impression is that of a small headstone, to be fixed
uprlght into the church floor or into the -turf outside. It may during
the passage of years have been hacked or sliced at the back by builders

1 BGAS, vol. Lxxx1, p. 75.
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or sextons. (A country sexton can be heavy-handed. The sword-
tomb—to our own knowledge—owes its survival to its exceeding
hardness!) A third stone, reported by Bazeley in 1897, has dis-
appeared. :

The larger slab measures 29} inches in length, and tapers in
width—being 15 inches at the top and 10} inches at bottom. It has
chamfered edges, and bears a sculptured cross fully encircled by a
wheel. It has a shaft, but no ‘Calvary’ steps. About two miles away,
above the same valley-stream which flows from Brimpsfield, in the
churchyard of Syde, lies a much larger slab of the same type; it is
82 inches long, 30 inches wide at top, 18 inches at bottom (including
the chamfered edge). It bears a cross-patée, surrounded by two
circles, about 18 inches in diameter, and has a long shaft, ornamented
with two small circles, and one circle at the foot (43 inches wide). The
work is partly incised but mainly in low relief. The whole slab is
difficult to see clearly, as it is considerably overgrown and no satis-
factory photograph has been achieved. The special character of these
stones—all rather early examples of relief carving—may be due to
some local school of masonry, influenced by Gloucester or Cirencester
architects; but it is tempting to connect the two crosses at Brimps-
field with the little priory, a cell of the Norman Benedictine Abbey
at Fonteney, which was almost certainly founded by Elyas Giffard?
in the 12th century, and occupied land adjoining the church. They
may very probably commemorate two of the Priors, (wWho were poorly
endowed, and could certainly not have afforded large memorials).
On Plate IT are two more examples of the cross sculptured in relief.
In Haresfield churchyard is a small ledger stone between low
head- and foot-stones. Both of these bore a cross, but one is badly
weathered. The cross that survives is in bold relief, the four arms
almost equal, but the lowest slightly the longest. The carver may
have contemplated a longer shaft, but found his stone inadequate.
He has rounded the head of the stone to suggest the idea .of a ring-
cross. Date: probably late 12th or early 13th century. (A long look at
Haresfield stimulates the imagination. Could the smaller Brimpsfield
slab have been the headstone to a similar monument? There is a
‘step’, or projection, mason-made, at the back, which is hard to
account for, and some signs of old cement. The third stone mentioned
by Bazeley might have been the footstone to the ledger.)

From Down Ampney comes a more advanced type of relief
craftsmanship of the late 14th or early 15th century. The floriated
cross is developed very beautifully into a Tree of Life, and a vine is

2 BGAS, LXXXII, p. 130.
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made to grow from the top step of the Calvary. The slab must have
been about eight feet long, but six inches have been cut off in order
to fit it into a niche or an Easter Sepulchre. Down Ampney had a
certain tradition for good sculpture, the church containing a fine
effigy of Sir Richard de Villiers. The patronage and rectory had been
vested successively in the Knights Templars, the Hospitallers, and
in the Abbey of Cirencester, which must have had its own school of
masons.

Plates III and IV provide four examples of the incised cross—
one from Minchinhampton, three from Bisley,3 all in the vicinity of
the Stroud valley. One Bisley slab IV (ii) has the rare ‘Tau’ cross, or
cross of St Anthony. (The only other English example so far reported
is at Heckington, Lincolnshire.4) Of the other two, one is a ring-cross
with a shaft, of the same type as the larger cross-slab at Brimpsfield,
the other, much more advanced artistically, is incised with two wheel-
crosses, one above the other, connected with interlacing scroll-tracery.
The dates are hard to fix; they may range from 12th to 14th century.
The craftsmanship is good; Bisley was a large and important church,
appropriated to three prebends, two of which were at Westbury
College. The manor belonged to the crown, except for a brief interval
when it was vested in the Mortimers. There is a sculptured effigy of a
Knight Templar in the church.

The Minchinhampton stone bears a ring-cross, a long shaft with a
small circle-cross cut across it, and a calvary. It probably dates from
the 12th century. When the nave of the church was reconstructed,
early in the 1gth century, the slab was moved and built into the south
wall of the aisle; two small brass plates, shewn in the photograph,
were affixed at this date (Plate IV (i).

It may be noted here that we have from local interest chosen for
illustration an equal number of incised and of ‘relief’ cross-slabs; but
so far as the present study has gone, the number of incised slabs
outnumbers the others by about 106 to 30.

From this detailed report of the cross-monuments in one small
locality, it is possible to grasp the fascination of the study as a whole.

The use of the cross to mark either a centre for Christian worship
and teaching or a monument to the dead appears an obvious piece of
Christian symbolism. In fact, its history is not quite simple. The
earlier generations of Christian converts shrank from the sight of the
cross, partly from awe and partly from its ‘gallows’ significance.
There was also some danger in its open use, though a few early

3 ¢f. Greenhill, Incised Slabs p. 207.
4 According to the late W. I. Croome.
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examples occur in the Catacombs. Not till the persecution ceased
under the Emperor Constantine, in the early fourth century, did its
use become at all common, and then it was usually in the form of the
Greek—or equal- armed——cross enclosed in a wheel or circle. This
circle has been explained as representing either the cross of thorns on
our Saviour’s head, or a halo. The Latin Cross was referred to as ‘the
cross of shame’, the ring-cross as ‘the cross of glory’. The evolution of
the Greek Cross—whether from Byzantium or even from Egypt—is a
recondite subject, to be treated only by specialists in early art, but
it became ultimately the commonest symbol in medieval European
monuments. It reached, perhaps, its highest point, artistically, in the
Celtic crosses of Ireland and of Iona and parts of Scotland.

In Ireland its earliest appearance is as an incised cross upon the
rough, unhewn monoliths, known as pillar-stones, betweens A.D. 400
and 700. These developed into the very beautiful ‘High Crosses’—
which are complete crosses carved out of an upright slab; they
sometimes are sculptured with representations of the actual cruci-
fixion, and sometimes bear inscriptions, but are almost always
encircled with a ring. They were not meant to be funerary, like
the pillar-stones, but to enlighten the living, usually in the
precincts of a monastery.6 At the same time there was a great develop-
ment in ledger grave-stones, simply engraved with an incised cross.
The greatest collection of these is at Clonmacnoise, Kings County.
With Ireland we may compare other Celtic types of crossin Scotland—
notably at Iona (St Columba coming from Ireland A.D. 597) and
Wigtownshire {converted early in the sth century by St Ninian)—
also in Northumbria (converted by St Aidan from Iona in the #th
century). This reverence for the cross was strengthened by a law of
King Kenneth of Scotland, about A.D. 840: ‘Esteem every sepulchre
or gravestone sacred, and adorn it with the sign of the cross, which
take care you do not so much as tread on’.”

Wales, converted by St David in the late 6th century, came
under the influence of Roman Christianity after the synod of Whitby
(A.D. 664), and reached a high level of sepulchral art. Some four
hundred Welsh cross-slabs have been described and illustrated by
Nash-Williams in a monumental work financed by the University of
Wales. A simultaneous development of funerary art of this form was
spreading over Europe, and reaching England. The variety is endless;
but either the ring-cross (circle completely surrounding the Greek

3 Romilly Allen, Christian Symbolism in G.B. and Ireland.
¢ F. Henry, Irish High Crosses.
7 Quoted Styan, History of Sepulchral Slabs, p. 1.
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cross) or the wheel-cross (the arms of the cross projecting beyond the
ring) was most prevalent.

To work out a connexion between East and West, and between
Europe and Great Britain is tempting, but impossible, without far
more detailed information than is yet available. It is difficult even
to apportion the influence of the Celtic and Roman Churches, and
that of the Norsemen and Danes, whose sculpture, even after their
conversion to Christianity, still showed pagan influence.

It is desirable to concentrate now upon English cross-slabs,
between the 11th and 15th centuries. A good study of the subject
as a whole was made by an early Victorian clergyman, E. L. Cutts—
prompted in the first place by interest in Christian memorials, and
again, half a century later, by K. E. Styan, who borrowed
considerably from Cutts. Between them they produced a very large
number of careful line-drawings, which form an invaluable record of
the condition of the slabs at their respective dates (1849 and 1goz).
No subsequent book has superseded these general text-books, but
from a modern writer, F. A. Greenhill, comes a work of quite a
different calibre, an intensive study of the medieval slabs of two
counties—Leicestershire and Rutland—as well as a valuable list of
incised slabs, county by county, for the whole of England and part
of Scotland. This sets a standard for all later archaeologists. His
especial interest is in ‘Incised Slabs’ which, like his predecessors, he
carefully distinguishes from those in relief. There is a consensus of
opinion that the incised type is the earlier—but there can be no
accuracy in dating, except in the rare cases where an inscription or a
representation of the human figure survives. Incision—an engraving
on the surface—was obviously the easier process (as all ‘initial-
carvers’ are only too well aware!); on stone it might even be achieved
with such simple tools as a sharp knife and a punch. To make the
design clearer, it was sometimes enclosed with a double line, or was
levelled down to the depth of even 1 inch, the matrix being filled up
with pitch, cement, lead or colour. As craftsmen advanced in skill,
they used better tools and designs (see two illustrations from 14th
century Mss depicting workmen, supervised by their employer,
engraving tombs with hammer and chisel).? Another type of cross is
partly incised and partly in relief; and finally there is the cross
sculptured wholly in relief—sometimes high, sometimes low. In all
types the original plain cross becomes gradually ornamented: first
comes the simple floriated pattern, 12th-13th century and finally
designs of great beauty (14th and 15th)—such as a cross worked into

8 Greenhill, Plates I and II.
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a tree (? ‘the Tree of Life’), or enriched with elaborate tracery or
scroll-work. The influence of the Crusades makes itself felt. The
Greek cross is definitely adopted by the Templars and then by the
Hospitallers, in the form of the Maltese, or eight-pointed cross, with
splayed arms. The development of heraldry brings further varieties
of cross, elaborately classified. The final stages of evolution are the
carved effigy (under a canopy or in a wall-recess), or an engraved
‘brass’, laid upon a ledger slab. These are the special characteristics
of the 14th and 15th centuries.

As the age of faith died away men became more and more con-
cerned that their memorials should bear witness to the personal
appearance and attributes of themselves and their families. More
magnificent effigies were sculptured, often in alabaster or marble;
and the ledger-tomb was raised into a table- or chest-tomb, with
the names and dates of the persons buried beneath inscribed upon
the sides. The final stage of biographical record can be seen in the
long mural inscriptions, late Georgian or early Victorian, to be seen
in many of our churches, or such effigies as that of our own Sir Robert
Atkyns in Sapperton Church, or Sir William Sandys at Miserden.

Our particular concern, however, is with the simpler generations
who clung to the essential symbol of Christianity engraved upon a
plain slab. These occur in greatest numbers where the supply of stone
was near at hand and easily quarried—that is in the geological belt
that stretches across England from Dorset to Lincolnshire. Leicester-
shire has its alabaster; the Cotswold shave their unrivalled oolite or
freestone. The best Cotswold building-stone has always come from
Taynton, whence it was transported to Eynsham or Radcot and so
by Thames to Oxford and London; but most districts used their own
quarries—such, in the region of which we are treating, as Painswick,
Leckhampton and Smith’s Cross—a big quarry near the Ermin
Street, 7 or 8 miles from Cirencester. Local workshops probably
grew up near the different quarries with special schools of monument
makers. Cirencester may have had its own ecclesiastical masons, but
it is tempting to conjecture a small group of craftsmen, relying mainly
upon Smith’s Cross and supplying a small region on both sides of the
Ermin Street between Birdlip and Cirencester—a region famous for
village churches of special architectural interest. The men who
carved the slabs were the men whose work appears in the fonts,
tympana and other sculptural ornaments of these little churches.

Their output must have been large, to.judge from the number of
monuments surviving and the clear evidence of the numbers that
were destroyed. The Dissolution of the Monasteries, followed by the

156



THE CROSS-SLABS OF GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Puritan denunciation of images and of the crucifix—even of the
cross—inevitably led to much desecration and spoliation, but the
desire to economise labour and materials had led to the moving and
re-use of tombstones from very early times. The fact that they were
almost invariably inside the church, either on the floor or in a special
wall recess, made them an easy prey to the local builder or repairer.
(One must remember that outside memorials were rare till the 17th
century; churchyards were used for secular as well as religious
purposes in the Middle Ages, and were not always fenced in, though
an order for their enclosure by ‘hedge, wall or ditch’ was issued in
1229 by William de Bleys, Bishop of the diocese of Worcester, which
then included Gloucestershire.® Cross-slabs can be found in every
conceivable position—sometimes reversed and in use as paving
stones for church or churchyard, sometimes used for repair of or
addition to the fabric itself. The most striking instance is at Bakewell,
Derbyshire, where at the restoration of the church in the mid-1gth
century a large number of gravestones, mostly incised, were found
among the masonry’, none being later than ¢. 1260 and many much
earlier.10 At Bakewell some 120 of these medieval stones have been
carefully preserved; but in many places they were treated with little
reverence by Victorian restorers—being cast out into the churchyard
or appropriated to some secular purpose.

It is an old story: even in the late 14th century, a nameless
writer denounced the friars, because:

‘In beldyng of toumbes
Thei traveileth grete,

To chargen her (their) chirche flore,
And chaungen it ofte.’1!

The slabs at Brimpsfield were only, it appears, cast out of the
church; but at Winstone church can be seen a large number of small
incised cross-slabs, built into the chancel wall. (In Elkstone church
vestry there rests for safety a large and very strange stone of probably
pre-Christian date, carved in relief.) In Cirencester Parish Church are
sixteen slabs, all incised, which may have come from the Abbey of
St Mary and are used as footings for the arcade columns and for other
uses. In Bisley church are thirteen cross-slabs—removed from high
up on the outside wall, where they had been set to support the
gutters, at the last restoration of the church (1862); ten are in the
north wall, three in the western wall of the north aisle, where they are
slowly disintegrating.

° Quoted Burgess, English Churchyard Memorials p. 23.

10 Greenhill p. 2o0.
11 Pjerce the Ploughmans Crede {(ed. W. Skeat) lines s01-2; quoted Greenhill, p.18,
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Destroyer and restorer have in fact been equally to blame. Each
generation criticises, alters, possibly annihilates the work of its
predecessors. Our churches themselves may be regarded as monu-
ments, not only to the faith but to the vagaries in character and
intelligence of our forefathers, no less than to their thrifty attitude
towards labour and material. Perhaps the royal Kenneth’s pious
injunction (supra, p. 154) was too lofty to be followed in entirety,
but we may still, surely, retain some reverence for these sacred relics
of the past. In many cases their original position (sometimes even on
the porch floor) has exposed them to danger from the feet of worship-
pers; of those which have been brought back into churches many are
dangerously sited or hard to see; and there are still a number of
cross-slabs in churchyards, exposed to the ravages—possibly of over-
zealous ‘churchyard committees’—inevitably to Cotswold wind and
weather.

The time is ripe both for the ‘preserver’ and for the recorder,
and above all for the young archaeologist who will study and continue
the work of Leslie Jones in Gloucestershire.

It is a challenge! Who will take it up?
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