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. 	 SOME 
NORMAN DOORWAYS IN CAMBRIDGSHIRE 

AND HUNTINGDONSHIRE, 

DISPLAYING SCUT1PTURED TYMPAIVA. 

The influence ofScandinavian art which made its way 
into this country, mainly it may be assumed by means of 
the incursions of the Danes, is a conspicuous feature in 
the church architecture. of the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. The rounded arch set in a principal door-
way, often deep and rich, formed by a succession, in 
many cases, of receding arches, springing from rectangu-
lar iambs and detached shafts, frequently is found to 

. exhibit above the arch, a semi-circular sculptured stone 
or lymj5anum. This is sometimes only slightly decorated 
with some simple pattern of conventional character, at 
other times it is elaborately carved, graven in bas relief 
with allegorical or scriptural subjects of singular and 
unique design. Possibly it is owing in no small degree 
to the comparative obscurity of the greater number of 
the places where such Eympana occur, and the distance 
of the church from the main road, that the few remaining 
examples are still with us. 

The character of this early Norman sculpture is in 
• 'striking contrast to that of the subsequent centuries, and 

although at times indications of symbolic caricature in 
many forms of art, more or less grotesque, are not want-
ing, we have nothing that will compare with it, or that 
conveys the like impression of bewilderment at the 
strangeness of the conception, to say nothing of the cru 
dities of the art. 

It is a matter of no small wonder that so many of 
these inconceivably curious specimens of the stone-
carver's art, should so long hav adorned our church 
exteriors, while their preservation in a state of surprising 
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, 	 freshness is equally astonishing. Although church reno 
vatbrs have frequently shown slight sympathy with the 
work of those who have preceded them, and often have 
not scrupled to make havoc of what their own intelligence 
could either not grasp or endure, or their skill emulate, 

. 	 C it is a cause for congratulation that such interçsting 	
S 

. 	 objects as the Norman 1yrnana . remain in sufficient 
5) 	. 	number to allow of distinct and methodical t reatment.* 	S  

S 

	

	 • The existence of this class of sculpture, specially in a 
district over-run by Danes, points to a period not long . 	
subsequent to the close of the Danish 

'
incursion.t The 

	

S 	 locality however would doubtless long retain its hold 
: 	 UPOU legendary matter, and stories of wonder and heroic 

tales would .be recounted as the ages rolled on. The ' 	 S  

S S 	 S 	Northrnen who so persistently troubled this country left 
•S S 	 S 	

their abiding mark upon its life in ways that greatly in- 
fluenced the generations that, followed. 

	

S 	 It is important to observe that just as there is an 
apparent linking together of the art of Saxon and Nor- 

.] 	

S 	
man times, under what I conceive to have been Scandi- 	 S  

S navian influence, so the transition to the Early English 
period is a marked feature in the later examples of 
Eymj5ana, e.g. at Southoe and Folkesworth, Hunts. 

	

- 	There is little further advance in a like direction so far 
as later times are concerned, and in such cases the subject 

S 	 of the sculpture is on distinctly medi2eval. lines. 
There are in Cambridgeshire six examples that have 

- been duly noted of Norman tymana, viz. Ely (2,) , BolEis-
12am, Duxford Si. 7olzn, Kiriling, and Pamfti/ord. Those 
of Ely Cathedral are well kndwn and have frequently 
been described and illustrated. Bottisham, Duxford St. 
John and Kirtling, although interesting each in its way, 
must be passed without further notice. The Pampis/ord 

Since the preparation of this paper, Mr. C. E: Keyser has issued an 
elaborate and finely illustrated treatise on Norman Tympana and Linlels 
(London: Elliot Stock). We are indebted to hispublisher for the loan of 
the process blocks from which the three illustrations accompanying this 
paper are drawn. 

f In 870 the Danes. devastated East Anglia and Mercia. Then Ely and 
Crowland fell. 

I would instance the sculpture of the Assumption of the B.V.M. above - 
the west door at Over Church, Cambs., which is a case in point. 
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example at the Church of St. John Baptist i one that 
merits particular attention owing to the subject and 

	

. 	-singularity of treatment. It points to the probability of 

	

- 	such /ympantzbeiiig dedicàz1ion stones. In. this instance 
the several figures, as may be seen in the illustration, 

. are supposed to represent passages in the ministry of St. . 

	

. 	 . 

 

John.the Baptist, conspicuous among I he emblems being 
the executioner's bl ock.* . 

HufttIngdonshire affords several examples of special 
interest prominent among which are those of S/ow Longa 
(St Botolph) and LiE1e Paxz1on (St. James), both of which 
are  here illustrated, At thejormer (over south door of 

S 
 chancel), a mermaidt , iith iplifted hands appears in 

bröàd contrast to the animal forms on either side, that 
on the right having the curious leaf terminalion to the 

. tail and left forefoot, which latter is raised in a backward 
direction. The animal on the left side has the feet up-
lifted, one of which is placed over a cross-marked stone, 

. presumably an5altar. It has been suggested that Isaiah 
xiii,21, offers an interpretation of this singular device, 

	

S 	 lint with little show of probability. Another less likely 
S 	 explanation put forward is that it represents St. Brendan 

	

: 	preaching to beasts and fishes4 A far more reasonable • 
S solution may be found in connection with the Jife of the 

saint to whom the church is dedicated (St. Botolph). 
Following the lead of an old chronicler, St. Botolph 
when he founded the town of Boston encountered the 

. S 
	 • • develen, nickêrs 	water ghosts, which may be repre 

	

. . 	 S  • 	 sented in the peculiar figures of this sculpture. This 
$ 

	

	 conjecture appears the more reasonable when the relation 
of . the neighbourhood with the county and diocese of 

. TheChurch of Syston, Liiicoliishire, has a lintel which contains nine 
figures similarly placed under semi-circular arches. 

f The mermaid appears in Scandinavian mythology and was belived in 
as an pbject of natural history. A miserere carving at Lincoln has this very 
frequent subject finely depicted. S S 

The legend of St. Brendan makes the whale to represent the devil luring 
lesser fish to 'their destruction. 	 ' 

The suggestion, made sometime after the Society's gathering at Stow 
Longa, at once approved itself to my mind, and I have little doubt but that 
it is a correct interpretation. It supports the dedication theory which I 

- 	urge as applicable in most cases, if not in all. - - 

	 S 



: 	

14 

 $ 	I 	 - 

rii

z  

z 
C 

0 
c/TA 

z 

z 

0 
z 





z 
C 

z 

z 

C 

(71 

z 

z 



i 	, 



SOME NORMAN DOORWAYS DISPLAYING TYMPANA. 101 

: 	 I4ncoln is considered. 	The legendary lore of the dis 
trict, relating to saints having a local reputation helps 
to explain much that is otherwise enigmatical. Although 

, little that is trustworthy is known of St. • Botolph, a life 
ofthe sdnt was written by Folchard, abbot of Thorney 
in io68 which serves to bring into close relationship St. 
Botolph's influence in the neighbourhood. "A God-
forsaken devil-possessed spot," w&read, was the swamp 
in the Lincoliishire fen that suited his requirements, and 
afforded him the desired opportunity for the better rend-
ering service to God and man.t Early writers speak of 
the hideous monsters, devils in weird animal form, that 
abode in the fen country. Subsequent history recounts • 
past horrors in a spirit of devout thankfulness on account 
of deliverance. St. Botolph it may be mentioned has a 
place in the Scandinavian runic kalendar as well as in 
Roman, Anglican and other uses. A region of stag 
nant waters and oozy mud, at one time the abode of the 
mammoth and other extinct forms of animal life, suggest-
ed, by an easy process of reasoning the evil influence aris-
ing froni a mire of corruption, that could be best counter- 

. 	 acted by the cleansing agency of a saintly life. 
At Li1le Paxton (over the south doo r of the nave) the 

ly7110anum displays the cross within a large citcle, promi 

J . . nently placed in the centre of the device. To the right 
is a prancing animal form with a smallr beast having a 
human head, below the forelegs of the larger animal. 
The frocked figure of a man with a huge head, closely 
capped, holds in one hand. a cross-tipped staff, or it may 
be a weapon ; his other (distorted) arm is over a bowed or 
kneeling animal form. Above the man's head is what 
closely resembles a disconnected tuft or crest falling to 
the right, but this I suspect is intended for the manus 
Del, or, right hand of God, a token of divine blessing and 
support in tri1, often seen in early sculpture. The idea 

* Stow-cuni-Spaidwick belongs to a Lincoinprebend. Little Paxton also, 
and Toseland (chapeiries to Great Paxton) appertain to the chapter of 
Lincoln Cathedral. 

t So the fens of Lincolushire glory in Guthlac the hermit of Croyland. 
The carved misereres at Bostbn will elucidate St. Botolph's surroundings. 
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conveyed, doubtless rests upon some legend at the time 
current in the Church. if led as lambs to the slaughter 
the faithful are assured Of divine protection. The object 
held in the hand is not, I should say, designed for a crosier, 
neither am I inclined to regard the figure as intended 
for an unknown archbishop. Rather I take the subject 
as conveying the lesson of St. James" martyrdom (Ads. 

- xii. 1 9  2), suggestive of the dedication of the church. The 
animal with wide open mouth has the peculiar contour 
at the end ofa -long tail as previously noted. 

While it may be difficult for us to reconcile the strange 
association of grotesques with figures evidentiy drawn 

. from sacred story, yet christian truth was thus enshrined 
in these blocks of carved stone so as to be read in .those 

' far off days by the passer by, and offered no such incon-
gruity as that which now presents itself to us. 

We are told that it is to the Bes/aries we must look 
for interpretation of the strange representations so often 

. .. seen in the sculptured tyrnana. For rnq own part I 
pay but little attention to this assumption. The source 
•named may have suggested form, it can hardly be said 
to have . conveyed inspiration or meaning. A moral 
doubtless underlies the mere form ; even through dis- 
torted nature we may perMps by patient investigation, 
discover for ourselves, if not the precise hidden meaning, 
at all events the medium that conveyed a kind of 
spiritual instruction. It will be found less difficult than - 	at first sight might be imagined to formulate by means 

- 	of quaint animal forms, &c., a story that shall appeal to • 
the faith as well as to the fancy of an inquirer. To the 
men. of old time, swayed by the power of association 
with the past, corrupt though it was, such pictures of 
strange beings and things must have been full of mean-
ing. The state of paganism through which they had 
been brought was fruitful in imagination; every variety 

• of malformation in the animal and vegetable world, at 
one time made to minister to the worst passions, had to 

Recliaria, illustrated accounts of beasts. In this early form, information 
(largely mythical), as to the mysteries of ciëation was mainly conveyed 
to the understandings of our ancestors.. 
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be  brought to bay where complete subjugation was 
found impossible. Saxon life and feeling only, very 
gradually fell away. In transferring their affections 	. 
from Pagan divinities to the faith of Christ, this peóple . 
subjected themselves to no inconsTiderable deprivation. 
Strife between the powers of & good and evil displayed 
in so many forms of early sculpture, was a visible 
embodiment of the conflict between Christianity and 
Paganism, and however strange some of the conceits 
may appear there can be no question as to their effective-
ness. The traditions and observances of a corrupt age, 
passing into a, period of purer belief and prctice, were 

. cherished only so long as bye-gone influence told in 
their favour. Ancient superstitions indeed were so 
deeply rooted in the beliefs of our forefathers that the 

. way towards Christianity was 7 only jendered passable 
by some tangible adhesion to existing forms. No long-
er,  than circumstances compelled was reliance placed 

. upon charms, omens and the like, but the workings of 
ancient superstition were only relinquished by a process 
of natural decay. Relics of the older faiths are largely 
lost in those unrecognizable forms, evolved out of the 
Mreird imaginatidn of the race, which we trace in early 
sculpture, but even the scroll pattern and cable ornament-

. ation of the Scandinavian and Celtic type, so often pre-
sent in early decorative work, are illustrative ofsomething 
much more elevated than pictorial effort. If we do not 
actually .possess the key of such a system of symbolism 
(and  its underlying meaning is to a great extent con- 

. . fessedly beyond us), we yet are able to fashion for Our- ' 
. selves much that is not wholly without significance. 
Later on, in medival days, when church life was 
vigorou,s and its presentation of doctrine ornate, facts 
and ideas were not uncommonly pourtrayed under 
fanciful guise that often bear resemblance to the devices 
of remoter times. The well known. Agnus Del repre 
sentation that figures so largely in quaint Eympana (a corn- - 
promise doubtless between some heathen cult and a 
recognized christian emblem), is a case in point; also the 
dragon, which so often occurs, is prominent in the painted 
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Doom and elsewhere. Other like instances will be easily 
called to mind. 
' I have no space to deal with the remaining Hunting-
donshire examples of Norman z'yrnftana and doorways, 
details of which I furnished in the paper originally pre-
pared by me and read in part at a meeting of the Cambs., 
and Hunts., Archological Society,* viz. : Bury, Coving-
ton, FolkswOrth, Toseland, Southoe and Stibbington.' 
Only one of these, Covington All Saints, bears human 
or animal figures. The subject (north door of nave) is 
that of two rams (?) butting at each other, an instance 
that wrnild seem to offer no sort of explanation capable 
of carrying moral or religious truth ; possibly it is 
allegorical of the contest that can only be ended when 
combat between the evil and the good ceases. ' The 
animosity of "the Lion and the Unicorn " will occur to 
our minds as a latter day embodiment of like import, 
albeit of lesser significance. 

After all, it is perhaps to the mythical element in 
classic story that we ought ultimately to turn in our 
desire to unravel the allegory frequently present in 
lympana. The legendary transformations found in the 
Melarnorphoses of Ovid furnish us with abundant illus-
tration. I have refrained from exact allusion, and content 
myself with making the suggestion for what it is worth. 
It is enough to point to the broad fact of figurative 
display, which for ages, in a diversified and well-nigh 
endless fashion, has responde1 to the call of man's 
imaginative faculty. 

C. H. EVIMYN-WHITE, F.S.A. 

- 	June 23rd, 1903- 
t I am indebted to Mr. S. Inskip Ladds for an excellent set of photographs 

of these several doorways. I only regret my inability to have them repro 
duced here. - 


