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THE MISERICORDS OF EXETER
CATHEDRAL.

HE carvings on misericords show we the secular
aspect of the medizval mind, and this gives them
a special fascination, but their interest does not rest only
on the subjects, the handiwork of the arlist deserves study.
In the later ages -of misericords there was a tendency Lo
disregard beauty and finish so loog as a story was told;
this i= not =0 at Exeter, where, with very few exceptions,
the carvings are boldly desivned and admirably worked.

Before considering them in detail, it may be as well to
zay a little about the evolotion of the misericord.

In the primitive church people stood o pray, with
the arms extended, as is shown by the “Orantes™ in the
catacombs of Rome. Later, it became the custom to
lneel, bur =itting was never permitted , participantis in the
service bad to stand or knesl thronghout. In the tenth
centory, stalls were placed in the choirs of cathedrals and
monaztic snd collegiate churches; they were still places
for standing, not seals. The word #=iall”™ comes [rom the
Anglo-Saxon, and means a standing place: it retains its
primary meaning when applied to a stall in a stable,
wherein & horse stands, also when used to desigoate a
booth at a fair or a fancy bazaar, otherwise a % standing.”

Ii iz obvious that to stand or kneel all through the
numerous daily services was a great physical strain to the
aged and infirm, so they were allowed to use crutches,
which were placed under the armpits, and afforded some
supporl, However, before very long, seats were placed
in the stalls in the form ol brackets, which worked on
pivots, They were only used during the Epistle and
Gradual at Mass, and during the Responses at Vespers:
at all other times they were turned back out of the way.
Peter de Clugny in 1121, referring to the conduct of

B



THE MISERICORDS OF EXETERE CATHEDRAL.

services, says al certain times, “ Here the seats are turned
up'”; so they must have been generally adopted by that
date. The occupant of the stall would scon find that
the solid edge of the bracket offered some little support;
then the device was hit upon of fastening a piece of wood
on this edge, at right angles to the bracket, so that when
it was turned unp ancther seat was brought ro light,
narrow, il is troe, bol a boon 1o weary bodies. The use
of thiz little ledge as a seat was permitted at times when
long periods of standing produced exhawstion, and was
looked on as an indulgence to the iafirm, so it received
the name of misericord—mercy—and was  sometimes
calied a " patience,” the word being used in the sense of
indulgence, as it ix= 1n Shakspeare in such phrases as
“py your patience,” thongh the sirictly correct name is
#gub.sedilia.”  The terin “miserere™ was never applied
lo it; 1{bis is inaccorare and unorammatical, as it is a
verhb and not o nonn. It seems to have been first wsed
by Bishop DMilner, early in the nineleenth century, in
an account of Winchester Cathedral; it was quoted
in some architectural poblications, and for & time was
commonly used in England; now it has gziven place to
“misericord,” the popular term Dby which it wasz first
known,

From the (hirtesnth centuty onwards it became the
cusiom to adorn with carvings the pader sides of the
zeatz which wonld be visible when turned vp. In some
churches, perhaps in all, the occupant of the stall turned
rooud fo  kneel, and wpsed the misericord as a desk.
Monks and canons are but haman;  these interesting
carvings no doubt gave a little relaxation during a long
SEIVICE.

The Exeter misericords dale from the thirteenth
century, and are the oldest complete set in England. The
Fabric Rolls of the Cathedral were begua by Bishop
Bronescomhe in 1275, the year before his death; they
were continned by Bishop Cuivil and his successors up to
1439, They have no entry of the original erection of the
misericords, which must have been finished before the
record began. Tradition says they were carved during
the episcopate of Bishop Bruere ({1224—1244). From
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THE MISERICORDS OF EXETER CATHEDRAL.

the internal evidence of the carvings themselves, that may
be taken as the approximate date of mest of them, though
they could not all have been finished tili some time after,
With a few exceptions, they appear to have been the work
of one hand; the style wvaries wvery htrle, and what
divergence there is, is po more than would be accounted
for by the passage of time and the groweh of new fashions.
It seems as if the carver had worked at high pressure for
a time, then, either hiz energy slackened, or from some
other cause he worked more intermittently., Some might
well have been carved in 1230, and somse there are that
can hardly be earlier than rz60. Two are later still, as
will be shown presently.

The stalls containing the mizericords are now in the
psual situation, on the north and south sides of the west
end of the choir, with return slalls agsinst the screen
between the choir and the nave, but it appears that thig
was nob their ariginal position, for there iz an entry in the
Fabnic MHolis, 1309-10, recording that thoy were moved,
as follows :—

*Custes wvitri et stallorum.  Stip: mag. John de
(Glaston ad removand stallas por 14 sept., 52s. &4

{Cost of glass and stalls. Payment to Master John
of Glaston for 14 weeks removing the stalls, 528, 6d.)

We are not told whence they were moved, nor where
they were placed: perhaps they had heen in the nave;
in MNorman cathedrals the clergy and chelr sat i the
transepts, and thiz practice may have heen continned in
Exeter until the enlarged choir was able to receive them,
and the DBishop’s Throne had been erected, Mr. Francis
Bond, in Cathedrals of England and Wales, says definitely
that it was so at Exeter, bur does not give his autharity,

When the stalts were moved in 13og-10, they were
probably =et up in much the same pesition as at present,
at all events they were there belore the restoration of 1870,
An account of the misericords by the Rev. J. W. Hewett,
published in 184g, gives a numbered list, which shows
that each side of the choir had (weniy-five stalls, of which
six on the north side and four on the south were return
stalls against the sereen.
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The stalls and misericords are mentioned occasionally
in the Transactions of the Exeter Diocesan Architectoral
Society. wThe stalis  retain  their misereres, and the
seatz, which alone can be called genuine, 1ift up to show
the quaint devies carved on the other side™ (On the
Waodamork  of Exeter Cathedraly, by Edward Ashworth,
Architect, July 25, 18352). *There are in the Cathedral
Cheir some stall seats, hidden and rather dispuized by
seventegeath century additions, but sull the carving of
the under-side of the moveable seat 1= good Early English,
and supposed to be of Bishop Marshall's time™ (Aneion
Woodwesh i Deven,” July Bth, 1387.)

On examination it will be noticed that all the misericords
have hecn cut dowt, and let into a frameweork of new
wood., This process was so  ruthlessly followed that
seventesn of the carvings were mutiiated hy having
potiions cut away., ‘When this wuas dope it is impossible
to say. At all evenls before 13gg, for Mre, Howell speaks
of it with regret, adding *'This mutilation appears to
have been an early one’” Here I mnst join issue with
him. Tha framing must have been done by way of repairs,
The edres po doubl bad become worn or splintered, and
it was decided (o tdy them up in this drastic way. Itis
not at all likely thai it would bhave been done when the
stalls were moved o 130g; for one thing, Lhey would be
practically cew, and pot be in need of repair, and also
hecause it was not until laler times {bal the arlislic work
of a hy-gone day was treated with indifference. Mr.
Ashworth, in the paper from which T bave already quoted,
published in 1832, says that the pews at that time in the
Chotr, which be characterises as ¢ tasteless in the extreme,”
were probahty erected m 1634, the dafe of the elgborate
pulpit, Very likely something was done to the stalls at
the same lime, for in the same paper the writer speaks
of their beiog kidden and racher disguised by seventeenth
century addilions, and at that pericd it wonld not he at
all unlikely that the carvings would be irreverently
handled ; Gothic art was in disrepute, and the great marvel
is that they were allowed to escape with mutilation only.

When the seats were ornigioally made, they had
projecting wooden pivote which worked in sockets at the
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sides of the stalls, so that they could swing up and down.
When they were cut down end inserted in the new frames
the same method was adopted, and the pivois were cut
with the frames. DBut later it appears thal supplementary
hinges were affixed to the misericords.

Each misericord bas four nail-holes, which in nearly
every instance are laken guite through the thickness of
the wood, maldog scars on the face, and sometimes
splitting it, so that new wood has bad lo be inzerted.

I have been lortunate emough to see photopraphs of
all the fifty misericords, taken after they had been removed
frome the stalls for the restoration of 1370, but before
anything bad been dooe to them, and I am permitted to
reproduce any of them to illustrate this paper. As
would he expected, thay show severz! Important points.
In these photographs the misericords all have their pivots,
and the marks where nails of the hinges scarred the wood
are very evident, as they are to-day. lo some cases the
wood 15 sphntered and broken., The misericord which is
now in =siall 48 has wonden batlens nailed on each =ide;
at present new wood has been imserted.  The shelves of
No. 23 (Cockatrice), and No. 38 {Merman and Mermaid),
have broken edges. All damage of this kind was made
good at the restoratito.

Ail the misericords have now lost their pivots. The
late Mr, Harry Hems ina letter to the Honorary Secretary
uf the Exeter Pictorial Record Society, November 4th, 1914,
stated that up to the time of {he restoration {13%0.71),
“All had their original wooden pivots in perfect order,
fit to work for a few more centuries.”

This is not quite accurate; the pivots were not the
original ones, but were a part of the modern frames, into
which the carvings had been imserted, which Mr. Hems,
curionsly enough, docs not seem o have noticed. Nor
does he refer to the supplementary hinges, which, as
mentioned above, had produced scars on practically all
of them, as shown in the photographs of 1870; they
have no conmection with the present hinges, and looked
just the same then as now,

To return te Mr. Hems's letter, He says that the
misericords were taken out and sent to a firm of carvers
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