CROSS FROM NETHER DENTON CHURCH.
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ART. X.—A Cross from Nether Denton Church. By
the REV. CANON R. D. ELLWOOD.

A

BOUT the middle of August, 1941, whilst some
clearance was being made in the Churchyard of
Nether Denton a stone cross on which is carved a statue
figure, was discovered embedded in the soil.
The cross measures 23 inches in length by 15 inches
across the arms, and has a base, which has apparently
been socketted, of 92 inches by 6 inches. The carved
statue-figure on the cross measures 192 inches in length,
and the thickness of the cross is 42 inches.
The form of the cross is wheel-headed, of the kind
described by Professor W. G. Collingwood in Northumbrian
Crosses, page 144, as belonging to a fashion local to a
Norse settlement on Tees-side and across Stainmoor into
Westmorland. The wheel-head is not pierced or even
pitted; it is simply carved into the armpits of the cross.
There is no carving on the back of the cross except that
on the shaft, the lower arm is outlined to correspond with
the other three arms.
The remarkable feature of the cross is the statue-figure,
it is given this description as it is quite different from the
figures found on the early crosses of the Anglian and
Scandinavian periods. On these the figures are usually,
I believe, invariably, carved in panels incised below the
face of the shaft or arms of the cross, but in the Nether
Denton cross the figure stands out in high relief and the
cross forms a background.
The figure is full length, apparently bearded, dressed in
a simple double-breasted robe and holding a sceptre or
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rod in the right hand; the upper part of the rod resting
on the right shoulder.
On the head is a circlet, which may be the base of a
crown or a mitre; the upper part has been broken,
though if it is a mitre it is of a short kind, as the top of the
cross is not very high above the circlet left around the
head.
At the bottom of the robe there is indicated what may
be the ends of a stole, or possibly parts of an under
garment.
The figure has been drawn and executed evidently by a
capable and skilful craftsman, for although it is much
weather-beaten the remains of the circlet round the head
shew a delicacy of carving, and the folds of the garment,
though slight, give evidence of artistic feeling and
reverence.
So the impression is gained at once that the mason who
wrought it was no imitative workman but an artificer
trained in ecclesiastical craftsmanship.
The strange thing is that there is apparently no counterpart to it existing either hereabouts or elsewhere so far as
is known; it would seem that the craftsman wrought
only too well and that the realistic nature of his figures
(if he did make others similar, which seems likely),
aroused the full ire of the iconoclasts.
Perhaps the Nether Denton Cross, like the Ruthwell
Cross of an earlier period, escaped destruction by burial
for which preservation we are grateful.
The Nether Denton Cross is deemed to be of a later
period than the Northumbrian crosses so carefully
described by Professor Collingwood.
A photograph of the Cross was submitted to Sir Eric
Maclagan, Director of the Victoria and Albert Museum,
and he and his colleague, Miss Longhurst, agreed in
assigning it to a period not earlier than the twelfth
century, Mr. Kendrick of the British Museum and Mr.
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Clapham, the President of the Society of Antiquaries,
have also seen the photograph and they are in substantial
agreement as to the period to which the sculpture belongs,
but Mr. Clapham says he is reminded of certain eleventh
century crosses at Old Sarum.
It is not, however, possible to determine whom the
figure represents.
Sir Eric Maclagan thinks it represents a bishop or some
other saint.
It seems to me not a little incongruous that any figure
other than that of our Lord should occupy the sole and
central position on a cross, and there are early representations in Christian art of our Lord robed and crowned
" reigning from the tree." Majestas is the term used to
describe such a figure.
It is true there is no halo or any likelihood of the
existence of one before the breakage of the upper portion
occurred, but this fact, whilst it would be decisive in the
case of a figure in low relief such as the figure of our Lord
on the Bewcastle Cross which is represented with a halo,
yet it is clear that a halo could not be readily represented
on a statue-figure such as this.
The nearest parallel to be found among the early
crosses is that of the Majestas figure of our Lord on the
upper panel of the tallest of the three Ilkley Crosses ; of
this Professor Collingwood. says " Figure carving to
suggest relief was too much for the workman."
The date assigned to this Ilkley Cross is a period
immediately before A.D. 867. Northnmbrian Crosses
PP. 49, 5 0 .
The Rector of Nether Denton, the Reverend G.
Beresford Hope thinks that the figure represents St.
Cuthbert to whom the church is dedicated.
There is, however, some difference of opinion on the
question of the dedication of Nether Denton church, and
T. H. B. Graham and W. G. Collingwood in a learned and

tcwaas_002_1942_vol42_0013

152^A CROSS FROM NETHER DENTON CHURCH.

exhaustive article on " Patron Saints of the Diocese of
Carlisle " (these Transactions, N.S. xxv, Art. I), give two
alternatives.
St. Cuthbert (Nicolson and Burn, Bacon, Liber Regis) .
St. John-the-Baptist (Ecton's Thesaurus) existing
117o-118o (Chancellor Prescott's Wetherhal, 198) .
So it is clear that we cannot obtain any helpful evidence
as to the identity of the figure from the record of the
dedication.
But the fact that there was a church at Nether Denton
in 117o does help to corroborate the suggested date of the
cross. The cross may have been in a niche or placed at
the apex of a porch roof ; the front of the cross is more
deeply weathered than the back, and it seems likely that
it was a feature of the Church existing in the middle of the
izth century mentioned in the Wetheral Register.
It will be noted that those best qualified to form
judgment on the date of this cross consider that it
belongs to the 12th century. I cannot help feeling from a
consideration of the form of the actual cross and of the
characteristics of the carving of the figure that, although
it shows a development towards statuary yet it has an
affinity of tradition, if no more than that, with the
Pre-Norman crosses which are so abundant in this part of
the country.
In such an investigation we greatly miss the masterhand of our former president, W. G. Collingwood; and
what is written above is reverently dedicated to his
memory.
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