
Heritage Inspired 

What to 
Interpret in 

your Site 

Contributing to the awareness, knowledge and understanding of South Yorkshire’s rich 
heritage (architectural, cultural and social) both among local people and visitors. 



Know your church 

People visit churches for many reasons. 

No matter what their principal reason for visiting, most 

will be interested in the history of the church and 

churchyard and 'the treasures' it contains. 

  Treasures? 

-Ancient carvings, wall paintings, green men, roof bosses, 

gargoyles,  parish chests, parish biers, funerary hatchments, 

tombs, stained glass windows, fonts, records, and regimental flags. 

-Very few ancient churches are built in one style, and the history of 

the church can be traced through the jigsaw puzzle of styles. 

-There are around 10,000 churches of medieval origin in the UK.  

They were built for the same purpose, but no two are the same.  



What do welcomers need to know 

It is important to reassure all would-be welcomers that they 

will not have to become Professors of History or Archaeology. 

As much information as possible about the church should be 

recorded and made available to welcomers: 

- This should include: age and use of various parts, former use of parts, 

symbolism of items, interesting stories about the church or villagers. 

- There will be so many that to include ALL on a tour would be 

impractical. 

Generally, information which is of interest to guides will also 

be interesting to visitors. 

- Gather together all existing information about the church and area. 

- Carry out a 'survey' of the church and all the 'treasures' it contains. 

Put all the information onto sheets or in a file to be used by 

welcomers.  Check the information regularly. 



Ecclesiastical architecture 



Ecclesiastical architecture 

It is said that architecture has its origins in religion. 

Most of the oldest structures in this country are holy 

places, marking the presence of spiritual powers. 

-The first hunter/gatherers set up large standing stones as they 

roamed the countryside, even though they had no permanent 

dwellings. 

- When the first crude permanent dwellings were built by man, they 

built even more substantial homes for their gods. 

- The splendid medieval churches we now see were surrounded by 

crude wood and thatch dwellings, with no sanitation and little 

comfort.  

Imagine stepping out of your hut and walking inside a church 

~ you would have been overwhelmed by the size of the 

building, the light, the colour, the music. 

It would be like being in heaven. 



THE EARLY CHURCH 

This term was used originally to describe the Christian 

community, and only later came to mean the building 

used for worship. 

Churches are usually aligned on an east-west axis, with 

the sanctuary at the east end, facing the rising sun. 

In the early church, the north was the “devil’s side”. 

- For much of the day it was in shadow, and the only burials there 

were suicides, criminals, and unbaptised people. 

The two principal sections of the church then, as now, are 

the sanctuary and the nave. 

- The sanctuary, the holy place, is the heart of the church, and is the 

responsibility of the church to repair and maintain.  

- The nave, usually larger than the sanctuary, is the responsibility of 

the parishioners. 



Architectural styles 



Ancient parish churches have usually undergone changes 

through the centuries. 

 

The architectural evolution of old churches can be estimated 

from the style of arches, doorways and windows. 

 

We talk about Decorated, Norman, Perpendicular & Early 

English - but what do they look like, and how do you spot 

them? 

Architectural periods 



St Augustine started the re-conversion of Anglo Saxon 

England in 597. 

-They established Minster churches in strategic areas. 

-They would put up a timber cross to mark meeting places.  Around 

these crosses were Christian burials. 

Saxon (597-1066)  

As the villagers were converted, the first simple Saxon 

wooden churches were built. 



Norman (1066-1200) 

Norman architecture has been aptly described as powerful 

and masculine. 

The Normans were great church builders and modernisers. 

- Many new churches were built, and many Saxon churches were 

rebuilt in stone.  West towers were added, as were aisles to the sides. 

It is marked by semi-circular arches, deeply recessed 

doorways, thick walls, massive round pillars, and vigorous 

carved ornaments such as zigzags, birds & animal forms. 



EARLY ENGLISH (1200-1290) 

Nothing quite like this exists elsewhere. 

Heavy, rounded arches gave way to lighter, pointed arches 

in windows, doorways and nave arcades. 

It marks the beginning of the three Gothic periods. 

With the introduction of the pointed arch, narrow lancet 

windows appeared and then delicate stone tracery to divide 

larger windows into “lights”. 



decorated (1290-1350) 

This style is easily recognised.  The windows are divided by 

stone mullions into narrow ‘lights’.   

Where the arch begins to curve, the mullions are twisted 

into graceful circles and other patterns. 



Perpendicular (1350-1530) 

The architecture of vertical lines. 

Intricate shapes gave way to more regular and rectangular 

shapes, which resembled a gridiron. 

Masons began imitating this pattern in shallow panels 

carved on the masonry of walls and parapets.   

Pillars became tall and thin and vaulting more complex. 



OUTSIDE YOUR CHURCH 



Lych is derived from the Old 

English lich, meaning ‘corpse’. 

 

They were meeting places for 

the party bringing a corpse for 

burial. 

 

The corpse was laid on a corpse 

table.  Those accompanying 

could sit on the seats provided. 

 

Made principally of timber. 

 

Most have disappeared.   

 

Many new lych-gates were 

erected in Victorian times. 

Lych-gate 



Graves in the churchyard should 

face east, but this is not always 

the case.   

 

Christians adopted the Jewish 

custom of burying the dead with 

their feet towards the rising sun. 

 

Burials were preferred on the 

south side of the church. 

 

Due to the large number of 

burials over the centuries, the 

churchyard paths on the south 

side tend to be lower than the 

ground! 

churchyard 



For the majority of history, the 

church or churchyard were the 

only places people could be 

buried. 

 

The great and the good could be 

interred and commemorated 

inside the church. 

 

All others were buried in the 

churchyard, without coffins ~ 

wrapped in cloth and buried one 

on top of another. 

 

Individual plots and headstones 

were not common until the 17th 

century. 

burials 



The word probably derives from 

the Saxon cofa meaning ‘cave’. 

 

The wooden case or coffin is of 

comparatively recent origin. 

 

Numerous 11th and 12th century 

stone coffins exist.  They are 

made of a block of stone 

hollowed out. 

 

Stone coffins were not buried 

deeply, and were sealed by a lid.   

 

Usually a cross was incised on 

the lid, and a symbol denoting 

the persons rank or profession. 

coffin 



In the 6th and 7th centuries, 

wooden crosses marked the 

places where priests or monks 

would preach to local people. 

 

Wooden crosses were replaced 

by a more permanent stone 

crosses, around which services 

were held. 

 

Most preaching crosses have 

long since gone. 

Preaching 
cross 



Crosses were intended to 

sanctify the churchyard. 

 

They were a communal 

memorial to all the dead of the 

parish.   

 

At the top of the shaft was a 

cross or tabernacle. 

 

Many survive only as a base and 

part of the shaft.  The cross 

heads were destroyed by Tudor 

iconoclasts. 

Churchyard 
cross 



Many parish churches have 

towers, some topped by spires.  

 

The tower may have been part 

of the original building, or added  

later. 

 

Larger churches may have a 

tower between the chancel and 

nave, with a transept at either 

side. 

 

There are many examples where 

the top of the tower has been 

raised, usually by adding a level 

topped with battlements. 

tower 



From the late 12th century most 

south doors were sheltered by a 

porch. 

 

The porch protected carved 

doorways from the weather, and 

were a shelter for the 

parishioners. 

 

Some had porch altars, where 

marriage contracts and other 

legal agreements were signed.  

 

In some villages the first school 

also met there, with local 

children sitting on the stone 

benches. 

porch 



Also known as hoodmoulds or 

labels. 

 

A dripstone is a projecting stone 

moulding over doorways, 

windows, archways, niches. 

 

It was used to throw off 

rainwater, and prevent it from 

running down the tracery and 

glass. 

 

It was also used for ornament, 

and sometimes can be found on 

internal windows. 

dripstone 



Derives from the Old French 

gargouille, meaning ‘throat’. 

 

A gargoyle is a projecting 

waterspout, usually incorporating a 

lead pipe. 

 

They are carved in the shape of 

grotesque faces, beasts or figures. 

 

Gargoyles appear to have been 

first introduced around 1200. 

 

Their popularity may be due to the 

fact that Celtic warriors chopped 

off the heads of their defeated 

enemies and displayed them.  

gargoyle 



Each stone-mason had his own 

registered mark which he 

scratched on each stone carved. 

 

The marks are usually about 2 

inches high and were usually 

made up of straight lines. 

 

Registers of marks were 

maintained by masons guilds to 

avoid duplication.  

 

Those in charge of building 

works would recognise each 

mason’s work by his mark. 

Masons 
marks 



Also known as Mass Dials. 

 

These are a very early and 

primitive form of sun dial.   

 

They were used by priests to tell 

the time of the next service. 

 

Usually a semi circle about 10 

inches across.  They were 

scratched into the south wall, 

near the priests door or porch. 

 

Simple, but effective (at least 

when the sun was shining). 

Scratch 
dials 



Most medieval churches have a 

sundial. 

 

It is usually situated above the 

porch, on the south face of the 

tower, or on a buttress. 

 

Its main purpose was to ensure 

that the bell was rung at the 

correct time to mark daytime 

canonical hours. 

sundial 



Inside YOUR CHURCH 



Every medieval church 

contained a font.   

 

The word “font” is derived from 

the Latin word “fons”, which 

means “spring”. 

 

The bowl of the font contains 

holy water to be used in 

baptism.  

 

In 1236 it was ordered that all 

fonts should be covered with a 

lockable lid, so that the holy 

water could be protected against 

theft! 

font 



The north door, or 'Devil's Door', 

was in the north wall of the 

church - directly opposite the 

south door and font. 

 

This door was traditionally left 

open during a baptism to let out 

any evil spirits that may have 

been in the child. 

 

In less superstitious times, 

following the reformation, many 

of the “devil’s doors” were either 

removed or blocked up. 

Devils door 



Derived from the Latin word 

navis, meaning 'ship'.  

 

The nave, with its keel-shaped 

roof, resembles an upside-down 

ship, or the Ark of Salvation. 

 

The nave is the main body of 

the church. 

 

In early times, the nave was 

unconsecrated.  It was, and in 

many instances still is, the focal 

point of community life. 

nave 



For centuries there was no seating. 

 

Sometimes a stone ledge was 

provided for the elderly and infirm 

- “the weakest go to the wall”. 

 

With the increase in preaching, 

came the need for seating for all.   

 

By the late 16th century, an 

increasing number of churches had 

installed permanent benches for 

the congregation. 

 

Pews are actually enclosed 

structures, and of a much later 

date. 

seating 



From the French poupe, 

meaning “doll”. 

 

Poppy Heads are ornaments, 

often found on top of the 

upright end of seats and 

benches. 

 

They may be carved in the 

shape of figures, animals, 

beasts, foliage, or a number of 

other shapes. 

 

Many are exquisite works of art. 

Poppy heads 



The pulpit derives from the 

pagan Roman pulpitum, a raised 

platform or stage from which 

actors recited. 

 

The oldest mention of a pulpit in 

England dates from a 12th 

century record. 

 

The oldest example still in 

existence is believed to date 

from about 1330. 

 

As late as the 15th century, only 

one in five churches possessed a 

pulpit, but in 1603 their 

provision was made compulsory.   

Pulpit 



The lectern is a reading desk on 

which the bible rests. 

 

It is usually made from brass or 

wood, and is moveable. 

 

Brass lecterns are usually in the 

shape of an eagle with 

outstretched wings. 

 

The eagle often stands on a ball, 

which represents the world, 

while the bible on the eagle's 

back symbolises the gospel 

being carried to the corners of 

the earth. 

lectern 



Bequest boards hang on the 

walls of the church, usually in 

the nave or tower base. 

   

They list gifts of money made to 

local charities. 

 

Bequest boards also give an 

idea of the changing worth of 

money over time. 

Bequest 
boards 



A hatchment is a diamond-

shaped board, around 4 feet 

from corner to corner. 

 

It is made of wood or wood and 

canvas and bears the arms, 

crest or motto of a deceased 

person 

 

Because of their frail 

construction, many have rotted 

away over the years. 

hatchments 



After the Pope granted Henry 

VIII the title ‘Defender of the 

Faith’, Royal coats of arms of the 

king or queen of the day were 

hung in churches. 

 

They were there to remind 

congregations of the link 

between the church and the 

state. 

Royal coat 
of arms 



For hundreds of years, large 

chests with compartments and 

slots in the top, were used for 

the collecting alms. 

 

Chests were also used for 

keeping parish registers, 

accounts, wills and other 

records. 

 

They usually had three or more 

locks, each with a separate key 

held by a different person.  All 

had to be present to unlock the 

chest. 

Parish 
chests 



In the middle ages, the interior 

walls of churches were like 

immense picture books of 

painted plaster. 

 

They were used by the priest as 

visual aids for the education of 

the illiterate congregation. 

 

The DOOM was painted on the 

wall above the chancel arch.  It 

depicted Christ presiding over 

the Last Judgement. 

Wall 
paintings 



Stained glass has been used for 

hundreds of years to add beauty 

and colour to our churches. 

 

Often windows show biblical 

scenes. 

 

Most medieval stained glass was 

lost following the Reformation 

and during the Civil War. 

 

There was a revival of interest in 

stained glass during the 

Victorian era. 

Stained 
glass 



Green men 

Originally a Celtic fertility 

symbol. 

 

Found in a variety of forms in 

ornamental stonework and 

woodwork of medieval churches.   

 

Male heads peering through 

foliage ~ often growing from 

their mouth, ears and nostrils. 

 

Usually found on roof bosses, 

capitals, corbels, and 

misericords. 

 

Became a symbol of Easter and 

Resurrection. 



clerestories 

The upper level of the nave wall 

is sometimes pierced by a series 

of windows to increase the 

amount of light.  

 

In medieval times, many 

churches raised the height of 

the nave wall, so that a 

clerestory could be installed. 



aisle 

From the Latin ala, meaning 

'wing'. 

 

An aisle is a sideways extension 

of a nave, from which it is 

divided by an arcade or arches.   

 

Most were added to earlier 

buildings. 

 

Usually added to the north side 

of church first, to avoid too 

much disruption. 





arcade 

An arcade is a range of arches 

supported on piers or columns. 

 

The term is also used to 

describe the arched division 

between the nave of a church 

and its aisles. 



columns 

If the nave has aisles, it will be 

separated from the aisles by 

arcades resting upon columns.   

 

Columns remind us of ancient 

pagan beliefs and practices.   

 

They are like trees ~ the first 

columns would have been made 

of wood, hewn out of single 

tree-trunks. 

 

Capitals are often carved with 

leaves or other similar 

decorations, reinforcing the 

connection with trees. 



chapels 

Derived from the Latin cappella, 

meaning 'little cape'. 

 

The term came to be used for 

sanctuaries where Holy Relics 

were preserved and where 

prayers were said. 

 

From around 88 AD it was also 

used for sacred buildings with a 

status less than that of a 

church. 



By the 15th century most large 

churches had a chantry chapel. 

 

A priest was employed to sing 

masses for the soul of the 

founder and nominated others. 

 

In town churches chantry 

chapels were often supported by 

trade guilds. 

 

Chantry chapels were abolished 

at the time of the Reformation. 

Chantry 
chapels 



The arched opening in the 

eastern wall of a nave provided 

access to the chancel.   

Chancel 
arch 



A decorative stone or wooden 

screen which separates the nave 

from the chancel. 

 

Most screens were pierced with 

a lattice work of carved wood. 

 

Usually richly decorated with 

coloured and gilded carving.  

 

Sometimes contained painted 

figures of the saints. 

Rood 
screen 



Great rood 

From Old English meaning 
'cross'. 
 
A carved image of Christ on the 
cross, made of wood or stone.   
 
The medieval 'great rood' was a 
carved and painted crucifix, 
erected on a pedestal above the 
rood screen. 
 
It had the figures of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary and St John the 
Evangelist on either side of Jesus 
on the cross.  



Rood loft 

Many churches had a rood loft, 

or singing gallery, on top of the 

rood screen, often supported by 

a coving. 

 

Stairs were needed for the 

singers and musicians to climb 

up to the loft.   

 

In most cases the only evidence 

left that these staircases existed 

are the blocked up doorways 

that led to them. 



“Chancel” derives from the Latin 

cancelli, meaning ‘grating’ or 

'lattice'.  

 

It is used to describe a 

presbytery which is separated 

from the nave by a rood screen. 

 

From 1215, it was considered 

necessary to enclose the chancel 

or presbytery “to preserve the 

mystery of the Eucharist”. 

Chancel / 
presbytery 



altar 

The altar is the heart of the 

church. 

 

It stands at the east end of the 

chancel, in the sanctuary. 

 

The altar has two symbolic 

meanings:  

First, it is a sacrificial altar. 

Second, it is a table for a 

communal meal. 

 

The altar top is frequently 

marked by five crosses, 

referring to the five wounds of 

Christ. 



reredos 

From the Old English 'behind the 

back'. 

 

Behind the altar may be a 

reredos.  

 

It can be a curtain,  picture or 

carvings in stone or wood.   

 

Sometimes it has niches 

containing figures of saints. 



sedilia 

Recessed seats, usually three, 

for priests. 

 

Set in the south wall of the 

chancel 

 

Usually made of stone and may 

be canopied. 

 

Usually a piscina to the left of 

the sedilia. 



piscina 

Latin word “piscina” literally 

means “fish pond”. 

 

Niche containing a shallow stone 

basin with a drain hole. 

 

For disposing of the holy water 

used to wash the communion 

vessels during the service.   

 

Sometimes a double piscina was 

used, one bowl for the priest to 

wash his hands, one for washing 

the vessels.  



An Easter sepulchre is a recess, 

usually in the north wall of the 

sanctuary. 

 

At Easter time it symbolises Jesus’ 

burial in the tomb following His 

crucifixion.   

 

On Maundy Thursday a 

consecrated host within a chalice 

and a crucifix, are placed in the 

sepulchre. 

 

The men of the congregation would 

stand guard over it until Easter 

Sunday. 

Easter 
sepulchre 



aumbry 

A small lockable cupboard or 

recess in a wall, usually the 

north wall near to the altar.  It 

houses the sacred vessels used 

during the service and 

communion. 



misiericord 

Some choir stalls have 

misericords. 

 

Hinged, tip-up wooden seats. 

 

When tipped up they have a 

second smaller seat on the 

underside, for the user to rest 

on when in a standing position.   

 

Sometimes the misericords have 

carved heads or other 

decorations on the underside. 



memorials 

In 658 burial inside the church 

was sanctioned. 

 

It was normally reserved for 

people of importance. 

 

Some early memorials were 

coffin lids, made of stone but 

marked with only a cross. 

 

Later versions from the 12th 

century carry more elaborately 

engraved imagery and wording.   



During the 12th century, effigies 

began to appear.  

 

In the 13th century, the effigies 

of bishops and knights 

commonly featured on carved 

tombs.  

 

Knights were shown in full 

armour.  

 

Some tombs featured a 

traditional sculpted effigy on 

top, with a skeletal cadaver 

underneath. 



For most people, a free-standing 

effigy was too expensive. 

 

An alternative memorial was an 

engraved brass. 

 

Cheaper than stone, many 

brasses are made from latten, 

an alloy of copper and zinc. 

 

Fashions were portrayed with 

minute attention to detail. 

 



Some of the most sumptuous 

tombs of the 15th and 16th 

centuries were encased within 

their own miniature chapels. 

 

As time went by, Greek and 

Roman fashion styles were 

applied to monuments. 



The Victorian fascination with 

death was shown by an 

elaborate range of styles of 

tombs and memorials. 

 

Memorials can teach us much 

about heraldry, armour and 

costumes and are a fascinating 

glimpse into the past. 



Heritage Inspired 
Contributing to the awareness, knowledge and understanding of South Yorkshire’s rich 

heritage (architectural, cultural and social) both among local people and visitors. 

Thank you! 

We hope that you have found this session 
interesting and helpful. 

Remember, relax and enjoy meeting new 
people and introducing them to the hidden 

gems of your church! 
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