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In a recent issue of The Profane Arts (Vol. VI:1, Spring, 1997), a

pair of articles concerning the choir stalls at Saint-Mardn-auxBois were published. The first, "Les stalles de Saint-Martin-auxBois", by Kristiane Leme, introduced the choir stalls as a whole,
their history and design. The second article, "The Misericords of
Saint-Martin-aux-Bois", by Elaine C. Block, explored the

subject matter of the seats. In this paper I hope to reconstruct the

original configuratioh and location of the stalls within the

church, and to clarify aspects of the iconography of the
misericords based on their presumed positions in the overall
scheme.

Description

All that remains of the original complement of the choir stalls is

two straight high ranges of ten stalls each, and two straight low
ranges of four stalls each. These have been arranged around the
end of the apse, with the long ranges of high stalls on the north
and south sides, and the short ranges of low stalls placed in the
angled bays of the apse (Fig. 1).

The present location of the choir stalls is clearly one resulting
from the exigencies of a truncated church, and surely not their
original location. Abbe Pierre-Constant Barraud noted this in
1843-

Originally placed in the most advanced part of the nave,
they remained there until the very last years of the
eighteenth century. Then they were removed from this
location which became henceforth to be occupied only

by the faithful. A portion, judged unusable, was
relegated to the east end of the church and to the side
aisles. But of the upper ranges, the richest and tallest
were reestablished in the choir where they occupy the
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entire length, and where they appear as the priceless lace
at the bottom of a magnificentvestment.*

Figure 1 - The choir from above (stalls at the top in the apse)
Photoby Chris Henige

This description is confirmed by a document found in the
cartulary of Saint-Martin-aux-Bois, which states that the stalls
were relocated to their present position in the choir between
1782 and 1784, by M. Minard.2
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Figure2 Planshowingcurrent andproposed configurations
Plan by Chris Henige

' Pierre-ConstantBarraud,"Noticesur1'eglisedeSt-Martin-aux-Bois(Oise),'
Bulletin Monumental IX, 1843, p. 49.
2Arch. Oise. H409
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Reconstruction

It is important to consider how the stalls were originally
arranged in the choir; in order to gain a better understanding of
the space planning and circulation patterns in the building, and
gain better insight into how the iconography of the individual
stalls relates to the overall scheme.

The original placement of the stalls was most likely in the first
and second bays east of the tower bay, in the area where the
floor is raised several inches. (Fig. 2) The remaining short
ranges of stalls have mitred corners at one end, suggesting that
they were arranged in an "L" shape, rather than in two straight
ranges. (Fig. 3) .Considering the sizes and configuration of the
remaining stalls;it appears that their originallayout includedtwo
sections of ten high stalls, one on either side of the choir facing
each other; and each fronted by two sections of four stalls. The
first of these sections aligned with the first four stalls of the back

Figure 3 - One of the

- note mitered endat right

row from the east, followed by an opening in front of the fifth
stalls in the back row. This is indicated by the evidence of stair
risers and treads on one end panel of each of the short ranges.

'enige

(Fig 4) The second low range aligned with the sixth through
ninth stalls. At the west end of each row, additional ranges were
set perpendicular to those mentioned above. The front ranges
had four stalls each, the back ranges five stalls each. Such an
arrangement might have arisen through the use of a conceptual
planninggrid, asdepictedon theplan.
It is interesting to note that the proposed original position of the
stalls; in the first and second bays east of the tower bay, preclude
any accommodation for the parishoners within the truncated
building. We would expect that some accommodation must
have been made between the time of the destruction of the nave

by fire in 1445 and the converson of the building into a parish
church following the suppression of the abbey in "1783.

However, no mention is made either in the texts, or the drawings
or maps whichexist of the areaduring this period. For whatever
reasons, it appears that the choir continued to serve only the
monastic community after 1445 for the remainder of its life. as

the choir stalls werereserved for the use of the canons, andthere
remained no space to have the local faithful. Only after the

Figure 4 - Short range end panel - note evidence for steps
Photo by Chris Henige

dissolution of the abbey in 1783 were the stalls relocated and the

choirputto useasthelocalparishchurch.
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Iconography
The absence of almost half of the original stalls renders firm
interpretation of the intended subject matter difficult. Dr.
Block's article introduced the subject matter of the individual
misericords. However, from those ranges which remain it is

possible to discern several different themes, each of which might
be expected for such a project. It is important to consider the
stalls not only individually, but also as they relate to one another.
It is quite common for thematic programs to be carried across the
choir from one side to the other, particularly where these themes
involved the juxtaposition of oppposing ideas, such as Virtues
and Vices.

In the case of Saint-Martin-aux-Bois,

the

The majority of the surviving misericords are found in the two
tall ranges now located at the front of the apse. (Fig. 5) Each of
the two ranges have their original backs and canopies, carved

magnificently in the Gothic style. The range now found on the
south side of the apse was originally located on the north side of

the choir, and that found currently on the north side of the apse
was similarly placed along the south side of the choir. This is
suggested by the existence of carved end panels on one end of
each of these ranges, which were of course unnecessary since

these ranges would have abutted similar perpendicular ranges in
the comers of the "L".

Each of these end panels consists of three main parts: a lower

interpretation of the subject matter of the misericords is a two-

section extending from the floor to the level of the armrests, a

way street; at once the iconography helps to recreate the original

middle section extending from the armrests to the canopy, the
latter, representing the third section, is no more than an
extension of the decorative canopy which runs the length of the

configuration of the stalls, and the resultant configuration
clarifies the subject matter of some of the other misericords.
Furthermore, an additional misericord, known only from a
lithograph which accompanied an article by Pierre-Constant
Barraud in 1847/51, has not been discussed since; it is
reintroduced below

stalls. The middle section of the end panel of the south range
depicts Saint Jerome caressing the lion, from whose paw Jerome
is said to have extracted a thorn. Above are the armes of Guy de
Baudreuil, the likely patron of the stalls-three crowned hearts,
on a shield borne by two angels. Crowned hearts can also be
found in the border of the panel. This end panel was nearest the
canon's point of entry to the choir from the cloister and would
have been the most visible, and thus was the logical place to
display the armes of their benefactor. On the end panel of the
north range. Saint Ambrose is depicted with a beehive at his feet,
an allusion to the swarm of bees said to have alighted in his
mouth as he lay in his cradle. Above, a stag relaxes among the
foliage. The presence of two of the four Latin Doctors of the
Church suggests that the other two, Saint Gregory the Great and
Saint Augustine were also present, their likely location being
facing each other at the ends of the two back rows of the two
perpendicular ranges, now missing. This was the more
ceremonial entrance to the choir, which might explain the
presence of Saint Augustine here in the abbey of Augustinian
canons.

Figure 5 - Current north stalls
Photo by Chris Henige
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31will refer to eachrange relative to its presumed original position, as it is
more conduciveto an understandingof the relationshipsfoundin the
iconographicprogram.
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In the lowest section of the south panel a scene of Judith with the

head of Holophernes4 is depicted. This scene frequently formed
a companion to the story of Samson and Delilah, which may

have^been depicted on one of the missing panels. 5 On the north

?Te.??ab lc^ersthescarletropeforthe-SPiesJoshuaandCaleb
atJericho. 6 These scenes seem intended to depict thetreachery

of women, a common theme in institutions serving communities
avowedto chastity

Figure 7 - A woman saws the devil in half
Photo by Chris Henige

perhaps performing some sexual act whose representation was
found too sensitive to remain on the misericord; its destruction

was likely intentional. The third misericord depicts a woman
sawing a demon in half, perhaps indicating that even Satan is no
match for woman. (Fig. 7)
Figure 6 - Mutilated misericord
Photoby Chris Henige

The first stalls (from the east) of the south range seem to
continue thetheme oftheperils ofwomen andtheimportance of

chastity. In the first misericord God and Satancollaborate on the

creation of woman, from a proverb which states that "God
cannot create woman without the aid of the devil." The next

misericord is defaced, but seems to have portrayed two men, one
behind the other, being beaten by a third. (Fig. 6) These two are

The next three misericords represent a departure from the major
themes. The fourth and sixth are decorated with foliage. The
fifth depicts a prelate, usually identified as a bishop but more
likely an abbot, giving a blessing while walking through an
orchard. These stalls may represent the renewal of the abbey
under its new leadership, and the figure may represent Guy de
Baudreuil as its new commendatory abbot and benefactor. The
next two stalls seem to confirm this hypothesis. The seventh
depicts two bears holding a shield bearing a croix ancre, a cross
with barbed ends, typically a heraldic representation of the
eighth son. Although it is not known whether Guy was in fact
the eighth son, the use of such a heraldic device is otherwise

4 OldTestamentapocrypha
^ JamesHall, Dictionary ofSubjects andSymbols inArt,:

inexplicable. The eighth misericord depicts two long-tailed
beasts carrying a shield. This shield no longer bears any
markings, but may have carried the the painted armes of Guy de

6 Joshua 2:15.

Beaudreuil or of the abbey.

New York, 1974, p. 181. ~

'
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repose next to a shield. The next two misericords did not have

The last two misericords of the south range begin a new theme,
that of the Virtues and Vices. It was most typical to place a
Virtue opposite its corresponding Vice in a symmetrical
arrangement across the choir to enhance their polarity. Typical

programs included any or all of the following pairings: Faith and
Idolotry, Hope and Despair, Charity and Avarice, Chastity and
Lust, Prudence and Folly, Humility and Pride, Fortitude and
Cowardice, Patience and Anger, Gentleness and Harshness,
Concord and Discord, Obedience and Rebellion, Perserverance
and Inconstancy. The ninth misericord, depicting two dancing
bears and a third playing a recorder, may represent Discord, the
idea of a world .turned upside down where animals dance and

play musical instruments. (Fig. 8) The tenth misericord shows a
man beating a rabbit, a common means of representing
cowardice.

partners across the choir; but they also seem to represent Virtues

and Vices. The third misericord is difficult to place, showing a
man beating with a club an animal whose own club is broken.

Perhaps this represents Anger, retaliation for some act on the

animal'spart whichresulted in the broken club. The meaning of
the fourth misericord is somewhat unclear. It depicts an ape
gazing at a woman with a distaff. The distaff is a common

attribute for a housewife, and the ape, one of lust; and perhaps
this misericordis meant to depictthe vice of Lust.
The theme of misericords of the north range changes with the
fifth stall, but before continuing to this new theme, it is
necessary to consider the subject matter of the two short ranges
which remain, as they appear to continue the theme of the
Virtues and Vices. The range which is now placed in the
northeast corner of the apse preserves three of its four
misericords. The first, at the far left, has an interesting scene of
a man nailing a horseshoe onto the foot of a goose. Linked to a
contemporary proverb which states "he that meddleth with all

things may go and shoe goslings, " thus someone meddling in
others' affairs, seems an apt representation of Folly. It came to

mean spendingboth time andlabor vainly.7 The next misericord
shows a man standing in front of a building with his left arm
outstretched toward a horse with a raised front leg. Is the horse

advancingin an act of Obedience, or is it retreating in an act of
Rebellion? Without its partner, this misericord cannot be
interpreted with certainty. The next misericord is missing. The

fourth misericord depicts a fox facing a rabbit emerging from its
burrow. This may represent Patience or Perserverance, as the

fox may be rewarded by waiting outside the rabbit's burrow.
The other short range of stalls, now placed in the southeast
corner of the apse, retains only one of its misericords; which
depicts two mythical beasts.
Figure 8 - Dancing bears
Photo by Chris Henige

These last two misericords, Discord and Cowardice, are placed
opposite the first two misericords of the north range, which
depict Fortitude and Concord respectively.
Fortitude is
represented as a lion, seated between two shields. Concord, a

more difficult concept to depict, is illustrated by a horse lying in
66

The first of these two short ranges, because of its subject matter
and the location of its end panel and mitered comer, probably

7 VincentStuckeyLean,Lean'sCollectonea5 vols.Bristol: J.W.Arrowsmith (
reprint, Detroit: Gale 1969) Research Company, Detroit; 1969), vol. 2, part 2,
p. 700.
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Figure9 - Mice quartersticking

Figure 11 - The banquet

Photo by Chris Henige

Photo by Chris Henige

Figure 10 - Party game

Figure 12- Men carrying a chest (dowry?)

Photo by Chris Henige
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Photo by Chris Henige
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originally served as the front row of the south stalls, to the west
of the center opening. As such the second short range, because
of the arrangement of its end panel and mitered corner, must
have been placed opposite the first on the north side of the choir.
The subject matter of the armrests at the mitered corners - a
beast clearly destined to face a matching counterpart on the first

suggested that this is a typical representation of another proverb,
whichstates that "betweentwo stools the tail goeth to ground", a
representation of the Folly of indecision. If so, it may have been
originally located in one of the two short ranges now each
missing misericords that might have depicted Virtues and Vices.

range, and a woman's head on the second - precludes any
notions that these two ranges might have been attached at right
angles.
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Returning to the back row of the north range, the remaining
stalls present the theme of a banquet and its requisite music and
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games. The fifth misericord depicts two mice quartersticking, a
contest of skill . and strength. (Fig. 9) Why mice are depicted
rather than men iis unclear. The next misericord presents three
men: the first a baker carrying a basket of bread, the second a
butler with jugs of wine and the keys to the cellars hanging from
his belt; the third follows behind.
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The next scene seems to

represent some sort of party game, where one person attempts to
eat an apple dangling from above, while another runs after him
trying to spank the bare bottom of the first. (Fig. 10) The
principal participants in the banquet are shown on the next
misericord. (Fig. 11) A woman and a man are seated at a table
spread with linen, while a servant brings food. The next
misericord shows two musicians, a dmmmer and a man playing
the flute. The final misericord may provide a clue to the purpose
of the banquet. Two men carry a large chest, which may
represent a dowry, and as such would characterize the banquet as
a wedding. (Fig. 12)

'-\

t.

^

^'.

/-

^c/

'^

:l-y

Figure 13 - The man between two stools...
After Abbe Barraud

A Lost Misericord
An additional misericord seems to have existed at the time Abbe

Barraud described the stalls in 1847. Unfortunately, while
Barraud listed the subject matter of the high stalls, he said little
about the remainder, and only described them as bearing scenes
of "the acts and works of the country". But a lithograph which
accompanied the article depicted six of the misericords, the fifth
of which no longer exists in the church. In it a man seems to
have fallen between two stools. (Fig. 13) Dr. Block has

Conclusions

The absence of many of the original misericords (only 24 of a
probable 54 survive) renders definitive iinterpretations of the
subject matter of those which remain difficult. This is further

complicated by the likelihood that some of the misericords may
not be in their original positions, with only the finest of the

misericords being gathered together and preserved in the
remaining stalls. The suggestions put forth here are certainly

8 P-C.Barraud, "Noticesur1'eglisedeSt.-Martin-aux-Bois," Bulletin de la
societe academique d'archeologie, sciences et arts du departement de I'Oise,

1847(1851), 404-15.
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Figure 14 - Plan of the subject matter of the north stalls

Figure 15 - Plan of the subject matter of the south stalls

Plan by Chris Henige

Plan by Chris Henige
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not the only interpretations which might be accorded these stalls.
However, the relative positions and groupings of the subject
matter of the stalls lends support to the theory that five main

themes were represented: A banquet scene, perhaps a marriage;
scenes depicting the treachery of women; scenes
commemorating the patron of the stalls, abbot Guy de
Beaudreuil, representations of the Virtues and Vices; and

representations of contemporary proverbs. The descriptions of
Abbe Barraud suggest that the western stalls may have borne

depictions of scenes from everyday life, perhaps the Labors of
the Months, another common theme.
From the inclusion of two of the four Latin Doctors of the
Church and the existence of mitered corners at the ends of some

of the remaining ranges it can be reasoned with some certainty
that the original disposition included a pair of opposed "L"shaped ranges facing each other across the choir, with the short
legs closing off the choir from the original nave. Their
placement in the first and second bays east of the tower bay is
suggested by the fact that the floor of the central vessel of the
choir is raised several inches in this area.
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