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INT RODUCTION 

This paper offers a rcconsiderntion of the well-known series of seven episcopal effigies, 
generally 1hought to have been created in the early thirteenth century. reprcseming the 
Anglo-Saxon bishops of Wells Ca1hedral (pl. 1-7). Although the effigies have been con
sidered monographically by J. Armitage Robinson in 1913" and more recently by Phil ip 
Lindley, the series still poses significant analytical and interpretive problems and has justifi
ably been called ' the most problematic retrospective effigies in England. ··1 To tJ1is caveat 
we might acid that they appear 10 also be the earliest in England, ,ind the most extensive 
series of retrospective effigies in Western Europe, prior 10 the creation of the n,yal tombs 
at St Denis in the I 260's" and the episcopal effigies at Hereford Cathedral in the early 
fourteenth century. This paper wilt open by reviewing the archaeological evidence for the 
effigies and their architectural context. As authors have long supposed, the effigies were 
carved in 1wci campaigns. separated by two or three decades. It will be argued- on styl istic 
and archaeological grounds-that the series witnessed its inception with the carving of the 
first live effigies c. 1180---4. contemporary with the earliest phase of the rebuilding of the 
cathedral church. The twelfth century context at Welb will then be addressed: the effigies 
will be shown 10 be pan of a larger program at twelfth cenwry Wells to remember and 
articulate the Anglo-Saxon past of the cathedral church, contemporary with the initial con
structional c.impaign. A complicating factor in this reassessment is the loss of the original 
architectural context of the effigies- the early Gothic eastern sanctuary- :ilmost wholl y 
remodcled in the fourteenth century, demanding that some conclusions reached in this paper 
remain speculative. 

ARCHAEOLOGY 

The seven retrospective effigies at Wel ls arc now placed around the cast end of the cathedral 
against the backs of the choir stalls. The effigies can be di vided into two clear groups: the 
first group, composed of five effigies, is characterized by the use of heavy folded drapery 
and the manner in which the figures are a11ached fi rmly to their slab. The second group is 
of a more advanced type. being partially undercut from their backgrounds and possessing a 
thinner and more naturalistic. type of drapery. The stylistic evidence of the effigies suggests 
that they should be separated by a ccinsiderable span of Lime. A common characteristic of 
the effigies is that in both groups the figures of the bishops are barely differentiated- their 
physiognomy is almost banally uni form, and their poses show only subt le variation. What 
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is rcprcse111ed here is nc,I personage. but raIhcr un iconic reprcsentation of an episcopal type. 
The figures arc dressed in episcopal vestments and they al l show evidence or having once 
held croziers. A curious aspec1 of the carving. that might also be extended to 1he retrospec
t ivc effigies at Hereford Cath(!dral, and the sixteenth century monument 10 Osrie a1 Glouces
ter. is the relative crudeness of the errigies. For reasons that will be made clear la1er. it 
appears that the authors of the Wells effigies were not aiming at ar1istic vin uosity in 1heir 
construction, but rather a subtle mode of rustication. Contrary Ill the more showy high 
Rom.anesque taste rencc((!d in the episcopal tombs of bishop Alexander a1 Ely. or 1hc tombs 
or bishops Osmuml and Roger at Salisbury-all of which ,ire carved in purhcck marble
the rc1rospccti vc effigies were carved in the same p,Lle Chilco1e stone of 1hc majority of the 
early go1hic work. Similarly co111rnry 10 prevailing trends in early Gothic church architcc-
1ure-anc! panicularly that buil1 10 commemorate significa111 sai111s- 1he quire at Wells is 
devoid of s1ruc1ural polychromy.~ The exac1 inten1ions of 1he author of the Wells choir arc 
for from clear. but i1 seems cenain that the aesthetic of 1he choir was dclihcrately iniended 
10 be ouI of step with Ihe visual signiticrs of sain1hoo<l bc:i ng concurrenIl y fused into Ihc 
muional aes1hetic ai Canterbury for 1he cult of Beckel. 

The bishops were idemilied by lead rlaques 1hat recorded their names in Laiin, e,1d1 
incorporaIing an archaic Lombardic script0 [fig. 81. The tex1s follow a standard pa11ern: the 
inscription on Bishop Giso·s tomb reads+ GISO: EPC: WELLENSIS. Dr Rodwell"s i.1udy 
of lhe plaques h:is revealed traces of monar a11ached to Iheir backsides, suggesting 1hu1 they 
were once a11achcd to a na1 surface. perhaps the effigies themselves. 1heir former bases7 or 
a previous choir wal l. As in the Middle Ages. 1oday the lead plaques are the only keys for 
idcn1ifying the bishops. One bishop still goes unnamed as n() plaque has been discovered 10 
identify him. II is not clear that what presently remains of the effigies retlcc1s the original 
scheme. Comparing the evidence from the lead plaques wi1h 1he evidence from the Hi.wori
oi,?- an insti tutional history wri11en at Wel ls c. I 176--suggesls Ih •. II ei ther 1he present series 
is incomple1e. or 1hat only cenain bishops were chosen for commemoration while others 
were 1101. This shor1 list shows the discrepancy: 

Historiola 

Daniel 
Sigarus 
A lwynus 
Brithelmus 
Bun hwoldus 
Liowyngus 
Brithtumus 
Elwynus 
Brithwynus 
Duduco 
Gyso 

Lead Plaques 

Sigarus 
(Unnamed bishop?) 

Burhwoldus 
Levericus 

Eilwinus 

Dudico 
Giso 

Seven or eight bishops were buried al Wells in 1he Anglo-Saxon period, and the spur ious 
bishop Daniel, who appears to have been a produc1 of the imagination of 1he canons at 
Wells, may well have been commemorated wiIh an effigy as he is paid special mtemion 
in the lfis1oriula as well as in l.ner medieval sources. The destruction of several medieval 
church monumen1s at Wells in the early modem period-including the monumems of 
.Jocelyn and Rohen Burnell-suggests tha1 the original series may have included funher 
bishops. 

There is some evidence to sugges1 1ha1 the effigies themselves were the sites of veneration. 
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A hhough dedic,ued to Saint Andrew. Wells was among a handful of English great churches 
including Bath, Coventry, and Exeter that d id not possess the remains of a s ig11ifican1 saint. 
nor a central calhcdral shrine. II was this apparent lack that was acknowledged with the 
auempted canonization of Bishop William de Marchia in 1309, now gcncrnlly assumed to 
relate 10 Lhe founeenth century rebui lding o f the eastern arm.9 An examination o f the con
tents of the bases of the effigies in 1979 revealed a collection of osteological remains 
comprising ten individuitls, (which would suppon a claim for a more extensive series of 
effigies). though it is not clear that all o f these men were bishops. 10 The e ffigies have been 
tampered with several times, and moved throughout the cathedral, so it is 11 01 possible to 
identify any particular skeleton w ith any efligy. 11 Several of the skulls were limewashcd 
ancl revealed places where the skulls had been worn 10 a polished s tate from being handled 
or kissed. Two skulls show that a small d isk had been removed rrorn the back o f the cranium, 
perhaps to be used as amulets,1

i and one skull shows that its owner met an unsightly end 
by being sliced with a sword or a similar sharp object. The lauer skull ra ises the possibility 
o f Wells possessing the remains of a manyred (though apparcntl)' uncanonised) pro10-sain1 
during the period. ahhough this cannm be confirmed from contemporary documentat ion. If 
indeed these remains were used in conjunction w ith the effigies. it is unclear how they might 
have functiMed liturgically. Strictly speaking. prior 10 the publication of the 62nd canon o f 
the Founh Lateran Council of 1215 in which relics were ordered to be confined to caskets, 
relics were more openly accessible for veneration in Lhe eastern saneluary.L' The 62nd canon 
also signified something of a ·crack down· on the use of re lics; prelates should 1101 allow 
worshippers to be deceived by "vain fictions or fa lse documents.'· and it seems possible 
that the devotional selling of late twelfth century Wel ls was in line with the subject of these 
thineenth cemury crit icisms. 

TH E DATE OF T HE EFFIGIES1
·
1 

The creation of the effigies has 1radi1ionally been related 10 a well-known dispute between 
the secular canons of Wells and the monks of Bath over the right 10 hold the episcopal 
throne o f Somerset. and the rights 10 s ing ly or jointly e lect the bishop. Wel ls had been an 
episcopal centre since 909 when the Salisbury diocese was d ivided, and it had apparently 
nourished during Lhe tenth century, when it was the burial place o f its bishops. In the final 
q uaner of the e leventh century, Bishop John of Tours ( I 088- l l 22). the first post-Conquest 
bishop, moved Lhc episcopal scat to Bath. and set about building a new cathedral church. 
The fom1er cathcclra.J church ut Wdls was reduced to collegiate srntus. and bishop John then 
cnriched the new cathedral at Bath by taking money and estates from Wells. and in turn 
destroying the prebendal buildings built by the Saxon bishop G iso: the pantry. dormitory, 
refectory and the original cloister. It is clear that Wells then paled in imponancc after being 
robbed of its episcopal status, such that in the early 1welftl1 century. Wi ll iam of Malmesbury 
could churl ishly call it an 'inglorious city' compared to its older, ,md more cosmopolitan 
sister city at Bath. 1

~ In l 136. however, with the election of Roben of Lewes, Bishop of Bath 
( 1136-66), Wells was rebuilt and a new constitution provided, following l11at of Salisbury. 
The exact reason for this remains unclear. Had bishop Robcn i111endcd tn move the see back 
10 Wells. there is some question as 10 why this was not accomplished unti l the thineenth 
century. By the early thirteenth century, if not much earlier, under the episcopate of bishop 
Jocelyn ( 1206-42), there arc obvious signs of a movement visible to move the episcopal 
seat back from Bath 10 Wei Is. A le11cr o f 12 19 from Honorius 111 ordered the papal legate 
10 search the registers of the church for jus1itica1ion of their claims to having been the older. 
orig inal episcopal seat of the diocese. 11

; Within this historical sequence. the creation of the 
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effigies becomes a powerful assen ion of 1hc canon's interests in es1ablishing their an1iquily 
over their ri vals a1 Bath as the episcopal seat of Somerset. 

Hitheno. dates for the retrospect ive effigies have been based almost solely on this 
his1orical record. The long-held 1hesis for the efligies. recently restated by Simon Keynes. 
follows 1ha1 in 1he early thirteen1h ce111ury. during the episcopa1e of bishop Jocelyn. the 
bones of Lhe Anglo-Saxon founders were 1ransla1ed from the old church 10 1he new as 
an act of his1orical appropriation. 17 Two pieces of archaeological evidence however. can 
be used 10 provide earlier. and more concise dates of construction. The firs1 in the type 
of stone used. Both series of eftigies were carved from s1one from Doulting Quarry.1~ 

Since Colchester's ,md Harvey·s important essay on the architecture of Wells published 
in 1974. we have known that Doulting stone was substi tuted for Chilcote com!lomeratc 
stone during the construction of 1he ~.1.~1ern half of the transep1s. probably i7i I 184 . 19 

The quarTies ai Doulting were owned by Glastonbury Abbey which was levclcd by a 
fire in 1he same year. and it is now accepted that the fi re resulted in Glastonbury using 
Doulling stone for their own church. and Wells seeking stone more k>cally at Chilcote. 
Toward the entl of the episcopme of Savaric bishop of Wells and Glas1onbury ( 11 92-
1205). the bui lders al Wells returned 10 the use of Douhing Stone. This was most likely 
due 10 Savaric 's seizi ng of the abbey and its cslates incl uding i1s quarr ies, thus in the 
early )'Cars of the thincenth century making Dou lting stone available once again. On 
the evidence of the stone. we must place the quarrying of 1he blocks (,111d most likely 
the c,1rving) either ,Lfter c. 1204 or before c. I 184.w 

A closer date is possihle for the fi rst series on the basis of specific styl istic compari
sons wi1h the foliage mo1ifs on lhe effigies against the style of the foliate capitals in 
the eastern arm and cas1ern par1s of the transept~. Jerry Sampson's recen1 analysis of 
the constructional sequence of the early Gothic fabric has shown 1hat 1he quire al Wells 
was buih up 10 1he completion of the eastern half of the transep1s by c. 11 84; 1hc 
tram;epts were then completed hy around 1205. and the fi rst hal f of the nave finished 
by 1210.

1 1 
As has of1en been me111ioned. the Wells c,1pi tals arc the products of several 

hands. and they rcncct a strong acceptance for change as the bui !ding developed: moving 
eas1 10 west , the fol iage begins in small bud-l ike clusters and develops outward into 
dynamic stiff leaf.22 The dominant foliage motif or the five early enigies is a fol iage 
cluster of three heavy petals w ith lnng. ionguc-l ikc protrusions. separ..tling into individual 
leaves from the sialk. The same motif is found 1hroughou1 the early Gothic fol iage on 
the capi1als in the eas1em bays or the transepts and in the abuuing western choir aisles. 
Apposite comparisons can be made between the effigy of the unnamed bishop and the 
sculpture in the sou1h aisle near the crossing. and between the effigy of Levericus and 
the famous · Li1.ard ' capital in 1hc eastern pan of the north trunsept (pl. 9-12). The 
foliage of the tomb of A lwynus. which was clearly authored by a different master, can 
be closely compared to 1he foliage buds on the capitals in Lhe north ch<>ir aisle (pl. 13-
14). As Lhis demonstrates, the s1yle of the effigies is perfectly consistent with the s1yle 
of the foliage of the early gothic architecture of the fi rs1 campaign of construction in 
the eastern ,u111 and the eastern aisle of Lhe transepts. From this evidence, i1 seems clear 
that the masons who were constructing the east end of Wells were also responsible for 
constructing the first series of retrospecti ve efligies before I I 84. perhaps around 11 80. 
It is also logical 10 suppose that they were made for the immediate context: the 
choirY 

The rea<;ons underlying the creation of rhe later effigies of Giso and Dudoc and the date 
of 1heir execution are considerably less s1rnightforwmd. Why were these effigies carved 
decades after Lhe lirs1 series? Did they replace previous effigies? Is there any relevance to 
the new effigies being of Giso and Dudoc? Like the lirs1 series. the later effigies were carved 
from DoulLing Slone. However, as the stone itself is of a more porous type that contrasts 
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with the stone of the lirst series; the effigies must thus date from the second ·Doulting 
campaign· beginning in 1205.2-l The slender. elcga111 drapery style of the fig ure.~. and indeed 
their elongated proportions bespeak the inlh1ence of continental ideas in figural design pre
sent in the sculplllrcs of the south doorway of the west portal o f Reims Cathedral or the 
south transept figures at Chartrcs.2

~ An approximate date for the effigies is suggested by a 
comparison with the monumental sculptures from the West front: the drapery style and the 
foliage motifs that run around the effigies hctray an affiliation with Lhc West fm~ade atelier.2

" 

The style of the e ffigies should also be compared to the effigy of William Longspee (d. 
1226) in S,tlisbury Cathedral, a work long-known to be connected to the atelier o f the West 
fa'<ade sculptors.27 The fol iage that adorns the sides of the 10111b of Dudoc closely resembles 
the trefoils that adorn Longspee's effigy. On the evidence o f these comparisons. a date of 
c. 1220-30 c. is possible. 

While tJ1e later effigies clearly signal a continuation of the retrospective ethos for the 
Anglo-Sa,wn past of the cathedral. the rationale behind the (re)crcaLion of these e ffigies 
remains unclear. Unfortunately no documentary evidence exists LO further elucidate Lhe 
problem. but contemporary institutional writing at Wells may provide some clues. The 
/-fiswriola states that in the Anglo-S~Lxon cathedral. Giso was buried north o f the high 
altar and Dudoc was buried in Lhe middle of the choir by the high altar.!>! The likely 
reason that the text singles out the two bishops is not only the fact that they were the 
last Saxon bishops. but also because they were the greatest donors to the previous 
cathedral. Dudoc is recorded as having given significant grants of land and estates. as 
well as numerous liwrgical vestments, books and saint 's relics. Giso. in tum was 
responsible for the aforementioned rebuild.ing construction of the Saxon cloister and the 
prebendal buildings. It is possible to suppose that these two specially venerated figu res 
were buried in similar niches in the east-end o f the early Gothic church. Lhus allowing 
for an architectural quotatio n from the o ld church to the new. Considering that these 
two ligures were paid special allention in the Hisroriola. it is clear thut they were 
considered particularly significant figures in the construction of the pre-Conquest history 
of the cathedral at twelfth and thirteenth century Wells. Presuming that effi gie.<s for G iso 
and Dudoc originally existed in the first series. it is possible that their updating with 
Lhe fashionable aesthetic of the West fac;ade w,L~ related 10 the aforementionc.d search 
for the registers o f the cathedral in 1219.29 

CONTEXTS: ANTIQU ITY AND THE ANGLO-SAXON PAST 

A twelfth century dale for the first series of effig ies demands that we shift the context o f 
our inquiry from the thirteenth 10 the twelft h century. The rationale behind the c reation o f 
funerary monuments .ire seldom straightforward. Tomb monuments, and partic ularly those 
with a reLrospcct ive tenor, were essent ially proactive, or · ' goal oriented,"30 often created al 
points of crisis when aspects of an institution's history were in question. in furthering this 
line of inquiry, it is pertinent here 10 consider the immediate context of the rebuilding o f 
We lls in the later twelfth century. 

Following the eleventh century move of the d iocese from Wells to Bath. Wells became 
something of a West Country backwmcr. The town of Wells witnessed its spurt of rapid 
growtJ1 from the middle of the twelfth century and its growth is now best witnessed a long 
parallel lines of the development o f commerce in Lhe town against the fabric o f the rising 
calhedral.31 Wells was one of a handfuJ of created towns in 1he 1wel'fth centu1)'. Its growth 
as a cullural and commercial ccnrre is evidenced in Lhe development the bishop's commer
c ial affairs: by 1150. fairs fi lled three days of the year, but by 1201 , they filled nineteen.

32 

By 1200. if nol before, the urban infrastructu.re o f Wells made it a viable alternative to Bath 
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as Lhe adminism11ivc ccn1cr of the diocese. not least because i t could offer proper amenities 
to the bishop and his coun. A charter of Bishop Savaric ( 1192-1205) boldly explained his 
reasons for promoting Wells · 10 increase lthe town' s! honour. dignity and rcnts.'3J TI1e 
evidence from Wells suggests 1ha1 rather than having something of a corporute ·anxiety 
complex ' about their inferiority us a diocesan center to the older and long established city 
at Bath. or indeed the particularly venerable Benedictine monastery at Glastonbury. the 
canons at Wel ls showed every sign of security in their own position m, the (yet unofficially 
announced) head of Somersc1. The creation of the efligies around 11 80 suggests a power ful 
assenion of the antiquity of Wells. an ussenion thut might have been intended 10 reflect 
both the antiquity of the cathedral and the town itself. 

In this respect it is imponant 10 note two other significam ·retrospective episodes· at 
twelfth century Wells that illustrate something of this consciousness. The first is the 
creation of the His1oriola around 11 76, in the episcopate of bishop Reginald.3'' The 
J-lis1oriola narrates the history of Wells from iL,; supposed recorded beginnings in the 
8th cenIury up 10 the year 1175. and provides an account of the deeds and gifls of the 
bishops of the fonner caLhedral. In his invocation, the author states 1ha1 he has long 
been curious 10 know why the Episcopal seat was moved from Wells IO 81.1th, and he 
clearly sIaIcs his i n1cn1ion to reveal his researches 1hrnugh the annalists and the .. wri ting 
of ancient fathers .. so that "futu re generations may know the truth. and that our posterity 
may see clearly what is. in a great measure. concealed from the eyes of most persons 
living at this present t imc." 3

$ In his discussion of Ihe Anglo-Saxon pasl, the author of 
1hc Ni.wnriola adopted convent ions derived from romance literature, as well as incl uding 
an uni11Icgra1cd, and supposedly Anglo-Saxon biography of bishop Giso. It has recenlly 
been suggested (and I think rightly) that the Anglo-Saxon biography of Giso. which 
records his various contribulions to the see and the loss and recovery of revenues 
belonging 10 the cathedral. was not Anglo-Saxon at all , bu1 r,11her a retrospective creation 
of the later twelfth century.~<, The liistoriola provided something of u literary counterpan 
10 the conIemporary creation or the Episcopal effigies: i f the tomb ef figies created an 
historical mausoleum of the Anglo-Saxon bishops, the His1oriola provided 1cx1ual evi
dence of 1heir deeds and gifts. The second ·retrnspcctive episode· involved the deliberate 
maintenance of an original Anglo-Saxon eastern chapel into 1he fabric of the Gothic 
church.37 The original Sa.xon church was placed immediately 10 the south of the present 
church. some 15 degrees off east-west axis. and Lhe original eastern chapel of the Saxon 
church was incorporated into the north cloister arm of the Gothic church by 11 96. The 
presence of the Saxon chapel, which considerably ul Iercd Lhe root 2 geome1ry ()f the 
calhedral. must have provided a solid. if visually incongru()us connection between Lhe 
Gothic and Anglo-Saxon churches of Wells. and a tcmpornl connection 10 the ancien1 
traditions of the episcopal sce.311 The effigies must be considered only one significant 
stage in a wider progrnm to articulate and e:<prcss the Anglo-Saxon ancestry of the 
church in the last quarter of the twelfth century. The apparenIly ·modem· Go1hic idiom 
of twelflh century Wells was undercut by signs of continuity wi1h the Anglo-Saxon 
pas13", cvidenl in boLh Lhc fabric of the church and its l iterature. The 'retrospective 
episodes' at Wells amount to nothing less than a conscious renovmio of the venernble 
history of Lhe cathedral, and a revived memory of the episcopal s1a1us of 1he Anglo
Saxon church. 

Wi1hin a na1ional context. the retrospcc1 ivc effigies can be usefully understood as sur
vivals of what was an expansive, (though now largely invisible), movement most evident 
in the mid-to-late 1welfth century to replace and restore A nglo-Saxon saints 10 places of 
spiri1ual prominence-particularly on or around the high altars-of English churches. 
Although the Wells bishops were not canonized, Lheir 1ransla1ion and commemoration enj oy 
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a context, particularly evident among the older and most venerable pre-Conquest foun
dations in the twelflh century. At Ely, at some point in the l 15Crs. the bodies of certain 
Anglo-Saxon benefactors were exhumed ' with great difticuhy. ' and were moved to a be1ter 
place (in mel ior locum)-undoubtcdly in the eastern end of the newly built cathcdral:'0 The 
text and events of 1he 1ransla1ion at Ely can be fitfu lly compared with a contemporary 
Lmnslation at Winchester under Henry of Blois: ' · In Lhc year of our Lord's incarnation 1158 
1he lord Henry b[isho lp of WI incheste r] raised up from an unseemly place (ab indecenti 
loco) the bodies of kings and bishops which were translated f'rom the Old Minster to the 
New Church. and had them bestowed more honorably (honorificientius collocari) abom the 
high al tar of the blessed apostles Peter and Pau I. · ·•1 The bones of the Anglo-Saxon founders 
were placed in reliquary chests positioned on a stone wall around the high altar: 2 The 
circumstances of these translations, and particularly the wording of their narratives suggest 
of not only a broader movement toward the commemoration of indigenous saints. bu1 also. 
a codified. tropological language to express it. It is implied that the bones were raised fr<>m 
their dishonorable burial place and located wiih appropriate splendour in positions or spiri
tual sanctity in the church. Within these passages we catch a scent of history: the present is 
seemingly making up for the past by (rc)placing the remains or the English saints in their 
rightful place or burial."' ll1c translation of the remains of the Anglo-Saxon bishops around 
11 80. which likely cnrresponded to 1hc moment when the eastern arm was rendered service
able as a sanctuary space, was quite certainly inforn1ecl by a wider twelfth century movcme111 
to restore ancl venerate indigenous founders. 

Henry of Blois" replacement of the Anglo-Saxon founders of Winchester is pertinent to 
this discussion for another reason. A close connection between the retrnspcctive effigies and 
the Anglo-Saxon founders at Winchester is also suggested by Lhe ir apparent devotional 
selling. In the later twelfLh century. the gifts of the Anglo-Saxon kings and bishops al 
Winchester were recorded on a series of inscribed stone texts that fom1ed part or the archi
tectur.il context of the eastern sanctuary. John Crook's reconstructed arrangement for the 
Romanesque eastern arm of Winchester suggests that these inscriptions were part of a stone 
retaining wall. built between the piers surrounding the high altar.•• The texts fo llow a stan
dard formula, relating the Anglo-Saxon founders 10 their gifts: Hie iacer Alwi11u.1· epi.1·w1ms, 
qui dedir lr11ic e~·clesioe Sw11/elw111, duos Meon/es, He111011e. Wi1e11eye. Hel/i/nge ctc!5 The 
inscriptions, white-washed and highligh1ed with ochre, faced the outside of the sanctuary 
space reminding Lhe readers in Latin and Anglo-Nonmm French of the gifls of the S,uwn 
ancestors of Winchester. The stone inscriptions can be closely compared with a scrap of 
mw;onry from Wells, originally discovered in one of the tombs during an ad /we exhumation 
of the remains of the Sa,xon bishops (pl. 15)46 The extant stone has the remains of li ve 
complete lc11crs ' WOLD', which likely indicates the Sttxon bishop Burwoldus. The paleo
grnphic evidence of the lead plaques and 1he inscribed swnes of Winchester and Wells- all 
of which use a Lombardic script-are suggestive of a late twelfth-century cla1e:11 The stones, 
even in their fragmentary states. are uncannily similar, and they provide suhstanlial evidence 
to suggest that a cnmparahlc. text-based traditi t1n infom1ed lhc original architectur:i l context 
of the Wells effigies. The cle~truction of the eastern am1 dem,mds that discussions of the 
textual components remain specul,nive. A low wall with texts recalling the gifts and deeds 
of the Anglo-Saxon founders is an at1rac1 ivc possibility, particularly given the evidence at 
Winchester: it is also possible that these texts fom1ed part of Lhc original bases C>f the 
e ffi gies, or perhaps part of the twelfLh century choir screen. Whi le there is insufficient 
architectural evidence to elucidate the nature of this arrangemem, there is considerable evi
dence for a text-based commemoration in Lhe aforementioned Hiswriola as a kind of textual 
counterpart. recording the gifts and deeds of the Saxon founders:'~ 
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ARCHAISi\,1 AND ICONOGRAPHY 

The Wells effigies have long been considered unusual , if not pHlp:ibly uncanny monu
ments. Though 1heir general s1ylis1ic 1reatrnent is coherent within 1he immediate contexts 
of late twelfth century and early thirteenth century English and Continental an. aspec1s 
of 1he iconography and treaum:nt of the effigies defy affil iat ion with contempor.iry 
monuments. The fi rs1 series of effigies show the fig ures standing in frames <)f wild ly 
overgrown foliage that threatens 10 overpower 1he figu res. 17,c frames arc clearly differ
entiated with CLLrious combinations of archi1ectural acdicules and foliage sprays. The 
architecture of 1hc canopies cannot be easily paralleled in contemporary Gothic an. bu1 
the frankly ·baroque' quality of the canopies and the foli,1ge docs evoke something of 
the decorative character uf the Anglo-Saxon manuscript illumination. The archi1ectural 
f'emures of the canopies, and indeed the unkempt foliage recalls the tradi tion in Anglo
Saxon illumination of d iffcrcnria1 ing 1hc canopies or standing or seated figu res, Lhat is 
all but absent in the more formalized Gothic idiom. The architectural frames of first 
series of bishops may be compared to the canopie.s of the evangelists in Lhe ·Warsaw 
Gospels' c. 10()() (Bibl ioteka Narodowa MS I 33 1 I): the canopies of St Luke and 
Levcricus make a telling comparison°9 (pl. 16). Anglo-Saxon features seem also 10 have 
been incorporated i1110 1he architecturnl detuils of the frnmes. The architec1ural capitals 
of 1he unnamed bishop (pl. 19) reflect a conscious denial of the contemporary trend in 
stiff-leaf foliage evident in the early gothic choir and transepts, and refer rather to an 
Anglo-Saxon form of moulded capital design as on 1he chancel u_rchcs of St. Bene!· s 
Cambridge (pl. 18), and Bosham, Sussex.50 Auention should also be drawn to the foliage 
motifs. The swirl ing foliage around the canopy of bishop Eil winus adheres 10 the more 
floral. ultimately classically-derived designs of the curly eleventh century Anglo-Saxon 
Homi lies at Corpus Christi , Cambridge (MS 42 li 1 (pl. 18-1 9). 

There is some evidence also 10 suggest Lhat the sculptors of the Wells effigies sought a 
particularly ungothic mode of physiognomic verism. Far from be ing strictly classicising. the 
faces of the hishops are 'crude'. shri velcd portraits. Deeply incised lines crease the faces of 
the bishops like 'crows' feet·. and the ir eyes are sunken within pronounced eye sockets. 
The veristic ponrni1s of the Wells bishops evoke what Francis Wom,ald cnlled the tradition 
of •violent caricature ' of Anglo-Saxon an.;2 The effect achieved here was to show the 
ancient and venerable fatJ,ers of 1he cathedrnl as wizened. aged men, and thus to evoke a 
sense of 011croriras.53 

The second series reOects an obvious shifl in intention. The updat ing of the effigies 
in the thi11eenth century, if indeed this was the case, involved a re1hi11king of the use 
of Lhe effigies. and t11eir style was brought up to date with contemporary fash ions. 
However, the re is evidence that a relaicd, if somewhat toned down archaism was evident 
in the b ter series. The effigies of Giso and Dudoc seem to reRect a revival of a 
particularly squat, Anglo-Saxon head type54 and. as Armitage Robinson pointed out. Lhe 
erftgies of Giso and Dudoc wear a s1ou1 form of mitre represemative of ves1me111s of 
the Anglo-Saxon period.;; 

Paralle ls in Anglo-Saxon art abound for 1he style of the effigies. leaving li tt le doub1 
thai the rhetoric or archaism inherent in these effigies ran deeper than simply providing 
representations of ancient bishops.56 This mode of cultural imponation may be symptomatic 
of retrospective monuments as a genre. Anne Prache has demonstrated that Lhe sculptor of 
1he twelfth century monument to Hincmar, the Carolingian archbishop of Reims. lllmed 10 
Carolingian sources to archaize, or perhaps ' historic izc' the monument.;7 Such a sugges1ion 
could be extended 10 a number of retrospective monuments. including the effigy of Osric at 
Gloucester who is represented hold ing a minia1ure model of Gloucester thttt adheres 10 
Romanesque architec1ural tradi tions.5

' Though forgery (and 1hus keen observation) of his-
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toricaJ documents was a nmrked characteristic of the period. retrospective effigies can hardly 
be understood on the sume continuum with forged ch<trters. but rather as expressions of an 
historically infom1cd antiquarianism. The effigies, despite their archaisms, arc who lly Gothic 
works of an : the sculptural references reflect an almost academic. bookish awareness of the 
Anglo-Saxon past that might have been learned from an abundance of extant scu lpture or 
architecture. or from Anglo-Saxon manuscripts remaining at Wells.;9 And it follows that the 
recognition of these motifs demanded a related. if less inte llecwal, awareness of these signs 
us representatives of the English past. There can be little doubt that the distinctio ns between 
old and 'old fash ioned· were known by medieval viewers, particularly among the elite 
classci..''° The iconographic significance of the Wells effigies lies exactly in the fact that 
their rather deliberate 'distressing ' with archaic features was readily obvious. In connection 
with this idea, we must also question the material used: the effigies at Wells, unlike contem
porary trends in episcopiLI effigies. are not carved from marble, but from local rreestone. 
and it is at least possible that the curious use or a cruder, less e legant type of material could 
significantly infom1 their retrospective flavor. Ir my arguments arc convincing, the Wells 
effigies-and panicularly the first five figures-are reflective or a late 1we lfih cemury con
ception of the Anglo-Saxon past. employed at W ells 10 significantly infom1 a wider program 
of reflection :md conunemoration, and to allow the figures to be located w ithin an understood 
historical spectrum. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Carved around 1180, the re trospective effigies at Wells were pun of a wider program 
a 1 We lls 10 remember and ce lebrate the Anglo-Saxon heritage of the cathedral. The 
creation of the effigies as a kind of retrospective mauso leum provided an impl ic it 
assertion of the former srntus of Wells as cathedral and a buri,11 place of its Anglo-Saxon 
bishops. From the I 240"s, when Wells regained its Episcopal status, it once ugain 
became the burial place or its hishops. The (now lost) monument of bishop Jocelyn (d. 
124'2), located in the choir. s ignified the continuation o f what was perceived as an 
ancient tradition of burial a t Wells, and ,l reassertion of Wells' claims Lo supremacy 
and antiquity . Like the process of wri ting down history in the fonns of narratives or 
charters. the act of forging retrospective effigies was akin to the act of commi11ing 
o therwise unstable. or imangible facts to the realms of historical certainty.(,, In this respect 
it cannot be coincidental that the retrospective monuments a t Wells were produced in 
the Medusan medium of life-size. swne effigies. The historical record of medieval Wells 
suggests that the cathedral and town grew in rnndem, and they may remind us of any 
number o f new communities that bolster their image and emphasize their heritage (real 
or imaginc<l) against their older und more prestigious coumcrparts. The evidence from 
1welfth century Wells may suggest 1hat from the laying of the foundation stones in the 
I I 70's, Wells had already been singled out as the new centre of the diocese. with a 
ready and convenient heritage in hand. However. beyond the creation o f the retrospective 
effigies. perhaps 1he best supporting evidence We lls ' new-found prominence is the sheer 
s ize and grandeur o f the great church itself. 

Matthew M. Reeve 
Gonville and Caius College 
Cambridge CB2 ITA 
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Fig. I Unamed bishop Fi~. '.! Bishor Elwinus 
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