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B a r r y  M a g r i l l

R e - t h i n k i n g  t h e  c o r b e l 
t a b l e  a t  S t  N i c h o l a s , 
B a r f r e s t o n  ( 1 1 8 5 ) :   
A  c o m m u n i t y  o f  h u m a n - h e a d e d  c a r v i n g s

M y interest in re-thinking the sculptural ornament at Barfreston grows out 
of the method to which I was exposed by Malcolm Thurlby. He continues 
to test long-accepted theories until he exposes a new interpretation and 

re-formulates new theories. My own abilities to navigate the nineteenth century and 
medieval worlds of architecture are owed to him. I consider myself incredibly fortunate 
to have studied with Malcolm over several years, taking not only individual courses 
but accompanying him on research visits to building sites across Britain and North 
America. On these journeys we speculated about why buildings look the way that they 
do. What was the origin of a particular sculptural motif? How did certain sites relate to 
one another across the spectrum of architectural history? Spending that much time with 
someone not only imparted knowledge, but also taught me what being generous with 
knowledge looks like. 
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Many years ago, I embarked on a research 
tour of southeast England—Kent 
County to be specific—with Malcolm 

Thurlby leading the way through churches, 
archives, and wonderful places to eat. That visit 
introduced me to a building with which I would 
become quite intimate, though at the time I thought 
it was just another entrée rather than the appe-
tizer, main course, and dessert that it turned out 
to be. That building was St Nicholas, Barfreston, 
a Romanesque gem whose architectural sculpture 
continued to fascinate and vex me over the next 
couple of decades. With Malcolm’s help I published 
some theories on the meaning of its sculptural pro-
gram, if indeed it even is a program, and now, so 
many years later, I have returned to re-think some 
of those earlier ideas.  

The sculpture integrated into the archi-
tectural fabric of twelfth-century churches in 
England, no less than elsewhere in Europe, 
reflected the diverse social and economic patterns 
representing a matrix of interests belonging to 
patrons, creators, and audiences. The challenge to 
gaining a foothold in understanding this matrix 
lays in the typical limitations of apprehending the 
social practices normalized in the distant past. 
Uncovering these patterns lays in the examina-
tion of the primary documents left behind, the 
artistic objects themselves admittedly complicated 
by a series of nineteenth-century restorations. 
Fortunately, my study of these fascinating carv-
ings, so prevalent at Barfreston, was illuminated by 
an important factor of which I was the benefactor: 
the encyclopedic recall of Malcolm Thurlby whose 
experience in such matters has few rivals. Such 
knowledge is increasingly missing in the world 
and it would greatly assist viewers of medieval 

1 . “Ralph of Courbépine held 1 yoke in Barfreston for the Bishop of Bayeux, there a poor woman paid 3 ½ d the value of which was always 10s,” in 
John Morris,  (ed.), 1983, Domesday Book, vol. 5, Chichester, Phillimore, p. 132.

architecture in need of separating original fabric 
from restoration, as is the case at Barfreston. This 
paper addresses the problematics of reading a 
medieval sculptural program complicated by the 
Victorian “improvement” of the stones. 

What the carving tells us

St Nicholas, Barfreston (c.1185), located roughly 
6 miles from Canterbury Cathedral in southeast 
Kent county, England, is beset on an almost daily 
basis by busloads of visitors, eager to view the 
“untouched” twelfth-century fabric of the church 
(fig. 1). Their gaze is particularly intent on the 
south doorway and tympanum. Sated from their 
examination of the delicate carving on the south 
doorway and a tour of the two-cell interior, visitors 
typically make a quick loop of the exterior walls 
noting the sculpture around the blocked north 
entrance and the elaborate west end containing 
several decorative elements, including an intact 
twelfth-century wheel window. How much an 
afterthought is the corbel table that runs around 
all four sides of the building remains unclear, and 
yet the lack of scholarship dealing specifically with 
this collection of corbels would confirm some 
degree of continued marginality. 

The sheer volume of corbels on a build-
ing of such small proportions merits investiga-
tion rather than outright dismissal. What might 
such a collection say about the medieval mind? 
Clearly the patrons possessed the wealth neces-
sary to support this elaborate carving campaign; 
the lands at Barfrestone were listed in Domesday 
in the possession of Odo, Bishop of Bayeaux in 
1066.1 After Bishop Odo’s disgrace in 1081 due to 
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charges of treason, the village was made a depend-
ent of Dover Castle.2 It is believed that one of the 
sub-constables of Dover, Hugo de Port, held the 
manor at Barfreston. The best speculation of direct 
patronage is that Hugo’s grandson, Adam de Port, 
built the small, two-cell church as part of a mar-
riage alliance with another wealthy family, the 
d’Orval family of Normandy.3 The construction 
of the church on the occasion of that marriage 
merged two wealthy families. The church is small 

2 . Clarke, Charles, 1835, “Barfreston Church,” in John Britton (ed.), Architectural antiquities of Great Britain, London, M.A. Nattali, p. 21. 
3 . Explained in detail in Worsfold, Frederick Henry, 1949, A guide to Barfreystone Church and its world famous carvings, 9th ed., Kent, Kentish Gazette, p. 3.
4 . Charles Cox suggested an earlier date of around 1150-1160, an idea no longer considered viable, see Cox, Charles, 1935, “Barfreston and Patrixbourne 
Churches,” Little Guide (Kent), 6th ed., London, Methuen, p. 332. By contrast, Deborah Kahn supports a later date of around 1175-1185 based upon 
stylistic evidence from Rochester Cathedral (Kent, c.1160), the choir at Canterbury post-1174 fire; see Kahn, Deborah, 1987, “The west doorway at 
Rochester Cathedral,” Romanesque and Gothic essays for George Zarnecki, Suffolk, The Boydell Press, p. 129-133.

and simple, and indeed its carved embellishment is 
the star attraction, now as it must have been then. 
Deborah Kahn suggested the correspondence 
between the carved foliage at St Nicholas and cor-
responding ornament at Canterbury, after the fire 
that destroyed the choir, in 1184.4 Thus, the Church 
of St Nicholas must date closely after that, and 
such a hypothesis further suggests that workers at 
Canterbury were hired at Barfreston shortly there-
after. Such clear connections between the patron’s 

~ �Fig. 1. St Nicholas, Barfreston, Kent, view from the south. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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wealth and a desire to be associated with large-
scale and important projects at Canterbury illus-
trate a deliberate political strategy. Controlling the 
narrative at Barfreston through the carved orna-
ment meant creating a timeless association with 
one of the highest religious powers in the land.

As a display of wealth, the plan is clear. 
Executing a richly decorative scheme required the 
patrons to hire several carvers, likely a master and 
apprentice to create the doorways, tympana, and 
west end sculptures—the bulk of the sculpture—
and perhaps a second small crew to articulate 
string courses and carve the corbels and column 
spewing heads of the famous wheel window. There 
is a clear visual distinction between the delicacy 
of the doorway carvings, perhaps executed by 
an artist also skilled in intricate metal work, and 
the meaty fullness of the corbel heads, and wheel 
window articulation.

5 . A typical formal approach is taken by Collins, A.H., 1993, “The sculptured ornament of the south doorway of Barfreston Church,” Archaeologia 
Cantiana, XLV, p. 3. He argues that “the sculptor’s object in carving these scenes was on the whole to ornament the fabric rather than to edify the con-
gregation,” and urges observers not to look for a consecutive order to the sculptural arrangement. Collins’s formalist approach to art history was the 
typical of the time, even though social art history had already been an accepted methodology.

A thorough examination of the corbel table 
reveals a non-sequential, non-grouped arrange-
ment (fig. 2). Scholars have argued that such a 
scheme bears no meaning.5 On the contrary, I 
would argue that the corbels represent a commun-
ity, a crucial aspect of community that recognizes 
personal difference within the whole. In total, 
the corbel table contains seventy-nine separately 
articulated stones. Of these, seventeen are human-
headed carvings, while the others consist of gro-
tesques, animals and fantastic beasts, and other 
designs. It is these seventeen human forms that are 
most closely related to the lived reality of the carv-
ers and their patrons. That is, if people imagined 
that they saw fantastical beasts, they surely 
encountered actual people on a regular basis. So, 
the corbels at Barfreston are just such a collection, 
based on the lived experience of the artist (people 
he saw) and include facial types produced by other 
artists (carvings he saw). Mimicry of the mundane 

~ �Fig. 2. St Nicholas, Barfreston, collection of corbel 
heads. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 3. St Nicholas, Barfreston, human corbel head. 
PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL
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world despite fear and speculation about the other-
worldly illustrates this connection to community. 
There was no community of fantastic beasts, only 
an imagined one.

The mundane human headed corbels’ 
appearance is wrongly associated with dull and 
otherwise boring subject matter. I believe this not 
to be the case since the human head variety speaks 
of community, reflecting the homogeneity of the 
medieval populace while also pointing towards the 
notion of individual facial feature differentiation, 
mimicry, and most of all characterization. What 
strikes me the most is the idea of characterization. 
The bearded and tonsured man (fig. 3) displays 
a thin nose and flat cheekbones that make the 
bulged, staring eyes and frowning, disapproving 
mouth all the more prominent. Similarly drilled 
eyes with articulated upper and lower lids (fig. 4) 
appear on another, the head of a tonsured monk, 
beardless but sporting the same corded hair. His 
small mouth, smooth complexion and sideways 
glance relate a worried gesture. Unmistakably, in 

6 . Weir, Anthony and James Jerman, 1986, Images of lust: Sexual carvings on medieval churches, London, Routledge, 1986.

my opinion, they are from the same carver’s hand 
given that the articulation of the features and 
their proportions to the whole, not to mention the 
thin nose, are familial. Another tonsured monk 
or noble solidifies the notion of community. The 
bearded individual represents an older genera-
tion than the clean-shaven head. Youth and social 
status are imbued into the latter. These corbels are 
located on the west end of the building, and they 
contrast with some human heads scattered along 
the east end (fig. 5), in this case flanked by two 
other-worldly creatures. 

Positioning corbels

Whether carved corbels send an apotropaic mes-
sage about sin or were also in some way received 
by viewers less seriously is a moot point.6 Let us 
concede for the moment that the beakhead repre-
sents the fantastical world that the clergy wanted 
sinners to fear, and the mouth-puller represents 

~ �Fig. 5. St Nicholas, Barfreston, corbel heads on the east 
end. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 4. St Nicholas, Barfreston, corbel head with  
tonsured hair. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL
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the world of vice that the clergy wanted to elimi-
nate. What matters is the mode of delivery; that is, 
human heads are scattered haphazardly along the 
corbel table to deliver the message of fear, whether 
or not it was received that way, to an audience who 
might trust the messenger. The messenger takes a 
human form.

That human forms are interspersed among 
the fantastical elements, suggests an interrelation-
ship between the mundane and the otherworldly 
in a way that merges the visible world and the 
imagined world on the body of the church. The 
outward facing human heads jut into the secular 
space that they actually mimic, while the fantas-
tic beast heads refer to an imagined and ethereal 
world based in faith. What also matters is that 
among the wide variety of medieval sculpture 
incorporated into the structural body of a church 
building, corbels are unique in their placement 
on a church. Beneath the eaves of the roof, serv-
ing no actual supportive function, corbels extend 
outward into the secular space around the build-
ing envelope. Other forms of architectural sculp-
ture such as tympana reside in doorways, housed 
under gables, while niche carving is situated as the 
name suggests. Only the corbel juts into the mun-
dane world, pushing into the sinful space of the 
ordinary. Even the fabulous wheel window column 
heads at Barfreston do not extend past the plane 
of the exterior wall. Since corbels are one of the 
few sculptural details that project into the secular 
space of the viewer, the feature bears some further 
examination. 

7 . Ibid., p. 10.

What do the carvings tell 
us about the carver?

Whether or not corbels are the carver’s artistic 
expression independent of the patron’s supervi-
sion, in accordance with the theories of Weir and 
Jerman, one thing is abundantly clear:7 the com-
munity of human-headed corbels at St Nicholas, 
Barfreston, reflects the assortment of people typi-
cal of the period. Without a ready means to record 
and keep images, carvers needed to commit to 
memory certain tropes. Repeated motifs and ges-
tures ensured the propagation of human-headed 
corbels types. For the human-headed variety, all 
motifs must have originated in the world of direct 
observation even if the tropes were handed down 
from carvers extra-generationally. This commu-
nity of characters, abundant in variety and imbued 
with facial features that mimic the real world, illus-
trates that feudalism was not isolationist but rather 
hierarchical and consequently interconnected. 
Regal looking characters, tonsured monks, and 
rough-looking peasants represented real people 
who depended on one another for the survival 
of their social and economic system. The human 
headed corbels are also a representation of the 
assortment of the types of people within the car-
ver’s limited contacts. Medieval life was agrarian, 
though not isolated. Trade tied financial growth to 
population expansion, exemplified in the wealth 
and power manifest in the construction of the 
church at Barfreston in the first place.

Barfreston is not alone for having a church 
ornamented along the roof line with corbels. 
Such a list of incredible length would be redun-
dant here. However, a few noteworthy corbels 
bear mention. Roughly ten miles distance from 
St Nicholas, Barfreston is the church of St Mary’s, 
Patrixbourne (c. 1170). St Mary’s exhibits similar 
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characteristics such as the elaborate south door-
way with Christ in Mandorla, a priest’s doorway 
with deeply carved zig-zag ornament, and a wheel 
window in the east end, however, the corbel table 
is omitted. Perhaps due to the full elevation of 
the wall being composed of knapped flint rather 
than the upper stage of Caen stone blocks as at 
Barfreston, there, installation of corbels was not 
possible or at least incongruous. Nonetheless, the 
church at Patrixbourne contains several carved 
human heads, notably a mustached and regal-
looking head deeply carved among encircling 
fo liage in the elaborate voussoir stones of the south 
doorway (fig. 6), a head with a long mustache pro-
truding above the wheel window, and a bearded 
and very worn head perhaps wearing a head cap 

jutting out at an angle from the corner ends of a 
gable (fig. 7). Despite the geographical proximity, 
the carver’s hand is different since the Barfreston 
artist has a more rudimentary understanding of 
the human skull, as though the facial features are 
tacked onto a sphere while the Patrixbourne artist 
seems to understand anatomy more fully. There 
is a greater three-dimensionality to the heads at 
St Mary’s given the attention to facial hair that 
flows around front and sides of the skull and the 
deep undercutting of the small skull in the south 
doorway. Still, one thing is abundantly clear: these 
human features mimic people in life, rather than 
imagined creatures wearing some of the trimmings 
of a greatly exaggerated human form.

~ �Fig. 7. St Nicholas, Barfreston, carved head with cap. 
PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 6. St Nicholas, Barfreston, voussoir stones with 
carved heads. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 8. Dover Castle, human head in interior string 
course. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL
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Further down the same road, toward the 
Straight of Dover, is Dover Castle (c.1180s), which 
hosts a human head in an interior string course 
(fig. 8). More stylized than the previous examples, 
and in a purely secular setting, the head is none-
theless an extension of this community of mimicry 
of the real rather than the fantastical world. Thirty 
miles to the northeast is St Lawrence, Ramsgate, 
whose corbel head located inside the building in 
a spandrel of an arch (fig. 9) has much to be com-
pared to a head in the cloister of the monastery at 
Rochester Cathedral (fig. 10). These heads, like the 
ones at Barfreston, have deeply articulated upper 
and lower eyelids, with deeply drilled eyes (fig. 11). 
Most notably they also share facial features that 

appear to be tacked onto a sphere as opposed to 
being. The artist(s) have a rudimentary under-
standing of anatomy but a desire to mimic the 
human form. These instances of corbel carving 
demonstrate the role of the carver in mimicking 
the idea of community, that is, actual people in 
the mundane world. As the short list of examples 
shows, the simple notion of community was ubi-
quitous and fundamental to lived experience. 
Whether or not corbels were marginal features 
on the church fabric, the human-headed variety 
are representations that point toward mundane 
communities of people.

What do the carvings tell us 
about the history at Barfreston?

The carved ornament at Barfreston narrates a dual 
history: a medieval one overlaid by a Romantic 
other. In 1840, the entire fabric of the church 
underwent an extensive restoration by the architect 
R.C. Hussey (1806-1887). Hussey later published 
an account of this restoration, perhaps in part to 

~ �Fig. 11. St Nicholas, Barfreston, carved head with 
almond-shaped eyes. PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 10. Rochester Cathedral, head in monastery wall. 
PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL

~ �Fig. 9. St Lawrence, Ramsgate, head in spandrel.  
PHOTO: BARRY MAGRILL
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deflect blame from himself about mistakes made 
in reassembling the stones.8 In fact, each stone of 
the church was taken down and put back in place 
because the building had laid in near ruin for some 
time. An etching of 1829 illustrates that advanced 
decay had spread to the roof, thick weeds had 
grown up in the walls which Hussey also referred 
to, and much of the sculptural ornament was in 
poor shape (fig. 12). Curiously, the corbels seemed 
to be in fair condition. Nonetheless, he did make 
reference to having found two corbels carved in the 
reverse side of a piece of string course and, owing 
to their good condition, he reset one of them in 
replacement of a decayed corbel on the northeast 
corner of the nave. The other one, a thin rectangu-
lar stone depicting a small human head, was reset 
on the gable above the corbel table at the southeast 
corner of the chancel.

Hussey’s gestures to “fix” the arrangement 
of ornament at St Nicholas were disruptive to the 
historical continuity of the building. It appears that 
when sculpture was encountered during the pro-
cess that did not make sense to the restorer, Hussey 
simply invented a place for the piece in a way that 

8 . Hussey, R.C., 1886, “Barfreston Church in A.D. 1840,” Archaeologia Cantiana, vol. XVI, p. 142-151.

appealed to the Romantic atmosphere of the day. 
This kind of invention was labelled destruction 
rather than restoration in the Victorian parlance of 
the “purist.” At least it seems that Hussey believed 
that more sculpture on the wall surface was better 
than less since the church seems to have grown 
additional ornament under his hand. Hussey’s 
intervention can be easily seen on other parts of 
the church, most notably in the east end where it 
appears that niche carvings and their niches were 
moved to different parts of the wall. Hussey must 
have had in mind a better composition than the one 
he encountered when first assessing the building 
for restoration prior to 1840. Sketches and engrav-
ings show quite clearly the new juxtaposition on 

~ �Fig. 12. St Nicholas, Barfreston, etching, 1829.  
CREATIVE COMMONS

~ �Fig. 13. St Nicholas, Barfreston, engraving by Peltro, 
1786. CREATIVE COMMONS
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these carved stones, including addition of a down-
ward pointing dragon that can be found nowhere 
on any prior archival records or visual documents.

Coulson vigorously defends Hussey’s restor-
ation as a faithful cleaning of the original fabric, 
while overlooking the addition and po sitional 
changes of several stones. What exactly was 
changed and whose narrative about the work-
ings of the past should be believed? Fortunately, 
etchings of the church survive that document 
the positioning of stones and reveal the restorer 
at work. Hussey wrote 40 years after the fact and 
near the end of his life, presumably from notes, 
but, still, omissions cause suspicion. He said he 
did not restore the roofs and yet engravings of 
1829 illustrate a roof in incredibly dire condition, 
and in some views non-existent. If the roofs were 
fixed prior to 1840 then Coulson makes no men-
tion of it, and in fact he seems to go out of his 
way to both suggest that little had been tampered 
with prior to the Hussey intervention. There may 
yet have been an earlier restoration before Hussey 
that fixed the roof. But, that work is impossible to 
have been responsible for the changes to the wall 
sculpture given the evidence of the 1829 engraving. 
The Peltro copper plate engraving of 1786 (fig. 13), 
published in Picturesque views of the antiquities 
of England and Wales (London, Henry Boswell, 
1786), clearly shows a narrow upper register above 
the arches of the lower section of the east end. At 
the gable there is a collection of carvings located 
above the protruding lion on the northeast angle, 
which has been taken away after Hussey. Replacing 
this carving group is a much meatier form of but-
tressing of the corners of the apse. So imposing 
are these buttresses that they alter the shape of the 
gable and quite possibly the angle of the roof. We 
should look closely at the added height of the apex 
of the gable above the wheel window and evidence 
of the changes Hussey made to the fabric. Hussey 
must have felt the buttresses were necessary given 

how the roof had fallen in, assuming the engrav-
ings are accurate. In fact, his notes had mentioned 
that the walls were pushed out of right angles and 
were being held in place with iron tie rods. He 
removed those rods, presumably because the but-
tresses were going to solve that particular problem, 
but it also dramatically altered the aesthetic of the 
east end.

Seeing the church through the lens of a 
nineteenth-century restoration, or intervention, 
is unavoidable given the changes to the placement 
of key sculptural decoration. The restorer had two 
important jobs: protect the building envelope and 
reassemble the pieces in the same order as before. 
At Barfreston, the former was successfully com-
pleted while the latter became mired in narrative. 
Exactly how much is left of the original twelfth-
century fabric of the church remains a mystery. 
Though not exactly the sort of Victorian era “res-
toration” about which purists complained vocifer-
ously, the changes at Barfreston should raise ques-
tions about whose narrative gets pushed forward. 
Rather than raise questions about authenticity—a 
fruitless endeavour at best—one can challenge 
the mythology of the church. The mythology of 
the building being a rare “gem” of the late-twelfth 
century—oft mentioned in regard to this specific 
building—should be challenged on the basis that 
the church is not the “untouched” fabric it is often 
made out to be. Much of that mythos exists for 
tourists, who are told similar tales of scratch dials 
on the inner jambs of the south doorway being 
evidence of a Saxon past that nothing of the build-
ing actually supports. Visitors continue to flock to 
St Nicholas, not because they expect salvation, but 
to imagine what life was like in the twelfth cen-
tury and to experience what they believe is original 
medieval fabric. 
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