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E r i c  F e r n i e

T h e  e l e v e n t h - c e n t u r y 
c h u r c h  o f  C h i t h u r s t  a n d 
i t s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  c o n t e x t

I first met Malcolm when he was a student at the University of East Anglia and 
I was teaching there, around 1970. We became friends and have remained so 
ever since. A couple of years ago I gave a lecture to help fundraising for a new 

roof for the church at Chithurst. I was delighted to see Malc there, deep in the Sussex 
countryside, and afterwards he asked me if I was going to publish it. I said I was not 
intending to, but when the Festschrift was proposed, it seemed the appropriate choice 
to submit. It is a privilege to have it included, and I present it here with great admiration 
for the fundamental, wide-ranging, and detailed contribution that Malcolm has made 
to the study of medieval architecture and sculpture.
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Chithurst Saint Mary is one of the small-
est churches in the country and it serves 
a Sussex parish that is equally small to 

match. Despite this, it is a building that raises 
all sorts of questions of historical interest. It is a 
simple two-cell structure with a narrow chancel 
and a wider nave, and an arch between the two 
(figs. 1, 2, and 3).1 I want to examine five aspects of 
its history: its date, its two-cell form, the propor-
tions of its plan, the location of the altar, and its 
dedication.

The date

The documentary evidence for the date is the 
absolute minimum: the single word ecclesiola in 
Domesday, showing that there was a small church 
there in 1086.2 The question is, does this refer to the 
standing church? Although it cannot be proved, it 
is likely that it does.3

Two dates have been proposed, namely early 
Norman and Anglo-Saxon. The early Norman date 
was suggested by Ian Nairn in the Pevsner volume, 
and given more specifically as c.1080 by Philip 
Mainwaring Johnson and Robert Hutchinson.4 
Nairn cites three characteristics in support of his 
estimate: herringbone masonry, the plainness of 
the chancel arch and the original window in the 
north wall of the chancel, and the proportions, 

1 . This essay was delivered as a lecture in Saint George’s church, Trotton, a short distance from Chithurst, on May 20, 2017, to help the parish raise 
funds for the repair of the roof at Chithurst. I would like to record my warm thanks to Nicholas Hall, the churchwarden, for the invitation to lecture 
and for his assistance with the literature and visits. I am also very grateful to the late Pamela Tudor Craig for her help and to David Parsons and Robin 
Milner-Gulland, for their advice and for their excellent new book on the churches of the South Downs National Park. I am indebted to John Blair for 
permission to use his page of plans in figure 13, to Michael Hare and Malcolm Thurlby for the discussion of many points, and to Malcolm Thurlby for 
figures 4, 5, 10, and 11.
2 . Morris, John, 1976, Domesday Book, Sussex, Chichester, Philimore, section 11.9.
3 . A related question is whether there might have been an earlier building on the site. There has not been an excavation, but the resistivity survey conducted 
by the Worthing Archaeology Society as part of the Sussex University project of 2007 revealed nothing, either of masonry or of timber. However, as Robert 
Hutchinson notes in the report, the absence of post-holes cannot be taken as definite given the extent to which the ground has been disturbed, so he 
posits an earlier timber church. As has been wisely said (most notably by Stewart Cruden), absence of evidence does not necessarily constitute evidence 
of absence. Hutchinson, Robert, 2007, Archaeological investigation of Chithurst Church, West Sussex, University of Sussex, unpublished, p. 9 and 13.
4 . Nairn, Ian and Nikolaus Pevsner, 1965, The buildings of England: Sussex, Harmondsworth, Penguin, p. 186-187; Johnson, Philip Mainwaring, 1912, 
“Chithurst Church,” Sussex Archaeological Collections, vol. 55, p. 99; Hutchinson, p. 4.

~ �Fig. 2. Chithurst, plan. JOHNSON, P. 98

~ �Fig. 1. Chithurst church, from the southeast.  
PHOTO: ERIC FERNIE
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which are “tall and narrow, but not quite as tall as 
they would have been before the Conquest.” 

Taking these in turn, while there are many 
examples of herringbone masonry in Norman 
buildings dateable to the late eleventh century, the 
Taylors established that the technique occurs in 
Saxon buildings as well.5 Consequently, herring-
bone cannot be used as proof of a Norman date.

Next is the plainness. Norman architecture 
changed significantly in the 1090s, with a marked 
increase in decoration. It follows that the plain-
ness of Chithurst makes it earlier than a mid-
Norman building of the 1120s such as Kempley 
(figs. 3 and 4). The argument therefore works if the 
intention is to distinguish between early Norman 

5 . Taylor, Harold and Joan Taylor, 1965, Anglo-Saxon architecture, two vols., Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, i, p. 212 (Diddlebury).

and mid-Norman, but it makes no difference to a 
debate about choosing between early Norman and 
Anglo-Saxon. This is indicated by comparing the 
chancel arch at Chithurst with an arch in the early 
eleventh-century church at Barton-upon-Humber 
(figs. 3 and 5), and the window at Chithurst with a 
window at Bywell, of the seventh or eighth century 
(figs. 6 and 7). Once again, the feature is inconclu-
sive, as it could be Anglo-Saxon or Norman.

The third point is too subtle to carry con-
viction, Nairn describing both Anglo-Saxon and 
early Norman churches as marked by vertical-
ity, only the Norman ones slightly less so. There 
is also something odd about Nairn’s description 
of Chithurst as tall and narrow, especially as it 

~ �Fig. 3. Chithurst, chancel arch. JOHNSON, PL. 10 ~ �Fig. 4. Kempley (Gloucs), Saint Mary, chancel arch, 
1120s. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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~ �Fig. 5. Barton-upon-Humber (Lincs/Humberside),  
Saint Peter, western arch, early eleventh century.  
PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY

~ �Fig. 6. Chithurst, window in the north wall of the chancel. 
PHOTO: ERIC FERNIE

~ �Fig. 7. Bywell (Northumberland), Saint Peter, c. 650-700, 
window in the nave. BASED ON TAYLOR AND TAYLOR, 1965

~ �Fig. 8. Chithurst, northeast quoin. PHOTO: ERIC FERNIE
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a

b

weakens his point. It is true that the chancel arch is 
tall, but the chancel and nave are not. The chancel 
is 10 ft 10 in wide and 13 ft high (3.3 and 3.62 m), 
a proportion of 10 to 12, and the nave is internally 
15 ft wide and 15 ft high (4.6 m). It is equally odd 
that Nairn is not alone in describing Chithurst in 
this way, since Johnson, Jessep, and the Taylors do 
so as well. This is especially surprising in the case 
of the Taylors, whose gazetteer is a miracle of the 
accurate recording of information. Yet they make 
the claim in the same column of text as that in 
which they provide the dimensions of the building, 

6 . Johnson, p. 99 and 101: “The walls .... are of unusual height for so small a building—about 15 ft in the nave and 13 ft in the chancel”; Jessep, Henry L., 
1914, The Anglo-Saxon church in Sussex, Winchester, p. 50: “in comparison with the plan, the walls are high—15 ft in the nave and 13 ft in the chancel”; 
Taylor and Taylor, i, p. 157: “a tall, rectangular nave”; “the nave is .... 15 ft 2 in wide, with walls only 2 ft 2 in thick and about 15 ft high”; Hutchinson, 
p. 4: nave 4.57 m wide and 4.57 m high, chancel 3.35 m wide and 3.96 m high, “giving the church a distinctive ‘tall and thin’ appearance.”

including those of the 15 by 15 foot nave.6 How 
is this to be explained? Three things are worth 
noting: a) the tall chancel arch has an effect on the 
appearance of the nave (fig. 3); b) the roof without 
a ceiling also stresses the height of the space, but 
it is thirteenth-century; and c) as the building is 
set on the apex of a hill, approaching it may raise 
expectations of verticality. How Chithurst works 
its magic in this regard is almost a matter for a 
psychologist, or even a neuroscientist.

Thus, of Nairn’s three points, two do not sup-
port his claim and the third is at best ambiguous.

~ �Fig. 9. Quoins: a) Norman; b) Anglo-Saxon. BASED ON 

TAYLOR AND TAYLOR, I, FIGURE 4 
~ �Fig. 10. Escomb (Co. Durham), chancel arch.  

PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY
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The case for an Anglo-Saxon date, or at 
least stylistic category, is put by the Taylors.7 They 
identify four characteristics as being relevant: the 
thickness of the walls, the form of the quoins, the 
height of the chancel arch, and the simplicity of 
the window in the chancel.

In the gazetteer, Taylor gives an average 
of 2 ft 7 in (78 cm) for the thickness of the nave 
walls of the churches, and Chithurst’s walls as 
2 ft 2 in (66 cm) thick, which can be contrasted 
with those of 3 ft (91 cm) at Kempley.8 With the 
quoin stones the difference is if anything clearer, 
those at Chithurst (fig. 8) being very different from 
Norman masonry, which is more carefully coursed 
(fig. 9). In addition, the blocks are laid in the side-
alternate manner, which Taylor notes occurs in as 
many as 97 of the 402 buildings in the Taylors’ 
gazetteer.9 The verticality of the chancel arch is 
obvious, its Anglo-Saxon character supported by 

7 . Taylor and Taylor, i, p. 157.
8 . On wall thicknesses, see Taylor Harold, 1978, Anglo-Saxon architecture, volume 3, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, p. 959.
9 . Taylor and Taylor, i, p. 157; Taylor, iii, p. 946-948.
10 . Taylor and Taylor, ii, plates 429 and 464.

a comparison with examples such as the church at 
Escomb, dating from c. 700 (figs. 3 and 10), and the 
eleventh-century Clee church.10 Finally, the sim-
plicity of the chancel window is paralleled much 
more frequently in Anglo-Saxon than Norman 
examples. Four out of four characteristics can 
therefore be identified as more likely to be Anglo-
Saxon than Norman. 

The possibility of an Anglo-Saxon date 
begins to look strong, but it is necessary to note 
that according to the Taylors the building is diffi-
cult to date and that they classify it in their period 
C3, that is, between 1050 and 1100. They do this 
because Saxon building characteristics remained 

0 10 m

30 ft

~ �Fig. 11. Deerhurst (Gloucs), Odda’s Chapel, 1056, interior 
to east. PHOTO: MALCOLM THURLBY

~ �Fig. 12. Hardham (Sussex), and Selham (Sussex), plans. 
BASED ON TAYLOR AND TAYLOR
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in use after the Conquest, in what has been called 
the Saxo-Norman overlap. George Zarnecki 
had a memorable way of putting it: “There is no 
truth in the rumour that the last Anglo-Saxon 
sculptor died on the battlefield at Hastings.”11 In 
other words, methods of working stone were not 
altered overnight: it was a matter of supply and 
demand. The building boom that followed the 
Norman Conquest was not just unprecedented, 
it was unparalleled in medieval history and even 

11 . This was in a lecture delivered to students at the Courtauld. In the more formal context of his lecture to the British Academy in 1966 to mark the 
nine-hundredth anniversary of the Norman Conquest, he said: “These reflections are an attempt to dispel the belief that Anglo-Saxon sculpture died a 
heroic death at Hastings .....” Zarnecki, George, 1966, “1066 and architectural sculpture,” Proceedings of the British Academy, vol. 52, p. 87-104, p. 102.
12 . Jessep, p. 50, says that the best solution is P. M. Johnson’s, that the church was “built very soon after the Conquest, and probably by Saxon masons.” 
For recent full discussions of overlap buildings, see Thurlby Malcolm, 2015, “The Anglo-Saxon tradition in post-Conquest architecture and sculpture,” 
in Martin Brett and David A. Woodman (eds.), The long twelfth century view of the Anglo-Saxon past, Farnham, Ashgate, p. 307-358, and Thurlby, 2018, 
“Holy Rood, Daglingworth, and allied buildings: an investigation of a single date for individual ‘overlap’ churches in Gloucestershire,” Glevensis, vol. 
51, p. 1-17.

up to the Industrial Revolution (with the recon-
quista in Spain as the only possible competitor). 
While the patrons of large, important buildings 
appear to have ensured that as few Anglo-Saxon 
architectural features and masonry techniques as 
possible were used, some patrons would definitely 
have had to take the masons and sculptors they 
could get, regardless of whether or not those were 
Anglo-Saxon and untrained in the new techniques. 
With churches like that at Chithurst it was a seller’s 
market. Thus, the building could be early Norman 
despite its Saxon features.12

The Anglo-Saxon argument, whether before 
or after 1066, can be strengthened by reference to 
another element, that is the horseshoe shape of the 

0 10 m

30 ft

~ �Fig. 13. Eleventh-century church plans. BLAIR, P. 413

~ �Fig. 14. Escomb (Co. Durham) and Seaham  
(Co. Durham), plans. SEAHAM BASED ON TAYLOR AND TAYLOR
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chancel arch. Albeit certainly tentative, it is clearly 
not accidental judging from the lowest voussoirs, 
which are the right shape for a horseshoe arch and 
not for a semicircular one. Whereas in Norman 
buildings this type of arch is very infrequent and 
seldom on display, it exists in full and highly vis-
ible form in at least one building that is definitely 
of Anglo-Saxon date: Odda’s Chapel at Deerhurst, 
dedicated, according to an inscription, in 1056 
(fig. 11). Odda’s Chapel does, however, also offer 
a warning, as its chancel arch must be one of the 
squattest in all creation, and hence hardly an advert 
for a stress on verticality in Anglo-Saxon churches. 
In this context, it has to be acknowledged that one 
makes generalizations at one’s peril.

To sum up, Chithurst is an Anglo-Saxon 
building, definitely in terms of its characteristics, 
and possibly in terms of its date.

The two-cell plan

Next, there is the most obvious characteristic of 
the church, its two-cell form, cell being used for a 
square-ended chancel as opposed to one with an 
apse (figs. 1, 2). The first thing to say is that this is one 
of the most popular types in use in the eleventh cen-
tury, both before and after the Conquest, examples 
of which are the nearby churches of Hardham and 
Selham (fig. 12), and, again, at Odda’s Chapel, as well 
as others (fig. 13).13 Its origins in churches go back 
to the late-seventh and eighth centuries, specifically 

13 . Taylor and Taylor, at Hardham, Selham and Deerhurst, and Blair, John, 2005, The church in Anglo-Saxon Society, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
p. 413. On the classification of Anglo-Saxon church plans of all types, see Taylor, iii, chapter 15. Clayton is another two-cell church in Sussex which the 
Taylors consider Anglo-Saxon.
14 . Taylor and Taylor, at Escomb, Jarrow and Seaham.
15 . King, John Edward, 1963 (trans.), Baedae Opera Historica, London and Cambridge Mass., Loeb Classical Library, two vols., i, cap. 5, p. 400-403.
16 . Saint Gertrude at Nivelles, of before 659, might appear to be an exception, but it is a very special case. When Getrude died in 659, she was buried just 
to the east, in a grave with a different orientation from that of the simple rectangle of the church. When she was canonised, a chancel-like room was 
built to enclose her grave, following the axis of the grave rather than that of the church. Oswald, Friedrich, Leo Schaefer, and Hans Sennhauser, 1966, 
Vorromanische Kirchenbauten: Katalog der Denkmäler bis zum Ausgang der Ottonen, Munich, Prestel, p. 236.
17 . Hope-Taylor, Brian, 1977, Yeavering, an Anglo-British centre of early Northumbria, London, Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, p. 164 and 237-239, 
figures 13 and 22.

in the north of England, at, for example, Escomb 
and Seaham (fig. 14).14 According to Bede, Benedict 
Biscop, the churchman who in 673 founded the 
monastery of Monkwearmouth, employed masons 
from Gaul.15 It would consequently be reasonable to 
assume that they brought the plan type with them. 
This would, however, be wrong, as it is very difficult 
to find two-cell plans in Gaul at the time.16 What the 
Northumbrians wanted was people with the techni-
cal ability to build their churches more romanorum, 
in masonry, replacing their timber churches. And 
timber structures appear to provide the source, as 
in the seventh-century Christian royal palace at 
Yeavering, which includes the building designated 
A1b (fig. 15).17 Despite being oriented, the Yeavering 
building is not a church, because it has unambi-
guous signs of domestic occupation. Therefore, 
this is a timber-plan type which was probably used 
for many purposes, including dwellings, barns, and 
churches, and which is found in Irish, Anglo-Saxon, 
and continental Saxon contexts, and even goes back 
to the Neolithic.

The proportions

Chithurst church is a small and unpretentious buil-
ding, so it is somewhat surprising to find that the 
proportions of its nave are those of the golden sec-
tion. The golden section is defined as a length divi-
ded into two parts so that the shorter is to the longer 
as the longer is to the whole (fig. 16). I understand 



125

E R I C  F E R N I E   T H E  E L E V E N T H - C E N T U R Y  C H U R C H  O F  C H I T H U R S T  A N D  I T S  A R C H I T E C T U R A L  C O N T E X T

what those words mean, but I cannot think how to 
locate point b, the marker between the two lengths, 
unlike, for example, establishing pi as the circum-
ference of a circle divided by its diameter. Knowing 
the proportion of shorter to longer and longer to 
whole does not help, as it is 1 to 1.618 (to three deci-
mal places). The external dimensions of the nave 
are 19 ft 4 in by 31 ft 4 in, and 19 ft 4 in multiplied 
by 1.618 equals 31  ft 3  in, one inch out in 376 
(5.89 x 9.55 m, and 9.53 m).

The golden section formed part of the west-
ern mathematical tradition at least from the time 
of Euclid, and in the Renaissance it was used by 
Raphael and Leonardo.18 These associations clearly 
put the proportion in the cultural stratosphere. How 
likely is it, therefore, that it was used by the mason 
at Chithurst? None of this sounds like the sort of 
knowledge a medieval mason would have, especially 

18  Heath, Thomas L., 1908, (1956 trans.), The thirteen books of Euclid’s elements, New York, Dover Publications, iii, p. 17-20, Book 10, proposition 2. Plato 
is often cited as having presented the golden section, but the evidence is very unclear. On the Renaissance, see, for example, the exhibition catalogue 
Raffaello e la Sezione Aurea, 1984, Palazzo Barberini, Ente Premi, Rome, especially p. 16, 17, 20, 21, 96, and 97.
19 . Taylor and Taylor, at Deerhurst (Odda’s Chapel), Hardham, Kirk Hammerton, and Wharram-le-Street. For a chart showing the approximate 
proportions of the naves of Anglo-Saxon churches, see Taylor, iii, p. 1033, figure 745.

one building a small village church. Surely then 
the explanation is that it is a coincidence. There are 
dozens if not scores of churches in eleventh-century 
England with naves of approximately these propor-
tions, so it stands to reason that one of them, by pure 
chance, could have sides of the right length. 

It may, however, be worth persevering, 
because a case can be made that the proportion 
at Chithurst was intended. There are three rea-
sons for thinking this. First, there are examples 
of the proportion in other churches of a similar 
date, as set out in table 1.19 Of course they could 
all be coincidences, but the more coincidences are 
heaped on one another the less likely the results are 
to be coincidental. The second point is, how did 
the mason know how to lay out a golden section 
rectangle? The answer is, as in figure 17:

The d imens ions and the golden sec t ion at Ch ithurst 
and four other churches of the eleventh centur y.
Sussex 

Chithurst (ext)
19’ 4” by 31’ 4” 
19’ 4” x 1.618 = 31’ 3”

5.89 by 9.55 m.
5.89 x 1.618 = 9.53 m.

Woolbeding (ext)
24’ 11” by 40’ 4”
24’ 11” x 1.618 = 40’ 4”

7.59 by 12.29 m.
7.59 x 1.618 = 12.29 m.

Gloucestershire  

Deerhurst, Odda’s Chapel (int)
15’ 10” by 25’ 6”
15’ 10” x 1.618 = 25’ 7”

4.82 by 7.77 m.
4.82 x 1.618 = 7.79 m. 

Yorkshire 

Kirk Hammerton (int) 
13’ 1” by 21’
13’ 1” x 1.618 = 21’ 2”

3.98 by 6.40 m.
3.98 x 1.618 = 6.45 m

Wharram-le-Street (ext)
21’ x 34’ 2” 
21’ x 1.618 = 34’

3.98 x 10.41 m.
3.98 x 1.618 = 10.36.

~ �Table 1. 
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a)  draw a square, identifying one side (say 
the left) as the width and front of the nave;

b) halve the square vertically;
c)  draw the diagonal of the right half, from 

bottom left to top right;
d)  swing it down until it is in line with the 

base of the square.
The result is a rectangle with sides as 1 to 

1.618, etc., which fits the nave of Chithurst (fig. 18). 
In other words, laying it out would have been only 
a little more demanding than falling off a log, 
with no need for the mason to know the shorter 
to longer proportion or to have any theoretical 
knowledge at all.

The third point is also in answer to a ques-
tion. How did it get there, into his training and his 
repertoire? That involves going back to the sixth 
and fifth centuries BCE, to the time of Pythagoras. 
There is no certainty whatsoever about the extent 
to which Pythagoras was responsible for any of the 
discoveries or arguments associated with him, but 
there is more agreement that they can be attrib-
uted to mathematicians working after him and 
sometimes identified as Pythagoreans. This ques-
tion of attribution is not relevant here, only the 
ideas involved are. The Pythagoreans apparently 
formed a cult, one of the central tenets of which 
was that the structure of the universe was based on 

N
0 10 m

30 ft

a b c

a b c d
1

1.618...1.618...

~ �Fig. 15. Yeavering (Northumberland), building A1b, plan. 
Based on Hope-Taylor, p. 47, figure 13

~ �Fig. 18. Diagram d on the plan of Chithurst church.

~ �Fig. 19. Canterbury, Roman Museum, set square with 
the golden section and side to diagonal proportions.  
BALL AND BALL, ANTIQUARIES JOURNAL, 1988, FIGURE 1

~ �Fig. 16. Diagram of the golden section.

~ �Fig. 17. Setting out a golden section rectangle,  
steps a, b, c and d. 
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numbers. Everything consisted of numbers, from 
the musical scales to the dimensions of the sun and 
moon and their paths through the heavens, hence 
the telling phrase “the music of the spheres.”20

As testimony to its importance, this system, 
according to which the world was based on num-
bers, was almost certainly the origin of the first 
theory of the atomic structure of matter, proposed 
by Democritus and others in the middle of the fifth 
century BCE, two thousand years before anyone 
else. While Democritus observed and had views on 
the characteristics of matter, his atomic theory was 
obviously not the result of an experiment at the 
atomic level. It was more likely an application of 
the Pythagorean theory, namely that, since every-
thing consisted of numbers, the same must apply 
to mud, water, stone, etc., with their individual and 
therefore countable atoms.

There was just one important thing wrong 
with the number theory, and that is the golden sec-
tion, or rather the category of proportions to which 
it belongs. I have been referring to the 1.618 number 
as being to three decimal places. This was for con-
venience, because it has more decimal places, and 
not only eight or nine, or even twenty or fifty or a 
thousand, but infinite decimal digits, and what is 
more, there is no portion in the decimal sequence 
that repeats—it extends forever without regular 
repetition (and it was also evident, if less dramat-
ically, in pre-decimal systems of fractions). This 

20 . For an indication of the uncertainties concerning Pythagoras’s reputation, see Huffman, Carl A. (ed.), 2014, A history of Pythagoreanism, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, especially the chapters by Geoffrey Lloyd, Leonid Zhmund, Reviel Netz, and Andrew Barker. I published a similar account 
to that presented here in an article concerning Norwich Cathedral, but I have repeated it in order to bring it up to date and because it is even more 
relevant to a small church than to a cathedral. Fernie, Eric, 2015, “Norwich Cathedral revisited: spiral piers and architectural geometry,” in T.A. Heslop 
and Helen Lunnon (eds.), Norwich: medieval and Early Modern art, architecture and archaeology, British Archaeological Association, Leeds, p. 44-56.
21 .  Zhmund, Leonid, 2014, “Sixth-, fifth- and fourth-century Pythagoreans,” in Huffman, p. 97; Popper, Karl. R., 1972, Conjectures and refutations, 
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, chapter 2, especially p. 83-89.
22 . Plato, Protagoras and Meno, W. K. C. Guthrie (trans.), 1956, London, Penguin, p.  120-137. For a diagram of Plato’s argument, see Fernie, figure 10. 
I have tried to think of a modern equivalent to the Pythagorean crisis. The world being threatened by a large asteroid on a collision course does not 
work, however terrifying it might be, because it is a one-off and very physical event, whereas the challenge to stability posed by the irrational numbers 
penetrated the interstices of everything. Here, therefore, is an alternative: imagine those working at the Large Hadron Collider at CERN announce the 
discovery that, under certain circumstances, gravity could cease to operate, albeit for only a fraction of a second. I think the images that come to mind 
might offer some parallels for a possible Greek reaction to the disproving of the Pythagorean number theory.

is somewhat unsettling, putting one, as it does, in 
the actual presence of infinity, without having to 
imagine it out there in the heavens, but right here, 
in your hand. This is an irrational or incommen-
surate number, which is not a number at all. The 
irrational numbers destroy the number theory of 
the structure of the world.21

Once they had been discovered by the Greeks 
(or adopted from the Persians), there were attempts 
to suppress the information, but the news nonethe-
less got out, and people were devastated: the world 
was not the secure stable place they had thought 
it was. Around 400 BCE, Plato produced a means 
(though it amounted to a fudge) of containing the 
irrational numbers and hence resolving the crisis. 
His argument (which uses another of the irrational 
proportions, that between the side of a square to its 
diagonal), is presented in the Meno.22

The importance of Plato’s intervention is 
evident because of what Vitruvius, in the late first 
century BCE, wrote in his Ten books on architec-
ture. He sets the reader a puzzle, involving the 
incommensurate character of the side-to-diagonal 
ratio. He then says that the puzzle was solved by 
Plato, and for doing so he deserved the gratitude of 
humanity and the highest honours, and if he were 
alive, he would warrant a triumphal entry into the 
city. Vitruvius does not say why Plato deserved this 
and he gives no indication of knowing anything 
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about the Pythagorean crisis, but its solution had 
clearly acquired a status of huge importance.23

Vitruvius was writing on architecture, so we 
are in the masons’ world, but it would be a mistake 
to assume that the masons read him or even knew 
of his existence. To show that these irrational pro-
portions were used by ordinary designers, there is 
a bronze tool, a set square probably of the fourth 
century, conserved in the Roman museum in 
Canterbury (fig. 19). There is nothing fancy about 
it, it is not a gold-plated offering for placing on an 
altar, it is just an ordinary tool, with the owner’s 
name scratched onto it. It contains three lengths, of 
76 mm, 87 mm, and 123 mm, and 76 is to 123 as 1 
to 1.618, and 87 is to 123 as 1 to 1.4142, that is, the 
side of a square to its diagonal, the proportion used 
by Plato and referred to by Vitruvius (3 inches, 
3 and 2/5th inches, and 4 and 4/5th inches).24

In the thirteenth century, there is another 
reference to the side to diagonal proportion, on 
folio 20r of the portfolio of Villard de Honnecourt, 
of around 1240 (fig. 20, second row, second item 
from left).25 The page presents practical solutions 
to practical problems, such as how to establish 
the diameter of a column where only a part of its 
circumference is visible, how to find the centre 
of a circle, and how to measure something from 
a distance. The caption to the relevant drawing 
reads, “How to divide a stone so that each of its 
halves is square.” This is not a practical solution to 
a practical problem. Why would a mason want to 
divide a square slab into two halves each of which 

23 . Vitruvius, Ten books on architecture, IX, introduction, Morris Morgan (trans.), 1926, Harvard; and Frank Granger (trans.), 1970, 2 vols., Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, Loeb Classical Library. It has been denied that there was a Pythagorean crisis: Netz, Reviel, 2014, “The problem of Pythagorean math-
ematics,” in Huffman, p. 179, no. 37: “A further ramification of this theory is that, in a mathematical-metaphysical system where everything is a number 
understood via discrete representations, the discovery of irrationality creates havoc; this interpretation, once standard in the literature, is transparently a 
retro-projection of the crisis of foundations of the early twentieth century.” That claim, however, needs to explain why Vitruvius praises Plato’s solution 
to the problem in such extravagant terms.
24 . Chapman, Hugh, 1979, “A Roman mitre and try square from Canterbury,” Antiquaries Journal, vol. 59, no. 2, p. 403-407; Hassall, M. W. C. and R. S. 
O. Tomlin, 1979, “Inscriptions,” Britannia, vol. 10, p. 339-356; Ball, Frank, and Nancy Ball, 1988, “The Canterbury try and mitre square: an appreciation 
of its proportions,” Antiquaries Journal, vol. 68, no. 2, p. 294-301, especially p. 294 and figure 1.
25 . Barnes, Carl F., 2009, The portfolio of Villard de Honnecourt, Farnham, Ashgate, p. 136, and Hahnloser, Hans, 1972, Villard de Honnecourt: Kritische 
Gesamtausgabe, Graz, Akademische Druk u. Verlagsanstalt, p. 111-112 and plate 39.

is square? There are no obvious circumstances in 
which this might be required, and even if there 
were, the process of cutting off the four corners 
and then reconstituting them as a square seems 
unnecessarily laborious, compared with simply 
cutting two squares to the required size out of 
separate pieces of stone. And how would anyone 
know that what they were doing would lead to the 
required size? This is a mental exercise, and it is 
Vitruvius’s puzzle. Why did Villard include it? 
The most likely reason is that the masons told him 
about the reputation that accompanied it.

It has been argued that there could not have 
been an unbroken tradition of the use of propor-
tions such as the side to diagonal between the 

~ �Fig. 20. Villard de Honnecourt, portfolio, folio 20r.
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Roman period and the thirteenth century. This 
is because these systems and ideas were lost in 
the literature after the fall of the Western Roman 
Empire in the late fifth century, and were only 
re-introduced into western thought when in the 
late tenth century scholars began translating the 
Arabic texts, which were themselves translations 
of the ancient Greek texts. Yet this argument has 
no justification: just because the intellectuals lost 
the thread, that is no reason to assume that the 
craftsmen did, for they were not dependent on the 
documents or the thinkers. The masons had no 
knowledge of the theory, they just knew that pro-
portions such as the golden section and the side to 
diagonal were of overwhelming importance, and 
if even only the merest smidgeon of the original 
problem adhered to the story, that the proportions 
involved concerned the stability of the world, what 
could be more attractive to a mason than that?

The location of the altar

To return to Chithurst, if this is how the master 
mason designed the nave, how did he design the 
chancel? The following is a possibility. After esta-
blishing the external width and length of the nave, 
he would have determined the thickness of the 
walls.26 Then he would have continued the interior 
faces of the nave walls to the east, where he made 
them the exterior faces of the chancel, a common 
Anglo-Saxon technique, employed, for example, at 
Escomb and Odda’s Chapel (figs. 14 and 13). The 
length would then be a matter of choice.

26 . The thickness of the walls of both the nave and the chancel is recorded as 2 ft 2 in (66 cm) by Johnson, Jessep, and the Taylors, and the figure fits my 
own measurements, both at openings and by subtracting interior lengths from exterior.
27 .  Parsons, David, 1986, “Sacrarium: ablution drains in early medieval churches,” in Lawrence A.S. Butler and Richard K. Morris (eds), The Anglo-
Saxon Church: Papers on history, architecture, and archaeology in honour of Dr H. M. Taylor, Council for British Archaeology, Research Report 60, 
p. 105-120, especially p. 105-106. Many of the great early basilicas, such as Old Saint Peter’s of the 320s, had their apse at the west end of the church, but 
the direction in which churches were oriented is not relevant to the question of whether the altar was located in the nave or the chancel.
28 . Hutchinson, p. 18.

One problem with this proposed sequence is 
that the chancel would be seen as more important 
than the nave, and it would therefore have been 
designed first or at least with the nave, rather than 
as an add-on. However, this primacy may not have 
been the case, and it raises the interesting question 
of the likely location of the altar. It could have been 
situated in the chancel, but it need not have been. In 
the liturgy of most of the first millennium, the altar 
was placed at the end of the nave and the celebrant 
stood on its far side facing the congregation (as, for 
example, at Winchester Cathedral in the seventh 
century), while the space which would later be the 
chancel would have contained the clergy bench. In 
the ninth century, this practice began to change 
to the modern one with the celebrant on the same 
side of the altar as the congregation and facing in 
the same direction as them, the altar then being 
shifted gradually over the decades into the chancel 
and eventually up against its end wall. There were 
more examples in the tenth and eleventh centu-
ries, and the change to the modern formula was 
completed in the twelfth.27 Thus Chithurst in the 
eleventh century could still have been using the 
old formula.

The dedication

Mary is the modern dedication, but, as Robert 
Hutchinson reports, Tony Voice has established 
that in the fourteenth century the church was dedi-
cated to Nicholas.28 Nicholas was a most unusual 
saint. Rather than curing people of illness because 
they had sought his help, his concerns had more 



130

A  M E D I E V A L  L E G A C Y

to do with preventing social injustice and averting 
natural disasters. For example, Nicolas provided 
dowries to young women whose families were too 
poor to afford one and who were at risk of falling 
prey to prostitution, protected children threat-
ened by exploitation or harm, and saved sailors 
imperiled by the elements, hence his becoming the 
patron saint of merchants. 

It might well be that this was the original 
dedication, but there is also a possibility that 
Nicholas was not the first. He lived in the fourth 
century and was bishop of Myra on the south coast 
of Anatolia. He was known during the first millen-
nium and indeed there are a few churches dedi-
cated to him in the Anglo-Saxon period.29 Then, an 
event in the late eleventh century turned him into 
one of the most popular saints in Christendom.

This change began with the battle of 
Manzikert in 1071, at which the Turks crushed 
the forces of the Eastern Roman Empire and made 
almost all of Anatolia, including Myra, Turkish. 
Next, in 1087 the merchants of Bari in southern Italy 
stole the body of the saint. In doing so they were 
emulating the Venetians who, in the ninth century, 
raided Alexandria and stole the body of St Mark.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

29 .  Butler, Lawrence, 1986, “Church dedications and the cult of Anglo-Saxon Saints in England,” Butler and Morris, p. 44-50; p. 44: the proportion of 
churches showing Anglo-Saxon fabric to the total number of medieval dedications has Nicholas on 2.2%. Blair, p. 402, 406, no. 152, and 450, no. 106, 
mentions two churches dedicated to Saint Nicholas, one in London and one outside Norwich. Of the ten churches dedicated to Nicholas in Taylor and 
Taylor, three are in Sussex, at Poling, Old Shoreham and Worth.
30 .  Geary, Patrick, J., 1978, Furta Sacra: Thefts of relics in the central Middle Ages, Princeton, Princeton University Press, p. 106-107, and p. 115-127; 
Hutchinson, p. 4: Saint Nicholas was “a fashionable new dedication in eleventh-century Western Europe.”

Their exploit went viral, greatly aided by 
Pope  Urban  II holding a council in 1098 not 
just in Bari but in association with the church of 
Saint Nicholas which was being built.30 It follows 
that the chances of Chithurst being dedicated to 
Nicholas after 1087 are much greater than they had 
been before.

Conclusion

To sum up, Chithurst Saint Mary may well be a 
late Anglo-Saxon building, though it remains 
possible that it was built after the Conquest in an 
Anglo-Saxon manner. Its two-cell plan is a tradi-
tional one, traceable to Anglo-Saxon buildings of 
the seventh and eighth centuries, which in turn 
derive from timber predecessors. The proportions 
of its nave are those of the golden section, a feature 
of major status among masons since Antiquity. The 
altar could have been located in the nave. Finally, 
its dedication to Saint Nicholas is more likely to 
have occurred in the late eleventh century, after 
his body was moved to Bari, than earlier.
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