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Abstract 

The understudied capital sculpture of Wells Cathedral in Somerset, England (c. 1184-1210) provides 

ample opportunity of expanding the current scholarship and understanding of interior ecclesiastical 

sculpture in a West Country cathedral. While the Gothic style of architecture is typically understood as, 

according to Paul Binski (2014), rational in execution and reception, the capital sculpture at Wells 

Cathedral has been considered illogical in terms of both its iconography and location within the nave, 

transepts, and north porch. Utilizing Michael Camille’s post/anti-iconographical approach, this project 

examines the Wells figural capitals in five case studies: labour, Old and New Testament Scenes, animals 

and beast fables, busts, and monsters and hybrids. Each group of capitals will be approached with an 

understanding that this type of art was viewed by people of different classes and professions, with each 

viewer bringing their own personal experiences and abilities into how they could have read and 

understood these types of images. Therefore, the capitals at Wells must be read through layers of meaning 

and interpretation while also considering their locations within the cathedral and how they react and 

respond to surrounding figural capitals.  
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The capital numbering system used in this project has been adapted from Reeve’s sculpture catalogue 

(2010) in order to organize the capitals by pier, location in the cathedral, and orientation. When a capital is 

discussed I will provide a combination of letters and numbers that designates this information. For 

example, S13NE translates to: south side of the cathedral, pier number thirteen facing northeast. Capitals 

described as ‘response’ designate capitals placed against a wall directly across from a pier. This system of 

numbering makes discussion of the capitals easier since each pier at Wells Cathedral has eight separate 

capitals. The maps provided at the end of each case study are to further assist in orienting the capitals 

within the cathedral.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Literature Review 

Wells Cathedral, built in successive phases from c. 1176-1490, is an anomaly within the English Gothic 

tradition, which typically includes overtly Christian and hagiographical imagery in stained glass and 

wall painting, as seen at both Canterbury and Lincoln Cathedral. The capital programme at Wells, 

constructed between c. 1184-1210, features around 64 figural representations hidden amongst the 

cathedral’s stiff-leaf foliage, many of which oppose the more traditionally accepted imagery found in the 

previously mentioned contemporary English cathedrals. These figures include a plethora of humans, 

animals, and monsters that coexist alongside one another, twisting together images of biblical characters 

and hybrid monstrosities.1 As Paul Binski states in his book Gothic Wonder, “many critics agree that 

some (if not all) Romanesque and especially Gothic architecture was not only rational in thinking and 

execution, but was also positively intended to look rational.”2 However, opposing this rationality that 

defines the architectural style, the capital sculpture at Wells appears entirely illogical in terms of both 

iconography and location within the space.  

Unlike the architecture, stained glass, and west façade, the capital sculptures, placed boldly 

within sight of the cathedral visitor, have not received sustained scholarly consideration. This project 

aims to integrate the capital sculpture at Wells Cathedral into existing literature on contemporary 

sculpture and the concerns of medieval iconography. Despite two studies (Reeve 2010; Gardner 1998) 

contributing significantly to this absence of literature, there remains the need for a more thorough 

examination of Wells capitals, which I will explore in this project through a series of case studies. The 

                                                        
1 See catalogue for full description of each capital.  
2 Binski, Gothic Wonder, 50.  
3 Weigert, Gothic Sculpture, 3.  
2 Binski, Gothic Wonder, 50.  
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case studies, found in the Fourth Chapter, consist of Animals, Labour Scenes, Old and New Testament 

Figures, Monsters and Hybrids, and Busts. Within each of these case studies, I have selected one or two 

capitals to discuss in more depth, ideally a capital that has received little or no scholarly consideration, 

or where I will offer an alternative iconographical identification than previously attributed. As Hans 

Weigert states, Gothic sculpture is “no mere decoration, applied as an afterthought, but the integral part 

of a Gesamtkunstwek, the total work of art in whose perfection all the arts share.”3 

 

Previous Research on the Wells Cathedral Capitals 

The late L. S. Colchester briefly considered the capitals in his extensive survey titled Wells Cathedral 

from 1987, focusing more exclusively on architectural elements and the various stained glass windows, 4 

which he had published on the previous year. Throughout his book, Colchester’s brief discussions on the 

capitals lack any real critical insight, however since the text is presented as a survey on the cathedral, 

this is not overly surprising. His discussion of the capitals is often problematic as he relies on mostly 

anecdotal evidence as opposed to historical fact. For instance, Colchester’s brief analysis of the so-called 

Grape Stealer Capitals [Fig. 1.1] (which I will discuss in the third case study on Old and New Testament 

figures) attributes the carvings to a bored stonemason who chose the narrative after he was given free 

agency from the master mason to carve what he pleased, a conversation that has little historical merit.5 

This happens again when discussing the infamous ‘tooth-puller capital’ [Fig. 1.2] that Colchester 

playfully explains as being an act of mockery from a group of stonemasons to a fellow mason who at the 

                                                        
3 Weigert, Gothic Sculpture, 3.  
4 See L. S. Colchester’s Stained Glass in Wells (1986).  
5 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 104.  
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time suffered from a toothache.6 Again, no historical evidence is present to solidify this assumption, but 

it certainly spruces up what is ultimately a guidebook for the cathedral.  

In Colchester’s book, the capitals are continuously overshadowed by discussion of other 

artworks and architectural elements within the cathedral including the fourteenth-century astronomical 

clock [Fig. 1.3] (which is framed by figural capitals), the stained glass windows, and architectural 

elements such as the Scissor Arches [Fig. 1.4]. Again, since this is a survey of the cathedral, my analysis 

of Colchester’s approach to the capitals is meant to highlight the lack of literature present on this 

programme, even in books dedicated solely to Wells Cathedral. As Colchester states in his discussion on 

the north porch décor, “one could fill many pages with the description of this porch alone,”7 which could 

be extended to the entire interior sculpture programme of the cathedral and what I hope to achieve 

through this project.  

 Unlike Colchester’s survey of Wells Cathedral, Arthur Gardner’s seventeen page cathedral 

pamphlet Wells Capitals from 1956 is an overview of the capitals themselves, and the most thorough 

examination of the sculpture prior to Reeve’s paper (2010). Calling the capitals a “unique treasure”, 

Gardner includes them within the vast practice of figural sculpture in the Cluniac monasteries of 

southern France and Spain and examples found in the ruins of Romanesque cloisters of England such as 

Westminster, Norwich, and Hyde.8 He states that because of the small scale of Wells Cathedral, the 

capitals are easy to see from the ground and allowed for a greater level of finesse when compared to the 

contemporary cathedrals at Lincoln and Salisbury where these types of figural capitals simply do not 

exist. Gardner credits the “peculiar skill” of the Wells stonemasons with a local style found in the West 

Country. However because architectural trends in England saw the reduction of capital sculpture and an 

                                                        
6 Ibid., 102.  
7 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 57.  
8 Gardner, Wells Capitals, 1.  
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increasing interest in favouring “the function lines carrying the shafts down to the ground”, the capitals 

at Wells “left no successors.”9 However, we know this is now an untrue statement, with capitals 

stylistically similar to Wells located at Llandaff Cathedral in Cardiff and Christ Church Cathedral in 

Dublin among a handful of other locations in Wales.  

 The remainder of Gardner’s cathedral pamphlet includes a brief overview of both the stiff-leaf 

[Fig. 1.5] and figural capitals, including a discussion on the dating of both the cathedral and the 

sculpture. He concludes with a catalogue outlining the “main arcade capitals”, however, he only 

dedicates one or two lines to a discussion of each capital and does not provide a thorough analysis. He 

also neglects to mention the response capitals found in the north and south aisles where numerous 

iconographically curious capitals from the programme can be found (See Case Study 1). Despite this, 

Gardner’s work on the capitals continues to be the most thorough examination they have received. It 

represents, outside of Reeve’s previously mentioned article, the largest publication on the sculptural 

programme, demonstrating the severe lack of attention given to this understudied collection of figural 

sculptures.  

 A more recent cathedral guide, Wells Cathedral: An Architecture & Historical Guide (2012) by 

Elsa van der Zee, was written in conjunction with the research of Tim Ayers, Warwick Rodwell, and 

Jerry Sampson who have each contributed extensively to recent scholarship on the cathedral. Like 

Colchester’s Wells Cathedral, van der Zee explores the entirety of the cathedral from the early history of 

the church up to construction in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The capitals receive a little less 

than a dozen pages of overview including a fleeting mention of the fox and cock capital [Fig. 1.6] (Case 

Study Three) as well as the “Market Capital” [Fig. 1.7] (Case Study One) and a brief description of the 

                                                        
9 Gardner, Wells Capitals, 2.  
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Grape Stealers Capitals [Fig. 1.1] (Case Study Two). However, as with Colchester, the capitals are only 

mentioned as curiosities without providing any analysis.   

 Paul Williamson’s Gothic Sculpture: 1140-1300 (1995) includes a chapter on English Gothic 

sculpture where he addresses the sculpture of the West Country, particularly Wells Cathedral where he 

states that Wells contains “the largest amount of sculpture remaining on an English church from before 

the middle of the thirteenth century.”10 Here, Williamson discusses the effigies of the Anglo-Saxon 

bishops in the quire (c. 1206)11 as well as the implementation of the of the transept, nave, and north 

porch capital sculpture including mention of how “there does not appear to be a coherent iconographic 

programme.”12 He highlights the involvement of ‘servant L’ (See Chapter 2), a possible reference to 

Adam Lock, whose work at both Wells Cathedral and the Bristol Lady Chapel justifies some stylistic 

similarities in figural sculpture found in the two buildings. Williamson’s inclusion of Wells in his 

European Gothic sculpture study allows the Wells capitals and their complicated iconography to be 

discussed alongside other English Gothic buildings such as Glastonbury Abbey and Bristol Cathedral’s 

Lady Chapel, as well as examples of contemporary sculpture from continental Europe.  

 By far the most thorough discussion of the capital sculpture at Wells comes from Matthew M. 

Reeve’s 2010 paper “The Capital Sculpture of Wells Cathedral: Masons, Patrons, and the Margins of 

English Gothic Architecture”, which I have used as the starting point for my research project. The focus 

of his paper questions the role of the Wells capitals in the formation of the cathedral and the reception of 

these images by the medieval audience.13 Most importantly, Reeve proposes an understanding of the 

capitals “within the masonic practices of the cathedral workshop” instead of considering them as the 

                                                        
10 Williamson, Gothic Sculpture, 105.  
11 More recently, Reeve (1999) wrote that the first series of effigies were created before 1184 and as 
early as 1180. (“The Retrospective Effigies of Anglo-Saxon Bishops at Wells Cathedral,” 238.)  
12 Williamson, Gothic Sculpture, 106.  
13 Reeve, “Capital Sculpture of Wells Cathedral,” 74.  
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“product of a single intelligence working toward an overall ‘programme’.14  He states “viewed from a 

different perspective, the capitals can be understood as exceptionally illuminating illustrations of the role 

and pretensions of artists in the early Gothic period” and that “the appearance and disappearance of 

sculpture at Wells was largely the result of the masons, rather than the direct intervention of a patron.”15  

Placing this level of artistic agency on the stonemasons themselves does not deviate from 

contemporary examples of the profession. The stonemason during the late twelfth and early thirteenth 

century, according to Reeve, portrayed the craftsmen as “temperamental, untrustworthy, duplicitous and 

frequently working to their own creative agendas rather than the vision of their patrons.”16 He references 

the creation of Pictor in Carmine in 1200 (see Chapter Three), which acted as a form of church 

decorating guide specifically for wall painting, condemning the types of images that can be found in the 

Wells capitals, as an example of the “attempt to ‘curb the license of painters’.”17 Because of the evidence 

surrounding the documented agency given to sculptures and the artistic climate that saw “personality 

frequently dominat[ing] patronal intention”18, it seems likely that the capitals at Wells were of the design 

of the sculptures and not the patrons.  

The remainder of Reeve’s article covers the mason workshop at Wells, the potential sources for 

the imagery (the bestiary, he believes, is a very likely source for the animals and some monster capitals), 

and a critical overview of select figural capitals. While his article does not offer definite solutions to the 

iconographic puzzle of all the capitals, it provides many potential sources and numerous starting points 

that I have considered throughout this project. From Reeve’s study, I have borrowed the sculpture 

categories that I will be utilizing in my case studies. The sculpture catalogue that Reeve included in the 

                                                        
14 Ibid., 75.  
15 Ibid., 79.  
16 Ibid., 80. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 79. 
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back of his article has also been a valuable source in the development of my own thorough sculpture 

catalogue, which I have included at the end of this project.  

In terms of the archaeology of Wells Cathedral, Jerry Sampson’s Wells Cathedral West Front 

(1998) and Warwick Rodwell’s The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral: Excavations and Structural 

Studies, 1978-93 (2001) have contributed significant documentation regarding the dating of the 

cathedral, including the interior capital sculpture. The importance of both these studies will be 

extensively referenced in the second chapter of this project, where I will use Sampson and Rodwell to 

discuss the various building phases at Wells and justification of the sculpture’s dating before beginning 

the iconographical analysis of the capitals in the fourth chapter.  

 

Conclusion 

 As demonstrated in this literature review, the sculpture programme at Wells Cathedral is 

understudied, despite the complexity and variety of figures present. This projects aims to present the 

most in-depth examination of the Wells sculpture cycle to date. However, because a full survey of the 

capitals necessitates a project of a much larger scale, I will present critical analysis of a selection capitals 

at Wells through five case studies. These case studies divide the capitals into the five previously 

mentioned categories of animals, labour and trade, Old and New Testament figures, busts, and monsters 

and hybrids. Though the programme contains numerous examples of stiff-leaf foliage, especially in the 

newer west end of the nave, this project will only consider capitals that contain figural representations. 

In the second chapter I will begin with a discussion of the archaeology of Wells Cathedral, including an 

overview of the building phases in order to properly justify the dating of the capitals. In the third chapter 

I will outline the varying methodologies that I will be utilizing in my discussion of the capitals, 
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primarily following along with Michael Camille and Ilene H. Forsyth. I will then focus the remainder of 

the project on the fourth chapter’s five case studies.  
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Map 1 – Wells Cathedral floor plan 
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Chapter 1 Appendix 

 

Fig. 1.1 

 

One of the Grape Stealer capitals in the 

south transept (S13NE)  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.2 

 

The Tooth-Puller Capital (S12SE) 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 1.3 

 

Astronomical clock (14th c.), north transept  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 1.4 

 

The Scissor Arches, view from the south transept  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.5 

 

Stiff-leaf foliage on the third pier in the south nave.  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 1.6 

 

The Ysengrimus capital, north nave (N9SW) 

 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.7 

 

The ‘Market Capital’ in the north nave (N5 

Response) 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Chapter 2 

Historical Overview of Wells Cathedral 

Early History of the City of Wells  

The earliest historical record mentioning Wells by name is found in a 766 charter where Cynewulf, king 

of Wessex “endowed St. Andrew’s Minister beside ‘the great spring’ with an additional eleven hides of 

land”, confirming that there was a minister church on the site of the present day Wells Cathedral as early 

as the mid-eighth century.19 By the eighth century a monastery was also erected in the city, eventually 

becoming a bishop’s seat before the diocese of Sherborne was split into three sees of Sherborne, 

Ramsbury, and Wells after 905.20 Though it is not believed that monastic rule ever occurred at Wells the 

first bishop of the church of St. Andrew, following its designated cathedral status in 909, was a 

Benedictine monk of Glastonbury named Athelm.21 In 1075 the see was transferred by the bishop to 

Bath and Wells was delegated to a college of secular canons.22 It was an interesting decision then to 

rebuild a new cathedral (the current structure at Wells) on top of the previous Norman building despite 

the church at Wells being demoted shortly after the election of Reginald de Bohun, Bishop of Bath  

(1174-1191).23 The overall scarce documentation of Wells during the Anglo-Saxon and Norman periods 

can be partially blamed on the lack of any saintly cult associations with the church, an oddity that the 

canons attempted to change unsuccessfully during the early fourteenth century.24  

 

                                                        
19 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 2. 
20 Shaw, Creation of Community, 17-18.  
21 Ibid., 2. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Sampson, Wells Cathedral West Front, 1.  
24 Ibid. 
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Wells Cathedral: Dating, Construction, and Materials  

From the tenth to twelfth century, a building with a floor plan similar to a parish church existed on the 

site just south of the current cathedral.25 It is believed that Bishop Robert of Lewes may have been 

responsible for the attempted restoration of this old Anglo-Saxon minister church sometime between 

1136 and 1148.26 However, any work he did was in vain following the complete reconstruction of the 

building under Reginald de Bohun27, a Norman who served as Bishop of Bath28 from 1174-1191 and 

who was, according to Rodwell, “destined to be Wells’s greatest builder.”29 Wells was one of the last 

pre-Norman cathedral churches in England to be rebuilt and it was when Reginald was enthroned in 

1174 that he made the decision to build an entirely new structure on the site.30 Following extensive 

travels abroad to Rome, Maurienne, and Normandy, Reginald returned to England after visiting 

locations of ground breaking late Romanesque and early Gothic design that would surely have impacted 

his efforts at rebuilding an equally impressive structure at Wells.31  

Upon his return to England, Reginald made the reconstruction at Wells his most immediate 

building priority, beginning work on the Early English Gothic cathedral as early as spring 117632 under a 

now unknown master mason.33 The proposed construction date includes consideration of the time needed 

for preliminary design work before the erection of the cathedral commenced. Reginald is said to have 
                                                        
25 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 87. 
26 Ibid., 128. 
27 Bishop Reginald, one of the senior bishops of Richard I (1189-1199), supported the king at his 
coronation at Westminster Abbey in 1189. He went on to be elected as Archbishop of Canterbury in 
1191 only to die a month later (Colchester 12).  
28 According to Rodwell, though Bath was “not universally accepted as the ideal seat for the episcopal 
throne” Reginald “presumably accepted [the city] as his spiritual and temporal home, since he was 
buried in the abbey church there.” (127) 
29 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 127. 
30 Ibid., 128.  
31 Ibid. 
32 The start date is typically thought to be sometime after 1175, with Sampson dating the construction of 
the cathedral’s five building phases between c. 1175- c. 1225.  
33 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 11 and Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 130. 
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arrived in Somerset at the end of 1174, requiring a master mason (an Englishman, presumably) that was 

“schooled in the West Country, but au fait with the latest architectural developments in France,” likely 

taking about a year’s worth of time allowing construction to begin sometime in early 1176.34 

 According to building archaeologist Jerry Sampson35, there were a total of five building phases 

at Wells Cathedral between c. 1175 and c. 1225. The first building phase, which began after 1174, 

consisted of the eastern Lady Chapel. The second phase, occurring before 1184, saw the construction of 

a new quire, three bays in the east end of the cathedral, and the completion of eastern walls that would 

allow for buttressing. The approximate end date for the second phase (1184) is determined by the 

change in stone being used by the masons from doulting to Chilcote. The particular type of stone that 

has been favoured at Wells for the past eight centuries is the Somerset Jurassic limestone quarried at 

Doulting [Fig. 2.1-2.2].36 The Doulting quarry used by Wells was owned at this time by Glastonbury37 

and provided Wells with the stone known as Doulting or Inferior Oolite38. Following an extensive fire at 

Glastonbury Abbey on Saint Urban’s Day May 25, 118439, use of Doulting stone at Wells ceased while 

the abbey began major reconstruction with the use of their Doulting quarry.40 Instead, Wells began 

relying on Chilcote conglomerate (or ‘bastards freestone’ to the masons) that was found along the 

southern Mendip slope to the east of Wells.41  

 
                                                        
34 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 130. 
35 The following discussion on building phases, unless otherwise stated, derive from Sampson’s Wells 
Cathedral West Front (1998). 
36 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 27.  
37 Ibid.  
38 In their introductory chapter for The Mediæval Mason (1967), Knoop and Jones note the vast 
popularity of what they refer to as ‘Oolitic Limestones’ in British buildings due to a lengthy belt that ran 
between Yorkshire and Dorset. The Oolitic Limestone quarries at Barnack in Northamptonshire were 
used so extensively that they were worked out during the medieval period.  
39 Sampson, Wells Cathedral West Front, 13. 
40 Rodwell, The Archaeology of Wells Cathedral, 28. 
41 Ibid. 
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The capital sculpture and focus of my research was implemented during the third and fourth 

building phases between 1184 and 1210, as proposed by Rodwell and Brakspear (1931). The third 

building phase, which began around the time Chilcote conglomerate was being used as a primary 

building material in 1184, consisted of the transepts and a portion of the nave allowing for buttressing at 

the crossing. The transept construction likely finished around 1206 around the time the Anglo-Saxon 

font was brought from the old church (still on-site) and relocated to the south transept of the current 

cathedral [Fig. 2.3].  

The fourth building phase saw the construction of the east to mid-nave and occurred roughly 

between 1205 and 121042 [Fig. 2.4]. This phase also included the construction of the north porch and its 

various sculptures [Fig. 2.5-2.6], which would not have been completed until 1207.43 Colchester cites 

Pamela Tudor-Craig and Dr. Richard K. Morris who highlight similarities between intersecting arches 

and mouldings with the cathedral’s west façade, and Jerry Sampson’s comparison with the north porch’s 

foliage and similar contemporary sculpture at Glastonbury Abbey.44 It is also worth noting that the Wells 

programme was not the only evidence of figural sculpture present in the cathedral, with the quire 

effigies of Saxon bishops being an example of “the genesis of the Wells style.”45 Sampson states that 

overall unity of the Wells style implies that there was “a considerable body of previous work” and that 
                                                        
42 The end of the third building phase and the entirety of the fourth building phase at Wells was under 
Savaric, Bishop of Bath and Glastonbury (1192-1205) and Jocelyn of Wells (1206 until exile in 1209) 
(Colchester 12-14). However, since little is known about the life of Savaric, his actual involvement with 
the cathedral construction at Wells is not well documented (Church 88). 
43 This is based on C. M. Church’s Chapters in the Early History of the Church of Wells (1894) where it 
is stated that in 1207 “Nicolas of Wells gives to the church of St. Andrew and to the bishop Jocelin 
houses and land – “aream cum domibus suis” – before the great gate of the canons – ante magnam 
portam cononicorum – on condition that they shall be for canons, and shall not be alienated by bishop of 
chapter from the use of the church.” (177) The correlation between the passage in Church and the 
potential completion date of the north porch was made by Sampson (18). Evidence to support the dating 
of the north porch can also be found based on the mason’s marks as well as the use of Chilcote stone 
(Sampson 47). 
44 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 57.  
45 Sampson, Wells Cathedral West Front, 75.  
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“the interweaving of the personal predilections of the carvers and their traditions, the overwhelming 

impression is one of homogeneity.”46    

In 1210, a mid-nave building break occurred about a year following the voluntary exile of 

Bishop Jocelyn47 and workshops were terminated following the completion of enough of the nave for it 

be waterproof. This mid-nave break could have been the result of a quarrel between King John and Pope 

Innocent III following the Pope’s decision to appoint Stephen Langton, currently employed at the 

Vatican, as the new Archbishop of Canterbury. To retaliate, John refused to let Langton into England, 

resulting in the Pope putting England under Interdict in 1208, closing all churches and suspending 

services.48 The break in the nave between phases four and five lasted approximately 10-12 years and was 

followed by the fifth and final building phase that finished off the west nave as well as the construction 

of the west front [Fig. 2.7].49 Construction following this break shows stylistic differences50 from the 

pervious building phases.51 

The master mason that oversaw the first through third phases at Wells Cathedrals is not known, 

however it has been proposed that Adam Lock52 (who was working as an “accomplished carver” at 

Wells by the mid-1180s53) might have taken up work at Wells following the mid-nave building break, 

finishing off work in the west nave and the construction of the west façade during the fifth building 

                                                        
46 Ibid.  
47 Jocelyn and his brother Hugh, the Archdeacon of Wells, were advisors and friends to King John and 
followed the king into exile following John’s excommunicated by Pope Innocent III (1189-1216). The 
excommunication was a result of the king’s refusal to allow Stephan Langton, the new Archbishop of 
Canterbury who was employed at the Vatican, to land in England (Colchester 12). 
48 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 12. 
49 Ibid., 94. 
50 Colchester outlines the differences in Wells Cathedral (1987) and where to find them during the fifth 
building phase (94-95). 
51 Sampson, Wells Cathedral West Front, 13-17. 
52 According to Church, there are records of both Adam and his son Thomas Lock working as 
stonemasons under Bishop Jocelin (c. 1206-1242) (Church, 222, 395). 
53 Sampson, Wells Cathedral West Front, 50. 



 

 

 

19 

phase.54 Sampson proposes that Lock may have been the “last master of the east nave or connected in 

some way with the workshop of the north porch.”55 It is possible that Adam Lock was also an individual 

referred to as ‘L’ who was mentioned in a letter written c. 1219-1220 from the Abbot of St Augustine’s, 

Bristol to the Dean of Wells.56 In the letter, the Abbot requests that the Dean “release your servant L. to 

hew out the seven pillars of wisdom’s house, meaning, of course, our chapel of the blessed Virgin.”57 

Thurlby and Colchester have both written on the relationship between Wells Cathedral and the Bristol 

Lady Chapel, noting the similarities in the sculptural style in the east nave and north and south transepts 

at Wells with sculpture found at St. Augustine’s.58  

Thurlby feels that Lock’s involvement might not have necessarily begun following the mid-nave 

break since “the nave may reflect not a change of master mason, but rather a conscious aesthetic choice 

for stylistic difference evolved by a patron and master mason” and that “if this is indeed the case, then it 

is quite possible that both the nave and west front of the cathedral were designed by Adam Lock.”59 This 

is supported by the similarities in the head sculpture found at St. Augustine from c. 1218-22 (following 

the Abbot’s request to use “L” for construction of the Lady Chapel) and the carvings in the nave at 

Wells from the cathedral’s fourth building phase in the late twelfth and early thirteenth-century.60  

 

Wells and the “West Country School” 

Harold Brakspear’s article “A West Country School of Masons” (1931) places Wells Cathedral in 

relation to nearby contemporary buildings in both England and Wales. Brakspear refers to a school of 

                                                        
54 Ibid., 49.  
55 Ibid.  
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Colchester and Harvey “Wells Cathedral.” 
59 Thurlby, “Wells Cathedral and Bristol Elder Lady Chapel Revisited,” 18. 
60 Ibid.  
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craftsmen that “flourished at that period when the round arch was logically giving way to the pointed 

one”, in reference to a series of fires that broke out in post-Conquest buildings that resulted in the logical 

step of stone vaulting (requiring the use of a pointed arch) to act as fire prevention.61 Stonemasons, 

during the Middle Ages, worked in guilds or lodges that were overseen by a master mason or architect, 

with the entire construction of a building working towards a design completed by the master mason.62 

Whether these guilds worked independently or formed a network with guilds working on separate 

building projects as a school or elsewhere is not known; however, guilds did travel between locations to 

complete each new project.63  

In his paper, Brakspear highlights different architectural characteristics shared by buildings in 

what he calls the West Country School64, since the characteristics are primarily found within the West of 

England. He states that these characteristics are simply too similar to be coincidental and imply the work 

of “some common teaching with a common centre.”65 The school is thought to have thrived during the 

end of the twelfth-century, between c. 1160-1200,66 but evidence at Llandaff suggests that this could 

possibly be closer to 1230. These characteristics are found in both cathedral and parish churches and 

find no restrictions in either the class of church or the Christian order. The buildings Brakspear included 

within this school are the old diocese of Lichfield, Worcester, Hereford, Wells, and Salisbury, and the 

cathedrals of Llandaff and St. David’s, among others. However, he does stress that this proposed school 

did not influence all building projects in the West of England during this period and to claim so would 

be misleading.  
                                                        
61 Brakspear, “A West Country School of Masons,” 1. 
62 Ibid., 2. 
63 Ibid.  
64 Brakspear mentions (4) that the school was first discussed in 1900 by E. S. Prior in his History of 
Gothic Art in England where he notes a “distinct school of early Gothic design which has not had the 
attention it deserves.” (86) 
65 Brakspear, “A West Country School,” 3. 
66 Ibid., 4. 
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The oldest potential example occurs in what was once the abbey church of Malmesbury in 

Wiltshire, where a number of characteristics are found that would eventually define the school.67 In total, 

Brakspear identifies sixteen different characteristics in his article that define the West Country School 

and are found throughout many of the various twelfth-century buildings including “the absence of 

detached columns”, “triple columns to take the inmost order of arcades”,  “semi-octagonal capitals over 

triple columns”, and “playful treatment of Norman ornament in arches and capitals.”68 Despite 

deviations to these characteristics throughout the various buildings in the school, the pointed arch is seen 

throughout each structure for the purpose of vaulting and round arches are almost always found in 

doorways.69  

 Looking at the patrons of each of the buildings within this proposed school demonstrates that it 

was not the work of a single overseeing individual or religious order. As discussed by Brakspear, the 

Benedictine houses included in the school were built under different individuals: Malmesbury under two 

fairly unknown men, Worcester under the priorate Ralph of Bedford, and Glastonbury under the king, 

while Wells was rebuilt under the episcopate of the previously mentioned Reginald de Bohun.70 The 

greater cathedrals of Glastonbury, Wells, Lichfield, and Llandaff were not completed around the time 

the school ceased to exist around 1200, but continued construction into the thirteenth century.71 

Following the beginning of the thirteenth century, the characteristics found within the West Country 

School are used significantly less in the continued construction of these great cathedrals. Brakspear 

notes two examples of the West Country style appearing elsewhere through the arcade of Llanidloes 

                                                        
67 Ibid., 4. 
68 For the full list and discussion on the various characteristics, see Brakspear 6-9 (1931).  
69 Brakspear, “A West Country School,”12.  
70 Ibid.,”12-13. 
71 Ibid., 16-17. 
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church in Montgomeryshire and the presbytery of Pershore Abbey in Worcestershire.72 This 

demonstrates that despite the master masons (three in total, according to Brakspear) no longer being in 

charge of the building projects and the school for the most part ceasing to exist, individual stonemasons 

elsewhere continued to employ some popular characteristics found in this short lived West Country 

School.73  

 It was not, of course, only religious structures that shared similar features to the buildings 

included in Brakspear’s “West Country School”. As discussed by Reeve and Thurlby (2005), King John, 

who ruled during the mid-nave break of Wells Cathedral’s fourth building phase, had a Gloriette built at 

Corfe Castle in Dorset around c. 1201-1205 that shares characteristics of the contemporary work done at 

Wells and Glastonbury Abbey.74 Reeve and Thurlby comment that “as an aspect of what might be called 

the poetics of architectural patronage, it is possible that the borrowing or employment of masons from 

great church building projects was emblematic of a particular cache of aristocratic taste” and that “in a 

very modern sense it was fashionable to imitate the most prestigious ecclesiastical architecture of the 

day and to be able to boast of having used a famous mason in the construction of one’s residence.”75  

Considering Brakspear’s research on the West Country School is important to this project on the 

Wells capitals since any discussion of the sculpture in the school’s buildings is not considered in 

Brakspear’s study. Examination of the figural and foliage sculpture in the West Country’s buildings 

could be a further indicator of the school’s influence on the construction of many great English, Welsh, 

and Irish religious buildings during the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries as well as the 

geographic reach of the school’s stonemasons. With this project, I hope to begin this process by bringing 

the capitals of Wells into Brakspear’s conversation on the West Country architecture.   
                                                        
72 Ibid., 17. 
73 Ibid., 17-18. 
74 Reeve and Thurlby, “King John’s Gloriette at Corfe Castle,” 168.  
75 Ibid., 178. 
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Culture of Wells around 1200 

As David Gary Shaw mentions in his study of the city of Wells during the Middle Ages, “the very 

question of who could generally be found praying in a cathedral church is not very clear.”76 However, 

the presence of the cathedral in Wells had a great effect on the small Somerset city, especially the social 

lives of both the clergy and the laymen being intertwined with Wells Cathedral’s secular priests needing 

ways to spend their decently sized incomes.77 Shaw states “the cathedral records make it very clear that 

it was not uncommon for the taverns and women of the town (married or not) to exert a definite 

influence on cathedral vicars, offering alcohol, sex, or simply company.”78  

 Fairs and markets were an important occurrence in the culture of Wells as a city. During the 

mid-twelfth century, Bishop Robert allowed fairs to be held in the city’s market place for three days of 

the year under the condition that the stalls stay off of the cathedral grounds.79 The three days the fairs 

were allowed to operate consisted of the Invention of the Holy Cross on May 3, St. Calixtus Day on 

October 14, and St Andrew’s Day on November 30.80 Two more fair days were eventually added: the 

first by Reginald for the dedication of the chapel of St. Thomas the Martyr on June 25 and the second by 

King John for the Feast Day of the Translation of St Andrew on May 9 (as per his Charter of 7 

September, 1201).81 These fairs continued to visit Wells until the outbreak of the Second World War and 

today only two fairs, one at the beginning of May and in early November on the same day as the Wells 

Carnival, are held in the city.82 The culture of the city of Wells will be important when examining the 

                                                        
76 Shaw, The Creation of Community, 257.  
77 Shaw, The Creation of Community, 257.  
78 Ibid. 
79 Colchester, Wells Cathedral, 8.  
80 Ibid., 9. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid.  



 

 

 

24 

potential influence of the city on the capitals, in particular the “Market Capital” that will be discussed in 

the first case study.  

 

Conclusion 

The spectacular late twelfth and early thirteenth century figural capitals only further enhance Wells 

Cathedral’s colourful history. This chapter acts as a justification of the capital’s dating according to 

Rodwell, placing the capitals in the third and fourth building phases between 1184-1210 with the third 

phase seeing the implementation of the capitals in the transepts and east nave (1184-1204) and the fourth 

phase including the east to mid-nave and north porch sculpture (1205-1210). The extensive amount of 

research done on the cathedral as a whole can be contrasted with how little research has been done on 

the capitals. Moving forward, this historical overview can be used to contextualize the case studies in the 

fourth chapter.  
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Chapter 2 Appendix 

 

Fig. 2.1 

 

The different types of stone used 

throughout the construction of Wells 

Cathedral. From top to bottom: Beer stone, 

Doulting stone, Bath stone, and Chilcote 

stone. 

 

Display found at the Wells Cathedral 

Crypt, Wells, Somerset  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, October 

2015 
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Fig. 2.2 

 

Stonemason’s tools, from left to right: 

quarrying hammer, English drags, and 

three chisels  

 

Display found at the Wells Cathedral 

Crypt, Wells, Somerset  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, October 

2015 

 

Fig. 2.3 

 

South transept (second building phase) 

and Anglo-Saxon font, Wells Cathedral, 

Somerset 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, 

February 2015 
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Fig. 2.4 

 

Nave of Wells Cathedral (third building phase) 

with a view of the Scissor Arches, c. 1330s, 

Wells, Somerset 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, February 2015 
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Fig. 2.5 

 

View of west side of the North Porch, Wells 

Cathedral, Somerset  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, February 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.6 

 

Detail of monstrous figure in the north 

porch at Wells Cathedral, Somerset 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, 

February 2015 
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Fig. 2.7 

 

The West Façade of Wells Cathedral, 

part of the fifth building phase, Wells, 

Somerset  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi, 

February 2015 
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Chapter 3 

Iconographical Analysis and Iconographical Issues in Medieval Art 

The Wells capitals provide an extraordinary case of the comingling of Biblical and non-Biblical 

iconography. There has been a continued debate among scholars of medieval art regarding marginalized 

imagery in both religious architectural sculpture and manuscripts, specifically imagery that does not fit 

comfortably in the canon of Biblical artwork. According to Paul Crossley, “in its narrowest sense 

‘architectural iconography’, as a study of the symbolism of churches and their fittings, counts as one of 

the oldest art historical disciplines,”83 and as a result, the study of medieval iconography has seen many 

conflicting opinions and interpretations throughout the centuries. Because of this disputed understanding 

of why extra-Biblical imagery would be displayed so boldly in cathedral interiors such as Wells 

Cathedral it is difficult to interpret its intended purpose within a religious space. As Erwin Panofsky 

describes at the outset of his Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance, 

“iconography is that branch of the history of art which concerns itself with the subject matter or meaning 

of works of art, as opposed to their form.”84 The sculptural forms at Wells require a fairly 

straightforward identification process. Outside of the more bizarre hybrid combinations, it is easy to spot 

birds, human figures, animals of labour, and dragons hidden among the foliage in the capitals. However, 

the question of their placement within the space (for instance, in the nave versus the transepts) and why 

their spatial relationship to one another seems to be almost random requires a deeper consideration of 

what they might mean as opposed to what they appear to show. Scholars such as Michael Camille and 

Ilene H. Forsyth have considered the controversy surrounding marginal imagery in medieval art, 

                                                        
83 Crossley, “Medieval Architecture and Meaning,” 116. 
84 Panofsky, Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the Renaissance, 3. 
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proposing alternative ways of understanding extra-biblical depictions found in the borders of medieval 

art and identifying these artworks as important additions to religious architecture instead of nonsensical 

marginal distractions.  

 

Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia and Emile Mâle  

Marginal artworks, often those that depict more bizarre forms such as monsters, mythical creatures, or 

hybrids, have been dismissed as illogical and distracting to spiritual pursuits in texts such as Bernard of 

Clairvaux’s Apologia ad Guillelmum Abbatem (1125) and the anonymously written Pictor in Carmine 

(c. 1200), which was based on Bernard’s Apologia. Bernard’s treatise, written to the Benedictine abbot 

William of Saint-Thierry, contains a passage directed specifically at the sculpture found in the 

monastery, which Conrad Rudolph refers to as “the most important source we have today for an 

understanding of the actual medieval attitude toward art as it functioned in society.”85 In particular, 

Bernard attacks the seemingly non-Biblical imagery that decorates the interior of the cloister:  

But apart from this, in the cloisters, before the eyes of the brothers 

while they read – what is that ridiculous monstrosity doing, an amazing 

kind of deformed beauty and yet a beautiful deformity? What are the 

filthy apes doing there? The fierce lions? The monstrous centaurs? The 

creatures, part man and part beast? The striped tigers? The fighting 

soldiers? The hunters blowing horns? You may see many bodies under 

one head, and conversely many heads on one body. On one side the tail 

of a serpent is seen on a quadruped, on the other side the head of a 

quadruped is on the body of a fish. Over there an animal has a horse for 

                                                        
85 Rudolph, The “Things of Greater Importance,” 4.  
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the front half and a goat for the back; here a creature which is horned in 

front is equine behind. In short, everywhere so plentiful and astonishing 

a variety of contradictory forms is seen that one would rather read in the 

marble than in books, and spend the whole day wondering at every 

single one of them than in mediating on the law of God. Good God! If 

one is not ashamed of the absurdity, why is one not at least troubled at 

the expense?86  

In his 1923 L’Art Religieux du XIIIe Siècle en France, Mâle uses Bernard’s Apologia to support his 

belief that images of hybridity and monstrosity in religious contexts do not hold any real meaning and 

that instead scholars should be looking at the sources of these types of images, ultimately ignoring the 

actual function of the art in the space. Mâle states “[Bernard] the great mystic, the interpreter of the 

Song of Songs, the preacher who spoke only in symbols, admits that he does not understand the bizarre 

creations of the artists of his time,” 87 to justify that since these types of images baffled even the well 

educated during the medieval period that they did not hold any actual meaning or purpose. However, 

Bernard’s viewpoint should not be surprising since it was coming from a Cistercian abbot. Despite 

scholars such as Camille disagreeing with these notions of marginal art as meaningless, Bernard’s 

negative views on marginal artwork in the cloister is a significant, though biased, viewpoint on medieval 

artistic consumption because it shows how art in these spaces was not always read and understood in the 

same way by different groups of people. 

 

 

 
                                                        
86 Translation by Rudolph.  
87 Translation from original French by Laura Kendrick (2006); original text from Mâle (1923). 



 

 

 

33 

Pictor in Carmine: How to (Properly) Decorate a Medieval Church  

While the Apologia is often cited as a main source for understanding religious marginal imagery, it is 

more difficult to use Bernard’s treatise when examining the space of a secular cathedral like Wells since 

Bernard’s critique focuses on a private establishment with a very particular monastic audience as it was 

written to critique a cloister. I propose the consideration of a second source contemporary to the capital 

sculpture at Wells Cathedral called Pictor in Carmine, a treatise written around 1200 possibly by Adam 

II, abbot of the Cistercian Abbey Dore in Herefordshire, located only a day’s journey from the city of 

Wells.88 

Pictor in Carmine is described as a “manual for church decoration containing a catalogue of 

themes arranged antithetically, together with a long series of explanatory verses.”89 A. G. Rigg calls the 

text “the most remarkable example of typology in Anglo-Latin literature” and notes that it would have 

reached a wide audience since at least six full versions were available at the time in England.90 M. R. 

James’ 1951 article states that the treatise is “notable as containing the largest known collection of types 

and antitypes to be used by artists.”91 Another point supporting the use of Pictor in Carmine in this 

instance over the Apologia is the geographical source of the texts; while the Apologia was written in 

France, Pictor in Carmine was written in England with English cathedrals the focus of the criticism. 

Though Pictor in Carmine was used to discuss wall painting, it can be applied to similar imagery 

explored in sculpture.  

In James’s translation of Pictor in Carmine’s preface, the text explores themes extremely similar 

to Bernard’s Apologia: 

                                                        
88 Adam II has been proposed as author by both Scheller (26, 1995) and Rigg (129, 1992). 
89 Scheller, Exempla, 26.  
90 Rigg, A history of Anglo-Latin literature, 129-131.  
91 James, “Pictor in Carmine,” 141.  
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Struck with grief that in the sanctuary of God there should be foolish 

pictures, and what are rather misshapen monstrosities than ornaments, I 

wished if possible to occupy the minds and eyes of the faithful in a 

more comely and useful fashion. For since the eyes of our 

contemporaries are apt to be caught by a pleasure that is not only vain, 

but even profane, and since I did not think it would be easy to do away 

altogether with the meaningless paintings in churches, especially in 

cathedral and parish churches, where public stations take place, I think 

it an excusable concession that they should also enjoy at least that class 

of pictures which, as being the books of the laity, can suggest divine 

things to the unlearned, and stir up the learned to the love of the 

sculptures. 

The author of the text then highlights a few specific examples of what he described as ‘foolish pictures’ 

and, more positively, pictures that can ‘suggest divine things’. This includes a reference to the images of 

multiple beasts sharing the same head, the various non-Biblical busts, and depictions of the fox and the 

cock, all of which happen to also be included in the sculptural programme at Wells: 

For indeed – to touch but a few points out of many – which is more 

decent, which more profitable, to behold about the altar of God double-

headed eagles, four lions with one and the same head, centaurs with 

quivers, headless men grinning, the so-called ‘logical’ chimera, the 

fabled intrigues of the fox and the cock, monkeys playing the pipe, and 

Boethius’s ass and lyre, or (surely) to contemplate the deeds of the 

Patriarchs, the rites of the Law, the deliverances wrought by the Judges, 
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the symbolic acts of the Kings, the conflicts of the Prophets, the 

victories of the Maccabees, the works of the Lord the Saviour, and the 

revealed mysteries of the Gospel in its first splendour?92 

While similar to Bernard’s Apologia, I feel that Pictor in Carmine is a more accurate isolated opinion on 

the types of figural sculpture that can be found at Wells Cathedral since it discusses iconography outside 

of monasteries and has an English (as opposed to French) origin, written not too far from the city of 

Wells. Though this harsh judgment of extra-Biblical imagery would not have been held by every viewer, 

it is important to understand that the sculptural programme at Wells Cathedral was going against not 

only one, but two contemporary documents that thoroughly analyzed how these holy places should, in 

their author’s opinions, be decorated.  

 

Discussing Marginal Imagery in Medieval Art  

 In most cases the intended iconographical meaning of a marginalized sculpture and how its 

audience consumed it visually will remain unconfirmed. Specialists continue to conflict over how 

marginal iconography should be discussed and whether it falls in line with the Apologia and Pictor in 

Carmine’s idea of artistic nonsense or if its position within a cathedral had a greater purpose. Michael 

Camille is arguably one of the most important scholars of recent years to discuss the issue surrounding 

medieval iconography, particularly those images that sit in the margins of medieval buildings and 

manuscripts. Camille criticizes previous art historians such as M. R. James, Margaret Rickert, and Jurgis 

Baltrusaitis as being “blinded… to the significance of marginal visual play” while also demonstrating 

that historically there have been issues involving scholars such as Comte de Bastard giving marginalized 
                                                        
92 Translation of prologue from James (1951). On which version of the text he used for translation, 
James states that it “is based on Nos. 300 and 217 in the library of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, 
and 11059 of the Phillipps Collection at Cheltenham, which was printed by Sir Thomas Phillipps in a 
catalogue issued at the Middle Hill Press.” (141)  
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images too much meaning.93 Crossley expands on this sentiment stating that it was specifically German 

iconographers during the 1940s that were “concerned primarily with deciphering and decoding, not with 

the historical significance of symbols in the first place” and that “symbols were not just codes, but 

illustrated metaphors of cultural change.”94  

 Arguably, Camille’s most important iconographical discussion on medieval art came from his 

essay “Mouths and Meanings: Toward an Anti-Iconography of Medieval Art” (1993). Camille 

confronted a problematic issue regarding the study of medieval images stating “by limiting itself to 

written models of interpretation, iconography does not take enough account of the uninscribed codes and 

cultural practices that are generated orally and performatively”95 and that “medieval art is often 

described as though it were entirely text-driven.”96 This is especially an issue when considering the 

capital sculpture at Wells Cathedral where no written text (that is currently known) exists to make any 

sense of the imagery presented within the cycle outside of an example of four capitals depicting a 

Parable from the New Testament (See Case Study 3) and a capital illustrating the beast fable Ysengrimus 

(See Case Study 2). And even then, it is not clear if every viewer would have been aware of these 

specific narratives and texts. 

It is easy to dismiss the remaining capitals depicting labour scenes, animals, and monsters as 

irrational, since understanding their placement within the cathedral without a written source proves a 

complicated endeavour. But as Camille states “the matrix in which medieval art functioned was one in 

which speech had priority over writing” and images were “dynamically delivered and performed out 

loud rather than absorbed in static isolation.”97 He uses the trumeau of from the Abbey of Sainte-Marie 

                                                        
93 Camille, Image on the Edge, 31-32. 
94 Crossley, “Medieval Architecture and Meaning,” 116. 
95 Camille, “Mouths and Meanings,” 43.  
96 Ibid., 44. 
97 Camille, “Mouths and Meanings,” 44.  
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at Souillac in southern France, a notoriously complex work of art that has puzzled scholars such Emile 

Mâle and Henri Focillon, to demonstrate that not all sculpture from this period could be explained 

through a textual source.98 Different audiences are also considered since, as Camille states, viewers 

outside of monasteries such as “illiterate or semi-literate visitors to the church, pilgrims, local people, 

who were part of what was a feudal city around the wealthy monastery in the twelfth century, would 

also not have read, but rather felt the power of the trumeau as they passed under it.”99  

Another important point made in Camille’s essay is that works of art, such as the Souillac 

trumeau (and in my opinion many of the capitals at Wells) need to be approached through multiple 

layers of meaning, which I explore thoroughly in each case study of this project. Camille reads the 

trumeau at Souillac through considerations of both the idea of the mouth as a source of violence, sexual 

intercourse, and oral speech and also as a representation of the relationship between man and beast. 

Again, Crossley’s own approach fits comfortably with Camille’s when he criticizes Günter Bandmann’s 

1951 Mittelalterliche Architektur als Bedeutungsträger (or Medieval Architecture as a Bearer of 

Meaning) as being “highly problematic” as he “attempt[s] to isolate single and precise ‘intended 

meanings’ in the minds of patrons,” ignoring the fact that “most medieval buildings are open to widely 

different interpretations.”100 This need to understand medieval art and architecture through layers of 

meaning is an important approach for analysing the more iconographically elusive images at Wells, 

allowing an approach that does not dismiss sculpture that has no known textual source and considers 

multiple factors affecting viewer interpretation outside of the purely visual.  

Along with Camille’s example of the Souillac trumeau, another interesting case study 

concerning the issues with iconographical identification in medieval figural sculpture comes from Ilene 

                                                        
98 Ibid., 47.  
99 Ibid.  
100 Crossley, “Medieval Architecture and Meaning,” 117.  
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H. Forsyth’s re-examination of the “Ganymede Capital” at Vézelay. Jean Adhémar originally identified 

the capital as depicting the Rape of Ganymede, an interpretation that has been “generally accepted”101 

since Adhémar’s approach of matching each figure on the capital with characters from the narrative is 

both simple and safe enough to avoid argumentation. However, Forsyth questions whether this 

interpretation of the capital gives justice to the ways that it might have been viewed by a monastic 

audience at Vézelay since “the total meaning of the capital is more complex.”102 She is particularly 

concerned with the “terrifying interpretation” of The Rape of Ganymede that in earlier examples is 

depicted as more of a comforting and soft interaction between Zeus and Ganymede. 103 Here, however, it 

has been turned into “an image of childhood terror” and that “instead of a joyous apotheosis to an 

eternal life of youth, beauty and erotic pleasure among the gods on Olympus, the Romanesque boy 

appears at the very brink of damnation.”104 

 It is simple enough to identify the narrative that the Ganymede Capital references, as Adhémar 

did originally, but what Forsyth suggests is taking this a step further in order to understand why this 

story was depicted on the nave capital in a much more grotesque way than its predecessors. She looks to 

St. Peter Damian’s c. 1049 book titled Liber Gomorrhianus, which outlines “problems of sexual 

perversions among the clergy, especially homosexuality,”105 placing bestiality as a lesser sin to an 

individual “who drags another with him to damnation” in reference to the seduction of the youth by 

monks and priests.106 The capital could then, according to Forsyth, serve as a “constant warning to the 

Christian community to resist the fearsome temptation ever set before them by the devil’s wiles.”107 Her 

                                                        
101 Forsyth, “The Ganymede Capital at Vézelay,” 241.  
102 Ibid.  
103 Ibid., 242. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Forsyth, “The Ganymede Capital at Vézelay,” 242.  
106 Ibid., 243.  
107 Ibid., 244. 
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case study demonstrates the importance of the audience participation in the viewing process of these 

capitals as well as how societal and religious anxieties can be reflected in religious sculpture. This will 

be an especially useful approach when discussing the “Market Capital” from the second case study.  

 

Approaching the Sculptural Programme at Wells Cathedral (c. 1184-1210) 

The figural capitals at Wells Cathedral appear almost erratically dispersed throughout the nave, 

transepts, and north porch with little evidence to suggest that their sporadic placement holds any 

significance in their interpretation. The goal of the following chapter is to provide a comprehensive 

examination of this little studied programme, ultimately placing it within the vast conversation of 

marginal imagery in medieval art. I also hope to show that the placement of the capitals is not nearly as 

random as it might appear and that the capitals react to both their architectural placement in the 

cathedral as well as to other nearby capitals. Michael Camille’s approach of understanding the layered 

meanings of medieval art will be an important tool for discussing many of the figural sculptures, taking 

into consideration the capital’s intended audience, its possible use in oral traditions such as sermons, the 

religious and societal culture of the city of Wells, and how it fits into discussion on similar imagery in 

medieval art.  
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Chapter 4 

Case Studies 

Throughout this chapter, I will present five case studies overviewing the various categories of 

figural sculpture in the programme. Because of the diverse representation in the capitals at Wells, the 

following case studies will cover a range of topics from local economy and biblical narratives to popular 

literature and visual depictions of women. The categories to be discussed are Labour (Case Study 1), 

Old and New Testament Figures (Case Study 2), Animals and Beast Fables (Case Study 3), Busts (Case 

Study 4), and Monsters and Hybrids (Case Study 5). In each case study I have chosen one or more 

capitals as a focus to highlight the different ways that these particular capitals can be read both on their 

own and in relation to the rest of the programme. I hope to demonstrate that because of the seemingly 

random themes and placement of these sculptures it is important to consider the diverse perspectives and 

circumstances that would influence interpretations of a specific Wells figural capital, as seen through the 

work of Michael Camille (1993).  
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Case Study 1: Labour Scenes and the Market Capital 

The peasant labour and trade capitals at Wells make up a notable portion of the figural sculpture in the 

north nave and transepts of the programme. Located within close proximity to one another are capitals 

showing a siren holding a billhook and a fish (N9SE), a stonemason (N10N) [Fig. 4.1.1], a woman 

spinning (N10W), and a female wool-comber (N10SW). Along the north wall of the nave is a capital 

showing a series of animals and humans, claimed to be a market scene108 (N5 Response) [Fig. 4.1.2], a 

man carrying an animal over his shoulder and walking east (N9 Response), and another man walking 

east with a goose under his arm (N14S). Only one labour capital is located on the south side of the 

cathedral, which depicts a leather worker (S12W) [Fig. 4.1.3].  

 Images of labour and trade in cathedral decoration were a new development in the twelfth 

century. At Chartres Cathedral in France, representations of peasant labour and trade decorate the 

cathedral’s stained glass much like they do in the sculpture at Wells. Jane Welsh Williams states that 

while it might seem as though depicting the lower class in cathedral ornamentation at Chartres gives the 

town’s labourers a sense of identity and agency, it simply continued to “perpetuate the feudal system” 

since the images would only have been permitted within the ornamentation to appease “clerical 

ideology”.”109 However, the situations at Chartres and Wells were considerably different. For instance, 

when considering the labour and trade scenes at Wells, it is worth noting the possibility that the images 

depicted on the capitals were selected from a pre-existing repertoire by the stonemasons110 and not 

necessarily under the exclusive orders of a powerful patron.  

 

                                                        
108 van der Zee, Wells Cathedral, 44. 
109 Williams, Jane Welsh. Bread, Wine, & Money. 139. 
110 Reeve, “The Capital Sculpture of Wells Cathedral,” 79. 
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Because of this, the stonemason capital at Wells [Fig. 4.1.1] could be an example of a tradesmen 

representing himself in a self-portrait, as seen elsewhere in Romanesque sculpture in France during the 

twelfth-century.111 Kenaan-Kadar discusses stonemasons partaking in this practice, but instead of 

depicting their own likeness they used an attribute such as a tool as an identifier,112 which can be seen on 

the Wells stonemason capital. As with any of the Wells capitals, different viewers would have 

understood the capitals in different ways. Kenaan-Kadar states that instead of seeing images of labour 

and everyday people in cathedral sculpture as a form of self-identification from the historically silent 

lower class, the clergy could have instead read them as the tradesmen “being punished by having to 

uphold eternally architectural elements of the church.”113  

When discussing the inclusion and reception of these types of images at Wells it is important to 

also reflect on the social hierarchy of medieval professions. Taboos surrounding certain trades began to 

wane in the ninth to twelfth-centuries,114 but previous to this decline many of the trades depicted at 

Wells would have fallen in the gray area between self-profit and production for the common good of the 

community. Some professions, such as butchery (possibly represented on N5 Response), were 

considered among the more illicit trades alongside surgeons and soldiers due to the primitive blood 

taboo.115 Butchery also went against the idea of man being created in the image of God, meaning that 

man should be participating in the act of creating and not killing116 as seen through the commandment 

“thou shall not kill” and, more applicable to soldiers, “all they that take the sword shall perish with the 

                                                        
111 Kenaan-Kedar, “Unnoticed Self-Representations of Romanesque Sculptors in Twelfth-Century 
France, 487” 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Le Goff, “Licit and Illicit Trades in the Medieval West,” 62.  
115 Ibid., 59-60. 
116 Ibid. 61. 
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sword” (Matthew 26:52). Trades that coincided with any of the seven deadly sins were also condemned 

including innkeepers, jongleurs, and tavern keepers (lust) and lawyers (greed).117  

 

N5 Response Capital 

Of particular interest in this group of labour capitals is the so-called “Market Capital” [Fig .4.1.2, Fig. 

4.1.4-4.1.5], located along the north wall of the nave, west of the North Porch. The scene shows a total 

of eight figures, five humans and three animals, which form a procession starting from the left (west) 

and walking eastward. Among the figures are a number of stiff-leaf foliage motifs and the occasional 

wood-like stem that could designate an architectural setting or a broken foliage stem. A piece of central 

stiff-leaf is missing, indicated by a large break in the space above the two central figures of the man and 

the dog [Fig. 4.1.6].118 Because of the interactions among the figures on the capital it can be assumed 

that the scene is meant to depict a narrative. Narrative structures are not common in the sculpture 

programme at Wells and only appear in a small number of other examples.119 It’s location in the 

cathedral in relation to the progress of the programme’s construction likely places this sculpture in the 

early thirteenth century, closer to the completion of the west façade than to the dating of the capitals in 

the north and south transepts.  

                                                        
117 Le Goff, “Licit and Illicit Trades in the Medieval West,” 60. 
118 Though there is archeological evidence from England to suggest the slaughtering and possible 
consumption of dogs through an examination of butchery marks found on bones, it is likely that dog 
meat was used more often to feed other dogs and was rarely consumed by humans. Marrow fat from the 
bones could have also been used for cosmetic purposes. However, because the dog on this capital 
appears to be walking alongside a human and not carried off like the other two animals, I feel that the 
dog is an animal companion and not being escorted away for slaughter or to be sold at the market. 
(Albarella, “‘The Mystery of Husbandry’,” 872.)  
119 Also seen in the representation of Reynard the Fox from de Saint Cloud’s Ysengrimus, north nave 
(N9SW), the “Grape Stealers” in the south transept (S13NE-S13SW), and the Martyrdom of St. Edmund 
in the North Porch (East 1-5). 
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 The two figures on the capital that are of greatest interest are the curious disembodied head and 

upside down cow [Fig. 4.1.7]. The head is disproportioned when compared to the other figures on the 

capital (at least twice as large as the other heads) and does not have a visible body associated with it. 

When comparing it to distinctly male and female busts within this programme (See Case Study 4), it is 

evident that the head is meant to be male. On top of his head sits what appears to be foliage but could 

also indicate some sort of headwear. The eyes have been rendered wide and unfocused, staring 

southwest into the nave. The most obscure aspect of this figure is the lower half of his face, particularly 

the way that his mouth interacts with the cow.  

 As far as I have found the peculiar depiction of an upside down cow has no iconographic 

parallels with contemporary or previous depictions of the cow in Britain and Western Europe. Because 

of this, the cow will be considered solely within the context of this capital and programme along with its 

relationship to the market economy of Wells, the role of the cow in medieval twelfth and early thirteenth 

century society, and the way that the capital might have been utilized through oral tradition. There are, 

of course, numerous ways of approaching this particular capital and I will present two possible readings. 

The first reading will consider the scene as one of a marketplace with the buying and selling of animals 

(mainly the cow and the sheep) for butchering purposes. The second reading will look at the relationship 

between the cow and the large head, suggesting that this sculpture might depict a plague scene, with the 

head representing a hungry peasant feasting on the diseased flesh of the animal. 

 

Morality and the Capital: As a Market Scene 

Considering the low level of literacy during this period, laymen would have received what James Davis 

called “summarized cultural messages”120 through the art that adorned the space of the church in paint, 

                                                        
120 Davis, Morality in the Marketplace, 42.  
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stone, wood, and glass. These artworks could take the form of a popular moral message as seen through 

imagery of the Seven Deadly Sins and the Wheel of Fortune. They could also take the form of 

moralizing narratives that are less obvious and more localized.121 Art was clearly an important way of 

spreading the word of the Church and engaging with worshipers during the service, and for many 

laymen the iconography found within this space, accompanied by oral commentary through a sermon, 

was the only “formalized education” that was received.122  

But this was, of course, not simply a matter of looking and understanding. The medieval layman 

needed to be told what he or she was looking at, especially if the figures or narrative present were not 

instantly recognizable, as with the ‘Market Capital’. For example, a number of capitals exist within the 

Wells programme that can be readily identified, such as a sculpture of Moses clutching the two tablets of 

the Commandments [Fig. 4.1.8]. The lay people who populated the space of the nave and the audience 

of the ‘Market Capital’ were not monastic and did not have that level of exposure and understanding of 

these images that a monastic or clerical audience would. It is through this idea of images and spoken 

word working together that this capital can be used in the consideration of how a medieval audience 

would have reacted to this type of imagery within the space of the Wells nave.  

The image of the upside down cow in particular is quite strange, but could reference the 

dominant leather and butchery industries that acted as a central component to Wells’ urban economy.123 

It could also reference the continuous presence of fairs and markets in the city, which was discussed at 

the end of Chapter Two. Along with beef and pork, mutton was popular meat in England124 specifically 

during the slaughter period between April and July.125 In the context of a market scene, the two men 

                                                        
121 Ibid. 
122 Ibid., 42-43. 
123 Reeve, “Capital Sculpture at Wells,” 89. 
124 Sykes, “From Cu and Sceap to Beffe and Mutton,” 58. 
125 Dyer, “Seasonal Patterns in Food Consumption in the Later Middle Ages,” 203. 
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carrying the sheep on the far right of the capital could be carrying the animal off for slaughter. When 

considering the classification of butchery as an illicit trade, depicting this sort of practice through the 

slaughter of the cow and the sheep could be a comment on the participation of this potentially sinful (but 

necessary) activity while referencing the popularity of markets and fairs in Wells. 

Medieval markets and fairs during the thirteenth century were great “interlocking network[s]” 

that were held both annually and biannually126 and had occurred in England for centuries.127 The 

majority of the English economy by 1300 participated in the production of goods with the purpose of 

market exchange,128 and Wells was no exception to this during the late twelfth and thirteenth centuries 

when the capital sculpture was still a new addition to the cathedral’s ornamentation. Issues surrounding 

the use of the nave in Wells Cathedral for commercial activity were present before 1180 with Bishop 

Reginald arguing against fairs taking place on cathedral grounds since it distracted from the purpose of 

the church as a space for devotion.129 In 1298, Dean Haselshaw’s statutes commented on the continued 

abuse of the Wells nave and discussed sweeping bans on secular activities taking place in the nave 

including games and commerce,130 which complemented Reginald’s complaints from over a hundred 

years previous. I argue then that this could make the ‘Market Capital’ not a simple scene of trade and 

labour, but one that might have acted as a visual aid to a sermon preaching against the very thing that 

disturbed both Reginald and Haselshaw: the use of the nave space, within the house of their God, for 

such earthly and sinful activities. The ‘Market Capital’ could then have acted as a silent reminder of the 

                                                        
126 Spufford, Power and Profit, 48. 
127 As discussed in Masschaele’s Peasants, Merchants, and Markets, English markets are recorded to 
have existed for centuries previous to the arrival of the Normans, 59.  
128 Masschaele, Peasants, Merchants and Markets, 57.  
129 Reeve, “Capital Sculpture at Wells,” 98 as cited from C.M. Church, Chapters in the Early History of 
the Church of Wells (1894). 
130 Reeve, “Capital Sculpture at Wells,” 98 as cited from C.M. Church, Chapters in the Early History of 
the Church of Wells (1894). 
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improper use of this space. During this period, preachers would often directly attack the sins of every 

day life within their sermons,131 and this capital could very likely have been used for this purpose. 

 

Morality and the Capital: As Plague Scene  

The capital could simultaneously represent a plague scene when examining the actions of the figure on 

the far left that leans over the head of the cow and inspects the animal’s mouth. Roman agricultural 

writer Columella’s De re rustica from the first century CE outlines two different reasons why 

examination of the mouth might have been an important aspect of checking for disease in a farm animal. 

Columella first discusses, in Book VI of De re rustica, that calves required assistance with feeding in 

order to ensure they were properly chewing and digesting their food to avoid worms. If they did have 

worms, wormwood was crushed into pieces and mixed in with pellet food and pushed into the calves’ 

throat to act as a drench. A second instance, also mentioned in Book VI, discusses symptoms of fever in 

oxen, ranging from runny eyes, heavy head, and saliva flowing from the mouth along with obstructed 

respiration. These two instances demonstrate that the mouth of an animal was recognized as an 

important component to identifying and treating disease in livestock. The actions of the left figure on the 

capital could reflect this practice of checking the animal’s mouth for disease, likely trying to indicate 

what ultimately killed the cow. The disembodied head hovering above the cow appears to be eating the 

animal despite the threat of disease, as seen through the foot of the cow entering the mouth of the large 

head. There is no indication of whether the sheep on the far right is alive or dead, but the fact that it is 

being carried off could suggest that it has been infected and is being removed from the scene before it is 

also consumed.  

 

                                                        
131 Davis, Medieval Market Mortality, 41. 
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Numerous plagues previous to the Black Death transpired throughout Europe, with plague 

outbreaks involving cattle occurring in England between 800-1286.132 In his study of the subject, 

Timothy Newfield (2012) discusses the consumption of diseased cattle meat during plagues, which he 

calls “famine food,”133 as being an occasional unavoidable reality for the lower class. However, as 

Newfield points out, these actions go against Biblical teachings specifically found in Leviticus 22:8,134 

Exodus 22:31,135 and Deuteronomy 14:21136. Each passage focuses on not eating the flesh of an animal 

that died a natural death, which would include death by disease. He states “carrion eating, in effect, 

could speak to both the depravity and destruction of human population in the aftermath of an animal 

plague” and that there would have been an attempt “to influence contemporary behaviour, to curb 

carrion eating by documenting moralities of animals – humans included – that scavenged on dead and 

diseased stock.”137 By doing so, the consumption of carrion would be discouraged to avoid the spread of 

the disease and because it went against Biblical teachings.  

Archaeological sites have shown that both pigs and cattle were found in animal-bone 

assemblages in Britain and were consumed for food.138 Since cow milk did not become dominant until 

the thirteenth century139, the role of the cow in medieval Britain during the period of the Wells capitals 

was primarily for food and labour. It has been suggested that increased consumption of cattle during this 

period was due to the decreasing availability of wild game in Europe.140 The consumption of diseased 

red meat from these slaughtered cattle could have been a contributing factor of the Black Death during 
                                                        
132 Newfield, “Epizootics and Consumption of Diseased Meat in the Middle Ages,” 629-630. 
133 Ibid., 628.  
134 “That which comes to a natural death, or is attacked by beasts, he may not take as food.” 
135 “The flesh of no animal whose death has been caused by the beasts of the field may be used for your 
food; it is to be given to the dogs.” 
136 “You may not have as food anything which has come to a natural death.” 
137 Newfield, “Epizootics and Consumption of Diseased Meat in the Middle Ages,” 621-622. 
138 Albarella, “ The Mystery of Husbandry’,” 870. 
139 Ibid, 95.  
140 Kalof, Looking at Animals in Human History, 51-52. 
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the fourteenth-century since there is evidence of meat from cattle that had died of murrain being sold in 

markets previous to the outbreak.141 Though the Black Death occurred two centuries after the addition of 

the capitals, the cow on the capital could still represent a cow that died from disease in the earlier plague 

outbreaks in England.  

 

Location in the Programme 

On its own, the scene of a market does not seem to have an obvious liturgical function, but accompanied 

with a sermon (one that we unfortunately no longer have or have yet to locate), an analysis of this capital 

can go beyond a simple iconographical reading. The capital falls into an area of the nave that surrounds 

the market scene with the twisting bodies of hybrids and grotesques, perhaps further highlighting the 

negative use of the space for commercial purposes by placing the capital among a high concentration of 

sculpted monsters. Though this idea will be further discussed in the final case study on the monstrous 

and hybrids, the monstrous figures could be used as an indication of how the ‘Market Capital’ was read.  

When viewing the Market Scene, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the peripheral monsters could 

have had an effect on the medieval viewer’s perception of these images, turning it from a rustic scene of 

an afternoon market to a scene that warns against the medical and moral dangers of consuming diseased 

meat.  

 

The dangers of this immoral feast can be seen on the faces of the humans surrounding the 

capital. The disembodied head looks particularly unwell, with lines fanning out from the center of its 

nose down diagonally to the edges of the face [Fig. 4.1.7]. The other human figures in the scene have 

white lines coming out of the corners of their mouths that might indicate a similar state as the large head 

                                                        
141 Ibid., 52. 
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[Fig. 4.1.9-4.1.12]. When considering the capital as a plague scene, these minor disfigurements could be 

a way of visibly showing the result of eating diseased flesh, which would make the consumer extremely 

ill. The lines on the four human faces of the ‘Market Capital’ are only found in this narrative and are not 

repeated on any other bust or human face in the programme. Whether or not these facial details had a 

direct relationship with this idea of consuming diseased flesh, it would have likely appeared less jarring 

and curious when the capitals had originally been painted.  

 

Conclusion 

The ‘Market Capital’ at Wells provides a fascinating instance of a relationship between the cathedral’s 

labour capitals and the city and culture of Wells. While capitals outside of this case study do not appear 

to provide a similar unification, it is interesting to consider the local stonemasons and the agency they 

might have been given to represent themselves and the daily occurrences of this rather isolated Somerset 

city. This case study also demonstrates that the Wells capitals often contain layers of meaning, a theme 

that will be explored through the rest of this project. Finally, the ‘Market Capital’ introduces the idea 

that the figural capitals at Wells, though appearing to be randomly scattered throughout the programme, 

might have some sort of logic in terms of where they appear in relation to surrounding capitals.  
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Map 2 – Piers and locations of labour capitals (c. 1184-1210) 
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Case Study 1 Appendix 

 

Fig. 4.1.1 

 

Capital in north nave showing a 

stonemason (N10N)  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.1.2 

 

Market Capital with eight figures including 

five humans and three animals proceeding 

eastward in the north nave (N5 Response)  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.1.3 

 

Capital in south transept showing a leather 

worker (S12W)  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.1.4 

 

Detail: Right side of the Market Capital 

(N5 Response) showing the disembodied 

head, cow, and figure inspecting the cow’s 

mouth 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.1.5 

 

Detail: Left side of the Market Capital (N5 

Response) showing the hooded figure and a 

second figure carrying off a sheep  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.1.6 

 

Detail: Center of the Market Capital (N5 

Response) showing the figure holding the back 

leg of the cow with a dog at his side. Above, a 

break in the capital is visible that likely once 

contained a bulb of stiff-leaf foliage.  

 

  

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.1.7 

 

Detail: Disembodied head and upside down cow 

(N5 Response) 

 

  

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.1.8 

 

Moses holding the tablets of the 

Commandments in the north transept (N13SE)  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 9-12 

 

Detail of human figures on the ‘Market Capital’ 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Case Study 2: Old and New Testament Scenes and The Parable of the Wicked Tenants 

 

At first glance, the sculptural cycle at Wells Cathedral appears to be almost entirely dominated by 

animals and hybrid creatures. However, upon closer inspection it is evident that it also contains a 

collection of Biblical sculpture including Old Testament prophets and saints in the transepts and north 

nave. Arthur Gardner notes the lack of a “definite religious or theological scheme” and the way that Old 

Testament figures intertwine with the other characters within the program.142 These Old Testament 

figures include Moses143 (N13SE), Daniel (N10SW), Habakkuk/Abacuc (N13N), Aaron (N13N), and 

either Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Elijah (N13NE) in the north nave and transept and St. Katherine (south 

transept corbel) in the south transept.144 A single New Testament figure, Elias, appears in the south 

transept (S11SE). The sculpture in the North Porch also contains the figures of Samson and the Lion 

(east façade panel), various scenes from the Martyrdom of Saint Edmund (capitals 1-6), and a figure 

holding a scroll inscribed with Matthew 25:33 (inner east door). Previous scholars have stated, “12th- 

and early-13th-century Wells is notable for its complete lack of imagery derived directly from the New 

Testament,”145 specifically in regards to imagery that highlights the life of Christ. The lack of scenes 

from the life of Christ can be contrasted with the presence of New Testament scenes and figures in the 

nave’s later stained glass including the Coronation of the Virgin, Saint John the Evangelist, and 

Christ.146   

 

                                                        
142 Gardner, Wells Capitals, 11. 
143 The identification of the following figures comes from M. Reeve’s 2010 study on the capitals.  
144 I considered the stained glass in the transepts as potentially containing similar imagery, however most 
of it was remodeled during the late fourteenth and early century making the current stained glass more 
recent than the capital sculpture (Ayers, 415).   
145 Reeve, “The Capital Sculpture of Wells Cathedral,” 84.    
146 See Ayers (2004) catalogue of the stained glass in the nave and transepts at Wells (429-448). 
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Introduction to the Parable of the Wicked Tenants Capital  

Despite this assumption that the sculpture programme at Wells lacks any New Testament representation 

from the stories of Christ, I argue that the cathedral’s stonemasons did incorporate at least one scene 

from the Synoptic Gospels in the south transept. The scene in question has been previously identified as 

a grape stealing exemplum narrative147 and spans a total of four capitals wrapping around a single pier 

(S13SE, S13NE, S13NW, S13SW) [Fig 4.2.1-4.2.4]. This is one of two narrative scenes in the 

programme that spreads over multiple capitals, the second being the Martyrdom of Saint Edmund on the 

North Porch. In both instances the narrative sequences are displayed in areas more prone to clerical than 

lay viewers. While this scene of crime and punishment in the south transept might be derived from 

medieval exempla,148 I want to demonstrate that the capitals could also be read as one of the Parables of 

Jesus, specifically the Parable of the Wicked Tenants (also referred to as The Parable of the Wicked 

Husbandmen or Parable of the Tenants) from the Gospels of Matthew 21:33-46, Mark 12:1-12, Luke 

20:9-19, and the Gospel of Thomas (65).  

The exemplum that has traditionally been placed on this capital series 149 involves a bearded thief 

sneaking into the vineyard to steal grapes. He collects a basket of the fruit while keeping an eye out for 

the farmers (S13SE). One of the workers tells his master that a thief has been spotted stealing grapes 

from the vines (S13NE). The farmer chases after the thief, catches him by the ear (S13NW), and beats 

                                                        
147 Gardner (n. 143) describes the scene as “The Grape Stealers and their punishment”. Present day 
cathedral tours also feature the capitals and describe the scene without any Biblical reference in the same 
way Gardner did in his book for the cathedral gift shop.    
148 Tubach’s Index Exemplorum does mention an exemplum of thieves robbing the first vineyard they 
come across after being given penance (5092) that could have contributed to the grape stealing capitals 
being read as a more generic narrative than a parable (Tubach, 385). Reeve discusses how sermon 
exempla would have been a contributing influence on the sculpture at Wells; a detail that should be 
considered when examining the multiple ways that’s the capitals could have been interpreted after their 
implementation (88).  
149 With reference primarily to Gardner’s interpretation of the narrative which was also utilized by Reeve 
(2010). 
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the thief over the head, possibly killing him (S13SW). While this narrative works effectively when 

applied to the capital, I feel that the Parable of the Wicked Tenants is an equal contender for one of the 

ways these capitals might have been read by their medieval audience. The overall story of the parable 

recounts a landowner who planted a vineyard and surrounded it with a wall and a watchtower for 

protection. The owner filled the land with farmers and moved far away. Once the grapes on his land 

were ready to harvest, the owner sent a servant to collect fruit. The tenants saw the man, beat him, and 

sent him away without fruit. After a couple more attempts to retrieve the fruit from his land, the owner 

sent his son hoping that the servants would show him respect. Seeing the owner’s son, the tenants 

murdered him in order to gain his inheritance. The owner then came to the farm, killed the tenants, and 

gave the farm to someone else. The parable was likely a commentary on the old habits of humanity 

being eliminated and replaced with purer intentions of those who follow the teachings of Christ.  

 

Comparing the Capitals to the Parable 

Comparing the exemplum to the Parable shows obvious similarities in terms of the characters involved 

and the actions of the story. When read as the Parable of the Wicked Tenants, the capitals depict the 

final act in the story when the landowner sends his son to harvest some fruit after the tenants beat (and 

kill, according to Matthew and Mark) the various servants. The following excerpt from Matthew tells of 

the planning and murder of the son:  

Afterward he sent his son to them, saying, 'They will respect my son.' 

But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, 'This is the 

heir; come, let us kill him and have his inheritance.' And they took him 

and cast him out of the vineyard, and killed him. (Matthew 21:37-39) 
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The parable, it seems, presents itself as a parallel to the life of Christ. The son can be identified 

throughout the four capitals as the figure with the beard and appears on all of the capitals in the scene 

other than the northeast capital that shows the two conversing tenants. He is shown on the first capital 

wearing a hood that has fallen off after he tries to flee the tenants but his beard and clothing stays 

consistent between all three of his appearances. The narrative starts at the southeast capital [Fig. 4.2.1], 

which shows the landowner’s son entering the field to harvest fruit. To the left is one of the tenants 

working at the vineyard holding a basket of grapes. The second scene [Fig. 4.2.2] on the northeast 

capital shows two tenants recognizing the son of the landowner while plotting his murder for his 

inheritance. The third scene [Fig. 4.2.3] on the northwest capital shows the son, having successfully 

collected some grapes off the vines, fleeing the tenants who have begun their pursuit. And on the final 

scene in the narrative [Fig. 4.2.4] the son has been caught and is being killed by one of the tenants.  

 An interesting written detail only found in Mark (12:4) states that when the second servant was 

sent to retrieve fruit from the vineyard the husbandmen “wounded him in the head.” This scene might be 

illustrated on the final capital of the series (S13SW) where a tenant is seen hitting either a servant or the 

owner’s son on the head with a farm tool (possibly a pitchfork). An alternative way of reading the 

capital that could compliment this text/image parallel is that the scene represents one of the landowner’s 

servants and not the son himself. Either way, the Parable fits comfortably enough on top of the sculpture 

to be considered a likely interpretation in addition to the previously suggested exemplum.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

61 

Comparing the Wells Capitals to Other Visual Interpretations of the Parable 

While not a commonly depicted parable in medieval art, The Parable of the Wicked Tenants does appear 

in some Gospel Books as well as the Speculum Humanae Salvationis150 during the eleventh and 

fourteenth centuries.151 Comparing illustrated representations of the parable in these manuscripts to the 

four capitals at Wells shows similarities and differences in how the cathedral’s stonemasons could have 

interpreted the narrative.  

According to Matthew and Mark152 the owner “built a tower”153 after planting his vineyard. 

Matthew goes into more detail, discussing the hedge surrounding the vineyard and that the man “dug a 

place for a wine-vat.”154 The four capitals at Wells do not include these architectural features, which is 

not surprising since architectural elements are not included on the other capitals in the programme.155 

While an architectural feature such as a tower might be an easy way of identifying this particular 

narrative, it is not a consistent feature in other depictions of the parable in the previously mentioned 

manuscripts. For instance, an eleventh-century Greek Gospel Book from Constantinople156 [Fig. 4.2.5] 

illustrates The Parable of the Wicked Tenants without the tower. The text accompanying this image in 

Mark states:  

                                                        
150 Speculum Humanae Salvationis (or The Mirror of Human Salvation) was a medieval book on 
Christian typology that outlined “how the Incarnation and Passion of Christ (antitype) had been 
prefigured in the Old Testament, Jewish legend, and secular history (type)” and was first written c. 1320 
by the German monk Ludolph of Saxony (Chilvers, 2004).  
151 The following manuscripts were found using the Index of Christian Art run through Princeton 
University. 
152 Luke does not include this detail in his account.  
153 Matthew 21:33; Mark 12:1  
154 Matthew 21:33 
155 The only instance where architecture might have been included on a scene is on the ‘Market Capital’, 
as mentioned in the first case study. However, this is not clear and cannot be considered a definite 
instance of architecture being included on any of the capitals.  
156 Bibliothèque Nationale, gr. 74 (fol. 89v), 1000-1099 (Greek) 
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And they caught him, and beat him, and sent him away empty. And 

again he sent unto them another servant; and at him they cast stones, 

and wounded him in the head, and sent him away shamefully handled. 

And again he sent another, and him they killed: and one son, his well 

beloved, he sent him also last unto them, saying “They will reverence 

my son”. But those husbandmen said amongst themselves, “This is the 

heir, come, let us kill him, and the inheritance shall be ours”.  

(Mark 12:3-8) 

An almost identical example of this illustration can be found in a Bulgarian Gospel Book from the 

fourteenth century [Fig. 4.2.6] and also references Mark 12:3-8.157 The lack of a tower and focus on the 

various figures in the illustration demonstrates that the tower (or any architectural element from the 

Parable) does not need to be featured in a visual depiction of the scene for it to be illustrating this 

particular Parable.  

The tower does appear in other manuscripts illustrating the Parable of the Wicked Tenants 

including a fourteenth century German Speculum Humane Salvationis158 [Fig. 4.2.7] that is accompanied 

by captions from both Luke 20:9 (“Then began he to speak to the people this parable: ‘A certain man 

planted a vineyard, and let it forth to husbandmen, and went into a far country for a long time”) and 

Mark 12:1 (“A certain man planted a vineyard, and set a hedge about it, and dug a place for the wine-

vat, and built a tower, and let it out to husbandmen, and went into a far country”). The tower in this 

illustration is depicted as a major focal point of the scene with two of the tenants killing either a servant 

or the owner’s son in front of the dominating architectural element.  

 
                                                        
157 Add. 39627 (fol. 119v), British Library, London (Slavonic) 
158 Toledo Darmstadt Library 2505 (fol. 41r) (Latin) 
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 These examples show that while the tower mentioned in Matthew and Mark does act as an 

architectural setting for the Parable in some instances, it does not act as a consistent identifier of the 

scene. Therefore, the architecture-free depiction of a “grape stealing” narrative at Wells could represent 

the Parable of the Wicked Tenants since the presence of a tower, despite being mentioned in both 

Matthew and Mark, does not seem to be a necessary component in all visual representations of the 

scene.   

 

Parable Meaning and Use  

The Parable of the Wicked Tenants, according to the introduction of Klyne Snodgrass’s book on the 

subject “has been an enigma to modern interpretation” with “approaches to the parable hav[ing] been 

quite varied.”159 As mentioned previously, the Parable could represent how following the teachings of 

Christ allows for the rebirth of a humanity that previously lived sinfully and lacked pure intentions. This 

theme of rebirth is complementary to the baptismal font, which happens to be located in the south nave 

just east of this set of capitals. The son in the narrative is an obvious parallel to Christ and the tenants 

scheming together to kill the landowner’s son in the Parable is similar to the conversations that lead to 

the Crucifixion of Jesus: 

“And one of them, named Caiaphas, being the high priest that same 

year, said unto them, ‘Ye know nothing at all, nor consider that it is 

expedient for us, that one man should die for the people, and that the 

whole nation perish not’. And this spoke he not of himself: but being 

high priest that year, he prophesied that Jesus should die for the nation: 

and not for that nation only, but that also he should gather together in 

                                                        
159 Klyne, The Parable of the Wicked Tenants, 1.  
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one the children of God that were scattered abroad. Then from that day 

forth they took counsel together for to put him to death.” (John 11: 49-

54) 

 Along with the Parable’s location near the baptismal font, another way that the New and Old 

Testament capitals at Wells react to their placement in the cathedral is demonstrated through the two 

piers that many of these capitals are located on. In both the north and south transept, the majority of the 

New and Old Testament capitals are located on the thirteenth piers. On the north transept’s thirteenth 

pier are the figures Moses (N13SE), Habakkuk/Abacuc (N13N), Aaron (N13N) and either Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, or Elijah (N13NE), all from the Old Testament. In the south transept on the thirteenth pier are 

the Parable of the Wicked Tenants capitals, a narrative from the New Testament. This could be a 

typological example commenting on the relationship between the stories of Moses and Christ and the 

common similarities in their lives.  

 

Conclusion 

Despite the belief that Wells Cathedral’s capital sculpture contained no reference to New Testament 

narratives from the life of Christ, the Grape Stealing Capitals are a likely candidate for proving this 

assumption incorrect. As demonstrated through this case study, the Grape Stealing Capitals can be just 

as easily read as The Parable of the Wicked Tenants with the “thief” being one of the landowner’s 

servants or, more likely, the landowner’s son. This is not to say that the grape stealing exemplum is not a 

possible reading of the capitals, but that both the exemplum and Parable are two ways of reading this 

four capital narrative in the same way that the “Market Capital” can be understood through multiple 

layers of meaning. The capitals’ location near the baptismal font and the potential typological example 

between the thirteenth pier in the north and south transepts demonstrates how the capital sculpture 
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interacts and responds to the cathedral interior, implying a sense of order in a programme that has been 

previously considered fairly chaotic. This idea of capitals mirroring one another in the transepts will be 

explored again in the fourth case study of this project.   
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Map 3 – Location and piers of Old and New Testament capitals (c. 1184-1210) 
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Case Study 2 Appendix 
 

Fig. 4.2.1 
S13SE: Scene 1, Parable of the Wicked Tenants 
Wells Cathedral, Somerset 
Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
 
Landowner’s son (right) about to pick grapes off the 
vine while one of the tenants (left) carries around a 
basket of harvested grapes. 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 4.2.2 
S13NE: Scene 2, Parable of the Wicked Tenants  
Wells Cathedral, Somerset  
Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
 
Upon spotting and recognizing the son, the tenants 
plan to kill him for his inheritance. 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 4.2.3 
S13NW: Scene 3, Parable of the Wicked Tenants 
Wells Cathedral, Somerset 
Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
 
The son (right) attempts to flee after collecting some 
grapes while being perused by the tenants (left). 
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Fig. 4.2.4 
S13SW: Scene 4, Parable of the Wicked Tenants 
Wells Cathedral, Somerset 
Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
 
The son (right) is caught and killed by the tenants 
(left). 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4.2.5 
Parable of the Wicked Husbandmen, Bibliothèque National, gr. 74 (fol. 89v), c. 1000-1099 
Image from The Index of Christian Art, Princeton University 
 

 
 
Fig. 4.2.6 
Parable of the Wicked Husbandmen, British Library, Add. 39627 (fol. 119v), c. 1356 
Image from The Index of Christian Art, Princeton University  
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Fig. 4.2.7 
 
Parable of the Wicked Tenants (left) and 
the Spies of Canaan (right), Biblioteca del 
Cabildo, 10.8, c. 1320-1340 
 
Image from The Index of Christian Art, 
Princeton University  
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

70 

Case Study 3: Animal Capitals and the Fox and the Cock 

 

From the serpent in the Garden and the animals on the ark to Jonah and the Whale and the plague frogs 

in Egypt, animals are found at the heart of many popular Biblical narratives, particularly from the Old 

Testament. Their presence is unsurprisingly overwhelming throughout the art of medieval Britain in 

both the margins of illuminated manuscripts and within the decoration of many great Gothic cathedrals. 

However, none compare to the great expanse of animals present in the capital sculpture at Wells 

Cathedral where the animals form a bestiary in stone with dozens of eyes peering down at cathedral 

visitors from their homes amongst the sculpted foliage. Approximately twenty-eight animals [Fig 4.3.1-

4.3.2], featured on fifteen separate capitals at Wells, are a primary component of the nave programme. 

However, no animal capitals make an appearance in either transept. Of the fifteen animal capitals, nine 

feature birds of different varieties with the highest concentration of birds found on the fifth pier (four 

birds)160 and ninth pier (five birds)161 in the north side of the nave [Fig 4.3.3-4.3.4]. Despite this large 

quantity of animal capitals at Wells, they are only located in two primary areas within the programme. 

Fifteen animal capitals appear on only five piers, four in the north nave and one in the south nave.  

With the high number of animals at Wells, it is important to recognize the place that actual 

animals had in the mind of the medieval viewer. Animals played a central role in the day-to-day lives of 

the medieval person in many different capacities (as explored in the first case study) from food and 

transportation to labour and clothing. Animals during the medieval period were believed to have “the 

power of reason” which led to animals being accused of crimes in the same way that a human would be 

held accountable for any sins that they committed.162 This is evident in beast fables, such as the 

                                                        
160 N5N (two birds) and N5S (two birds and a grotesque bust) 
161 N9NE (stork and frog), N9SW (fox and cock Ysengrimus capital), and N9W (three birds) 
162 Ziolkowski, Talking Animals, 33.  
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Ysengrimus, where Reynard himself is put on trial in the court of King Noble the Lion for the rape of the 

wolf Ysengrimus’ wife Hersent.163 On the other hand, because animals were thought to have a level of 

moral ability, they were featured heavily in the lives of Saints, particularly Saint Francis of Assisi164 and 

Saint Jerome165, as well as appearing alongside specific moral descriptions of beasts both real and 

fictional in the medieval bestiary.  The bestiary evolved from the Egyptian or Syrian Physiologus166 

from the second century A.D, which “present[ed] animals, birds, plants, and stones… and then relat[ed] 

these pseudoscientific findings to aspects of Christian life, especially to the fundamental mysteries of the 

Incarnation and Redemption.”167 These images of animals were highly influential on art contemporary to 

the Wells capitals with ancient and culturally engrained meaning.168  

Animals were also associated with beast epics, which often stem from Aesop’s Fables.169 These 

fables, which found continued popularity throughout the medieval period, featured anthropomorphized 

beasts, a tradition that continues centuries later in the stories of authors such as George Orwell, Lewis 

Carroll, and the Brothers Grimm. Despite opinions like Bernard of Clairvaux’s that dismissed animals as 

unnecessary additions to religious spaces, the capitals at Wells Cathedral include not only animals but 

also the representation of Reynard the Fox (as noted by both Reeve (2010) and Varty (1967)), a popular 

character featured in numerous medieval poems and beast fables. In these narratives, Reynard plays the 

                                                        
163 This episode in the life of Reynard the Fox is found in the poem of Pierre de Saint Cloud.  
164 Ziolkowski, Talking Animals, 33. 
165 For an extensive look at the representation of animals alongside Saint Jerome see Friedmann 1980.  
166 According to Ziolkowski, Theobald’s version of the Physiologus is the most complete remaining 
version of the text and was popularly sought after during the medieval period. (35)  
167 Ziolkowski, Talking Animals, 34.  
168 Varty, Reynard the Fox, 90.  
169 Aesop himself is not a verified historical figure and whether or not he actually existed is unknown. 
According to Mann (2009) no written document of any of the Fables written by Aesop survive from the 
sixth-century and the name Aesop is only recorded by other Greek writers such as Aristotle and Plato. 
The oldest known collection of Aesop’s Fables is from a tenth-century manuscript called collectio 
augustana. (Mann 2-3) 
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antagonistic role of an untrustworthy and cunning opposing force to Ysengrimus the Wolf and many 

other animals that have the misfortune of coming in contact with the devilish fox.  

At Wells, the representation of a popular episode in the life of Reynard appears on N9SW [Fig. 

4.3.5]. The capital shows a man holding a stick in his right hand and a small object in his left hand while 

he peers around the foliage at a fox running off with a bird clutched in his jaw by the neck. As Varty 

first illustrated, this composition represents a fox-and-cock narrative that is often associated specifically 

with Reynard the Fox. This narrative is found in three twelfth-century texts: a poem by Pierre de Saint 

Cloud, the Ysengrimus, and one of Marie de France’s translated Fables. In this case study I will also 

discuss the fox and cock as individual animals within the bestiary and how the moral meanings of these 

animals could allow for a reading of this capital separate from a Reynardian narrative. 

 

The Fox and the Cock in the Ysengrimus and Roman de Renard  

Unlike Arthurian legends that contain straightforward moral themes such as good-versus-evil and the 

quest for ultimate redemption,170 the stories of Reynard do not always contain any obvious moral 

narratives. As observed by Varty, “most [visual] representations of the fox, especially those in wood, are 

from the later, moralizing Middle Ages” but the stories themselves were “primarily meant to please.”171 

In the later moralizing version, Reynard was an important enough didactic character to be represented in 

Wells Cathedral, not only in the capital in the northern nave, but also on three other occasions on two 

misericords dating to around 1330 [Fig. 4.3.6-4.3.7],172 and in the Lady Chapel. At Wells, Reynard acts 

as a presence that moves through time, appearing during three separate building phases of the cathedral 

that begin with the north nave capital. 

                                                        
170 Carr, “Spiritual, Moral and Heroic Virtue,” 18.  
171 Varty, Reynard the Fox, 21.  
172 Varty, Reynard the Fox, 54.  
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The cock, which appears in the mouth of the fox on the Wells capital can be identified as either 

Chantecler or Sprontinus depending on whether the capital is being read through the Ysengrimus173 

(Book IV 960-1030) or Pierre de Saint Cloud poem Roman de Renard (branch II-Va174). Varty traces the 

story of the fox and the cock from Pierre de Saint Cloud’s poem as far back as 804 to a Latin fable about 

a wolf and a cock written by Alcuin of York.175 A similar narrative appears again in 1034 in another 

Latin fable about a fox and partridge written by a monk of St. Martial’s Abbey at Limoges before 

emerging in the Ysengrimus from c. 1150 with the names Reynard and Sprotinus being attached to the 

characters of the fox and the cock.176 

What could distinguish this image of the fox and cock at Wells from a generic representation of 

the animals is the man who appears to the left of the scene, following the fox as he carries the bird away. 

This figure allows the capital to be read as a Reynardian episode since it includes this important visual 

identifier found in both the Ysengrimus and Pierre de Saint Cloud’s Roman de Renard where Reynard is 

pursued by a number of angry individuals once he steals Chantecler/Sprontinus away. This 

representation is not infrequent in medieval visual culture with a similar comparison to the Wells capital 

being found in an English bestiary text from c. 1236-1250 [Fig. 4.3.8].  

In both the Ysengrimus and the poem from Roman de Renard, Reynard tricks the cock into 

closing his eyes, insisting that the beautiful song of the cock cannot reach its full potential if his eyes 

remain open. Reynard also references his familial relationship with the cock, calling him his cousin, and 
                                                        
173 The author of the Ysengrimus continues to be up for debate with the names Nivard, Baldwin, Bernard, 
and Bruno being potential candidates for the author’s identity. See Mann 156-181 for discussion on this 
debate.  
174 According to Varty (22) “the Roman de Renard grew out of a collection of very loosely connected 
stories called branches. They are traditionally numbered according to the order in which they sometimes 
appear in medieval manuscripts, not according to the chronological order of their composition. Thus 
Pierre de Saint Cloud’s poem, which got split in two and appears in second and fifth places, is referred 
to as Branch II-Va.” 
175 Varty, Reynard the Fox, 33.  
176 Ibid.  
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attempts to use this blood connection to ensure the cock that he would not hurt his own relative.177 The 

cock, believing the trickster, closes his eyes and sings, only to be snatched away by Reynard who takes 

off into the woods with the bird in his mouth. The fox is then pursued by farm-hands and Master 

Constant in Roman de Renard and a crowd of peasants in the Ysengrimus.  

Despite these similarities, I am inclined to think that the image of Reynard in the capital at 

Wells is more likely to represent Pierre de Saint Cloud’s poem than the Ysengrimus for a couple of 

reasons. In other images of this scene in medieval sculpture and manuscripts the human figure chasing 

after Reynard and the cock alternates between a man and a woman. Since Pierre de Saint Cloud’s poem 

mentions a male figure in particular (Master Constant) and the Ysengrimus mentions a crowd of 

peasants, the Wells capital is more directly referencing the version of the story found in the Roman de 

Renard.178 Since neither versions of the narrative mention a woman by name, visual depictions of the 

narrative that replace the man with the woman could possibly be more closely associated with the group 

of peasants chasing after Reynard in the Ysengrimus. The second reason is that the author of the 

Ysengrimus does not mention Reynard grabbing Chantecler by the neck, but in Roman de Renard Pierre 

de Saint Cloud writes “From under a red cabbage, Reynard made a grab, caught his prey by the neck and 

fled in high spirits.”179 However, the image of the fox grabbing the cock by the neck is consistent in all 

visual depictions of this particular moment in the narrative whether the human figure present in the 

scene is a man or woman.  

 

 

 
                                                        
177 Despite Reynard being a different species, this type of familial dialogue is also used when Reynard 
addresses Ysengrimus in other episodes, calling the wolf his uncle.  
178 Varty also identifies this man as potentially representing Master Constant (23) 
179 Varty, Reynard the Fox, 32.  
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The Bestiary: Comparing Reynard and Chantecler/Sprotinus to Christ and the Devil 

While the most obvious reading of the capital falls in the realm of the Reynardian beast fables, the 

figures of the fox and cock can also be considered in the context of bestiary imagery since animals found 

in the medieval bestiary appear frequently at Wells. In the bestiary, similarly to the depiction of Reynard 

and Chantecler/Sprotinus in the poem, the fox is directly associated with the Devil while the cock is 

associated with Christ. The bestiary fox [Fig. 4.3.9] is described as “a clever, cheating animal” and “a 

symbol of the devil, which appears to be dead to all living things until he has them by the throat.”180 

Here, an interesting connection to both the episode of the poem and the capital at Wells is mirrored since 

both the poem and capital show Reynard the moment he has bird in his mouth by the throat. The cock 

[Fig. 4.3.10] is described in the bestiary as having both a pleasant and useful sound and “like a good 

neighbour, it wakes the sleeper, encourages the downhearted, and comforts the traveller.”181 It is also 

described as having a song that “brings hope back to everyone, eases the pain of the sick, cools the 

fevered brow, brings faith back to those who have lapses” while comparing it to Jesus who “watches 

over those who stray, and brings the wanderers back to the path.”182 The MS Bodley 764 entry for the 

cock also references a fourth century hymn by Saint Ambrose titled Aterne rerum conditor.  

 The image accompanying the text for the fox in the MS Bodley 764 shows two foxes, one 

playing dead and another running, both with birds clutched by the neck in their mouths. Surrounding the 

two foxes are eight additional birds, none that appear to be identifiable as a cock. However, this 

demonstrates that a popular way of depicting a fox, whether or not it is in direct reference to Reynard, is 

with a bird clutched between its jaws. The fox and cock motif is exceedingly popular and can also be 

found in countries outside of England. A Spanish example from a Beatus in Apocalypsin from León c. 

                                                        
180 Barber, Bestiary, 173.  
181 Ibid, 172.  
182 Barber, Bestiary, 173. 
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940-945 [Fig. 4.3.11] features a fox carrying away a colourful cock by the neck. A different rendering of 

the narrative can be found in a French Book of Hours from c. 1395-1405 [Fig. 4.3.12] 

 

Conclusion 

Like the other case studies explored in this project, the fox and cock capital at Wells contains numerous 

layers of meaning. The medieval viewer could read into the elements of the beast fable or they could 

examine the capital in terms of how the animals are individually interpreted through a bestiary. This 

latter reading is certainly possible since the array of animals on the capitals at Wells, like the fox and 

cock, relate directly back to bestiary imagery. A more obvious example of this is seen through the stork 

and frog capital (N9NE) [Fig. 4.3.13] that is nearly identical to bestiary imagery of the stork [Fig. 

4.3.14].183 It is fairly obvious, given the discussed evidence and previous considerations by Varty and 

Reeve that the capital was originally carved with a general concept of the beast fable in mind. However, 

which version of this fable is impossible to determine through purely visual consideration. For the 

laymen who would have seen the capital on display in the nave, simple knowledge of this popular story 

is all that would have been required to identify that it was some form of the fox-and-cock narrative.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
183 Reeve, Capital Sculpture of Wells, 86. 
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Map 4 – Location and piers of animal capitals (c. 1184-1210) 
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Case Study 3 Appendix 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.1 

 

A ram on the seventh pier in the north nave 

(N5W) at Wells Cathedral. 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.2 

 

A boar located between a grotesque (left) and 

human bust (right) in the north nave (N7S) at 

Wells Cathedral. 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.3.3 

 

Two of the birds on the fifth pier in the north 

nave (N5N) at Wells Cathedral.  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.4 

 

Three of the birds on the ninth pier in the 

north nave (N9W) at Wells Cathedral. 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.5 

 

The fox and cock capital in the north nave 

(N9SW) at Wells Cathedral. 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.3.6 

 

The earliest known representation of Reynard 

as the “holy fox” is located in a misericord at 

Wells Cathedral from 1330.  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

 

 

Image from: Varty, Kenneth. Reynard the Fox: A Study of the Fox in Medieval English Art. Great 

Britain: Leicester University Press, 1967.  

 

Fig. 4.3.7 

 

The fox carrying off a duck by the neck, 

similar to the Wells capital in the north nave. 

Varty suggests that the duck is the same duck 

that is nearest to the fox in Fig. 6 who has 

fallen asleep listening to the fox preach.  

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Image from: Varty, Kenneth. Reynard the Fox: A Study of the Fox in Medieval English Art. Great 

Britain: Leicester University Press, 1967.   
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Fig. 4.3.8 

 

Bestiary text and image of the 

fox from a theological 

miscellany. 

 

Harley MS 3244 f. 43v (c. 1236-

1250), England 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.9 

 

An example of a bestiary image of the fox from the 

MS Bodley 764  

 

 

Image from Barber, Richard. Bestiary: Being an 

English version of the Bodleian Library, Oxford M. 

S. Bodley 764. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 

1993.  
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Fig. 4.3.10 

 

The cock in the MS Bodley 764 

 

 

Image from Barber, Richard. Bestiary: Being an 

English version of the Bodleian Library, Oxford M. 

S. Bodley 764. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 

1993.  

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.11 

 

Depiction of a fox and cock motif from a 

Beatus in Apocalipsin  

 

Morgan Library, M. 644 fol. 166v 

 

Spanish c. 940-950  

 

From the Index of Christian Art (000069798) 
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Fig. 4.3.12 

 

The fox and cock motif showing a discussion 

between the two animals instead of the cock in the 

mouth of the fox 

 

Morgan Library, S.9 fol. 81r 

 

Paris, France c. 1400  

 

From the Index of Christian Art (000199184) 
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Fig. 4.3.13 

Stork and frog capital (N9NE) 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.3.14 

 

Stork from MS Bodley 764, 

Bodleian Library, Oxford  

 

 

 

 

 

 

From: Barber, Richard. Bestiary: Being an English Version of the Bodleian Library, Oxford M. S. 

Bodley 764. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1993. Page 131  
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Case Study 4: Busts 

Some of the most peculiar sculptures in the programme are the numerous busts found entwined with the 

monstrous creatures and labour scenes throughout the nave and transepts. In total there are sixteen 

capitals that display busts, with a total of twenty-two busts.184 Though appearing to be scattered at 

random throughout the program, the busts are actually more orderly than they appear. Of the twenty-one 

busts, ten are men, four are women, and seven are of a beast or other monstrous creature. The male busts 

are divided almost evenly between the north and south sides of the cathedral (five capitals in the north 

and four in the south), while the majority of the females are in the north (three in the north and one in 

the south), and all but one of the beast busts are in the south, specifically in the south transept. The only 

beast bust that does not appear in the south transept is a dual beast capital with the third bust showing a 

woman, found in the north nave (N7S). There are two instances where three busts appear on the same 

capital. The first of these is located in the north end of the south transept and contains the busts of a man 

with a neutral facial expression, a destroyed bestial figure, and a male head with his tongue sticking out 

the right side of his mouth (S11SW). The second instance occurs in the north nave and presents an 

opposite selection of busts: two bestial heads and one female head (N7S). Through this case study I will 

continue to demonstrate that the capitals at Wells are not randomly placed and that the location of these 

busts could help determine some unity and structure in the programme, a theory that will continue to be 

discussed in the final case study on monsters and hybrids.  

 

 

 

                                                        
184 There would have originally been 17 bust capitals with 23 busts in total but the capital at N6S has 
been destroyed (Reeve, 100). It is unknown what this capital would have shown, but due to the high 
volume of single male busts on capitals it is likely that this would have been the case for this capital.  
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The Body and Head in Medieval Culture 

The bust is not an infrequently depicted image in medieval art, particularly in England at locations 

including Wells, Worcester, York, Westminster Abbey, and Rochester.185 While viewing the bust 

capitals at Wells it is easy to feel distracted by the funny facial expressions and various mouths of 

snarling teeth on the nearly two-dozen busts. However, the medieval perception of both the body and the 

head shows that there was much more culturally involved in these types of depictions than might 

originally be perceived. Michael Camille comments on the different ways that we view the human body 

in modern society as opposed to the medieval period stating that to the medieval viewer “the human 

body was the site of intense visual scrutiny by the Church [that] was subject to the bonds of feudal 

lordship and was at the same time caught in a cosmic network that controlled both its internal and 

external movements.”186 According to Tom Flynn, the body itself “assumed a pivotal function in the 

formulation and dissemination of Christian doctrine” and “became a mediating mechanism between 

humankind and God.”187  

 Though busts do not include the human body the busts on the Wells capitals often share their 

neck with the capital’s foliage, outside of the ‘tooth-puller capital’ who was sculpted with his upper 

body and both arms (S12SE) [Fig 4.4.1]. By the medieval period, the debate over where the soul of a 

person was located in the body had been occurring for at least a thousand years with Plato claiming the 

soul was located within the head, and Aristotle claiming that it was located in the heart.188 Bartholomeus 

Anglicus (c. 1203-1272) and Vincent of Beauvais (c. 1190-1264) followed William of Conches’ (1140s) 

                                                        
185 Whittingham, A Thirteenth-Century Portrait Gallery at Salisbury Cathedral, 22. 
186 Camille, “The image and the self,” 62.  
187 Flynn, The Body in Three Dimensions, 45.  
188 Cohen, “The Meaning of the Head in High Medieval Culture,” 64.  
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conclusion that the brain was the most important part of the human body189 (considered ‘nobler’ than the 

rest of the body) using the metaphor of the brain as a ship with the front part of the brain being the prow 

and the back being the stern.190 The importance of the head can also be considered in the context of 

medieval capital punishment where the most popular forms of execution were decapitation and 

hanging.191 This differed significantly from previous Greco-Roman executions that favoured 

crucifixions, starvation, death by wild animals, and stoning,192 demonstrating the Christian interest in the 

separation, or at least the severing, of the head from body. This is also an important point when 

considering Christian martyrs. As Esther Cohen states, the final solution to killing a Christian martyr 

was often execution by decapitation after the individual failed to be killed by other forms of torture.193 

Removing the head from body, especially when done as a form of public execution, was purposely done 

to destroy the identity of the deceased194 while ensuring death and disfiguring the whole of the body.  

 The disembodied heads that decorate the interiors and exteriors of both Romanesque and Gothic 

cathedrals throughout England and continental Europe, in this context, become even more strange, 

especially considering their frequent placement throughout the nave and transepts at Wells. The facial 

expressions on many of these busts, both at Wells and elsewhere, range from neutral, to comical and 

sometimes frightening. As Charles T. Little observes, the faces are almost unreadable since “they cannot 

be connected to any literary text, and they obey no iconographic rule; they belong to the illiterate 

segment of the medieval world.”195 He describes the faces, alongside depictions of saints, demons, and 

                                                        
189 This was not generally accepted by every medieval physician with some, such as Pietro d’Abano (c. 
1250-1316) continuing to insist on the importance of the heart over the brain. (Cohen, 69)  
190 Cohen, “The Meaning of the Head in High Medieval Culture,” 68.  
191 Ibid., 61. 
192 Ibid. 
193 Ibid., 59.  
194 Ibid., 64. 
195 Sauerländer, “The Fate of the Face in Medieval Art”, 5.  
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prophets in these spaces as being “like ghosts” that “do not belong in our world.”196 This statement can 

be applied to all of the figural capitals at Wells, with each figure, whether beast, human, or monster, 

existing almost as if separate from our world, blissfully undisturbed by the presence of the viewer.  

 The bust makes a frequent appearance in medieval art in a number of different contexts. The 

Tomb of Archbishop Hubert Walter (d. 1205) at Canterbury Cathedral in Kent, for instance, is adorned 

with four carved heads [Fig. 4.4.2]. The heads, as observed by W. A. Scott Robertson in a late 

nineteenth-century article, have individual headwear and facial features: “two of the heads are mitred; 

another with short whiskers, beard, and moustache, wears a peculiar cap (like that of a secular canon 

perhaps); the fourth is defaced.”197 Robertson suggested that the busts are all portraits of Hubert Walter 

during his episcopate at Salisbury (1189-1193) and his Primacy (1193-1205), as represented by the 

physical attributes of each bust, while recognizing the varied other interpretations that could possibly be 

attributed to the various faces on the tomb.198 Along with the busts that appeared on tombs, reliquary 

busts were also popular. For example, the Reliquary of St Oswald (c. 1170/80) [Fig. 4.4.3], the Head-

Reliquary of St. John the Evangelist (c. 1150-1170) [Fig. 4.4.4], and the Head-Reliquary of St. 

Alexander from Stavelot Abbey (1145) [Fig. 4.4.5]. 

 As mentioned, Wells is not the only cathedral or abbey in England to contain architectural busts. 

A particularly important example of the bust in English medieval architecture occurs at Salisbury 

Cathedral in Wiltshire and was the focus of a study titled A Thirteenth-Century Portrait Gallery at 

Salisbury Cathedral by Selby Whittingham (1970). The busts at Salisbury [Fig. 4.4.6-4.4.7] are used as 

corbels or stops and are found scattered throughout the interior and exterior of the cathedral. But unlike 

the Wells busts, the busts at Salisbury are located up high enough to be almost out of sight entirely. 

                                                        
196 Ibid., 3.  
197 Robertson, “Archbishop Walter’s Tomb in Canterbury Cathedral,” 130. 
198 Ibid. 
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Whittingham splits the busts, specifically the sixty corbel heads, into categories (Purbeck and Chilmark) 

that represent the type of material they were carved from. The two types of stone could suggest two 

different teams of sculptors, but this has not been confirmed.199 In terms of identification, as at Wells, 

the busts could represent specific individuals but as Whittingham states “carved heads on mediaeval 

buildings, it would seem, were primarily decorative in character and often not intended to represent 

anyone in particular,” especially since some bust ‘stock types’ (such as a figure with an open mouth) 

appear frequently.200 However, Whittingham is able to identify general groups of people (such as lay and 

clergy) and some specific individuals (such as Henry III) that the busts were likely meant to represent 

based on their headwear, which I also consider when I discuss the capital busts at Wells.  

Without any real idea of who the busts at Wells are meant to represent (if they are even meant to 

be seen as portraits) and no text to fall back on to support their inclusion at Wells, it is difficult to 

interpret their intended purpose in the programme and to the medieval viewer. For this case study, I will 

examine four of the bust capitals in the cathedral, two that portray veiled female figures (N7S and 

N12SE) [Fig 4.4.8 and Fig 4.4.9] and two busts of men, one with human features and a second similar 

bust that is betrayed as more monstrous (N12SW and S12SW) [Fig 4.4.10 and Fig 4.4.11]. I will suggest 

potential reasons behind their inclusion in the programme based on their placement in the cathedral, the 

capitals that surround them, and the busts themselves.  

 

The Veiled Women 

Mary Rose D’Angelo writes of the importance of the female head to early Christians, particularly male 

writers, who viewed the head of women as “sexual organs” with associations placed on female heads 

                                                        
199 Whittingham, A Thirteenth-Century Portrait Gallery at Salisbury Cathedral, 7. 
200 Ibid., 11. 
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and genitals.201 According to 1 Corinthians 11:2-16202, there were strict reasons dictating the covering of 

a female’s head during worship: 

But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the 

head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God. Every man 

who prays or prophesies with his head covered dishonors his head. But 

every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered 

dishonors her head—it is the same as having her head shaved. For if a 

woman does not cover her head, she might as well have her hair cut off; 

but if it is a disgrace for a woman to have her hair cut off or her head 

shaved, then she should cover her head. (1 Corinthians 11: 3-6) 

The passage goes on to say:  

Judge for yourselves: Is it proper for a woman to pray to God with her 

head uncovered? Does not the very nature of things teach you that if a 

man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him, but that if a woman has long 

hair, it is her glory? For long hair is given to her as a covering. If 

anyone wants to be contentious about this, we have no other practice—

nor do the churches of God. (1 Corinthians 11:13-16) 

At Wells, the female bust at N12SE [Fig. 4.4.9] is covered almost entirely by a headpiece that not only 

hides her hair but also extends across her face shielding her nose.203 I have defined the headpiece on this 

capital very broadly as being a veil, however the importance of the headpiece lies in the fact that it is 

covering the head and specifically the hair of the female bust. Out of the other three female busts in the 
                                                        
201 D’Angelo, “Veils, Virgins, and the Tongues of Men and Angels,” 131.  
202 As originally sourced by D’Angelo  
203 This is a particularly strange rendering a veiled female. I have been unable at this time to locate an 
explanation to why both her head and her nose have been covered.  
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programme, one is also wearing a veil (though hers does not cover her nose) (N7S) [Fig. 4.4.8], while 

the other two (N3NE and S12NW) [Fig. 4.4.8 and Fig. 4.4.12] have long, flowing, and uncovered hair. 

The two female busts without veils are in entirely separate areas of the cathedral with one located in the 

newer end of the western nave and the other located in the older south transept. As discussed in the 

Second Chapter, the capitals at the west end of the nave (where very few figural capitals are located) 

were possibly constructed by a different master mason following the mid-nave break around 1210.   

 Paul’s justification in 1 Corinthian regarding the covering of the women’s head during worship 

is never fully provided, but he does state that if a woman chooses to not wear a veil then she must shave 

off her hair. However, he mentions directly afterwards that for a women to have short hair would be a 

disgrace in itself, leaving women no choice but to wear the veil. The passage also tells the reader that 

while it is seen as honourable for women to have long hair, it is disgraceful for a man. At the end, Paul 

states that there is no way of arguing this rule since they have “no other practice – nor do the churches of 

God” (1 Corinthian 11:16). The veil, according to the 1 Corinthian is therefore “the sign of 

subordination” that is contrasted with the freedom of the “uncovered male head.”204 

 In around 1296, Wilhelm Durandus compiled his liturgical handbook Rationale divinorum 

officiorum, which built on previous discussions surrounding the veil saying that a women must wear a 

veil inside the church and also when in the presence of a priest where “the woman was to keep silent and 

cover her head, as in the presence of the divine judge, for she was not a likeness of God and bore 

responsibility of the Fall.”205 However, other Christian writers did not always favour the discussion 

surrounding the veil, finding it to be an outdated topic. For instance, Sedulius Scottus and Haimo of 

Auxerre who were both writing during the ninth century questioned why the discussion of women 

wearing a veil was still occurring since it stemmed from historical conversations and should no longer 
                                                        
204 Signori, “Veil, Hat, or Hair?” 27. 
205 Ibid., 29-30. 
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be a concern.206 Despite various opinions on whether the veil was truly an important staple in the life of 

the medieval Christian women, the wimple, which was a headdress that covered the head, ears, and chin, 

“gained acceptance as a marker of social position for married women.”207 For men, masculinity was 

“rooted in [his] hair and beard, not in his headgear.”208 Despite this, seven of the ten male busts in the 

programme are wearing some form of headwear, whether it is hats, helmets, or in one case (S14NW) a 

sort of drapery. Paul Binski in Becket’s Crown: Art and Imagination in Gothic England, 1170-1300 

(2004) discusses illustrated texts that instructed the lay, through pictures, “how to pray, and when to 

stand or kneel, through the ‘Gregorian’ medium of pictures which allows them to learn more than the 

text might proffer – which ‘show’ as well as ‘tell’,” demonstrating that instruction on how an individual 

was expected to act and appear within a church and during mass were available not only to a literate 

audience, but also to the illiterate.209  

 Because of this inconclusive understanding on whether or not everyone, including the people of 

twelfth and thirteenth century Wells believed women should wear headgear while inside a church, it is 

difficult to determine what type of statement the veiled women (and the veil-less women) are trying to 

make. This is, of course, if they are meant to make a statement at all. The locations of the four female 

busts, two in the transepts (N12SE and S12NW) [Fig. 4.4.9 and Fig. 4.4.12] and two in the nave (N3NE 

and N7S) do not provide any explanation on their own. However, when considered in the context of the 

other surrounding capitals, some conclusion might be drawn, specifically with the female busts in the 

north transept compared to the one in the south transept. Before exploring this comparison, I want to 

first consider two other busts in the program, located alongside the two female busts in the transepts, 

which I will refer to as the Twin Capitals.  
                                                        
206 Ibid., 30. 
207 Ibid., 31.  
208 Ibid., 33.  
209 Binski, Becket’s Crown, 197-200.  
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Twin Capitals  

Though referred to here as ‘twins’, I do not imply that they look identical or that they are necessarily 

meant to represent the same figure [Fig. 4.4.10 and Fig. 4.4.11]. As Janetta Rebold Benton states, “two 

identical marginal images are unlikely to be found since precise duplication, free of the variations 

introduced by the human hand, is a modern goal that was unfamiliar in the Middle Ages,” while also 

reiterating a point I made in Chapter One that “medieval artists who created [marginalia] were permitted 

some latitude in subject and style and seem to have welcomed the opportunities for invention.”210 

However, the similarities between these two capitals are hard to ignore. In the north transept the viewer 

finds the bust of a man (N12SW) making a shocked expression with his mouth in an almost perfect ‘o’ 

shape. He wears a sort of helmet with a pointed top that flares our along the edges. Mirrored in the south 

transept, in the exact same position (S12SW) is the bust that I suggest is meant to be a compliment to the 

north transept male bust. Outside of their identical locations in the opposing transepts, the south transept 

bust wears a similar helmet (thought not entirely identical) and is roughly the same size. Here, however, 

the viewer is confronted by the north capital’s opposite: instead of a playful, shocked expression, the 

south capital bears a set of jagged and pointed teeth. The bust’s nose is pressed back, his eyes wide and 

unfocused, and his ears appear much less human with long slits running through their centers contrasting 

the more naturalized ears on the north capital. The ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ nature of these two busts along 

with their mirrored placement in the transepts could be purely coincidental. However, considering them 

alongside the two female busts in the transepts shows that this might not be the case. 

 

 

 

                                                        
210 Benton, “What Are Marginalia,” 100.  
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Interpretation 

Returning to the female busts, the veiled transept capital (presumably demonstrating the ‘correct’ way 

for a female to attend mass) is located in the north transept and the unveiled woman, conflicting with the 

ideologies laid out in 1 Corinthians is located in the south transept. The human male twin bust is located 

in the north transept on the same pier as the veiled female bust and the monstrous twin bust is located in 

the south transept on the same pier as the unveiled female bust. I think the location of these busts is 

interesting and could imply a couple of possibilities, but mostly raise more questions.  

 The first is the position of these capitals and the piers they are found on in the cathedral. The 

twelfth pier in the north and south transept are viewable from the nave, acting as a divider between the 

nave (inhabited by the laymen) and the transepts (inhabited by the clergy). However, the north busts are 

far more visible from the nave than the south busts which face too far south to be entirely visible without 

physically entering the transept. They are also placed at the border between two building phases: the 

third that saw the construction of the transepts (c. 1184-1205) and the fourth that consisted of the 

construction of the nave (c. 1205-1210) up until the mid-nave break around 1210.211 It is difficult, given 

their locations between the nave and transepts, to determine the intended viewers of these four busts and 

whether they were meant for lay or clerical audiences.  

 A second observation to be made about the four capitals is how they have been paired together. 

As mentioned previously, the two-north transept busts show a human male and the veiled human female. 

The south transepts show a woman with her hair exposed and a grotesque male bust. It is possible that 

the pairings were isolated and did not necessitate consideration alongside nearby capitals, but it is worth 

examining nearby sculpture nonetheless. As I discussed in the Third Case Study, Wells’ transepts are 

devoid of animals, and as I will discuss in the Fifth Case Study, the transepts only contain three busts 

                                                        
211 For more on the building phases see Chapter 3.  
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categorized as hybrids/monsters. These three capitals include the monstrous bust discussed here 

(S12SW) along with a bust showing an almost serpentine face located on the same capital as the 

longhaired woman (S12NW) [Fig 4.4.12] and two winged dragons on either side of a very small 

grotesque head, beside the veiled woman in the north transept (N12SE) [Fig 4.4.9].  

 Outside of this small selection of hybrid/monster capitals around the busts, the remainder of the 

transept programme contains a variety of other figures. The north transept portion of the programme 

contains a total of four prophets and Moses, alongside a selection of other male busts. The south transept 

is where we find the capital series depicting the Parable of the Tenants (Case Study Two), three 

additional beast capitals, the non-veiled female bust, another handful of male busts, and labour capitals. 

An observation that could be made here is that the more ‘acceptable representations’ of the male and 

female busts happen to be located in the north transept with the various saints and Moses while the 

uncovered female head and monstrous twin bust is located in the south transept with the Parable of the 

Tenants and the various other monstrous busts. This is also interesting when considering the capital 

mirroring in the transepts discussed in the second case study with the thirteenth pier in the north and 

south transept containing Old Testament figures in the north and the New Testament Parable in the 

south. While this may seem to form some form of logical placement in the transepts, it does not apply to 

the nave where the majority of the monstrous capitals are located in the north nave (11) while only half 

the amount of monstrous capitals are located in the south (6).  

 

Conclusion 

The bust capitals at Wells are among the most difficult to analyze since the absence of iconographical 

similarities or source material requires discussion of the sculpture to be fairly speculative. I hope that 

this discussion of the four transept busts and how they could relate to the surrounding capitals helps to 
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bring some of the more cryptic and underrated sculpture into continued discussion of the Wells 

programme. This is important since, as explored here and in the second case study, the transepts appear 

to have some form of logic to where certain capitals have been placed and how certain capitals (as 

discussed with the ‘Market Capital’ in the second case study) might react to nearby capitals. These 

reactions, particularly implied through the monster and hybrid capitals, will be discussed in the fifth and 

final case study.  
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Map 5 – Location and piers of bust capitals (c. 1184-1210) 
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Case Study 4 Appendix 

 

Fig. 4.4.1 

 

Tooth-puller capital, south transept (S12SE) 

 

c. 1184-1205 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.2 

 

Busts on the Tomb of Archbishop Hubert 

Walter at Canterbury Cathedral, Kent, 

England 

 

Image from www.canterbury-cathedral.org/ 
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Fig. 4.4.3 

 

Reliquary of St. Oswald, c. 1170/80 

 

From the Hildesheim Cathedral, Treasury  

 

Image from: Lasko, Peter. Ars Sacra, 800-1200. Baltimore: 

Penguin Books, 1972. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.4 

 

Head-reliquary of St. John the Evangelist, c. 1150/60, base 

added c. 1170 

 

From Cappenberg, Schlosskirche, Germany  

 

Image from: Lasko, Peter. Ars Sacra, 800-1200. Baltimore: 

Penguin Books, 1972. 
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Fig. 4.4.5 

 

Head-reliquary of St. Alexander from Stavelot Abbey 

(1145) 

 

Musées Royaux, Brussels, Belgium  

 

Image from: Lasko, Peter. Ars Sacra, 800-1200. 

Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1972. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.6  

 

Corbel bust of a man from Salisbury Cathedral (thirteenth-

century) 

 

Wiltshire, England  

 

Image from Whittingham, Selby. A Thirteenth-Century Portrait 

Gallery at Salisbury Cathedral. Salisbury; London: Friends of 

Salisbury Cathedral, 1970. 
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Fig. 4.4.7 

 

Corbel bust of a woman from Salisbury 

Cathedral (thirteenth-century)  

 

Wiltshire, England  

 

 

Image from Whittingham, Selby. A Thirteenth-

Century Portrait Gallery at Salisbury 

Cathedral. Salisbury; London: Friends of 

Salisbury Cathedral, 1970. 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.8 

 

Capital showing two bestial busts and one 

veiled female bust, north nave (N7S) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.4.9 

 

Capital showing a veiled woman with clothe over her 

nose. North transept (N12SE) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.10 

 

Capital showing the monstrous helmeted Twin 

Bust. South transept (S12SW) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.4.11 

 

Capital showing the helmeted human Twin 

Bust. North transept (N12SW) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

Fig. 4.4.12 

 

Capital showing a woman with uncovered, 

long hair. South transept (S12NW) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Case Study 5: Monsters and Hybrids 

 

The final case study in this research project examines the twenty capitals that make up the monsters and 

hybrids of the Wells capital programme located in the nave, transepts, and north porch. Eleven are 

located in the north nave, with six located in the south nave. The transepts have significantly fewer 

monster and hybrid capitals with only two located in the south transept and one in the north transept 

likely because of the chapels located in these spaces. These numbers are comparable to the placement of 

animal capitals throughout Wells (See Case Study 3), where twelve animals are located in the north nave 

and only three are in the south nave with none located in the transepts. This case study considers three 

aspects of the monstrous and hybrid capitals at Wells with a later discussion on two capitals in particular 

(S6N and N7W) [Fig 4.5.1 and Fig 4.5.2]. I will first discuss the medieval attitude towards depictions of 

monsters and hybrids before moving on to a discussion of the issues surrounding the naming of these 

creatures and the weight that a name brings to how we assume a medieval audience would have viewed 

this type of imagery at Wells Cathedral.  I will then examine the basilisk (N7W) and fighting dragon 

capitals (S6N) in more depth while discussing the ways that these particular capitals differ from many of 

the other monsters and hybrids in the Wells programme. Finally, I will return to a concept I have 

addressed in previous case studies surrounding the idea that the placement of the monsters and hybrids 

in the Wells programme could potentially assist in reading the surrounding figural capitals.  

 

The Apologia, Pictor in Carmine, and Bestiary Monsters  

 To begin this case study I want to briefly readdress both Pictor in Carmine and Bernard’s 

Apologia. Both texts, as explored in Chapter 3 of this project, directly criticized the type of imagery that 

I will be discussing here. The fact that these types of texts were being composed during this time 
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demonstrates that there were extreme reactions to monstrous imagery infiltrating religious spaces. 

Though both Pictor in Carmine and the Apologia are important contemporary texts to consider when 

examining the Wells capitals, they do not represent the entire scope of the capital’s reception by the 

various audiences at the cathedral. However, they need to be recalled to remember that the ways a 

medieval audience viewed these types of images, whether in a monastic or secular setting, were not 

always positive. Despite this, many of England’s great cathedrals house various depictions of the 

monstrous. The crypt capitals at Canterbury Cathedral, including an example from the Holy Innocents’ 

Chapel [Fig. 4.5.3], contain imagery of monster and hybrid creatures in plain view of the viewer. At 

Lincoln Cathedral, the choir screen (c. 1330) is covered with cartoonish and playful creatures [Fig. 

4.5.4] that oppose the writings in both Pictor in Carmine and the Apologia. Though the monstrous 

imagery at Wells undoubtedly opposes texts like Pictor in Carmine and the Apologia, it was certainly 

not the only cathedral in England including these representations in their ornamentation.  

Looking to the medieval bestiary shows numerous similarities between bestiary illustrations and 

a number of the monsters and animals in the Wells programme, providing insight into how a medieval 

viewer might have read these images. As mentioned in the third case study, a nearly identical depiction 

of a stork is found in both the Wells capital programme (N9NE) and the medieval bestiary (Bodley 764) 

[Fig 4.5.5 and Fig 4.5.6]. A second parallel can be found in the Wells siren (N9SE) and the bestiary 

illustration of the same creature [Fig 4.5.7 and Fig 4.5.8]. This demonstrates the influence that the 

medieval bestiary likely had on the stonemasons as well as in the way that the cathedral visitor might 

have read and understood these capitals through bestiary text. Outside of the bestiary, there are parallels 

to the Wells monster capitals from cathedrals and other buildings in England. For instance, The Tristram 

Tiles from Chertsey, Surrey c. 1260-1270s contain marginal creatures with a similar composition [Fig 

4.5.9] as the two figures on a capital in the north nave of Wells (N6N) [Fig. 4.5.10]. And a non-English 
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parallel to this capital can be found in a Franco-Flemish manuscript c. 1260-1270 [Fig. 4.5.11]. 

Returning again to Canterbury, a capital in Ernulf’s crypt depicting grotesque creatures has a particular 

central figure [Fig. 4.5.12] that has a similar face and pointed ear structure as a capital in the south nave 

of Wells [Fig. 4.5.13 and Fig. 4.5.14].  

 

Perspectives on the Medieval Monster 

What makes monsters so confusing and frightening for a Christian audience is the way that they 

contradict the body of the human who Christians believe was created in the image of God, as outlined in 

Genesis 1:27, “So God created man in his own image.” Archbishop Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636) 

explored this in his Etymologies212, particularly in Book XI: De homine et portentis (The Human Being 

and Portents), where he discusses portents or “unnatural beings.” Portents according to Isidore were 

born with too many heads, missing body parts, fang-like teeth and other deformities; ultimately seen as 

being ‘Others’ to humans and conflicting with the concept of humans being created in the image of God. 

Creatures he includes in his discussion on the various monstrous races include Giants, Cyclopes, Satyrs, 

and Cynocephali, all of which seem to directly contradict physical aspects of human (for instance, 

Sciopodes, who were believed to live in Ethiopia, were said to have only one leg). Early Christian 

commentators, according to John Block Friedman, commonly “connect[ed] the monstrous races with 

Cain as their first parent” and how these races “partook of Cain’s curse and promise of eternal torment 

in hell,”213 further connecting the anxieties surrounding these monstrous creatures back to Genesis. T. A. 

Heslop observes a different way of viewing these creatures, particularly hybrids, when he discusses St. 

Anselm’s Crypt at Canterbury in his paper “Contemplating the Chimera in Medieval Imagination” 

                                                        
212 The following quotes derive from The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, translated from Latin to 
English by Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. Beach, and Oliver Berghof.   
213 Friedman, The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought, 31.  
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(2001). Here he says that “Anselm has in mind the human ability to imagine composite creatures, and is 

saying that these are recognisably the distinct parts of things which are natural, put together by man in 

new combinations.”214 This gives the agency surrounding monstrous creatures, especially the more 

inventive ones, back to the artwork’s creators, suggesting that it was ultimately the decision of the artist 

to create the more inventive monsters.  

To contrast this, in his book The Marvellous and the Monstrous (2013), Kirk Ambrose explores 

the idea that not all examples of monstrosity in Romanesque sculpture were “vehicles for servicing 

negative agendas.”215 He states that in twelfth-century sculpture, “empathetic representations of 

monsters can be found,” citing a capital from St-Ursanne, Switzerland that depicts a siren nursing a 

humanoid child, conveying the notion that sirens are capable of being good mothers.216 Despite the 

various examples explored through his book, Ambrose writes that he does not “deny that twelfth-century 

monsters aided in the project of defining Others, of frightening demons, and warning against the pitfalls 

of monstrous behaviour.”217 The argument that not all monsters in medieval art need to be viewed in a 

negative light is important to consider when examining the Wells capitals. Though I agree with 

Ambrose’s thesis, I feel that the monster capitals at Wells do not fit as neatly into his study. Ambrose 

focuses primarily on French monastic sculpture, many from fifty to one hundred years previous to the 

Wells capitals. The sculpture that he analyses considers the role of the monster in more narrative based 

scenes with multiple figures, often humans, alongside the monster in question. At Wells, these types of 

narrative scenes that would allow for an analysis of this nature do not exist. The monster capitals at 

Wells are mostly standalone figures, interacting with nothing outside of the foliage they have been 

carved within. That being said, Ambrose’s proposal to reconsider placing negative associations on all 
                                                        
214 Heslop, “Contemplating the Chimera,” 158. 
215 Ambrose, The Marvelous and the Monstrous, 5.  
216 Ibid., 4.  
217 Ibid., 11.  



 

 

 

108 

monstrous sculpture is an uncommon but important suggestion when considering interpretations of this 

type of imagery in the Wells programme. Heslop agrees with Ambrose’s more positive approach to the 

discussion of medieval monsters, stating that they “gave opportunity for cautionary moralising and they 

represented an ancient mode of ‘inspired’ pictorial invention. Thus for some, including the most learned 

and socially elevated, they provided food, and even tools, for thought.”218 

Ambrose further highlights the importance of considering multiple readings and perspectives 

potentially held by a medieval audience, especially when no text is available to properly dissect the 

images. One point to consider is whether or not a medieval viewer truly believed that these creatures 

were real. The bestiary, as well Pliny’s Natural History, and Albertus Magnus’s De animalibus, though 

important guides for understanding the natural world, were likely not taken to be entirely truthful by a 

medieval audience where “many readers believed many of the reports [but] probably few would have 

believed all of them,” though this is impossible to verify.219 As Peter Dendle discusses in his article 

“Cryptozoology in the Medieval and Modern Worlds” (2006), “it was not “superstitious” of the Greek 

authors to regard ancient Atlantis with awe or of medieval ones to perpetuate stories of dragons or 

cannibal races; they simply had no way to confirm or deny most reports.”220  

This ambiguous truth is also found in the medieval bestiary, but the compilers of these 

moralizing animal encyclopedias ensured that only a small portion of the contents contained mythical 

creatures since they questioned “what is the good of a lesson that can only be taught by heresy, relating 

to a beast that no one has ever seen in the flesh?”221 This implies that those who had access to a bestiary 

did not necessarily believe that the dragon, basilisk, satyr, and siren were real, but the moral narratives 

accompanying the creatures would have been useful when examining their presence in medieval visual 
                                                        
218 Heslop, “Contemplating the Chimera,” 162.  
219 Dendle, “Cryptozoology in the Medieval and Modern Worlds,” 194.  
220 Ibid. 
221 Barber, Bestiary, 10.  
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culture, such as in the capital sculpture at Wells. My previous discussion on the bestiary at the beginning 

of this case study demonstrates that the stonemasons were likely looking to the bestiary when 

considering the types of creatures to include in the Wells programme. 

 

Issues with Identification  

With an uncertain idea of how monsters were generally received by a medieval audience and conflicting 

views surrounding their purpose in medieval visual culture it should come as no surprise that classifying 

the individual creatures based off of their physical appearance might cause more harm than good. In the 

Bible, Adam demonstrates the naming of animals shortly after the creation of man in Genesis: 

Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals 

and all the birds in the sky. He brought them to the man to see what 

he would name them; and whatever the man called each living 

creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the 

livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals.  

(Genesis 2: 19-20) 

The categorizing of the Earth’s creatures is then, according to the Bible, a God given gift to man. But 

what issues are presented when assuming the identification of certain creatures in medieval art, 

specifically some of the monsters and hybrids at Wells Cathedral? 

Throughout my research on monsters and hybrids, I have isolated a particular problem with the 

representation and identification of the dragon in medieval art, a creature that has been identified222 at 

least five times in the Wells programme. As demonstrated through this case study, monsters played an 

important and conflicting role in the medieval mind, and the identification of these creatures should not 

                                                        
222 See Reeve (2010) catalogue.   
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be taken lightly if we are to properly understand their importance in the Wells programme. Despite 

appearing frequently in sculpture and manuscript illuminations, the physical appearance of the dragon is 

very loosely defined; any winged creature with reptilian features tends to constitute as the mythological 

beast. In narrative based depictions, the dragon can be confidently identified due to its association with 

stories such as Saint George and the Dragon. But without a narrative to fall back on it is difficult to 

determine, especially at Wells, if the winged creatures are actually meant to represent dragons. For 

instance, when discussing a c. 1150 capital depicting two dragon-like creatures eating decorative 

vegetation from Eastern France, Ambrose notes that to label them as dragons “seems somewhat 

reductive, for this nomenclature does not fully account for the morphology of these creatures.”223 

Importantly, he notes “there are no universal features in medieval pictorial traditions that are 

consistently associated with “dragons”.”224  

Bestiary descriptions of the dragon are not any more specific. The bestiary manuscript Bodley 

764 highlights the dragon’s large size in comparison to other animals (specifically the elephant), it is 

“small mouth and narrow nostrils”, and associations with the Devil.225 However, this does not justify 

much in terms of appearance, with the accompanying illustration doing little to enhance a reader’s 

understanding of the dragon’s physical features [Fig 4.5.15]. The question must then be asked: is there 

any way of accurately identify a dragon in medieval visual culture when it stands alone without a direct 

narrative reference? And to expand, is it worth being critical over whether or not the representation was 

meant to depict a dragon in the mind of the medieval artist or stonemason? One of the main issues with 

identifying any snake-like creature with wings as a ‘dragon’ is that this identification ignores a handful 

of other reptilian creatures including the scitalis, idrus, boas, and iaculus that occasionally (depending on 

                                                        
223 Ambrose, The Marvelous and the Monstrous, 93.  
224 Ibid. 
225 Barber, Bestiary, 183-184.  
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the bestiary) fit an almost identical description. It also assumes that any serpent-like winged creature has 

textual evidence for being associated with evil or specifically the devil, which is simply not the case.  

 Are twenty-first-century art historians jumping to the conclusion that any beast loosely 

resembling a dragon must be identified as this specific mythological beast? This would, again, require 

the answer of the question: does it really matter? It does if we consider the different meanings that each 

creature in the bestiary represents. The importance of identification would then have to come from the 

intention of the stonemason – did the masons at Wells intend for the monstrous creatures in the capitals 

to have specific meaning? If they did, identifying any serpent-like creature with wings as a dragon might 

severely limit the potential interpretation of these figures.  

 

Fighting Dragons and an Armed Basilisk 

A popular motif associated with dragons that appears in both manuscript illuminations and sculpture is 

the image of two dragons engaged in combat often involving the use of their mouths [Fig 4.5.16 - Fig. 

4.5.18]. These three figures are English examples from approximately 100 years after the Wells capitals, 

but nonetheless demonstrate a popular way of depicting ‘dragons’ outside of stand-alone images and 

narrative motifs. At Wells, a similar motif is found in the south nave on the sixth pier facing north into 

the nave (S6N) [Fig. 4.5.1] and shows two ‘dragons’ engaged in a similar form of combat as the three 

aforementioned examples, but instead of using their mouths, the ‘dragon’ on the left is forcing a 

pitchfork shaped object into the mouth of the ‘dragon’ on the right. The right ‘dragon’ is much smaller 

than the left; the larger of the two (and the same creature driving the weapon into the smaller creature’s 

mouth) dons a sort of headpiece or crown.  
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This is not the only weapon-wielding monster in the programme, with an image of a so-called 

‘basilisk’ appearing in the north nave on the seventh pier facing west (N7W) [Fig. 4.5.2] holding a 

jagged dagger or sword in his hand and pointing it in the nave space. Both monster capitals portray more 

narrative-based elements than the other eighteenth monster/hybrid capitals in the Wells programme with 

the remaining monsters appearing more passive and decorative [Fig. 4.5.19 – Fig 4.5.21]. Both the 

fighting dragons and the basilisk bring an air of conflict into the programme, much like the Parable of 

the Tenants capital (Case Study 2) that is not found in the other capital sculptures. In both cases of the 

fighting dragons and the basilisk, the monstrous figures have been anthropomorphized and require a 

level of engagement from the viewer that is not required from the passive figures of the other monster 

capitals. Another question raised by these figures is why they need to bear weapons in the first place, 

since the bestiary describes both the dragon and the basilisk as being fully capable of self-defense with 

the dragon’s ability to fly and crush its enemies and the basilisk’s mystical ability of “kill[ing] a man 

simply by looking at him.”226 

There is the potential of bold negative associations with creatures like dragons and basilisks227, 

as Jeffrey Burton Russell notes in his book Witchcraft in the Middle Ages (1972), such as the 

relationship between these mythological creatures and the Devil, stemming from ancient Near Eastern 

associations between these creatures and the concept of evil.228 However, he observes that during the 

twelfth and early thirteenth centuries in Europe “there was as yet no idea that these still minor demons 

were forms of the hostile gods, far less that any of them was a substantial representation of the principle 

                                                        
226 Barber, Bestiary, 183-184.  
227 Russell also lists the lion, griffin, horse, eagle, crow, raven, bat, fly, worm, black bull, donkey, 
salamander, phoenix, dog, wolf, cat, hate, unicorn, and cock as other creatures occasionally associated 
with the devil in medieval visual culture. (n.17) 
228 Russell, “Demonology, Catharism, and Witchcraft, 1140-1230,” 105.  
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of evil. They partook of evil, but they were not evil’s very essence.”229 The serpent has, of course, an 

association directly with the Devil as found in Genesis 3:1-7, where he is associated with cunning and 

trickster behaviour leading to The Fall and the narrative of good versus evil.  

The Last Judgment, during the twelfth century, was becoming an increasingly popular scene to 

depict in medieval at, which “almost always include[ed] a representation of monstrous demons carrying 

off the souls of the dead into hell.”230 But at Wells, neither the fighting dragons nor the basilisk appear to 

be in direct conflict with the human viewer. The dragons are more concerned with their own eternal 

battle and the basilisk, though equipped with a weapon, is not making eye contact with the viewer, 

gazing far above their heads towards the west. The medieval bestiary does not shy away from the 

negative (and evil) association with both the basilisk and the dragon directly relating the dragon (“the 

dragon is like the devil, the fairest of all serpents”231) and the basilisk (“But the basilisk signifies the 

devil, who openly kills the heedless sinner with his venom”232) with the Devil. Identifying these 

creatures as ‘dragons’ and ‘basilisks’ brings about these severely negative connotations that may have 

been intended by the stonemasons, but focusing strictly on these concepts of ‘evil’ might take away 

from how the Wells monsters played a role in the overall capital programme.   

Ruth Mellinkoff has a significantly different interpretation of serpents and dragons in medieval 

art, stating that monsters and hybrids have been frequently misinterpreted and that they are actually 

meant to represent “protective devices.”233 She presents the idea that “although the dragons of the Old 

and New Testaments were represented as evil in narrative contexts, dragons in other contexts functioned 

                                                        
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid., 112.  
231 Barber, Bestiary, 183.  
232 Ibid., 185.  
233 Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, 59.  
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as apotropaic signs.”234 Citing the use of dragons on shields and banners as a form of protection and 

intimidation of enemies, Mellinkoff attributes the Christian interest in portraying dragons in medieval 

art as an influence by pagan protective representations of the creature. Applying this idea (which 

Mellinkoff uses to mostly discuss manuscripts) to the monster, hybrid, and dragon capitals at Wells 

provides an entirely different reading of the creatures, tying their presence in the cathedral and their 

passive existence in the foliage to a harmonized relationship with cathedral worshipers instead of a 

reminder to act against daily sin. Despite this, it is important to consider the previously mentioned texts, 

Pictor in Carmine and the Apologia, and how they fit into the argument. If what Mellinkoff is saying is 

accurate and that marginalized monsters and hybrids are meant as protection instead of things to be 

feared, then this only further demonstrates the confusion that these creatures presented to not only 

present day scholars but also to their medieval audience.  

 

The Monsters of Wells: Capital Locations  

To conclude this case study I will suggest two ways of approaching the placement of the monster 

capitals within the programme. The first of these requires a consideration of the figures as posing no 

direct threat to the viewer with the figures very rarely making eye contact with passers-by. This reading 

falls more in line with Ambrose’s suggestion that monsters in medieval sculpture are not necessarily 

“vehicles for servicing negative agendas.” 235 However, since no textual or narrative source exists to 

analyze these capitals in any other way, I worry that it reduces them to being considered as purely 

decorative enhancements to the programme.  

 

                                                        
234 Ibid, 60. 
235 Ambrose, The Marvelous and the Monstrous, 5.  
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 To contrast this, the capitals could be viewed as not necessarily ‘evil’ creatures in the 

programme, but simply acting as signifiers when reading the non-monster capitals that they surround. 

The way that these figures casually intertwine with the labour scenes, biblical figures, animals, and busts 

presents them as fairly non-threatening. When contemplating them in the context of the surrounding 

capitals there is nothing obviously ‘good’ or ‘evil’ about these monstrous figures. Though the creatures 

themselves are neutral, the varying negative associations with them are not. The nearly two dozen 

hybrid creatures and winged beasts at Wells, though carrying the negative associations discussed at the 

beginning of this case study, are not direct representations of ‘evil’, but their presence might speak 

loudly enough to impact readings on surrounding imagery.  

The best example of this in the Wells programme (as discussed in the first case study) is the 

Market Capital, which is located in the north nave of the cathedral, surrounded by the highest 

concentration of monsters and hybrids in the programme. While previously identified as a possible 

market scene, I used the monster and hybrids surrounding the capital to assist in determining a new 

reading of the sculpture that acts as a warning against the eating of diseased plague meat. The lack of 

monster capitals in the transepts (outside of one example oddly placed in the north transept) could also 

speak to the intended readings of the capitals to the varying audiences of the programme. While the 

layman would view the majority of the monsters, labour, and animal capitals in the nave, the clergy 

would have access to the transepts where the majority of the Old and New Testament figures are 

located.  

 

Conclusion 

 The monster and hybrid capitals at Wells Cathedral are without a doubt the most difficult to 

analyze and understand. Through this case study I hope to have demonstrated the complicated history 
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that this type of imagery had for a medieval audience and why the presentation of multiple perspectives 

and readings is important for understanding their place in a cathedral such as Wells. This also 

demonstrates that different readings of the monster and hybrid capitals affect the way that surrounding 

capitals are seen and interpreted. Whether they were meant to portray specific creatures or influence 

readings of the surrounding programme, they can easily be considered the most difficult portion of the 

Wells capital programme to be critically evaluated.  
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Map 6 – Location and piers of monster and hybrid capitals (c. 1184-1210) 
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Case Study 5 Appendix 

 

Fig. 4.5.1 

 

Two fighting creatures, possibly 

dragons in south nave (S6N) 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, 

England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi 

(2015)  

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.2 

 

Basilisk, north nave aisle (N7W)  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 4.5.3 

 

Capital from the Holy Innocents’ Chapel, 

Canterbury Cathedral, Kent, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.4 

 

Hybrids and monsters on the 

Lincoln choir screen  

 

Lincoln Cathedral, Lincolnshire, 

England  

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi 

(2015)  
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Fig. 4.5.5 

 

Stork from MS Bodley 764, 

Bodleian Library, Oxford  

 

From: Barber, Richard. 

Bestiary: Being an English 

Version of the Bodleian 

Library, Oxford M. S. Bodley 

764. Woodbridge: The Boydell 

Press, 1993. Page 131  

 

 

Fig. 4.5.6 

 

Stork and frog capital in the north nave 

with similar composition as the Bodley 

764 image of the stork (N9NE)  

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  
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Fig. 4.5.7 

 

Sirens from MS Bodley 764, Bodleian Library, 

Oxford 

 

 

From: Barber, Richard. Bestiary: Being an 

English Version of the Bodleian Library, Oxford 

M. S. Bodley 764. Woodbridge: The Boydell 

Press, 1993. Page 150 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.8 

 

Capital in the north nave showing a siren with a 

similar tail and fish in hand as the Bodley 764 image. 

(N9SE)  

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  
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Fig. 4.5.9  

 

Detail from The Tristram Tiles (Chertsey, Surrey c. 1260-

1270s), British Museum, London 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.10 

 

Capital showing two monstrous figures 

wearing different headpieces, similar to 

the figures in Fig. 9  

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

 

Photograph by Meaghan Whitehead (2015) 
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Fig. 4.5.11 

 

Two hybrid figures similar 

to Fig. 9-10 (Franco-

Flemish, c. 1260-1270) 

 

Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum MS 44/Ludwig VI 5, leaf 23 (detail) 

 

Image from: Mellinkoff, Ruth. Averting Demons: The Protecting Power of Medieval Visual Motifs and 

Themes. Los Angeles: Ruth Mellinkoff Publications, 2004. 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.12 

 

Capital from Ernulf’s Crypt, Canterbury 

Cathedral, Kent, England  

 

Photograph copyright: W. A. Call  

 

Cook, G. H. Portrait of Canterbury Cathedral. 

New York: Chanticleer Press, 1949. Figure 38.  
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Fig. 4.5.13 

 

Capital showing two pointed ear creatures in the 

south nave (S6SE) – View 1 (right) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  

 

 

Fig. 4.5.14 

 

Capital showing two pointed ear creatures in the 

south nave (S6SE) – View 2 (left) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  
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Fig.  4.5.15 

 

Dragon from MS Bodley 764, Bodleian 

Library, Oxford  

 

From Barber, Richard. Bestiary: Being an 

English Version of the Bodleian Library, 

Oxford M. S. Bodley 764. Woodbridge: 

The Boydell Press, 1993.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.16 

 

Two dragons fighting/biting 

one another (000100282) 

 

Pen drawing with colour wash 

 

BL Roy.2 B.VII, fol. 136v 

Queen Mary’s Pslater, c. 1310-1320 

 

From the Index of Christian Art 
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Fig. 4.5.17 

 

Two dragons fighting  

 

Misericord (south stalls), Gloucester Cathedral 

c. 1340-1360 

 

From the Index of Christian Art (000138519) 

 

  

Fig. 4.5.18 

 

Two dragons fighting  

 

Misericord, south side, lower tier, stall 13, 

Lincoln Cathedral c. 1370-1380 

 

From the Index of Christian Art 

(000152044) 
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Fig. 4.5.19 

 

Two monstrous creatures eating foliage in 

north nave (N3S) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  

 

 

 

Fig. 4.5.20 

 

Two monstrous creatures with prominent 

feathered wings, facing away from each 

other in the north nave (N7E) 

 

c. 1205-1210 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  
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Fig. 4.5.21 

 

Onocentaur grabbing foliage and looking 

south into the south nave aisle (S9SE) 

 

 

c. 1205-1210 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England   

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015)  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

The Wells Cathedral capitals are nothing short of extraordinary. The stonemasons created a truly 

unparalleled synthesis of themes and figures that resulted in a complex and enigmatic example of 

English Gothic cathedral ornamentation. Through this project I examined each category of figural 

capital at Wells (labour, Old and New Testament figures, animals and a beast fable, busts, and monsters 

and hybrids) through a consideration of layered interpretations, never highlighting a single capital 

reading without taking into consideration a variety of others. These interpretations varied from economic 

and Biblical perspectives, to those that considered popular literature. What the stonemasons intended 

upon carving the image likely differed from how both clergy and laymen read the capital, and even how 

a priest might have utilized it during a sermon. Someone local to Wells likely viewed a capital 

differently than a visitor to the city and one person’s ability to identify a beast fable might be impossible 

for another. Lacking in both confirmed textual sources and patron participation, the capitals have very 

little solid historical information to fall back on, with even the name of the master mason remaining 

unknown. The implications of this project demonstrate the complex nature of this particular West 

Country sculpture programme, perhaps highlighting the reason that few in-depth studies have been 

attempted.  

 In the third chapter, I highlighted the complications of medieval iconography, specifically 

images that had no obvious Biblical parallels. Medieval writers in both Pictor in Carmine and the 

Apologia spoke out against extra-Biblical imagery, citing it as a distraction and an unnecessary addition 

to monastic and cathedral interiors. But popular opinion in current medieval studies asserts that these 

images were often purposeful and contributed to the experience of medieval visitors of spiritual sites. At 
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Wells, the capitals comment not only on the experience of the medieval worshiper and clergy, but also 

on the economics of the city and the type of literature available (such as the tales of Reynard in Case 

Study 3).  

 In each case study, I considered the images in a number of ways, highlighting the complexity of 

viewing a sculpture from the late twelfth or early thirteenth century through the lens of a present day 

viewer. The ‘Market Capital’ from the first case study had, before this project, received no critical 

evaluation. In this case study I presented two possible readings, while considering the market economy 

of Wells and the use of the cathedral space for commercial purpose, as well as issues surrounding the 

plague and consumption of carrion.  For the Ysengrimus capital in the second case study I considered 

both Kenneth Varty’s interpretation of the capital as depicting Reynard the Fox while also considering 

representation of the fox and cock as creatures outside of the Reynard narrative and how individuals 

unfamiliar with the story could have read the image through the bestiary. The third case study, focusing 

on the so-called “Grape Stealer” Capitals, offered a reinterpretation of the originally suggested 

exemplum narrative. While I believe the scene can still be read as an example of medieval exempla, I 

suggested that looking to the Gospels, specifically the Parable of the Tenants, as an alternative way of 

reading this capital. The parallel between the story’s concept of the rebirth of humanity also 

complimented the capitals’ placement in the south transept alongside the baptismal font. The fourth and 

fifth case studies on busts and monsters/hybrids analyzed the most complicated capitals of the 

programme in an attempt to interpret and understand them. Unlike the Ysengrimus capital, the labour 

scenes, and the Old Testament figures, the monsters and busts at Wells have no known narrative 

elements to help form a conversation around what they might portray. For the busts, I discussed the 

placement of the capitals in the cathedral, what surrounded them, and what they could mean by focusing 

on facial expressions and headwear. When discussing the monster and hybrids, I looked at bestiary 
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depictions (as I did with the animals in the second case study) and focused on how a medieval person 

would have viewed this type of imagery within a cathedral space. Like the other case studies, I proposed 

a variety of perspectives on these capitals, highlighting the architectural and social contexts that these 

images would have been observed in.  

 I hope that this study, limited to a handful of examples from the programme, will assist in the 

documentation of the Wells capitals and further analysis of their contribution to the canon of English 

Gothic sculpture. The disproportioned literature between the capitals and the cathedral itself demonstrate 

the need for continued research. The work I have done both on and off site at Wells Cathedral 

contributes to this lack of documentation, but additional analysis on the capitals is necessary in order to 

broaden an understanding of the various puzzle pieces that make up the Wells capital programme.  
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Complete Wells Figural Capital Catalogue c. 1184-1210 

The following catalogue follows a system of numbering adapted from both Reeve (2010) and Gardner 

(1956), starting on the north side of the cathedral with the nave transept and moving on to the south nave 

and transept before examining the sculpture in the north porch. See case study maps for visual overview 

of the capital locations by category.  

 

 

North Side: Nave 

 

N2 Response [Fig 1-2]: Small bust of young male with large cheeks and curly hair coming out of the 

foliage. In Selby Whittingham’s study on the busts at Salisbury, he discusses the curly hair style visible 

on this capital (any seven capitals at Salisbury) as being “a record of a fashion current at this time and 

also in the fourteenth century: that is, the habit of curling one’s hair with hot irons.”236 According to 

Whittingham, it was specifically male members of the laity that found this to be particularly fashionable.  

 

N3NE [Fig. 3]: Bust of woman with straight flowing hair, and piercing eyes coming out of the foliage. 

(See Case Study Four).  

 

N3S [Fig. 4]: Two dragon-like creatures with hunched backs and wings eating foliage. They are 

positioned on either side of the central foliage and appear to be identical. Details of their eyes, teeth, and 

ribs are visible, as well as feather like carvings on the tops of their wings that are typical of dragons in 

medieval bestiaries.237  

 

N3SW [Fig. 5-7]: Single-headed two bodied mammal, with the body and face appearing similar to a lion 

or other feline. The creature stands on top of the stiff-leaf foliage with a single piece wrapping around 

both bodies on either side of the capital. The creatures face has very exaggerated eyebrows and 

                                                        
236 Whittingham, A Thirteenth-Century Portrait Gallery at Salisbury Cathedral, 11. 
237 For instance, Bodleian Library, MS. Douce 151, Folio 71v; Bodleian Library, MS. Douce 308, Folio 
105r; Bodleian Library, MS. Douce 88, Folio 84v; among dozens of others.  
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downturned eyes. Depicting hybrids and monsters with one heads and two bodies is a popular motif in 

manuscript illumination.238  

 

N4NW [Fig. 8]: Two separate and identical hybrid creatures facing away from each other with tails 

touching at the central stiff-leaf. As with N3S, the feathered details on the wings point to the bodies of 

these creatures being dragons with similar faces to the previously mentioned capital. Their bodies are 

short, wings a dominant feature of their appearance, with short tails swirling into ornamental detail in 

front of the stiff-leaf while appearing to eat the foliage.  

 

N4SW [Fig. 9]: Two doves sitting on opposite sides of the capital eating the central foliage.  

 

N4 Response [Fig. 10]: Double bodied dragon with a single, unified head at the centre of the capital, 

and feathered wings folded at the top of both bodies. While the dragon’s tail curves into the foliage the 

same way the other dragon capitals do, this particular response capital has significantly less foliage and 

features an architectural base that frames the creature’s head as well as the foliage under both sets of 

feet. Ears or horns appear on top of the head of the dragon and are more dominant than on the other 

dragon capitals.  

 

N5N [Fig. 11]: Two birds, possibly doves like N4SW, mirroring one another while they preen their 

feathers with one foot on the ground and one clutching the central foliage.  

 

N5S [Fig 12]: The first capital on the north side of the nave to feature three figures instead of one or 

two. A central bust, small like the N2 Response, with exaggerated eyebrows and an unidentifiable 

gender. The bust is possibly a humanoid and has stiff-leaf on either side of it. On either side of the 

capital are two birds, bodies facing towards the central bust but heads twisting off to eat foliage on the 

outer edges of the capital.  

 

                                                        
238 As identified by Mellinkoff in the margins of the William of Brailes Hours (BL MS Add 49999, folio 
1 recto) from thirteenth-century England and the French Roman de la rose (Bibliothèque nationale de 
France MS fr 25526, folio 73 verso) from the fourteenth century. See Mellinkoff (2004) for discussion 
on these types of hybrid creatures.  
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N5W [Fig. 13]: The first on the north side of the nave to not feature identical creatures on either side of 

the capital. On the left side is a calm-faced and horned creature with a winding neck, possibly a satyr.239 

On the far right side of the capital is a ram with large twisting horns. Both busts are fairly small 

compared to the other figural sculpture in the nave and easy to miss amongst the stiff-leaf.  

 

N5 Response [Fig. 14]: The capital with the most figures represented on it within the programme. It 

could be showing a market scene with the slaughter of animals for meat and leather, or could also be 

read as a warning against the consumption of diseased animal carcasses. (For full discussion see Case 

Study 1). 

 

N6N [Fig. 15]: Two hybrid creatures with two different types of headwear eating foliage. The left 

hybrid wears a crown-like apparatus with bulbs and a band while exposing its sharp teeth around the 

stiff-leaf. It has a nose like a human leading to an assumption that these are part dragon or other serpent-

like creature and part humanoid. The right hybrid appears to be wearing a headdress or cowl, leading to 

the question of whether or not these creatures are intended to be gendered with the male on the left and 

the female on the right. Parallels can be found in The Tristram Tiles from Chertsey, Surrey c. 1260-

1270s and in a Franco-Flemish manuscript c. 1260-1270. (See Case Study Five).  

 

N6NW [Fig. 16]: Two dragon-like creatures standing on foliage, facing each other and possibly fighting 

over something with their mouths. They are not symmetrical with both their legs and their heads in 

slightly different positions.  

 

N6S [Fig. 17]: Broken capital. Appears to have held a central figure (perhaps a bust).  

 

N7E [Fig. 18]: Two symmetrical dragon-like beasts facing away from each other with asymmetrical 

foliage coming out from between the backs of their bodies. They are both baring their sharp teeth and 

appear to be growling. Detailing on the wings is very pronounced.  

 

                                                        
239 Satyrs, according to the MS Bodley 764, have “almost pleasing faces and strange restless gestures.” 
See Barber p. 50 (1992).  
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N7NE [Fig. 19]: A creature, possibly a lion, twists and contorts around itself to lick its own back. 

Viewing the lion from the north side of the column emphasizes the grotesque nature of the lion’s 

position where the contorting nature of the lion’s bent neck is more visible. The lion’s tail wraps around 

the underside of its body between its back legs.  

 

N7NW [Fig. 20]: A single ram with fur and horn details facing south.  

 

N7S [Fig. 21]: A triple bust capital facing south into the nave. The central bust has a more animalistic 

appearance than the other three, maybe a boar or a cow due to its snout-like nose. The figure on the left 

has more monstrous features with an almost angry expression, furrowed eyebrows, and two very large 

exposed teeth. This figure also appears to be wearing a hood on its head that wraps around the 

circumference of the face. The figure on the left side of the capital appears to be a bust of a woman with 

soft features and large starring eyes. Carvings above her head either indicate some sort of shawl or 

headpiece (like with the right bust) or a hairline. There is a large bulb of stiff-leaf between each other 

busts and on the outside of the capital.  

 

N7SE [Fig. 22-23]: A cock and hen capital. The cock, with a comb on top of his head, is positioned on 

the left side twisting its neck backwards to rest its forehead on the back of its body. The hen, on the left 

side of the capital, is identifiable as the female because of her lack of comb and is bent in the same way 

as the cock. This is one of the more obvious examples of genders present on one of the capitals.  

 

N7W [Fig. 24]: Possibly a basilisk with the body of a serpent or dragon, human hands, and a human 

head. The figure is also holding onto a dagger in its left hand pointing towards the nave. (See Case 

Study Five). 

 

N9 Response: Figure walking east with bag flung over right shoulder.  
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N9NE [Fig. 25-27]: The stork and frog capital.240 The stork and frog image can be found in the bestiaries 

Bodley 764 and Morgan Library MS M. 81.241 In the Wells capital, the stork stands with its wings at its 

side with its beak clenched around the head of the frog. According to the Bodley 764, he stork is also an 

enemy of snakes. Images of storks and snakes (similar to the composition here) can be found in BL 

Royal MS 13B. viii.  

 

N9NW [Fig. 28]: Broken capital. Unlike N63, N9NW has a much smaller break, maybe indicating that 

the figural sculpture (if one did indeed once appear here) was much smaller and not a bust. Perhaps this 

capital showed a bird since N9NE and N9W also include birds.  

 

N9SE [Fig. 29]: Possibly a siren with a fish tail holding onto a fish in its left hand. (See Case Study 

Five) 

 

N9SW [Fig. 30]: An early depiction of Reynard the Fox and Chantecler/Sprontinus the Cock from the 

Ysengrimus or Pierre de Saint Cloud’s beast epic. (For discussion on this capital see Case Study 3)  

 

N9W [Fig. 31]: Three birds preening and eating foliage.  

 

N9 Response [Fig. 32]: Man with short hair curled above the ears and wearing a long cloak proceeding 

east barefoot while carrying something over his left shoulder.  

 

N10N [Fig. 33]: A stonemason. Reeve has identified his attributes through comparison with French 

twelfth-century exemplars.242  

 

N10NE [Fig. 34]: Figure barring teeth and grotesque face with hunched back. The figure has webbed 

bird-like feet with a human torso and hands. Figure identified by Reeve as being either a devil or an ape 

                                                        
240 As noted by Reeve (2010), the stork and frog on the Wells capital is very similar to the image of the 
stork in the MS Bodley 764 
241 Image found on the Morgan Library website, http://ica.themorgan.org/manuscript/page/51/77019 
242 Reeve (2010), Sculpture catalogue 
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hybrid. However, comparing the figure to the images of the ape in Bodley 764 it is obvious that this is 

likely not the case. None of the features present on this figure appear on the bestiary’s ape illustration. 

 

N10SW: The Prophet Daniel holding a scroll with his name.  

 

N10SE: The wool-comber capital shows a woman seated with a spindle and distaff.  

 

North Side: Transept 

 

N11NE [Fig. 35]: Bust coming out of the foliage of and old man (indicated by wrinkles on forehead and 

droopy eyes). He has small, pursed lips, squinty eyes with bags underneath, a furrowed brow, and 

appears to be wearing a hat. To his right is a capital with foliage.   

 

N12E: [Fig. 36-37]: Two winged reptilian creatures, possibly meant to represent dragons, with 

extremely large detailed wings. They mirror each other while facing opposite directions (north and 

south). In the centre, a grotesque bust faces east. Sculpture with similar three monster motifs exist within 

England. For example, a Norman Romanesque lintel from Priory at Wenlock, Much, Shropshire as 

discussed by Mellinkoff (2004). 

 

N12SE [Fig. 38]: Bust showing a woman with her head (including her nose) covered by a wrap or 

headdress. (See Case Study Four). 

 

N12SW [Fig. 39]: Two busts with comical facial expressions. Both heads are wearing hats. (See Case 

Study Four). 

 

N12NE [Fig. 40]: Bust showing youthful man with filled cheeks and medium length wavy hair staring 

northeast.  
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N13N [Fig. 41]: A prophet, as identified by Reeve243, writing APA on a scroll on his left knee. Reeve 

believes that this could be an error and intended to read ABACUC. At some point the head of the figure 

was removed or broken off and was either put back on or replaced with another head. There is a hole at 

the top of his head.  

 

N13NE: A hooded prophet holding writing IAH on his knee with his right hand, could be Isaiah, 

Jeremiah, or Elijah.244 

 

N13S: The prophet Aaron holding a scroll (ARON) indicating his name.  

 

N13SE [Fig. 42]: Figure depicting Moses. He is identifiable through the tablets of the Commandments 

in his left hand. He is bearded with long hair and his right hand is held up at the height of his shoulder in 

a fist.  

 

N13NW: Prophet with blank scroll. 

 

N14E: Male bust that appears to be distressed or upset due to the position of his mouth. 

 

N14S: A man walks towards the east while carrying a goose under his arm. 

 

N14SE: Another distressed male bust.  

 

N14SW: Capital showing two human busts.  

 

N16E [Fig. 43]: Small cherub like bust showing a youthful face with curled hair, similar to N2 

Response. His arms extend in front of him, possibly holding onto something or just crossing his hands.   

 

N17E: A bust of a youthful individual, likely male.  

 
                                                        
243 Reeve (2010), Sculpture catalogue  
244 Ibid. 
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South Side: Nave 

 

S4SW [Fig. 44]: Bust of a man with tight curls on the top of his head. His mouth is downturned and his 

eyes and eyebrows are very expressive.  

 

S6N [Fig. 45]: Two dueling beasts, possibly dragons. The left figure (the larger of the two) is in the act 

of stabbing the right figure in the mouth with a pitchfork-like weapon. This capital is facing north into 

the nave. (See Case Study Five). 

 

S6NW [Fig. 46]: Grotesque bust with winding neck. His headpiece appears to be either scaled or it is 

meant to represent a helmet. He is looking towards the nave and down at the viewer.  

 

S6SE [Fig. 47-48]: Two tiny creatures with pointed ears and long necks hidden within the foliage. The 

figures are small enough that a viewer might originally mistake the capital as only containing foliage. 

They are asymmetrical on either side of the capital with the large of the two on the right. They do not 

appear aggressive, but rather curious as they peer down from their fairly camouflaged hiding place. 

Reminiscent of the two small satyr-like creatures found in N5W. A similar figure is found in the 

Canterbury Crypt (See Case Study Five).  

 

S8NE [Fig. 49]: Grotesque hybrid with wings, a serpent tail, and bird feet. Its face is extremely 

expressive with its tongue hanging down below its chin. This is possibly another representation of a 

basilisk (N7W).  

 

S8SW [Fig. 50]: An anti-Semitic figure with a large nose and pointed hat with the body of a winged 

creature, possibly a bird or a dragon.  

 

S9NE [Fig. 51]: An owl peering down curiously from the foliage.  

 

S9NW [Fig. 52]: Two birds, one slightly larger than the other, sitting on the foliage. The left bird has 

lost its head and the bird of the right also appeared to lose its head at some point but has had it replaced. 

The right bird has a long tail that reaches down to the bottom of the capital.  
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S9SE [Fig. 53]: An onocentaur245 holding onto the foliage with his left hand and peering into the south 

aisle. He has short curled hair similar to the busts at N2 Response and N16E. He is wearing a ragged 

shirt with cuffed sleeves and he is grasping an object in his right hand.  

 

S9SW [Fig. 54]: A man being chased by a (now) headless lion. The man is clutching onto a weapon that 

he is swinging in an attempt to strike the lion. The lion is in the act of pouncing with its paws wrapped 

around the waist of the man.  

 

South Side: Transept 

 

S11SE [Fig. 55]: Two figures coming out of the foliage. The right figure depicts the bust of a bald, 

grimacing man. The left figure is the prophet Elias. The scroll on his leg reads ELIAS P and he is sitting 

with his right hand on his cheek with a solemn expression.246 

 

S11SW [Fig. 56]: Three busts with minimal foliage. The first bust on the left shows a man with short 

curled hair and a blank expression. The central bust has lost its face, but its misshapen head and large 

ears indicate that it was likely showing a grotesque figure. The bust on the right shows a man wearing a 

helmet with his tongue sticking out of the right side of his mouth.  

 

S12E [Fig. 57]: Seated man with a hood pulling a thorn out of his foot. This is an example of spinario.247  

 

S12NW [Fig. 58]: A bestial head wearing a helmet next to a woman with long flowing hair. (See Case 

Study Four). 

 

S12SE [Fig. 59]: The infamous tooth-puller capital showing a man leaning out of the foliage pulling at 

his mouth with his left index finger. He is wearing a pointed hat.  

  

                                                        
245 Reeve (2010, Sculpture Catalogue  
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid. 
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S12SW [Fig. 60]: A bestial bust baring its sharp teeth. (See Case Study Four).  

 

S12W [Fig. 61]: A leather worker working on her left knee. She is wearing a scarf around her head and 

chin.248  

 

S13NE – S13SW [Fig. 62-65]: The Grape Stealer/Parable of the Tenants capitals (See Case Study 

Three). 

 

S13NW [Fig. 66]: A bust showing a human head with an upset expression on their face while wearing a 

head covering.  

 

S14NE [Fig. 67]: Two busts, the left bust showing a grotesque figure with its paws extended in front of 

it. The right bust shows a bearded man wearing a covering on his head.  

 

The North Porch249 

 

Façade Panels 

East [Fig. 68]: Sampson and the Lion. 

West [Fig. 69]: A winged creature, showing a griffin.  

 

Capitals  

East 1-3 [Fig. 70]: The martyrdom of St. Edmund.  

East 4: Edmund’s wife holding her husband’s head. 

East 5 (outer): A wolf guarding the head. 

East 5 (inner): Two men kneeling, possibly over the body of St. Edmund (however this is no longer 

visible and was destroyed by the door). God’s hand is descending from heaven in a sign of blessing 

East 6: A monstrous creature, possibly a dragon pointing towards inner door.  

 

 
                                                        
248 Ibid.  
249 Descriptions of the North Porch sculpture come from Reeve (2010, Sculpture Catalogue) 
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Inner Door 

East: Vested canon holding scroll that says INTRAVIT INTER GAUDIUM DEI TUI (Matthew 25:33) 

West: Bishop in pontificals making sign of blessing.  
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N2 Response 

 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, 

England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi 

(2015) 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 

 

Corbel (n. 28) bust from Salisbury Cathedral  

 

Image from: Whittingham (1970) 
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Fig. 3 

 

N3NE  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 5 

 

N3SW 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6 

 

Detail from Roman de la rose 

(Bibliothèque nationale de France 

MS fr 25526, folio 73 verso), France, 

14th c. 

 

Image from Mellinkoff (2004) 
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Fig. 7 

 

Detail from William of Brailes Hours (BL MS Add 49999, folio 1 recto) from thirteenth-century 

England  

 

Image from Mellinkoff (2004)  
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 9 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 11 

 

N5N 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 13 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 15 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Meaghan Whitehead 

(2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 17 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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N7E 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 19 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 21 

 

N7S 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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N7SE - Left side showing cock 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 23 

 

N7SE – Right side showing hen 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 25 

 

N9NE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 26 

 

Bestiary image showing the stork with a frog in its 

mouth (Morgan Library MS M. 81) 

 

Detail from image found on the Morgan Library 

website, 

http://ica.themorgan.org/manuscript/page/51/77019 

 

 

Fig. 27 

 

A second bestiary image showing the stork with a 

frog in its mouth (MS Bodley 764) 

 

Image from Barber (1993) 
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Fig. 28 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 30 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 32 

 

N9 Response  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 34 

 

N10NE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 36 

 

N12E 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 39 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi 

(2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 41 

 

N13N 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 43 

 

N16E 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 45 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

173 

Fig. 47 

 

S6SE – right side 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 48 

 

S6SE – left side 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 49 

 

S8NE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

175 

Fig. 51 

 

S9NE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 53 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 55 

 

S11SE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 57 

 

S12E 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 59 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 61 

 

S12W 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 62 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 63 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 64 

 

S13SE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 65 

 

S13SW 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 66 
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Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 67 

 

S14NE 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 68 

 

Façade Panel (East), North Porch  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

Fig. 69 

 

Façade Panel (West), North Porch 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 70 

 

Capitals 1-3, North Porch 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 71 

 

Capital on east side of inner door, North Porch  

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 
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Fig. 72 

 

Capital on west side of inner door, North Porch 

 

Wells Cathedral, Somerset, England 

 

Photograph by Ashley Paolozzi (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


