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Gwendoline C C Bergius

The Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture of Mercia as evidence for
continental influence and cultural exchange

Abstract

Scholarship has long considered the style of stone sculpture produced in Mercia during
the late eighth and early ninth centuries to reflect the direct influence of artistic
activities on the Carolingian continent. Written sources point to the dialogue that existed
between the Anglo-Saxon kingdom and the Carolingian courts in the years after Offa’s
rise to the Mercian throne. This dialogue has been understood to signal Offa’s desire to
raise his profile and that of his kingdom in the eyes of Charlemagne and the papacy.
Mercian sculpture, unparalleled in its range of form and ornament, has thus been
thought to owe its unique character to borrowed contemporary continental styles and
motifs.

By means of multi-disciplinary research combining art historical, archaeological
and historical approaches, this thesis establishes the nature of the relationship between
Mercian sculpture and continental artistic production. Examination of the development
of Carolingian sculptural styles against the backdrop of the enduring legacy of late
Antiquity reveals the variety of artistic models available to Mercian sculptors. Through
close analysis of the stylistic parallels between Mercian sculpture and late Antique,
eastern Christian, Lombard and Carolingian monumental art, this research reveals the
motivations and mechanisms behind the adoption and adaptation of continental motifs.
Exploration of the means by which Mercian patrons and artists accessed continental
motifs demonstrates the links between the forms and ornament of Mercian sculpture and
the types of sites at which sculpture survives. These associations are argued to be
reflective of the hierarchy of exchange networks that linked sites in the kingdom with
centres of importance on the Continent and further afield. The development of
Carolingian and papal monumental art highlights the shared interest in and importance
of late Antique imperialism. Despite a parallel agenda, Mercian sculptors are shown to
have accessed late Antique artistic sources largely independent of Carolingian

intermediaries.
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Introduction

‘The most eloquent testimony of English assimilation of continental
ideas is to be seen in the sculpture of Breedon, and of Castor, Fletton and

Peterborough to the east’.!

In 1976, in a precursor to a pivotal study on Mercian sculpture,”> Rosemary Cramp set
the agenda to which studies of the subject have broadly adhered ever since. Although
not the first scholar to emphasise the links between Mercian sculpture and the art of the
Continent,? Cramp’s reiteration of its importance and potential as a subject for study in
its own right has influenced the course of all subsequent scholarship. Thus, key studies
of Mercian sculpture since the 1970s have broadly subscribed to the perception that
Mercian sculpture was directly influenced by continental ideas of style.* It is this
perception that provides the impetus for the research presented here. In direct response
to Cramp’s 1976 statement above, and in acknowledgement of the enduring impact it
has had on the study of Mercian sculpture since, this thesis aims to establish the reality
of the stylistic connections between Mercia and the Continent in the late eighth and
early ninth centuries. It will explore the evidence for how continental ideas and motifs
were transmitted to Mercia during this period and the manner in which they were
assimilated by the craftsmen that created the remarkable body of Mercian sculpture and

the patrons that commissioned its production.

Research aims

Previous scholarship has accepted that Mercian sculpture was at least partially aligned
with sculptural developments on the Continent, but that it also benefited from a more
complex exchange of ideas and styles involving the movement of people and small-
scale, portable artworks such as manuscripts and ivories.? This thesis seeks to determine
the degree of dependence that Mercian sculpture had on contemporary continental
sculpture and the types of models that Mercian sculptors and patrons had access to and

were influenced by. It also ascertains the mechanisms by which artistic models and

! Cramp, 1976: 270.

2 Cramp, 1977.

® Clapham, 1928, 1930; Kendrick, T., 1938.

* Jewell, 1982; Plunkett, 1984; Jewell, 1986 and 2001; Hawkes, 2002a; Mitchell, 2010 and forthcoming.
5 Jewell, 1982; Cramp, 1986a; Hawkes, 2002a; Mitchell, 2010.
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ideas entered the Mercian sculptural repertoire. As a consequence, this thesis explores
the pivotal role of networks of exchange with the Continent, and the significance that
continental ideas had in the development of Mercian stone sculpture as an unparalleled
body of early medieval art during this period.

Mercian sculpture has been distinguished from other styles of Anglo-Saxon
stone sculpture in the pre-Conquest period by its particular relationship with the art and
activities associated with the Carolingian regions of the European continent. Studies
suggest that whilst many of the models upon which the Mercians drew, notably those of
late Antiquity and contemporary papal Rome, were not unfamiliar to Anglo-Saxon
artists, the ways in which Mercian sculptors adopted and adapted motifs were unique.
The context for the adoption and adaptation of continental motifs and concepts is
established here by ascertaining the socio-political climate that determined the

emergence of this unique body of material.

Research questions and objectives

The first questions posed by this thesis are what constitutes ‘continental influence’ in
Mercian art and how is it manifest within the Mercian sculptural corpus? Detailed
appraisal of secondary scholarship is used to determine what is meant by ‘continental
influence’, before the full body of Mercian sculpture is interrogated. Associated with
how such continental influence is manifest are questions of distribution and spatial
variation: where within the greater kingdom of Mercia can continental influence be
identified, and is it possible to discern regional or even sub-regional and localised
differences or variations in the use of continental artistic motifs and styles? At a site-
specific level, this thesis explores whether a greater degree of continental influence can
be discerned in the sculpture associated with important places within the Mercian
ecclesiastical and administrative heartland. This tests the possible connections between
royal patronage and the consumption and use of continentally-inspired designs on
Mercian sculpture.

The next major research question is to determine from where potential
continental influences derived? Did artistic influence emanate directly from
Charlemagne’s courts within his empire on the Continent, or were ideas, motifs and
models reaching Mercia from intermediary sources nearer to hand, perhaps for example,
via the artistic repertoires of Anglo-Saxon Northumbria? Were these influences

stemming from a separate body of art originating in centres of religious and secular

! Cramp, 1977; Jewell, 1984; Mitchell, 2010.
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focus in the Christian East, or in and around papal Rome, and inspiring, independently,
the art of the Carolingian Empire and Mercia? Potential sources of influence prompt a
third major question: how were artistic models and ideas reaching Mercia and its centres
of sculptural production? This is underpinned by a series of more complex queries,
which are pursued in this research. For example, were the continental models and
motifs employed in Mercian sculpture introduced as a result of the circulation of
physical models in the form of portable objects, or a product of the movement of people
such as craftsmen, pilgrims, ambassadors and travellers?

Finally, issues and questions surrounding why external artistic ideas and motifs
from the Continent and beyond emerged as a formative component in the style of
Mercian sculpture between the late eighth and early ninth centuries need to be
addressed. What was the aesthetic and intellectual appeal of Carolingian, Roman and
Eastern models, and why were they of interest to particular groups and individuals
within Mercian society? What were the socio-political and religious motivations of the
Mercian sculptors and their patrons that led to the selective adoption of specific artistic
motifs, some of which find parallel within the greater Carolingian empire? These
interlocking research questions, and the multi-disciplinary approach and methods

required to address them, generated the following objectives for this thesis:

e To review past and current literature in order to determine the accepted
interpretations regarding what constitutes a Mercian ‘style’ of sculpture. This
includes a critical review of what is understood to be continental influence, and
an appraisal of the accepted arguments for how and why continental influences

emerged in the sculpture of Mercia in the late eighth and early ninth centuries.

e To conduct a survey of the extant sculptural material of the late eighth and early
ninth centuries from the wider kingdom of Mercia, and to create a catalogue

from which key groups of monuments can be identified and discussed.

e To undertake an analysis of the types of Mercian monuments and their ornament
and, by drawing on the work of previous scholars and first hand observation in
situ, to determine the purpose of Mercian sculpture by asking why the
monuments were designed to look the way they do, and how this related to the
types of sites at which they are found.
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e To conduct a comprehensive study of the nature of the development of artistic

production on the Carolingian continent and in Mercia.

e To conduct a focused examination of the development and style of Lombard and

Carolingian-era sculpture within the artistic milieu of the early medieval West.

e To conduct a critical appraisal of the sources and scholarship relating to the
emergence and rise to supremacy of the Mercian kingdom, and the place of
stone sculpture within the dialogue that is known to have existed between

Mercia and the Continent in the late eighth and early ninth centuries.?

The particular demands of this thesis and the research questions posed, require an
approach that integrates more than purely art historical and archaeological evidence.
The study of Anglo-Saxon period stone sculpture has long sat at the interface between
these two disciplines.® There has yet to emerge a large-scale truly multi-disciplinary or
interdisciplinary study of Anglo-Saxon period stone sculpture that acknowledges the
breadth of evidence available from not only archaeological, landscape, architectural and
art historical sources, but also documentary sources such as extant charters, letters,
hagiographies and commentaries. The absence of such a work provides the stimulus for
this thesis, and underpins the thrust of the research presented here.*

The methodology adopted, which involves the integration of archaeology, art
historical and historical sources, and documents and artefact studies, evolved in reaction
to the questions that emerged from the initial examination of secondary literature and
the primary sources and datasets. The mapping of charter and other documentary
evidence presented in Chapter Two, Part I, and explored further in Chapter Five,
highlights the important role that the monastic landscape played in the shaping of
Christian Mercia. This included the implementation of the cult of saints as a social
mechanism, of which Mercian sculpture became a key, monumental, expressive
component. The investigation of documentary evidence in the form of histories,
chronicles and letters provides the context for the discussion of the emergence of the

Lombard and Carolingian sculptural style in Chapters Three and Four. The breadth of

2 Levison, 1946; Gelling, 1989, 1992; Nelson, 2001, 2002; Story, 2002, 2005; Keynes, 2005.

® Hawkes, 2009a and see volumes in the ongoing CASSS series, 1984-2010.

* In line with departmental regulations regarding referencing, and precedent set by recent archaeological
and interdisciplinary publications, this thesis employs the Harvard referencing system, using footnotes to
provide additional information of interest to the reader.
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comparative material evidence surveyed in this thesis, including metalwork, ivories,
mosaic, fresco, stucco and sculpture is thus discussed in these later chapters within a
non-artistic frame of reference. This approach has allowed this study to situate the
development of Mercian sculpture within the complex context of the socio-political
climate of the late eighth and early ninth centuries, and within the networks of artistic

exchange and production that linked Mercia to the Carolingian Empire and beyond.

The structure of the thesis
In Chapter One a critical review is presented of the kingdom of Mercia and its
connections to the Carolingian continent in past and present scholarship across the
fields of archaeology, history and art history. This chapter appraises the current position
of stone sculpture in Mercian studies, provides an overview of what has come to be
meant by the term ‘Mercian sculpture’, and identifies the elements in Mercian sculpture
that scholars have considered to reflect ‘continental influence’. The methodology for the
thesis, which developed from reading and synthesising the wide-ranging discourses of
past scholarship, is presented in Chapter Two. Part | addresses the difficulties that
scholars face when attempting to recognise a Mercian style in sculpture, and the
problems encountered during the process of identifying and selecting material for this
research from regions of the country not yet catalogued by the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon
Stone Sculpture. The chapter describes the method for defining and selecting Mercian
sculpture, including a discussion of the comprehensive database of primary sculptural
material collected and presented in Appendix I. The difficulties experienced when
categorising material in the database are explained, and the results of mapping the
material are discussed. Chapter Two, Part Il outlines the methodology used for
collecting and assessing comparative continental material. It was impossible to conduct
an exhaustive survey of continental sculptural material. However, close consideration of
the secondary published discussions and the available catalogues of continental
sculpture, allowed the search to focus on specific regions of the Carolingian Empire.
After establishing the basis for focusing on the sculpture of Lombard Italy as the
primary body of comparative continental material, the process of selecting Lombard
sites for in-depth study is outlined.

The development of continental sculpture within the artistic heritage of
Carolingian Europe is discussed in Chapter Three. The focus here is the selected
comparative sculpture of Lombard Italy. Through an exploration of the late Antique

origins of Lombard and Carolingian-era sculpture, the chapter provides an insight into
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the motivations behind the development of the style, form and function of this material.
The extent of continental, and especially Lombard, artistic influences on the form and
ornament of Mercian stone sculpture is the subject of Chapter Four. Part | examines the
dominant role of late Antique models in the iconography of figural carving in Mercia,
tracing the early roots of the apostle imagery and biblical narrative scenes that were
adapted and used in monumental Mercian sculpture. Analysis of non-figural ornament,
notably vine-scroll and other ornamental schemes, reveals the close and enduring
reliance of Mercian sculpture on late Antique architectural sculpture and mosaic design.
The evidence for eastern inspiration, from Byzantium, Coptic Egypt and the Islamic
Near East is also considered, together with the evidence for stylistic parallels with
western early medieval art forms. Part Il assesses the evidence for Insular influences
and parallels in Mercian sculpture. Here, the relationship between Mercian sculpture
and the Northumbrian tradition is explored, drawing specific attention to the well
established Insular tradition of vine-scroll ornament on standing crosses, which
persisted in some regions of Mercia, notably the south-west of the kingdom and the
border territories of the north. The limited evidence for parallels between the two
sculptural traditions is noted, highlighting instead the Mercian preference for motifs and
ornament drawn from contemporary, ‘Southumbrian’ metalwork and manuscripts.

The socio-political context for the adoption and adaptation of continental ideas
and artistic styles in Mercian sculpture is the focus of Chapter Five. Through an
exploration of the development of the cult of saints in Mercia and its inherent links with
royal power-strategies, this chapter analyses the emergence of a uniquely Mercian form
of monumentality. Evidence is discussed for the development of Mercian sepulchral
monuments, comprising sarcophagi, panelled shrines and cenotaphs. Against a
background discussion of the historical role of monuments as cult foci, a stylistic
appraisal of Mercian sepulchral sculpture reveals their position as symbolic markers in
the sacred Christian landscape of the kingdom. The thesis concludes in Chapter Six with
a discussion of the overarching results of this study. This chapter emphasises the
individual place held by Mercian sculpture in the development of early medieval
monumental art. The individuality of Mercian sculpture is argued to have derived from
its unique relationship with the art of late Antiquity, of both eastern and western origin.
This conscious connection, which cannot rightly be called a mere imitation, surpassed
any reliance by Mercian sculptors on contemporary continental forms of stone
sculpture. Indeed, the most striking comparison to be made — with Lombard sculpture —

suggests an underlying shared attitude towards the use of monumental sculpture as a
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means of expressing authority, rather than any direct transference or borrowing of
motifs and styles from the Lombard repertoire. The variety and regional character of
Mercian sculpture is argued to be not only one of its defining features, but also
testament to the range of exchange mechanisms that created varied levels of access to
artistic models. These in turn facilitated regional and socially stratified responses
revealed in the manner of motif appropriation.

The thesis, in sum, provides a re-evaluation of the evidence for the relationship
between Mercian sculpture, contemporary sculptural repertoires on the Continent and
the wealth of artistic models available to both, and from which both selectively drew. It
provides the first appraisal of how Lombard sculpture relates to the emergence of
Carolingian attitudes towards monumentality and the continued artistic legacy of late
Antiquity. The place of stone sculpture in the analogous socio-political activities of the
elite in both Lombard Italy and Anglo-Saxon Mercia between the mid-eighth and early
ninth centuries is demonstrated. Networks of exchange that interlinked Rome, the
Carolingian territories of Europe and Anglo-Saxon England reveal the means by which
objects and ideas flowed, and the power and vision of Rome was translated for the
enrichment of royal and aristocratic powers across the early medieval West. The
appraisal of Mercian sepulchral sculpture presented here is the first of its kind,
combining archaeological, art historical and historical evidence and analysis. It
demonstrates the role of monumentality in Mercia and reveals an extraordinary focus
and interest within the kingdom on the development of cultic veneration in papal Rome.
There is shown to be great regional variety in how such interests were adopted and
absorbed by royal, aristocratic and religious society in the kingdom of Mercia during

the late eighth and early ninth centuries.



Chapter One

Mercia and the Continent in Past and Present Scholarship

Part |

Mercia: problems, absences and questions
For any scholar of the sculptural development of the kingdom of Mercia, the key issues
that arise concern the ongoing difficulties of defining and dating Mercian sculpture and
placing it within the development of the broader tradition of stone sculpture production
in Anglo-Saxon England. Examination of the scholarship on the relationship between
Mercian and continental sculpture not only reveals important lines of enquiry that have
yet to be fully explored, but also introduces the concept of a Mercian ‘style’ in
sculpture. Analysis of the historical and archaeological evidence relating to the
emergence and subsequent supremacy of the Mercian kingdom between the seventh and
ninth centuries highlights the important role that stone sculpture plays in our
understanding of the archaeology of Mercia. Furthermore, stone sculpture provides
evidence for the recognised interaction with Charlemagne’s empire in the late eighth
and early ninth centuries. This interaction can be contextualised by reviewing the
historical significance of Mercia’s alignment with Rome and the dominant presence that
the Eternal City and the papacy maintained in the activities of the Anglo-Saxon
kingdom and on the Continent. By determining the current scholarly standpoint on what
may be defined as Mercian sculpture and its development in relation to contemporary
continental ideas and artistic models, the accepted hypothesis that Mercian sculpture
was a passive recipient of continental ideas through direct linear transference can be
critiqued. This critique is accomplished by examining the complex nature of the

interactions between the Anglo-Saxon kingdom, Charlemagne’s empire and Rome.

Recognition of a Mercian ‘style’
One of the earliest studies to include an attempt at recognising and describing Mercian
stone sculpture was undertaken by Thomas Kendrick in his first volume on Anglo-

Saxon art, in which a chapter was devoted to what he referred to as ‘Early Mercian and
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Anglian styles’.> As part of a broader analysis of Mercian artwork and its development
in relation to illuminated manuscripts, Kendrick argued that Mercian stone sculpture
was a direct continuation of the Northumbrian tradition.? With an emphasis placed on
the conclusions of certain site-specific studies, notably that by Alfred Clapham on the
sculpture at Breedon-on-the-Hill in Leicestershire, Kendrick was able to identify broad
regional variations in style and made the distinction between the sculpture of
Derbyshire, the Midlands and that of the ‘eastern Mercian school’.® As Part Il of this
chapter demonstrates, any attempt to reconstruct the boundaries of Mercia at any given
time is speculative, and it is perhaps for this reason that so few studies have emerged
that deal with the sculptural material of the greater kingdom. The emphasis in modern
scholarship has remained on studies of specific sites or small groups of monuments, as
demonstrated by Richard Jewell’s study of the architectural sculpture at Breedon (cat.
nos. 13-23), Peter Harbison’s in-depth analysis of the Wirksworth slab, Derbyshire (cat.
no. 68) and John Mitchell’s recent discussion of the stylistically related figural sculpture
at the key Mercian sites of Peterborough (cat. nos. 51 and 52), Lichfield (cat. no. 44)
and Breedon.* Ahead of publication of planned Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture
volumes on the Midlands area of England, many of the counties that made up greater
Mercia have yet to undergo the detailed survey necessary for gaining a full
understanding of the surviving material in the kingdom as a whole (Map 1.A).> Thus,
where regional studies of sculpture relating to Mercia exist they are by nature often
restricted by the convenient bounds of modern counties, which often create arbitrary
groups of monuments. This is typified by early studies relating to the pre-Conquest
sculpture of the modern counties of Northamptonshire and Derbyshire, and more
recently for the counties of Herefordshire and Cambridgeshire. ©

Since Kendrick’s study in 1938 there have been a number of surveys of Mercian
sculpture drawing on material from across the greater kingdom. The seminal study was
undertaken by Rosemary Cramp in 1977, and was the first to expand and develop on the

regional distinctions and ‘schools’ of production in Mercian sculpture recognised by

! Clapham, 1928; Kendrick, T., 1938: 164-8.

2 op cit: 169, 205.

® Kendrick, T., 1938: 172.

* Jewell, 1982 and 1986; Harbison, 1987b; Hawkes, 1995b; Mitchell, 2010 and forthcoming.

> In 1999 volume five of the Corpus series, covering the county of Lincolnshire, was published and
contains sculpture from a number of sites within the Mercian orbit, including Edenham and South Kyme
(Everson and Stocker, 1999). The recent publication of volume nine, covering Cheshire and Lancashire
includes sculpture from the north-western territories of Mercia, including the remarkable cross-sculpture
at Sandbach (Bailey, 2010).

® For Northamptonshire, see Allen, 1887-8; Derbyshire, see Routh, 1937; Herefordshire, see Parsons,
1995 and Cambridgeshire, see Henderson, 1., 1997.
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Kendrick.” The body of sculptural material thought to date before A.D. 900 was divided
into four clear groups on the basis of stylistic similarity, with an emphasis on the role of
architectural sculpture in the development of a Mercian style.® The result was a
convincing argument for the introduction of new forms, particularly sarcophagi, round
cross shafts and figures in architectural settings, from late eighth-century contacts with
Eastern art and the Continent.? This provided a crucial alternative to Kendrick’s opinion
that Mercian sculpture was a direct continuation of the Northumbrian tradition.
Nonetheless, Cramp’s conclusions were a product of applied style analysis in much the
same way as Kendrick’s had been almost forty years earlier. This approach has
dominated subsequent studies of Mercian sculptural material, as can be seen in Stephen
Plunkett’s thesis on schools of Mercian and West Saxon sculpture and Richard Jewell’s
important thesis and later article on the collection of carved panels and friezes at
Breedon.!® The great contribution of the art historical approach has been to raise the
profile of links between stone sculpture and artwork in other media besides illuminated
manuscripts — notably metalwork, textiles and ivories. Subsequent close analysis of
ornament type has been successfully utilised to explore the iconography of Mercian
stone sculpture, which has provided an invaluable insight into aspects of Anglo-Saxon
spirituality and the role of sculpture in communicating it to its audience.'! Parallels with
other media, and particularly those from outside Anglo-Saxon England, further
supported the argument that the style of sculpture that developed in Mercia was not
merely an adaptation of earlier and existing Anglo-Saxon sculptural traditions. One
notable example is the cenotaph at Peterborough, whose form echoes late Antique and
Merovingian sarcophagi, but whose ornament uniquely combines late Antique
classicising figural styles with Anglian zoomorphic interlacing found in carved ivories
and manuscripts, to recreate the prestige of a portable reliquary in a monumental

context.*?

The chronology for Mercian stone sculpture

The continued dominance of style analysis in existing studies is closely linked with the
important role it has played in the dating of Mercian stone sculpture, which remains a

" Cramp’s ‘Schools of Mercian sculpture’ was concerned with material believed to date before A.D. 900.
Mercian sculpture dated after 900 was identified but discussed elsewhere (Cramp, 1972; 1975).

8 Cramp, 1977: 192-4.

% op. cit., 224.

19 Plunkett, 1984; Jewell, 1982 and 1986.

! See, for example, Bailey, 1988; Hawkes, 2001 and 2007.

12 Clapham, 1930: 76; Kendrick, 1938: 169-8; Cramp, 1977: 210; Bailey, 1990: 8-11 and 1996b: 9, 58—
9; Plunkett, 1998: 208; Mitchell, 2010 and forthcoming.
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contentious issue. Cramp’s assertion that ‘there is no absolute chronological framework
for [dating] this sculpture’ is a reflection on how few examples of early medieval stone
sculpture are recovered from a datable archaeological context.’® Similarly rare is the
opportunity to date directly a monument by linguistics, as there are few instances where
inscriptions on stone monuments carry the name of individuals whose lives might be
dated.** Without direct evidence for production dates, scholars are reliant on the support
of written records, broad context dating (using standing fabric of churches), or analogies
from other media to provide indirect dates. As Cramp noted, a chronology based on
sculptural styles can, in some cases, be supported by the terminus post quem offered by
the foundation date of churches.*® Cramp expanded this method of dating to decisively
sequence the development of Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture using chronological
parameters set by historical events from documentary sources. The result was a series of
phases, each with a short date range designed to reflect the lifespans of craftsmen.
Within this framework the various schools and variations in style were presented and
sequenced. The limitations of this approach rest on the assumption, adopted from
Kendrick, that the earliest Mercian sculpture does not appear until the end of King
Offa’s reign, c. 796."° There is a certain convenience in assigning the emergence of
Mercian sculpture to the period of most documented contact between Mercia and the
Continent, as it provides a suitable context for the import of foreign artistic styles.
However, as is explored further in Part 1l below (pp. 23-27), the time of ‘Mercian
prosperity’ that provides the backdrop for increased dialogue with the Carolingian
continent had begun before Offa came to the throne. This could support the notion that
Mercian sculpture was an established medium of expression before the documented
period of contact with the Continent and that its style did not necessarily result from the
passive adoption of continental ideas and motifs.

The first real criticism of the reliance on style analysis for dating purposes was
provided by Richard Bailey, who noted that most chronologies were dependent on art
history and in particular the creation of style typologies.*” As with Cramp, Bailey used

historical events from documentary evidence to set the parameters used to construct his

13 Cramp, 1978: 1. A recent example comes from an excavation in the nave of Lichfield cathedral in
Staffordshire during 2003, when a carved panel bearing an angel was recovered from a context indicating
it had been buried before the tenth century (Rodwell, 2006).

% In the few instances where monuments carry inscriptions, their contribution to a reliable chronology is
debated. Notable examples are the Northumbrian standing crosses at Bewcastle in Cumbria and Ruthwell
in Dumfriesshire (Page, R., 1960: 36-57 and Cassidy, 1992).

15 Cramp, 1978: 3.

16 Cramp, 1977: 194; Kendrick, T., 1938: 64.

7 Bailey, 1980a: 53.
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chronology. But, in addition, Bailey analysed the distribution of form and ornament to
illustrate that the location of types of monuments could reveal more about the
chronology of their production.® This reaction to style analysis has been developed
most recently by Phillip Sidebottom who, writing about Viking Age sculpture in
Derbyshire, suggested that even a rough chronological framework based on what he
termed ‘stylistic evolution’ should include fundamental reference points before it can be
accepted.'® After conceding that obtaining these fundamental reference points is not
always possible, Sidebottom boldly proposed that based on the use of Carolingian
minuscule text in English manuscripts, continental influences in Mercian stone
sculpture were a product of the tenth century.”® The subsequent discovery of the
Lichfield Angel —a monument at least partly created in response to continental fashions
— in an archaeological context pre-dating the tenth century, must prompt a re-evaluation
of such a proposal.?

The gradual movement away from a purely art historical approach towards a
more holistic context for the monuments is best seen in recent studies relating to
individual or small groups of sites in Mercia. In particular, the studies of the monuments
at Repton in Derbyshire (cat. no. 54) and the recently discovered fragments at South
Leverton in Nottinghamshire (cat. no. 63) have demonstrated the merit of applying a
truly interdisciplinary approach to the examination of the monuments, the sites and their
surrounding landscape context.?* Such studies endeavour to treat the monuments as
archaeological artefacts that can be better understood through the examination of all
evidence relating to the site history, including documentary and cartographic sources.
The significance of the monuments’ form and ornament is thus considered against this
backdrop and integrated into the overall understanding of the relationship between
sculpture, site and landscape. Undoubtedly the search for schools of production and the
examination of the distribution of certain stylistic elements has shaped current

understanding of how and where Mercian stone sculpture developed.

'8 Bailey, 1978: 177-8. Bailey also employed template analysis, whereby the examination of certain
designs revealed the likely use of leather or wood templates at central schools of production, to support
his arguments about the chronology of Viking Age sculpture in Northumbria (Bailey, 1980a).

19 Sidebottom, 2000: 215.

% Sidebottom, 2000: 215-16.

2 Rodwell et al., 2008.

22 For Repton: Biddle and Kjglbye-Biddle, 1985 and for South Leverton: Everson and Stocker, 2007.
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Mercia and the Continent: the relationship visible in the material evidence

Stylistic parallels between the stone sculpture of Anglo-Saxon Mercia and the Continent
have long been recognised and emphasised by scholars as evidence for the influence of
Carolingian art on Mercian sculptural development (Map 1.B).?® From the earliest
discussions of a Mercian ‘style’ of sculpture, the conclusion has been that many of the
innovative motifs that distinguish the material from that of contemporary Northumbria
and Wessex were derived from continental models. Baldwin Brown was among the first
to highlight such links, pointing to the parallels between the panel fragments at South
Kyme (cat. no. 62) and Italian chancel screens in his 1937 volume on Anglo-Saxon
sculpture for his series on the arts in early England.?* In his appraisal of Anglo-Saxon
art, Kendrick dedicated a whole chapter to ‘Carolingian influences’, but the primary
focus was on the impact of such influences on illuminated manuscripts and
Northumbrian sculpture, and there was little discussion of influences on Mercian
sculpture besides a vague mention of the ‘Carolingian mood’ that came to an end in
Mercia with the Viking invasions of the ninth century.?® Similarly, Clapham debated at
length the influences of continental connections on Anglo-Saxon sculpture of the
seventh and eighth centuries, but limited comparison of the Mercian material of the late
eighth and early ninth centuries to continental manuscripts and metalwork.?® He thus
claimed that ecclesiastical art in England from the ninth century was a ‘direct offshoot
of the Carolingian stem’.?” By 1955, scholarship was more clearly emphasising the role
that Carolingian plastic art had played in the development of Mercian sculpture. At this
time Lawrence Stone wrote that ‘it is to Mercia that we must turn to see the most
brilliant and original handling of the new Carolingian themes’, and he inferred that the
Wirksworth slab in Derbyshire was an inferior copy of a Carolingian work.?® And in
1965, Peter Kidson and others stated that the sculpture at Breedon was ‘distinctly
Carolingian in type’, yet failed to offer any examples with which to compare it.?

It was not until the 1970s with the publication of two articles by Rosemary

Cramp that sculpture in Mercia was compared with specific sculpture sites on the

%% For the impact of Carolingian contacts on Irish and Pictish sculpture see Harbison, 1987: 105-10;
James, 1998: 240-9 and Laing, 2010.

24 Baldwin Brown, 1937: 182.

% Kendrick, 1938: 143-58, 210.

%6 Clapham, 1930: 70-4.

27 Clapham, 1930: 77.

% Stone, 1955: 21.

# Kidson et al., 1965: 26.
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Continent and beyond.*® Thus, the rounded coils, short tendrils and leaf whorls of the
vine-scroll ornament at Breedon were compared with Lombard carvings at Brescia, Este
and Milan in northern Italy;*" the animal-headed terminal on the Cropthorne cross-head,
Worcestershire (cat. no. 29) was compared to a frieze at Mustair, Switzerland, and the
patterning of the animals’ bodies on both the Cropthorne cross-head and the Acton
Beauchamp cross-shaft, Herefordshire (cat. no. 1) were compared to carvings at Santa
Maria de Quintanilla de las Vifias in northern Spain.*? Following these two publications,
the sculptural links between Mercia and the Continent have been more fully explored. In
his 1982 thesis on the Anglo-Saxon carvings at Breedon, Richard Jewell scrutinised the
stylistic links between motifs used in Mercian sculptural ornament and those of
contemporary Carolingian Europe, and earlier eastern and late Antique traditions.*
However, Jewell’s overall opinion was that the sculpture at Breedon was created in the
same ‘revivalist” spirit of Carolingian art, which drew on late Antique portable models,
and was not, as Kidson had described it, “distinctly Carolingian in type’. ** Nonetheless,
Jewell drew attention to the close stylistic relationship between certain aspects of the
ornament at Breedon and continental sculptural material. From a careful analysis of
form and type of foliate design, Jewell demonstrated that the single scroll seen in the
Breedon friezes was better connected with Italian sculptural foliage of the eighth and
ninth centuries than with the vine-scroll of Northumbrian sculpture.® The type of trefoil
seen in the Breedon vine-scroll, and also on the cross-shaft at Wroxeter in Shropshire
(cat. no. 70), was shown to appear in Northern Italian carving, notably on a fragment in
the Tempietto at Cividale del Friuli and similarly the leaf-whorl motif, as noted by
Cramp, could be found in Milan and Terni, and in the late eighth-century carvings in the
church of S. Maria in Cosmedin in Rome.®* The closest stylistic parallels for the
Breedon leaf-whorl were shown to be on a marble cross from S. Giovanni in Monte

now in the Museo Civico in Bologna and on the chancel arch at Leprignano.®’ Likewise,

%0 Cramp, 1976 and 1977. See also Cramp, 1986a: 125-40 for a more general view of the relationship
between Anglo-Saxon and Italian sculpture between the early-seventh and tenth centuries.

3! panazza and Tagliaferri, 1966: pl. XX, fig. 54; Cramp, 1976: 270, fig. 5f; Bertelli and Brogolio, 2000:
fig. 161.

%2 de Palol and Hirmer, 1967: pl. 101; Cramp, 1977: 225, 230; Haseloff, 1980: 24. Cramp also drew
attention to the parallels between the Mercian friezes and those further afield, such as at Apa Apollo,
Bawit in Egypt (Torp, 1971: 35-41; Cramp, 1976: 270; 1977: 194).

%3 Jewell’s thesis formed the basis of his 1986 article, which focused on the stylistic and art historical
roots of the motifs used in the Breedon friezes (1986: 95-115).

3 Kidson, 1965: 26; Jewell, 1982: 244-5. Cramp and Jewell later noted the stylistic links between
continental sculpture and the material contemporary in date to Breedon in Wessex at Britford, Wiltshire
(Cramp, 1986a: 138; Jewell, 2001: 250).

% Jewell, 1982: 74.

% Cramp, 1976: 270; Jewell, 1982: 57.

% Serra, 1974: fig. 211; Jewell, 1982: 57; 82.
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it was demonstrated that the clover leaf motif also derived from eighth-century northern
Italian scroll ornament, as it appears at Cividale del Friuli and Brescia.®® Interestingly,
Jewell concluded that these narrow friezes at Breedon were likely to be the only
sculpture at the site to be directly influenced by Carolingian models.*® The inhabited
vine-scroll at Breedon appeared to have few parallels in Italian sculpture except for the
example of the door jambs at S. Maria Antiqua in Rome, and some possible parallels in
Spain, such as Santa Maria de Quintanille de las Vifias in Burgos.”® Both the peacocks
and the hounds which appear in the vine-scroll at Breedon were thought to have drawn
on metalwork, but could be compared to those at S. Pedro de la Nave in Zamora, Spain,
although stylistically unrelated.** In the same way, the doves seen in the vine-scroll at
Breedon had analogues in Spain, at Santa Maria de Quintanille de las Vifias, but the
drilled-hole feather technique, with which they are textured and which is peculiar to
Breedon, is an antique motif found in Italian sculpture, notably on the eighth-century
doorjambs of S. Maria Antiqua in Rome.** Jewell, in a later study of the Breedon
friezes, saw the ‘liveliness’ and ‘square-compartmented’ arrangement of the animals in
the inhabited vine-scroll to be comparable to a chancel screen in the Palazzo Senatorio,
also in Rome.*®

For Plunkett, the innovation of Mercian architectural sculpture was as a result of
the importation of continental sculptors, an argument based on earlier assertions of the
primacy of Northumbrian architectural sculpture from the seventh century onwards by
Johannes Brendsted and Alfred Clapham, and followed by Per Jonas Nordhagen and
Rosemary Cramp.** However, scholars have demonstrated that the non-architectural
sculpture of Mercia also benefited from links with the Continent, resulting in innovative
arrangements. Crucially, the application to Mercian cross-sculpture and decorative
panels of motifs that on the Continent were reserved for architectural sculpture saw a
clear move away from Carolingian traditions.”> As mentioned above, elements such as
the animal-headed terminal on the Cropthorne cross-head and the patterning on the

Acton Beauchamp cross-shaft animals are only paralleled in continental sculpture on

% Jewell, 1982: 61. Jewell’s observation that the clover leaf motif appears on the sculpture at Brescia, is
however, unfounded. The clover leaf motif is better illustrated on a ciborium fragment at SS. Giovanni e
Paolo in Ferentino (Ramieri, 1983: pl. 9).

%9 Jewell, 1982: 245. Jewell noted that this type of vine-scroll, seen in Mercia and on the Continent, was
ultimately derived from eastern traditions (1982: 93; 2001: 249).

“% de Palol and Hirmer, 1967: pl. 10; Jewell, 1982: 115.

*! de Palol and Hirmer, 1967: pls. 6 and 7; Jewell, 1982: 182, 188.

“2 de Palol and Hirmer, 1967: pl. 10; Jewell, 1982: 205, 206.

*% pani Ermini, 1974b: pl. XI; Jewell, 2001: 249.

* Brgndsted, 1924; Clapham, 1930: 64; Nordhagen, 1969: 113—19; Cramp, 1977: 192; Plunkett, 1984:
15.

** Bailey, 1996b: 56.
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friezes.* Parallels can be drawn, in a few instances, between the shared use of motifs
for non-architectural purposes in both Mercia and on the Continent. Richard Jewell and
Ann Dornier compared the heraldic lion panel at Breedon (cat. no. 18) with similar
panels in northern Italy at Pomposa, in north-west Francia at Fiquefleur, and in Bulgaria
at Stara Zagora.*” However, many of the characteristically ‘Mercian’ design elements,
such as apostle iconography, do not seem to draw on contemporary sculptural models,
and as Chapters Four and Five discuss, these motifs were appropriated from other
media.”® Nonetheless, scholars have endeavoured to cement the link between Mercian
and Lombard (north Italian) sculpture, and in the most recent discussions of the place of
Mercian sculpture within Carolingian artistic production, the dominating link to
sculptural material remains that with northern Italy.*® Even where there is no sculptural
parallel until the Romanesque period in Lombardy, as with the pelta ornament seen on
the Breedon friezes (and at Fletton), Jewell extrapolated from a late Antique marble
panel at S. Agnese in Rome to suggest that there must have been a pre-Romanesque
tradition of using this motif in Italy to have inspired the Breedon carvings.”® But, as a
warning against the dangers of mistaking stylistic similarity for direct influence, Jewell
later conceded that the closest parallels for the Mercian pelta design were to be found in
contemporary manuscripts and that these were the most likely models for the motif.>*
More recent studies of specific Mercian monuments or groups of monuments
have further supported the supposition that the inspiration behind many of the motifs
came from an awareness of Carolingian image-making, but more importantly, access to
smaller scale plastic artwork such as carved ivories.”> Notable are the discussions
relating to the iconography of the Mercian sculpture at Wirksworth and Sandbach and

their links to portable Carolingian manuscripts, metalwork and ivories. >* As outlined in

*® de Palol and Hirmer, 1967: pl. 101; Cramp, 1977: 225, 230; Haseloff, 1980: 24. Jewell noted that the
animal-headed terminal on the Cropthorne cross-head most closely resembled metalwork, such as the
Rupertus cross at Bischofshofen, Austria (Jewell, 1982: 124-5; Wilson, 1984: 158).

7 Jewell, 1982: 252; Filow, 1919: pl. 2; Dornier, 1996: 41, fig. 2. The Frankish lion panel pre-dates that
at Breedon, and both the panels at Pomposa and Stara Zagora are later in date (early eleventh-, and tenth-
century, respectively).

“8 Mitchell, 2010: 265 and forthcoming.

* As discussed in Chapters Four and Five, the drilled eyes seen on many of the Mercian carved figures
have been compared to northern Italian sculptural material, such as the altar of Ratchis at Cividale and a
small ivory head of a saint from the monastery of S. Vincenzo al Volturno (Mitchell, 1992: 66—76;
Bertelli and Brogolio, 2000: 366, fig. 233).

% Broccoli, 1981: pl. XXV; Jewell, 1982: 175.

°L Jewell, 1982: 175-6.

52 Mitchell, 2007, 2010 and forthcoming.

5% Hawkes, 1995a, 1995b and 2002a. See also Jane Hawkes® examination of the Northumbrian monument
at Hovingham, Yorkshire, and its links to portable Carolingian artworks (Hawkes, 1993). Earlier
recognition of the links between Mercian sculpture and Carolingian manuscripts had been made by
scholars such as Clapham (1930: 231, 232). For an overview, see Jewell, 2001.
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the following section, some exploration of the modes by which such artworks, their
styles and iconographic concerns were exchanged between Mercia and the Continent
has been made by scholars of Mercian sculpture. There is, however, room to explore the
nature of the exchange networks that brought Mercian sculptors into contact with
continental artistic agendas and, in line with the objectives of this thesis, an opportunity
to assess the level of impact these exchange networks had in different regions of the
kingdom.

Modes of exchange

The stylistic links that scholars have drawn between Mercian and continental sculpture
have been explained within the context of perceived and known modes of exchange
between the two regions. These modes of exchange in part rely on contemporary
documentary evidence for the dialogue that existed between Mercia and the Continent
in the late eighth and early ninth centuries, but are largely inferred from the artistic
material itself and lack substantiation. Thus, in their discussion of the composition of
the horse and rider on one face of the Repton Stone, Biddle and Kjglbye-Biddle
commented that the late Antique ivories and cameos, which provided the likely models
for its design, were ‘easily transported and reached England throughout the Anglo-
Saxon period’ but did not discuss the mechanisms behind this.>* In a similar fashion,
Stone had earlier remarked in relation to Mercian sculpture that, ‘as usual... the new
artistic impulse reached the sculptor through the medium of metalwork and ivory
carvings’, but did not expand on how this might have occurred.>® As well as proposing
that many of the foliate elements in the Breedon vine-scroll had exotic origins beyond
late Antique and Lombard Italy, in the Near East and Egypt, Jewell suggested two
possible routes by which these motifs had entered the Mercian repertoire. He proposed
that either the models were provided by pattern books from Syrian or Alexandrian
workshops or that there were colonies of craftsmen from the Christian East operating in
western Europe, especially Italy, producing models in metalwork and ivories that were
then circulated.®® Both these theories follow on from Kitzinger’s conclusions about the
eastern origins for the vine-scroll ornament of Northumbrian sculpture that, like
Clapham and Brgndsted, pointed to the introduction of eastern craftsmen.”” The close

relationship with portable media that Jewell consistently referred to in relation to the

> Biddle and Kjglbye-Biddle, 1985: 2567.

* Stone, 1955: 22.

* Jewell, 1982: 68-9.

%" Brgndsted, 1924; Clapham, 1930: 64; Kitzinger, 1936: 63. For discussion of the impact of Alexandrian
workshops on the production of early Christian and Byzantine ivories, see Morey, 1941: 41-60.
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sculpture at Breedon demonstrated that objects such as textiles, manuscripts, ivories and
metalwork were an important source of inspiration.>® Unfortunately, despite his careful
analysis, Jewell was unable to offer any evidence in support of his theories for the
exchange of these objects and ideas besides stylistic comparison. Plunkett’s argument
that continental parallels in Mercian sculpture were a result of the importation of
continental sculptors was similarly unsupported but remained dominant.>®

For Richard Bailey, the highly selective and limited adoption of Carolingian and
eastern motifs in Mercian sculpture was evidence that the sculptors were not
continental, but that they had access to models that had made their way into Mercia
through diplomatic connections, pilgrimage to the East or intermediate sites such as
Rome.®® And interestingly, Cramp had earlier put forward a theory for the transmission
of certain eastern foliate motifs into Mercia through portable artworks, based on Joseph
Cincik’s supposition that among Charlemagne’s gifts of Avar loot to Offa were textiles
bearing foliate designs.®* Nonetheless, in a more recent discussion of the development
of new carving techniques employed in Mercian sculpture, Cramp made a case for the
‘probable importation of craftsmen to teach new skills’.% The overall impression
provided by previous scholarship on the modes of exchange by which Mercian sculptors
familiarised themselves with late Antique and contemporary styles is both hazy and
inconsistent. Whilst it is apparent that Mercian artists and patrons had access to non-
Insular models, the mechanisms by which these models were transmitted remain
unclear. Consequently, the question is still whether transmission was facilitated by the
movement of people, such as pilgrims and craftsmen to and from centres like Rome and
Charlemagne’s court, or through the circulation of portable objects that made their way
to Mercia through the processes of gift exchange and trade, or indeed as a result of a
combination of both. In comparison to the emphasis placed on links evident from style

analysis, the important social mechanisms that underpin the concept of exchange and

% See for example Jewell’s discussion of the close stylistic parallels between the animals and figures of
the Breedon inhabited vine-scroll and Egyptian textiles, contemporary continental ivories and
manuscripts (1982: 109-24). Indeed, Jewell argued that architectural sculptural models, such as the
nearest and near-contemporary developments in Spain were of no interest to Anglo-Saxon sculptors
(1982: 152).

> Plunkett, 1984: 15.

%0 1996h: 54, 116-17. Mitchell also noted the part played by pilgrims, both lay and ecclesiastical, and
mercantile activity, which would have led many Anglo-Saxons to Rome (forthcoming).

81 Cincik, 1958: 52-5; Stenton, 1971: 221; Cramp, 1976: 271; Cramp, 1977: 206; Whitelock, 1979: 849.
%2 Rodwell et al., 2008: 75. The movement of craftsmen in the early part of the eighth century is testified
in written sources by the account relating to the Pictish king Nechtan, who is said to have acquired Anglo-
Saxon craftsman to help construct a church ‘after the Roman manner’ (Bede, HE., v. 21; Dodwell, 1982:
63).
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transmission have largely been ignored in discussions of the development of Mercian

sculpture.

Motivations

Although scholars have, thus far, failed to fully engage with the mechanisms behind the
transmission of artistic motifs into the Mercian sculptural repertoire, discussion has
considered the reasons behind the adoption of certain themes and styles, and the socio-
political climate in Mercia within which it occurred. The dominant argument has been
that Mercian sculpture during the late eighth and early ninth centuries was part of a
larger programme of investment and display connected to an underlying political
agenda. Kendrick’s description of Offa (d. 796) as a ‘continentally minded king’
pointed to Offa’s relationship with Charlemagne and the relationships he fostered
between Mercian institutions and the Carolingian courts as a driving force behind the
transmission of artistic styles between the two regions.®® Jane Hawkes has been able to
demonstrate that certain iconographical concerns in Mercian sculpture may be
understood within the context of this dialogue and specific, documented events. In her
examination of the Sandbach crosses in Cheshire, Hawkes argued that the
Transfiguration and Traditio Legis cum Clavis themes were among figural scenes on the
monuments that reflected the continuing aspirations of the Mercian Church in the years
after Lichfield lost its archiepiscopal status.* The period surrounding Lichfield’s
elevation saw numerous diplomatic visitors arrive in Mercia from Carolingian courts,
often accompanied by papal envoys, and this activity has been seen as the method by
which access was established to contemporary continental material and knowledge of
Carolingian attitudes towards image production was transmitted.”® Furthermore,
Hawkes argued that the Transfiguration and Traditio Legis cum Clavis scenes at
Sandbach were a deliberate expression of prestigious links with Carolingian royal
centres on the Continent, such as Mdstair in Switzerland, designed to glorify the power
and authority of the Mercian Church.®

Cramp understood the rapport between Mercian sculpture and continental art as

springing from Offa’s desire to emulate Charlemagne’s successful revival and patronage

% Kendrick, T., 1938: 165.

% Hawkes, 1995a: 213-20, 2001: 245 and 2002a: 143-5; Story, 2002: 175-6.

% Hawkes, 2001: 245. For an overview of the diplomatic activity during this period and the documentary
sources, see Whitelock, 1979: 22, 858-62;

® Hawkes, 2002a: 144-5.

19



Chapter One — Mercia and the Continent

of learning and artistic production in his courts.®” Additionally, the relationship Offa
cultivated with the papacy in Rome, as outlined below (pp. 45-48), can be seen to
mirror Charlemagne’s alliance with Rome following his union of the Lombard
kingdoms of northern Italy with the rest of the Frankish territories.®® Here too, Offa’s
motivations were clearly discerned by Cramp. The dialogue that existed between Offa
and the papacy resulted in Mercia receiving the only legatine mission sent to England
and culminated in the elevation of Lichfield; a defiant act against the archiepiscopacy of
Canterbury to raise the profile of Mercia within Carolingian Europe.*® Cramp argued
that part of the propaganda for this campaign was the creation of a liturgical focus at
Lichfield through the embellishment of an existing shrine, possibly St. Chad’s, with a
monumental carved stone encasement, surviving today in the extant fragments
discussed in detail in Chapters Four and Five.”® Plunkett argued that the evidence for
this programme of propaganda can be seen elsewhere, at Castor and Breedon where the
remains of similar carved stone monuments survive.”*

The dominance of apostle imagery in Mercian sculpture at sites such as Castor
(cat. no. 26) and Breedon has been understood to express similar motivations. James
Lang and Jane Hawkes recognised that the use of apostles invoked the contemporary
papal policy of spreading the faith and strengthening the position of the Church of
Rome in western Europe, and that the inclusion of this iconography was a way for the
Mercian Church to demonstrate that its position was in keeping with current interests.”
Additionally, the use of apostle iconography may well have been motivated by
privileges granted by Pope Hadrian in the late eighth century in relation to Mercian
monasteries dedicated to St. Peter.”® Thus, John Mitchell has recently stated that whilst
the details of Offa’s initiative to promote links with Charlemagne and Rome, which
were continued by his successor Coenwulf (796-821), have not been fully explored, the
activity was intended to ensure ‘the prosperity and security of the kingdom and the
salvation of the souls of its benefactors’.” This activity might have been motivated by a

need to assert control over those Mercian territories that were not secure, as Mitchell

%7 Cramp, 1976: 270 and 1986a: 138; Lang, 1999: 281; Mitchell, 2007: 282—3. See Gameson, 1995: 247
for the important role of patronage in the promotion and development of Anglo-Saxon art.

%8 Cramp, 1986a: 138.

% evison, 1946: 16; Stenton, 1971: 225-30; Whitelock, 1979: 836-40; Cramp, 1986a: 138; Cramp in
Rodwell et al., 2008: 74.

70 Cramp in Rodwell et al., 2008: 74.

! Plunkett, 1998: 225; Cramp in Rodwell et al., 2008: 74.

"2 Krautheimer, 1980: 128-37, 256-7; Noble, 1984: 323-4; Lang, 1999: 281-2; Hawkes, 2002b: 345;
Mitchell, forthcoming.

7 Levison, 1946: 30; Cramp, 1986a: 138.

" Mitchell, 2007: 283.
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has suggested, or by a desire to maintain the position that Offa had enjoyed as the only
western ruler to be addressed by Charlemagne as his equal.”” These potential
motivations are considered in more detail in Chapter Five, where the adoption and
adaptation of classicising styles in the sepulchral sculpture of Mercia are shown to
reflect a conscious alignment with both the papal agendas of Rome and the imperial

aspirations of Charlemagne’s court.

Critique of past approaches and current assumptions

The impression provided by previous scholarship is that the style of Mercian sculpture
in the late eighth and early ninth centuries is not solely derived from contemporary
continental sculpture, but where stylistic links can be found, they predominantly point
to a familiarity with the architectural sculpture of the Lombards in northern Italy,
largely from the period immediately preceding and following Charlemagne’s takeover
in 774.° From Cramp and Jewell’s analysis of the vine-scroll ornament at Breedon, it is
clear that certain foliate motifs used in the architectural sculpture of Lombard ltaly are
very closely comparable and might have provided the inspiration for their use in Mercia
within the architectural setting of friezes at sites such as Breedon. And whilst it has
been shown that such motifs in both Mercia and Lombard Italy largely drew on earlier
eastern models, their parallel use in an architectural setting in the late eighth and early
ninth centuries would appear to support the existence of an artistic dialogue between the
two regions. However, beyond Breedon and the few key sites elsewhere in Mercia that
preserve comparable architectural pieces, there has been little discussion of the extent of
Lombard sculptural inspiration in the wider kingdom. Whilst it is assumed that this is
because the Lombards did not have a strong tradition of non-architectural stone
sculpture, scholars have yet to explore the similarities and divergences in the motivation
behind the production of monumental sculpture in the two regions. The parallel use of
particular motifs and forms does not necessarily reflect a common attitude to the role of
stone sculpture in monumental expression. What previous scholarship has not addressed
is how the small proportion of motifs that are shared between northern Italy and Mercia
relates to the wider Lombard repertoire. This would provide a much clearer picture of
the nature of Mercian motif-appropriation, and could offer a means of establishing how

dependent Mercian sculptors were on contemporary Lombard stone sculpture.

> |evison, 1946: 112; Mitchell, 2007: 287.
76 Cramp, 1976: 270; Jewell, 1982: 74, 252; Jewell, 2001: 249.
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Scholarship has thus far neglected to contextualise the adoption of those few Lombard
motifs within Mercian stone sculpture production, which shows little of the
standardization in ornament or the restriction of form seen in the material of northern
Italy. In line with the research aim of reassessing the artistic sources of inspiration for
Mercian sculptors, Chapters Three and Four will address the important unanswered
questions of if and why Mercian sculptors were looking to Lombard Italy for
inspiration.

The influence of other sources, such as contemporary and late Antique portable
objects, and late Antique monumental art such as sculpture and mosaics has been shown
to have contributed to the variety seen in Mercian sculpture.”” But, as with the
discussion of the connection to Lombard sculpture, scholars have not fully explored the
impact across the breadth of Mercian sculpture, and focus has remained on well-
documented sites such as Breedon, Lichfield and the Peterborough group. There has
been no assessment of how extensive the impact of continental connections was on the
sculpture of the Mercian hinterland, although it is often assumed that all Mercian
sculpture benefited from contact with Carolingian art. Where other sites have been
mentioned, notably Acton Beauchamp, Cropthorne and the cross-sculpture of the Peak
District, there has been little examination of the modes by which such apparent outliers,
with limited proximity to known monastic colonies or the Mercian heartland, accessed
foreign models. This presents a clear avenue for further exploration into the nature of
exchange and the motivations behind it, and is thus a key objective of this thesis, as
outlined in the Introduction (pp. 1-4).

Scholars have signalled the role of Rome in the development of Mercian stone
sculpture; in terms of motivation influenced by papal relations and current iconographic
trends, and as a focus in the emulation of Charlemagne’s artistic revival, as well as
providing access to late Antique art forms.”® The use of certain iconographical motifs
and late Antique forms would suggest a desire in Mercia to reflect links with Rome, and
there is evidence to suppose that the Mercians accessed models directly from late
Antique centres such as Rome and Ravenna rather than through the intermediary courts
of Charlemagne.”® What has not been fully examined are the effects that travel to and
correspondence with Rome had on the Mercians’ exposure to other contemporary art.

So, for example, did land-travel by pilgrims facilitate access to the stone sculpture and

7 Jewell, 1982, 1986 and 2001; Plunkett, 1984; Cramp, 1977; Mitchell, forthcoming.

’® Hawkes, 1995a, 2002a.

" For example, Hawkes demonstrated that the iconographic programme of the Wirksworth slab is quite
distinct from contemporary developments on the Continent (1995b: 250).
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monumental stucco at stop-over sites in Lombard Italy? Little has been explored of the
relationship between the location of sites with sculptural motifs paralleling those in
Mercia and known communication routes for pilgrims, diplomatic envoys and traders.
Did focus on Rome necessarily reduce travel and/or trade to other areas of sculptural
production in the Christian West, such as Visigothic Spain, and so reduce the
transmission of certain styles? As yet, it has not been ascertained as to whether the
stylistic divergences between Mercian sculpture and material from the fringes of the
Carolingian Empire such as Visigothic Spain and modern Austria might be explained by
political and religious focus elsewhere. As outlined below (pp. 45-8), written sources
emphasise the dominant presence of Rome, its imperial past and the contemporary
authority of its papacy within the artistic outlooks of both Mercia and the Carolingian
empire. Past approaches have predominantly been concerned with defining the art
historical provenance of the motifs seen in Mercian sculpture, with a view to confirming
the relationship between Mercian and Lombard sculpture.®® As mentioned above, only
recently, and for a limited number of sites, has the iconographical significance of the
motifs and the potential motivations behind their use been explored. Thus, iconographic
discussions of the Wirksworth slab in Derbyshire and the Lichfield Angel have revealed
their underlying emphasis on the humility, obedience and purity of the Virgin.®! In both
instances, these virtues have been shown to be particularly appropriate to the funerary
monuments on which they are symbolised. The limitations of previous scholarship in
this area derive from a lack of contextual evidence for the transmission of motifs and
limited exploration of how portable objects fed into the sculptural milieu of Mercia.
Nonetheless, the evidence would suggest that the majority of motifs were not adopted
from contemporary stone sculpture in Lombard Italy or elsewhere, but from a range of
small scale artworks, including ivories, metalwork and manuscripts, as well as large

artworks such as mosaics and carved stucco.

Part 11
A Mercian context for a sculptural tradition?

Written evidence and historical sources

Undoubtedly, the greatest hindrance to any reconstruction of Mercian history is the lack

of written material to have survived from within the kingdom and, as Nicholas Brooks

8 Jewell, 1982, 1986: Plunkett, 1984; Dornier, 1996; Mitchell, 2010.
8 Hawkes, 1995a and b, 2001, 2002a, 2007; Rodwell et al., 2008.
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noted, it is on information from the kingdom’s neighbours that we must rely.®? In
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, an early eighth-century narrative
describing activities relating to the kingdom of Northumbria, we find preserved the
most illustrative insight into Mercian history. Bede stated that the people known as the
Mercians, together with the East and Middle Angles and the Northumbrians, had
originally arrived into Britain from an area on the Continent between the kingdoms of
the Jutes and the Saxons, called Angulus.®® Bede also provided information on where
the Mercians of his day were located. In an account relating to a short-lived takeover by
the Northumbrian king Oswiu (d. 670) Bede described how the kingdom of Mercia was
divided by the river Trent into two parts: the northern part consisting of 7,000 hides of
land and the southern part 5,000 hides.** In the period when he wrote his narrative,
Bede stated that the kingdom of Mercia, under the leadership of king Athelbald, exerted
a power over all the kingdoms south of the river Humber to the extent that they were
subject to him.%°

Bede’s agenda, however, was to construct a narrative centred on the religious
virtue of specific Northumbrian individuals, and it is perhaps unsurprising that his
description of the Mercians was influenced by their relatively late conversion to
Christianity and their perceived pagan behaviour beforehand. And so, the impression
given by Bede of Penda, the last pagan king of Mercia (d. 654), is one of a warlord who
undertook several violent attacks against the Christian kings of the surrounding
kingdoms, not only Northumbria but also East Anglia and the West Saxons.®
Nonetheless, this implies that Penda had the resources and power to engage in long
distance attacks, presumably without neighbourly support.®” Bede also indicated that it
was during Penda’s reign, when he placed his son Peada in control of the Middle
Angles, that Mercian control began to expand outside the immediate vicinity of the river
Trent to include neighbouring territories.®

Bede’s account of Mercian activity in the seventh and early eighth centuries is

corroborated by entries in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a ninth-century compilation of

82 Brooks, 1989: 160. For discussion of how to reconcile historical sources and archaeological evidence,
see Campbell, 2011.
8 HE i. 15. All references to Bede’s Ecclesiastical History will be cited as HE and given by book and
chapter. References are taken from Colgrave and Mynors, 1969.
% HE iii. 24. Hides were the basic unit of assessment in Anglo-Saxon England and are thought to have
been equivalent to the land farmed by and supporting one peasant family (Faith, 2001: 238).
% HE v. 23. For the role of the River Humber as a ‘permeable’ boundary between Mercia and
Northumbria, see Rollason, 2003: 20-1 and Higham, 2006: 391-417.
% HE ii. 20;iii. 7,9, 17, 18.
8 According to Bede, Penda supported Cadwallon king of Gwynedd in his campaign against
8Nsorthumbria, which resulted in the death of the Christian king Edwin (HE ii. 20).

HE iii. 21.
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annals, thought to have drawn on other sources as well as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History.
The Chronicle is similar to Bede’s narrative in the impression it presents of Mercian
behaviour, as the majority of the entries in the annals relate to Mercia battles (Map 1.C).
The advantage of the Chronicle as a source is that it provides specific dates for events
that in Bede often have to be inferred from an assumed start date for a particular king’s
reign. So, for example, from the Chronicle we learn that in 628 Penda fought the West
Saxons Cynegils and Cwichelm at Cirencester in Gloucestershire, and that in 776 the
Mercians fought the people of Kent at Otford.®® As Map 1.C shows, the Chronicle also
names sites at which two Mercian kings were buried: Ceolred (d. 716) at Lichfield in
Staffordshire and /thelbald (d. 757) at Repton in Derbyshire.®® From these entries it is
possible to begin locating key secular and ecclesiastical sites within the Mercian
kingdom.

Charters relating to the transference of land ownership constitute the largest
body of available written material by which other major and minor sites associated with
Mercia might be identified. Through an analysis of charter site distribution over the
period c. 625 to c. 876, and the titles of the individuals involved in issuing them, it is
possible to gain some idea of the development of Mercian land control. Between 625
and 675 a reflection of territorial expansion resulting from the war-like behaviour of the
early Mercian kings as described by Bede and in the Chronicle, might be expected. The
distribution of spurious and authentic charter sites in Map 1.D points to the strategies
undertaken for securing and increasing Mercian land control. Firstly, the acquisition of
land for the newly founded monastery at Peterborough in Middle Anglia that had come
under Mercian control as mentioned above.”™ Whilst few pre-Viking charters survive
from Peterborough, the extent of the preserved documentation that ended up at the
monastery attests to the importance of the origin legends that surround it, and which
were likely created in the eleventh century.®? Land appears to not only have been
granted from within Middle Anglia, but also from land to the west of Bede’s Mercian
heartland in the Trent valley, now in modern Shropshire, which would imply that King

Waulfhere, Peada’s successor, had authority over that territory at the time of issuing the

% Whitelock, 1979: 150, 165.

% op. cit., 158, 163.

%! There are over forty charters relating to the foundation of Peterborough that have now been identified
as post-Conquest forgeries. These are not included in Map 1.4. For the list of forgeries, see Hart, 1966.

% For a comprehensive analysis of the charters relating to Peterborough and the evidence for the
federation of sites associated with it, see Kelly, 2009, especially pp. 67-99.

25



Chapter One — Mercia and the Continent

charters.”® Two possibly spurious seventh-century charters granting land by the Thames
to Chertsey in Surrey (not shown on the map) were issued by Frithuwold, who is titled
as sub-king of Wulfhere.** This suggests that even at this early date the extent of the
Mercian king’s authority had reached far to the south of what we might recognise as the
kingdom of Mercia.

In a similar fashion, the monastic foundation at Breedon in Leicestershire, which
is central in the region ascribed by Bede to the Mercians, was endowed with land far to
the east and north in Lincolnshire. Only one other charter from this early period relates
to a site in the area of Bede’s kingdom of Mercia. This is at Hanbury, Staffordshire,
where land in c. 657-674 was granted to Abbot Colman by Wulfhere.* The bishop of
Lichfield, whose episcopal see had recently been created to serve the Mercians, was
granted land by Wulfhere in c. 669-672 to found a monastery at Barrow-upon-Humber
in northern Lincolnshire.®® Two foundation charters, issued c. 674-704, relating to
Withington in Buckinghamshire and Wealdstone Brook in Middlesex were granted by
Ethelred king of the Mercians with Oshere, who is titled under-king implying that
despite ruling his own kingdom of the Hwicce he was subservient to Ethelred and
Mercia.”’

Maps 1.E and 1.F illustrate how over the subsequent hundred-year period
between 676 and 775 the major Mercian monastic institutions were strengthened, with
the survival of only three charters relating to the foundation of new minor institutions.*®
During this period the charters attest to the growth in land control of the large
monasteries at Worcester, Evesham, Gloucester and Malmesbury, as well as at Much
Wenlock and Fladbury. Only three charters from this period were issued without the
consent of a Mercian king, and from the remainder, in all but two examples any other
king named on the charter is described as an under-king or sub-king. Of particular
interest in this period is the appearance of the title ‘king not only of Mercia but all the
South Angles’ associated with two charters issued by king Athelbald (d. 757), one
relating to the foundation of a minster at Kidderminster, Worcestershire in 736, and the

other for the foundation of a monastery at Wootton Wawen, Warwickshire c. 718—

% Certainly at this time to the south, the area of modern day Herefordshire, which broadly equates to the
territory of the Magonsaete people, was ruled by Merewalh who is thought to be another of Penda’s sons
(Whitelock, 1979:165; Powicke and Fryde, 1961: 15; Stenton, 1971: 47).

% Whitelock, 1979: 440; eSawyer, no. 69. For the history of early medieval Surrey and the charters
relating to Chertsey, see Hart, 1966: 117-22; Blair, 1989: 97-107 and 1991: 7, 95 and 103.

% Finberg, 1972: 86.

% Hart, 1966: 98.

% Finberg, 1972: 32.

% It is important to note that the monastic institutions of western Mercia were left relatively unscathed by
the Viking incursions of the ninth century, which has left an imbalance in the extant body of charters.
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737.%° These provide the documentary evidence to corroborate Bede’s observation that
the Mercian kings in the eighth century ruled over southern England.

During this and the following hundred-year period a new development can be
seen in Mercian land control in the increased number of charters granting land to lay
people (Maps 1.F, 1.G and 1.H). This coincides with the gradual decrease in the number
of charters relating to new foundations, so that between c. 826 and c. 875 there are no
surviving charters issued for this purpose (Map 1.H). This could be interpreted as a
mechanism for reinforcing secular authority as the number of subservient territories
outside the Mercian administrative centre of the Trent Valley increased. Maps 1.G and
1.H show that by the mid-eighth century Mercian charters were being issued in relation
to the archbishopric at Canterbury and the trading port in London. As early as 734, king
/thelbald granted the remission of tolls for the church at Rochester on one ship at
London.*® Whilst the surviving body of charters provides only a fragmentary picture of
Mercian land control, the distribution of charters issued in the name of Mercian kings
implies that their authority extended beyond the limits of the geographical area ascribed

by Bede to the kingdom of Mercia.

The Meaning of Mercia

Mercia (OE Mierce) takes its name from the Old English word mearc meaning
boundary or border.*® That both Bede and the Chronicle only use this name and do not
make reference to any other earlier territorial names would suggest that Mercia was the
original and only title for both the kingdom itself and the people who styled themselves
as ‘Mercian’. Whilst it is clear that the name refers to a boundary or border, there is no
evidence in the available documentary sources to identify which border was meant.
There are two possibilities: the first is that the border or boundary was a physical one,
and perhaps a natural feature that might be recognised in the landscape; and the second
is that it refers to a social boundary between two or more groups of people.

On the basis of Bede’s description it can be assumed that the group of Angles
that settled and formed Mercia moved into the region from or in conjunction with those
that settled East Anglia and the kingdom of the Middle Angles to the east of Mercia.'%

% Finberg, 1972: 91; Hart, 1975: 75. For the rise of minster foundations in western Mercia in the seventh
and eighth centuries, and the role of minsters in the development of the parochial system, see Blair, 1985:
104-42; Franklin, 1985: 69-88; Blair, 1988: 35-58 and Blair, 1992: 226-66.

"% Whitelock, 1979: 451.

1% Clark, 1931: 199.

12 Davies, 1977: 22.
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If we were to look for evidence of a suitable natural barrier to which the name Mercia
referred, it would not therefore be unrealistic to focus on the western limit of the area of
Anglian settlement. For Stenton, the western boundary was the belt of high land
between Cannock Chase, an area of lowland heathland in Staffordshire, and the Forest
of Arden which covered much of Warwickshire north of the river Avon (discussed
further below).’® However, as Gelling has highlighted, in comparison with the Weald
of Kent and Sussex this potential boundary was likely to offer little obstacle to the
penetration and settlement of the region west of it by the Angles. %

If however, it is considered that Mercia referred not to a physical barrier but a
social boundary between the Angles that became known as the Mercians and
neighbouring groups of peoples, it is most likely to the west that they might be located.
Despite Bede’s account of hostilities between the Mercians and the Northumbrians,
Hunter Blair’s suggestion that Mercia was named after a boundary between the two
kingdoms has been discounted due to a lack of positive evidence.’® Gelling proposed
that the Mercians were named for bordering the Angles to the east in Leicestershire and
Northamptonshire.!® Despite basing this argument on archaeological evidence,
Gelling’s assertion, also maintained by Bassett, that the Mercians were sufficiently
different from the ‘mass of pagan Angles’ to the east does not stand up to scrutiny.107
Whilst there are comparatively few known furnished cemeteries in the Trent valley, this
is just as likely to be as a result of accident and survival and does not provide conclusive
evidence for the use of a burial rite identifiably distinct from neighbouring Anglian
territories. It is therefore proposed that the Mercians were named on account of their
proximity to the extant British territories to the west, but not as Stenton suggested
because they were considered the enemy, but because they were simply recognised by

198 As an extension of

the migrant Angles as coming from different cultural traditions.
this idea, Higham has suggested that by not naming themselves Western Angles, the
Mercians were demonstrating sensitivity to neighbouring British kings and plausibly

any surviving Christian presence encountered.'%

What this might also imply is that
during the sixth and seventh centuries, being Mercian was less likely to do with

identifying oneself with a distinct region, and more about marking an allegiance to a

103 stenton, 1971: 40.

104 Gelling, 1989: 185.

195 Hunter Blair, 1948: 112-26; Brooks, 1989: 162.
106 Gelling, 1992: 79.

07 Bassett, 2000: 114.

108 Stenton, 1971: 40.

19 Higham, 1992: 11.
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particular ruling kin group. As the discussion in Chapter Five demonstrates (pp. 152-7),
disputes between distant branches of the Mercian royal line, each vying for control and
legitimacy of rule, persisted into the ninth century and found expression in monumental
sepulchral sculpture.

What is clear is that the kingdom of Mercia, at least by Bede’s day, occupied a
specific area in the vicinity of the river Trent; with the political centralisation manifest
in the charters most likely occurring through a focus on central figures as opposed to
central places. Certainly by the time the rulers styled themselves as ‘king of Mercia’ in
the charters, it can be assumed that the title was a reference to a political entity rather
than the original kingdom of Mercia, whose physical borders their authority evidently
had extended beyond. And so, in the example of Peada ruling the Middle Angles, it
would not be unfounded to suppose that, as a son of Penda, he would have recognised
himself as a Mercian despite living and operating outside the boundaries of the kingdom
of Mercia. This might account for the many territories surrounding Mercia that retained
their original name despite, from the evidence of the charters, submitting to the
authority of a Mercian king. Certainly, this can be seen in the case of the Hwicce, who
from the available documentary sources can be seen to have retained their name well
into the tenth century.™° Keynes has argued that it was through a unique exercising of
control, whereby local rulers maintained their status, that the Mercian kings expanded

their authority over surrounding territories.***

The Tribal Hidage

When considering the territories over which the Mercian heartland might have exercised
control to create the hegemony described by Bede, scholars can draw on the Tribal
Hidage — a document of uncertain date and provenance that lists over thirty kingdoms
and territories south of the river Humber, each with an assessment in hides. The Tribal
Hidage has been previously regarded as an eighth-century tribute list, and as the
kingdom of Mercia is first on the list and, as Featherstone described it ‘at the centre of
the world’ mapped out by it, most scholars consider it to be of Mercian creation.'*?
Various attempts have been made to locate and map the territories listed in the Tribal

Hidage despite the lack of known boundaries and the number of territories that remain

110 Featherstone, 2001: 31.

11 Keynes, 2005: 10.

12 Featherstone, 2001: 27. Brooks argued that the Tribal Hidage was more likely to have been a
Northumbrian document as he could not envisage a medieval king imposing tribute on his own kingdom,
i.e. Mercia (1989: 159).

29



Chapter One — Mercia and the Continent

unidentified.*** These maps broadly agree with each other, largely because they all
assume that the area called ‘the first lands of Mercia’ in the Tribal Hidage equates to the
land either side of the river Trent that Bede described as the kingdom of Mercia.™**
Hart’s map (Map 1.1), despite criticism from Brooks for boldly including conjectural
boundaries, provides a reasonable estimate of how Mercia might have been situated
within its neighbouring territories.**®

To the north are the territories of the Pecseate, EImet, Hatfield and Lindsey. To
the west are the Wreconsate, Magonsate and the Hwicce. To the south and east are a
host of small groups, which Hart represented as a conglomeration forming the Middle
Angles. That the Tribal Hidage does not provide explicit boundaries for the distinct
communities it lists implies that the early political development of the region was
centred on social units whose association with each other was perhaps of more
importance and relevance than the designation of physical territory. It is also plausible
that the designation of territory by static borders was impractical in the centuries when
there would have been continual competition between rulers for land control, as
evidenced in Bede’s account of Penda’s hostile behaviour to his neighbours. When
viewed in light of the charter evidence, the Tribal Hidage can be interpreted as a
manifestation of the Mercian kings’ expansionist policies in the decades leading up to
its production. Indeed, Hart considered that the document ‘vividly illustrates the power
exercised by the Mercian overlords’.**® Nonetheless, the Tribal Hidage corroborates the
suggestion made above, that even by the eighth century when the charters show that the
Mercian kings had authority over many of the territories south of the river Humber,
these territories were, in name at least, separate components of the physical kingdom of
Mercia.

If the Tribal Hidage was made at the request of an eighth-century Mercian king,
there are two likely candidates. The first is ZAthelbald who, as discussed, was the first
Mercian king to style himself in charters as ‘king of the south English’, and the second
candidate is Offa (757-796). Both these kings have been the focus of the debate
surrounding the rise and maintenance of the Mercian hegemony described by Bede and

implied by the Tribal Hidage and the charter evidence. That the position of scholarship

3 Davies and Vierck, 1974: 223-93; Hill, 1981: map 136; Hooke, 1986: 1-45.

4 There is some discrepancy between Bede’s 12,000 hide assessment of the North and South Mercians
and the Tribal Hidage’s 30,000 hide assessment. Whilst this might be indicative of two different modes
of assessment it is also possible, as Brooks has highlighted, that Bede’s North and South Mercians
occupied a smaller territory than that considered by the Tribal Hidage as the original Mercia (1989: 161).
"% Brooks, 1989: 160.

"® Hart, 1977: 44.
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has changed in its understanding of the Mercian hegemony can be demonstrated
through a comparison of the work of two historians: Sir Frank Stenton, who completed
his important volume on Anglo-Saxon England in 1943, and Simon Keynes who in
2005 wrote an article re-assessing the notion of a Mercian supremacy. For Stenton, the
success of the Mercians was their ultimate achievement in uniting the various territories
south of the river Humber into what he envisaged as a single state.**” This argument
hinged on a number of charters in which Offa was styled ‘king of England’, and ‘king
of all parts of England’, which suggested that by the eighth century the Mercian kings
had authority over all the English peoples.™® It was from this view-point that Stenton
examined the evidence for Mercian expansion and control.

However, as Keynes noted, Stenton’s argument was based on the validity of the
charters, which were later proven by Sawyer to be tenth-century fabrications created to

enhance the character of Offa.'*°

For Keynes, even ZAthelbald’s use of the title ‘king of
the south English’ in charters was not evidence that the territories outside Mercia were
subject to him.*® Keynes shrewdly observed that the lack of documentary evidence for
Mercia meant that there was no way of ascertaining whether such titles reflected
political reality or whether they had been invented by the king or another party.*?! In
discounting Stenton’s charter evidence, Keynes also suggested that by only ever styling
himself as ‘king of Mercia’, Offa was motivated to expand Mercian control but not
intent on creating a unified kingdom of England. In particular, Keynes argued that the
political vision of both Athelbald and Offa primarily involved gaining and retaining
control of the emporium at London, which was achieved by 734. What the work of both
Stenton and Keynes demonstrated was the emphasis that is continually placed on the
extant documentary sources by scholars deciphering the history of Mercia, even when
these sources can only offer a biased perspective. Keynes’ suggestion that scholars
should begin to recognise that the Mercian hegemony was something peculiar in itself
points to a possible line of future enquiry.*” What both studies allude to, but do not
fully incorporate, is the evidence available from the archaeological record, an invaluable

source given the fragmentary written record for the kingdom of Mercia.

17 Stenton, 1971: 40.

118 The charters in question can be found in Sawyer, 1968: nos. 89, 110 and 111. For discussion of what,
by the eighth century, constituted the ‘England’ of Bede’s Historia, see John, 1966: 21, 44, 524, 58;
Wormald, 1983: 105, 114, 119 and Fanning, 1991: 1-26.

19 Keynes, 2005: 6; Sawyer, 1968: 99-100.

120 K eynes, 2005: 8.
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Locating the Mercian heartland: evidence from the material and landscape

records

As presented in the Introduction, a primary objective of this thesis is to investigate how
continental influence can be recognised in the sculpture of wider Mercia, and whether
the degrees of influence correlate to the type and location of sites at which it is found. In
order to reach this objective, it is necessary to establish the nature of the kingdom of
Mercia and ascertain whether an identifiable ‘heartland’ existed. Part One of this
chapter showed there to be a general consensus amongst scholars that the stone
sculpture of Mercia can not only be grouped into stylistically cohesive ‘schools of
production’, but that there also exists a broad distinction between the schools of the
central regions of the kingdom, including the sites of Breedon, Peterborough, Fletton,
Castor and Lichfield, and those further removed. Through an investigation of the
material evidence supporting the existence of a Mercian heartland it is possible to reveal
whether the regional diversity of Mercian sculpture in the late eighth and early ninth
centuries is reflective of earlier, regional identities surviving from befo