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Preface

 

THE ASSOCIATION’S annual conference for 2005 was based in West Norfolk. Organized around the theme of Medieval Art, Architecture and Archaeology in King’s Lynn and the Fens, it was attended by 105 members and guests, with accommodation and lecture facilities being provided at the National Construction College in Bircham Newton. A total of twenty-two papers were read over five days, of which versions of thirteen are published in this volume. Following the conference, John Cherry generously agreed to provide a fourteenth article in the shape of a much-needed summary of the history of King John’s Cup.

The conference programme followed the usual pattern of mixing lectures, visits, meals and receptions, in the happy expectation that a convivial atmosphere would encourage scholarly exchange. On the Sunday the conference spent the afternoon in King’s Lynn, where it divided into three groups so as facilitate access to Clifton House, Thoresby College, St Margaret, St Nicholas, and the Red Mount Chapel. On Monday visits were made to the parish churches of Walsoken, West Walton, Walpole St Peter, and Boston, as well as the castle and collegiate church at Tattershall. And on Tuesday afternoon the conference ventured out to St Lawrence and the castle at Castle Rising, along with Castle Acre Priory. Site presentations were given at all of the above, for which the organizers would like to thank Paul Richards at Clifton House, David Pitcher at Red Mount Chapel, Tim Tatton-Brown at St Margaret’s, King’s Lynn, John Goodall and Charles Tracy at St Nicholas, King’s Lynn, Ron Baxter at All Saints, Walsoken, Tim Tatton-Brown and Julian Limentani at St Mary, West Walton, Ian Harper at Walpole St Peter, Linda Monckton at St Botolph, Boston, John Goodall at Tattershall Castle, Richard Marks at Holy Trinity, Tattershall, Rob Liddiard at Castle Rising Castle, Richard Halsey at St Laurence, Castle Rising, and Jeremy Ashbee, Jane Spooner and John McNeill at Castle Acre Priory.

The Association was honoured with receptions at the Stone Hall in King’s Lynn, where the mayor of Lynn, Councillor Trevor Manley along with Dr Brian Ayers, County Archaeologist, welcomed the Association, and at Castle Acre Priory, where Richard Halsey addressed the Association on behalf of English Heritage. The President was in attendance throughout, hosting a reception on the first evening. The Association would also like to record its gratitude to all those who helped open doors and assisted in the smooth running of the conference, particularly Emma Day at Bircham Newton, David Higgins, David Pitcher, Paul Richards and Kate Weaver in King’s Lynn, Lord Howard at Castle Rising, and Janet Hubbard at Castle Acre Priory. Special thanks are also due to Dr Glenys Phillips, who generously supported two conference scholarships, and Mrs Joan Mase, whose munificence in contributing towards the costs of this volume was an enormous help.

King’s Lynn was notable for the Association in two other respects. It marked Nicola Coldstream’s first conference as President, and the conference team would like to express its gratitude to Nicky for the tremendous verve and good humour she brought to the running of the conference. Secondly, King’s Lynn and the Fens marked the retirement of a distinguished double act. After helping manage no less than nine conferences, Anna Eavis and Robert Gwynne finally stood down as Conference Organizer and Conference Secretary. The success of the BAA’s conference series over the best part of a decade owes much to the sensitivity and practical good sense they brought to logistically demanding programmes, and the BAA would like to take this opportunity to thank them for their devotion to the cause and their exemplary ability to put an entire conference, convenor, speakers and members alike, at ease.

Over the past twenty years the BAA’s annual conferences have been as much concerned to encourage research into the art, architecture and archaeology of particular regions or cities, as to focus on a single great church, and the decision to hold a conference on King’s Lynn and the Fens was much influenced by this. The results of such an approach are inevitably patchy, and the tendency of the articles gathered here to concentrate on the empirical and the particular can cloud any apprehension that there is an underlying theme. In part, this is a reflection of the range of the Association’s interests — a catholicity to be encouraged — and in part it is simply the nature of conference transactions volumes. But behind all this is the memory of a conference, and the nature of a conference is slightly different. It has a flavour and a bias, it fosters conversation, it introduces a lot of material concisely and across a given area. The themes of a conference emerge from the interaction of papers, visits and people. And the themes that stood out at the King’s Lynn conference were to do with landscapes and parish churches, with a contrast between the great aristocratic and monastic sites — Tattershall, Kirkstead, Castle Acre, Castle Rising — where whole landscapes are artfully manipulated in the service of architectural expression, and the parish church, rising like a ship of souls within Fenland towns and acting as a prism through which a genuinely extraordinary variety of different forms of patronage might act.

 

John McNeill
Conference Convenor
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Plate I (Cherry Figure 1). King’s Lynn Cup with lid. General view

David Pitcher
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Plate II (Cherry Figure 7). Side of King’s Lynn Cup with gentleman and lady

David Pitcher
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Plate III (Cherry Figure 11). Painting by Pieter Gerritsz van Poestraeten, showing the King’s Lynn Cup

Sotheby’s Picture Library, London
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Plate IV (Cherry Figure 13). Print of the King’s Lynn Cup by John Carter

Reproduced with permission of the Society of Antiquaries, London
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Plate V (Alexander Figure 3). Croyland Abbey: west front

Jennifer Alexander
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Plate VIA (Spooner Figure 9). Prior’s Chapel, Castle Acre Priory: the Virgin’s crown and a gilded star, both applied over a vermilion red background, now altered to dark purple

Jane Spooner
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Plate VIB (Spooner Figure 10). Prior’s Chapel, Castle Acre Priory: Cross-section sample of red-glazed gilding from the 14th-century wall-paintings

© Courtauld Institute, Conservation of Wall Painting Department
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Plate VIC (Spooner Figure 11). Greyfriars, Great Yarmouth: the wall-painting in the western tomb recess

© Courtauld Institute, Conservation of Wall Painting Department
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Plate VIIA (Spooner Figure 12). Greyfriars, Great Yarmouth: detail of a female figure painted in the western tomb recess

© Courtauld Institute, Conservation of Wall Painting Department
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Plate VIIB (King Figure 1). Wiggenhall St Mary Magdalen: Window nVII

David King
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Plate VIIIA (King Figure 2). Wiggenhall St Mary Magdalen: Window nVI

David King
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Plate VIIIB (King Figure 3). Wiggenhall St Mary Magdalen: Window nV

David King





‘King John’s Cup’


JOHN CHERRY

 

 

 


‘King John’s Cup’ is one of the finest pieces of medieval silver smith’s work in England. Known in King’s Lynn since the mid-16th century, the lid, sides, knop, and base originally showed fine translucent enamelling. This article will review the post-medieval history of the Cup and summarize current views on the date, place of production and the original purpose of the Cup.


INTRODUCTION

This 14th-century Cup is known to have been in King’s Lynn since 1548. In that year, it was delivered to the Mayor and described as ‘King John’s Cupp with a cover and enamelled weighing 70 ozs and 1/4’. Although known as such, it has long been recognized that it is later than the reign of John, King of England, and that it is unlikely to have been associated with John, King of France, who had spent a part of his English captivity just across the Lincolnshire fens at Somerton Castle. The enamelling and secular figures emphasize that it is a secular piece of plate, and as such a most remarkable survival.1




DESCRIPTION

The Cup (388 mm high and weighing 33,370 grains or 70 ounces troy) is a standing Cup with a tall stem. The form is particularly graceful, and between the enamelled panels there are decoratively treated solid cast tree stems with roots and foliage (Fig. 1 & Col. Pl. I in print edn). There is a bayonet joint between bowl and stem so that the bowl (here referred to as the cup, while the whole vessel is referred to as the Cup) can become a graceful inverted bell-shaped five-sided beaker. It can also be detached. When the Cup was examined in the British Museum in 1976, a drawing was made by Ian McIntyre which shows how the different parts were fitted together (Fig. 2). The solid castings of the silver trees and the bayonet joint, which enabled the bowl to be detached, can be seen. The Cup is held together by a threaded bolt, possibly inserted in the 18th century.2

The stem has five attached columns that rise up to the capital supporting the cup and is very different from the decoration of the base, knop, bowl and lid. The stem is one of the most fragile parts of a Cup and may have been considerably altered in the Middle Ages. A comparable change occurred in the Royal Gold Cup, where the stem was increased in both the 16th and 17th centuries.3

There are thirty-one enamel panels in all which are made from separate plates of silver individually fitted against the body of the cup and retained by band settings.4 The individual scenes include figures of people or animals. Their flesh or face and hands are reserved against the enamelled background, a technique that can be quite closely paralleled on the Savernake Horn.5 The lid is divided into five sections separated by silver trees, their stumps to centre and crowns towards the exterior. Each section is embellished with a standing figure, three of which are ladies, and two are men. Of the ladies, one has a bow and arrow, and a dog (Fig. 3), a second a hawk, and the third a dog. Of the two men, one has a rabbit hanging from a pole and a dog, and the other is a huntsman sounding a horn, holding a staff with a dog on each side (Fig. 4). All five figures are engaged in hunting, coursing, hawking or archery.


[image: fig1_1]
FIG. 1. Cup with lid. General view

David Pitcher
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FIG. 2. Drawing of the structure of King John’s Cup

Ian McIntyre


[image: fig1_3]
FIG. 3. Upper side of lid with lady with bow and dog


[image: fig1_4]
FIG. 4. Upper side of lid showing huntsman with horn, staff and two dogs

The outside of the cup is also divided into five panels, each of which contains two standing figures, one above the other, of a lady and a gentleman (Figs 5, 6, 7 & Col. Pl. II in print edn). Their costumes are picked out in different coloured enamels, red and blue being the chief colours used. There is an alternation of the male and female figures above and below. This means that as the cup is turned round, a zigzag pattern of the sexes appears, excepting one point where the odd number of the panels mean that figures of the same sex are side by side. The figures of the side of the cup lack the distinctive hunting attributes of those on the lid. though they do include a man with a hawk, and a man with a flower. The inside of the cup has a figure of a lady with a hawk and grasping a branch on the other (Fig. 8). This is badly worn, no doubt due to the repeated refilling of the cup with wine.


[image: fig1_5]
FIG. 5. Side of cup with lady and gentleman with hawk


[image: fig1_6]
FIG. 6. Side of cup with lady and gentleman

The centre of the stem is distinguished by a knop with five lobes. Each lobe consists of four oak leaves arranged crosswise, from the junction of which an acorn projects. The background is of deep blue enamel, and between each cluster of oak leaves are two silver stars, with six points, joined by a thin vertical line (Fig. 1). Finally, the base is decorated with five figures (Fig. 9), and on the fringe of the base hounds chase dogs and are set against green enamel. There are twenty-one figures in total.




THE HISTORY OF THE CUP

The Cup is first mentioned in the Hall Book of King’s Lynn in 1548 as the first item in a list of plate delivered to the Mayor. The reference to the delivery of the item to the Mayor suggests that it had previously been in another possession. Since then it has always been closely associated with the Mayors of Lynn. A Latin couplet, probably written in 1647 refers to the cup.


Lenna tenes cuppam gladium que a Rege Iohanni/Plures quam gladio periere cupa ‘Lynn King John’s cup with sack and sugar filled. More than his sword hath in their feasting killed.’6



The Mayor of King’s Lynn used the Cup by 1653, if not before, for celebratory drinking known as ‘the courtesy of King John’s cup’. The practice is reported by Benjamin Mackerell in 1738 — ‘upon all public occasions and entertainments used with some uncommon ceremonies, at drinking the health of the King and Queen: and whosoever goes to visit the Mayor must drink out of the this cup, which contains a full pint’.7 William Schellinks, a Dutch painter who travelled in England, described this custom in 1662.


On the 10th October we went in the morning … to the new mayor’s house, where Mr de Jongh asked to have the honour of seeing the ancient drinking cup, which King John presented to the town in the year 1199 … The ancient cup is silver gilt, its style very old and strange, covered on the top by a lid. The cup was also set in several places with precious stones, but many of them have been stolen by one or the other; in many places are enamelled pictures of male and female saints and other decorations more. This cup has attached to it an annual allowance to show it to the spectators or strangers with the following ceremony: First the cup is filled with sack, and the lid is put on. Then it is handed to the visitors, who have to take off the lid. When the drinker has drunk, he turns the star, which is above the foot and below the cup, three times, then three times the other way around the drinking cup, and then the lowest part of the foot the other way. After that it is again filled and covered and handed over to the next drinker, who performs the same ceremony and hands it back.8




[image: fig1_7]
FIG. 7. Side of cup with gentleman and lady

David Pitcher


[image: fig1_8]
FIG. 8. View into interior of cup showing the roundel of lady with hawk at the bottom of the cup

David Pitcher


[image: fig1_9]
FIG. 9. Base of cup with lady and dog pursuing hare

David Pitcher

A later reference is in the anonymous Journal of a Tour through Norfolk Suffolk, Lincolnshire and Yorkshire in the summer of 1741.


We were civilly entertained by the Mayor as strangers and drank out of King John’s cup which he made a present of to the Corporation, and at the same time made them a present of his sword, which he took from his side as appears by the inscription. The Mayor has a salary of £150 a year on purpose to buy sack for the entertainment of strangers that come to see the cup. The Mayor gives £500 security for the cup during his mayoralty. The cup is of silver, gilt with gold in some places and enamelled in others; holds about half a pint. There is a cover to it; an irregular flat spheroidical ball between the foot and the cup, which ball turns round as does the foot, which in the ceremony of drinking you turn one, one way, the other the other way.9



The repeated use for drinking was one cause of the constant attention that the Cup received in the late 17th and 18th centuries. The entries in the Hall books and Chamberlains accounts are listed by David Pitcher in the Appendix. It was repaired in 1692, but then was found to be much out of repair in 1749, when it was sent to Mr Henry Goodwyn at London. By 1750 it ‘appears still to run at the bottom’ and was sent to the goldsmith in London. In 1771 £12 was paid for enamelling and repairing the cup, and, finally, in 1782, Messieurs Wakelin and Taylor, Jewellers of Panton St, Haymarket, London, properly repaired it (Fig. 10).10




DEPICTIONS AND CHANGES TO THE CUP

In view of this repeated repair and attention, it is doubtful whether any of the present surfaces of the enamelling or gilding are medieval, and it is not easy to know how much was re-enamelled in a medieval style. The first appearance of the Cup in a painting (Fig. 11 & Col. Pl. III in print edn) is by Pieter Gerritsz van Roestraeten, apprentice and son-in-law of Franz Hals, who painted many ‘vanitas’ scenes in England in the period 1660–1700. In this painting the cup appears with red stones set into the centre knop (possibly intended to represent coral, which was efficacious in detecting poison) and small projections beneath the bowl. Van Roestraeten was particularly concerned to represent pieces of silver, such as candlesticks and wine coolers. Lindsey Bridget Jones has speculated that many of his pictures are commissioned pieces. If so, it raises the possibility that the representation of King John’s Cup was commissioned, and that the painting deserves further study.11


[image: fig1_10]
FIG. 10. Base of cup showing inscriptions

David Pitcher

George Vertue, the engraver, drew the Cup, most probably, on a visit to King’s Lynn in 1739. His drawing (Fig. 12) was never published, was acquired by Richard Gough, and is now in the Bodleian Library. It shows the present finial, and on the knop at the centre of the stem the projections are shown to be empty of any stones. It also shows a selection of figures, but is not reliable for the enamelling. It is interesting to note that Vertue describes the Cup as ‘richly enamelled blue and green ribb’d and ornamented gilt with gold’ whereas the ‘figures and star, dogs, hares ‘are of silver gilt’.12 The last recorded re-enamelling was in 1782, shortly before John Carter drew the Cup in 1786 (Fig. 13 & Col. Pl. IV in print edn). He also recorded the figures in the five fields of the Cup.13

The lid is the part of the cup that has received most change. The cresting around the top of the lid appears to be a later addition. The top of the present finial is in the shape of a ball and spike, and replaces the original finial. The dating of this alteration is not certain, but Marian Campbell (following G. E. P. and J. How) suggests the 16th century. This raises the possibility that the alteration took place when it came into the possession of the corporation. It had certainly already been altered by the late 17th century. Indeed, another change shown in van Roestraeten’s late-17th-century painting is that, as with the stem, there were red stones in the centre of the four projections of the upper knops. Vertue’s 1739 drawing shows empty settings for stones, so these must have been lost by then. As such, we do not know what the original finial looked like. Penzer suggested that it may have been an acorn, and it is more likely to have been something of this size and shape rather than a standing figure. Finally, as stated above, the Cup’s history of repeated repair and attention begs the question of the status of the present enamel. Herbert Maryon thought that most of the enamelling in the plates was medieval, though Marian Campbell is more sceptical.14




COMPARABLE CUPS

The King’s Lynn Cup is an excellent example of one of the largest and most important shapes of medieval drinking vessels. The Cup that it may be most closely compared to is the Coupe au Tournoi in the Pozzo Pezzoli Museum, Milan, usually dated to around 1330. This is hallmarked Avignon. Although the cup is crystal, the foot has seven panels with secular scenes of Tristan and Yseult, a lady holding two spears, two knights, an esquire, a lady and a serving man. The lid is decorated with scenes of hares and hounds. In subject matter and enamelling, it provides a close parallel with the King’s Lynn cup.15


[image: fig1_11]
FIG. 11. Painting by Pieter Gerritsz van Poestraeten, showing the King’s Lynn Cup

Sotheby’s Picture Library, London
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FIG. 12. Drawing of the King’s Lynn Cup by George Vertue

Reproduced with permission of the Bodleian Library, Oxford


[image: fig1_13]
FIG. 13. Print of the King’s Lynn Cup by John Carter

Reproduced with permission of the Society of Antiquaries, London

Other parallels are a Cup, now in the Treasury of Mainz cathedral, with a hexagonal cup, and foot, and a capital at the top of the stem underneath the beaker, usually dated to 1320 to 1330, an ivory cup on a stem in the Cathedral Treasury at Münster, Germany.16




WHERE WAS IT MADE?

Both Marie Chamot and Peter Lasko thought the Cup was English. Lasko contrasted it with the Copenhagen cruet, which is certainly French. Marian Campbell commented ‘Attribution is sometimes at best tentative, in the absence of clear stylistic traits or diagnostic inscriptions, even for pieces as celebrated as the Kings Lynn Cup’.17 Mary Fox thought that, although the Cup had stylistic links with both East Anglia and Low Countries, the claims of the Low Countries were stronger. This was based on her comparison of the style of the figures with those shown in a manuscript copy of the Romance of Alexander illuminated between 1338 and 1344.18 She also makes comparisons with the foliage on wooden screens such as that at Bedingham in Norfolk.

The style of the goldsmith’s work is unusual. It is difficult to parallel the trees. A silver gilt fragment from Clarendon may provide a possible parallel for the treatment of the silver.19




COSTUME AND ICONOGRAPHY

The costume of the figures on the Cup shows the changes to the effect of tailoring on dress in the 14th century. These have been outlined by Stella Newton, who has shown that there was greater emphasis on the waist. The men have long sleeves buttoned at the top in front, have ribbed and embroidered collars and their tunic reaches below the knees. Some men wear a hood with a long liripipe coiled once round it. The liripipe hood is worn by both men and women on the cup, in one case with man above woman.20 Ladies have bare heads with thick plaits covering the ears. They wear a cotehardie with long tight sleeves, nearly entirely covered with very full super cotehardie with embroidered yoke and borders. Tippets hang from the half-sleeves at the elbows (Fig. 7 & Col. Pl. II in print edn). Two ladies hold up their skirt with their hand (Figs 4, 7 & Col. Pl. II in print edn).21

The main fashion comparison has been with the Romance of Alexander by the Flemish illuminator Jehan de Grise around 1338–42. Mary Fox was very impressed by the similarity, which may have led her to over-emphasize the possibility that it is Flemish in manufacture. The same changes of fashion can be seen in the Luttrell Psalter usually dated around 1334, slightly earlier than the Romance of Alexander. The importance of the King’s Lynn Cup is that it the earliest piece of metalwork to show this change in costume which is only known otherwise from texts and illuminated manuscripts.

Hunting is the only actual activity shown on the Cup. Ladies hunting can be seen in two manuscripts. The earlier is probably the Taymouth Hours (BL Yates Thompson 13 d), arguably datable to between 1325 to 1335, where they are found on folios 68 to 83v. The second is the Smithfield Decretals (BL Royal 10 E IV), probably to be dated c. 1330–40, where they are on folios 41, 43v, 44, 45v, 48, 77v to 80.22 The only other English secular enamel with hunting scenes is the Savernake Horn, usually dated to the second quarter of the 14th century and now in the British Museum. This has two bands with animals and on the topmost band the figures of a king, bishop and huntsman.23




CONCLUSION

FINALLY, there is another cup, of a very different shape, that may shed some light on the King’s Lynn Cup — the Copenhagen cruet (now in the National Museum Copenhagen). This is hallmarked Paris, and was probably made c. 1320–30.24 Like the Lynn Cup, it is enamelled with secular subjects, which have been identified as games. An inscription shows that this was the possession of a rich merchant in Lübeck in 1473. It is likely that the Lynn Cup was the possession of a rich Lynn merchant. He most probably commissioned it in England, or, less likely, he may have bought it abroad. He may well have given it to the Trinity Guild at Kings Lynn and later, in the mid sixteenth century, it came into the possession of the corporation, where it has been subsequently treasured.






Acknowledgements

I am grateful to all those who helped me with this article, particularly David Pitcher in granting access to the Cup, by reading the text and by helping with the illustrations, Marian Campbell, Philippa Glanville, Adrian James, and David Beasley.

APPENDIX

Repairs to King John Cup

DAVID PITCHER

Hall Book KL/C7/12

8 October 1691 fol. 114

Ordered that King Johns Cupp be repaired at the charge of the Maior and Burgesses and for the future to be lodged in the Treasury except on such publique ffestivalls when the Maior for the time being shall desire to have the use of it.

24 October 1692 fol. 125

King Johns Cupp is this day brought in new repaired and lodged in the Treasury according to former Order.

19 May 1693 fol. 130

Ordered that Chamberlains forthwith pay to Sir John Turner Twelve pounds and ten shillings for money laid out by him for repairing King Johns Cupp.

Hall Book KL/C7/13

1 December 1749 fol. 204

King Johns Cup a royal present to the Mayor and Burgesses being very much out of repair in several parts. Mr Mayor is desired to send to Mr Henry Goodwyn at London to get it thoroughly mended and beautified at the charge of the Corporation.

13 June 1750 fol. 20

Mr Mayor now brought into this house King Johns Cup which has lately been repaired and beautified but it appears still to run at the bottom and wants to be riveted. Whereupon Mr Mayor is desired to send it back to the Goldsmith at London to be mended and returned with all convenient speed.

Hall Book KL/C7/14

14 February 1771 fol. 205

Ordered that the Chamberlain do pay Mr Jonathan Jones the sum of Twelve pounds being his charge for enamelling and repairing of King Johns Cup.

17 October 1782 fol. 376

Agreed that King Johns Cup be sent by Mr Mayor to Messieurs Wakelin and Taylors Jewellers Panton Street Hay Market that the same may be properly repaired.

Chamberlains’ Accounts

1692/3 Accounts do not exist

Michaelmas 1749/50 KL/C39/129

7 March 1750 John Pearce for gilding Cup £12-12-0

Michaelmas 1770/71 KL/C39/151

Paid to Mr Johnathan Jones for mending the King Johns Cup £12-0-0

Michaelmas 1773/74 KL/C39/154

To Mr Charles Newman for repairing the Inameled Cup £0-2-6

Michaelmas 1782/83 KL/C39/163

Jn. Wakelin and Wm. Taylor a Bill for the repairs of the King Johns Cup £33-0-0


NOTES

  1. King’s Lynn, Borough Archives, King’s Lynn Hall Book (1548), fols 92v–93. For the guilds of Lynn, see H. Harrod, Report on the Deeds and Records of the Borough of King’s Lynn (King’s Lynn 1874), 25ff. The Trinity guild was one of the largest guilds in King’s Lynn, and saw King John as one of its founders. Holcombe Ingelby, The Treasures of Lynn (London 1924), 38, points out that in 1421 the Trinity Guild had three silver gilt enamelled cups.

  2. I am grateful to David Pitcher for making available the Report of the Conservation Department of the British Museum, 21 February 1976 [R I File no. 3762]. The Report was discussed by Erika Speel, ‘The King John, or King’s Lynn Cup’, Glass on Metal, 17/1 February 1998, 4–7. She also discussed the Cup in E. Speel, Dictionary of Enamelling (Aldershot 1998), 84–85.

  3. For The Royal Gold Cup, see Jenny Stratford, The Bedford Inventories: The Worldly Goods of John, Duke of Bedford, Regent of France (London 1993), 319–25. The original shape of the stem of the Cup can be seen in O. M. Dalton, The Royal Gold Cup (London 1924).

  4. H. Maryon, ‘The King John Cup at King’s Lynn’, Connoisseur, 131–32 (1953), 88.
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The Red Mount Chapel, King’s Lynn


DAVID PITCHER

 

 

 


Nikolaus Pevsner described the Red Mount Chapel as ‘one of the strangest Gothic churches in England’. Built in 1483–85 for the Benedictine prior of Lynn, its outer octagon and inner core were constructed in brick with stone dressings and contain the Lower Chapel, with a central chamber, known as the Priest’s Room, above. In between the outer and inner core are two staircases, each with recessed brick handrails. In 1505–06 the building was altered by the construction of a stone cruciform chapel, which rises above the roof of the outer octagon. A fan-vault crowns the crossing of this tiny chapel with panelled tunnel-vaults in the four arms, the upper chapel design having been attributed to John Wastell.

Although usually regarded as a wayside chapel on route to Walsingham, the Red Mount Chapel was also a pilgrimage destination in its own right. Offerings at the chapel frequently exceeded those made at other religious sites in the town. After 1537, the building reverted to the Council, and was put to a number of uses, including those of study, gunpowder store and stable. It survived years of neglect and damage, until increasing antiquarian interest led to its restoration in the early 19th century.

THE Chapel of St Mary on the Mount, or the Red Mount Chapel as it has been called since the 18th century, is a scheduled ancient monument. It lies at the centre of a Grade II Registered Landscape known as The Walks. Its original purpose seems to have been that of a pilgrimage chapel, and the tendency has been to relate it to the shrine of Our Lady at Walsingham, some 25 miles north-east of King’s Lynn. The main attraction at Walsingham was the replica of the Holy House in Nazareth in which the Annunciation took place. Inside, beside its golden altar, the statue of Our Lady was bedecked with jewels.1 Walsingham was certainly hugely popular and every king of England from Henry III to Henry VIII made a pilgrimage there. Many Walsingham-bound pilgrims would have passed through Lynn, particularly those coming from the Midlands and the North, by either land or sea. The Lynn Museum has an extensive collection of pilgrim badges, started in the 19th century by a local jeweller, Thomas Pung, who found that badges had been preserved in the mud of the Purfleet, one of the ferry landing points, and paid children to search for them there.2

However, construction of the Red Mount Chapel was not embarked on until relatively late in the medieval life of the Walsingham cult, and the documentary evidence demonstrates that, whatever its attractions as a wayside halt, the Red Mount Chapel functioned as a pilgrimage destination in its own right. The purpose of the following paper is to lay out this documentary evidence, and review what is known of the chapel’s post-medieval existence using antiquarian as well as archaeological sources.

The decision to build a chapel dedicated to Our Lady was taken by William Spynke, appointed prior of Lynn in 1480. There are two primary documentary sources for its construction. First, the priory accounts, the financial returns of the Lynn cell of Norwich cathedral priory, founded at St Margaret’s, Lynn, under bishop Herbert de Losinga, and secondly the Council’s minute books, known as the Hall Books, and Chamberlains’ Accounts. It appears that money began to be collected in 1482, for in the priory accounts for that year a sum of 6s. 8d. can be identified under the heading ‘The Chapel of St Mary on the Mount’.3

The land on which the Chapel of St Mary on the Mount was erected belonged to the mayor and commons. On 24 April 1483, one of the chamberlains was instructed by the council to warn Robert Curraunt not to build a chapel on the site without their agreement.4 Robert is described in the lists of freemen as a raffman (a dealer in timber) and so it has been assumed that he was the contractor.5 A meeting was called between the mayor, the church-reeves and the prior (16 June 1483)6 but, within ten weeks of the initial warning, it was agreed that Robert Curraunt should be granted a licence to build a chapel upon ‘the mount called the Ladye hylle’ (30 June 1483).7

The chapel was built on the eastern boundary of medieval Lynn, on a mound just outside the fortification bank, but within the protective ditch. It was located half-way between the end of the masonry town wall at Purfleet and a postern gate called the North Guannock Gate. It has been suggested that the mound may have formed part of earlier fortifications or may have been a saltern. Archaeological investigations undertaken in 2002 found no evidence for either of these theories.8

There is also a much quoted will of William March, said to date from 1480, in which he bequeathed 6s. 8d. to the fabric of St Mary the Virgin. This led certain writers to believe that there might have been a small chapel on the site prior to the erection of the present building.9 However, recent study shows that the will is actually dated 1488, and the bequest must therefore have been for the present building.10

On 6 May 1485, Prior Spynke was granted the lease of the land upon which the chapel stood with the surrounding pasture. In exchange for the lease, the prior of Norwich and Prior Spynke granted the mayor and commons the use of their Mill Meadow or the proceeds of its rental. In practice, they gave 20s. per annum. Prior Spynke was also to fund the four tapers burning at the high altar and the two great candlesticks.11

Prior Spynke’s building is octagonal, and is constructed of brick with stone dressings. There were two main entries into the building, both on its west face, one from the mound platform and another immediately below, via a passage through the mound itself. Stepped buttresses project from the angles of the octagon, with small arched openings pierced through each. It has been suggested that these might have held lamps.

The section (Fig. 1) shows that within the outer octagon there is a central core, also of brick. The lower chapel is built partly within the mound and between the inner and outer sections are staircases, which run anti-clockwise bottom to top. The main feature of the staircases is the roll-moulded brick handrail recessed into the inner wall. A handrail of similar design, but of finer quality, is to be found in the gatehouse of nearby Oxburgh Hall (Norfolk), also dating from the early 1480s.

On entering the main door from the mound a window gives a view into the lower chapel. Below this window, a 19th-century addition, is the original entrance from the mound passage. Its intrados is panelled and demonstrates that this entrance was considered to be of some importance. Taylor’s engraving (Fig. 2) shows the lower chapel viewed from the west. The chapel has a shallow barrel-vault but has now largely lost its original plaster finish and tiled floor. Towards its eastern end are two tall shallow recesses. A drawing by Edward Edwards, dated 1828, shows a pair of steps in front of each of these recesses, but no apparent evidence exists for this today.12 In the south wall is a wide brick arched niche, with a brick relieving arch above, similar in type to a tomb recess (Fig. 3a). Opposite is a tall, pointed doorway giving access to a staircase that rises to the third external door in the north-eastern face of the octagon. This outer north-east door may have been specifically intended for the chapel priest, or custodian, as not only does it connect directly with the lower chapel, but it also gives onto another staircase which enables one to ascend to a middle chamber-known as the Priest’s Room (Fig. 3b). This brick-vaulted chamber, now lime washed, has two arched recesses. In its south-east corner there is a tunnel-like feature with a damaged barrel-vault, sloping downwards into the thickness of the wall, and to the east is a brick opening with chamfered jambs, giving access to a small annexe. The annexe has been much altered, and its purpose, particularly the reason for its raised earthen floor, remains a matter for conjecture.


[image: fig2_1]
FIG. 1. Cross-section of the Red Mount Chapel from a drawing by Edward Edwards, 1809

The accounts for the chapel shed light on how it was constituted and used. The prior appointed an attendant to safeguard the offerings at the chapel, which in 1485 amounted to over £20. This might be compared to the offerings recorded for the same period at the chapel of St Mary on the Bridge, Lynn, which were less than £1.13 Finally, we learn that, in 1488, the altar cloth made of camlet, was embroidered with a star.14

In 1489 William Spynke was appointed prior of Norwich. In the accounts for that year the total cost of building the chapel is given as £38 4s. 0d.15

Members of the Gild of St Fabian and St Sebastian were ordered to meet their Alderman on 23 January 1492 at our Lady of the Mount at nine o’clock, ‘there to play an anteme to oure Ladye’, and there to make an offering, or failing that to forfeit half a pound of wax.16

Offerings reached their peak at £34 13s. 4d. in 1498. Evidence from the priory account rolls indicates this sum was set against the cost of rebuilding the chancel clerestory at the priory church of St Margaret.17

In 1506 George Hyngham became prior. Hyngham had held a number of posts at Norwich cathedral priory, the last being that of cellarer. In his first year at Lynn, the Upper Chapel was erected at a cost of £14 11s. 0d., around two-thirds of the offerings received at the chapel in that year.18 Also mentioned in the account is the construction of a porch and the arches required to support the new chapel, which overhangs the central core. The upper octagon window on the east face was partially blocked by the new build. The chapel, in the shape of a cross, measures 5.26 m from east to west and 4.3 m from north to south. It is accurately set out, in contrast to the octagon where no side is parallel. The centre of the cross is covered by a fan-vault. The four arms of the chapel are each of two bays, with the exception of the arm over the altar, which has four. Each is vaulted with panel tracery with a recurring motif of encircled quatrefoils (Fig. 4).

This chapel was reached by climbing the main staircase from the western doors on the mound, bypassing the priest’s room. At the head of the main staircase the pilgrim passed under its altar slab and into an ‘ambulatory’ which eventually leads to the entrance to the stone chapel, thus making a complete circuit of the building. From the ‘ambulatory’ it was possible to catch a glimpse of the interior of the chapel through three square apertures giving oblique views of the altar and, quite possibly, a statue of Our Lady. Each aperture has four quatrefoil lights, the cusps of which are now damaged. At some time metal grilles protected them. The fine detailing of this chapel, although damaged by time and the actions of iconoclast and vandal, is best illustrated by Figures 4 and 5. The design has been attributed to John Wastell on the basis of similarities between its vaults and those of the retrochoir at Peterborough and the high vaults at King’s College, Cambridge.19
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FIG. 2. The Lower Chapel by William Taylor, c. 1844
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FIG. 3. a. Plan of the Lower Chapel; b. Plan of the Priest’s Room
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FIG. 4. South-west view of the Upper Chapel by J. Gibbons Sankey, 1883

In 1507 the altar of the new chapel was gilded at a cost of 53s. 4d., an organ installed at the same cost and an iron lectern provided for 13s. 4d. A further 20s. was spent on beautifying the oratory. A number of books containing masses and antiphons as well as canticles of prick-song were purchased for 6s. 8d.20 After this period, offerings at the chapel declined from £21 5s. 7d. in 1508 to £9 8s. 6d. in 1529.21

It is still clear that the Red Mount Chapel remained an object of pilgrimage in its own right, however. In 1517, Gregory Clerke, a former mayor of Norwich, left money in his will for such a pilgrimage to be undertaken on his behalf. This also included the other holy sites at Ipswich, Bury, Cambridge, Ely, Castle Acre and Walsingham.22

Following the closure of the Lynn priory in 1537, the Red Mount ceased to be used as a chapel and reverted to the mayor and burgesses as landowners. Did the statue of Our Lady suffer the same fate as ‘her sister of Walsingham’ or those ‘idolls and masse books and other fylthy reliques’ that were burnt in Lynn’s market place in 1560?23 The council’s records remain relatively silent until the 1570s when six loads of thack tiles were taken from the Mount and three loads of spars and timber removed.24 A roof covered in thack tiles would normally be steeply pitched and it suggests that the form of the original roof was different from the present.


[image: fig2_5]
FIG. 5. Plan and details of the Upper Chapel by Mackenzie, 1810

On 28 May 1572 the council agreed ‘that the whole howse adyoynynge next the Mownte shalbe taken downe or els sould standinge’.25 The building survived and new uses were found. By 1577, the Mount is described as ‘walled about, being a Conduit of Receipt with a cistern of lead’.26 The cistern was still in the lower chamber in the 18th century.27 In 1586, 12s. was spent on the building for the benefit of Mr Howse, the Vicar of St Margaret’s, who had a study there.28 The porch was pulled down in 1608 and the remaining part of the building repaired.29 The chamberlains account reveals that two bricklayers and three labourers were on site for almost eleven weeks. As well as their daily pay, they received a weekly allowance of 6d. for beer.30

At the beginning of the Civil War, the town council decided to use the chapel as a gunpowder store and the building was called Mount Fort.31 After declaring its support for the king in 1643, the town was blockaded by the forces of the Earl of Manchester but soon capitulated. As the parliamentary forces did not demolish the Red Mount one assumes that it was not considered to be a military threat, and it had clearly ceased to be a religious one. The walls of the upper chapel are covered with graffiti dating from this period, including a number of sets of initials and dates inside house-shaped outlines topped with a flag.

In 1783 the upper chapel was granted to a teacher of navigation as an observatory, alterations made causing damage to the structure.32 It was about this time that the lower chapel was filled with soil to the level of the mound and a door inserted into the east window so as to convert the lower chapel into a stable. The area around the Red Mount also became a popular resort. The Revd James Coulton, who rented the stable and surrounding pastureland, complained to the council that ‘men, women and children flocked there in greater numbers than pilgrims to Mecca in the month of Ramadan’. Rolling in the grass was apparently a popular pastime!33

Eighteenth-century engravings show a tall slender structure on the roof of the upper chapel. Its purpose is unknown, but it has been suggested that it might have been a chimney, the central support for a pyramidal roof, or the shaft of a cross. It had been demolished by 1809. Oldmeadow’s engraving c. 1820 shows the building in an advanced state of decay. The brick octagon was roofless, windows were decayed and there was other fabric loss (Fig. 6).


[image: fig2_6]
FIG. 6. View of the Red Mount Chapel showing decay and the stable entrance by W. Olmeadow, c. 1820

One of the first people to recognize the antiquarian significance of the building was the Revd Edward Edwards, the ‘Lecturer of Lynn’. Edwards contributed an engraving of his section and other drawings, with a description, to Britton’s ‘Architectural Antiquities of Great Britain’.34

In 1828 the Revds E. Edwards and E. Blencowe raised a public subscription, amounting to over £250 for repairing the building. The lower chapel was cleared of soil and rubbish, the stairs renewed and the upper brickwork and windows restored. The octagon was roofed and the windows of the upper chapel filled with stained glass, some from St Nicholas. Regrettably these windows were all vandalized by 1870.

At the same time the mound was excavated, revealing a polygonal wall of about eighteen sides and the original entrance to the lower chapel from the level of the exterior Walk. Due to its ruinous state, the wall was recovered in 1829. Henry Bell’s groundplat of c. 1670 depicts this wall with an aperture in each face.35

During the 19th century, several local historians wrote detailed descriptions of the Red Mount.36 Nationally the chapel appeared in architectural publications, such as The Builder and Building News. The council appointed custodians who, for a small gratuity, would show the interior and willingly tell some of the myths and legends associated with the Red Mount to their captive audience.37 But by the late 19th century, attitudes to the chapel, and to pilgrimage, were changing, and on 20 August 1897 some forty pilgrims departed from the Red Mount Chapel on the first public pilgrimage to Walsingham since the Reformation. Amongst its number was Charlotte Boyd who purchased and restored the Slipper Chapel at Houghton St Giles, now the national Roman Catholic shrine.38 In 1968 the Red Mount Chapel was leased to the Roman Catholic Diocese of Northampton as an interdenominational place of worship. During this period, the window over the altar was filled with stained glass designed by the late Colin Shewring. It depicts a lily against a blue flowing background and bears the inscription ‘Ave Maria Gracia Plena Dominus Tecum’. A number of repairs were also undertaken, but the lessee considered that the terms of the full repairing lease were too onerous. By agreement, the lease was surrendered at the end of 1988. Subsequently the chapel has been unused and generally closed to visitors.

The most interesting aspect of this building is the layout of its interior. It is possible that the lower chapel was intended to evoke the Holy Sepulchre, perhaps with a tomb of Christ in the lower chapel. Pilgrims would enter via the passage, stooping low, and probably left the same way. They would then climb the mound to the western doors above, ascending by the main staircase to the glory of the upper chapel and then descend by the other staircase to the north-east door.39 That indeed was the processional route followed by 20th-century worshippers. It is also possible that the latter narrow staircase was reserved for the priest only, pilgrims ascending and descending by the main staircase.

A certain symbolic meaning could be suggested by the chapel’s octagonal shape. Richard Marks has also pointed out that ‘Calvary is evoked by the location of the building outside the town walls’ and goes on to point out its affinities with the Jerusalem church in Bruges.40

Whatever the symbolic meaning of this curious building, the Red Mount Chapel is a remarkable survival, without parallel in this country. It contains a rare example of fan-vaulting in Norfolk, possibly designed by one of the greatest late Gothic master masons. In 2008, following repair and the re-opening of the passage entrance, the modern-day ‘pilgrim’ will once again be able to visit ‘one of the strangest Gothic churches in England’.41
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