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SOME NOTES ON CHAPTER-HOUSES

By the Rev. W. A. Wickham, Vicar of
St. Andrew's, Wigan.

Read sth and 19th December 1912.

WH EN one visits our English cathedrals or
the ruins of ancient conventual buildings,
the chapter-house is generally pointed out, and is
found to be at least one of the most interesting
of the subsidiary parts of the place. At Norwich,
Winchester, Peterborough, Carlisle, Rochester, Here-
ford, the chapter-houses are destroyed. At West-
minster, York, Lincoln, Salisbury, Wells, Southwell,
and Chester, they are particularly striking features
as one walks round the exterior of the buildings. At
Durham, Oxford, and elsewhere they are less in
evidence, but not less interesting. In this paper
we deal with chapter-houses, not, of course, in an
exhaustive or complete, but, necessarily, in a frag-
mentary way. We offer it only as “ Notes” on
the subject, which, so far as we are aware, has
not yet been dealt with, as well it might be, in a
separate treatise. We must say at the outset that
we have tried to be exact in the matter of dates
and measurements, but we are quite prepared to
have serious errors pointed out. We have found
it most difficult to obtain information which was
apparently trustworthy, different writers (equally
authoritative) giving different figures, and some-
times the same writer different figures in different
places in his book!
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The subject of the chapter-house should be
one of special interest to this society, because in
Lancashire and Cheshire we have, at Chester and
Furness, two of the finest of the rectangular chapter-
houses ; at Cockersand, one of the earliest of the,
comparatively speaking, few polygonal houses, and
at Manchester, one of the latest of them. We
have also the interesting Norman chapter-house at
Birkenhead. At most of the other religious houses
in the two counties, every trace of the chapter-
house has vanished. At Whalley Abbey an en-
trance doorway remains, Perpendicular in style,
with an opening on either side of it; but the expert
who wrote the account of Whalley in the Victoria
County History of Lancashive is unable to decide
whether it is the doorway into the chapter-house,
or only into a vestibule to the west of it. The
latter supposition seems the more likely.

I. DERIVATION AND EARLY USE OF
“CHAPTER” AND “CHAPTER-HOUSE"”

In the long index to Bingham’s Orzgzues, the
words “Chapter” and ¢ Chapter-house” find no
place. But he says that the apszs stood at the
upper end of the chancel, and that it was by some
writers called evedra, a word that signifies “any
arched or spherical building, like the canopy of
heaven, to which St. Jerome applies the name of
apsis.” He says further that “ Du Fresne thinks
it is also called exedra by St. Austin, who says the
conference between the Catholics and Emeritus,
the Donatist bishop, was held in the exedra of
the church, which he interprets the place where the
bishop and presbyters had their usual residence
[z.e. seats] in the upper end of the bema beyond
the altar. But Valesius and other learned men
take exedra here, in the common sense, for one of
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the outer buildings of the church. And it is not
easy to determine so nice a controversy between
them.” Possibly from this passage in Bingham,
published between 1708 and 1722, the opinion has
arisen that the apse was the parent of the chapter-
house. At any rate that opinion, which really finds
but little support in Bingham, is very generally held
by experts. And as one stands before that ‘‘ simple
and stern semicircular recess [at Torcello], filled
beneath by three ranks of seats, raised one above
the other, for the bishop and presbyters . . .”—
those ‘““stern ledges that sweep round the altar
at Torcello,”! one can readily believe that in the
early times before the eleventh century the apse
was often used as the meeting-place of the bishop
and his clergy, of the abbot and his monks.

The word “ Chapter” is said in N.E.D. to be
a later, syncopated form of chapiter, O.F. ckapitre,
earlier chapitle : L. capitulum, dim. of caput. The
Dictionary quotes from the Dictionary of Christian
Amntiguaties (1. 288/1) the following :

“From the last-mentioned usage (the capitula of a monastic
rule) coupled with the practice of reading a capitulum or chapter
of the Rule, or (as was St. Augustine’s practice) of the Scriptures,
to the assembled canons or monks, the assembled canons or

monks themselves came to be called, in a body, the capitulum or
chapter, and their meeting-place the chapter-house.”

A reference is given to Ducange, Glossarium, and
on turning to this we find the following (art. Capi-
tulum), “Locus in quem conveniunt monachi et
canonici, sic dictum, inquit Papias,® quod caprtule
ibi legantur.” He explains capztula as chapters of
the Rule, or of the Martyrology. He quotes from
the Vita S. Benedicti Anian., ¢. A.D. 817, the word
used thus, “ Fratribus vero sibi subjectis omni hora,
in nocturnis scilicet, in capitulo, in refectorio pabula

 Ruskin, Stones of Venice : * Torcello.”
* Papias was a Lombard who compiled a Glossary, ¢. 1050.

K
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vite prebebat.” The N.E.D. gives instances of
the use of the word *“ Chapter-house,” ¢. 1122—O.E.
Chron. an. 1116, “ Baernda eall thet mynstre of
Burh, and eallee tha husas butan se Captelhus and
se Slepperne”; 1377—Lang., P. Pl B. v. 174, “If
I telle any tales . . . am chalanged in the chapitel
hous”; ¢. 1394—P. PL. Crede, 199, “ Thanne was
the chaptire-hous wroust as a greet chirche.,” In
1562 the word “ Chapter” was used (as it is now)
of meetings of the kings-of-arms, and in 1681 it
was used of meetings of the Order of the Garter,
as it was in the present year when King George
held a “chapter” of the knights at Windsor.

Archbishop Benson? says, “ The name chapter
(capitulum) designates this body [ze. the bishop’s
council], but it became fashionable only with the
popularity of the monastic orders from whom it
was adopted.” Sub-Dean Wordsworth® defines
capicium as ““ the chevet or east end of the church,”
and capitulum as “the chevet, or eastern head of
the church. In later times the name was applied
to the chapter-house. . . . The word is, of course,
used also most commonly for the chapter or body
of canons. . . .” He quotes from the Customs of
Lichfield Cathedral, “ Choir enters chapter [-house]
and Martiloge is read there.”* That was cizca
1190-1250. He adds a footnote, “ The chapter-
house at Lichfield was built ¢z7ca 1240. It may
be questioned whether in this and like instances
‘ capitulum’ had as yet acquired its connotation of
locality.” But the passage from the Life of St.
Benedict (Ducange), and that from the O.E. Chron.
(V.E.D.) quoted above tells against this, as does
also the use of the word in the French Life of
Edward the Confessor, quoted below on p. 175.

! Daily Mail, June 11, 1912.
2 The Cathedral, p. 45.

3 Noles on Medieval Services, p. 124.
4 1bid., p. 99.
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Mr. Wordsworth also quotes from the Treasurer’s
Inventory, A.n. 1214-1222: “Item cortine ii in
capitulo,”* and adds this note, “ Observe this local
reference to a ‘ capitulum’ before the chapter-house
was built at Salisbury.” But there was probably
a chapter-house at Old Sarum. The first stone
of the Lady chapel of New Sarum, the part of
the cathedral first built, was laid in 1220. So the
‘capitulo’ of the Inventory must have been that at
Old Sarum, for it was a list of the things found
in the treasury in 1214, and #4en received by
Abraham, the treasurer. The list was written out
in 1220. It is unnecessary to say more as to the
derivation and early use of the words *chapter”
and * chapter-house.”

1I. THE CHAPTER-HOUSE

The chapter-house is the special home and
meeting-place of the chapter in cathedral, collegiate,
and monastic foundations. It is to the chapter
what the town-hall is to the borough or city—the
building which represents its dignity and authority.
Consequently one finds that it stands scarcely
second to the church in beauty of construction and
in the reverence with which it is treated.®? It is
“an absolutely indispensable part of any extensive
ecclesiastical establishment, and in almost every
case is more carefully designed, and more elabo-
rately ornamented, than the church itself, its only
inferiority being size.”®

The Chichester Lady chapel (1288-1305) and the

1 Salisbury Cerémonies and Processions, p. 176.

2 “In toto corpore ecclesiz, preter illum ubi altare constituitur,
nullus locus est sanctior Capitulo, nullus reverentia dignior, nullus
diabolo remotior, nullus Deo proximior . . .”; Helinandus Monach.,
qu. Ducange, Gloss. Ducange gives instances of chapter-houses in
which lamps burned, out of reverence, at all times.

® Fergusson, Handbook, p. 885 ; qu. Lubké, p. 277.
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Chester chapter-house (1240) may be compared, as
being similar in style and treatment, and nearly equal
in beauty. The former measures 62.2 X 20.7 ft.,
and the latter 50 X 26 + 25 ft., but before it stands a
vestibule measuring 33.4 X 27.4+12.9 ft. Again at
Salisbury the chapter-house measures 58 dia. + 52 ft.,
and the Lady chapel 68.6 X 37 X 39.9 ft., and in
elaboration of treatment the chapter-house certainly
takes the first place. One must go to Southwell
and study the extreme beauty of its elaborate
ornamentation before one can rightly appreciate
the place of the chapter-house in medizval Church
thought.

One is taught the same thing, though in a
different way, by the approach to the chapter-house.
Not unfrequently there was a noble vestibule of
greater or lesser depth; shallow, perhaps, like that
at Winchester, of which only the five grand western
arches remain (reminding one of Vézelay), or
deeper, like the beautiful one, with its three alleys,
at Chester. Then there were the doorways of
vestibule or chapter-house — very dignified in
Norman times, as at Fountains, Haughmond,
Wenlock, Oxford, and elsewhere; the doorway
itself generally of four or five orders, richly orna-
mented, and, as a rule, flanked by two similar
arches or windows. Then, in the later chapter-
houses, when there were no longer the lateral
openings, the single entrance was generally divided
into two, sometimes very rich in decoration, as at
Westminster, and more especially at Southwell (the
beauty of which must be seen to be believed), or
at least beautiful in outline, if less intricate in detail,
as at Wells.

Again, one realises the dignity of the chapter-
house at Salisbury, distinguished by its cloister and
yew trees; at Westminster ; and more especially at
Lincoln, where the chapter-house stands, a thing
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of majesty as well as of beauty, supported on its
north, south, and east sides by strong and wide-
spreading, flying buttresses, an ‘apostolic after-
thought,” like its vault! and the noble cloister
which guards it on the west (that being the only
proper function or razson d'étre of this cloister,
since Lincoln was never a conventual church), and
approached through a doorway of delicate beauty
by an ample vestibule, which is indeed a part of it,
since there is no doorway, as at Chester, between
vestibule and chapter-house.? A reference to the
ground plan of Lincoln cathedral will show in a
striking way what an important part of the build-
ing the chapter-house was considered to be. A
reference to the ground plan of Chester cathedral
(and indeed to that of many another) will make the
same thing clear.

III. THE CHAPTER

The importance of the chapter-house is the result
and expression of the importance of the chapter,
whether diocesan or monasticc. The monastic
chapter was the solemn assembly of the community
for worship, deliberation, discipline, or instruction.
The diocesan chapter was the bishop’s council and
the diocesan parliament. * Cathedrals,” says
Hooker,® “are glasses wherein we see the face of
antiquity,” and no part of the cathedral reflects a
clearer image of olden times than the chapter-house.
Archbishop Benson in his well-known bock on 7%e
Cathedral (p. 112) says:

¢“The theory of episcopal unity is nowhere so baldly stated
as in the Ignatian Epistles [¢. A.D. 110]. But by unity they

Y Cf. Journal R.1.B.A4., 10th Dec. 1910, p. 97.

? It is exactly what one would expect to find as the dignified home
of “the most glorious and vastest of all chapters” (Mag. Vit. S.
Hugonis, iii. 8 ; qu. Benson, Catkedral, p. 8).

3 Works, vi1,, vil. 2,
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do not mean #solation. What they dwell on is the bishop’s
harmonious action with his preséyzery, ‘the precious circlet of
the presbytery,” ‘the council board of God’; that is practically
the committee of the nearest gravest clergy.”

Elsewhere (p. 45) he speaks of :

“The exceeding antiquity of the cathedral institution. . . .
It is not possible to point to any episcopal chair which is not
at once seen surrounded by its ‘senatus,’ its ‘presbytery,’
‘council,’ or ‘cardinals.’”

He does indeed consider it ‘“ uncritical ” to connect
the cathedral chapters, as was formerly done, ““in
the way of historical descent,” with the arrange-
ments made by St. Augustine of Hippo® (a.p. 354~
430):

“Yet it would be equally uncritical to say that the example
of Augustine was not commonly present to the minds of the
societies of the eighth or ninth centuries.” . .. “The term
canonici, i.e. ‘inscribed on the canon, matricula, or album of
the church,’ is said not to occur before the sixth century, but

the associates so called did not differ materially from earlier
societies.”

The archbishop’s book is worthy of the most
careful study. He writes as an expert and an
enthusiast. He shows that the chapter are the
“fratres episcopi,” his consi/ium, the ‘“senate of
their diocese,” of which the bishop himself is the
“ principalis pars,” and the “ culmen” of their own
dignities. He points out that this, and not so
much the maintenance of divine worship or of
their many-sided work, is their »azson d’étre.

““ What is ‘essential’ is briefly that they be ‘the senate of the

diocese,’ whose duty is ‘to aid the bishop when the see is filled,
to supply his place when it is vacant.’” 2

Again and again does he insist upon and prove
this. He also points out (p. 69) that

“the acts of a chapter have no validity except their meetings are
held in the chapter-house,” and that “the bishop had no right

1 Serm. i., ad Pop. Hippon. ? Op. cit., p. 52.
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to require their presence elsewhere. When he summoned them
he was bound to meet them in the chapter-house.”

When St. Hugh was elected in London to the
bishopric of Lincoln he refused to acknowledge his
election until it had been freely and freshly made
in the chapter-house of the diocese: “ Not,” says
he, “in a royal palace, or in a pontifical council,
but in its own chapter-house must a church bishop
be elected."?

And so we are able the better to understand the
magnificence and importance of the chapter-houses
of many of our cathedrals. Far smaller and simpler
rooms would have served the purpose for which these
were built, but they would have been considered un-
worthy of the great principle which the grander
building so well expressed. The case is not other-
wise with the monasteries. The chapter-house
stood for the community in council—its power, its
dignity, its resources, temporal and spiritual. Hence
it must be “ very magnifical.”

IV. COMPOSITION OF CHAPTER

In cathedral churches the chapter was composed
of the body of “canons,” presided over by the dean,
and provided with certain officers or * dignitates.”
The dean’s stall in the choir was on the south side
(return-stalls), and the precentor occupied the corre-
sponding stall on the north. The chancellor sat in
the east end stall on the south side, and the treasurer
in the east end stall on the north. These four were
called the “Oculi Chori.” The precentor, second
to the dean, had special charge of the services, and
of the ¢ song schools,” both of the cathedral and in
the diocese. The chancellor was responsible for
the grammar schools of the city and county; *he

! Mag. Vita S. Hugonis, c. ii. ; qu. Benson, p. 69.
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was, in fact, a minister of education.”? He was
responsible also for the preaching and lectures in
the cathedral, and for the training of candidates for
holy orders. He had also charge of the library, and
was the custodian of the muniments, and of the
seal. The treasurer had charge of the cathedral
funds. He was the “ man of business,” responsible
also for the great * treasures” which the medizval
cathedrals possessed, and for the administration of
the lavish cathedral and diocesan charities. The
dean was the president of the chapter. At Exeter
there was no dean for some two centuries after the
cathedral was founded.® The dean’s office was no
sinecure. His functions “lay in the general ad-
ministration of the estates, the holding of the courts,
and the visitation of the numerous churches and
arishes.” There were sometimes complications
getween the dean and chapter, as at Lincoln?® in
1440, where Dean Mackworth (chancellor to the
Prince of Wales) was called over the coals by
Bishop Alnwick,

‘““the last of many such trials . . . on nearly all the articles the
dean was shown to have been the aggressor, and in the wrong
. . . the abuses and irregularities are described as of long stand-
ing, and as having grown up, says the judge, ‘ mainly owing to
the non-residence of the dean.” Yet nothing can exceed the
delicacy with which ‘dominus decanus’ is treated.” . . . [The
dean’s] * powers were always great but indefinite. . . . He was
simply pre-eminent. Older than Grossteste was the gradual
assumption of that place with respect to the chapter, which
belonged originally to the bishop, but which it rarely seemed
worth the bishop’s while to battle for.” ¢

A very interesting and amusing canon of Florence
once told us of how the Italian Government had
confiscated, as a ripe plum, the revenues of the

! Benson, Catkedral, p. 30.
* Benson, gp. cit., 155.

* Benson, op. cit., 18.

* Benson, op. cit., 41.
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deanery of Florence, and so brought it about that
the chapter there was presided over by the senior
canon. He did not in the least regret the abolition
of the dean, who was a tyrant, and had the power of
inspecting the lockers of all the canons!?

The dean of Lincoln in medizval times,

“about 30 times a year, gave a ‘ honorificus pastus’ in his own
house to all the choir and all the vicars, with a view to making
‘life and work more pleasant to them.’”

He was expected to preside at the feast.* So much
for the dean. Then there were the archdeacons,
the ““bishop’s eyes,” as they were called, whose
jurisdiction was exterior to the cathedral,’ and whose
rank in the chapter differed in different cathedrals.
Then finally came the canons, called ‘ preben-
daries,” * if endowed with pr@benda or estates, each
having a “ vicar” to act as his substitute in choir.

“The prebendaries and officers formed the chapter. There
was no line drawn between little chapter and grand chapter.
There was only one body. Whatever portion of this met, accord-
ing to rule, in the chapter-house, was a ‘chapter.” They abso-
lutely elected their dean, and nominally their bishop.” ®

Grosseteste claimed rightly and successfully that
the bishop was part and parcel of the chapter,® but
there was certain chapter business with which he
was not allowed to interfere.

Such, then, was the “chapter” of an English
cathedral, whose place of meeting was the chapter-
house, the outward.and visible sign (as we have
already seen) of their office and dignity.

! The canons of Florence are all “monsignori,” 7.e. they rank as
prelates, and wear the amethyst ring. This privilege was egiw:n to

them centuries ago by one of their number, who was raised to the

popedom.
Benson, 0p. cit., 40.
* Benson, gp. cit., 34.
* In medizval times. Now a “prebendary” is generally the holder
of a disendowed canonry.
* Benson, 0p. cit., 24, 25.
¢ Jbid., 24, note.
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V. THE USE OF THE CHAPTER-HOUSE

In Dean Church’s Life of St. Anselm, truly a
model of religious biography, is an interesting
and scholarly chapter on the “Discipline of a
Norman Monastery.” He says (p. 51) that the
chapter-house of a monastery was

“the place of business for the whole community; and for its
members, it was the place for mutual instruction, for hearing
advice, maintaining discipline, making complaints, confessing
faults, passing judgments, accepting punishment. Every morn-
ing, in ordinary seasons, after the prayers of the third hour and
the morning mass, the community ‘held a chapter’ A bell
rang, and all the brethren, whatever they were doing, gathered
in the choir, and proceeded to the chapter-house.”

For a careful description of what took place there
we must refer to Dean Church’s pleasant pages.
The furniture of the chapter-house was simple.
A stone bench, sometimes quite plain, sometimes
ornamented with quatrefoils, as at Bolton (sometimes
double or triple, as at Fountains) ran round the
walls, and there was a seat of greater dignity for
the president (as at Canterbury, Durham, and Elgin)
—bishop, dean or abbot—in the centre of the side
opposite to the door, with the crucifix or mayestas
over it. In the centre was a pulpit or lectern? to

! See also Mr. Mackenzie Walcott’s Englisk Minsters,vol. i. pp. 38
and f, and Dom Gasquet's English Monastic [:ﬂ{fe, pPp. 121 and f.
Fuller, Church History of Britain, vol. ii. pp. 170 fi,, gives an account
of the different parts of an abbey, going into detail. He mentions the
gate-house, the refectorium, the locutorium or parlour, oriolium, a
dining-room for monks, “rather distempered than diseased,” dormi-
torium, lavatorium, scriptorium, the library, cloisters, the different
parts of the church, the eleémosynaria or almonry, sanctuarium,
infirmarium, stables, Zetrum et fortem carcerem (prison), the cow-house,
swine-sty, grange. But, curiously enough, he does not mention the
capitulum or chapter-house. This is the more curious since he refers
constantly (as to his authority) to the book /n witis viginti-trium
abbatum de Sto. Albano, where there certainly was a chapter-house.

* This lectern is shown 77z sifu in an interesting plate (opposite
p.126) in Dom Gasquet’s book, At Elgin a desk was part of the
central pillar,
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hold the book of the reader of the Martyrology,
or the splendidly-illuminated and covered book of
the Gospels used ' when oaths were administered.
The treasurer of Lincoln was to provide natfas
(mats) for the chapter-house and vestibule as well
as for the choir, and in 1271 we find that he paid
viijd. for some iz parvo capitulo, i.e. (?) the vesti-
bule. These may have been for the floor or for
the cold stone seats.?

Although the chapter-house was, as we have seen,
regarded with great reverence, it was rather a place
for business than for worship. Certain prayers
were no doubt said there, and it has been supposed
that the daily “ Chapter Mass” was offered there.
In some chapter-houses there may be traces of an
altar.’ But Sub-Dean Wordsworth * quotes the late
Mr. Micklethwaite, ‘“than whom none can speak
with higher authority in matters of ecclesiology,”
as saying : ’

“ Missa in Capitulo was not in any way connected with the
chapter-kouse. The English secular chapter-houses have in no
case any preparation for an altar, Nor have those of the

greater regular orders. I will not be absolutely sure about the
Carthusians, because no English Carthusian chapter-house re-

1 Cf. Wordsworth, Mediaval Services, 291.

* Wordsworth, Medieval Services, pp. 193-298. “There was also
in the chapter-house a cresset which was always burning ; and in the
dark evenings of winter, when the gorﬁzor lucerne led the novices to
supper in the refectory, or walked before them to their dormitory,
he was directed to light his lantern at this cresset, and to leave it
there when his duties were ended.” Stewart, Ely Cathedral, p. 278.
Cf. Gale, i. 105, qu. M. Walcott, Ck. and Convent. Arrang., p. 152,
“Luminare s. Lampas pendens in capitulo, antequam campana
collationis incipiat pulsari, debet accend), et continue ardere usque
quo matutinis finitis dormitorium ascenderent monachi universi.”

* At Ripon the chapter-house and the vestry to the east of it are built
over the Norman crypt. They are a fragment of the earlier church.
The vaulting and columns are, however, early English, and the wall
now dividing the chapter-house from the vestry is a later insertion,
and cuts through the vaulting. The vestry ends in a Norman apse
(1070-1100). This may possibly have been for an altar. Cf, Builder,
February 4, 1893, p. 91.

¢ Medieval Services, p. 190.







