
 

On April 29th, St Mary’s Church 
announced that the first phase in its 
major restoration programme had 
reached the halfway point on 
schedule, despite the coronacrisis 
and the three storms which have 
passed through since the scaffolding 
was put up in February!  

The conservation project is the first in 
a proposed series of rebuilding works 
which will ultimately see the 
crumbling stonework of the entire 
900-year-old church restored over 
the next ten years. The current works 
commenced last year thanks to a 
grant of £421,400 from the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund and are being 
carried out by master stonemason 
Matthias Garn, who has hired new 
colleagues and apprentices to help 
with the job. Mr Garn and his team 
are working on the stonework of the 
north nave clerestory of St Mary’s – 
some 15 metres up from ground level 
– and their task includes the 
restoration of pinnacles and window 
tracery.  

The announcement that the critical 
project is at its midpoint was made 
exactly 500 years since one of the 
most fateful events in the history of 
the church. On April 29th 1520 the 
tower fell, killing 55 people, leaving 
the church in ruins and in need of 
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May 2020 (COVID-19 issue 1) 

While St Mary’s is closed for the duration of  the COVID-19 situation we thought it would be useful to produce occasional 
issues of the Pilgrim Rabbit to maintain interest in the heritage of our beautiful church.  Unfortunately we are not able to 
produce this as a physical copy at present, so please help us by sending this digital version on to anybody who might be 
interested. Anyone is able to opt in to receive future copies by emailing the church using the address on the back page.  

old Catholic traditions. This 
ultimately led to the dissolution of 
the monasteries, and the removal of 
bright colour or ornate decorations 
from churches.  

“The rebuilding work at St Mary’s 
was completed at a really 
fascinating moment,” explains Dr 
Jennie England, St Mary’s Heritage 
Learning Officer. “Had the rebuilding 
at St Mary’s happened even a few 
decades later, we would not have 
our colourful and decorative ceiling. 
But arriving when they did, the roof 
bosses vividly capture a moment 
before everything changed. This is a 
period in history studied by many 
school children, and we are excited 
to introduce pupils to the story of St 
Mary’s and how the bosses can shed 
light on the years leading up to the 
English Reformation.” 

If you have not seen it already, 
check out Jennie’s video podcast on 
the heritage pages of the church 
website, www.stmarysbeverley.org. 

The church emphasises that the 
restoration works are being carried 
out in full compliance with 
government instructions to the 
construction industry regarding the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

huge restoration. The speed with 
which the church was rebuilt 
following that disaster – the rebuild 
was completed within 11 years – 
was remarkable.  

One of the treasures of St Mary’s 
which the current restoration 
project aims to save and make 
better known is its collection of over 
600 roof bosses high up on the 
ceilings of the church. Many of 
these colourful and curious artworks 
date from the Tudor restoration of 
the church in the 1520s, making the 
bosses of particular historical 
interest. Within years of St Mary’s 
rebuild in the 1520s, the religious 
and political situation in England 
changed dramatically. Desperate for 
a divorce from his first wife, 
Catherine of Aragon, King Henry VIII 
separated the Church of England 
from the authority of the Pope in 
Rome. England transitioned into a 
Protestant nation and erased the 

Beverley’s ‘town church’ achieves milestone in restoration works on 500th 
anniversary of dramatic event. 
Extracts from press release by Roland Deller, St Mary’s Project Development Officer 
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has had the right-hand side cut off. 
There are some rough stones in the SE 
corner of the church with only a few 
letters left. Many stones have lost parts 
of their inscriptions and fortunately for 
future churchgoers there is a list of all 
the inscriptions as recorded in 1995 by 
the Fine Arts Society. 

Some curious facts  
Every memorial stone in the floor 
(except in the south porch) is designed 
to be read from the east. This is quite 
awkward, as it makes one walk 
backwards to read them. The reason? In 
the middle ages people were buried 
with their feet towards Jerusalem, so 
that at the Second Coming of the Lord, 
they could stand up politely facing Him. 
This habit persisted in St Mary’s long 
after the middle ages.  

Some of the memorials with inscriptions 
say that the named person ‘beneath this 
stone lies’, others are ‘in memory of’. It 
is not clear if there is an actual 
distinction.  

Many people buried in St Mary’s were 
not of the parish: one person in the 
porch had come from Tickhill, and at 
the east end there is a slab to Walter 
Strickland of Flamborough, 2nd son of Sir 
Thomas Strickland of Boynton – why did 
he want to be buried so far from home? 
Close to him, and unusually, there is a 
stone record of William Wilson’s charity 
leaving £1400 in 1816 for white bread 
to be given to the poor of the Minster, 
of St Mary’s and of Etton on Sundays 
(when did that stop?) and also money 
to the poor boys of the Grammar 
School.  

In the south choir aisle floor is a grand 
monument to Sir Edward Barnard of 
Hull, died 1686, his son a (Beverley) 
doctor, and his nephew. It is veined 
marble which must have come from 
Italy? It has a Latin poem which says 
Barnard had a ‘Beverlaci Amor’, a love 
of Beverley. The Barnard family were 
important men in Hull, and Holy Trinity 
might have expected him. Edward 
however had left Hull for Beverley and 
later for North Dalton. 

The oldest memorials in the floor are 
the stone indents from which 
monumental brasses have been 
removed and destroyed, probably 
melted down for the cash. The best 
ones are like shadows of the people 
once portrayed there, men, women, 
knights, merchants and priests, with 

Under our Feet: the 
Stones of St Mary’s 
By Barbara English 

We all walk into our church, and there is 
so much to see, we look up and up. The 
ceiling bosses, now being explained by 
Jennie England. The constellations. The 
carved heads in the nave with their 
stories. The kings in the choir. The 
Pilgrim rabbit – all above us. 

But forget their glories for a moment, 
and look at what (and whom) you are 
walking over. In the church floor there 
are stones from all over the country and 
certainly some from Europe. They are of 
all colours and all shapes and sizes. And 
many of them tell us stories from 
millions of years ago. Walk around, and 
marvel at what our forebears could do. 

Come in the west door (we will leave by 
the porch). Down the steps there is an 
ENORMOUS grey stone, rather rough, 
no inscriptions, but with the traces of 
fossils all over it. How did they move it? 
What quarry did it come from? Look all 
over the church floor, there are fossils 
in many many of the stones. 

After the enormous grey stone, going 
down the central aisle of the nave, 
there is another very large smooth 
limestone, dark brown, which has an 
inscription around the edge but in the 
middle, as if the sculptor or perhaps the 
dead man’s family (he was John Stanclif, 
Alderman who died in 1661, the earliest 
‘floor’ inscription I found), wanted to 
protect it, no man-made decoration but 
some remarkable fossils, that look like 
rockets. Look carefully and as well as 
the large and obvious one, there are 
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many more embedded in the stone, 
the resting place of sea creatures who 
died together when the water went 
away and left them stranded. These 
‘rockets’ who are really the oldest 
form of straight squids, of the family of 
nautiloids, now lie in the stone where 
they have lain for some 430 million 
years.  

Most of the stones in all parts of the 
church floor are mainly creamy and 
veined (I am alas no geologist), 
limestone or sandstone. There are also 
darker yellow ones near the crypt, and 
some very red ones by the south 
transept door. They are generally 
rectangular and laid in line with the 
church walls, but at the east end 
smaller stones are laid in a diamond 
pattern. The area before the high altar 
is covered with Victorian tiles. 
Throughout the church there are 
different stones, not limestone or 
sandstone, which recorded people’s 
names and often death dates, even if 
they are not now legible. 

We presume that all the stones in the 
nave and some in the transepts and 
choir aisle would have been broken 
when the church fell down in 1520. 
Every memorial stone in the floor that 
has a legible date, must have been put 
there after the church was restored in 
1531, and the earliest I found was 
from the 17th century, most are 18th or 
19th centuries.  

And it seems obvious that the stones 
have been moved around from time to 
time. Some have furniture built on top 
of them – the new disabled lift, a 19th 
century stone to the Courtneys now 
half under the 15th century choir stalls. 
In the nave south aisle, a stone 
recording the death of the widow of a 
mariner from Hull, who died in 1735, 

Nautiloid fossil in stone 

Orthoceras nautiloid (wiki commons) 



 

south transept a lonely free-standing 
stone with a memorial in English cut 
into the stone itself, for Robert Burton, 
tanner, d. 1535, and his wife and 
children, made just a few years after the 
church was reconsecrated. 

Some favourites I look for 
Suckling Spendlove, twice Mayor of 
Beverley in the 18th century, what a 
terrific name. Mary Beverley, who died 
aged 33, wife of William Beverley – she 
was the heiress of Norwood House, who 
in April 1792 eloped with her American 
lover out of the dining room window at 
Norwood House, walked down Pighill 
Lane in the rain and got into the chaise 
in Westwood to go to Gretna Green in 
1792. And under the Crossley heads 
near the west end of the church, the 
Harry Potter person Mary Mugless. 

their coats of arms and the borders 
where once their legend was incised. 
They too have their feet to the east. 
There are fifteen visible indents up to 9 
ft long (listed, measured and described 
in John Bilson’s wonderful article of 
1920 on St Mary’s, the best account 
ever written). The indents are probably 
15th century, and can be found in most 
areas of the church. Half of them once 
carried images of men and women: the 
plainer ones, without figures, seem all 
to have come from the same workshop 
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(more than half the surviving brasses 
in England have only inscriptions or 
inscriptions with heraldry). An expert 
in church brasses such as Sally Badham 
(who has written on York brass 
workshops), could tell us much more 
about the indents, and perhaps date 
them by their costumes, even if these 
are only shadows. There is also in the 

On the northern aisle of St 
Mary’s nave, near to the 
entrance to the porch, is a 
carving of a unicorn.    

  Unicorns were first 
described in around 
400BCE by the Greek 
historian Ctesias, who 
claimed they were large 
horse-like creatures with 
white bodies and a long 
single horn in the middle of its forehead. It is likely that Ctesias 
was in fact trying to describe an Indian rhinoceros.   

When the Bible’s Old Testament was being translated from 
Hebrew into Greek in the third century BCE, the translators 
encountered a mysterious animal known in Hebrew as “re’em”. 
Although it is now thought that the re'em was probably a type 
of (now extinct) wild ox, this animal was unknown to the ancient 
translators and so they had to come up with a new word. 
Drawing on the descriptions of the rhinoceros, they decided on 
the word “monokeros" (meaning “one horn”). This then became 
“Unicornis” in Latin, providing the root for our English word. 

By the medieval period, unicorns had taken on new and special 
meanings, including representing the Incarnation and Christ’s 
Passion. By the time that St Mary’s unicorn was being carved, 
the animal was a symbol of purity and grace.    

As St Mary’s Unicorn is so close to one of the church’s 
entrances, it is likely that the unicorn was intended to remind 
those coming through the church to seek a pure and graceful 
life.    

In the ceiling of St Mary’s 
Choir Vestry are four 
bosses depicting the 
emblems of the Four 
Evangelists: a lion for St 
Mark, an eagle for St John, 
an ox for St Luke, and a 
man for St Matthew. Each 
of the Evangelists wrote a 
gospel in the Bible.   

The fourth chapter in the 
book of Revelations describes the throne in heaven around 
which is a lion, an ox, an eagle, and one in the shape of a 
man. Ever since the 5th century, the four Evangelists have 
been equated with these beasts. However, there is no clear 
explanation for the individual identifications.   

A thirteenth-century author argued that it was related to 
the particular themes of each gospel: the lion (St Mark) is 
associated with Christ’s resurrection; the ox (St Luke) with 
His sacrifice; the man (St Matthew) with His humanity; and 
the eagle (St John) with His divinity.    

On the other hand, another medieval author suggested 
that these four beasts were so important because the eagle 
is the king of all birds,  the lion the king of the wild animals, 
the ox the king of the domestic ones, and man the king of 
all things visible and invisible.   

Regardless of these puzzling different explanations, these 
bosses are among my favourite in St Mary’s. Their bright 
colours never fail to grab my eye and demand that I look 
up.   

Featured bosses 
By Jennie England 



 

6.What is 
commemorated by the 
inscription in this carved 
pew? 

 

7.Who added the elegant 
flying buttresses to the south 

transept in 1853? 

 

 

 

 

8.Where is the Pilgrim 
Rabbit (hare?) carving 
located? 

 

 

 
 

9.Who are these figures and 
why are they on a pillar? 

 

 

 

10.In what year did the 
church get its new font? 

 

 
We want to hear from you 

This newsletter is by you and for you. If you would like to 
contribute information or an article for future issues please 
contact us using the email: 

stmarysbevnews@gmail.com 

Note that issues are produced ‘as and when’. If your article 
needs to appear by a particular date please specify this in 
your email.  

St Mary’s Church, North Bar Within, Beverley, HU17 8DL. Tel: 01482 869137 

1.Who were the 14th 
century designers of St 

Michael’s Chapel, sacristy 
and priests’ rooms? 

 

2.Where is the only remaining 
piece of medieval stained 
glass in the church? 

 

3.What is the date of the 
ceiling painted with 

portraits of kings in the 
chancel, and which king’s 

portrait was added in 1939? 

 

4.The misericords in the 
chancel are fine examples of 
which school of carving? 

 

 

5.Who designed the carved 
alabaster pulpit? 
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 If you would like to join the mailing list and 
receive future copies of the Pilgrim Rabbit, please 
email: 

stmarys.beverley@gmail.com 

and request specifically to be added to the Pilgrim 
Rabbit mailings.  

How well do you know the history of St Mary’s  Church? 
Test yourself with our quiz. Answers are in the separate attached document. 

mailto:roland.deller@stmarysbeverley.org

