
A  M E D I E VA L  L E G A C Y
T h e  o n g o i n g  l i f e  o f  f o r m s  i n 
t h e  b u i l t  e n v i r o n m e n t

E s s a y s  i n  h o n o u r  o f  P r o f e s s o r  M a l c o l m  T h u r l b y

E d i t e d  b y  J e s s i c a  M a c e

A
 m

e
d

ie
v

a
l 

le
g

a
c

y
E

s
s
a

y
s
 i

n
 h

o
n

o
u

r 
o

f 
P

ro
fe

s
s
o

r 
M

a
lc

o
lm

 T
h

u
rl

b
y



The funding for this book was provided by generous donors, listed in the Tabula gratulatoria, and by the Canada Research Chair in Urban Heritage, 
supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

The editor wishes to thank Lucie K. Morisset, who worked with her throughout the production of this collection, and whose guidance, advice, and help 
were invaluable.

Cover 
Photos  
 

Copyediting: ABACA Traduction 
Layout: B graphistes  
Proofreading: Gislaine Barrette

© 2020  – Patrimonium Publishers / Canada Research Chair in Urban Heritage 
Legal deposit – Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec, 2020

Printed in Canada

Bibliothèque et Archives nationales du Québec and Library and Archives Canada cataloguing in publication

Title: A medieval legacy : the ongoing life of forms in the built environment : essays in honour of Professor Malcolm Thurlby / edited by Jessica Mace.

Other titles: Medieval legacy (2020)

Names: Thurlby, Malcolm, honouree. | Mace, Jessica, editor.

Description: Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20200075861 | Canadiana (ebook) 20200254022 | ISBN 9782924861110 (softcover) | ISBN 9782924861127 (PDF)

Subjects: LCSH: Architecture, Medieval. | LCSH: Church architecture—Europe—History—To 1500. | LCSH: Art and architecture—Europe. | LCSH: Church 
architecture—History—19th century.

Classification: LCC NA350.M43 2020 | DDC 723—dc23

1

2
4

5
6

3

1. Theology, 1892-1893, University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. Photo: Candace Iron
2. St Patrick’s Catholic Church, Stayner, Ontario, Canada. Photo: Candace Iron
3. Nativity, Notre-Dame de Gourdon, Burgundy, France. Photo: Malcolm Thurlby
4. Arbroath Abbey, Scotland. Photo: Richard Fawcett
5. Christ Church Cathedral, Fredericton, New Brunswick, Canada. Photo: Peter Coffman
6. Church of St Mary and St David, Kilpeck, Herefordshire, England. Photo: Peter Coffman



201

J e n n i f e r  S .  A l e x a n d e r

M e l b o u r n e  C h u r c h , 
D e r b y s h i r e

S eminars in FAM, at the University of East Anglia, could be held at the History 
of Art Department or, occasionally, at Eric Fernie’s house when our passion for 
the subject could not be contained in the time available in class, and it was at 

one of these that I first met Malcolm Thurlby. He was a Ph.D. student, a distant figure 
to undergraduates in those early days, but his generosity in sharing his enthusiasm and 
warmth made it clear to us that he was already emerging as a major figure in the study, 
and photography, of medieval buildings. This has undoubtedly proved to be the case, and 
in our meetings over the years I have not seen dwindle either his love of buildings or his 
bonhomie. This essay is offered as a tribute to a friend of many years’ standing, and as an 
invitation to take a closer look at a building of great interest.
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Introduction

The small town of Melbourne in the lowlands of 
Derbyshire is dominated by the parish church of 
St Michael and St Mary, sited next to Melbourne 
Hall and beside a lake, while the medieval castle 
occupied a site on the higher ground to the north. 
The church is large and its architecture more ambi-
tious than one might expect for a parish church, 
and its lack of a surrounding churchyard is unu-
sual in an English setting (fig. 1). It represents 
a very fine, and nearly complete, example of a 
major Romanesque building with very few later 
additions, but despite this, it does not seem to 
have attracted Malcolm’s detailed attention. The 
presence of only two churches in Derbyshire with 
Romanesque sculpture of more than local impor-
tance may, however, explain why Malcolm has not 
been found exploring buildings in the county but, 
as one of the two, Melbourne Church would be a 
fitting challenge to his forensic skills.1 

Documented history

The building’s documentary history is brief; it is 
mentioned in Domesday as part of the royal manor of 
Melbourne and Henry I gave the church to the newly 
founded bishopric of Carlisle sometime between 
1114-1135, probably at the same time as Athelwold, 
or Adelulf, was made bishop, that is, in 1133. 

1 . The other is Steetley at the opposite end of the county, a much smaller and greatly restored church with very rich carvings and a rib-vaulted apse. Sculp-
ture in Romanesque churches in the county is mostly vigorous, if crude, and found on doorways employing ornamental forms not found at Melbourne, 
such as beakhead, double billet and affronted beasts. Other motifs seen in the county’s churches doubtless reflect the influence of Melbourne, see below. 
Melbourne does appear in Malcolm’s comprehensive paper, Hoey, Lawrence R. and Malcolm Thurlby, 2004, “A survey of Romanesque vaulting in Great 
Britain and Ireland,” Antiquaries Journal, vol. 84, p. 117-184, but unfortunately with a reversed picture of the nave.
2 . Hartwell, Clare, Nikolaus Pevsner, and Elizabeth Williamson, 2016, Derbyshire, the buildings of England, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 513.
3 . Wilkins, William, 1800, “A description of the Church of Melbourne in Derbyshire,” Archaeologia, vol. 13, p. 290-308.
4 . Cox, John Charles, 1877, Notes on the churches of Derbyshire, vol. 3, Chesterfield, W. Edmunds, p. 395-408.
5 . For the seventeenth-century work, see below. Scott’s most obvious work is the replacement of doorway capitals and mouldings, D[erbyshire] R[ecord] 
O[ffice], D655/A/P1/69.
6 . Richard Gem, 1989, “Melbourne, Church of St Michael and St Mary,” in Nicholas Cooper (ed.), The Nottingham Area; proceedings of the 135th summer 
meeting of the Royal Archaeological Institute, p. 24-29.

It remained associated with Carlisle until the post-
Reformation period, although reverting to the 
crown at periods of voidance, and does not seem 
to have ever been collegiate.2 The earliest account of 
Melbourne’s architectural history, authored by the 
architect William Wilkins and published in 1800, 
attempts to connect the current building with the 
period of conversion in the seventh century.3 The 
accompanying plan and section drawing have 
been used by most writers since, but they are not 
accurate and have led scholars astray. Melbourne 
appears in J. Charles Cox’s magisterial four-volume 
Churches of Derbyshire, written in the late nine-
teenth century, where he argues that the church 
was built as an alternative cathedral for the bishop 
of Carlisle.4 In terms of intervention, work on the 
church was documented in the early seventeenth 
century and George Gilbert Scott carried out 
a thorough, but mostly benign, restoration in 
1859-1860.5

Writing in the 1980s, Richard Gem re-
examined the Carlisle connection and proposed 
a rational explanation for the background to the 
church’s construction which was further developed 
by Henry Mayr-Harting.6 Briefly, it is shown that 
Melbourne’s church was not donated to the bish-
opric of Carlisle to provide the beleaguered Bishop 
Athelwold with a southern refuge but instead as a 
gift to the bishop of a royal chapel, originally built 
for Henry I as an addition to his manor and in 
a style closely connected to Imperial prototypes. 
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Mayr-Harting has further proposed that the most 
significant aspect of the particular design of the 
building was its symbolic role in projecting the 
reputation of Henry I on the European stage, as a 
monarch both related to, and otherwise connected 
with the Holy Roman Emperor, and to confirm his 
presence, while in absentia, within a strategically 
positioned town in the Midlands.7 Richard Gem 
has proposed a date c.1120 for Melbourne’s con-
struction and I do not intend to challenge that date, 
but to discuss the building’s physical structure and 
its relationship to Romanesque architecture in the 
Midlands and more widely.

Dedication

The dedication to two unconnected saints warrants 
consideration, and there is evidence to suggest that 
there were originally two medieval churches in the 
town, of which one, the chapel of St Michael, was lost 
during the sixteenth-century reforms and its dedi-
cation amalgamated with that of St Mary’s church. 
Documentary records establish that St Michael’s 
chapel had two chantries, founded in 1380-1381 
and combined before 1533, by which time there 
were burial rights at the site.8 A separate chantry 
was granted to St Mary’s church; in 1401 three cha-
plains had licence to found a chantry at St Mary’s 
altar in the church of St Mary, Melbourne, and there 
is evidence from an early sixteenth-century will 
that clearly differentiates between the two build-
ings.9 Furthermore, the 1552 returns of Edward VI’s 
commissioners deal separately with the church of 

7 . Mayr-Harting, Henry, 2004, Melbourne Church in its earliest historical surroundings, text of a lecture given in Melbourne in 2004, Melbourne.
8 . Calendar of patent rolls 1377-1381, p. 492; Walcott, Mackenzie E. C., 1870, “Church goods and chantries of Derbyshire in the XVIth century, with 
notes,” The Reliquary, 11, July, p. 1-12, 81-88.
9 . CPR 1399-1401, p. 433-444, Inquisitions Ad Quod Damnum, 2 Henry IV, quoted in Cox, p. 539. In 1517, John Ragg willed that his body be buried in 
St Michael’s churchyard and that gifts of money, and a swarm of bees, were to be made to each of the two churches, Cox, p. 401.
10 . Heath, Philip, 2005, Melbourne, District of South Derbyshire: Conservation area histories, Derby, p. 2. Although chapels dedicated to St Michael are 
known in upper spaces, for example at Wenlock Priory, it is evident that Melbourne’s dual dedication is post-Reformation.

Melbourne and with St Michael’s chapel, and the 
reference to ironwork, glass, and eight loads of lead 
being removed from the chapel indicates that it was 
regarded as redundant at that time. There was ano-
ther chapel in the parish, dedicated to St Nicholas, 
but sited in the neighbouring hamlet of King’s 
Newton that was also being demolished at the same 
time. The site of St Michael’s chapel has been ten-
tatively identified in Castle Street, next to a burial 
ground that was in use until 1860 and that is assu-
med to have been used by its earlier congregation.10

~ �Fig. 1. Melbourne Church from the southeast.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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Architectural description

The church’s ambitious architectural program is 
very clear; it has three towers, one over the cros-
sing and two at the west end that form part of 
a westwork with a broad gallery to the interior, 
transepts to north and south, a nave with side 
aisles and a short, narrow choir, originally on two 
levels, with an apse flanked by further apses on the 
transepts (fig. 2). The transepts do not project far 
beyond the nave aisles, the south noticeably less 
so than the north, and while the transepts have 
retained most of their original height, the choir’s 
has clearly been reduced. The nave is five bays long, 
with columnar piers of almost identical height and 
circumference, and a mix of cruciform scallop and 
unusual volute capitals supporting stilted chevron-
moulded arches, the bays separated by pairs of wall 
shafts standing on the pier abaci. There is a cleres-
tory of a triple stepped and round-arched arcade 
with a wall passage on the north, and the remains 
of a similar one in the southeast bay, of a type used 
frequently on Romanesque churches without high 
vaults (fig. 3).11 The crossing is enclosed and has an 
open screen of arches containing the wall passage 
which passes around all four sides of the crossing 
and once led to the upper chapel of the choir.

Entrance to the church is through a west 
doorway (fig. 4) of five orders on coursed shafts 
and carved capitals, some with an unusual row 
of recessed lozenges arranged as an integrated 
abacus, below roll and chevron mouldings but 
no tympanum (fig. 5). Two smaller doorways are 
placed opposite each other in the last bay of the 
nave to north and south. Each is of two orders with 
simple mouldings supported by shafts and capitals, 

11 . See Hoey, Lawrence R., 1989, “The design of Romanesque clerestories with wall passages in Normandy and England,” Gesta, vol. 28, p. 78-101.

~ �Fig. 2. Plan, after Draper 1936. 

~ �Fig. 3. Nave interior from the west gallery. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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the outer of which extends onto the wall.12 Placing 
a pair of minor doors in this position is unusual, 
and while some larger twelfth-century churches 
might have one, or more, smaller doors opening 
directly into the aisles from the west façade, others, 

12 . The south door was reopened by Scott and its capitals are from this period, but based on the examples on the north door. The north door faces 
the town and was subsequently used as the main entrance, it had a porch of a later date than the main fabric, according to Wilkins’s plan, which Scott 
removed.
13 . Gloucester Abbey, now cathedral, is perhaps the closest parallel with the Romanesque entrance to the nave sited in the west bay behind the lost original 
towers, but the north door is the entrance to the cloister. The south door replaced the west door as the principal entrance once the fifteenth-century 
west front was built. Verey, David and Alan Brooks, 2002, Gloucestershire 2: The Vale and the Forest of Dean. The buildings of England, New Haven, Yale 
University Press, p. 400-403.

such as Tutbury Priory, situate a second portal on 
the side, in the third bay from the west, and this is 
the model widely followed in other churches like 
Southwell Minster (fig. 25). There, the north door 
is larger and more elaborate than that of the west 
front and protected by a contemporary porch. The 
combination of all these features, conceived in the 
twelfth century, sets Melbourne apart from parish 
churches and also from the greater churches of the 
period.13 

Melbourne is additionally unusual in that 
the few changes that have since been made to the 
structure have not been to do with providing more 
space, or emphasis, around the high altar but have 
mostly been reductive or repair work. The choir 
has been squared off with a flat east wall that adds 
little to its original length and its upper chapel 
has been removed; the west towers were either 

~ �Fig. 4. West front and portal.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 6. Nave exterior from the southeast.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~�Fig. 5. South capitals of west portal with a band of 
recessed lozenges, the capital on the right is a nineteenth-
century replacement. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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abandoned incomplete or reduced at a later date;14 
the crossing tower was restored after a period 
when the upper levels of the crossing were open to 
the elements; apses have been removed from the 

14 . The present corbel tables give no indication of the intended height of the towers, they were created by Scott to replace coping stones at the wall heads 
and he added low timber and lead spires to provide extra height which survived until the 1950s. These were not well-received at the reopening of the 
church in late 1860, with the correspondent of the Derby Mercury of November 7, remarking that they were, “too stunted to give any additional beauty 
to the edifice, and reminding one very forcibly of two large extinguishers.”
15 . Three building accounts survive that detail work on the church in the period 1638-1639, on the belfry f loor in the tower, see below, and on the nave. 
In March 1638, the mason William Bolton was paid £14 13s 4d for, “raising the Church at Melbourne,” part of which involved getting 66 loads of stone 
to the church that were brought on a specially made sledge but the project is not specified. The sum of £46 19s 1d was spent on “raising the Church” in 
the next year, 1639, with most of it used for a new roof for the nave, for which eighteen trees were bought for timber, at £25 15s, and the carpenters were 
paid £5 13s 8d for the work. There was also a considerable amount spent on window bars, £4 17s 4d and Bolton was given a further £4 in this account. 
It is possible that his work over the two years included the replacement of the aisle, and other windows, with the current simplified Gothic versions. “A 
perfecte Accompte of all such monies belonging unto my father as remains in my hands unaccompted this 23 March 1638,” and idem, Aug. 31, 1639, 
Melbourne Hall, Muniment Room, box 240. I am grateful to Philip Heath for bringing the Melbourne Hall material to my attention.
16 . A major loss has been the evidence from the nave wall passages but scraping of the wall surfaces by Scott’s masons has removed any trace of marks, 
or tooling, from this area.

transepts, and various doors have been reopened 
or blocked, including one into the south side of the 
choir that post-dates the removal of the transept 
apse. The only major addition has been the raising 
of the nave aisle walls and the insertion of new 
windows in a loosely Gothic style (fig. 6), with sim-
ilar ones also inserted into the north transept, and 
the west front, probably in the 1630s.15 The lack of a 
radical remodeling of the whole building suggests 
that its later history has been quieter, and less well 
financed, than its initial phase of construction and 
that its significance, and purpose, had declined. 

Sequence of construction

It is clear that the Romanesque building has a 
homogeneous plan, but was it built in a single 
campaign? The evidence of the masons’ marks is 
that there is consistency throughout the building 
with the same marks present throughout and at 
both ends of the church. A few changes were made 
to the masons’ team during the construction of 
the wall passages in the crossing, with several new 
masons taken on, but existing ones continued at 
work as well.16 Evidently, the building period was 
not interrupted by any long-term cessation of work 
that would have involved laying off masons and 
having to recruit new men when work restarted.

~ �Fig. 7. Nave interior from the crossing.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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The construction sequence can be read in 
part on the exterior of the building. It is built out 
of the locally available sandstone ashlar that has 
weathered badly but despite this, the coursing can 
be traced continuously through from the choir and 
transepts on the exterior until the east end of the 
nave is reached. At this point, there is a certain 
amount of disturbance evident on both sides, on 
the north the aisle east bay is very irregular, with 
straight-line joints and a larger buttress added to 
the wall, doubtless part of the work to raise the 
height of the aisle walls and add the larger win-
dows. On the south, the equivalent buttress is the 
original one, there is a blocked doorway close to 
the transept, and the stone courses through into 
the second bay where a building break can be seen 
(fig. 6). The coursing does not align and from this 
point westwards the buttresses are less substantial. 
Neither of the two aisle portals is bonded in with 
the back of the west front although they are both 
part of their respective aisle walls. The building 
sequence can therefore be reconstructed as east to 
west, once the foundation trenches had been estab-
lished, but the west façade was under construction 
before the aisle outer walls had been completed. 
The use of groin vaults at both ends of the building 
strongly suggests that the two ends of the build-
ing rose more rapidly than the sections between 
them.17

The nave

Building the nave arcades seems to have been 
straightforward and to have been carried out in a 
single campaign (fig. 3). The coursing is consistent 
between the spandrels of the nave arcade and 

17 . See further below.
18 . Not all of the damage was repaired at the time, Scott’s restoration included work on the piers and arches which were described as being, “much 
mutilated and will require a considerable quantity of stone for the complete restoration of the same,” DRO, D655/A/P1/69.
19 . ‘Wainscotting’ was removed as part of Scott’s restoration, DRO D655/A/PI/69.

across to the crossing spandrels where a narrow 
levelling course used under the string course at 
the base of the clerestory on the north side meets 
the more irregular one for the south at the head of 
the arch. The levelling course on the south had to 
compensate for the two eastern arches being higher 
than the three western ones (compare figs. 3 and 7).

The nave was damaged by a serious fire that 
has left signs of scorching and cracking on the piers 
and capitals and there is much replaced stone. A 
fire in the aisle roofs is the likely cause, with the 
burning timbers falling close to the piers and sub-
jecting them to intense heat.18 It seems probable 
that the early-Gothic south clerestory with its 
paired pointed arches is a replacement of all but the 
end of the southeast bay that was necessitated by 
the fire, assuming it had spread to that side of the 
nave roof. The most severe damage is visible on the 
aisle side of the south piers and to a lesser extent 
at the west end of the north aisle on the aisle side 
and it is likely that the upper parts of the south wall 
were the most damaged and needed replacement.

The choir

The choir (fig. 8) has been remodeled to reduce it to 
a very plain rectangular space and to remove any 
surface ornament but there are traces of a string 
course below the windows on the interior that 
might have once been carved.19 The arch leading 
into the apse has been torn out together with any 
supports for a possible rib vault in the hemicycle 
(fig. 9) although there are traces of the vault web-
bing still visible in the reworking of this area to 
build the flat wall. Enough remains of the start of 
the apse to show that it had a slightly horseshoe 
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shape, and that it was a little larger than that of the 
north transept, rediscovered in the 1930s.20 Two 
of the three apse windows, of a similar size but 
more ornate than the lateral windows, have been 
exposed next to the replaced east wall. The north 
one had a figure capital and inset shaft suppor-
ting a chevron moulded arch, the south window 
arch was also chevron moulded, but the capital 
and shaft have been lost. Two rectangular bays of 
domical groin vaulting covered the main space, 
supported on corbels that have since been dressed 
back and the vault taken down. Any transverse rib 
between the two bays must have been very slender, 

20 . Harcombe, E.T., n.d. (c.1935), The Church of St Michael, Melbourne, London, Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge.

and no wider than the corbel from which the vault 
sprang. 

The groin vaults

The second area to have a groin vault is the west 
end of the church, under the gallery (fig. 10), where 
a rectangular central bay is flanked by two square 
bays and separated from them by the massive 
stilt ed arches that support the towers. The vault 
has been built very accurately with a form of tas-
de-charge made of flat stones used at the springing 

~ �Fig. 8. Choir from the west. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER ~ �Fig. 9. Choir interior north wall from the southeast, with 
traces of the vault, upper left, and site of the arch into 
the lost apse on the right. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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points instead of a short length of dosseret. Both 
groin vaults serve to enclose their spaces in a way 
that is not encountered in the nave, where a wood 
roof was probably always intended since there is no 
abutment in the form of transverse arches or vaults 
in the aisles, or provision for them.21

It is hard to judge whether the choir vaults 
will have been built as efficiently as the western 
vaults, but they were also over rectangular bays, 

21 . The wall-posts of Melbourne’s later roof now occupy the space of the upper sections of the Romanesque wall shafts but traces remain of where they 
have been cut back above the string course. The liturgical significance of vaulted choirs in otherwise wood-roofed churches has been considered by 
Thurlby, Malcolm, 2012, “Articulation in Romanesque architecture,” in Jill A. Franklin, T.A. Heslop, and Christine Stevenson (eds.), Architecture and 
interpretation, essays for Eric Fernie, Woodbridge, The Boydell Press, p. 42-59. In the case of Melbourne, the vaults primarily serve the practical purpose 
of supporting upper levels.
22 . See Coffman, Peter, 1994, “The Romanesque rib vaults of Southwell Minster,” Transactions of the Thoroton Society, vol. 98, p. 38-48.
23 . Cox, p. 404. The south transept one has been filled in.

requiring a similar sort of construction and were 
probably therefore the work of the same team. 
It would have been logical for the east and west 
end vaults to have been constructed at the same 
time. The work of building the upper level of the 
choir necessitated the construction of the choir’s 
vault before it could be completed and the vaults 
over the east and west were therefore most prob-
ably raised before the nave had been finished. As 
noted above, such a reading is substantiated by the 
building breaks evident in the aisle outer walls. 
Building the vaults required the specialized skills 
of masons who would have been working in the 
lodges of the greater churches—where such vaults 
are more commonly found—and who were prob-
ably brought to Melbourne for the specific pur-
pose of building them. It is likely that Southwell 
sent over the masons for this task since it was the 
nearest major church under construction at the 
time. The Romanesque choir aisles there had groin 
vaults and they may have been intended for the 
rectangular bays of the nave aisles as well. With 
work at Southwell starting around 1110, raising the 
vaults was probably underway towards the end of 
the next decade, more or less at the same time as 
those at the smaller church of Melbourne.22 

The transepts and crossing

Both transepts have fittings for altars, as well as 
squints through the thickness of the choir wall 
to align with the choir high altar.23 The transepts 
matched the double height of the choir with a string 
course around the walls at the base of the arcade 

~ �Fig. 10. Vault under the west gallery from the south. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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from the tower, but the sills of the Romanesque 
windows are set at the same level and it is therefore 
unlikely that an upper chapel was ever intended for 
there. Both transept apses were single-storied as 
the traces of their roof lines reveal (fig. 1).

The crossing (fig. 11) is rectangular and the 
transepts are wider than the chancel, which results 
in the crossing arches to north and south rising 
slightly higher than those to east and west, and 
they are more substantially built. It is a feature 
encountered at a number of sites and attributed to 
the continuation of Anglo-Saxon practices after 
the Conquest, although it is more usual to find 
that the east and west arms are wider than those 
to north and south, as at Dorchester on Thames, 
for example.24 The design of the crossing piers, and 
that of the piers supporting the west gallery, is 
based on sets of slender, equal-sized shafts, paired 
in the crossing and tripled for the west end with 
predominantly plain capitals on the west side and 
historiated capitals to the east in both cases. A par-
allel for the pier-type is the fragment of a crossing 
pier at Chepstow Priory from the late eleventh cen-
tury where paired shafts were used on all faces, and 
drawings made before its destruction show similar 
flattened cushion capitals.25 Melbourne differs as 
the responds on the west side of the crossing reflect 
the columnar shape of the nave arcade. The central 
vessel of the nave is over a metre wider than the 
choir and so the arcade responds had to be offset 
on the crossing piers, but the spacing is not the 
same on both sides and it results in the arch not 
being centred (fig. 3).26 The spacing was brought 
back into line when the screen above was built. 
Constructing the crossing arches once the piers 
were in place caused the mason problems, when 

24 . Thurlby, Malcolm, 2003, “Anglo-Saxon architecture beyond the millennium: Its continuity in Norman building,” in Nigel Hiscock (ed.), The white 
mantle of churches, Turnhout, Brepols, p. 119-137.
25 . Thurlby, M., 2006, Romanesque architecture and sculpture in Wales, Woonton Almeley, Logaston Press, p. 20-39.
26 . The north respond is offset by 0.15 m at the crossing, but the effect had been virtually rectified by the time the west block was reached.

seen from inside the crossing the mouldings on 
the four arches fit together awkwardly with none 
centred neatly within the space (fig. 11).

The lantern tower

Rising above the crossing are three levels of arca-
ding linked by long shafts sited between the arches 
and in the corners, with a rich variety of capitals 
at all three levels, forming the interior of a lantern 

~ �Fig. 11. The crossing from the east.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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tower.27 Only the lower passage level is open, 
and the blocking of the upper two stages courses 
through with the arcades, its stonework shares the 
same tooling patterns and it is therefore original. 
The masons carving the capitals, however, cut them 
all as if they were to have been used for the wall 
passage level of the arcades and left them attach ed 
to their fixing block on one side rather than two. 
Lighting the tower will have been from above, from 

27 . The rear faces to north and south are plain but those to east and west have mouldings, shafts and capitals on their openings, with the exception of the 
central arch at passage level which lacks a frame of shafts and capitals on all but the west side. Scott removed a series of later f loors within the lantern.
28 . The drawing was created for a survey of northern castles for Sir Ambrose Cave, chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, in 1561, The National Archives 
MPC 1/95. I am grateful to Rosie Wright for checking this for me.
29 . Cox, p. 404.

windows in the upper level of the tower, and by 
the windows at the top of the terminal walls of 
the transepts. 

The tower clearly did have an upper storey 
in the medieval period although the current top 
stage of the tower is a post-Reformation replace-
ment that gives little indication of the height of its 
predecessor (fig. 1). The Romanesque tower stair, 
which is of the usual narrow form and identified by 
its masons’ marks, starts at the southeast corner of 
the lantern wall passage, and originally rose above 
the level of the current belfry floor, sited just above 
the top level of the lantern arches. Entrance to the 
bells has been made by breaking through the newel 
wall and the stair is now capped off but it clearly 
indicates that the medieval tower rose higher. 
Evidence for the possible appearance of the tower 
is in a large-scale survey drawing of Melbourne 
Castle from 1561, which shows the church in the 
background (fig. 12). The tower upper stage has 
three large stepped and round-headed windows in 
the east face, large enough to have provided the 
lighting for the interior, and it most probably rep-
resents the original arrangement.28 There is con-
siderable erosion on the top row of the crossing 
arcades which is consistent with the building lack-
ing a roof or protection from the weather before the 
current belfry stage of the tower was built. There is 
no direct documentary evidence for the date of the 
replacement but three of the current bells have date 
stamps in the first part of the seventeenth century 
and it seems likely that the construction was linked 
to their arrival.29 As part of the same project, work 
was underway on the ‘belfry floor’ in 1638 with 

~ �Fig. 12. Details of Melbourne Church from the survey 
drawing of Melbourne Castle of 1561. The National 
Archives, ref. MCP 1/95. PHOTO: ROSIE: WRIGHT
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timber for joists supplied and masonry repaired 
around their seatings.30 

Lantern towers are a feature of buildings 
constructed from the eleventh century onwards, 
although usually found in the larger buildings such 
as Jumièges, from c.1070, or Westminster Abbey, 
from the middle decades of the century. St Albans, 
begun in 1077 and mostly built out of re-used 
Roman brick and rubble, has paired arches in front 
of a narrow passage with windows above, whereas 
Norwich, from the early twelfth century and built 
of ashlar, shows an increased elaboration with a 
complex double height arcade to its upper win-
dows and wall passages at two levels. Wimbourne 
Minster in Dorset, where the crossing dates from 
the second quarter of the twelfth century, has 
grouped Purbeck shafts under enclosing arches 

30 . “A perfecte Accompte of all such monyes belonging unto my father as remaine in my hands unaccompted this 7th May 1638. Charges for raising the 
Belfree f lore in Melbourne Church,” Melbourne Hall, Muniment Room, box 240. The payments occur between two accounts for masonry and timber 
work on the nave, see above.
31 . Westminster: Rodwell, Warwick, 2010, The lantern tower of Westminster Abbey 1060-2010, Oxford, Oxbow Books, p. 3-5; St Albans: Peers, Charles R. 
and William Page, 1908, “The Cathedral and Abbey Church of St Alban,” in William Page (ed.), Victoria County history, Hertfordshire, vol. 2, p. 484-505; 
Norwich: Heywood, S., 1996, “The Romanesque building,” in Ian Atherton, Eric Fernie, Christopher Harper-Bill, and Hassell Smith (eds.), Norwich 
Cathedral, church, city and diocese, 1096-1996, London, Hambleton Press, p. 73-115; Wimborne: Hill, M., John Newman and Nikolaus Pevsner, 2018, 
Dorset, the buildings of England, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 660-667; Burford: Alan Brooks and Jennifer Sherwood, 2017, Oxfordshire North 
and West, the buildings of England, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 200-209.
32 . The presence of the dosseret has resulted in the northern capital being cut down, and the seated figure of the bearded man lacks an arm.

with windows in the level above. Closer in appear-
ance to Melbourne is the large parish church at 
Burford, Oxfordshire (fig. 13), which has a lantern 
tower from the middle of the twelfth century with 
chevron ornament to its window openings above 
a row of plainer openings sited above a low cross-
ing. The surviving Romanesque parts of the church 
reveal it to have been a large building and it may 
have started out as an Anglo-Saxon minster.31 

Sculptural decoration

The pairs of richly carved capitals at the entrance 
to the choir provide a marked contrast to the plain-
ness of the choir itself. They are flanked by further 
capitals with elaborate carvings to the north and 
south that form the eastern supports of their res-
pective transept arches; clearly, these capitals are 
meant to be read as an ensemble and to make the 
grouping more explicit, the capitals at the choir 
entrance are elongated westwards, more smoothly 
on the south than the north since there is no dos-
seret there32 (figs. 14-15). Although the increased 
elaboration serves to stress the movement into the 
more sacred space from the east end of the nave, 
progress stops at the crossing where the viewing 
position is very specifically sited, and the less-
visible eastern parts of the choir capitals are the 
least elaborate of the group and have geometric 
patterns. The arches into the lost apses repeat this 
for the transepts. All the other ground-level capi-
tals around the crossing are much simpler flattened 

~ �Fig. 13. Burford church crossing with lantern tower, view 
from the north. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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cubic ones with minimal detailing, although they 
may have been intended to be painted. 

The subject matter of the historiated capitals 
contains little that is sacred, there is a figure of 
Christ in Majesty next to a scene from Aesop on 
the southeast pier, while the other capitals have 
birds and animals including a cat-like lion with 
a triple belt and a dog, or wolf, straining to reach 
some fruit, while other human figures are minor 
elements, or demonic in the case of a shela-na-gig. 
It is perhaps more useful to see these as a com-
bination of elements intended to create an effect 
of great richness to serve as the background to an 
event taking place at that site in the building.33

A similar situation occurs in the nave, 
where the sculptural elaboration again privi-
leges a particular view point. The nave capitals 
show a marked contrast between the responds at 
the two ends of the nave arcade, those to the east 

33 . Rita Wood notes the specific nature of the viewing position for the group of capitals around the east side of the crossing, but interprets it more 
broadly and suggests connections with lay access to monastic churches, although the presence of choir stalls through the crossing of monks’ churches 
would have precluded this. Despite her detailed study of the iconography of the capitals, their collective meaning remains elusive. Wood, Rita, 2006, 
“The Romanesque Church at Melbourne,” The Derbyshire Archaeological Journal, vol. 126, p. 127-168.

have minor sculpture in the form of small heads 
(fig. 16), which are overshadowed by the much 
larger scrolls and volutes of the west, with beaks 
added on the north (fig. 17), and this more elabo-
rate design continues onto the capitals of the arch 
under the west gallery. The nave south arcade cap-
itals are all simple scallop designs, as are the two 
north ones in the east bays, but the next two on the 
north show an increasing richness, moving in the 
westward direction, with large volutes appearing 
first and then scrolls and crosses being added to 
these (fig. 18). Clearly, there was a processional 
route that moved westwards, towards the gallery, 
and not eastwards as is more usual. The arch that 
supports the west gallery (fig. 7) has the same chev-
ron outer order and double roll-moulding with a 
hollow as the nave arcades although with greater 
recession as the piers are compound rather than 
columnar, whereas the crossing arches to the east 

~ �Fig. 15. Northeast crossing pier from the southwest, with 
the chancel arch capitals on the right. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. 

ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 14. Melbourne chancel arch south capitals.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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have simpler roll-mouldings and lack the chevron 
order.34 The upper level, however, above the west-
ern crossing arch, is more elaborate and the three 
arches of the wall passage have an additional order 
on shafts and capitals, which when seen from the 
gallery at the other end of the nave, serve to frame 

34 . The marked plainness of the capitals and arches under the west gallery is partly offset by the repetition of the roll moulding and chevron order on 
the rear face of the main arch, and by the use of roll mouldings on the two flanking arches, so that the entrance bay from the west door is marked out, 
but the ornamentation of the side of the arch facing the nave is more pronounced (fig. 10).
35 . The walls are shown on Wilkins’ section drawing, and Scott, who removed them in 1859, describes them as ‘modern,’ Wilkins, DRO, D655/A/P1/69.

the entrance to the choir’s upper chapel further 
east (fig. 3).

The church therefore had two loci, the west 
end and the east side of the crossing area, and in 
both cases attention would have been focussed on 
the upper level, the gallery at the west end, and 
the wall passage in front of the upper chapel in 
the crossing from which the sound of services, the 
light of candles, and the scent of incense would 
have drifted down although the participants would 
not have been visible.

The nave west gallery

The nave west gallery has been affected by sever al 
restorations that first added and then removed 
walls at ground and first floor level.35 The arches 
into the towers from the main space in the gal-
lery are from the post-medieval period together 
with their adjacent walling and it is not there-
fore possible to know whether the gallery was 

~ �Fig. 17. Nave northwest respond capital.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 18. Nave north arcade pier four capital.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 16. Nave southeast respond capital.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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always completely open to the church as it now 
is. Galleries in this position are found in churches 
from the Carolingian period and in later buil-
dings with westworks, such as Jumièges, where the 

36 . Maylis Baylé has traced the origin of Jumièges’ western block to Carolingian and Ottonian sources and describes the feature as being superseded by 
the façade design of Saint-Étienne at Caen in the 1080s-1090s. Baylé, Maylis, 1991, “Les relations entre massif de facade et vaisseau de nef en Normandie 
avant 1080,” Cahiers de civilisation médiévale, p. 135-136, p. 225-235.
37 . The construction of the nave and narthex belong to the second quarter of the eleventh century, Fernie, Eric C., 2014, Romanesque architecture, New 
Haven, Yale University Press, p. 54-55. Evidence exists for an apse that projected through the wall towards the east supported on a cone of masonry at 
Tournus and reconstructed with a canopy. Krüger, Kristina, 2003, “Architecture and liturgical practice: The Cluniac galilea,” in Nigel Hiscock (ed.), 
p. 139- 159. The west end of Semur-en-Brionnais still retains its western projection supported on a massive cone of material and that seems always to 
have been open. 
38 . Fawcett, Richard, 2011, The architecture of the Scottish medieval church 1100-1560, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 71.
39 . For Canterbury, Blockley, Kevin, Margaret Sparks, and Tim Tatton-Brown, 1997, Canterbury Cathedral nave, archaeology, history and architecture, 
Canterbury, Dean and Chapter of Canterbury Cathedral and Canterbury Archaeological Trust, p. 102-111; and for Winchester, Kjølbye-Biddle, Birthe, 
1993, “Old Minster, St Swithun’s Day 1093,” in John Crook (ed.), Winchester Cathedral 900 years 1093-1993, Chichester, Phillimore, p. 13-20.

projecting central block of the west front is open 
under a single massive arch towards the nave, lit 
by a row of windows in the west wall, and provided 
with a first-floor platform, or seating area (fig. 19).36 
In the example of Saint-Philibert, Tournus, where 
there is a narthex rather than a westwork, an arch at 
first-floor level communicated between the upper 
chapel of the narthex and the rest of the church, an 
effect now compromised by the siting of the organ 
case within it.37 Paired openings on either side give 
a view down the length of the church. Simpler 
cases of accentuating a space at the west end can 
be found in Britain where the wall passage across 
the west front is framed by a single massive arched 
window to emphasize the significance of the space, 
as can be seen at Jedburgh in the Borders (fig. 20), 
derived from a similar arrangement at Kelso, or 
closer to Melbourne, at Worksop.38 

The appearance of upper western spaces 
has been reconstructed for the late tenth-century 
Anglo-Saxon churches of Canterbury Cathedral, 
and Winchester Old Minster, where documentary 
sources have been supported by excavation evi-
dence. At Canterbury the raised west end housed 
the archbishop’s throne and an altar to the Virgin, 
while at Winchester the upper gallery was intended 
for use by the king to observe the liturgical cere-
monies taking place at the high altar and sited 
within a complex suite of chapels.39 The absence 
of any altar provision at Melbourne would rule 
out the gallery’s use as a chapel and it would be 

~ �Fig. 19. Jumièges abbey church, nave from the east. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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more likely that it was intended for use as a private 
pew by a person of great importance, presumably 
Henry I himself, and that it follows the prece dent 
of the earlier examples and was open under a single 
arch so that the king could be displayed to the 
assembled people in the nave (fig. 7).

The choir upper chapel

In contrast to the open west gallery, the upper 
eastern space was much more private and was 
obscured from view by the screen across its 
entrance from the tower and by the angle of view 
from the ground so that only those granted access 
could witness the service taking place, although, 

as noted above, the presence of the chapel would 
have been manifest. Evidence for the outline of the 
upper chapel can be seen on the exterior (fig. 21). 
The roof scar on the tower wall, and the cut-down 
sections of its side walls, together with the corbel 
table preserved in the angles between the choir 
and the transepts reveal that the upper chapel was 
an impressively tall structure with a wooden roof, 
that more than doubled the height of the choir. 
There is no space for a vault, or any evidence for 
its supports.

Still preserved on both exterior upper walls 
is the start of a continuous blind arcade of round-
headed arches on shafts and cushion capitals that 
covered the level of the choir vault and the floor 
level of the upper chapel. Above this, there is space 
for a row of windows to light the upper chapel and, 
although their form cannot be determined, it is 
clear that there was no wall passage here since the 
turning of the stair in the southeast corner does 
not allow for an exit towards the east. It is prob-
able that the upper chapel had a greater degree of 
enrichment, perhaps with a blind arcade around 
the lower parts of the wall, sedilia for the priests 
and richly moulded windows, but there is no 
trace of any of this now. All that remains is two 

~ �Fig. 20. Jedburgh, nave from the east.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 21. Melbourne site of the lost upper choir chapel. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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short sections of string course on the side walls 
of the chapel and they are given the same unusual 
recessed lozenge pattern as that seen on the west 
portal and choir southeast capital, which further 
reinforces the connections between the choir and 
the west block. The only surface articulation of the 
wall above the upper chapel entrance is the row of 
three blind arches that form shallow niches while 
the filled-in remains of others can be seen on the 
other three upper sides of the crossing; these are 
now obscured by the low roofs that replace the 
taller medieval originals.

40 . Malden, Henry Elliot, 1911, “Compton,” Victoria County history, Surrey, vol. 3, London, p. 16-24.
41 . Verey, David and Alan Brooks, 2002, Gloucestershire 1: The Cotswolds, the buildings of England, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 356-358.

Upper storeys are not common in English 
Romanesque chancels, and two that survive in 
parish churches are both later additions. Compton, 
in Surrey, has an upper chapel that was added to 
the existing two-bay chancel in the late twelfth 
century and is open to the west, fronted by a low 
screen. The chancel walls were thickened on the 
inside and a low rib vault added at ground level 
to support the additional weight, with access 
assumed to have been via a stair through the north 
wall although this has now been removed, leav-
ing traces of the early doorway and there is now 
a stair in the small chamber on the south.40 The 
Romanesque church of Elkstone, Gloucestershire, 
was given an upper chamber to its chancel after a 
tower over the western part was removed in the 
thirteenth century and a small tower was built on 
the north side to house the staircase.41 The upper 
chamber is completely separate from the chancel, 
lacks any evidence for liturgical use, and appears 
to have been built as a dovecote.

Parallels for upper chapels

Melbourne’s two-storied choir is related by Eric 
Fernie to royal and episcopal palace chapels, with 
that at Hereford from the late eleventh century, 
the closest in date to Melbourne. From Stukeley’s 
drawings it was clearly a square two-level building 
with a vaulted lower storey of nine bays supported 
on piers, and it originally had a vertical connection 
to the similar, but more ornate upper level through 
a central void. The origins of its design are traced to 
the Rhineland, to Goslar, Speyer, and Mainz, and 
Stukeley quotes William of Malmesbury in rela-
ting it to Charlemagne’s palace chapel at Aachen. 
English examples that Fernie cites are connected 

~ �Fig. 22. St John's Chapel in the White Tower, from the 
west. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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with the bishops of Norwich. The ruined bishop’s 
chapel at North Elmham and the remains of the 
church at South Elmham have both been recons-
tructed with a two-storied chamber at the west 
end, built in the later eleventh century, and perhaps 
resembling the surviving tower chamber at Brook, 
Kent, with its connections with the archbishop.42 

A further parallel might be drawn with 
castle chapels, in particular those built for the 
king, such as the chapel in Dover Castle from 
the 1180s, which is two-storied, or the eleventh-
century St  John’s Chapel in the White Tower 
(fig. 22).43 St John’s chapel is placed at first floor 
level above a lower chamber at the entrance level 
which is in turn above a vaulted basement. The 
purpose of the chamber under the chapel is uncer-
tain, but its construction of high quality stone and 
the provision of a secure space on the north wall 
suggest that it may have played a service role for 
the main chapel. Access to the upper chapel, which 
was intended for royal use, is from the great vice 
and across the eastern chamber, while the gallery 
level is reached by wall passages that run around 
the four outer walls of the tower, and the gallery 
forms part of the circuit of the passages. The west 
wall of the chapel is taken up by a large shallow 
arch that will have functioned as the framing for 
the king’s throne and presented him to the congre-
gation in the same way as a royal pew.

42 . Fernie, Eric C., 2000, The architecture of Norman England, Oxford, Oxford University Press, p. 237-238, and Huitson, Toby, 2014, Stairway to 
Heaven: The functions of medieval upper spaces, Oxford, Oxbow Books, p. 51. A distinction might be drawn between these tower chambers and the case 
at Melbourne by reference to the arrangement at Brook, where two round-headed openings in the east wall framing the altar recess ensured that the 
celebrant respected the timing of the mass at the high altar, whereas at Melbourne no such communication was possible.
43 . For Dover, see Goodall, John, 2011, The English castle, 1066-1650, New Haven, Yale University Press, p. 139-144; Crook, J., 2008, “St John’s Chapel,” 
and Ashbee, Jeremy, 2008, “The function of the White Tower under the Normans,” in Edward Impey (ed.), The White Tower, New Haven, Yale University 
Press, p. 95-124, and p. 125-140.
44 . Work had begun on extending the passage onto the south wall, but this was abandoned and the west side of the south transept is the only one to have 
a passage. There is no equivalent in the north transept.

Uses of upper spaces

When considering the use of the upper spaces, 
the means by which they were reached and the 
needs of their users should be examined. Access 
to Melbourne’s upper chapel is assumed by most 
writers to have been via the wall passages above the 
nave arcades, suggesting a progression from the 
west gallery to the upper east chapel, but this seems 
unlikely, particularly when we look at the size of 
the staircases (fig. 23). The stairs at the west end 
are narrow and are intended primarily for service 
access, and only the south stair was completed. The 
much larger stair in the southwest corner of the 
transept provides a route to the private chapel that 
combined ease of access with greater privacy since 
it did not expose the participant to general view 
on their way to the chapel, in contrast to the route 
from the nave. The stair connects with a passage 
through the transept west wall thickness to access 
the passageway around the tower on the south 
side and from there gave entrance to the upper 
chapel.44 The stair had its own access at the end 
of the nave south aisle next to the arch into the 
transept, through a doorway that remained open 
until it was blocked by Scott (fig. 6), for which we 
have no information about its appearance, but it 
clearly provided a private entrance to the upper 
chapel of the choir from the outside. From the 
same transept stair, a second route could have been 
taken by turn ing left around the crossing, perhaps 
pausing to address the assembly at the west side of 
the tower, before moving along the wall passage to 



219

J E N N I F E R  S .  A L E X A N D E R   M E L B O U R N E  C H U R C H ,  D E R B Y S H I R E

appear in the west gallery, if the participant wished 
to be displayed. 

Taking a broader view of the potential use 
of the whole upper level of the church, when not 
required by the king, its series of interconnected 
spaces with a complete circulation route would 
have been an ideal setting for a number of differ-
ent liturgical functions at events in the church cal-
endar. Singers could have been placed at intervals 
throughout the spaces, some hidden from view in 

45 . It is also possible that the original upper west window might have had apertures through the thickness of the wall to allow singers’ voices to be heard 
outside the building, as has been noted at Kelso and later buildings, if the west gallery had been used in this way. The amount of disturbed masonry 
around the later window seems to indicate that several openings existed there in the twelfth century.
46 . Huitson, p. 67-70.
47 . Klukas, Arnold, William, 1984, “Liturgy and architecture: Deerhurst Priory as an expression of the Regularis Concordia,” Viator, vol. 15, p. 81-106.
48 . Sheingorn, Pamela, 1987, The Easter Sepulchre in England, Kalamazoo, Medieval Institute Publications, p. 23-24.

the upper east chapel to fulfil the requirements of 
the Palm Sunday liturgy, so that their voices could 
be heard while they remained invisible, or clergy to 
have processed down both sides of the building to 
assemble in the west gallery.45 Toby Huitson cites 
the practice of placing lights in gallery spaces on 
important feast days, listed in a thirteenth-century 
document at Norwich Cathedral, and something 
similar took place at Canterbury in the fifteenth 
century with both events probably long estab-
lished by those dates. Huitson also refers to the 
description of upper galleries as loci angelorum, 
and he describes the westwork at Corvey as having 
a traditional association with a ‘chorus of angels.’46 
More specifically, the use of westwork spaces for 
the Easter liturgy described in the tenth-century 
Regularis Concordia, in which a re-enactment of 
the burial and resurrection of Christ was per-
formed, is documented for the Romanesque 
period as a continuation of a much older practice 
in churches on the Continent, and it has been dis-
cussed for pre-Conquest English buildings such as 
Deerhurst Priory.47 Liturgical drama moved into 
the eastern parts of churches when westworks were 
no longer built and Melbourne’s arrangement is 
well suited for the continuation of the practice in 
its original site.48 

Melbourne’s regional context

Melbourne shares many characteristics with the 
larger buildings of the region either major churches 
like Southwell, or monastic churches, such as 
Worksop and Tutbury Priories. Its twin-towered 

~ �Fig. 23. Plan at wall passage level, after Draper 1936.
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façade with plain walls ornamented only by a west-
ern portal, is closely similar to Worksop Priory’s 
west façade, although there is a second portal 
there (figs. 4, 24). In both cases the emphasis is on 
mass and on flat planes, stressing verticality and 
maintaining the visual separation of the towers 
from the centre of the west block. At Worksop, 
the pilaster buttresses rise through the entire 
height of the towers and the nook shafts at the cor-
ners add to the articulation of the façade, while 
Melbourne has massive plain pilasters and the 
central section breaks forward to match them, but 
in both cases the ground level is delineated only 
by a string course and the expanses of blank wall 
are otherwise unornamented above portal level. 

Nook shafts were, however, used on Melbourne 
but on the crossing tower and can be seen above 
the transepts on both sides. The siting of the two 
windows on the return walls of the façades at both 
Worksop and Melbourne (restored here by Scott 
in 1859) reinforces the connection between them. 
This is distinctively different from the west façade 
of Southwell (fig. 25) where, although the design 
has been described as displaying an emphasis on 
flatness, decorated window openings and multiple 
string courses break up the wall surfaces of the 
towers below roof level, and interlaced arcading 
higher up provides greater visual richness. 
Southwell’s façade has been dated to c.1140/1175 

~ �Fig. 24. Worksop Priory west front.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 25. Southwell Minster west front from  
the northwest. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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49 . McAleer, J. Philip, 1990 “Southwell, Worksop, and stylistic tendencies in English twelfth-century façade design,”  in Eric Fernie and Paul Crossley 
(eds.), Medieval architecture and its intellectual context: Studies in honour of Peter Kidson, London, Hambleton Press, p. 61-72. Malcolm Thurlby has 
connected the earlier Romanesque work at Worksop and Southwell and is surely right to see the work of the same masons at both, with close connections 
between their west façades. Thurlby, Malcolm, 1998, “Worksop Priory Church: The Romanesque and Early Gothic fabric,” in Jennifer S. Alexander (ed.), 
Southwell and Nottinghamshire, medieval art, architecture and industry, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions, vol. 21, p. 101-109.
50 . Plumptre, Frederick Charles, 1847, “Some account of the parish church in Bakewell, Derbyshire,” Archaeological Journal, vol. 4, p. 37-58. William 
I had made William Peverel bailiff of the royal manors in this part of Derbyshire and Henry I granted him all the royal demesne in the Peak in 1100. 
Hartwell et al., p. 223. Although Peverel is no longer regarded as one of the illegitimate sons of William I, he clearly had close connections with the royal 
family and held considerable lands in central England. 

and Worksop’s west front to c.1170-1180 which 
place them after Melbourne.49 

A building that shares Melbourne’s con-
nection with royalty, albeit less immediately, 
is Bakewell in the Derbyshire High Peak. It is 
not dated, but the town was held by the Peverel 
family between the mid-eleventh and mid-twelfth 
centuries when it passed back to the king, and 
the church’s construction most probably dates 
from the later part of Peverel’s ownership.50 The 
Romanesque version of Bakewell church shared 
Melbourne’s plan, it too was cruciform with tran-
septs that originally projected only a short distance 
beyond the nave wall, and it has evidence for an 
apsidal east end. Bakewell’s façade was planned 
with twin towers but it was changed early on in 
the campaign before the walls had risen very far. 
The redesigned west front, with its twelfth-century 
doorway of two orders of beakhead and the 
remains of chevron moulded interlaced arcading 
above, stands immediately in front of the two sub-
stantially built arches that were meant to have led 
into the base of towers (fig. 26). These arches have 
in turn been added to the wall of the nave arcades, 
of which the last bay still survives on both north 
and south, and consists of unmoulded arches sup-
ported on simple imposts with billet ornament. The 
butt joint between the west end and the nave, and 
the slenderness of the arcade wall, of 0.76 m thick-
ness, strongly suggests that the arcade has been cut 
into an Anglo-Saxon exterior wall of a previous, 
substantial, church. Decorated scallop capitals and 
the presence of one small capital with volutes and 

~ �Fig. 26. Bakewell, nave west end with the arches into the 
abandoned west towers and remains of the early nave 
exterior walls. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 27. Bakewell, capital recovered in the nineteenth- 
century restoration of the church.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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masks that were recovered in the nineteenth cen-
tury, suggest some sharing of designs, and of plan, 
between Bakewell and Melbourne (fig. 27).

The unusual design of the scallop capitals in 
Melbourne can also be found within the region. 
The use of scallops with their tops turned as little 
volutes, seen at Melbourne on the first upper level 
in the crossing tower (north side, fig. 28), is a fea-
ture of the crossing capitals at Southwell Minster 
(fig. 29), as is the scrolling on the larger volutes 
used on the corners of the western capitals of 
Melbourne’s nave and for two higher-level capitals 

in the crossing. At Southwell, this is found on the 
historiated capitals of the crossing above the fig-
ures in the lower register (fig. 30), at Melbourne 
they occur on piers three and four on the north 
and on the western responds of both nave arcades 
(fig. 17). The paired scrolls carved on the main faces 
of the capitals can be seen as a flattened variation 
of the scallops with turned tops. 

Cruciform scallop capitals supporting chev-
ron arches are present in the nave of Walsoken 
parish church in Norfolk, but a much closer 
example of this type of capital can be found at 

~ �Fig. 28. Melbourne upper level capital from the north 
side of the lantern tower. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 30. Southwell Minster, northeast crossing pier cap-
ital. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 29. Southwell Minster, detail of the southeast 
crossing capital. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 31. Tutbury Priory, nave south arcade east respond 
capital. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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Tutbury Priory, just over the border in Staffordshire, 
a building with which Melbourne shares other 
close connections. At Tutbury, the capitals are 
used for both the quadrilobe western piers and 
for the eastern columnar nave piers on the south 
side. More significantly, the unusual Melbourne 
western respond capital, in which the corner volute 
has a beak-like support between scrolls, can also be 
seen at Tutbury, on the compound pier at the end 
of the south arcade (fig. 31). The nave was built on 
a comparable scale to Melbourne’s although with 
six bays rather than five, and the three-storied 
elevation (now reduced, the clerestory has been 
removed and the gallery filled in) contrasts with 
Melbourne’s two-level design, but the articula-
tion of the wall surfaces with paired roof shafts 
supported on the nave capitals closely resembles 
the situation at Melbourne (fig. 32). Tutbury had 
groin vaulted side aisles, with the bays separated 
by transverse arches on shafts but it is unlikely 
that the nave was stone vaulted. It was founded in 
the late-eleventh century as an alien Benedictine 
house, the church is not securely dated, but the 
regularizing of the monastery’s finances in 1125 
would seem a plausible start for the work there.51 
Stilted arches with chevron moulding occur on 
the arches into the nave aisles from the transepts 
at Worksop Priory but the treatment of the chev-
ron reveals a different approach to the alignment 
of the ornament at the two sites. At Worksop, the 
chevron is set at a right angle to the arch on both 
the stilted and round section of the arch whereas at 

51 . Alexander, Jennifer S. and J. F. King, 1999, “The architecture and Romanesque sculpture of Tutbury Priory,” in Philip Morgan and A.D.M Phillips 
(eds.), Staffordshire histories, essays in honour of Michael Greenslade, Staffordshire Record Society and The Centre for Local History, p. 13-46.
52 . Plant, Richard, 2004, “The Romanesque fabric of Carlisle Cathedral,” in Mike McCarthy and David Weston (eds.), Carlisle and Cumbria, Roman 
and medieval architecture, art and archaeology, British Archaeological Association Conference Transactions, vol. 27, p. 89-105.
53 . Dento, Jeffrey Howard,, 1970, English Royal Free Chapels 1100-1300: A constitutional study, Manchester, Manchester University Press, p. 23, p. 70.
54 . Pevsner, Nikolaus, 1974, Staffordshire, the buildings of England, Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, p. 135-136.
55 . Gnosall is a complex building with more than one Romanesque phase. Its south transept has an unusual triforium in the west wall with a staircase 
at the south end, and gave access to the upper stage of the tower that has large openings in all four directions. A stoup cut into the window sill, and the 
ornamentation of the triforium arcade suggest that it might have been a watching chamber for a relic chapel, or possibly that it relates to an upper chapel 
in the tower itself. I am grateful to Bob Meeson for sharing his observations on this part of the church with me.

Melbourne the mason has turned the lower section 
of the order so that it presents a side profile and it 
only becomes edge-set chevron once the arch has 
started to turn.

Enclosed crossings

Melbourne’s particular type of enclosed crossing, 
described by Richard Plant as, “an exceptional 
case,” when considered against such examples 
as Dunfermline, Carlisle, Chester St John, or 
Worksop, should be compared to further build-
ings within the region.52 The open arcades around 
the crossing have no local, or wider, parallel, but 
enclosed crossings were built in two of the larger 
churches in Staffordshire, as well as at Worksop 
and Southwell. A version can be seen at Gnosall 
(fig. 33), in the west of the county, which was built 
as a royal free chapel c.1100, having most probably 
originated as a minster church. It was given to the 
bishop of Lichfield and Coventry during the reign 
of King Stephen (1135-1154), that is, after its con-
struction, and it became collegiate.53 It is a cruci-
form church, although there is some dispute over 
whether the original nave had aisles.54 The crossing 
is low and very plain, with simple arches except to 
the west, where there is a narrow roll moulding 
to the arch and one inset and one mid-wall shaft 
under several orders of chip-carving and chevron.55 
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The second example is St Chad’s in Stafford, 
which has crossing arches that rise a little higher 
than the nave arcade (fig. 34). A date in the 1140s 
has been proposed for the start of its construction 
as a cruciform church with an unaisled chancel 
that probably ended in an apse, while an inscrip-
tion on one of the abaci records its construction 
by a Staffordshire landowner.56 The nave consists 
of a two-storied elevation with circular piers and 
scallop capitals under chevron arches and the bays 
are divided by shafts standing on the capitals. The 
upper level has a clerestory but lacks a passage, 
and apart from the greater degree of elaboration in 
the western crossing arch, including beakhead on 

56 . Baxter, Ron, “St Chad’s Stafford, Staffordshire,” <https://www.crsbi.ac.uk/site/661/>, consulted August 15, 2019.
57 . The drawing by J. Buckler is in the William Salt Library, Stafford, no. SV XI.95.

the two supporting shafts with evidence of much 
restoration, it echoes Melbourne. 

The form of Tutbury’s crossing and east end 
is known only from a drawing of 1812 because evi-
dence for everything to the east of the nave has 
been lost to demolition and nineteenth-century 
rebuilding.57 The drawing shows the building 
before the apse was built in the crossing area, and 
the east side of the compound piers of the crossing 
is clearly visible. The eastern capitals are drawn at 
the same height as those of the nave piers which 
either suggests that it had an arcade across the 
entrance to the transept, or that it too had a low 
crossing as at Melbourne.

~ �Fig. 32. Tutbury Priory, nave south arcade from the east. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 33. Gnosall, western crossing arch.  
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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Melbourne’s effect on churches in the 
immediate locality was limited. The priory church 
at Breedon on the Hill, Melbourne’s near neigh-
bour, has chevron arches to openings on its tower, 
but of a different scale and form, and Melbourne’s 
influence on the smaller parish churches in the 
area is mostly restricted to sculptural details. The 
unusual sunk-lozenge design of Melbourne’s cap-
itals can be seen on the outer order of the south 
door at Breadsall where it is used with orders of 
chevron, and on the north chancel arch support 
at Sandiacre above elongated scallop capitals 
(fig. 35). Capitals with scrolls and volutes can be 
seen on the capitals at Clowne (fig. 36), and the 
smaller capitals there repeat the compass-petal 
design of Melbourne’s transept capitals. A frag-
ment of a Romanesque base built into the wall at 

Wirksworth has a similar triangular ornament to 
the shaft bases on the choir entrance at Melbourne. 
In all these cases, the sculpture is less precise in its 
execution and is unlikely to have been carved by 
masons who had worked at Melbourne.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Melbourne parish church was built 
as a royal chapel, and as such its design reflects 
its role as a place of ceremony. The presence of an 

~ �Fig. 34. Stafford, St Chad, nave and west crossing arch. 
PHOTO: RON BAXTER, CRSBI

~ �Fig. 35. Sandiacre, Derbyshire, chancel arch north  
capitals. PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER

~ �Fig. 36. Clowne, Derbyshire, chancel arch south capitals. 
PHOTO: JENNIFER S. ALEXANDER
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upper church with a complete circulation route 
allowed for private devotion as well as for public 
display, and it is possible that these features may 
have provided spaces for liturgical functions at 
other times, particularly once it had passed into the 
hands of the bishops of Carlisle. Its construction 
was achieved rapidly, although the completion of 
the west towers at their full height may never have 
been achieved, and the final size of the Romanesque 
crossing tower remains unknown, but it was clearly 
taller than the level of the arcades on the interior. 
Dismantling the upper chapel, and removal of the 
transept apses must relate to the period of decline 
at the Reformation when Carlisle’s fortunes were at 
a low ebb. Care of the church seems to have passed 
to the owner of Melbourne Hall, which replaced a 
house built as the palace for the bishops of Carlisle 

58 . It appears in Morris, Richard K., 1979, Cathedrals and abbeys of England and Wales, London, J.M. Dent & Sons, p. 261, although it was neither, 
discretion forbids that I should name those who have been taken in by Wilkins.

during the post-Reformation period and we have 
the evidence of accounts from the 1630s that 
record restoration work on the church. The upper 
levels of Melbourne relate it to palace chapels, 
and to buildings with westworks in Continental 
Europe, but other architectural elements place it 
within the context of those monastic churches and 
larger buildings under the patronage of the major 
figures of the Midlands area. It is ironic that its 
large scale has led to confusion in the past as to 
its function and reliance on the neatly tidied plan 
of William Wilkins has misled scholars into assu-
ming that its structure was more unusual than it 
really is, in terms of relative wall thicknesses and 
scale.58 Perhaps Derbyshire remains too remote a 
county to have encouraged closer study of its fabric 
until  now.
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