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BY A. WHITFORD ANDERSON, A.R.I .B.A. 

No one who makes a serious study of archaeology can 
afford to ignore the carvings of stone and wood which 
adorn our old churches. The type of carving is as sure 
a criterion of date as the moulding, and the examples 
I shall shOW you to-night were selected with a view of 
comparing them with carvings in other churches in 
different counties, and are a fair sample of the work 
to be found in Hertfordshire, though they must not 
necessarily be taken as the best types of the different 
periods, as in making the slides I was bound by the 
limits of my own collection. I shall begin with the 
Norman period, extending, roughly, from 1066 to 1189. 
In dealing with this style it is well to remember its 
origin. It appears to have arisen in Italy during the 
eleventh century, under an impulse from Byzantium, 
and was influenced by existing Roman remains ; 
thence it passed through France. On reaching our 
shores it became blended, to a certain extent, 
varying in different districts with the native Anglo-
Saxon and Celtic. Nearly all our Norman capitals 
are based on what is called the " cushion" type, 
which is merely a square block with the lower part 
rounded off to fit a circular shaft, but the ornament 
carved on them varies. I have examples of three types 
of ornament. First, the Celtic, which luxuriated in 
interlacing ornament and imagery; second, caps with 
volutes at the angles or in the centre, evidently a sur-
vival of the u caulicoli" of the old Corinthian capital ; 
and thirdly, scolloped ornament. We do not expect to 
find much Celtic work so far east as Hertfordshire, and 
I know of only one example at Kensworth. The east 
cap of the south doorway is covered with an interlacing 
ornament on a " cushion " form. (Fig. 8.) The west 
cap has two dragons carved on it, in positions which 
remind one of some of the carved Norman tympana in 
the western counties, where two dragons stand facing 
each other, and both gazing up into a tree which stands 
between them. Single dragons are not uncommon on 
the capitals of Norman doorways, as at Harlington, in 
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Middlesex. The cap of the chancel pier at Great 
Munden is a primitive example of the "volute" type. 
It is merely an incised scroll at the angles of a cushion 
capital. A later example under the tower at Anstey— 
which I date about 1150—has a much more pronounced 
volute at the angle, with a curious wreath or swag of 
foliage between, which has the same abruptly bent leaf 
as I shall show you occurs on the west doorway at 
Hemel Hempstead, and the font at Standon, both late 
in style. The cushion form has been abandoned here, 
and the undeveloped leaf of a later period is discernable 
at the back. Compare this with a capital from the nave 
arcade at King's Walden, which is probably twenty-five 
years later. (Fig. 9.) The treatment is very similar, 
but the importance of the features is reversed, the leaf 
is made prominent, and the volute has almost disap-
peared. There are good examples of this form of 
capital at Geddington and Brigstock, in Northampton-
shire, where, however, the volute is more pronounced 
than at King's Walden. Another cap at King's Walden 
(Fig. 10) shows a succession of volutes forming a running 

ornament right round the cap; in this example the 
cushion has given way to the bell-shaped capital of the 
succeeding period. A nave-cap at Sandridge (Fig. 11) 
shows very pronounced foliated volutes at the angles, 
the carver finding that it made a much better finish to 
the angles than merely rounding them off. This cap 
shows an example of scolloped ornament. This is a 
very common type of Norman capital, with the heavy 
square plain surface above the scollops. An ingenious, 
but not very successful, attempt to lighten the cap was 
made by a carver at King's Walden. The scolloped 
portion has been raised close up to the abacus, or 
moulding at the top of the cap, still, however, inclined 
at the old angle, and the embryo leaves or stalks used 
at Sandridge have been lengthened to support it. It is 
interesting, as showing a step from the cushion towards 
the bell form of capital. The scollop has endless varia-
tions : some are plain, some richly decorated. Redbourn 
nave arcade has plain examples : at Kimpton they are 
more elaborated. An example from the nave at King's 
Walden (Fig. 12) shows an early attempt at foliage; two 
parallel rows of stiff trefoil leaves running round the 
bell of the capital. The capitals to the nave arcades at 
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Kimpton afford an instructive series. They are all 
Transitional in character, and appear to date from 1170 
or a little later. One cap on the south side (Fig. 13) 
shows two rows of leaves, an upper and a lower, as at 
King's Walden; but a decided advance has been made 
here, by relegating the lower row to the background and 
furnishing the upper row with proper stalks, which 
afford a better opportunity of heightening the cap than 
in the scolloped example at King's Walden. The leaves 
show less stiffness, and there is a manifest attempt to 
avoid too much repetition; they, however, still appear 
to be stuck on the bell of the cap, instead of supporting 
the moulded abacus above. An adjoining capital has 
the same peculiarity, though the foliage is treated more 
freely. A cap on the north side shows a further 
advance ; the stalks are made greater use of, and in the 
lower row the leaves are made mere suggestions so as to 
allow the upper leaves to expand and overhang. An 
adjoining capital shows a pleasing variation of this, 
where the stalks are not placed erect, but inclined at 
an angle, as if the wind were passing over the foliage. 
My last example from Kimpton, also from the north 
arcade, which is later in character than that on the 
south, shows the border land of the Early English 
period. The cap is more bell-shaped ; the foliage hangs 
over, and is losing the stuck-on appearance, and gives 
an appearance of support to the moulding above. All 
these Kimpton examples have a heavy, cramped appear-
ance, due in great measure, to the want of height in the 
capital, the craftsman having not yet shaken himself free 
from the Norman type. Sometimes—though rarely in 
Hertfordshire—human faces may be found carved on 
capitals, as on the south doorway at Great Wymondley, 
the only other example I have come across being under 
the tower arch at Stevenage. When speaking of the 
capital under the tower at Anstey I drew your attention 
to a curious four-lobed leaf with an abruptly bent stalk. 
A similar leaf may be found on the caps of the late 
Norman west doorway at Hemel Hempstead, and it is 
also used in a running pattern round the font at Standon 
(Fig. 14),* and on the caps from the old church at 

* N o t e . This ornament is common in Byzantine carvings, and is 
probably a survival of the Greek " palmette " ornament. 
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Harpenden. The Normans were also fond of carving 
grotesque figures as ornaments. The Late Norman font 
at Anstey has figures of men with dolphin's tails sup-
porting the basin, symbolical, probably, of the waters 
of baptism ; and on the north chancel door of the same 
church is a carved figure of a dolphin holding its tail in 
its mouth, used as a termination to the hood-moulding. 
The distinguishing characteristics of the Early English 
period, which lasted, approximately, from 1189 to 1272, 
are the dog-tooth ornament and the three-lobed leaf. A 
good plain example of the dog-tooth may be found on 
the remains of a recess in the chancel at Ardeley 
(Fig. 4), and there is a slightly more elaborate one in 

the north chancel door at Wheathampstead, which also 
has a beautiful Early English carved termination to 
the hood-mould, showing the three lobes to each leaf. 
Offley has some early examples of this period in the 
nave arcade. One cap on the north side has a rather 
stiff array of trefoils on stalks round it ; but you will 
notice that it has been heightened, and a further 
improvement is effected by the Early English moulded 
abacus above, with its deep shadow. An adjoining cap 
(Fig. 5) is more graceful, with its octagonal angles 

accentuated by branches of foliage, and the curious 
single half-trefoil between each angle. In another, 
also on the north side, this centre leaf is omitted, 
and the angles only have foliage, but it is just the 
point where appearance of support is most required. 
Flamstead possesses a good series of Early English 
caps. One capital on the north side of the nave shows 
a similar arrangement to that at Offley, with the foliage 
at the octagonal angles, but has a complete trefoil leaf, 
instead of the half one in between. Another on the 
north side shows the characteristic swellings on the 
lobes of the leaves. (Fig. 6.) The swelling is nearly 
always to be found on the side lobes of the trefoil, but 
frequently the large central one is treated differently ; 
here the square stalk is continued up to the end of the 
leaf; there is also a small bud introduced. An adjoin-
ing capital is very similar, but has a double central leaf 
instead of the bud ; another has fruit or flowers carved 
in the foliage. The above are all on the north side of 
the nave; those on the south side are perhaps a little 
later in date, and are more fully developed. The west 
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respond on the south side (Fig. 16) is a beautiful piece 
of carving, and has a double row of foliage. Another 
beautiful example shows the central lobe divided into 
two, one however, always larger than the other. 
(Fig. 7.) My last Flamstead capital is also a very 

good example, a different and less conventional leaf 
having been used. Great Gaddesden has some very 
graceful foliated capitals. On these, as on all English 
caps, the foliage stands erect on stalks, which is a 
characteristic of the period, the foliage in the succeed-
ing style being usually carried horizontally round the 
caps without stalks. The capital to the chancel-pier in 
the ruined church of Ayot St. Lawrance, and which I 
should date about 1250, has mutilated Early English 
foliage. There is a small carved figure of a man in 
flowing garments above it, but it is doubtful if this was 
its original position. The Decorated style covered the 
period between 1272 and 1377, but we have not many 
examples of carving of that period in our parish 
churches. There are some good though dilapidated 
fragments at Ayot St. Lawrance, but they are almost 
entirely concealed with ivy. Probably our best example 
is the west doorway at North Mymms (Fig. 15); the 
foliage of vine-leaves twines horizontally round the cap, 
which is, as I before remarked, one of the characteristics 
of the style. The foliage is more directly copied from 
nature than in the preceding style, the vine, the oak, 
and the ivy being the favourite leaves. The ball-flower 
and the four-leaved flower, with its varieties, some of 
which may be seen at North Mymms, were placed at 
intervals along the hollow mouldings. The reredos 
in the north transept at Wheathampstead (Fig. 2) is 
a rich example of the same type of foliage, but belongs 
to the close of the period. The west doorway of Ayot 
St. Lawrance has a flowing ornament of early fourteenth 
century work, which bears a close resemblance to the 
carved ornament of Abbot Hugh de Eversdon in the 
Lady Chapel at St. Albans, though in our example the 
ball-flowers have all but disappeared. Carved heads, 
animals, birds, etc., are very common in Decorated 
work. There are some examples on the arches of the 
nave arcade at North Mymms, used as hood-moulding 
terminations. Carved crockets, which originated in 
the thirteenth century, became now a feature, and as 

b 
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the style advanced crockets became indispensable; and, 
though they were often overdone, particularly in later 
times, they always served to impart the appearance of 
solidity to what would otherwise have looked but a thin 
and meagre moulding. The remains of a tomb in the 
south transept at Anstey has some good crocket work. 
Some of our best Decorated carved work is of wood, as 
in the angel cornice of the well-known screen at Hitchin, 
or in the later angels with outstretched wings in the 
nave roof at Ardeley. During the Perpendicular period 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, carving in 
Hertfordshire, as elsewhere, gradually deteriorated. It 
was used lavishly—often too lavishly — the builder 
forgetting the sound dictum of the earlier styles that 
all carving should be subordinate to the building, and 
should accentuate, not disguise, the structural lines. A 
capital at Aldenham shows the late type of ornament— 
a few detached leaves at intervals round the cap, a mode 
of decoration far removed from some of the earlier 
foliage. Much of the carved work of this period is 
in itself very beautiful, especially work in the spandrils 
of arches and surface ornament, crockets, etc. Of 
crockets, I might instance the fine stoup in the south 
porch at Caldecot (Fig. 17), which is over nine feet 
high. The piscina in the chancel at Albury also shows 
some excellent crocket work. There is some delicately 
carved work in the spandrils of the Crowmer monument 
at Aldenham (Fig. 1), which dates from about 1400; 
but you will notice in the cresting at the top a sample 
of the geometrical tracery that was developed into such 
an important surface ornament during the Perpendicular 
period. The font at Offley is a good sample of this 
means of decoration. The effect is rich, but not restful. 
There is some late canopy work in the west doorway 
at Westmill (Fig. 3), but the figures of the angels 
holding torches in the arch spandrils lack life and 
vigour, and the west doorway at Thorley shows a lower 
type of carving still. Some good work may be found 
among the fonts of Hertfordshire, notably at Ware and 
Hitchin, the latter having figures of the Twelve 
Apostles round it, each under a carved and crocketed 
canopy. The font in St. Stephen's Church, St. Albans, 
has figures of angels with outstretched wings supporting 
the basin, and figures of various saints in niches on the 
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shaft beneath. The examples we have in Hertfordshire 
do not show the various styles at their best; indeed, the 
county is not rich in carvings of the later periods, but, 
as you will have seen from the examples I have put 
before you to-night, we possess a very good series of 
late Norman and Early English work, of which any 
county might be proud. 


