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When Paley and Austin rebuilt the chancel and nave of Halton church in 187617 many early carved

stones were recovered from the debris of the earlier building. Sufficient of the Anglo-Norse Sigurd

cross was found to allow its reconstruction in the churchyard and parts of rwo other Anglo-Saxon

crosses were built into the tower. A small part of a third Anglo-Saron cross, with a double vine

scroll, was built into the
porch on the west inside
wall.

High up on the east wall of
the porch are two unusual
Romanesque capitals. The
Victoria County History of
Lancashire, in its account of
the church, (Vol. 8, p.125 )
does not refer directly to
these stones but probably
included them in its refer-
ence to "fragments of 12th-
cenfury masonry". How-
ever, comparison with other
Norman and Anglo-Saron capitals suggests that they are more likely to be pre-Conquest in date.

The capitals are both about 30 cm high and are

boldly carved out of red sandstone. They are clearly
a pair, they are of similar shape and both have a
crude cable moulding around their base and are

ornamented with bold spirals but the two patterns

exposed are very different in detail. As the capitals
are built into the wall only one face of each is
exposed. The right hand capital, Fig. l, is carved
with a deep, fleshy, sausage-like, clockwise, spiral,
finishing in a central boss. The outermost roll is
broken on the right but would originally have been

continuous. The closest parallels to this capital are

those on the tower arch of the Anglo-church at

Sompting in Sussex. Fig.2. This church is well
known for possessing the only Anglo-Saxon helm
spire in England, though recent work shows that the
spire was reconstructed in medieval times. The
tower is dated by the Taylors to the latest Saxon
period, after 1050 A.D.Fig 2 The Sompting Capitals
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At Sompting the soffrt roll is supported by

cone-shaped capitals, ornamented with stylised

leaves but the outer orders of the arch rest on

square capitals, ornamented by coarse spirals,

centred with bunches of grapes or pomegranates.

There are two more spirals on either face of the

tower. The left hand capital at Halton bears a

more complex pattern of four linked spirals,

which resembles a cruder version of that on an

Anglo-Saxon stone inside the nave of the church

at Edenham, Lincolnshire. Fig.3.

Clapham (p.I25) observed "Anglo-Norman build-
ing of the eleventh century is remarkable for its
almost entire lack of ornament of any descrip-

tion". Where it does oscur, as in the chapel of
Durham castle or the presbytery of Norwich
cathedral, it is angular and timid, and does not
resemble the boid forms at Halton or Sompting.

Later Norman capitals are often elaborately oma-

mented with leaves and volutes but again do not resemble those in Fig. l. Cable mouldings are

found both in Norman work and in Anglo-Saxon, as on the Wolverhampton cross or the much

earlier Reculver cross.

Cushion capitals were almost unknown in Normandy before the conquest of England ( Clapham,

p.l3a) and were probably adopted by the Normans from England and Germany.

While it is possible that the Halton capitals were carved by English masons after the conquest, the

political context makes this unlikely. Between 1055 and 1065 Halton was the centre of an estate

held by Tostig, the earl of Northumbria and the brother of Harold who was killed at Hastings. The

earl and his retinue would visit each of the earl's estates in tum, consuming the produce of the

estate and enjoying the local hunting. While at Halton, which may well take its rulme from the earl's

hall, he would require a chapel appropriate to his status. These two capitals may well be a unique

relic of this building. After the conquest Lancaster displaced Halton as the administrative centre

and after the harrying of the north by William's army conditions would not have been conducive to

church building for a generation or so, by which time the native style would have been forgotten.

Seward, Tostig's predecessor as earl, described by Stenton (p.411) as "a Danish warior of a

primitive t5pe" seems a less likely candidate both by nature and by date.

The Illustrations

Fig. l. Thc capitals in the east wall ofthe porch ofHalton church.

Fig. 2. A capital ofthc tow€r arch ofSompting church, Sussex.. From Romanesque Architecture before the Conquest. Clapham 1930.

Fig. 3. Anglo-Saxon carving in the nave ofthe church at Edenham, Lincolnshire. From Taylor and Taylor. Vol.2.

References

A.W.Clapham. 1930. English Romanesque Architecture. Before the Conquest. Clarendon, Oxford.

A.W.Clapham. 1934 English Romanesque Architecture. After the Conquest. Clarendon ,Oxford.

W. Faner and J. Brownbill. Victoria County History. Lancashire Vol 8.

F.M. Stenton. Second ed. 1943. Anglo'Saxon England. Clarendon, Oxford.

H.H. Taylor and J. Taylor. 1965-1978. Anglo-Saxon Architecture. 3 vols. C.U.P.

l3


