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SOME HERALDIC WOOD-CARVINGS

By Philip Nelson, M.D., F.S.A.

Read 25th November 1915

FROM time to time I have become possessed 
of examples of mediaeval wood-carvings of 

a heraldic character and some of these would 
appear to be of sufficient interest to make them 
worthy of being placed upon record. In the 
following pages I have arranged the various 
examples in their chronological sequence, rather 
than from the point of view of their importance from 
an artistic or heraldic standpoint, and they may be 
thus described.

I. The first specimen is of the early part of the 
fourteenth century. It is carved on both sides, 
measures 25^ inches by 9, and apparently formed 
part of a domestic screen, such as served to cut off 
the lower end of the great hall from the view of 
those seated on the dais.

On the front, within a double border, occurs the 
following scene. At the extreme left-hand side is a 
mass of crenellated buildings, rising tier upon tier, 
having quatrefoil windows and round-headed door­ 
ways. The gateway, which is flanked by drum 
towers provided with arrow-slits, has the portcullis 
raised and one door open; the closed right-hand 
door being hung on elaborately curved hinges. 
Upon the right-hand side of these buildings are
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three female figures, that to the left, the best 
preserved, being dressed in a close-fitting gown, 
with long sleeves, over which is a long full surcoat, 
having wide-cut sleeve-holes, which she holds up 
with both hands. Upon her head is a kerchief, 
held in place by a fillet, which passes across her 
forehead. Above the figures are a number of 
triangular pennons, and in the midst of these is the 
oblong banner of a knight banneret, bearing the 
arms of the Trinnell family : Sable, two swords in 
saltire between three crowns argent. Upon the 
other side of this piece of screen is a castellated 
building, the walls of which are provided with 
numerous arrow-slits and two balconies. From one 
of these balconies, placed above a square window, 
fitted with bars, a man is looking out, whilst upon 
the other, which overlooks the gateway, is a 
woman, who appears to have been addressing a 
figure standing beneath.

II. The next carving, which formed part of a 
rood-screen, dates from the latter part of the 
fifteenth century, and when discovered still exhibited 
remains of its original colouring. The central 
shield, which bears the arms of Legh of Adlington, 
Azure, a silver roundel between three golden crowns 
(for Corona), is flanked on each side by a red shield, 
each shield bearing the letters T.H or H.T in 
monogram. This piece, which measures 23 inches 
by 9^-, was probably originally part of some Cheshire 
screen.

III. The third specimen, a portion of panelling, 
which measures 64^- inches by i ij, was discovered 
some years ago, at Docker Hall, Lancashire, during 
the execution of some repairs.

The fragment depicted, which is but a third of 
the original design, represents a lion rampant 
guardant cowed, standing upon an architectural 
bracket, supporting a shield, adorned with tasselled



III. Carving from Docker Hall.



II. Arms of Legh of Adlington,,

IV. Arms of Stokes.
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lambrequins, upon which the blazon, though not 
clear, appears to display lozenges. Above the 
shield are three elaborate cusped quatrefoils together 
with a charmingly carved rose-branch, the whole 
beneath an elaborate cusped and crocketed ogee 
canopy, supported upon double shafts, the outer of 
which is enhanced with fluted zigzags.

In the spandril above the canopy are two armed 
figures of knights, facing to the right. The full- 
length figure, which stands beneath a tall cusped 
and crocketed canopy, is in full plate-armour, over 
which is a short surcoat, with long pendant sleeves, 
while upon his head is a salade fitted with a mov­ 
able vizor. His gauntleted left hand rests upon 
the quillons of his sword, which hangs against his 
left thigh, his shield being suspended over his left 
shoulder by its guige. Beneath the figure there 
appear to be the remains of a dragon, the presence 
of which would of course denote St. George. The 
other, a half-length figure, wears a salade encircled 
with a cabled orle and has a standard of mail about 
the neck, over which flows his long hair. He has 
his right hand raised above the level of his shoulder, 
whilst he protects his body with a long shield having 
an invected top.

The date of this fine piece of carving would 
appear to be circa 1485.

IV. The large bench-end, which measures 48 
inches by 19^, is not quite complete, the presence 
of dowel-holes suggesting the loss of its carved 
finial. The carving, which is in very high relief, 
still displays traces of its original colouring and is 
divided into three portions. In the lower part, 
within a deeply sunk rectangular recess, is a 
shield a bouche, couche", surrounded by elaborately 
carved lambrequins, bearing the arms of the Stokes 
family, Vair, a chief gules. Above these arms is the 
half-length figure of a man, habited in a loose robe,
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trimmed with fur, round whose neck is a pendant 
chain of office and upon whose head is a chaperon. 
In his left hand he holds a scroll, whilst he lays his 
right hand upon his breast. The scroll, though no 
longer inscribed, would no doubt bear an inscription 
in honour of the Holy Name, such as FILI DEI, 
MISERERE MEI. Upon a blue scroll, inscribed in 
letters of gold, is IHESUS, which scroll, supported by 
two winged angels, habited in albes, crosses the 
upper part of the canopy which surmounts the 
central figure. This bench-end, which was probably 
originally in some church in Somersetshire, may 
commemorate the benefactions of some important 
member of the Stokes family, and would appear to 
date from the end of the fifteenth century.

V. This upper portion of a bench-end was 
originally in the private chapel of the bishops of 
Lincoln in the episcopal palace at Buckden, Hunts, 
and is represented as being therein, in a lithograph 
published by D. Rudge of Bedford, prior to the 
destruction of the chapel in 1838. The bench-end 
consists of a finial composed of five heraldic roses, 
beneath which are two demi-angels, habited in albes, 
issuing from clouds, each of whom holds with both 
hands a shield of arms which are carved thus: 
Argent, a cheveron sable between three roses gules 
barbed and seeded vert, these being the arms of 
William Smyth, bishop of Lincoln.

Bishop Smyth belonged to the family of Smyth 
of Cuerdley in the parish of Prescot, and was 
bishop of Lichfield, 1491-96, and subsequently 
bishop of Lincoln, 1496-1513, carrying out con­ 
siderable architectural works at Buckden, and 
doubtless the arms on this bench-end commemorate 
building executed there under his direction. He 
was not only an ecclesiastic of considerable eminence, 
but was, in conjunction with Sir Richard Sutton, 
co-founder of Brazenose College, Oxford. He died
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at Buckden, 2nd January 1514, and was interred in 
Lincoln Cathedral.

VI. The last specimen of screen-work came from 
Oxford, and has been apparently part of a parclose 
screen. It measures 46^ inches in width. The 
lower part was originally filled in with two panels,, 
the upper portion being divided into three arches, 
supported upon pillars variously carved, while in 
the centre of each arch is a shield of somewhat 
debased and rotund design. When stripped of the 
modern oil-paint with which it 
was coated when discovered, 
all the wood-work was found to 
have been coloured red, with 
the exception of the shields, 
each of which was white and had 
painted in black upon it the 
merchant's mark shown in the 
margin. This piece would 
appear to date from the com­ 
mencement of the sixteenth century, and is very 
similar to a screen preserved at Swine, in Yorkshire.


