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The Fabric of Community - Parish Material Cultures in Perspective

Objects and edifices are more than simple constella-
tions of matter, insignificant pieces of property, or triv-
ial athingsa and a careful study of their cultural, func-
tional, physical and stylistic attributes provides an in-
valuable approach to late medieval and early modern
parish life. The aNinth Warwick Symposium on Parish
Researcha, co-organized by Joanne Anderson and Don
White at the University of Warwick on 21 May 2011, was
a one-day interdisciplinary conference devoted to explor-
ing this theme with contributions by scholars from differ-
ent disciplinary backgrounds.

On behalf of the Warwick Network for Parish Re-
search, BEAT KAMIN (History, Warwick) opened the
session by welcoming an international audience com-
posed of academic staff, research students and private art
collectors. In their dIntroductiond, JOANNE ANDERSON
(Art History, Warwick) and DON WHITE (History, War-
wick) then outlined the symposiumas research agenda,
expressing their particular desire to explore and perhaps
better define 4Material Culturea as a concept. Is it the
examination of evidence to reassemble the remains of a
material past, for example, or a construct for understand-
ing social relations? Equally, what impact does the re-
cent shift towards AMaterialitiesd in historical scholar-
ship have upon the study or survival of 4Material Cul-
tured as an analytical tool, and what can be learned from
other disciplines which engage with the physical prop-
erties of artworks and artefacts and their contingent val-
ues? The successive contributions were arranged in four
sections, dedicated to the themes of 4Sites and Sacred

Spacesa, aArchitecture and Atmosphered, 4Artworks and
Agencya, and AMemory and Materialitya.

The first paper, ADoorways to Another World: Me-
dieval Chapels in the Landscape, Church Life and Lit-
eratured, was presented by NICHOLAS ORME (History,
Exeter). He explored the diverse functions and types
of medieval chapels in the religious landscape, focusing
specifically on those in Cornwall, home to around 400
chapels within approximately 200 parishes. Orme dis-
tinguished three basic types of chapels based on size, lo-
cation, function and accessibility. The first were indoor
chapels, typically located within domestic settings or
parish churches, that catered for families and guilds. The
second type, chapels of ease, served the spiritual needs
of specific hamlets or villages within large parishes.
Thirdly, cult chapels were small and adaptable facilities
linked to the establishment and promotion of local reli-
gious cults. Their relatively small size and limited costs
made them the most numerous varieties. Orme argued
that chapels often shared a complex and problematic re-
lationship with the parish church, especially where their
sacramental provision and involvement in local culture
made them attractive places of worship, sometimes with
an Aunorthodoxa flavour. Their peripheral character, and
unique atmosphere, also inspired medieval writers, who
eagerly included them in their romances. In longer term
perspective, they declined in the age of the Reformation
(which removed the rationale for intercessory masses
and the cult of saints), but made an indirect comeback in
the nonconformist chapels of the early modern period.
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KATE GILES (Archaeology, York) presented the sec-
ond paper on aStratford-upon-Avon Guild Chapel, War-
wickshire: A Medieval Guild Chapel and its Antiquarian
Study4, in which she discussed findings of a collaborative
research project on a complex of fifteenth-century guild
buildings. Giles began by outlining the social and histor-
ical context and offered a revised view on the chronol-
ogy of construction and the functions of specific sec-
tions. Erected by the Holy Cross fraternity in Stratford,
the buildings did not merely serve as the guild headquar-
ters. From the fifteenth century, almshouses and a school
were added, providing additional spaces for social inter-
action, entertainment, care, learning and prayer. In the
1490s, the merchant Sir Hugh Clopton provided a sum of
money for major renovation and decoration of the Guild
Chapel. The result was an impressive fresco cycle, de-
picting, among other subjects, the Dance of Death and
The Legend of the True Cross, subsequently whitewashed
in the Reformation and rediscovered, recorded and af-
fected by restorations in the nineteenth century. Ap-
proaching it as a unique and understudied artefact, Giles
explained how a combination of stratigraphic analysis
and dendrochronology with the study of antiquarian vi-
sual records allowed the production of a virtual reality
model of the paintingsa stylistic and physical features.
Throughout, Giles emphasised the centrality of the guild
buildings to civic life and the maintenance of community
spirit and well-being.

Continuing the focus on interior artworks, the third
paper brought a geographical and chronological shift to
late medieval Italy. FEDERICO BOTANA (London) pre-
sented a paper on 4The Case of San Nicola at San Vit-
tore del Lazioa which examined two fourteenth-century
fresco cycles 4 the Seven Works of Mercy, and the Passio
of St Margaret of Antioch 4 painted within the twelfth-
century church at San Vittore, Montecassino. He be-
gan by discussing the considerable methodological chal-
lenges encountered in studying these wall paintings;
first, their poor physical conditions 4 large areas of plas-
ter were destroyed, lost and severely discoloured & and
second, the complete lack of documentation, apart from
a scattering of incidental references across archival de-
positories. In spite of the impossibility to excavate pre-
cise dates and titles from a historical acul-de-sac full of
clutter, he argued that anthropological and formal anal-
ysis could nonetheless go some way to unravelling the
messages conveyed through the frescos. The depiction
of hand gestures between lord and vassal, for example,
indicated the meaningful ties of patronage within a me-
dieval feudal system, while the illustration of (additional)

buildings within the Seven Works of Mercy may have been
intended to encourage charitable acts by townsfolk for
the needy 4 the embodiment of intentions. In sum, he ar-
gued that a combination of diverse methodological tools
(including the spatial analysis of physical surroundings)
can help us to extract meaning from such a fragmentary
source.

JENNIFER ALEXANDER and SOFIJA MATICH (Art
History, Warwick) presented the final paper entitled
aCreating and Recreating the Tombs to the Dukes of York
in Fotheringhay Churcha. They examined the complex
history of two tomb monuments at Fotheringhay ded-
icated to Edward Duke of York (4 1415), Richard Plan-
tagenet Duke of York (4 1460) and his wife Cecily (4
1495). Alexander began with an introduction to the his-
tory of Fotheringhay church and the tombs. The bodies
of the Yorkist dynasts were originally interred at Ponte-
fract and moved by Edward IV to Fotheringhay in 1476.
The body of Edmund Duke of Rutland, who died in bat-
tle with his Father during the Wars of the Roses, was
strangely never exhumed from Pontefract and may still
lie under the cottage gardens bordering the eastside of
the Churchyard. The Fotheringhay tombs were damaged
during the desecration of religious imagery in the 1540s
and 50s, and by 1560 Elizabeth I was forced to issue a
proclamation forbidding the abreaking or defacinga of
any tomb monuments or inscriptions. It is apparently
this proclamation, and Elizabethas alleged knowledge
that her ancestorsa tombs had suffered damage, that has
led scholars to attribute the renovation of the Fothering-
hay tombs in 1573 to the Queen of England. Sofija Matich
then provided a highly detailed cross-examination of the
tombsa heraldic decoration, material composition and
sculptural techniques with similarly styled sixteenth-
century monuments in Buckinghamshire and Northamp-
tonshire. Based on this broad study of sculptural work
and tomb designs, Matich challenged the assumption that
Queen Elizabeth oversaw the construction of the Fother-
inghay tombs. Sir Edmund Brudenell 4 son of a Merchant
Stapler, a third-generation landowner, and commissioner
of the Queenis ancestral family burials 4 emerged as a
more likely candidate, and perhaps completed the work
with a skilled group of sculptors who were working on
his house at that time.

The symposium concluded with a highly productive
aRound tabled where the audience sat around physical
evidence of parish material culture: a fifteenth-century
oak Mary Magdalen sculpture and an early sixteenth-
century oak bust of God the Father. Don White began
by inviting delegates to comment on, and perhaps better



