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The Medieval Carvings of St. Clement’s
The Church of  St. Clement in Outwell, 
Cambridgeshire looks to all the world like 
the average parish church on the outside.  
Indeed, on your first glance around the 
interior, it looks quite average.  The 
details suggest something quite different 
though.  Ecclesiastical woodcarvings that 
remain from before the 16th century 
reformation are few and far between, 
the majority of  adornment having been 
stripped from the churches and the 
walls white-washed.  In St. Clement’s, 
there are some wonderful remnants of  
medieval woodcarving that managed 
to survive.  It has to be said that these 
woodcarvings are all in the roof  of  the 
church or fairly close to it.  I can’t say for 
certain but I imagine that this is why the 
carvings survived; either they were too 
high to get at or they were thought to be 
structural in some way.     

The woodcarvings take the form of  
angels carved into the roof  structure 
and sets of  figures carved into the roof  
posts which sit atop stone corbels in 
the nave.  There are several churches in 
the fens that have winged angels carved 
into the roof  and St. Clement’s has 
many.  There are angels carved into the 
hammerbeam braces and winged angels 
carved on wall plates between them.  
Many of  the latter have been painted 
in yellow and red, whereas the rest are 
black in colour, due to being carved in 
oak and the preservatives that have been 
applied to them over the years.  There 
are twelve pairs of  figures in the nave and 
these are barely visible at all from ground 
level.  Whatever the resinous finish that 

has been applied to them has made them 
very dark in colour and with the contrast 
from the windows, it is very difficult to 
make out any detail by staring up at them.

Dr. Claire Daunton, from the university 
of  East Anglia, stumbled upon these 
carvings in 2006 when doing some 
research on the very fine and rare stained 
glass at St. Clement’s.  The church has 
some wonderful late-medieval stained 
glass, which includes a scene of  a Magi. 
She asked friend Mike Dixon to take 
some photographs of  the woodcarvings 
and was able to start analysing them.   An 
article on the woodcarvings appeared 
in the Times in 2012 and many other 
articles and a TV appearance followed, 
raising the awareness of  them.  That 
year, The Friends of  St. Clements were 
set-up and a grant from English Heritage 
followed in order to make repairs to the 
roof  to protect the woodcarvings.  More 
recently, scaffolding was erected so that 
the woodcarvings could be inspected 
in more detail and a conservation plan 
drawn up.  

Dr. Daunton, is still doing research 
into the woodcarvings but she believes 
them to be very significant, not just for 
the fact that they have survived.  The 
pairs of  figures in the nave seem to be 
rather unique and their interpretation 
is still puzzling.  The church was 
remodelled sometime between 1420 
and 1440, with the construction of  a 
tower and the raising of  the roof  line.  
Documentary evidence is scant regarding 
this remodelling but it is likely that the 
changes were made during this period 
and that the pairs of  figures in the nave 
were carved at this point in time.  Dr. 
Daunton says E’each pair of  figures 
appears to set an apostle alongside 
either a demon or a human figure which 
has some element of  deformity or 
eccentricity’.  Unlike other examples, in 
these pairings the demons tower over 
the apostles, rather than the other way 
around. 
 
The large figures which include deformed 
or evil figures, devils, and humans with 
animal features, can be identified by 
distinctive marks or disfigurements.  
The smaller figures can be identified 
as apostles by the item or symbol that 
they are carrying.  Hugh Harrison, the 
conservation surveyor has this to say 
about the pairs of  carvings:  ‘The front 
views of  the groups may be distorting 
their significance. When seen from the 
side the larger figures act as terminals 
to the whole ashlar post and arch brace 
junction, almost like stub hammerbeam 
carvings. Their form accommodates 
all the mouldings of  the posts, and 
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in many cases their hands grip the 
engaged columns forming the major 
outer mould of  the ashlar posts.  The 
roll mould is given prominence by its 
base thus becoming in architectural 
terms an engaged column.  The apostles 
are now seen as completely separate 
figures framed by the engaged columns. 
When closely examined, it will be seen 
that there is specifically no physical 
connection between the dominant figures 
and the apostles; the hands of  the main 
figures are either holding the engaged 
columns or resting on the woodwork 
above the shoulders of  the apostles. 
They are independent sculptures 
related to the architecture of  the roof  
woodwork.’

There is obviously a play between 
good and evil going on between each 
pair of  carvings, which ‘might indicate 
a comparison of  virtue with evil or 
errant human behaviour, or it might 
be a typically medieval form of  ludic 
argument or antithesis which helps to 
argue out and demonstrate the good 
and the not so good which is in all of  
us’.  The interpretation is complex and 
Dr. Daunton has put forward several By The Editor

possibilities.  Do these carvings suggest 
evil triumphing over good (the opposite 
to most contemporary imagery)?  
Perhaps as Dr. Daunton suggests it 
is ‘the case that, in spite of  the huge 
threat posed by evil, the apostles remain 
untouched by the taint of  sin?’.  Perhaps 
the architecture has more bearing (no 
pun intended) on the interpretation: ‘The 
larger evil figures have the appearance of  
being burdened by the weight of  the roof, 
whereas the figures of  the apostles stand 
tall and proud’.  The history of  the local 
area may play an important role in the 
interpretation as well: are these carvings 
a response to the Lollard movement in 
Norfolk (Outwell is about 4 miles or less 
from the border of  Norfolk)?  Similar 
figures appear in the roofs of  churches in 
Fincham, Norfolk and Mildenhall, Suffolk: 
but there is no other scheme liked that of  
Outwell according to Dr. Daunton.

It will always be impossible to know 
what went through the minds of  the 
carvers or those that commissioned 
them but Dr. Daunton rightly says that 
reasonable guesses can be made based 
on knowledge of  the religious and secular 
climate in those times.  Whatever the 
correct interpretation, the woodcarvings 
at St. Clement’s are significant and 
hopefully more research will be carried 
out, which may lead to dating the 
woodcarvings more firmly in time.  Sadly, 
the congregation at St. Clement’s is small 
and much work needs to be done to 
clean and conserve the woodcarvings for 
the future.  The Friends of  St. Clements 
are busy trying to raise the funds to have 
the conservation work carried out.  Hugh 
Harrison has identified significant beetle 

damage and poor historical repairs to 
some of  the carvings.  It is hoped that 
eventually dendrochronology can be 
used to date the carvings.  Work to 
repair damage by the death watch beetle 
infestation is likely to need the whole 
roof  to be cleared of  active infestation.  
This is a lot of  work and the Friends 
are currently looking at a total of  about 
£250,000 to £300,000 that needs to 
be raised.  Hopefully, they will be able 
to reach this target and conserve these 
wonderful woodcarvings.  

Special thanks to Dr. Claire Daunton 
for providing me with her report on the 
woodcarvings, to Hugh Harrison (www.
hugh-harrison.co.uk) for providing 
me with his report and the photographs 
you see here and to Kate Jackson, chair 
of  the Friends of  St. Clements (www.
stclementsoutwell.org.uk).  


