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In Site
Just around the corner from the marina in St. Tropez, where
one can see yachts that represent the marriage of beautiful
craftsmanship and grotesque excess, I came across a wonderfully
realised example of the often quoted but very rarely practised
adage, less is more.
Perhaps it was the context: the jarring juxtaposition of
unadorned simplicity just down the beach from lavish decadence.
Perhaps, the midday sun had fried my ability to discern…
Whatever it was, in my mind, at that moment, the modest
surfers’ shack I stumbled on –pictured below– was far more
impressive than any of those eye popping flash yachts moored
around the bend. The scrappy cobbled together timber hut was
a quiet celebration of patience and skill, understanding and
humility. Made by someone with imagination and experience who
knew exactly how to make the most with very little (with what
was local and available) it was an absolute triumph of substance
over style, of elegance over pretence; a reminder of the wealth of
poverty and the poverty of wealth.
David Leviatin
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Wymondham Abbey, Norfolk, c. 1445
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St Agnes, Cawston, Norfolk 14th century

What are Angel Roofs?
By the late 1300s the finest English constructional
carpentry had attained a level of sophistication largely
unrivalled in Europe.
The angel roof is one of the most impressive and
complex examples of this skill. The hammer beam
roof is another. In East Anglia the two structures
often combine, but rarely anywhere else in
the country.
Between 1395 and about 1530, several hundred
angel roofs were built in England, most of them
during the 1400s; a century of usurpation, conquest
and loss in France, the Wars of the Roses and the
birth of the Tudor dynasty.
Of these, over 170 angel roofs survive. They occur
almost exclusively in churches, and predominantly in
East Anglia, particularly in the counties of Norfolk
and Suffolk.
Angel roofs are found in a range of structural
patterns, but whatever the structural form, they are
all, by definition, adorned with carved images of
angels. Some of these angels are over six feet tall,
others are half-body figures or low-relief carvings.
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Some roofs have a handful of angels, others scores,
and a few have hundreds.
Why do Angel Roofs matter?
Until the Reformation, English churches were filled with
carved and painted images. Devotional statues in niches,
guild altars and chantry chapels; Easter sepulchres and
wall paintings; dooms and exultations; rood screens
showing the crucified Christ; stained glass depicting the
Holy Family, angels and saints. For a largely unlettered
congregation, these were the common man’s gateway
into scripture and the teachings of the church – a vivid
reminder of the rewards of piety and the gruesome
penalties of sin. In the Protestant Revolution of the
1530s-70s and the Puritan iconoclasm of the 1640s,
most of these depictions in glass, paint, stone and wood
were destroyed, condemned as idolatrous distractions.
But amidst the destruction, there were some silent
survivors. Roof angels were far above the ground,
inaccessible, and sometimes actually supporting the
church roof. Not all of them escaped the iconoclasts; but
to tear roof angels down required determination, time,
and the co-operation of locals and these were not always
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St Clement’s, Outwell, Norfolk

St Martin, Fincham, Norfolk
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Above Even without the precise figures it is clear from the map
above that known angel roofs predominate in East Angllia

available. (By contrast, most stained glass was a sitting
duck, which is why so many medieval churches today
have only clear glass or Victorian replacements).
Simply because they were hard for Reformation
image destroyers to reach, roof angels are now the
largest surviving body of major English medieval wood
sculpture. High up in darkness or extremes of light and
shade, they are often overlooked by visitors but these
remarkable and beautiful creations testify to the skill and
vision of medieval carvers and carpenters, and they have
much to tell us about the beliefs, economics and power
structures of medieval England.
Where are Angel Roofs found?
Over 170 medieval angel roofs survive in England and
Wales (the total includes those which have been defaced
or where the angels have been removed). All but a
handful are in parish churches.
70% of the surviving total are in East Anglia –
traditionally defined as the three counties of Norfolk
(27%), Suffolk (29%) and Cambridgeshire (14%). A
further 13% are in counties that border the region
(Lincolnshire, Bedfordshire, Essex, Hertfordshire).
Angel roofs are thus an overwhelmingly East Anglian
and Eastern counties phenomenon.
There are small pockets of angel roofs elsewhere,
notably in Wales, Somerset and Devon, but these are
generally very different in design to the angel roofs of
the eastern counties, and would seem to have
developed separately.
The question the map raises is “why are angel roofs
so curiously specific to East Anglia?” Academics and art
historians have advanced a range of theories, none of
them entirely convincing. We will return to this
question shortly.
The first Angel Roof – Westminster Hall (1395-98)
The earliest known angel roof is that at Westminster
Hall, London, which was erected mainly between
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1395-1398. (The building is now part of the Houses of
Parliament, and is used on major ceremonial occasions).
The angel roof at Westminster is the work of Hugh
Herland (c.1330-1411), Master Carpenter to Richard
II. It was installed as part of the enlargement and
restoration of the Hall for the image-conscious King.
Herland’s roof is a masterpiece of art and engineering.
68 feet wide, 240 feet long and 92 feet high it covers a
span previously unprecedented in England and uses
a “belt and braces” combination of timber arches and
hammer beams to provide rigidity without the need for
columns, so leaving the floor space in the Hall
entirely open.
It has been estimated that the roof timbers alone
weigh 660 tons, while the lead with which the roof was
originally covered weighed a further 176 tons.
In the early twentieth century, restorers found that
70% of the roof timbers were by then rotten, and yet
the structure still stood, a testament to the degree of
redundancy Herland had built in. It is unlikely that he
himself precisely understood the physics of the roof and
so the over-engineering is understandable, given the
status of his patron, and the unprecedented scale of
the challenge.
The hammer beams at Westminster Hall are carved
into the shape of full-length angels bearing shields
blazoned with the arms of Richard II. They project
horizontally from the wall plates, intersecting the arch
ribs, and stretching beyond to support vertical
hammer posts which again connect with the curved
ribs higher up.
Even today, with the benefit of computer modelling
and pressure sensors, architectural experts disagree on
exactly how Herland’s roof works, but its strength is
clearly based on the combination of arches (arch ribs)
and braced right-angles (hammer posts and hammer
beams) with point pressure also dispersed through
vertical tracery (spandrels).
These are all design techniques subsequently used in
many of the 15th century angel roofs of East Anglia.
Why an Angel Roof at Westminster?
Who made the decision to adorn Westminster roof with
angels – so sparking off an entire genre of medieval roof
design – is not known. Perhaps it was Richard II himself.
There is strong evidence that angels played a prominent
part in the iconography of his regime.
The Wilton Diptych shows Richard being presented
by saints to the Virgin and Child, who are flanked
by eleven angels wearing the King’s livery badge of a
chained white hart.
Angels featured in ceremonials surrounding the
King. At Richard’s coronation procession in July 1377
the Great Conduit in Cheapside was transformed into
the Heavenly City, and a mechanical angel bowed down
and offered him a golden crown (Richard II, The Art
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St Peter Mancroft, Norwich, c.1430.

Our Lady St Mary, South Creake , Norfolk.
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St Michael and All Angels, Booton, Norfolk. 19th Cenutry.

of Kingship, Ed. Goodman and Gillespie, p. 150). An
eyewitness account of Richard’s reconciliation with the
City of London in August 1392 records, “At his entry
into Cheapside… came two angels down from a cloud,
the one bearing a crown for the King… and the other
another crown, which was presented to the Queen… the
conduits of the city… ran with wine… and angels made
great melody and minstrelsy”.
Elsewhere during the pageant, a throne was set up,
surrounded by three circles of angels symbolising the
angelic orders attendant on God. On the canopy of
Richard’s tomb in Westminster Abbey, angels bear
the arms of the King and of his first wife,
Anne of Bohemia.
Angels, then, were part of the imagery used by
Richard to project his divinely ordained power.
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Westminster Hall is the most prominent example of his
assertion of Kingly authority through art.
But despite the heavenly images, Richard’s earthly
power was always precarious. His authoritarian impulses
were not backed by political skills, and for most of his
reign, power see-sawed between the King and a faction
of disaffected nobles.
Ironically, the first major event to take place under the
newly constructed angel roof at Westminster was not a
demonstration of Richard’s power, but the confirmation
by Parliament of his deposition and replacement as King
by Henry Bolingbroke, Henry IV, on 30 September 1399.
How were Angel Roofs built?
Westminster Hall roof is built entirely of oak, sourced
from Royal and Church woods in the Southern Counties

Image: ©Michael Rimmer 2014

in 1393. Timbers of exceptional size had to be found,
given the huge span and weight of the roof structure.
(The vertical hammer posts, which are the largest timber
components at Westminster, measure 20 feet 9 inches
by 39 inches by 25 inches and weigh between three and
four tons each).
The ability to identify trees that would yield timber of
the required quality and dimensions was itself a key skill
of any master carpenter such as Hugh Herland.
Westminster’s roof timbers were shaped and framed
offsite at Farnham in Hampshire and transported by cart
to Ham on the Thames, and then on by water to the Hall.
Most angel roofs would have been manufactured
offsite in this way, and then transported to their
final destination (by water where possible) for fitting
and finishing.

Oak was favoured in English medieval construction
for its strength and availability, and most angel roofs
are built of it, though there are exceptions (the roofs at
Swaffham and at Necton in Norfolk are at least partly
fashioned from chestnut).
Westminster’s 26 angel hammer beams were carved
either at Farnham or, more probably, on site. Royal
records tell us the names of the men who carved most
of them, and what they were paid for the work. Robert
Brusyngdon carved the first four, and received the
highest payment for these, presumably because of the
importance of establishing a design template for other
carvers to follow. Given the prestige of this project and
the quality of the actual carving, it is likely that all these
men were specialist master carvers rather than generalist
carpenters able to turn their hand to sculpture.
THE MORTICE AND TENON 57 AUTUMN 2014
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While many of East Anglia’s angel roofs, especially
the more modest ones, would have been made by local
craftsmen, sometimes responsible for both the carpentry
and the carving (Hockwold, Norfolk, perhaps) we
know that masters could be brought in from far afield
for expensive and prestigious building projects. For
example, the London-based imager John Massingham
is known to have worked on carvings in Canterbury, All
Souls Oxford and Eton College in the 1430s and
1440s; the best craftsmen were used to working
around the country.
Scaffold was set up in Westminster Hall in 1395‑6,
and the 13 great arch-ribs were put in place by 1397,
leaving the upper sections of the roof and the tracery of
the spandrels to be worked on from 1397‑1401.
Setting the roof timbers in place would have been
exceptionally challenging and dangerous, given their
size and weight, and the height to which they had to
be raised.
It would seem that the roof was substantially in
place by 1398, because in that year, Hugh Herland was
appointed to oversee another construction project
outside London, his last known major commission.
I will return to this project later, since I believe it has
a direct bearing on why angel roofs are found mainly in
East Anglia.
Why are most Angel Roofs in East Anglia?
If Richard II’s preoccupation with the projection of royal
power explains the first angel roof at Westminster, what
is the reason for the subsequent large concentration of
angel roofs in East Anglian churches, and their sparse
occurrence elsewhere in England and Wales?
It has been suggested that the huge bird-filled skies
of the Eastern Counties prompted medieval East
Anglians to adorn their church roofs with angels, as
divine feathered intermediaries. This notion follows
the art-historical theory of neuro-plasticity – the idea
that the images and shapes that societies adopt in their
art are subconsciously a product of environment and
surrounding sensory influence.
Alternatively, Sandy Heslop, Professor of Visual Arts
at the University of East Anglia, has argued that what is
probably the first angel roof in the region (at St Nicholas,
King’s Lynn, likely to date from 1405-10) was built as a
counterblast against the Lollard Heresy.
Lollardy was a kind of proto-Reformation of the
1400s, and particularly strong in East Anglia. Its
adherents rejected the authority of Church hierarchy,
did not believe in transubstantiation, and deplored the
role of images in worship, as an idolatrous distraction.
Crucially, the first Lollard martyr, William Sawtrey, had
been priest at St Margaret’s Church in Kings Lynn and at
Tilney in Norfolk. He was burnt at the stake in London
in 1401, and amongst the (many) charges against him
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were that he had said he would “rather worship a man…
than an angel of God”.
Professor Heslop has suggested that the construction
of the angel roof at King’s Lynn is a local repudiation
of Sawtrey’s statement and a reassertion of Catholic
orthodoxy through art. (A similar anti-Lollard
motivation has been advanced for the much later
prevalence of Seven Sacrament fonts in East Anglia by
Professor Ann Nichols in her book Seeable Signs – The
Iconography of the Seven Sacraments 1350-1544).
I’m not really satisfied by either of these theories.
Plenty of parts of the country have bird-filled skies,
but not angel roofs; and the idea that the roof at King’s
Lynn is motivated by a desire to repudiate one of the less
prominent heresies voiced by William Sawtrey – at least
four or five years after he had been executed in London
– seems a little acrobatic.
It is also not clear that St Nicholas King’s Lynn is the
earliest angel roof in the region, if only because most of
the other East Anglian roofs cannot be precisely dated.
I think that it is useful to go back to basics and ask
some simple questions:
What elements were essential to enable the
widespread construction of angel roofs in East Anglia,
or anywhere else?
Which (if any) of these elements was peculiar to, or
disproportionately present in, East Anglia compared
with other regions?
It seems to me that there are three preconditions for
any construction project.
The will or desire to do it, the money to pay for it, and
the technical expertise to execute it.
Will
The will to undertake church construction or
enhancement is easily accounted for by the desire
of local elites (whether rich aristocrats, prosperous
merchants or a coalition of the local well-to-do) to
demonstrate their wealth and prestige, and by genuine
religious belief. The rich and the prosperous were
eager to show their status while alive – and to alleviate
the suffering of their souls after death – by spending
on the reconstruction or adornment of their churches,
the church being a focal point of the community. This
motivation was not peculiar to East Anglia.
Money
It is well documented that by the 1400s, the prime era
of angel roof building in English churches, East Anglia
was rich compared to most of the rest of Britain (see
Mark Bailey’s Medieval Suffolk, An Economic and Social
History, 1200-1500).
Herring fishing out of Yarmouth and other East Coast
ports, leather making, the manufacture and trade of
cloth with Northern Europe, arable and dairy farming,

St Nicholas’, Kings Lynn, Norfolk, c.1405.

Carving detail, St Nicholas’, Kings Lynn, Norfolk.
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St Andrew, Burlingham, Norfolk

Above and right, St Mary, West Walton, Norfolk.

dealings in fish and timber with Scandinavia, King’s
Lynn’s position as a Hanseatic port (the Hanse being
a sort of medieval Common Market) and Blakeney’s
rare right to trade with the continent in precious
metals and horses all show that the Eastern Counties
were highly prosperous and had a wealthy merchant
class, alongside the local aristocracy. Both groups
were able and eager (for the reasons outlined earlier)
to spend on the adornment of their local church.
However, other parts of England were also rich in
the 1400s, the wool and cloth producing Cotswolds
being a prime example. The Cotswolds too had
wealthy aristocrats and parvenu merchants.
Elaborate and expensive churches were built there,
as in East Anglia, but angel roofs were not a common
feature of that region.
Expertise
The sophistication of East Anglian expertise in
carpentry and wood carving during the 15th and 16th
centuries has been noted by several writers.
At the level of small-scale carving, Arthur Gardner
(in Minor English Wood Sculpture) notes that finely
carved church bench ends are found in large numbers
only in East Anglia and the West Country.
East Anglia also excelled in large-scale medieval
carpentry and wood carving. This is clearly
demonstrated by the distribution throughout England
of single and double hammer beam roofs – arguably
the most complex and audacious form of medieval
timber roof.
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Using Michael Good’s A Compendium of Pevsner’s
Buildings of England on CD-ROM, Birkin Haward found
that of 188 surviving single hammer beam roofs in
England, 65% (124) are in East Anglia (defined here as
Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex and Cambridgeshire). Suffolk has
55 and Norfolk 51, giving these two counties alone 56%
of the national total. For double hammer beam roofs,
the pattern is even more extreme. All of the 32 surviving
double hammer beam roofs in England are in East
Anglia (21 in Suffolk, four in Norfolk, four in Essex and
three in Cambridgeshire).
Hammer beam roofs provide multiple surfaces for
figurative carving, and many of East Anglia’s hammer
beam roofs are also angel roofs.
A Possible Solution
So how did the fashion and expertise for hammer beam
and angel roofs come to be so heavily concentrated in
East Anglia?
I believe that the answer lies with the royal carpenter
Hugh Herland, the creator at Westminster Hall of the
first known angel roof and the first major hammer
beam roof.
Westminster Hall’s roof was substantially complete
by 1398, because on 10th August of that year, Hugh
Herland was appointed to a new project, the recruitment
of labour for the construction of a new harbour at
Great Yarmouth, in Norfolk. The town was important
economically as a centre of herring fishery, and
strategically as a maritime base. By 1398, Herland was
probably in his late sixties, and this is his last known
major assignment.
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St Andrew’s, Isleham, Cambridgeshire,

St Botolph, Banningham, Norfolk. 14th century.

The four men appointed to work alongside him in
impressing labour were Hugh atte Fenn, Robert atte
Fenn, John de Cleye and William Oxeneye. These men
were East Anglians of substance and status, wealthy
merchants involved in the governance of Yarmouth, and,
in the case of at least two of them, in the governance of
the country, as Members of Parliament. It was through
such wealthy, influential locals – men with an economic
and social stake in their communities – that royal
policy was enacted in the provinces during the
medieval period.
Given the, fame, scale and recency of Herland’s work
at Westminster Hall, it seems very likely that it was
talked about during his interaction with the four East
Anglian grandees who had been appointed beside him.
Like any builder, Herland would have taken trusted
lieutenants to assist him on the Yarmouth project, and
some of these men would surely have worked with
him on Westminster Hall roof. Herland had been
appointed to recruit labour, and so he and his team
came into direct contact with East Anglian craftsmen,
including carpenters, and perhaps also, given the region’s
maritime economy, shipwrights (a pool of craftsmen
already expert in a different form of timber construction
involving large components).
I believe that this was the mechanism through which
the idea of and the expertise needed to build hammer
beam and angel roofs, and the initial appetite and
fashion for them amongst the wealthy, was planted in
East Anglia. No other region had this specific catalyst.
No other region, as we have seen, has anything like as
many angel or hammer beam roofs.

Some of the local craftsmen who worked with
Herland at Yarmouth may have acquired enough
knowledge or simply the inspiration to attempt
hammer beam and angel roof construction
themselves; members of his team from Westminster
might even have stayed behind to undertake
commissions in East Anglia once the work at
Yarmouth was completed; local gentry who came
into contact with Herland or his men or heard talk
of Westminster Hall’s roof may have been inspired to
commission such roofs themselves.
Once the expertise needed to build hammer beam
and angel roofs had been planted in East Anglia,
their spread throughout the region during the 15th
century can be explained by local fashion, and intercommunity, inter-gentry rivalry (local competition
is a recurrent theme in medieval building contracts
which often include a clause specifying that
“the work is to be like that at location X, only better”).
There is one more fascinating link. The
earliest dateable angel roof in East Anglia is not
(disappointingly) at Yarmouth. It is at St Nicholas
Chapel, King’s Lynn, generally dated to 1405-10.
St Nicholas is a building of huge scale and
magnificence, with one of the most breathtaking of all
angel roofs. It would seem to have been
funded by donations from several affluent Lynn
merchants, rather than by a single wealthy donor.
Medieval bench ends from St Nicholas, now in the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, carry detailed
depictions of the merchant ships on which the town’s
prosperity was based.
THE MORTICE AND TENON 57 AUTUMN 2014
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St john the Baptist, Needham Market, Suffolk
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One of the donors to the building of St Nicholas
was a man called John Wace (d. 1399). Wace was, like
Hugh atte Fenn and William Oxeneye in Yarmouth, a
rich merchant, a Member of Parliament, and part of his
town’s governing class. In his will of 1399, he bequeathed
a total of £50, a very substantial sum, towards the
construction at St Nicholas.
In 1398, John Wace was appointed to a commission to
assemble ships against east coast piracy. So was William
Oxeneye of Yarmouth, who in the same year, as we have
seen, also worked alongside Hugh Herland impressing
labour for the rebuilding of the harbour there. Can we
trace a tentative line of transmission from Westminster
Hall and Herland, via William Oxeneye, to John Wace
and his fellow Lynn merchants, who commissioned
(from unknown craftsmen) and funded the first known
angel roof in East Anglia?
This may be a step too far. But certainly we can
show that in 1398 Herland came into contact with East
Anglians from exactly the class that would subsequently
go on to commission angel and hammer beam roofs,
and that he also came into contact with East Anglian
craftsmen, the class of men who would subsequently
build them.
I am not aware that anyone has made this connection
between Herland, the Yarmouth harbour project and

Images: ©Michael Rimmer 2014

Above and right, St Peter and St Paul, Swaffham, Norfolk

the prevalence of angel and hammer beam roofs in East
Anglia before, but it seems to me, at the very least, a
plausible and tantalizing possibility.
Michael Rimmer studied classics at Oxford University before
becoming an investment manager and photographer. Over the
past three years he has set out to create the first comprehensive
photographic record of every angel roof in East Anglia. He lives in
Norfolk and lectures regularly on angel roofs.
More of Michael’s angel roof photography can be seen at
www.angelroofs.com
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A Barn in
Belgium…
The barn is best described as
a hybrid style timber frame.
It is not Japanese nor Belgian
or truly western. The joints
and construction methods are
Japanese since I am trained in
this tradition and it happens to
be my preferred way of working.
The client had many
prerequisites regarding the
design and if I had my way it
would have looked much more
Belgian-sheep-barnish then
what it looks now. And I would
have put a thatched roof on it
as well.
(▶page 24)
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Mathieu Peeters
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However since we like to
make our clients happy we
listen to their wishes and
try to incorporate whatever
they prefer.
Mathieu Peeters
mathieu.p78@gmail.com
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Plum b B o b s
Nick Mount
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While sitting in the lobby of a big city
hotel – a thoroughly uninspired space that
looked much like other ones everywhere
and anywhere else – waiting to meet a friend
who was late, I passed the time by leafing
distractedly through the full-on colour pages
of a glossy magazine. More of the same and
more of the same – pornographic pictures of
cars, watches, real estate and food alongside
articles dispensing advice on all manner and
matter of things – and then Bang I came
across something very different and very
interesting. A series of stunning photographs
of plumb bobs. Not the old beaten up ones
that some of us continue to use but instead
a far more delicate, colourful and exquisitely
made set – blown from glass.
The bobs I saw – and the ones reproduced
in this issue of the M&T – are the work of
Australian glass artist, Nick Mount. Since the
1970s, Mount has been one of the leading
figures in what is known as the “Australian
Studio Glass Movement” and in that time
has made “a significant contribution to the
development of glass as an artistic medium.”
In 2012, The Australian Centre for Craft
and Design designated Mount a “Master of
Australian Craft” and a “Living Treasure”.
Though Mount’s work – the secrets of
which he picked up from the American
Richard Marquis who had worked at the
Venini factory in Murano – speaks for itself,
it’s worth knowing what Mount thinks about
craftwork in general and his plumb bobs in
particular. David Leviatin
I think those of us who call ourselves
“makers” define ourselves through our hands, and what we
can make with our hands defines who we are, whether a
house maker, boilermaker or glass artist. You get to build
an identity through your work. If you are a maker and
don’t have things to make it is very cruel and damaging to
your culture. A person feels estranged and marginalised.
The theme of my work is the value of work – hand
work, hand skills and the identity that people get through
their hands and through their skills. I use tools as a motif
– the plumb bob I use quite a bit.

I’m drawn to its form, its history its nature, the
integrity of the tool and the simplicity of it. The plumb
bob is the most elemental of tools. The English plumb bob
is different from the Italian and the French, but they all
have the same purpose, to find a point beneath a point.
It could just as well be a rock at the end of a string, but
they are beautifully crafted and reflective of the culture
that made them.

Nick Mount exhibits regularly all over the world. Details of
upcoming shows can be found at www.nickmountglass.com.au/
along with more images of his work and contact details.
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