
STAINED GLASS FROM G LASTONBURY 

ANTI IONY LEW IS 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1989 1 he al!thor cc1talogu,·d the colkction of glass from 1hc A bbcy site a l Glastonbury and 
a year later presen ted a fu ll report on il to the Abbey Trustees. The rqmn remains in their 
custody a t the Abbey Gateh()ltSe. The oldest finds were o f mid 12th century blue glass, and 
this, together with the late 13th century grisaille glass. deserves special .ittcntion here. The 
whole collection includes pieces o f \\'hite and siained fragments dating between the 12th and 
16th ecnturics. ~111d also remnants of wi ndow t:amcs. like much or the res1 in poor condition. 
Ncvcrthckss. techniques or gh1zing sud1 as cull ing. staining and painting were carlfully 
noted. Wherever possible. arclweological .:viclence was used to link the vario us categories to 
specific sites within the Abbey. 

BLUE GLASS 

In hi~ second Rcpon on the cxcava1ions at the abbey in 1909 Frederick Bligh Bond <lc~cribcd 
some of Lhe glass. he had exc:iv:11cd. The find-srot s of these pieces an.; si1es G and H o n his 
plan or the Edgar Chapel. Bond·s descript ion made the blue glass readily recognisable: 

··A Jew small remain, of cneaus1ie ti le and i:;las, were i:;leancd from the mas, - but nothing 
considcrnhlc. So,nc of the glass was of diffrrcnt nature to that which had pr'c\'iously heel\ 
cn1;01rntncd. being much thicker. of :1 hcauti ful a7.11rc blue colour. figu red wi th geometrical or 
scroll-like form.< in a grey op:iquc line" ( F. Bligh Bond. S1•1°oml 11<-pon 1111 iii<' dis1·m·1•l'i<'s 1111ule 
tl11ri118 1/w t•.n-m·a1io11.r. 11/0S- /WJ'). P.S.,\ .N .H.S. 1909 pl09). 

The grey lines Bond mentioned were caused by fire damage. bu1 on every piece of painted 
blue glass some forms of deco ration. made with black raint. :ire s1ill visible. One common 
motif repeatedly appear~. a paired leaf. clabora1cd at times imo a whirling pa!tcrn. O ther 
repc1itive designs arc further le,tf-form,,. as well Hs the architectura l decorntio n or be:id-and­
rcel. There is enough painted glass 10 suggest a date or ea. 1160. 

These pieces have been ca1:tlogucd according to ten t~'pes o r design. which have hc<:n listed 
below. As well a~ these types. in 1his collection there arc also many other pieces or blue glass. 
some of which belong to other periods and excavations. Whils1 most pieces lack painted 
decoration. some have grozecl edges. and others have lx:cn bcnl -proh;1bly through fire damage. 
None or these has been associated wi th Uond·s excavation of 1908-1909. They have been 
cawlogucd its the following: GLSGA: I 9SS/ 1339 G22: GLSGt\: 1988/ 1340 G2'.\: G LSGA: 1988/ 
IJ4 I G24: G LSGA: 1988/1226 G 14: GLSGt\: 1988/ 139'.2 GJS. 

Although it is true that Bond excavated these pi.::c.:sjust outside the Edgar Chapel he <l id 
1101 a11cmpt to d.i tc them to thc 16th ccn1ury. 

6 1 



62 Somerset ✓i rchoeo///g_r mu/ No111ral Nis1U1:r . IYY6 

Poor a nd ine.xact archaeological rernrds and lack of clocumentary ac·colrnts o f the bui ld ing 
ma ke it very d if'li cult to place this glass collection in a wi ndo\\' o r windows. or even any 
specific site o r sites. but it is likely that it was intended fo r new windows fo r the Abbey in the 
mid-1welfl h century. The la rge scale of its use. a nd adoption of deco rative forms which 
mirror met;ilwork. sculpture and tile paint ing acknowledges the Parisia n abbey of St Denis 
from the sa me reriod. as well as Saxon an- fo rms. 

The pa1ron responsible for the blue glas~ is a lmost certainly Abbot Henri of Blois. nephew 
of' King Henry I. brot her of King Stephen, Abbot ofGl,Lstonbury ( 1126-11 71). Bishop of 
Winchester ( l 129-1171 ). and Papa l Legate. As a patron of an and architect un: he compares 
well wit h Abbot Adam Suger of St Denis . .i nd 1-\ rchbishop Roger Pont L'Evequc of York. 
[lishop Hugh de Puiset of Durham and Bishop Alexa nder the Magnifiu; n1 at Lincoln. It is 
most likely that a lthough the g_lass was made in France. the sheets were tru nsported to 
England. where they were painted. ti red a nd made into windows. 

Un fortunately at Glastonbury itsulf 1hcrc survive neither tiles nor capi tals carved with 
interlacing ro liagc from the mid 12th century with which to compare thc dewration of the 
glass. cxccpt on.: capital from the cloister. II shows stni pwork decoration of a similar type to 
tllitt found a t Malmeshury and Keynsham abbeys. which o rigina ted f'rnm Burgundian 
Cluniac houses 1

• T he use of the decoration illus1ra1es shared sources of p,H ronage. a nd t,1stc 
of monasteries in this part of Engla nd. Funhcrmore. the interlacing foliage of 1hc glass 
decoration is akin to that round on the porch of .M almcsbu ry Abbey. which again suggests a 
com mon bond. 

In support or this view the "V" sh;q,es tO be fo und on pieces of glass recall the 
compartments made out fo r pon al sculptures ,ll Ma lmesbury. 130t h also shure the use of 
ornate vcgettll motifs a nd offer a demonstration of popula r monastic re ligious art fo rms in 
the \\lest o f England in the middle o f' the 12th century. Ano ther clear source of inspira tion 
fo r the decoration were thc books 1ha l would have been in Glas1onbury /\ bbcy·s library a t 
this lime. The lenf-typr used in the glass painting is close to that employed in the Winchester 
Ps,1ltcr. which itself was influenced by the Bury Bible. ela ting from 1137 onwards. 

But in spite of sources belongi ng to English art. the idea of making orna te ll'indows was 
inspir<·d by such schemes devised fo r St Denis and Chart res. sincc thcy showed off Lhc 
patron·s and Abbcy·s or Ca thedrars prestige. The pain ted decoration or the glass though is 
English. a n<l used f'o rms known to both patrons and a rt ists in the West Country. That is 110 1 

to say that there was a "workshop" . The glass a l Glasl()nbury is the only e.xamplc of its ki nd 
to be found in S0111ersct, a nd it is entirely possible 1ha1 1he glaziers who ma cle. designed. 
pa inted. leaded a nd tilled it d id not operate in one place as a team. lf' more gl,1ss l'ro111 the 
mid twelfth l'ClltUI)' were to be fo und in the West Count ry then more might be 
suid later. 

DESIGN TYPE 1\ 

Cata logue no. GLSGA: 19S8/1339 G22 
Dru wings nos. I :2 

Two lines painted in black paiu1 0 1110 both sides of the blue glass arc the borders f'o r the 
main dccor:i tion of thc~e pieces. This design is a paired leaf. bisected by an extending stem. 
which is made out in black paint. The leaf decoration is a vine. ,1nd appears turning one way 
and then another. 

'C. \Vilson. Snurc·e,\· of tlw /au, 111·,,IJ,h l't.111wry ,-·ork at IVitrrt'~ter Cathr1drt1! ill ,\Jc•dici·ol ,.1,-, (lnr/ ArrJ,;,e,·1,.1rc1 01 
Wo,·c,•.H<'r C,ulwtlml. The Bmi, h ,\rchacoloi;ical ,\~w,·, Confrronec Tran,ac1ion,. !9i5. rr-S0-90. 
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DESIGN T YPE B 

Catalogue no. GLSGA: 1988/ 1339 G22 
D rawi11g 110s. 3:4:5 
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Repealing the colour scheme, bordering and pattern of design type /\ but now the leaves 
of tl1c vines have grown larger. with the curva ture or the leaves given emphasis. ca using a 
whirling effect 11trougho u1 1hc dccora 1io11. 

DESIGN T YJ>S C 

Ca talogue no. G LSGA: 1988/ 1339 G22 
Drawi11g nos. 6:7 

Following the paired vine leaves of type A a11d ela boration of type B. these pieces 
introduce new aspects o f design and painting. Ha e the glass has been shaped with the 
grozing irons to pointed a rches. A "V" 3hapc painted unto the glass emphasises these 
fc:1turcs. This bridges one part of the scroll work with a nother. gi\'ing it renewed direction 
and rhythm. 

The painting of 1hc leaves has increased clabnrntion. Now 1he bisecting stem of 1he leave~ 
has grown a leaf' or i1s o\1'11. 

DESIGN TYPE D 

Ca1a logue no. G LSGA: 1988/ 1339 G22 
Drawi11g nu. 8 

As with a ll the o ther types of glass. the painting uses a bluck background on blue glass, 
and has fl o ral scroll work decoration. which in thi;; case is akin to that o r type C. Now the 
border design has only one line instead of two. 

DESIGN TY i' [: E 

Cawlogue no. OLSGA: 1988/1 399 G22 
Drawing nos. 9: I 0: I I 

Once again lhc fo lia te scroll dcc()ration has hccn <levclopcd 10 rorm the hirgcst lea ves seen. 
Now three lines act 11s borders for ihc pat1ern. which is made up of lhrcc curving leave~ -one 
10 1hc left . one to the right a nd a cc111ral lea f leaning to the righ1. T hese have all been given 
shadings and outlines, which complement and support 1hc pauern's sha pe. In one case. rhc 
pattern has been made into a flc ur de lys. but is ak in tO the other pieces in 1he group because 
of' its shading :1nd bordering and the shupc o r the ricces. 

Catalogue no. G LSGt\: 1988/ 1339 Ci22 
Drawing no. 12 

A broke n r iccc of glass. wit hout any grozcd or nibbled edges, which has a series of 
interlocking octagon~ painted in black paint. T he poims of intersection arc tell as cle.ir 
crosses. and arc unpainted. Whereas ull the o ther types of glass have hcen pa inted with 
variu111s or scroll fo liage, this is the only example or geomet ric decoration in 1hc eollec1ion. A 
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similar usc or such pa11erns n111 bc seen in the borders on the Winchester manuscripts. like 
the Henri de Blo is Psalter which. like the glass. was made in the I 16<rs. In both architecture 
and sculpture simila r fo rms can be seen. such as the doorway to the Bishop's Hall at 
Durham Cast le. which a lso dates to the later 121 h century. 

DESIGN TYPE G 

C1wloguc no. GLSGt\: 1988/1319 G22 
Drawing nos. I J: I <+: 15: I G 

These fnur pieces or glass all ha ve bead and reel decoration. with ii bo rdering of two lines. 
like type A. One of the pieces. seen in drawing no. 16. shows a " V" shaped pauern. and has 
been grazed i1110 a cu rved shape seen before in type C. 

As in typcs B. C and D thc painting of the pattern is very cl;1hora1c. and given out lines 
akin Lo 1hc 1rcatme111 of the f'oliate scroll-work. As in type F. this clecon11 io11 is far bet ter 
known in architectural work. a nd ma y have corresponded with the decoration or elc111c:111s 
within !he la1e 12th cc111ury·s Abbey~ buildings. 

Head :in<l reel decoration w.is :1 popul.ir fo rrn or masonry mould ing. b111 has ils place in 
cl.issicul architec1urc:. It belongs 10 lhe astragals of 1hc base and frieze of the cntahl:11ure of 
the Corimhian order. .lust as in 1ha t order. the bead and recl decoration combines with 
Vcgcial a nd fo liate carving. 

DESIGN TYl'E H 

Catalogue: no. G LSG/\: I 988/U39 G22 
Drnwing nos. 17: IS 

Bo th pieces arc broken, and have: no grozcd edges. Drawing nu. 17 shows 1wo pairs of 
lines. whilst no. IS shows a pron1i11c111 "V" shape. which is 111os1 likely lo b1: d rapery 
painting. The nested fo lds and sort lines re~emble examples o r mid 12th cen1ury d rapery 
pai111ccl on glass seen in 1hc choir of St Denis. 

Ca ta loguc no. G LSGA: 198S/ 1339 G22 
Drawing no. 19 

The appt:arance of forms which look like: eyes at firs! suggest some kind of phy~iognomic 
representation, but i i is unlikely 1ha1 1he art ist was trying Lo pa int a human foce. Whal is 
more likely is 1ha1 these 1hrce eyes belong to a paint ing. of a wing of a sera phim, or Beast of 
the /\pocalypsc, such :.is may be seen in the ser:iphim in the Bury Bi ble. 

DESIGN T YPE J 

Cnlll loguc no. G LSGA: l9SS/UJ9 G 22 
Oni\\'ing 110. 20 

This piece evades any clear iclen1irica1ion. nnd yet it is pui111cd with some fom1 of pattern 
or dccora1ion. If' i1 is a lc11er it is poorly painted. but it is likely that the glazing schemes 
would have conuiincd writi ng. 
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GRIS,\ ILLE GLASS 

The French word gri.w1f!lt• me.ins grey or monochrome. In p.iin1ing i1 often iake.s the form of 
a sketched clesign. Early designs or grisaille glas~ were clcvclopccl hy the Cis1e rcian order 
during the early 1welfth century. often comprising geometric pa llerns of clear and s1aincd 
glasses wi1hou1 any painting. 

The Cisterci.in order disapproved o f cxccssivd y ornate url. and 1hc foci that grisai lle 
windows were clR·apcr to make no doubt helps to explain why this 1ypc became popular in 
monastic architcctun.:. Costs were rcc.luccd by using white glass a nd monochromat ic 
paillling. Hild it was adopted ex tensively in the C istcrcian ho uses in Burgundy d uri ng 1hc late 
twt·lrth century, as \\'el l as in houses M the o rder in Yo rkshire. 

This type or grisaille glass retained its popularity during the 1htnee111h centu ry. as can he 
seen in 1hc Five Sis1ers window a t York j',,l ins1cr between 1220 ;ind 1250. Such a window 
allowed grc.ner 1ra11sluce11cy. r\gain. Sa lisbury Cuthecl r,il w,1s gl.izcd wi 1h ,ll least 11r1cen 
designs between 1220 and 1258. Bui whereas earlier English Cistercian grisail le had 
interlacing Slrnp-work and cross-hatched backgrounds. the glass a l Sa lisbury h.id cka r 
gro L111<ls 01whi1e glass. wi1h vegctal and llora l designs as well as geometric patlans. 1ogc·1hcr 
wi1h bordcrs and colou red edges. 

t\ similar 1rnn~fo rmatin11 from old 10 new grisa ille ll' indows IOok place under the 
pa tronage or Henry 111 and Edward I be1 wcen 1260 and 1280 al \.\/esuninster Abbey. Simila r 
styles of' glass decornt ion were 10 appear al Linco ln Cat hed ra l and in the north transept o f 
Vork Mins1er. Between 1260 a nd 1300 pai111ed grisa ille adorned further imp<)rla nl chu rch 
buildings where the patronage or leading clerieal aclminis1ra1ors encourages c1 not io n of 
.. coun" an - al \\les1minstcr Abbey. :\'ienon Collcgc Cha pel in Oxford. Salisbury Ca lhedral 
chapter hou~c, York i'\'l ins1cr ehap1er house and its vestibule. and 1he stairway I<) Wel ls 
Cat hedral's chapter ho use. 

There arc 1wo collections of grisaille glass al Glas1011bury A bbcy which illus1nue both 
the esiablishcd Cis1crci11n type or grisa ille glass and the laier .. coun .. type. The fi rst is a 
single piece of glass da1ing 10 c:. 11 90 011 which the painting is a combinc1 1ion or ~tiff 
leaf' fo liage on a b;11::kgro1111d M cross-hatchings. T he ca pi1,d sc11 lp1ure of the Abbey ch11rch 
bui l1 :11'tcr the grea1 fire of 11 84 may provide comp:u·able ex:1mples or stiff leaf foliage. 
The second collection elates 10 1he 128[l's. and consis1s of 1wo 1ypcs of grisai lle pa inting 
consisti11g oi' oak ,tnd vine leaves. There :ire 01lwr colleetio n~ 0 1· grisaille 100 - some 
l'ragmet11s f rn,n 1'1lr W. J . Wcdlakc·~ c.,cava1 ions of 1he 11o rth-11·cs1 corner of the Abbo1 ·s 
house (1978- 1979). a nd a nother or two 1ypcs o f grisaille. most likcly painted in 1he 
rn11r1een1h century. 

In spi1c of being ;1hle 10 associate o ne collection of grisa ille with ,Vlr \V..J. \Vecll.akc·s 
excav,1tion. 1hcre is a h1ck or evidence about where pieces were round . One i~ lcf1 10 go 
1h rough rcpons. si11gl i11g o ut 111cn 1ions o f glass and guessing if such a nd such a piece could 
have been fou nd 1here or 1he11. 13 ut the glass ca n he da1cd by style or pa in1 i11g and from 1his 
1hc abbots who were pa1ro11~ of glazing schemes were 1110s1 likely Abbo1s J ohn or T.iunton 
and John of Kent. a ll hough no documentary cvidenec fo r this survives. 

On 1hc other hand. the name of the glazier o r \Veils Cathedra l in this period is known. 
fo hn de Orist0l a lso appears on the pay-roll \\'ith those craftsmen used in 1he building 
of St Stephen's Chapel in Londo n. a nd i1 is 1101 l'anc:iful 10 suggL'St some roya l inllucncc 
o n 1he patrnnage of grisaille glazing schemes in Somt;rset. no r the use of well known 
workmcn . 11 cou ld well b~ 1he cast 1ha1 1\ hbo1 J ohn or Taun1 o n was a pa1 ro11 o r 
a glazing scheme using bands or oak .ind vine grisaille glass in common with ot her 
lead ing cleries li ke /\rchhishop John Romcyn or Yo rk ancl 13ishop Robe11 Burnell 
al Wells. 
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DESIGN TYPE ,\ 

Catalogue no. G LSGA: 1988/ 1347 GJO 
Drawing no. 21 

A broken fragment or glass. with pain ling. o r the I I 9(rs. uniq ue to the Abbey's collcct iom: 
of glass fragmcms. A siiff leaf foliage design. maybe a trefoil. appea rs on a background of 
cross-hatchings. The capital sculptu re o r t.hc 1\bhey's buildings after the grc111 fire of 11 84 
providi;; comparable examples of fo liage. 

l)ESIGN TYl'E H 

Catalogue no. G LSGA: 1988/ 1390 G36 
Druwings nos. 22:23 

Hoth pieces. taken from i\'1r \V.J . \\ledl.ike·s excavations or the north-west corner o f the 
abbot's house between 1978 ..ind 1979, share the same bordering or two lines. Dat ing to the 
1:tte 13th or early 14th cent uries. the bordering and oak leaf" decora tion a rc close lo the 
culture or grisaille glass p:1intcd a round the 1290·s and used in the abbey. 

DESIGN TYPE C 

Catalogue no. GLSGA: 1988/ 1347: GJO: GLSGA: 19S8/ 1379 G33 
Drawing nos. 24:25:26 

All I hrce pieces share the same bonkr design of Type 13 - that is 10 say. 1wo lines following 
each 01hcr. the inner the 1hickcr. The: bordc:ring is used as a spring fo r the decoration or the 
glass. wi1h stems and leaves growing directly from the horders. 

The paint ing of 1hc leaves in a ll three pieces share common featu res, where central and 
subsidiary stems arc painied in ou tl ine. In addition to the oak and spea r ivy leaves, pieces 
may also have acorns (drawings 24 and 25). Such decoration was popula r in the glazing 
schemes used in the 129o·s a t York Minster·s chapter house, a nd its vestibule, and in the 
windows of 1h1.: stair to the chapter house of Wel ls. As such the painting muy be considered 
as a part of a ''court" style of arl. 

DESIGN TYPE I) 

C:italoguc 110s. G LSGA: 1988/ 1347 GJO: GLSGA: 19S8/ 1379 G33 
Drawing no. 27 

Da 1i ng also to the I 29(l"s the piece shows two grozccl edges moving towards one another to 
fi t the tracery rancrn of the window. The bordering design is li ke that 1ypcs Ll und C. but the 
shape o r the piece and the painting of the srca r ivy·s leaf is elaborate. As with ihc oak leaves 
of Type R. the leaf here is made up or outlines given additional deta ils or veins nnd cent ral 
stems. \\'hose rcrrcsc111a1ion is more convincing by 1hc cnt ll'ining of t he lcar around I he stem. 

CONCLUSION 

There can be no doubt that the 12th and 13lh cc:111ury glass collections add to 1hc history of 
rcl igiCJ us an in Somerset. Nowhere else o ther than at G laswnbur~· Abbey can such rich 
painting as that on the 12th ccntmy blue glass pieces be found. and the 131h ccmury grisaille 



S/(li11erl Closs f·i·o111 Gla.m111h11ry 67 

glass certainly poin ts to a style or pai1lli ng used in important huild ings. close 10 the royal 
coun ·~ admi11is1nition. E"cn 1hough 1hcrc is considerable room ror fun her re.search on 1hc 
collcc1ion~ 10 be carried o u1. i1 is imponan1 tha1 1hc 1\ hbcy'~ pas1 art i~tic glories he known 
and cclt:bra1ed. 
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