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Summary

Excavations on the Poulton Chapel site undertaken between 1995 and 2000 have recovered many small fragments of excavated window glass dating from the Roman period to the late twentieth century. 

This glass is untreated. Much of it is very friable and has deteriorated, so that there are numerous detached flakes. Many pieces are covered with clay or reddish mud and sometimes deposits of grass etc. More evidence of painted detail could be seen if this coating were to be removed, but the majority were so fragile that this could not be attempted due to the high risk of disintegration. The cleaning and stabilisation of the fragments before they disintegrate further would be highly desirable, but given the project’s limited budget it seems unlikely that resources can be spared for this purpose, at least in the short term.

Attempts to count the number of fragments of particular types of glass, or estimate the surface area, proved infeasible due the fact that so much of the material is disintegrating and hence many of the find bags contain a selection of pieces ranging from fragments 1cm2 or 2cm2 to a mass of crumbs and flakes which cannot be counted or measured. The difference in condition between the medieval material and the three pieces of far better preserved Roman window glass currently on display in the on-site museum at Poulton is very striking. The excavated fragments of medieval window glass are small. The largest of them (no.3/24) measures only 0.062m by 0.029m and most are less than half that size.

Apart from the few pieces on display, all the excavated glass is stored in five cardboard boxes in labelled plastic finds bags. Boxes 1 and 2 contain pieces excavated in 1997, Box 3 various dates between 1995 and 2000, Box 4 1996 and Box 5 1995. The arrangement of pieces is not consistent, with some finds bags containing a single piece of glass while others contain up to 50 fragments of different types and periods. Since some of the labels on the bags are identical, for the purposes of this report each bag within each box has been given an individual reference number, relating to the order in which the finds bags were stored within the boxes. However it has not been possible to give an identifier to each individual piece within finds bags containing multiple pieces. The finds bags in Box 5 are more carefully labelled with descriptions of the contents than the others. Some of the bags, mainly those in boxes 4 and 5, are labelled with the number of the trench where they were found. The majority thus labelled, including all those in boxes 2 and 3, are from trench I, but there are also pieces from trenches II, III, VI, VIII, XI, XII, XIII and XIV. 

It is unlikely that the minimalist single-cell Cistercian chapel founded in the mid-twelfth century originally had window glass. If there was any, it would have been very plain as the order eschewed religious imagery at this date. Very little Cistercian glazing from this period survives in Britain and the only potentially comparable example known to the author is in the parish church of Kirkby-in-Furness (Cumbria), of which Furness Abbey held the advowson until 1230. A lancet window remaining there from the mid-twelfth century structure, now part of the chancel, retains some of its heavily-corroded original glazing, consisting of a simple Latin cross with its ends splayed set on a ground of diamond quarries with strapwork borders. The subject is depicted only by lead outlines, no paint being used.        

The grisaille fragments excavated at Poulton show that some decorative glazing had been installed in the chapel by the late 13th or early 14th century, when it served the local community after the abbey had been removed to Dieulacres. Manuscript evidence shows that there was a surge of activity at the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth centuries, when many Cheshire churches were wholly or partly rebuilt and their windows newly glazed
. Poulton was no exception. The enlargement of the chapel at the time of its lease to the Manley family in 1487 would probably have been accompanied by the filling of at least some of its windows with stained and painted glass, doubtless at the expense of the Manleys whose private chapel it became. The earlier glazing including the grisaille may have been discarded at this time. Sir Nicholas Manley’s foundation of a chantry in the chapel by his will of 1519, which also stipulated that the “residue of the issues” should be spent on the chapel, provided another opportunity for new glazing to be installed there, as donations of windows were frequently linked to chantry foundations. It is frustrating that none of the surviving material can definitely be linked to this phase of activity, although it can be suggested that some of the fragments in Category 2 (see below) are likely to derive from it.    

In conclusion it is disappointing that so little painted glass remains and that what does survive is not particularly informative. Cleaning and treatment of the surviving fragments would undoubtedly reveal traces of paint on some of them but it is doubtful whether it would add greatly to the overall picture.      

Categories of glass excavated

The excavated medieval glass can be divided into types according to features such as  appearance, shape, condition, thickness and remnants of painted decoration.  

Category 1

Late 13th/early 14th-c fragments.

The glass of this period is characterised by its thickness (4mm to 5mm in depth), black opaque colouration, and condition with a “characteristic patina resembling the angular crystals of granulated sugar. The corrosion takes the form of minute fissures forcing the layers of granules apart
”. The edges of most of these pieces are crumbling. A minority have one pitted surface including 2/17, 2/26, 2/37, 3/3. A few others have grozed edges including 2/16, 2/37, 3/3, 3/5, 3/34, 4/45, 5/10, 5/20. 

28 pieces are in Category 1: 2/16, 2/17, 2/18, 2/26, 2/28, 2/37, 3/1, 3/3, 3/4, 3/5, 3/6, 3/8, 3/22, 3/28, 3/34, 3/37, 3/38, 4/19, 4/28, 4/32, 4/36, 4/42, 4/45, 4/53, 4/55, 5/1, 5/10, 5/20.

Over half of these pieces have traces of paint. The most notable are:

No. 2/16 comprises 6 fragments of translucent window glass with areas of black-brown painted hatching, which can be identified as late-13th/early-14th-c grisaille. The largest piece has part of what may be a foliage spray on hatched ground. One edge is straight and one grozed into a rounded shape, suggesting that this was a lobe originally.

No. 2/17 is a small thick blue fragment with 3 parallel but slightly converging black-painted lines & a black-painted outline along its grozed edge. Possibly drapery.

No. 4/19 is a large 14th-c fragment with part of a brown-painted central vertical stem decorated with an elongated S.  

No. 4/42 comprises 7 painted pieces one with the painted lines resembling a blackletter “m”. 

No. 5/20 comprises 2 painted pieces. One is crossed by a band patterned with a saltire between 4 annulets reserved against brown-painted ground. Doubtless this is a repeated motif from a border or garment hem. 14th-c date.

17 pieces/groups of pieces in Category 1 have traces of paint: 2/16, 2/17, 2/26, 2/28, 2/37, 3/1, 3/5, 3/6, 3/8, 3/34, 3/37, 4/19, 4/32, 4/42, 4/45, 5/1, 5/20.

Of these, the subject matter, where it can be identified, is as follows: 

Foliage grisaille: 2/16 (foliage spray), 2/26 (stem?), 2/28 (stem), 2/37 (hawthorn and stem), 3/5 (stem?), 3/6 (?), 3/37(?), 4/19 (stem), 4/32 (tip of stylised leaf?), 4/45 (frond?), 5/1 (stem?). 

Hatching: 2/16, 3/34(?), 5/1.

Drapery: 2/17(?), 5/20 (hem?)

Strapwork pattern or trellising: 2/37.

Border pattern: 3/37(?).

Reserved pattern: 5/20. 

Category 2 

Consists of thin fragments of a depth seldom greater than 0.001m which are “exfoliating in a flaky patina”. They have iridescent surface layers of golden-brown, blue and pink, which give a pearly coloration. They flake easily on touch. A few of these pieces including 1/5 and 5/12 have small areas of brown-black deposit which are likely to be remnants of paint, but they are too decayed for this to be absolutely certain. Their age is uncertain but they are likely to be medieval pieces which postdate the much thicker late-13th/early-14th-c fragments in category 1. Some pieces including 3/11, 3/19 and 3/24 have straight edges suggesting that they are the remnants of diamond quarries. It can be tentatively suggested that these are 15th-c or 16th-c glazing quarries, some of which would have borne painted designs. Not all the pieces in this category are white glass e.g. 3/13, 4/54 and 5/46 are flashed ruby fragments and 4/1 is green. In all, 100 of the finds bags from all of the boxes contain either fragments with an iridescent layer or iridescent flakes. Some thicker fragments have an iridescent layer beneath an opaque outer surface layer, including 1/3, 2/21, 2/37 and 2/42, but from the appearance of others, not all the iridescent fragments originally had such an outer layer.   

Category 3 

Coloured medieval fragments.

Very few coloured pieces can now be identified because of the darkening and devitrification of most of the fragments, but there are a few exceptions. Most of the green pieces can only be identified from the thin green core.

Pot metal green: 9 pieces: 2/2, 2/21, 2/22, 2/26, 2/30, 3/31, 4/1, 4/24, 4/28 and 2 probably green: 2/37, 4/36. Of these there is paint on 2/26 (probably early 14th-c, see Category 1 above) and possibly 3/31 (probably 14th-c).

Pot metal blue: 3 pieces: 1/3, 2/17, 4/45. Paint on 2/17 (late 13th-c/early 14th-c, see Category 1 above) and 4/45 (14th-c).

Flashed ruby: 4 pieces: 2/17 (3 separate pieces), 3/13, 4/54, 5/46. All unpainted.

Pot metal ochre: 2/12 (?) (2 separate pieces). Unpainted.

Category 4

Vessel glass.

Roman(?): 1/2

Medieval: 3/6, 3/27 (5 separate pieces)

Post medieval/indeterminate age: 26 pieces: 1/1, 2/10, 2/38, 2/39, 3/16, 3/27, 3/35, 3/40, 3/41, 4/3, 4/9, 4/12, 4/17, 4/23, 4/25, 4/53, 5/7, 5/13, 5/19, 5/29, 5/33(?), 5/34, 5/37, 5/42, 5/47, 5/48.

Category 5

Glass slag and waste. 

A few solidified molten blobs of uncertain age. It is worth noting that Vale Royal Abbey had a glassworks in Delamere forest in the fourteenth century, but the evidence of these few pieces alone is insufficient to suggest that there was one at Poulton.

4 pieces in this category: 4/4, 4/46, 5/11, 5/45.

Category 6

Post-medieval window glass.

Pre-20th-c: 2/10, 3/27, 4/3, 4/8, 4/9, 4/12, 4/23, 4/25, 5/2, 5/5, 5/6(?), 5/8, 5/9, 5/17, 5/41.

20th-c: 2/8, 3/42, 4/9, 4/25, 5/16, 5/21, 5/28, 5/39, 5/40, 5/44, 5/48.

In addition to the window and vessel glass there are two small glass beads (one glass 5/4, one probably amber 5/31). 2/15 may be the crushed remnants of a blue glass bead. 

� The fullest evidence of this reglazing is provided by British Library Ms. 2151, compiled by the Cheshire antiquarian Randle Holme III (1627-1700). This contains notes on Cheshire churches taken from the late 16th-c onwards by Holme’s grandfather and namesake, and by other antiquaries including Thomas Chaloner (d.1598), Sampson Erdeswicke (d.1603), Lawrence Bostock (fl. 1560-74) and John Woodnoth (d.1634). Donor inscriptions and heraldry in windows are recorded in great detail. Neither this nor any other manuscript of this period mentions Poulton chapel.  


� This accurate description of the Poulton fragments’ condition relates to window glass of this period excavated on the site of the Dominican friary in Chester (J.A. Axworthy Rutter, “Window Glass” in S. Ward, Excavations at Chester: The Lesser Medieval Religious Houses: Sites Investigated 1964-83 (Grosvenor Museum Archaeological Excavation and Survey Reports 6, Chester, 1990) p.117.)
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