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Seeing anew

The Angel is a far cry from the winged figures of
renaissance art. This pillar of light brings heaven to earth.
No doubt for Tanner, a realist, it was difficult to decide
how to represent Gabriel. How could he paint something
he could not see? He produces something rather
remarkable and as a whole composi�on we see ordinary
life (inspired by Tanner’s visits to Pales�ne) infused with
the light of heaven.

By Becky Lumley
Some�mes we need to encounter the story of Christmas in
a new way, so we can reconnect with the wonder, awe
and simple splendour of the news that God is with us. This
year I have been drawn to two wonderful and evoca�ve
pieces of artwork by African-American realist painter
Henry Ossawa Tanner, which not only allowed me to
encounter the story afresh but challenged me into seeing
the story from a new perspec�ve.

This pain�ng is set 9 months (give or take) before the
arrival of Jesus into the world. At this moment, Mary
receives the message but must await its fulfilment. I can
only wonder what that �me of wai�ng might have been
like; knowing that �mes and places can be punctuated by
the divine presence of God, but that for now she must
wait for the new things that God will do.

The art of prepara�on

This �me is an important �me for us too. A �me of
preparing ourselves. A �me of ge�ng ready. For as each of
us journeys through life we have moments of wai�ng,
knowing that God was with us in the past and will be with
us into the future.
Public domain

The art of mee�ng
‘The Annuncia�on’, Henry Ossawa Tanner, 1898

She has clearly been disturbed by this unexpected visitor,
if the ruffled bed clothes are anything to go by. In the
midst of order, there is something being turned upside
down, by the arrival of this heavenly message.

‘The Visita�on’, Henry
Ossawa Tanner, 1910

Public domain

This pain�ng is beau�ful and warm. It draws you in and
allows you to encounter the annuncia�on in a new way.
We meet a young teenage Jewish girl, with dark hair and
olive skin. She has a humility in her simple clothes and
sparse lodgings with few possessions. Her pose and
vulnerability are cap�va�ng.

Here we witness an encounter between two women,
whose lives are inextricably linked. As in the annuncia�on,
Page 1

we experience the warmth of a special moment. Here
Mary, who has received the news from Gabriel, seeks the
companionship of her cousin Elizabeth. We find her just
entering the house. Her presence is calming. The
expression of surprise comes from Elizabeth. Tanner
captures the moment of awe. Her upheld hands are
honouring the presence of God in their midst, in her
home, around her table. Elizabeth’s expression is one of
serene reverence, a total response to the divine presence
she senses in the core of her being as her own child leaps
in her womb.

The last king named is Henry VI. The words on the panel
wri�en above his head are in La�n:
Rex henricus sextus/Regnavit xxiii annis tempore huius operis et
regnat videlicet anno domino millia cccc xivto
King Henry VI/ He has reigned 23 years at the �me of this work.
And thus is reigning (in) AD one thousand 400 and 45 (1445)

The mee�ng between Mary and Elizabeth teaches us
about the holy. Tanner shows us that when we encounter
the holy we need to share it. To meet with others. We are
also reminded that holiness is glimpsed through God’s
work in the lives of others and their experience can fill us
with wonder and awe.

Side by side

So why, in the 15th century, was this ceiling placed here
and what story is it telling? With few primary documents
available the ques�oner has to discover the facts available
and then try and understand the meaning. This task kept
me occupied during many hours during lockdown!

So I am drawn to art which, when placed side by side,
allows me to see the divine in the ordinary and encourages
me to share that with others. It reminds me of the
importance of prepara�on but also of mee�ng. Perhaps
you too might find something fresh in these pieces of
artwork and be inspired this advent.

Why does the ceiling contain records of four mythical
kings? In 1138 Geoffrey de Monmouth wrote his book ‘The
History of the Kings of Britain’. Handwri�en copies of this
book, wri�en during the troubled reign of King Stephen,
were widely distributed un�l the 16th century when
ques�ons began to be asked about its authen�city. The
book presents many stories which seem to demonstrate
that successful rulers generally became king as a result of
heredity rather than conquest.

Historical study relies heavily on documentary evidence,
but this is o�en not available. In these cases we use
relevant knowledge, ‘best guesses’ and whimsical thought
which may then be backed up (or rejected) if further
evidence comes to light. Here we present two such
whimsical musings about aspects of St Mary’s history.

Forty kings and a chancel ceiling

So maybe in 15th century, when the ceiling was planned,
knowledge in Beverley about mythical kings was a result of
reading Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book. The four kings
chosen for the ceiling all appear to have a link with the
north of England:

By Pamela Hopkins
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Brutus – exiled from Troy travels in Europe to find new
lands. He and his followers land on an island which he
names a�er himself: Brutus – Britain. He clears the island
of giants and establishes a kingdom.
Picture courtesy of Chris Hairsine

Many visitors to our church
are surprised, when they
enter the chancel, to see in
the ceiling forty brightly
coloured wood panels, each
recording the name of a king
of England, the dates of his
reign and the place of burial.
Represented are four
mythical kings, twenty-one
Saxon and fi�een postconquest kings. The named
kings stretch from the first
Ceiling of kings in the chancel
king, Brutus, un�l 15th
of St Mary’s Church
century. Nickolaus Pevsner
(in his book of buildings in Yorkshire: York and the East
Riding) tells us that there is no other ceiling like it.

On his death his three sons inherited the kingdom, the
middle sec�on being given to his son Locraine. It was
Locraine who defended the Humber against a�ack from
the Huns. (When the ceiling was re-painted in 1939 the
panel of Locraine was over painted and replaced with a
picture of the then king, George VI).
Ebororcus: We are told that Ebororcus was king of Britain
for 40 years and founded a city beyond the Humber (i.e.
York).

Ludbracus (Lud) lived in pre-Roman �mes. He is believed
to have built ci�es and re-for�fied London. He is buried at
Ludgate

of St Katherine at Beverley Minster and two years later
provost of the Minster, receiving huge revenues in rents
and taxes.

Background: The building of St Mary’s church began in
c.1120, during the reign of Henry 1. Over the next 300
years the church was lengthened and widened from the
original nave and chancel into the ground plan seen today.
By the beginning of the 15th century the nave and chancel
were dark, so it was decided to heighten and lighten the
building by adding clerestories. Large perpendicular
windows were built, first in the nave and then, between
1415 and 1435, in the chancel and the two transepts. In
many churches the vaul�ng in the roof provides the
ceiling. However, in St Mary’s church, it seems to have
been tradi�on to have painted roofs – the only unpainted
roof is that of St Michael’s Chapel with its elaborate
vaul�ng. Once the clerestories in the chancel were built a
new ceiling was required.

Perhaps it was these two powerful ci�zens of Beverley
who encouraged the crea�on of the Ceiling of Kings.
Having witnessed Henry VI grow into adulthood, Roger
Rolleston must have been very aware that the king began
to doubt his ability to rule. During his minority, powerful
barons fought for supremacy. By 1438 he was considered
fit to rule and was crowned king of England and France.
However, this young man was very different from his
father. He was described as being �mid, shy, passive and
averse to warfare and violence. Also, at �mes throughout
his life, he suffered from melancholy and deep depression
(an illness he is believed to have inherited from his
mother’s family). By 1453, as a result of military failures,
all English territory in France, apart from Calais, had been
lost. Ques�ons were raised by many of the nobles as to his
suitability to be king.

The town of Beverley during the first 50 years of 15th
century. Beverley at this �me remained one of the largest
towns in the country, although later in the century the
wool trade moved to the damper climate in the west of
England. The wealth of the town came from two sources –
pilgrims visi�ng the shrine of St John of Beverley in the
Minster; and the marke�ng of wool and cloth. Over the
centuries wealthy merchants were responsible for the
building of St Mary’s Church. It became a place where
members of guilds could meet and prayers could be said
for the souls of past members.
During 15th century William Rolleston was a wealthy
merchant in Beverley. His two sons, Robert and Roger,
were born in Beverley and became influen�al leaders in
the town. On many occasions during 1430s and 1440s
Robert was chosen as leader of the twelve Town Keepers.
During the early years of the 15th century there were �mes
of uncertainty. In 1409 the town gates were re-built to
provide greater protec�on. Later it was Robert Rolleston
who raised money for defensive measures to be taken at
all entrances into the town and ordered that the gates be
guarded at night.
Robert Rolleston’s brother, Roger, became wealthy in
royal service. During the reign of Henry V, he was a clerk
to the king and later, during the reign of Henry VI, he rose
to be Keeper of the Great Wardrobe. A�er the king began
to take over governing the country, Roger also became a
royal councillor.
Clerical appointments were o�en a reward to servants of
the crown. In 1425 Roger was appointed canon at the altar

Na�onal Portrait Gallery, London. Licenced under Crea�ve Commons

In 1422 Henry V died of dysentery when figh�ng to regain
lands in France. His 9-month-old son became Henry VI.

King Henry VI
By Unknown
English ar�st.
Oil on panel,
circa 1540.
NPG 2457
Thought to have
been copied
from an original
probably da�ng
from the 1450s.

HENRY VI visits Beverley. In 1448, three years a�er the
ceiling was completed, Henry VI made his only tour of the
north of England. When he arrived at Beverley he was
greeted by Roger Rolleston with the words ‘Most gracious
Chris�an prince, our sovereign lord, you be welcome to
your people and the town of Beverley’. He then processed
through the town and, undoubtedly, he would have been
taken into St Mary’s Church and shown his own image
painted on the ceiling of kings. The ceiling appears to
demonstrate the con�nuity of the royal blood line of the
kings of England. Maybe the aim of the ceiling was to
prove to all who doubted, including the king himself, that
he was the righ�ul heir to a long royal dynasty.
Geoffrey of Monmouth’s book lis�ng the names of the
kings of England up to 12th century was wri�en at a �me
when there was instability in the country because of a
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dispute as to who was the righ�ul monarch. Likewise, in
15th century the ceiling in the chancel of St Mary’s Church
was painted at a �me of great unease as there emerged
different contenders for the throne of England and Wales,
with the start of the Wars of the Roses began in 1455.
Conclusion
Robert Rolleston died in 1451 and was buried, at his
request, in St Katherine’s chapel in Beverley Minster.
During his �me as Provost he put in two new windows to
St Katherine’s chapel; his arms survive on the label stop of
one of the windows.
In 1471 Henry VI’s only son was killed at the ba�le of
Tewkesbury.
Henry’s bouts of insanity con�nued throughout his life. He
died on 21st May 1471 in the Tower of London. It is quoted
that he died ‘having lost his wits, his two kingdoms
(England and France) and his son’. A�er his death miracles
were a�ributed to him and he was informally regarded as
a saint and martyr un�l 16th century. His final burial place
is St George’s Chapel at Windsor Castle.

A steeple perhaps? A saint certainly
By Barbara English
In May 1511 John Wensley of Beverley set up a trust to
protect his two under-age sons, in case he died before
they were grown up; he also made a will, the will of a rich
man with plenty of stuff to leave, including gold and silver,
spoons topped with images of the apostles and other
spoons with ‘woodwose’ [wild-men-of the-woods ends].
He le� £10 ‘for building and making up again the steeple
of St Mary’s church at Beverley, if it be taken down, and if
it is not to be taken down the money to be disposed for the
health of John Wensley’s soul.’
John Wensley, his family name some�mes Wencelagh or
Wenslaugh, was one of the Governors of Beverley
(1518-19 and 1522-23). I suspect he may have been a
churchwarden of St Mary’s. It is very interes�ng that in
1511 St Mary’s people were already considering taking
down the ‘steeple’: was that because it was thought to be
unsafe or were they planning to have an even taller
building? A steeple, not a tower: or was there a tower with

ThePilgrimRabbit@stmarysbeverley.org
and request specifically to be added to the Pilgrim
Rabbit mailings.

a steeple on top? The 1520 record of the disaster at St
Mary’s is ‘the falling of the church’, no men�on of tower
or steeple.
I have always thought of
St Mary’s with the present
tower, and that was lazy
thinking as there are no
early pictures, no
descrip�ons of it pre-fall.
While we try and imagine
a St Mary’s that was
topped with something
Hessle church, 15th century tower
more like Hessle, Hedon
and spire
or Patrington, a warning.
Wensley’s document was wri�en in English, so ‘steeple’ is
not a translator’s mistake. Wensley clearly knew St Mary’s,
he intended to be buried there. But the word steeple does
seem to have been used in earlier centuries for towers as
well as spires. And so - a steeple perhaps.
No ques�on about the
saint. John Wensley
appointed John Fisher, the
bishop of Rochester, as
supervisor of his will and
his li�le sons. Brought up
in Beverley, probably
educated at the Grammar
School and certainly at
Cambridge, the historian
Eamon Duffy wrote that
he was ‘a Yorkshireman to
his finger-�ps’; his
Cambridge tutor was also
Bishop John Fisher (a�er Hans
from Beverley, and his
Holbein the Younger)
other Cambridge patrons
were ‘all part of an extended Yorkshire Mafia’.
Cardinal and bishop, John Fisher was executed by Henry
VIII in 1535 for refusing to accept that Henry was head of
the English church. Robert Fisher (John’s younger brother,
an MP) was asked in Wensley’s will to be a good uncle to
the boys: Wensley and the Fishers were rela�ves.
In 1935 John Fisher was declared a saint. Beverley has (so
far) two saints called John. But that steeple – how can we
find out?
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