From the Jourxar R.I.B.A. Dec. 1905.

DEVIATION OF AXIS IN MEDIAVAL
CHURCHES.

La déviation de Paxe des églises est-elle symbolique? By

R. de Lasteyrie, Membre de U'Institut. (Mémoires de

P Académie des Inmscriptions et Belles-Lettres, vol.

axxvii.) Parts, 1905.

The subject of the masterly Paper which our
Honorary Corresponding Member, the Comte de
Lasteyrie, has recently presented to the Library
possesses an interest which is perhaps more purely
archzological than architectural. It is still ad-
mitted, however, that some knowledge of the
history of his art must form part of the equipment
of the architect of to-day, and it is of importance,
therefore, that he should hold sane views as to the
methods of building which were adopted by his
predecessors. That the lesson taught by such a
Paper as this may not be altogether without its
present-day use seems to me to be indicated by
the tendency in some quarters to exalt certain
irregularities of line in medizeval buildings into
“yefinements,” and to credit their builders with
ideas which were entirely foreign to their methods.

The theory refuted by M. de Lasteyrie in this
Paper had a certain vogue.during the last century.
In many medieval churches we find a deflection
in the alignment of the main axis of the building,
the axis of the choir forming a more or less
pronounced angle with the axis of the nave.
This deviation of axis was explained as sym-
bolical of the inclination of the head of Christ on
the cross. I think, however, that serious students
in England have long since rejected this theory,
together with those of the “leper windows,’ cross-
legged “crusaders,” and other superstitions of the
Gothic revival, and I cannot believe that M. de
Lasteyrie is right in thirking that the majority of
English archmologists still accept it. Itis certainly
true that it was still adopted by most archaologists
in France when M. de Lasteyrie’s Paper was
written. One exception was M. Barbier de
Montault, who was convinced to the contrary by
the fact that not a single one of the liturgists of
the middle ages ever mentions deviation of axis;
and he asks how, if there were any symbolism in
this inclination, it could possibly have escaped
writers like Hugh of St. Victor, Sicard, Durandus,
and others, who see symbolism everywhere ? M. de
Lasteyrie analyses passages from these writers
which have been quoted in support of the symbolic
theory, and he proves conclusively that none of
them do support it in the least degree. He re-
marks, too, that if any isolated passage could be
found, it would scarcely carry much weight, for it
would only belong to the category of fantastic
interpretations invented afterwards to explain
things with which it is evident that symbolism
had nothing whatever to do. For instance,
in successive sections in order that the parts
Durandus says that the sacristy in which the
priest puts on the sacred ornaments signifies the

womb of the Virgin in which Christ put on the
garment of the flesh. Yet no one suggests that
sacristies were added to churches with any idea of
symbolism. M. de Lasteyrie quotes with approval
a rule laid down by Le Blant, that we should
never suggest a symbolic intention, or accept any
explanation based on such a supposition, unless
proof can be found in the writings of the Fathers
or of the old liturgists. It would be an excellent
thing if writers on symbolism would follow this
sage advice.

There are other considerations which cannot be
reconciled with the theory in question. The usual
treatment of the crucifix shows the head of Christ
leaning towards the right (i.e. towards the left of
the spectator). But we find that, instead of the
deviation of axis being always towards the north,
it is frequently towards the south, and there is no
reason to assert even that the cases of northward
deflection are more numerous than those of south-
ward deflection. Before the thirteenth century,
moreover, the crucifix represented a triumphant
Christ, with head erect; neverthless numerous
churches of this earlier period show the same de-
flections which we find in later buildings, and these
we find too in churches which have not a cruciform
plan.

What, then, is the true explanation of these fre-
quent deviations of axis? After discarding the
@esthetic reason as unworthy of serious notice, and
the impossible theory of structural movement, M.
de Lasteyrie notices the explanation which sup-
poses some local necessity, such as want of space,
or the presence of some street or other obstacle
which had to he avoided. Such causes do indeed
account sometimes for irregularities in external
walls, in aisles, in the length of transepts, and in
the form and development of choir plans, but they
do not generally necessitate any deviation of axis.
We come, then, to the more general explanation of
carelessness, indifference, or negligence on the part
of the builders, to which far too much importance
has been attached. Careful examination shows
that, instead of irregularities being due to negli-
gence or caprice, they arise simply from the practical
difficulties which the builders encountered, diffi-
culties frequently augmented by the impossibility
of making a clean sweep of an earlier structure
occupying the site.

1t is easy to dispose of the objection sometimes
made thatirregularitiesare found even in cases where
there is reason to believe that the builders were
not inconvenienced by the presence of pre-exist-
ing work. Nothing could be more erroneous than

the common vague idea that the buildings of the
middle ages were carried out in a single campaign.
This remark applies, not only to the numerous
cases where different parts were built at quite
different building-periods, ncr only to cases of
addition or enlargement, but also to churches
which, although virtually of one period, were built




completed might be used for worship, while the
works were being continued in another part. A
break in the masonry, a sudden interruption or
change in design of some decorative feature in
elevation or section, or an unlooked-for difference
of level—such small things prove the truth of this
observation. In order to realise the difficulty of
adjusting a new section of the work to one already
completed, we must remember that the part com-
pleted and used for worship would have to be par-
titioned off by screens or temporary walls which
would completely intercept a through view, and
that the builders pcssessed none of those instru-
ments which would now be used in any difficult
piece of setting out. It is easy to see how a
trifling initial error might result in a very pro-
nounced deviation. Here, in fact, we have the true
explanation of most of the irregularities of plan
and deviations of axis which are found in medizval
buildings.

To those who have made a serious study of
medizval architecture these observations will
doubtless appear the merest truisms. They were
admirably stated twenty-five years ago by Mr. J. T.
Micklethwaite in his luminous Paper on ¢ The
Growth of English Parish Churches.” ¢ The
key,” he said, “to the history of the medieval
parish church is the fact that it never ceased to be
used.”’ . “The most extensive works were
always done piecemeal. We sometimes see
churches, and large ones, too, which at first sight
look the same date throughout, as if they had been
built entirely new straight out of the ground.
But a careful examination of them will generally
reveal the order of the work, and show evidence of
the earlier buildings even in those which have re-
placed them. The distortion of some plans, for
which strange and fantastical reasons have been
invented, appears natural enough when we re-
member the conditions under which the builders
worked and the difficulty which they must have
experienced, with the imperfect instruments at
their command, in setting out a complicated build-
ing on a site already occupied” (dArcheological
Journal, xxxvii. 871). So wrote Mr. Mickle-
thwaite, and so, almost in identical terms, writes
M. de Lasteyrie. The entente is complete.

One or two of the examples discussed by M. de
Lasteyrie may be noticed here. At Notre-Dame,
Paris, the deflection of the axis occurs precisely at
the point where there was an interruption of the
works. The axis of the abbey-church of Saint-
Denis shows deflection in three directions, corre-
sponding to its three phases of construction during
the twelfth century. The plans of Saint-Germain-
des-Prés, Paris, Saint-Laumer, Blois, and Saint-
Nicolas-du-Port teach the same lesson. It would
be tedious to quote English plans of the same
kind ; for, indeed, examples of deviations of axis
and irregularities arising from the same cause exist
in hundreds of parish churches. Of larger churches

I will only mention one— York Minster—which can
easily be tested from Mr. Roland Paul’s plan (The
Buailder, Tth January 1893, text page 11).

M. de Lasteyrie concludes his Paper with an
English example (Beverley Minster) of deviation
in the transverse axes of the bays of the nave.
Let me cite a corresponding example from France.
In R. J. Johnson’s Specimens of Eariy French
drchitecture there is an excellent plan (plate 16)
of the monastic church of Saint-Leu-d’Esserent
(Oise), which shows a definite deviation in the
transverse axes of the nave bays. The explanation
is simple. Since Johnson’s plan was made a
restoration has revealed the fact that the church
built after the foundation of the priory in 1081
was terminated eastward by an apse flanked by
two smaller apses, the latter being on the site of
the existing bay immediately west of the towers
which flank the choir. The western responds of
the nave arcade of the eleventh-century church
still survive, and against the original west wall
a narthex was built in the middle of the twelfth
century. When the reconstruction of the church
was undertaken in the last quarter of the twelfth
century, beginning at the east end, the chevet was
set out regularly in itself, but its transverse axis
was not set exactly parallel with the west wall of
the eleventh-century church. The first section of
the work ended with the double bay west of the
flanking towers, and the original nave would be
left standing for use until this first section could
be occupied. When the second section was under-
taken, and the old nave taken down, the error was
evidently discovered, and the bays on the north
side of the nave were spaced a little more widely
than those on the south side, so as gradually to
meet the deflected line of the west wall, which
could not have been removed without destroying
the narthex and its towers.

Te sum up. There was never the least idea of
symbolism in the inclination of the choir plan
of any mediseval church. Irregularities of this
kind are simply accidental facts, resulting some-
times from the nature of the site, more frequently
from obstructions arising from the presence of
earlier structures, or {from changes in, or additions
to, the original plan; but in the majority of cases
they are the inevitable result of the conditions
under which the builders of the middle ages
worked, and of the imperfection of the methods
at their disposal for adjusting successive construc-
tions in vast buildings, the separate parts of which
were never erected all at the same time. M. de
Lasteyrie quotes an interesting story which shows
how architects of the middle ages regarded un-
necessary irregularities. At Metz there is a
church, built by the Celestines between 1371 and
1409, which shows a very pronounced deflection of
its axis. A chronicle tells us that the architect,
ashamed of having made his work so crcoked
died of grief and distress !
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REVUE DES PYRENEES

Rédaction et Administration, 14, rue des Arts.

o
JELI RS Y

auguste B2UT Toulozw’ lﬂ /190[\

1859-192 i

MONSIEUR ,

Nous vous serions trés obligés
bien nous faire parvenir avant le
dernier délai, pour la prochaine [fiaison en
ce moment sous presse, toules communicalions
intéressantes ur la Chronique du Midi
(région de 7 'Y//M‘C)/'VV%), comme yous

avez bien youlu nous‘ le promettre.

f’ u%le agré Monsieur, [l'assurance de
“' o) ’

entmzenls dzs[uzgues
- g
< el ; iy

Pm R LE DIRECTEUR DE LA REVUE !

' tw 53.-54(:&11“0 gérant, “ N

E’ ~ Edouard Pl‘-uVAT,-.
bl -- Archiviste-Paléographe. “'
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