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THE STUDY OF ANGLO-SAXON ARCHITECTURE SINCE 1770: 

AN EVALUATION 1  

M. C. W. HUNTER 

A paper read at a meeting of the Cambridge University Anglo-Saxon, 
Norse and Celtic Society on 8th March, 1971 

THE historiography of Saxon architecture is the best approach to its history. 
Knowing the errors of our predecessors, we avoid their mistakes, and in finding 
what led them astray, we diagnose our preconceptions about the subject and 
formulate fresh premises for its study. It is most important to remember that 
the primary dating of Saxon architecture is based on archaeological inference,:-  
not historical documents. Hardly any building of the period can be firmly dated 
without misgivings, and hardly any reference to any building in any early 
source is precise enough to allow its definite identification. 2  Just because we 
know that a church was built on a certain site in the 7th century and have no 
historical reference to its demolition, we cannot conclude that the present 
church is the same one. The surviving historical records of Saxon England are 
too imperfect to allow the assumption, and it is only possible to claim an 
existing church as 7th-century when we know that it is of the type of church 
built in the 7th century and not of any type that has existed since. This is a quite. 
separate deduction, using the archaeological technique of dating by typological 
analogy with building remains that can be proved to be early because later ones 
have been superimposed upon them. 

Without such criteria, 'there is no guard against anachronistic dating of 
buildings from dubious historical references. The danger is illustrated by the 
writings on Romanesque buildings of 18th-century English antiquaries, who 
were anyway vague in their notions about architectural history. For they 
claimed as Saxon buildings now recognised to be most characteristic of the 
Anglo-Norman style of the century after the Conquest. 'I call that the Saxon 

1 This paper has a didactic aim, and mistakes have often been emphasised where sounder 
work has been taken for granted, particularly in the last century. Perusal of the full references 
in H. M. & J. Taylor's Anglo-Saxon Architecture (1965) should correct this bias. 

2  For a recent list of churches where 'historical evidence (is) linked with absolute certainty 
to the churches now standing there' see H. M. Taylor Why should we study the Anglo-Saxons 
(Rede lecture, Cambridge, 1965), 43-5. Note, however, that except at St Augustine's, 
Canterbury, where excavation has revealed all building remains, the primary dating of these 
churches is by archaeological inference, only confirmed by these historical identifications 
(even inscriptions can be reset). A comparison with sites like Lincoln where we know 7th-
century churches were erected, but which are certainly not identical with existing remains, 
should instill caution here. 
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manner,' wrote William Stukeley, 'which was in use among us at the time of the 
Conquest; being somewhat Roman degenerate, with semicircular windows, and 
arches, and great round pillars; the walls very thick.' 3  Precise early dates were 
attributed to many Norman buildings. Tickencote church in Rutland, with its 
greatly enriched 12th-century chancel arch, was thought by some 'perhaps the 
most Ancient Saxon building in Britain'. 4  Stukeley believed that the School of 
Pythagoras, a Norman edifice near St John's College, Cambridge, was erected 
by Felix the Burgundian in the 7th century. 5  Nicholas Hawksmoor considered 
that Offa of Mercia built the present cathedral of St Albans in the 8th, 6  and 
Edward King, one of the least sound-headed, dated many of the Norman 
castles of England to the period of the heptarchy. 7  

One reason for these fanciful views was that this was what had always been 
believed. The earliest antiquaries like Leland had considered round-arched 
buildings pre-Conquest, and the accumulated authority of successive anti-
quaries gradually became almost irresistible. 8  George Millers, in a guide to Ely 
cathedral published in 1807, defended the early date of Stewkley church in 
Buckinghamshire (a mid 12th-century edifice) because it had 'been quoted by all 
writers, from Dr Stukeley to the most recent, as the most ancient and perfect 
example of the pure Saxon', 9  and such appeals continued into the 1840s long 
after they had been generally discredited.-1 0  

But not all reasons were so uncritical, though this notion of 'Saxon' work 

3  Itinerarium Curiosurn, Centuria It (1776), 71, referring to Durham. 
4  B. F. L. Clarke The .Building of the 18th-century Church (1963), 127, quoting from the 

petition for a faculty to rebuild the church. 
5  British Museum Additional Manuscript 51051, f. 28. 
6  Letter to the .Dean of Westminster, 1734-5, quoted in K. Downes Hawksmoor (1959), 256. 

Cf. for example, J. Carter The Ancient Architecture of England (1795), 15. 
His views, put forward in articles in Archaeologia 1V (1777), 364f. and VI (1783), 321f., 

were developed in his Munimenta Antiqua (four volumes, 1799-1805). 
8  Leland's opinion is shown by his remarks on Leominster church (a 12th-century building): 

'large, somewhat darke, and of an auncient buildynge: insomoche that there is a great 
lykelyhod, that it is the churche that was somewhat afore the Conquest' [Itinerary, ed. 
Toulmin Smith, 11(1908), 74].  He was followed in this by Camden [e.g. Britain (1610) 1,425-6] 
and numerous other writers. This was clearly the normal view of antiquaries, though other 
views canvassed during the 17th and 18th centuries included J. Stow's theory [Survey of 
London (2nd edition, 1603), 7-8] that all Saxon buildings were wooden [repeated by W. 
Somner in his Antiquities of Canterbury (1640), 156-7, by F. Peck in his Antiquarian Annals of 
Stanford (1727), 11, 13, etc.], and Batty and Thomas Langley's [Ancient Architecture Restored 
and Improved (1742), dissertation] that pointed arches were already in use in Saxon times 
[cf. J. Whitaker The Ancient Cathedral of Cornwall (1804), 82f., etc.]. 

A Description of the Cathedral Church of Ely (2nd edition, 1807), 137. Stukeley had con-
sidered the church 'undoubtedly before the conquest' [Itinerarium Curiosuin, Centuria 1 (1724), 
1 08]. 

10 King and Ducarel were bothquoted with approval in 'The Suckling Papers' in Weale's 
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may have biased more scholarly enquirers in the subject. Some attempted to 
identify buildings from Saxon historical sources, notably at Ely, where certain 
ruins south-east of the cathedral were supposed to be the remains of the 
conventual church built by St Etheidreda in the 7th century, because there was 
historical evidence that her church preceded the Norman cathedral, and this 
was the only other one there." In retrospect we see that this was mistaken, for 
we can deduce archaeologically that the ruins are Norman; but these scholars, 
having identified and dated the building from written sources, could only 
express surprise at how little Saxon architecture of the 7th century differed from.  
Norman of the 12th Similarly, a chapter in Asser's Life of Alfred (unfortu
nately one interpolated by Archbishop Parker) was used to prove that Grimbald 
built the crypt of St Peter's, Oxford, in the 9th century. 13  The crypt of Canterbury 
Cathedral was paralleled with it, and taken as work of the same period, and 
even of the same artist, 14  and many other Norman edifices were compared with 
dated buildings like these to prove that they too might be. Saxon. 

Much of the historical method of these deductions was sound in itself, but it 
led to error because the antiquaries who made them erred in their habit of mind: 

Footnote 10 (cont.) 

Quarterly Papers in Architecture, 111 (1845)5  127. Those who claimed such Anglo-Norman 
buildings as St Albans and Gloucester as Saxon at this time attributed denials of this to 'the 
Anti-Saxon zeal of modern Normans' [Report of the Worcester meeting of the British 
Archaeological • Association, 1848, 403; cf. the Winchester volume (1845), 369, where the 
crypt of St Peter's, Oxford, was still considered Saxon, the Gloucester volume (1846), 245f. 
and Journal of the British Archaeological Association, X (1855), 142f.]. 

' The argument is set out by James Essex in pages 9-10 of his Addenda to the second 
edition of Bentham's History and Antiquities of the Conventual and Cathedral Church of Ely 
(1812), and in B.M.Add.MS 6764, f. 4. Cf. the first edition of Bentham's book (1771), 24, 289 
and plates 4 and 49. 

12  See Essex, B.M.Add.MS 6761, f. 64, 6762, f.10v-1 1, 6764, f. 11-12 (where he confesses 
his puzzlement) and in 'The History and Antiquities of Croyland Abbey' (1783) in Nichols 
ed. Bibliotheca Topographica Britannica III (1790), 200-1. This conviction that the two styles 
were almost identical may explain why many used 'Saxon' to describe architecture that was 
known to be post-Conquest as well as pre-, an additional complication [e.g. T. Warton 
Observations on Spencer's Fairy Queen (2nd edition, 1762), II, 185f.; J. Dallaway Observations 
on English Architecture (1806), 15f.]. Views varied on how Saxon architecture differed from 
Norman: Andrew Ducarel thought that Saxon buildings were 'greatly corrupted and loaded 
with uncouth ornaments' [Anglo-Norman Antiquities Considered (1767), 102], and that the 
Normans brought a new plainness of style; but Joseph Strutt considered that Saxon buildings 
differed from Norman in their relative plainness [Horda Angel-cynnan (1775), II, 2-3]. 

13  See T. Hearne's edition of Leland's Collecteana (1715), 1, xxviii, often quoted [e.g. 
Archaeologia 1(1770), 151f.; Strutt, op. cit., I, 34; J. Whitaker History of Manchester (1775), 
11, 414]. 

14 W. Gostling A walk in and about the City of Canterbury (1774), 54. The second edition 
(1777) adds plates of the two (facing page 80). 
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they began by discovering from literary sources which were Saxon buildings, 
and then considered the buildings themselves with preconceived ideas. Thus 
although many people wrote extensively and ingeniously about Saxon architec- 
ture at this time," they never questioned their fundamental assumptions, and 
Saxon architecture remained paradoxically identical with Norman. 

Thomas Rickman's theory, propounded in the 1810s, was revolutionary. In 
an article which later grew into a popular book,' 6  he noted that the buildings 
formerly called. Saxon were either certainly Norman or so.similar that they must 
also be, and that no real Saxon edifices were known. His further argument is 
crucial: he pointed out that the belfry stages of the towers of Barton-on-Humber 
(Lincolnshire) and Clapham (Bedfordshire) were Norman, but that their lower 
parts were of a different and evidently earlier style, which was probably 
genuinely Saxon. 

15  Ducarel [Anglo-Norman Antiquities Considered (1767)] sought informatioh from con-
tinental architecture, which might have persuaded him that most Romanesque buildings in 
England were post-Conquest; but he was himself influential in propagating a list of 12th-
century churches which he considered 'confessedly the works of our Saxon ancestors' (op. cit., 
101). Ledwich (and others including Strutt, op. cit., II, 4) sought parallels in manuscript 
illumination, but since he chose 'Syriac' examples it was only misleading to find there richly 
encrusted arches like Norman ones [Archaeologia, VIII (1787), 170]. S. Pegge compiled 'A 
Sylloge of the remaining Authentic Inscriptions relative to the Erection of our English 
Churches' (1787) in Nichols' Bibliotheca .Topographica Britannica, VI (1790), which included 
some relating to Saxon churches, but those who examined edifices associated with inscriptions 
failed to question their preconceptions; such were Brooke, who wrote on Aldborough 
[Archaeologia, VI (1783), 39f.], and Wyndham, who took an inscription 'Wilfrid fundavit, 
bonus Adam me renovavit' at Warnford to refer to St Wilfrid, and proceeded to parallel the 
architecture of the 13th-century hall there with supposed 7th-century buildings such as the 
'conventual church' at Ely [Arch. V (1779), 357f.]. Essex expended much erudition in dis-
cussing 'Saxon' building methods in Arch. IV (1777), 73f., and Wilkins wasted more in 
differentiating 'pre-Conquest' from 'post-Conquest' Romanesque forms in Arch. Xli (1796), 
132f. 

16  In James Smith ed. The Panorama of Science and Art (1815), 134, he merely denied the 
style's existence. The first edition of his Attempt to discriminate the Styles of English Architec-
ture [1817], 45-6, added his deduction about real Saxon buildings. He denied the Saxon 
date of Stewkley and the crypt of St Peter's, Oxford, on pages 122 and 135 of his book 
respectively (and of the Ely 'conventual church' on page 129 of the 'Appendix' added to the 
work when the 1819 edition was reissued in 1825). Several isolated sceptics before Rickman 
had questioned traditional datings of 'Saxon' buildings, including Clark and one 'W.C.' in 
J. Britton's Architectural Antiquities [IV (1814), 19f. and 121f.] and Denne in Arch. VI (1783), 
381f.; a more cautious attitude seems to have been general in the 1800s [e.g. Dallaway 
Observations, 15f.; Millers Ely, 14; Britton, op. cit., 11(1809), 1-2]. But Rickman made the 
breakthrough in method, though Essex' reasoning was similar when he denied pre-Roman 
architecture 'unless we can prove that the Britons had a peculiar method of working, which 
the Romans never used, or any people since the time of the Romans' [Arch., IV (1777), 75]. 
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Rickman had approached the problem from a quite new angle. Examining 
the edifices themselves with no preconceptions derived from written sources, his 
clear archaeological premise and deductions had an accuracy lacking from 
earlier theories based on historical evidence. Real Saxon buildings had at last 
been discovered," and the eighteenth-century fallacies could be abandoned. But 
Rickman's argument is equally important for showing the ch inging priorities of 
historical thought, a change significant beyond the realm of Saxon architecture. 
For earlier instances of this preference for 'unconscious' evidence to historical 
testimony are rare; the 17th century had seen the development of palaeography, 
for example, as well as John Aubrey's dating of megaliths to the prehistoric 
period for reasons as sound as Rickn1an 1 s. 18  But the decline from Aubrey's 
insight to the Druid cult of the 18th century shows that he was ahead of his time, 
and so was Rickman: for even as sound an architectural historian as John 
Britton, though glad to dismiss with Rickman earlier historical deductions about 
Saxon architecture, erred himself in exactly the same way by using literary 
evidence to date parts of the monastic buildings at Westminster as pre-
Conquest. 19  Nor was he unique in failing fully to understand Rickman's advance 
in method, and, as we shall see, in the light of later 19th-century attempts to give 
exact dates to Saxon buildings, Rickman's achievement is all the more 
remarkable. 

That Rickman first isolated Saxon architecture may not be surprising. For his 
Attempt to discriminate the styles of English architecture marked an epoch, by 
applying to medieval buildings the terms still in use - Norman, Early English, 
Decorated and Perpendicular. His terminology and no other has survived, 
largely because it was so soundly based on a consideration of every important 
medieval edifice in the country and many minor ones. His deep knowledge of 
later styles of English medieval architecture allowed him to diagnose the 
features of a different, Saxon style, which was neither Norman nor more recent, 
and already by 1825 he was able to parallel features of other churches with his 
two original discoveries, though they lacked. any direct evidence of pre-Norman 
date, and claim them as Saxon too. 20  By 1836 he had found twenty 2' and others 

"Saxon buildings had, however, occasionally been correctly identified in the 18th century 
amidst the mass of mistaken identifications: e.g. Stukeley thought Barnack steeple pie-
Conquest (B.M.Add.MS 51048, f. 117). 

18  See Hunter 'The Royal Society and the origins of British archaeology', Antiquity XLV 
(1971), 116. 

" Britton Architectural Antiquities V (1826), 132. He considered Brixworth Romano-
British (op. cit., 188f.). 

.20  See the 1825 'Appendix', esp. pp.  265-9. 
21  'Further Observations on the Ecclesiastical Architecture of France and England', Arch. 

XXVI (1836), 26f. 
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joined him, so that by 1841 Matthew Bloxam, in describing the style, could 
diagnose almost all the key features of Saxon architecture - rib work, long-and-
short work, baluster shafts, double-splayed windows, triangular-headed arches 
and so on, while also discussing the ground-plans and ornament of churches of 
the period. 22  It is the greatest tribute to Rickman that little has been added to 
this basic definition of the Saxon style since 1840, which is all the more remark-
able since his revolution in ideas had completely transformed the study of Saxon 
architecture within only twenty years. 

During the rest of the 19th century, hitherto unrecognised Saxon remains 
were identified in numerous churches throughout the country. 23  Indeed, the 
occupation became all the rage among antiquaries: in one writer's words, 'the 
light of a new star is not more refreshing to the astronomer in his night watch, 
than the shadow of a Saxon tower is to the ecciesiologist in his noontide 
expedition'. 24  

But not all were such enthusiasts, and it was fortunate for the subject that 
throughout the mid 19th century students of Saxon churches were dogged by 
John Henry Parker, who insisted that hardly any Saxon stone churches were 
erected before 1000 and that few survived from before the Norman Conquest. 
Parker was not a rigorous thinker like Rickman; his early views were extreme 
and he later over-argued a case that was based on questionable assumptions and 
weak in other ways. 25  But his scepticism was salutary, for it made scholars 

22  The Principles of Gothic Architecture [4th edition, 1841], 30f. In 1829 Bloxam [like 
others, e.g. Gage in Arch. XXIII (1831), lOf.] had been agnostic about Saxon architecture 
[1st edition, 1829, 24n.]; in the 3rd edition (1838) his account of the Saxon style (24f.) was 
still very brief. The fifth and later editions make small alterations and additions to the account 
of the style and the list of Saxon edifices. Bloxam's chief limitation was his tendency to treat 
the style by diagnosing individual details rather than examining its integrity, which may have 
misled some of his Victorian readers [cf. Baldwin Brown's remarks in Journal of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects 3rd series 11(1895), 485f.]. 

23  The Ecclesiologist, the Proceedings of the Archaeological Institute, the Archaeological 
Journal, the Journal of the British Archaeological Association and the Associated Architectural 
Societies' Reports published many identifications and descriptions; for references to these and 
to other 19th-century work see H. M. & J. Taylor Anglo-Saxon Architecture, passim. 

24  Poole in A.A.S.R. I (1850-4), 123. The Cambridge Camden Society encouraged the craze: 
e.g. 'we hasten to announce to our readers the discovery of another Anglo-Saxon Tower' 
[Ecclesiologist 111 (1843), 20];  and the church restorations that it encouraged often revealed 
unsuspected Saxon details. 

25  In 1845 Parker even claimed of Saxon features that 'in some churches. . . they are 
associated with other features, evidently original, which so clearly belong to the Norman 
style as to prove that these buildings are not of Saxon date' (Architectural Glossary, 4th 
edition, 326-7). But by 1873 ['Architecture in the 11th Century', Arch. J. XXX (1873), 117f.; 
cf. Arch. J. XXIX (1872), 170f.] he had taken the position outlined in the text, claiming that 
the 11th century was a period of intense building activity in England and France and that 
previously most buildings had been wooden. His principle opponent was E. A. Freeman, who 
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constantly aware of their criteria for discriminating Saxon buildings from 
Norman, and their difficulty in replying to him illustrates the rarity of dating 
evidence for architecture of the period. 26  For (by the 1870s, at least) Parker was 
prepared to recognise the existence of a Saxon style and he conceded the claims 
to an early date of a few churches, including Bradford-on-Avon, Brixworth and 
the crypts of Ripon and Hexham. But in refusing to go further he was wiser 
than many of his contemporaries. 

For they misdated Saxon buildings in exactly the way that antiquaries before 
Rickman had misdated Norman ones. Instead of trying to establish a relative 
chronology by examining more carefully the churches themselves, they sought 
historical evidence and reached from it conclusions as rash as Stukeley's or 
King's. One writer argued that a group of late Saxon Northumbrian churches 
were built by Wilfrid solely because they were similar and near to Hexham 27 ; 

another claimed Headbourne Worthy and Corhampton as 7th-century through 
parallels with northern buildings dated by misapplied literary evidence 28 ; 

Freeman accepted Stow as built in 678 or soon after, through dubious historical 
reasoning ;29  and as late as 1895 a number of Saxon churches were attributed to 
Wilfrid largely because they and others on sites associated with him bore 
sundials. 30  Parker's views saved him and, through him, others from such 
indiscretions, and, for all his limitations, he at least helped to avoid the de-
valuation of Rickman's revolution in method by a return to the dubious 
reasoning of the 18th century. 31  

Only at the end of the century was a sound chronology of Saxon architecture 

Footnote 25 (cont) 
asserted against Parker's early views that the integrity of the Saxon style was the best argument 
for its pre-Norman existence [History of Architecture (1849), 202f., and Arch. J. VII (1850) 5  
153-41. Freeman may also have been the author of an attack on Parker's later views in The 
Saturday Review XXXV (1873), 176f. [it is anonymous, but Freeman often contributed to 
this magazine: see W. R. W. Stephens Life  and Letters of E. A. Freeman (1895), 11, 146]. 

26  Cf. the hestitation of minor writers of the period in assigning Saxon dates to churches, 
e.g. A.A.S.R. VI (1861-2), xx, 150, X (1869-70), 169, XIII (1875-6), xii, X1V (1877-8) 9  157. 

27 Ecciesiologist VIII (1848), 78. Rothbury and others, on the other hand, were attributed 
to Paulinus (78-9). 

28  Haigh in Report of the British Archaeological Association's Winchester meeting, 1845, 
413-14. Haigh was free in dating churches to the 7th century elsewhere in the same volume, as 
were other writers elsewhere. 

29  History of Architecture, 209. The arguments for this dating of Stow are given in detail by 
Atkinson in A.A.S.R. 1 (1850-1), 315f. 

30  H. S. Syers on Barnack in A.A.S.R. XXIII (1895-6),,146f. 
' In Arch. J. XXIX (1872), 172, Parker attacked those who claimed for no good reason 

that Guildford church was built in the time of Alfred. His reasons for denying this (mainly 
that the Saxons built only in wood in Alfred's time) were hardly better, though it is interesting 
that he contrasted his archaeological approach with the historical approach of others 
[Arch. J. XXX (1873), 119]. 
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devised, and then it was deduced from a study of the buildings themselves. 
During the 1890s, both J. T. Micklethwaite and G. Baldwin Brown developed a 
chronology of the style based on the evolution of types of church in western 
Europe, ranging from basilicas in the 7th century to transepted churches in the 
11th. 32  This scheme comprehended the difference between early and late Saxon 
architecture which many students had already observed, particularly at churches 
like Brixworth, already old before it was reconstructed late in the Saxon period. 33  
All this was archaeological dating of the kind which Rickman had pioneered, 
and hopes for an objective evaluation of Saxon architecture might have seemed 
high. 

But the study of Saxon architecture had escaped the limitations of historical 
method only to become embroiled in the limitations of archaeology, in the 
diffusionist hypothesis whièh obsessed archaeologists of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, with their 'curious British reluctance to believe that in artistic matters 
we can do anything good of ourselves'. 34  Continental parallels for old English 
buildings had been cited in the 19th century, 35  but it was Baldwin Brown who 

32  See Micklethwaite 'Something about Saxon church building' [Arch. J. LIII (1896), 293f. 9  
and further notes in LV (1898), 340f.J, where he points out that previous dating of Saxon 
architecture had been 'little but guess-work"; working from their plans, he was also able to 
offer some clues towards dating architectural detail in churches [LIII (1896), 338f.]. in this 
article Micklethwaite isolated the early Kentish group of churches, which was subsequently 
discussed in detail by Peers in 'On Saxon Churches of the St Pancras type', Arch. J. LVIJI 
(1901), 402f. Micklethwaite's earlier article 'On the growth of English parish churches' 
[Arch. J. XXXVII (1880), 364f.] expresses the same views in a less developed form. Baldwin 
Brown made much the same points in a series of-articles in The Builder LXIX (1895), 215f., 
250f., 288f. 9  326f. 9  370f., 410f., 454f., and 474f., and in 'Some characteristics of pre-Conquest 
architecture' [J.R.I.B.A. 3rd series 11(1895), 485f.]. 'A later exposition of the same develop- 
ments will be found in A. Hamilton Thompson The Ground Plan of the English Parish Church 
(1911), chapters 1 and I.I. The most important attempt at a chronology of Saxon architecture 
before Micklethwaite's was Freeman's, in his History of Architecture (215f.), but his chrono-
logy depended unduly on the assumed influence of timber-construction -on architecture, and 
was distorted by his inclusion of Stow in his earliest period. 

33 In 1846 Hartshorne noted the lack of certain typical Saxon features at Brixworth (Arch. J. 
111 5  285f.), and Poole isolated a first and second Saxon there [A.A.S.R. I (1850-1), 122f.J: 
such views were common by the 1890s. One writer, Irvine, who was developing ideas about 
Saxon chronology, rarely made them explicit in his published writings. Another, Loftus 
Brock, expressed his interest in churches showing signs of reconstruction and addition during 
the Saxon period in The Antiquary III (1881), 108. . 

34 Baldwin Brown Anglo-Saxon Architecture (1925), 2. 
Haigh, for example, dated the triangular arches at Deerhurst to the 8th century by 

paralleling them with Lorsch in J.B.A.A. I (1846), 14-5; Freeman (History of Architecture, 
215) had noted Saxon architecture's affinities with German, rather than Norman, Roman-
esque; and Baldwin Brown pointed out the. similarity of Saxon pilasters to German lisenen in 
The Builder LXIX (1895), 455, without drawing chronological conclusions. 
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combined them in a scheme for dating Saxon architecture, formulated in 1903 
and elaborated in 1925.36  Paradoxically, Baldwin Brown himself objected to the 
dogma of Ex oriente lux, 37  yet he was surprised when Riviora suggested that 
Abingdon's double-apsed plan had influence abroad, 38  and he first made late 
Saxon architecture dependent on the continent. Adducing Rhineland parallels 
for certain features of such buildings, he claimed that these had been borrowed 
thence by the English church reformers in the 10th century; any buildings 
showing such features must therefore be later than that, and only buildings 
lacking them might be earlier. The problem of chronology in Saxon architecture 
had apparently been solved at a stroke. Baldwin Brown was followed in this 
theory by Sir Alfred Clapham, who elaborated Brown's ideas of Carolingian 
influence, and went even further in claiming of Abingdon that 'it is obvious that 
so unusual a feature can hardly have originated in England' . 39  

Yet the whole basis of this interpretation of Saxon architecture is question-
able, not because Dark Age English architecture was isolated from continental 
influence, but because this influence should be investigated in its own right, not 
assumed. In particular, the possibility that England contributed to the 
Carolingian cultural revival such architectural features as the bell-tower and the 
centrally-planned church 40  is fatal to Baldwin Brown's scheme. For even if such 
hypotheses are groundless, it is impossible to test them satisfactorily while these 
and other features common to England and the continent are dated by pre-
suming that they were copied here from earlier continental exemplars. Besides, 
though there may be evidence for cultural links between England and the 
Rhineland, the English missions to Germany in the 8th century should give 
warning against the assumption that the Rhineland formed English style rather 
than vice-versa, and even the use of continental models by the 10th-century 
reformers needs to be proved, not taken for granted. For similarities to conti-
nental buildings should not exclude the possibility of indigenous inspiration in 
late Saxon churches, just as over-emphasis of the effects of the Viking raids 

36  See volume 11 of The Arts in Early England ('Ecclesiastical Architecture in the Old 
English Period', 1903), particularly chapters II ('Foreign influences in later Saxon architec-
ture', 33f.) and VII ('An essay in chronology and history', 272f.). In the second edition of the 
book, published in 1925 with the title Anglo-Saxon Architecture, Baldwin Brown is less 
hesitant; the crucial chapter here is IX, 'Influences from the Rhineland and Saxony' (227f.). 

31 Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 2. 
38  ibid, 233. Curiously, Baldwin Brown himself admitted that Deerhurst may have had one 

of the earliest towers in Europe [1st edition (1903), 304. 
English Romanesque Architecture before  the Conquest (1930), 36. 

40 See Taylor 'Belfry Towers in Anglo-Saxon England', North Staffordshire  Journal of Field 
Studies VIII (1968), 9f., and Gilbert 'Some Problems of Early Northumbrian Architecture', 
Archaeologia Ac/lana 4th series XLII (1964), 65f. 
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should not be allowed to obscure the essential continuity of Saxon architecture. 
The long-and-short work used in the late Saxon period, for example, cannot be 
separated from the long-and-short work and jambs set in Escomb fashion of 
early churches, and recent demonstrations that it is structurally linked to the use 
of pilaster strips 4' throw doubt on the most striking of Baldwin Brown's parallels 
between Rhenish and English architecture, and thus on the chronology that he 
founded upon them. 42  

What is needed is a chronology of Saxon architecture soundly based on the 
buildings themselves, and this the work of the last thirty years has begun to offer. 
For a more careful investigation of Saxon edifices showing evidence for re-
construction and addition within the pre-Norman period has already enabled 
Dr Taylor and others to build up a more detailed relative chronology than was 
available hitherto. 43  Such archaeological deductions may finally free the study 
of Saxon architecture from the subjectivity which has marred so much earlier 
work, while careful excavations and investigation of particular aspects of Saxon 
buildings - such as their decoration and their building materials - have recently 
added depth to our knowledge of the architecture of the period. 44  

41  See Jackson and Fletcher ' "Long and short" quoins and pilaster strips in Saxon 
churches', J.B.A.A. 3rd series IX (1944), 12f., and Taylor 'The Origin, Purpose and Date of 
Pilaster-Strips in Anglo-Saxon Architecture', N. Staffs.  J.F.S. X (1970), 21f. 

42  Another problem treated unsatisfactorily by Baldwin Brown is the interrelationship of 
Saxon and Norman styles in the 11th century (Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 377f.) : he makes 
the assumption that all Norman influence must be post-Conquest, which is unjustified (see; 
e.g., Taylor Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 581-3). 

43  A change in attitude is evident in Gilbert's 'Anglian remains at St Peter's, Monkwear-
mouth' [Arch. Ad. 4th series XXV (1947), 140f.}, where he expresses his delight at the 
opportunities provided by a church containing work of more than one date in the Saxon 
period, in contrast to Baldwin Brown's complaints about its 'difficulties' and his preference 
for churches like Escomb, 'obviously of one date'. The most important recent book is H. M. 
& J. Taylor AngloSaxon Architecture, which gives a very valuable list of churches showing 
primary evidence of their Saxon date(s) (Appendix III, 723' 5) as well as detailed descriptions 
and references to other recent work. See also such summaries of recent work in interpretation 
as Taylor 'Problems of the Dating of the pre-Conquest churches', N Staffs.  J.F.S. I (1961), 
58f., and Taylor Why should we study the Anglo-Saxons, and note Dr Taylor's study of Repton 
in P. Clemoes & K. Hughes ed. England before  the Conquest (1971), 351f., with its clear 
differentiation of evidence from the building itself and from written sources, and its firm 
archaeological conclusions and hesitant historical correlations. 

44 The most important excavations have been those at Winchester, published in recent 
volumes of the Antiquaries Journal. For studies of particular aspects, see Taylor 'Architectural 
sculpture in pre-Norman England' [J.B.A.A. XXIX (1966), 3f.], which includes a useful list 
of extant examples, and E. M. Jope 'The Saxon Building Stone industry in southern and 
midland England' [Medieval Archaeology Viii (1964), 91f.J, an interesting study. Studies of 
structural aspects of the style include those of Jackson and Fletcher in J.B.A.A. 3rd series Xli 
(1949) 9  if., XIV (1951), 1 If., and XIX (1956) If. (on porticus), as well as those mentioned in 
note 41. 



ANGLO-SAXON ARCHITECTURE SINCE 1770: AN EVALUATION 	139 

But even modern workers need to be warned against assumptions which can 
too easily devalue their conclusions, the diffusionist premises which led the early 
20th century astray, and the misplaced emphasis on historical dating which 
proved so dangerous before. It remains particularly tempting to date buildings 
more exactly than our evidence warrants, tying to too strict a chronological 
sequence a series of churches showing typological evolution, or laying weight on 
historical considerations which are often more misleading than helpful . 4

-1  Above 
all, it is important not to impose arbitrarily precise dates on buildings merely 
because there is no means of checking them as there is after the Norman 
Conquest, for Saxon architecture is a subject where precision will always be 
difficult to obtain. It is more honest to be content with uncertainties. 

45 Some of the recent conclusions of Jackson and Fletcher [J.B.A.A. 3rd series XVI (1953) 9  
41f., XXII (1959) 9  41f., XX1V (1961), if., XXV (1962), if., XXVI (1963), if., XXVIH (1965), 
16f., and XXIX (1966), 52f.J have been unfortunate, particularly their readiness to attribute 
early dates to churches 'using methods which there is some reason for thinking unsound' 
[Mercer 'The alleged early date of the Saxon church at Bradford-on-Avon', J.B.A.A. 3rd 
series XXIX (1966), 69],  and their correlation of existing churches with the building activity 
of Wilfrid, a hypothesis which cannot be proved and may be misleading, as it was in the 19th 
century [note, e.g., that it is cited by D. H. Farmer in his edition of The Rule of St  Benedict 
(Bodleian MS Hatton 48) (1968), 25n3, as 'convincing']. Their work, however, is important, 
unlike that of the most prolific recent writer on the subject, Dr E. A. Fisher, whose four books 
[Introduction to Anglo-Saxon Architecture and Sculpture (1959), The Greater Anglo-Saxon 
Churches (1962), Anglo-Saxon Towers (1969) and The Saxon Churches of Sussex (1970)] 
abound in misleading statements and contribute little of value. 

Criticisms of Dr Taylor's work tend by their meanness only to emphasise the general 
soundness of his method. But he has been guilty of using unsuitable considerations as 
evidence in dating: for example, in Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 391, one of his reasons for 
suggesting that the tower of St Mary-le-Wigford, Lincoln, is pre-Conquest, is that the use of 
Old English in the foundation inscription would then have been 'more probable'; but this is 
an unwise and possibly misleading assumption, for the use of Old English in Lincolnshire after 
the Conquest is a phenomenon worthy of investigation itself. The difficulties of typology are 
illustrated by the typological sequence of Saxon belfry windows that he cites in Why should 
we study the Anglo-Saxons, 20-30, whose chronology he suggests on the basis of the sequence 
at Barton-on-Humber: for at Bardsey, Yorks (see Taylor Anglo-Saxon Architecture, 39-40), 
a single window with a head of his first type is evidently contemporary with double windows 
with heads of the second type (Why, 22), which suggests that their chronological sequence 
may not be as clear as their typological progression. Additional complications such as regional 
variations [briefly indicated by Dr Taylor in N. Staffs. J.F.S. 1(1961), 63f.] make dating more 
difficult still. And it is interesting that Baldwin Brown found Saxon architecture so un-
systematic that he considered that 'evolution' need not involve chronology (Anglo-Saxon 
Architecture, 327). 
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