
Roses with Thorns:
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Ihave  treated  the question of the  existence  of the so-called ‘red  rose  of  Lancaster’
previously.  This  article examines  what  are supposed  tobe  two  examples  of its  use,

and demonstrates  that  in  both  cases the activities of restorers, and in one  case also

the work of too-casual interpreters, have left  us with  thomy problems.

The  Tower Ceiling of St  Alban’s Cathedral
The tower of St Alban’s Cathedral, formerly the Benedictine Abbey Church of St
Alban, was built towards the end of the eleventh century, using Roman  tiles from
the ruins of  Verulamium.  The present design of the tower ceiling, however, is of
later date. It is of wood, and is subdivided into sixteen square panels. The'middle
four  panels show the Plantagenet or  Tudor  royal arms, the cross of St George, the

arms attributed to Edward the Confessor, and the arnis of the Abbey itself. The

twelve outer squares show, alternately, red and white roses. The Cathedral
guidebook  declares  that  this  ceiling was ‘painted in the fifteenth century to
commemorate the first battle of the Wars of the Roses, fought  in St Alban’s-in
1455’.l

The statement sounds authoritative and the  guidebook  would no doubt
convince  most casual  visitors, but it cites no evidence, and investigation has shown

that  there is, in  fact, no surviving written evidence, at the  Cathedral  or elsewhere,

to indicate when  exactly the tower ceiling was put up and decorated. The evidence

of the woodwork of the ceiling indicates  that  ‘the  date  of  this  woodwork is
probably about the  third  quarter of the  fifteenth  caentury’.2

As  I  have indicated previously,’ there is no evidence  that  the term ‘Wars of the
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Roses’ was in use in the  fifteenth  century, or  that  the so-called ‘red rose of
Lancaster’ was ever actually used  as an emblem by the three fifteenth-century

Lancastrian kings. Even if there had been evidence that the ‘red rose of Lancaster’
existed  at  that  period, it  must  be considered inherently unlikely, while the conflict
between the partisans of the rival houses of Lancaster and York was  still  in
progress, that  anyone would have  thought  it advisable to put up a  monument

commemorating that conflict, and displaying emblems  of the rival houses. Battle

monuments are  a  relatively modern phenomenon, and to  look  for  them  in the
fifteenth  century would be anachronistic.  There  is no  reason  to  believe that  anyone
in the fifteenth century perceived any panicular battle as the first  battle  of  a  war for
which, at  that  time, no name existed. In the absence of any precise evidence of

dating, it cannot be asserted  that  the ceiling commemorates the first  battle  of St
Albans (1455). In  fact  E. C. Rouse suggested, in his report of 1953, that it  might
have been  associated  with the second battle of St Albans (1461). He  also

speculated that  it  might have  been intended to commemorate the maniage of Henry
VII and  Elizabeth  of York.‘ All of which serves to indicate  that  in point of fact no-
one  knew.  Even if the ceiling were certainly known  to be associated with either of

the  battles  of St Albans, which is not the case, this  would still tell us nothing at all

about the date at which it was constructed and painted. There is no record of this,

and it  could have  been many years after  the battles. If it had  been  decorated as  late

as the reign of Henry VII, the inclusion of red roses would be  less  surprising, for
example, than if it  dated  from the 1450s. Allowance must also be  made  for the fact
that  there is irrefutable, although still unexplained, evidence  that, in the 1460s,
leading members of the  house  of York and their adherents  used  both white  and red
roses  as emblems, so that the occurrence of roses of  both colours  in  juxtaposition
cannot be  taken  as unequivocal evidence of conflicting loyalties.”

In  fact, the present painted ceiling is a restoration dating from 1951-52. The
original ceiling was at that time  thought  to be in such a poor state that a new, false
ceiling was inserted below the  original, reproducing the design of the latter as it
was then seen. One panel from the original ceiling, displaying a  white  rose, is
exhibited  on  a  wall near the tower. It was  clear  at  that time that  the original ceiling
had been repainted on  many Cccasions  before  1951. E. C. Rouse wrote  that:-

there had  been  at  least  six repaintings at  various times, the latest being
.  probably under  a  century ago; for  a  signature — T. & J. Williamson,

Painters — was found on one  panel, suggesting the work was done by a
local  firm of decorators, probably in the sixties of the last  century.
[Moreover], the boarding of the  panels  themselves was in  a  poor  way,
patched  and renewed in pine as well as  oak, and at various  dates  — so
that  not  only was the original design largely destroyed, but  even  the latest
repainting was sadly incomplete. [In fact} the original [work] was far too
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fragmentary... to provide sufficient evidence for  a  reliable complete
reconstruction.‘

Pictures of the restored ceiling, when compared with pictures of the old ceiling
as it stood prior to  1951, and with the fragmentary evidence of the original painting
as recorded by Rouse, prove, moreover, that  the restoration of 1951-52 followed

the pattern of the  Victon'an  restoration, and not the pattern of the on'ginal ceiling,

where the two differed, and in so far as the latter could be determined."

There is, in  short, every reason to question whether the present design and

colours of the ceiling represent those originally applied in the fifteenth century.
The statement in the Cathedral guidebook  must  therefore be taken with  a  healthy
dose of scepticism. Not for the first  time, a  bald statement of  what  purports to be
historical  fact, proves to be based on  little  solid  evidence.

Cardinal Beaufort’s Chantry at  Winchester Cathedral

A further example  of the not unmixed blessings conferred by the hands of the
restorer is to be found in Winchester Cathedral, which preserves, apparently more

or less intact, a  remarkable collection of chantry chapels of its former bishops, the
latest, interestingly, dating from the reign of Mary I  and Philip, a period  after  the
official  suppression of the chantries. But the Winchester Cathedral chantries  have

not survived the passage of time and the religious and  political  turmoils of the  past
unscathed. All of  them have  been restored to  some extent.  The result is  that  while
overall  they provide an impression of what the cathedral might have looked  like
had the  Reformation  and the Civil War not taken  place, when looked at in detail it

transpires  that  the restorations may include elements of invention and thus of

potential  falsification.

On  a  prime  site  to the  south  of the former location of St Swithun’s shrine
stands the impressive chantry chapel  of  Cardinal  Henry Beaufort, half-brother of
King Henry IV. Within the chapel, before an altar furnished in fifteenth-century

style, is the  tomb  chest of the cardinal, surmounted by his effigy. One has the

initial impression  that  the appearance of the monumetit is unchanged since the time

of its erection but for the  fact that  the cardinal’s  hat, rotted, no doubt, with the
passage of time, no longer hangs over his painted  figure.

The  tomb  is partially painted. On the vault the cardinal’s arms, within  a  wreath
of golden roses, are  both  carved and painted, and this painting is probably original
and unrestored. It has been established  that  van'ous members of the Plantagenet
family used golden roses, at least as decoration, possibly as heraldic devices, back
as far as the reign of Edward I, and golden roses are to be found, for  example, on

the  tomb  canopies of both Edward III and Richard  H  in Westminster Abbey. The
effigy on the cardinal’s tomb chest is also painted, and around the  chest  are shields,
devoid of  carved  decoration, but painted with heraldic devices, including mitres
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and crowned poncullises. At the  cardinal’s  feet, on the  north  comer of the eastern
end of the tomb  chest, is one shield  painted  with  a  red rose.

Unfortunately, a  more detailed  examination  of the monument makes it clear
that  it has  been  considerably restored. It is known, for  example, that  the effigy on
the tomb chest is  a  replacement, made  after  the Restoration of  Charles  H, in 1660,
the original having been destroyed in the Civil War.8 The  dress  of the figure, which
shows the cardinal in a red  soutane  rather than in  pontificals,  is  sufficient  to
indicate  that  it is not the fifteenth-century original.

In the same way it is  clear that  the painting of the shields around the  tomb

chest is not original, and in  fact, in its present form, is of comparatively recent
date.  The style of the paintings indicates  that they must date from  the  late

nineteenth-century restoration of the chantry, paid  for by the  Duke  of Beaufort.
Unfortunately no records exist, either at the  Cathedral  or at Badminton House, to

indicate  what was the  condition  of the tomb before these restorations were decided
to be necessary.” It has been the case  that  other  such  shields on medieval tombs
have been  ‘restored’ when no trace of the original design was visible, as for

example  at Minster  Lovell, and the  best that  can be  said  of such repainting is  that,

in the final  analysis, it is  a  product of the restorer’s guesswork and provides no

certain information  about  the original appearance of the monument. Under  these

circumstances, the presence of a red rose on the tomb  today cannot be considered

satisfactory evidence that the cardinal himself ever  used such  an emblem during his
lifetime.  The cardinal’s will'° and the surviving documents relating to the
foundation of the chantry” unfortunately tell us very little  about  the physical
appearance of the monument in the fifteenth century. It is to be suspected however,

that  the nineteenth century painting of the shields on the  tomb chest  was  based  on

very little evidence, and  that  a red rose was painted there  because  the restorers

thought  it an appropriate emblem to include, and not  because there  was any
indication  that  such a rose had previously fieed on the tomb.

We should continue, therefore, to treat with suspicion any mention of the ‘red
rose of  Lancaster’ earlier than the  14905, and to discourage and avoid, except,

perhaps, in inverted commas, the use of the term ‘Wars of the  Roses’, which,

despite  Professor  Ross’ doubtful  reassurances,l2 is as unhistorical and as
misleading as were the  traditional  descriptions of the person and reign of  Richard
III, and the use of such appellations as  ‘Richard  Crookback’.
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