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A m o n g  the antiquities w hich passed into the so cie ty ’s 
collection from  the old A lla n  m useum  w as an ivo ry  crosier- 
head. It is little known* even lo cally, and appears alm ost 
entirely to h ave escaped gen eral notice.

It is in the form  o f a  dragon -head ed volute con tain in g  
an A g n u s  D e i 'w h ich  bears on its back a  gem m ed cross. 
T h e  L a m b  holds one leg  raised before it, w h ile  between  
the others runs a  narrow  strip representing the g r o u n d ; it 
looks b ack w ard s over its shoulder, either in p iety  at the 
cross, or p o ssib ly  w ith the cou rage o f faith a t the w id ely  
g a p in g  ja w s  of the d r a g o n ; en circlin g it w ithin the sp ace  
enclosed b y  the volute runs a  sp ra y  o f h ig h ly  con vention
alized fo liage, from  w hich at intervals sp rin g  crocket-like  
leaves. S im ila r  leaves sp rin g in g  from  the neck of the piece  
su p p o rt the volute behind the d ra g o n ’s head. T h e  stem , 
w h ich  is in section a  pentagon w ith rounded a n gles, is too 
short to adm it o f a  k n o p ; inside the base is a  threaded  
socket f  inch lo n g . T w o  shallow  gro o ves g iv e  a finish to 
the outer su rface of the volute. It is 4§  inches in length  b y  

inches w id e. (P la tes x x x v i  an d x x x v n .  A c tu a l size.) 
T h e  d esig n  is a com m on one. T h e  L a m b  is sym b o lic  

o f our L o r d  in the special aspect of R e d e e m e r; w h ile  the 
d r a g o n ’s head , is said to represent the pow er of evil in 
defeat. T h e  m odelling is not, as m igh t at first appear, in 
the round, but con sists of tw o distinct faces in low  relief 
separated b y  f  inch o f solid iv o ry , the sp aces in the d esign  
b e in g  cut out o f the m aterial as th ough w ith a  fretsaw . 
T h is  n atu rally  gives, the piece a  som ew hat h e a v y  ap p ear-
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ance. S lig h t  traces of g ild in g  rem ain in the recesses of 
the d esign , esp ecially on the c ro ss ; but it is im possible to  
s a y  w hether the w hole surface or only a part w a s o rig in a lly  
g ilt. E x c e p t for the m inutest details, both sides are  

identical.
A lth o u g h  it has m ore than once been stated that th is  

piece com es from  E a s b y  abb ey, the provenance is un
k n o w n ; it is p o ssib ly  Sca n d in a v ia n  or E n g lis h  w ork o f 
the late twelfth or early  thirteenth cen tu ry.

T h e  h istory o f the A lla n  m useum , the im m ediate  
source from  w hich it w a s acq uired, is sufficiently well 
k now n, but as the facts are relevant th ey m ay be 
sum m arized here. T h is  ea rly  collection, founded som e
tim e about 176 0 -70  b y  M arm adu ke T u n sta ll o f W y c liffe -  
o n -T ees, passed in 1 7 9 1  to G eo rge  A lla n  of B lack w ell 
G ra n g e , near D a rlin gto n , to w hom  it ow es its nam e. It 
w a s in scope and intent a collection of objects relatin g to 
natural h istory, but besides som e ethn ograp hical speci
m ens o f the first im portance it also  contained a  sm all 
num ber of antiquities. B oth  collectors m ade purch ases  
not o n ly  lo cally  but in the L o n d o n  m arket also, so that no  
presum ption of local origin  arises in respect of a n y  of the  

contents.
So m e time after the death of G eo rg e  A lla n  in 1800 his 

m useum  .was purchased from  his fam ily  b y  the L ite ra ry  
an d  P h ilo sop h ical So c ie ty  o f N ew castle -u p o n -T yn e . T h is  
w a s la rg e ly  the result o f the enthusiasm  of one m an, 
G e o rg e  T o w n sh en d  F o x , w h o  also com piled a catalo gu e o f  
the collection a s  it stood w hen it cam e into the p ossession  
of the L ite ra ry  an d P h ilo so p h ical So c ie ty  in 18 2 2 , an d it 
is to F o x ’s S y n o p s is 1 that w e ow e w h at inform ation w e  
possess o f the contents o f the A lla n  m useum . In  h is  
introduction he g iv e s  a  full h isto ry  of the collection so fa r  
a s he could recover it, and. for details reference m a y be 
m ade to h is w ork.

T h e  A lla n  collection w a s the im m ediate cause o f the

1 Synopsis of the Newcastle Museum, by G. T. Fox, F .L .S .^ N e w 
castle, 1827.



form ation  of the N atural H isto ry  So c ie ty  o f N orthu m ber
lan d , D u rh am  and N ew castle -u p o n -T yn e , w hich w as  
o rig in a lly  in augurated for the exp ress purpose o f ta k in g  it 
o ver from  the L ite ra ry  an d  P h ilo so p h ical S o c ie ty . T h is  
it did in 18 2 9 , an d in 18 3 4  the antiquities in the collection  
w ere a ssig n e d  to the So c ie ty  o f A n tiq u a ries, w hich w a s at 
that tim e housed under the sam e roof.

In  the m atter o f publication the crosier-head has not 
been fortunate. W ith  one exception (see below) all the 
n otices o f it w h ich  h ave appeared have been in local 
p u b licatio n s of greater or less o b scu rity . P erh a p s this is 
a s  w ell, fo r these notices are not o n ly  inadequate but mis-r 
lead in g.

T h e  piece appears to have been publish ed first b y  
C la rk so n  in his H is to r y  o f R ic h m o n d , 1 8 2 1 ,  to w hose  
cau tio u s statem ent on the provenance all later attributions  
can  be traced. W r it in g  o f E a s b y  ab b ey, and in particular 
o f E a s b y  fon t, also in the A lla n  collection, he go es on to 
state (p. 36 2) that e< T w o  crosiers in perfect preservation, 
a re  also  to be met w ith at B lack w ell G ra n g e , w h ich  are  
reported to h ave been b ro u gh t from  E a s b y  a b b e y .”  A s  
the secon d crosier is d em onstrably n o t  fro m  E a s b y , and  
as C la rk so n ’s  ow n statem ent w a s carefu lly  qualified, it is  
su rp risin g  that the attribution should  have been accepted  
b y  later w riters in so uncritical a spirit. T h e  e n g ra v in g  
in the text is puerile, but serves to fix the iden tity.

F o x  (lo c . c it ., p p . 18 1-2 )  g iv e s  an excellent e n g ra v in g  
a n d  quotes C la rk so n ’s notice, but ad d s nothin g to our 
in form ation . In 18 5 1  a  d raw in g  b y  the artist W .  B .  S c o tt  
ap peared in his A n tiq u a r ia n  G le a n in g s  in  the N o r th  o f  

E n g la n d , p late x r n ;  and a ga in  in 1900 tw o furth er illustra
tions o f the piece appeared in our ow n P r o c e e d in g s , one  
fro m  a p h o to grap h  b y  M r. P a rk e r B rew is, the other bein g  
a  reproduction o f a  som ew hat feeble cut taken from  F a ir -  
h o lt’ s  D ic tio n a r y  o f  T erm s in  A r t . T h e  brief letterpress 
is, how ever, based on F o x , and accepts the E a s b y  
p ro ven an ce w ithout question .2



So much for local publication, and it might havj 
expected that, short and uninformative as the notici 
the illustrations-alone would have, ensured that the 
was not passed. over by workers in this field generally? 
Y et by an odd combination of circumstances this is what 
has happened.

In 1868 the crosier was exhibited at the National 
Exhibition of W orks of A ft at Leeds, and that appears to 
have been the occasion of the taking of one or more casts, 
for there is one of' our piece in the Victoria and Albert 
museum which was acquired in that year, while a Sfecond 
cast from a different (and much better) mould is to be seen 
at Oxford in the Ashmolean museum. Y et by 1876 J .  O. 
Westwood had already somehow lost track of the collection 
in which the original was to be found, and in his Catalogue 
of the Fictile Ivories in the South Kensington Museum, 
p. 263, the locality does not appear in the description of 
the cast (no. 745). The omission was not Unnaturally 
repeated in the Catalogue of Pastoral Staves, 1924, p. 35  
(no. 39), and when the writer last saw it (in December, 
1931) the cast .was labelled “  Locality Unknown.” 3

The only reference to be found in a general work is in 
Alfred Maskell’s Ivories, 1905, p. 215, where our example 
is listed with a query among crosier-heads of the tenth 
century. But this notice, too, apart from the dating,-is 
no more than a  repetition of Fox, and it is almost certain 
that the author had not himself seen thfe original. It 
was, however, in consequence of this note of Maskell’s 
that an inquiry'w as sent to Newcastle by the committee 
of the Burlington- Fine Arts Club in 1923 in view of 
their forthcoming Exhibition of Ivory Carvings. The  
inquiry must have reached the wrong quarter, for the 
answer was that no such ivory was in the Newcastle 
museum !4

a The Ashmolean, by an unfortunate confusion of labels, was involved 
in a statement of which the novelty more than compensated for anything 
it might lack in simple truth. The Newcastle crosier was stated to.be in 
the■ Vatican! But we who live in glass houses !

‘  Ex inf. Miss M. H. Longhurst. . . .  ,



This piece, then, has hitherto been known to specialists 
through two casts only, one'unidentified, the other wrongly 
labelled; and through Maskell’s note, which had actually 
been followed up, only to produce a blank denial. From  
the point of view of the outsidie worker all roads of- inquiry 
seemed closed. It was the realization of this position, 
through recognizing the two casts, that first led the writer 
to think of adequate publication. Since then further facts 
have come to light.

T he above brief review of the authorities shows clearly 
how flimsy is the evidence for the provenance which has 
been so readily accepted. Y et this is a question the im
portance of which no one would deny. It was therefore 
by a stroke of singularly good fortune that the writer 
recognized an entry in an eighteenth century sale catalogue 
which must refer to this piece.

The catalogue is that of the furniture of the Hon. Mr. 
Bateman, removed after his death from Old W indsor, and 
sold in London in M ay, 1774. Lot no. 73 reads as 
follow s: “  A n  ancient Greek crozier in ivory; and the 
crozier of Seabrook abbat of Gloucester 1457, taken out of 
his coffin.” 5 Now Seabrook’s crosier is also in our 
museum, and what is more it came to us from the same 
source as that now in question. W e know that by 1800,' 
the date of George Allan’s death, at latest, these two 
crosiers, Seabrook’s and our ivory example, were associ
ated in the same collection. The obvious inference is that 
lot 73 at the Bateman sale was purchased by Marmaduke 
Tunstall himself; but on any view of the facts it is surely 
incredible that Seabrook’s crosier should have been sold 
in the same lot with one ivory crosier in 1774, and by 1800 
have become separated from the first and yet fallen in with 
another.

W hat, then, of the Easby connection ? H aving carried 
back the history of the piece for forty-seven years prior to 
the earliest mention formerly known, we find it in a

5 British Museum, MSS. Cole, vol. X X X V , p. 9, quoted in Dugdale’s 
Monasticon, ed. Ellis, 1817, I, 536 n.



London sale room without any suggestion of an origin at 
Easby, but on the contrary with the statement, for what.it 
is worth, that the thing is Greek !5a

It is e a sy  to im agin e w h at has happened. C la rk so n  
pub lished his h isto ry in 18 2 1  and w ould be collectin g his  
m aterials sh o rtly  before that. A t  B lackw ell G ra n g e  his  
inform ation m ust h ave been derived at best from  the 
descendants, p o ssib ly  even from  the servants, o f the m an  
w h o  had purchased, and to som e extent form ed, the 
collection. T h e  first-hand inform ation G eo rge  A lla n  had  
possessed had died w ith him  tw en ty yea rs before, and F o x  
exp ressly  m entions the difficulty he had in id en tifyin g  the 
specim ens so soon after a s 18 2 2 . In circum stances like 
this, once a  source is forgotten another is soon inven ted. 
B o th  crosiers in the collection at B lackw ell G ra n g e  w ere  
clearly  fathered on E a s b y  a b b ey sim p ly because it w as the  
nearest ecclesiastical house o f consequence. T h is  o b vio u s  
explanation m ay be accepted w ith all the m ore confidence  
inasm uch as the ascription o f Sea b ro o k ’s crosier to E a s b y  
is  g la rin g ly  untrue a s a n y  com petent gu id e could h ave  
seen b y  read in g the b ra ss plate on its stem .

N o w  that w e h ave destroyed one attribution w ithout 
b ein g in a position to establish another, w e are throw n back  
upon considerations o f a  gen eral character if w e are to try  
to determ ine the date an d  place o f o rig in . U n fo rtu n a tely  
there is little evidence to w ork upon. T h e  com parative  
m aterial is so inaccessible an d so little studied that it is 
not y et  possible to form  conclusions on points like this with  
m uch confidence.

It Would be o f the first consequence if it could be show n  
that our exam ple w as a  product o f E n g lis h  craftsm an sh ip, 
and there is n oth in g in the style  a g a in st such an attribu
tion ; but the supposed connection with E a s b y  w h ich  m igh t  
have counted for m uch in favo u r of an E n g lis h  origin  can  
no lon ger be relied upon. P ara lle ls  of a  kind com e  
from  Ita ly , esp ecially the northern districts, w here a  g ro u p

5a It need hardly be pointed out that the suggestion of a Greek origin 
is quite unfounded, and is purely eighteenth century guesswork.



of pieces with the same subject and in the same material 
(sometimes coloured) are known to have been made in the 
fourteenth century.6 The likeness is riot, however, very 
great, and is insufficient to support a satisfactory attribu
tion. There is, moreover, a . certain resemblance to 
Scandinavian work, and between England and Scandinavia 
the cho'ice at present seems to lie.7

The date, too, is not easy to determine, and for similar 
reasons. The view expressed by Alfred Maskell (supra), 
and reflected till recently in our own labelling, assigned 
our example to the tenth century. But in the light of later 
work, this can hardly stand. The voluted form of crosier 
had not at so early a date supplanted the tau-cross then in 
universal use, except in Ireland which retained the local 
“ walking-stick”  form. Early examples of volutes are 
dated to the eleventh century, but in no case where the 
centre is so elaborated as in the present. On the other 
hand, in the matter of mere technical efficiency we are a 
long way yet from the polished products of the French 
Craftsmen of the fourteenth century. Although we know 
the subject to have been a popular one with Italian workers 
of that period, their treatment of it, as mentioned above, is 
not remarkably similar, and it is hardly conceivable that 
the century which produced the Soltikoff crosier and the 
Gothic mirror-cases should have been, responsible for a 
piece which is-in the purest Romanesque tradition.

Between the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries it is 
not easy to decide, and the question is perhaps best left 
open.8 But the treatment of the central design seeriis to 
Suggest that this is aii early experiment in the direction of 
the filling of the central space with a subject carving. So  
far as one can'judge this was a development" which did 
not come' in much before the thirteenth century, volutes of

6 The British Museum and the Victoria and Albert each have a single 
example. . - *

7 For much of the substance of this paragraph I am indebted to Miss 
M. H ; Longhurst.

8 In a recent letter Miss Longhurst informs me that whereas she at 
one time thought this to be a twelfth century piece, she now assigns 
it to the thirteenth century.



an earlier period showing a dragon's head only. Examples 
are a bronze staff-head at Basle, eleventh century, and one 
in enamel from Chartres, now in the Bargello, Florence, 
twelfth century, possibly English work.9 There are also 
two ivory examples of the twelfth century in the Vatican.10 
A ll these have the dragon’s head only. The filled volute 
is found at the end of the twelfth century, but only where 
the filling is foliage and.there is no dragon head; this must 
be regarded as a separate type. It is illustrated by two 
pieces from the graves of early bishops at St. D avid ’s .11

On the other hand, many of the common enamelled 
crosiers of the thirteenth century from Limoges have figure 
subjects in the volutes. The heavy and archaic appearance 
of the present example suggests that the worker in metal 
proved at first able to deal more successfully with the 
problems involved in true modelling in the round than did 
the worker in ivory ;12 that in consequence his products for 
a time exceeded in popularity those of his less progressive 
fellow-craftsman; and that this may in part account for the 
undoubted rarity of ivory crosier-hfeads in this century.13 
But this may only be an over elaborate explanation of what 
was, after all, simply a fashion, and it is not a view to which 
the sinewy realism of the thirteenth century ivory crosier, 
possibly English work, in the Ashmolean lends much 
support. It is, therefore, with all reserve that we suggest 

. that a date about 1200 is on present evidence the most 
probable.

A s  a work of art no object, perhaps, on so limited a 
scale can claim to be of the very first consequence. Even

9 Both illustrated in Victoria and Albert museum Catalogue of
Pastoral Staves, plate 3.

10 Casts are in the Victoria and Albert and the Ashmolean museums.
11 Illustrated, ibid., plate 4.
12 The many problems of modelling in the round had already been 

faced, and with some success, by workers in ivory during the twelfth 
century, and even earlier; but not under the special conditions imposed 
by the form of the voluted crosier.

13 This is, however, only one aspect of a phenomenon which applies 
to ivories generally. Suggested explanations of their comparative rarity 
in this period are “ a temporary failure in the supply of raw material 
and the revival and widespread development of monumental sculpture/' 
M. H. Longhurst, English Ivories, 1926, p. 36.



w ere the su b ject m ore exactin g, the execution less uncouth, 
th is w o u ld  still rem ain w hat b y  its nature it cannot avoid  

-b e in g , a  p ro d u ct of the m inor arts, at the best a  piece of 
sen sitive craftsm an sh ip . B u t there are few  objects in our 
m useum  w h ich  can claim  to be considered as w orks o f art 
at a ll. T h is  is one o f the exceptions. W ith in  its lim ita
tions it is a  th in g  o f real beau ty. It has all the v ig o u r o f  
a tech nique w h ich  has not fu lly  m astered the m edium  it 
em p lo ys, w h ile  a certain auth en ticity of design sh o w s that 
the lack o f finish is not to be accounted fo r sim p ly a s  the 
ru stic w ork m an sh ip  of a co p yist. T h is  w as the w ork o f a  
m aster in h is d a y, and for that reason to look upon and to 
handle the product of h is craft is still no com m on pleasure.






