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Srns IN THE CAMBRIDGE "LIFE OF THE 

CONFESSOR." 

By H. H. BRINDLEY, M.A., St John's College. 

(Read February -  23rd, 1914.) 

"La Estoire de Seint Aedward le Rei"(MS. EE. iii. 59) in 
the University Library, Cambridge, is a work written in 
Norman-French and dedicated to Eleanor of Provence, Queen 
of King Henry III.. The author is unknown; he was probably 
someone connected with the Abbey of Westminster. The work 
consists of 33 parchment leaves written in triple columns, and 
every page except the first has at its head a miniature, usually 
in two compartments. In the. centre is a rubrick description of 
the miniature in verse. The miniatures were drawn by the 
author, and the work may be dated c. 1245. These notes are 
taken from Luard' "Lives of Edward the Confessor," published 
in 1858, in which the text and a translation are printed. The 
miniatures have never been reproduced, with theexception of 
one which illustrates the "History" in Luard's work. These 
beautifully drawn pictures are thus not generally known, and I 
may be permitted to bring to the notice of the Society' those 
which illustrate ships and boats. These are ten in number, but 
one of them is almost entirely defaced and so is not reproduced 

In previous communications I have laid stress on the great 
difficulties which face the nautical archaeologist in respect of 
many features in both hull and rigging of mediaeval ships; 
nothing in the nature of a treatise on ship building appeared . 
till the close bf the sixteenth century, while the representations 
of ships on seals and coins, in painted glass, carvings and 
miniatures show how frequently the artists had very scanty or 
inaccurate knowledge of ships, for they obviously left out much 

5-2 
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that is- essential to the working of a ship and they also intro-
duced unworkable features. When we have inventories to 
refer to it is not always possible to understand the items given, 
and it is often impossible to reconcile an inventory with a vessel 
of the kind to which it appears to refer. It is only by comparing 
all the kinds of information available that we can attempt a 
reconstruction of the craft in use during the Middle Ages, and 
the outcome is no more than provisional. 

We know, however, that down to the early decades of the 
fifteenth century the "ship" in common use in northern 
waters was a comparatively simple vessel fitted with one mast 
bearing a single sail spread by a yard. (Mediterranean craft 
had their own evolution; in complexity of construction and 
rigging they were in advance of those of Northern Europe 
during the Middle Ages.) But thee is much that remains 
uncertain as regards details, and so the ten drawings of "ships" 
and boats in the Cambridge Life of the Confessor are of value 
for comparison with other representations of the time. This is 
more the case because the pictures are executed so Oarefully 
that we' have some right to conclude that the artist did hi 
best to represent faithfully sailing vessels as known t*O him. 
That he drew the figures of crew and passengers much too large 
is, of course, the common disregard of'proportion' of his day, 
when the perons on board were individually important. It is 
of interest• to note that in mediaeval seals bearing ships the 
figures of the crew as such are nearly. always in proportion, but 
when a personage such as a saint, bishop, or king is embarked 
he is a giant figure grotesquely over-weighting his vessel. 
• The ships in the •" Life" do not show anything in the 
features of. hull and rigging • previously unknown to is from 
contemporary work; but they form' a useful comparison' there-
..with in regard to details,' and thus assist us towards conclusions 

sio thirteenth .cent nry pthctice. In the follàwing notes: the 
miniatures are taken' in their order in the. MS., the pâgi.ntion 
is that of Luard's edi1ion, the.:,numbers in brackets 'being those 
written 'in pencil' by ' Bradshaw, 'subsequently to Lüards 
examination. . TJnless stated,otherwise all othr representaii6ns 
noted 'for comparison are thirteenth century work. 
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Mm. XI. p. 12 (8 v). . St Edward sails for England. In 
this picture we see the principal personages on board in the 
positions conventional in a time when the voyagers were drawn 
much too large in proportion to their vessel: the. steersman, 
who is as usual the only hooded figure, takes up much space aft 
the mast, and the passenger for whom the voyage is made is in 
the bows, while the less important members of the ship's 
company are crowded amidships. Besides - other MSS., the 
painted glass of the cathedrals of the he de France gives us 
many examples of this treatment of the subject. St Edward's 
ship is of the form familiar to us in representations of the 
century: though the sheer is fair, the extreme crescent-like 
form of hull left to us by artists of the succeeding two centuries 
is barely foreshadowed, as the rise is almost confined to actual. 
bow and stern. The construction is presumably clincher, 
though the outlines of the planks are single and so do not show 
the overlapping, but in some miniatures this is clearly in 
by shading or double lines. It is in any case unlikely that vessels 
as early as the thirteenth century were often built carvel fashion, 
i.e., with the planks flush. It will be noticed in this and in 
the other vessels in the MS. the planking is not continued to the 
extreme ends, which are wide timbers uprising from the keel 
just as in the Gokstad and other "Viking ships" of a century 
or more earlier. But if we look at the ships in the Bayeux 
Tapestry and many other examples down to the fourteenth 
century we se the planking carried to the extreme ends and 
therefore hiding the . bow and stern timbers to which it is 
bolted. It is only as ships became larger and the bow became 
well differentiated from the stern that we always see a 
heavy stem projecting well forward of the planking. But 
throughout the intermediate centuries examples of the latter 
do occur, so it is possible that two methods of constructing bow 
and stern may have been in vogue side by side. The bow-piece 
in St Edward's ship is carved as a beast's head, an early fashion 
which seems to be dying, out in the thirteenth. century, for 
examples are not very common ( .Bodleian Apocalypse [Auct. D. 
4. 17], Iibliothèque Nationale Apocalypse [MS. Français 403], 
which are both English work;' seals of Bergen, Dublin and 
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Lilbeck; glass of Auxerre Cathedral). The "mike" or crutch 
at the stern, to which the backstay is made fast, is a fitting 
of the century. The only later examples I have found of a 
mike on the actual bow or stern are in the 1341 seal of Calais 
(but this may have been copied from the seal of 1228), and in 
MS. Latin No. 19 in the Rylands Library, which is a mid-
fourteenth century Flemish Apocalypse (here again the boat 
was probably copied from an earlier MS.). The present day 
mike is mounted on a short spar fitted in the deck and its use 
is not for making ropes fast but keeping a lowered mast .  in 
position—such a mike we see in many modern fishing craft, 
and I have illustrated a sixteenth century mike of the same 
kind, from the glass of Auppegard Church, Normandy, in the 
Society's Proceedings, xv, 1912, p.  118. 

I am indebted to Mr Geoffrey. Callender of the Royal 
Naval College, Osborne, for the sketch (here reproduced on 
Plate VI) of the bow of Jonah's ship  in "Becket's Crown "in 
Canterbury Cathedral. In this the forestiy is led to the mike 
and the fall of the rope is coiled round it. In The Con-
fessor's ship the backstay is led to the mike and there is a 
suggestion of a coil being hidden by the steersman's hood. The 
forestay runs to the carved beast's head, the horns of which 
look as if they might serve as 'a mike, though it is not clear 
how the stay is made fast. A coil of rope thrown over bow 
or stern is another feature of thirteenth century pictures, thus 
in all three ships in the Bodleian and Paris Apocalypses the 
stern carries a mike, and in two of them a coil of rope is thrown 
over it, though this coil is not the fall of a stay as it is in the 
Canterbury  ship. In view of the connection between Canter-
bury and Sens it is of interest to notice that the coil thrown 
over bow or stern occurs four times in the six ships in the 
twelfth and thirteenth century glass of Sens Cathedral. There 
is, however, nothing that looks like a mike in the Sens pictures. 
In the Roll of St Guthlac (B.M., MS. Han. V. 6) the fore and 
back stays of the vessel in- which the Saint is voyaging to 
Crowland are made fast round stem and stern pieces by half-
hitches, but there is a short loose end instead of a coil. It 
seems to have been usual to set up the fore and back stays 
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by taking turns round the head and stern: two of the ships 
in Mm. LVI of the "Life" are ;possibly examples of this 
practice. 
• The bowsprit, is of the same form as in the miniatures of 
St John sailing to Patmos in the Bodleian and Paris Apoca-
'lypses and in the seals of Great Yarmouth, San Sebastian and 
Wismar. These are among the earliest representations of this 
spr, which seems to have arisen, at least in northern waters, 
for carrying a grapnel (probably for making fast to an enemy), 
the slack line from the bowsprit end, which is shownin all the 

• above examples, being perhaps the grapnel outhaul. That 
the early bowsprit thus had the function of the cathead of 
later times is, however, an inference only from pictures of the 
fifteenth century, in which we see the grapnel in position. It 
is curious, however, that if the bowsprit did begin as a grapnel 
support, the latter is not represented in the early pictures. 
Examples of short bowsprits without any ropes leading to them 
are found in coins, seals and miniatures of the thirteenth and 

• fourteenth centuries, and in the former we find the earliest 
instances, e.g., the seal of Elbing, 1242, of the inboard end of 
the bowsprit used instead of the stem as a make-fast for the 
forestay. The limits of this paper forbid further discussion of 
the subject, it can merely be said that we do not know why the 
bowsprit was often so long when its only obvious use was to 
take the forestay near its foot, and that the line running from 
its head to the hull shown in the six instances --mentioned above 
remains unexplained. The early bowsprit had nothing to do 
with carrying canvas, for it was only in the latter half of the 
fifteenth century that sprit sails came in. In St Edward's ship 
the thin lines round the stem are continued round the bowsprit 
and the arrangement is clearly a make-fast for the. spar. We 
see it also in the seal of Great Yarmouth already referred to, 
and in the two examples we thus have a very early representa 

• tion of "gammoning." •. • • 

• The steering oar of St Edward's ship is shown on its proper 
or "starboard" side, and is kept in position by a ring which is 
almost always represented in thirteenth century pictures. The 
steersman is handling the oar by. a tiller apparently lashed to 
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ith inboard end In Min.' XXII the tiller is passed through 
the inboard end of the oar. 

We see a similar tiller in the Bodleian and Paris Apocalypses 
(St John sailing to Patmos). The steeringoa;r is much more 
commonly shown in• thirteenth Century representations than 
a rudder, though the latter was certainly fitted sometimes; 
the ship on the font of Winchester Cathedral, which is Low 
Countries wOrk of the twelfth century, and the seals of Elbing 
(1242), Stavoren (1246), Wismar (1256), Harderwijk (1280) 
and Daizig (1299) show rudders with tiller much as a 
modern barge carries. When the rudder generally replaced the 
steering oar we.do not-know, but the presence of the latter in 
English and French seals of the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries contrasted with the rudder shown in fifteen Dutch 
and German seals  of the same period suggests that the iiidder 
was in general ue in the Baltic and the estuaries of the great 
Noi'th Sea rivers earlier than in the Channel. 

The parrell or sliding collar by which the yard is kept home 
to the mast is shown as a ring of rope, leather or perhaps iron. 
It is always of this simple form in thirteenth century repre 
sentations, as may be seen in the glass of Auxerre, Bourges and 
Sens Cathedrals as well as in English miniatures. It seems 
that the neckace 'of wooden "ribs" and "trucks"'which formed 
the more easily running parrell. of later times, i.e., certainly 
before the end of the fifteenth century, had not been devised in 
the thirteenth. Halyards seem to have puzzled the artist, for 
he gives us the choice of six ropes, besides the back stay, aft of 
the mast. The seaman facing the steersman is apparently 
getting up the sail, evidently not set fully, by hauling on two 
of these ropes. The other ropes are probably the result of 
ignorance,-and the artist tells. that he was himself no seaman 
by his omission of lifts and braces, though he shows the latter 
in two subsequent pictures. The sail is laced to the ynrd as we 
nearly always see it in contemporary representations. 

The other miniatures may be dealt with more briefly than 
tht of 'St* . Edward's Voyage, as they show details in the 
same way. 

Mm. XII, P. 13 (9). St Edward landing in England is 
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Min. M. 

Miii. XH 
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Al Ill. 	'VIII. 

Mm. NIX 
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received by the Barons: on the right, his Coronation: Only 
the forward half of the ship is seen. The sail is loosely furled 
to the yard. The forestay is made fast round the stem-piece 
instead of, as in Mm. XI, to the carved beast's head. Three 
stays or other rdpes. lead down from mast to gunwale. The 
bowsprit of Mm. XI is absent, arid, the gammoning is replaced 
by an ornamental band round the stem-piece, a fitting which 
is also seen in Mm. XIX. This band is a very common feature 
of both bow and stern from the Bayeux Tape.stiy to the 
pictures of Matthew Paris. In certain cases these bands look 
like turns of rope, in others they are flat and may be collars of 
metal or even only ornamental painted bands. It is possible 
that their common origin was a seizing of rope by which 
the planking was strengthened where it ran up into the 
bow and stern pieces,. and if this supposition is correct we 
seem to have the forerunner of the much discussed "stem-
ropes" which appear first in the gold noble of King Edward III 
and recur on the coinage, seals and painted glass to the close 
of the sixteenth century. The subject has been dealt with at 
length in The Mariner's Mirror (Journal of the Society for 
Nautical Research) in various issues from 1911 onwards. The 
hooded steersman is in Min. XII using a quant either to hold 
up his vessel or to push her off from the beach, as is the pilot 
in the Bodleian and Paris Apocalypses after the disembarca-
tion at Patmos. We see a similar quant in Mm. XXII and in 
the hands of Tadwin in the Roll of St Guthiac. 

Mins. XVIII, p. 19 (12) and XIX, p. 20 (12 v). The Drown-
ing of the King of Denmark. In the first of the miniatures 
depicting this event as seen by St Edward in a visjon, the 
King is falling overboard from a small boat by which, as the 
description says, he was about to board his ship. Of the latter 
we are shown the stern with its aft or '"somercástle." This is 
the light temporary structure fitted only when the §hip was 
sailing for war, and it is drawn here mUch as we see it on many 
seals and in Matthew Paris's pictures: fore and aft castles had 
not yet become permanent structures built into the hull. In 
both pictures mikës are

'
shown and on one are slung the 

knights' shields. In Mm. XIX the sail (its braces are shown) 
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is being gbt up, and the description tells us 'that the ship sailed 
away at once oh the loss of. the King. In Mm. XVIII a priest 
is saying Mas at Westminster before St Edward (whose figure 
is not shown in the photograph) and in Min. XIX. the latter 
is seen relating his vision. .' 

Min. XXII, p.  23 (14). The to Bishops sail for Rome. 
AS* in Mm. XI the principal personages are in the bow, but 
there is some excuse for Luard's error (op. cii.) of stating that 
they are in the stern. The embattled gunwale. in front of the 
bishops suggests an aft-castle, while the other ,  end of the vessel 
is bowlike, but the bowsprit, the action of the man with the 
quant and the steersman arid his oar show which end is which. 
We again see a stern mike, and it is this time used to carry 
the stern anchor, its cable, and a bundle of what seem to be 
spears. The ornament under the bow is very curious. The 
forestay leads to the stem head but no backstay is shown. 
The details of the mast, yard and sail are much as in Mm. XI 
and XIX, braces are shown 

The man vigorously rowing a small boat reminds us so much 
of the seaman in a boat who is getting up the anchor of 
St John's ship in the Bodleian and 'Paris Apocalypses that this 
part of the picture may well be a copy or the original of the 
other. A' curious error in the Bishops picture is the omission 
of half a second small boat just* on the further side of the 
steering oar. 

Mm. XXIX, p.30 (17 v): St Peter embarks in the fisher-
man's boat to cross the Thames to Westminster (the fisherman 
is defaced). Mm. XXX, p.  31 (18): this is quite defaced and 
is not reproduced here; Luard regards it as St Peter landing' 
from the boat and the consecration of the Church. Mm. XXXI, 
p. 32 (18 v): St Peter again in the boat, the fisherman (again 
defaced) hauling in his net; the Church; and the fisherman 
presenting the salmon to Bishop Mellitus. 

In these three miniatures a small mastless boat is drawn, 
her build is that usually, drawn in the thirteenth century when 
a ." cock" is represented, and it will be noticed that it is really 
the' cc ship's" hull reduced. The probability is that in this 
age the was no great difference in general de er 	 sign between 

( 	 ' 
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Joiiahs Ship, glass in " Becket's Crown," Canterbury Cathedral, 
early XIII. century. 
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large and small craft, though we must take into account the 
possible tendency of an artist ignorant of ships to make matters 
easier ,  by magnifying a "cock" when he wished to show us a 
"ship." At the same tirñe we have to remember that in the 
thirteenth century there were several, if not many, well defined 

- types of vessels, but no attempt can be made in these notes to 
decide what kind of "ship" the larger craft in the "Life" should 
be called. We find in the MSS. of the time "cogs," "round 
ships," "long ships," "sornakes" and many other designations, 
but though we gather from the context something of their 
respective uses we are almost wholly in the dark with regard 
to the differences of build and rig which distinguished them. 
The conventional disproportion of passengers to their ship 
forbids any assistance from the artist towards an interpretation  
of contemporary records. We must be -content to call the 
larger craft in St Edward's Life "ships." The oars of such 
boat as the Thorney fisherman's no doubt worked in thole pins 
and these are shown in the Paris Apocalypse. The spiked 
fishing gaff alongside the anchor is interesting. 

Mm. LVI, p. 57 (31). The landing of Tosti and the defeat 
of the Earl of Northumberland. This picture shows very little 

- of Tosti's ships. We see the forestay of the nearest one made 
fast to the stem, and the next has a hook over the gunwale by 
which apparently the landing ladder is kept in position. - 

Mm. LXII, p.  63 (34). The Landing of William of 
Normandy and his stumbling. Unfortunately the picture is 
almost destroyed, and it is reproduced here only because it 
must originally have shown the fleet in . . some detail. The 
nearest ship is apparently of the usual pattern, and at least 
three others lie behind her; two of them have their bows 
carved- as animal's heads, and we can see "stem-bands" on all. 
The usual parrell is shown in front of the furled sail of the 
nearest ship. It will be noticed that though the artist has 
drawn all his ships alike, he has distinguished between their 
purposes by surmounting St Edward's and the Bishops' ships' 
mastheads with a cross and those of Tosti's and Count William's 
ships with a spear head, while he has painted a cross on the 
sail of the Bishops' ship.  

) 


