
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Applicant 
 
As vicar of St Mary’s Church in Beverley, I would like to thank you for your interest in this 
exciting opportunity to welcome and engage people in the extraordinary heritage of our 
church.  
 
St Mary’s has been a site of Christian worship since 1120AD and possibly earlier.  It is home 
to a unique collection of medieval and Tudor roof bosses, which serve as an expression of the 
values and concerns of their contemporary societies.  The following pages provide a summary 
of this fascinating heritage. 
 
St Mary’s is undergoing a programme of restoration and outreach activity which is supported 
by The National Lottery Heritage Fund. This will provide a Heritage Learning Officer to 
improve access to, and interpretation of, the roof bosses, particularly with hard to reach 
groups. It will be an exciting and engaging position and the postholder will be able to draw 
upon the support of an experienced team of academics and educationalists. He or she will be 
able to build upon excellent community links that are already well established. 
 
The church is thriving.  The congregation has grown steadily and is home to a wide range of 
community groups and initiatives.  St Mary’s is very much a community church. The values 
of inclusion and education are at the heart of our mission.  This post expresses those values – 
it is about opening up an outstanding piece of our hidden heritage, and using it to engage 
with a wide range of groups within the community. 
 
The post represents an opportunity to develop the heritage interpretation of an outstanding 
example of parish church architecture, and to do so in a supportive and inclusive 
environment.  I would welcome your application. 
 
 
With best wishes 
 
 
 
 
The Reverend Rebecca Lumley 
  



 

Summary of the heritage 
 
This project focuses on an extraordinary collection of over 600 carved wooden roof bosses 
distributed throughout the ceilings of St. Mary’s, Beverley; a Grade 1 listed church of 
‘exceptional significance' founded in 1120. Recent research suggests that some of the bosses 
were carved after the fall of the church in 1520, firmly rooting them in the Tudor period, and 
exciting links to Henry VIII's court have been found. 
 
The bosses are a vibrant visual record chronicling the life, times, stories, hopes and dreams of 
our ancestors, and are unique in both design and number – indeed we are proud to be home 
to one of the largest such collections in a UK Parish Church. Explored collectively, the bosses 
will enable us to build a greater understanding of medieval and Tudor life and culture in 
Beverley. They teach us about the use of art and its underlying folklore, and the interplay 
between Christianity, myth and legend. 
 
The bosses are intricate, colourful, beautifully foliated designs and were (and still are) an 
important method of story-telling without words, created in a world which had low literacy 
levels. Each one is indicative of the beliefs and experiences of the craftsmen who carved them, 
and their function was not only to educate but also to entertain. Some have a clear connection 
to Biblical stories (e.g. Jonah and the Whale), others sought to offer moral guidance and many 
contain more obscure ancient symbolism – such as the miraculous unicorn, devious fox and 
fierce dragon. The meanings of these are more obscure to a modern audience, but would have 
been immediately evocative to those who first saw them. There are also humorous and ‘rude’ 
bosses – the face of a man peers down at you, his tongue protruding from his mouth, another 
carving defecates on the unknowing crowds gathered below and an enticing barmaid seeks 
to lead you astray– these are similar to carvings within York Minster, where like St. Mary’s, 
the crude and grotesque are displayed alongside moral 
instruction, bringing the whole of life into the church. 
 
Folklore and fables are central to many of St. Mary’s bosses. The boss depicting Reynard the 
Fox, a popular character known for his devious and cunning nature, is no doubt an attempt 
by the carver to satirise the corruption of the Christian church at the time. Elsewhere bosses 
of lions are used to represent Christ, dragons recall many medieval legends as well as alluding 
to popular chivalric romances of the time, and the unicorn symbolises purity. 
 
Over the centuries, the original symbolism has been interpreted and reinterpreted such that it 
is still significant today. Understanding the symbolic power of the lion is central to our 
reading of literature such as 'The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe' by C.S. Lewis. Likewise, 
the phoenix – a mythical creature representing immortality in medieval literature – is recast 
as Fawkes in the Harry Potter series. Dragons play important roles in film and theatre, and 
unicorns in contemporary symbolism and children’s literature. 
 
St. Mary's is therefore home to a collection of bosses which are extraordinary individual pieces 
of artwork, but which collectively bring together folk-legends, classical sources and patristic 
writings that incorporated Christian allegory and helped people make sense of the world in 
which they lived.  
 
This unique heritage tells not only of the lives, hopes and dreams of the past, nor is it simply 
an opportunity to explore the history of art and its underlying folklore, but prompts us to 
explore symbolism in our own society and causes us to reflect on what it says about our own 
understanding of humanity and creation. The images of people, animals, mythical creatures 



 

and legends within the bosses are complemented by the other extensive heritage contained 
within St. Mary’s walls. St. Mary's also boasts: the 'Lewis Carroll White Rabbit'; the 
remarkable 'Ceiling of Kings'; the fifteenth century misericords depicting medieval creatures 
and life; the quirky Priests Rooms which house some examples of old and damaged bosses as 
well as some very usual artefacts from medieval life; and an early fourteenth century chapel 
whose tracery is considered to be one of the finest examples of its type.  
 
Brigitte Resl (former Professor and Dean of the Faculty of Arts, Cultures and Education, 
University of Hull) comments: 
 
“The ceiling bosses at St. Mary’s Beverley offer extremely valuable insights into medieval 
culture in all its variety. They are a significant resource for academic research. Since their 
creation they have served as tools for education and sources for entertainment for the local 
community and visitors from across the world. Their preservation has to be priority to 
guarantee the lasting impact of this heritage.” 
 
The scale of our collection makes it of national, as well as regional importance, thus any loss 
would be profound in terms of developing our understanding of our predecessors, their 
craftsmanship, skill, stories and worldviews, as well as impacting on our ability to decode the 
bosses’ symbolism. This would be felt not only by the academic community and art world, 
but by anyone who loves or appreciates art, history, story and imagination. 
 
These bosses are part of the offering that St. Mary's gives to the town in terms of attracting 
visitors: 
 
"The ceiling bosses at St. Mary’s, Beverley are unequalled in their ability to communicate 
medieval and Tudor life and times. Their loss would be disastrous not only for the academic 
community, but for educational purposes and the wider local community and visitors, not to 
mention the significant economic gains to Beverley and the East Riding that such an 
extraordinary place of worship brings through tourism. It is essential that this heritage is 
preserved so it can continue to serve these important functions over the years to come." Dr. 
Suzanne E. Beech (Lecturer in Human Geography University of Ulster) 
 
Given that these pieces of artwork are within a parish church, they are ‘owned’ by all who 
visit including tourists, school visits, those living in Beverley, the East Riding and beyond, as 
well as those who count themselves as part of the community of St. Mary’s. It is crucial that 
they are preserved and interpreted so that they can be appreciated and understood for the 
next 1000 years. 
 
For a virtual tour of church please go to:  
https://my.matterport.com/show/?model=pnMP3s7o6X1. 
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