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Another Medieval Work in Wood at Rouen :
the Friezes of the Aitre Saint-Maclou
Sylvie Bethmont-Gallerand

Choir stalls were not the only masterworks of the medieval wood
carver. He also sculpted decorations on the facades and the interiors of
private homes and even sculpted fine furniture. The church
furnishings were therefore similar to that produced for the lay
population.
One vestige of Rouen sculpture, still remarkably conserved although
most of the original structure has disappeared, is the wood frieze of
the Aitre St Maclou The rectangular St. Maclou lies between the
streets Martinville and Gericault. The galleries surround the center of
the cemetery where the dead were shrouded in bare earth. Bones came
to light when new graves were opened near ground already used. Out
of respect for the dead, the bones, anonymous through the
decomposition of the flesh, were placed in a charnel house; after a
time they were piled up to the roof. While there were other cemeteries
in France St. Maclou is unique in the richness of its décor and the
complexity of its iconography on the friezes and wooden posts.
This study aims to show that this charnel house, used by the dead and
the living, presented through its décor, an equivalent to a book on
death. Multiple dimensions of funeral rites are shown through liturgy,
processions and also through social and pedagogic activities which
took place in the Aitre. The bones were preserved for several
centuries.
It is anachronistic to think of the sculptures of the Aitre as macabre or
morbid. Two books, The Art of Dying, and The Tract on the Art of
Dying Well are witness to a new spirituality that appeared at the close
of the Middle Ages with the sermons of the cleric Gerson. These
books were read by clerics and laics and were translated throughout
Europe in the early sixteenth century.
Study of the art of "living well" could only illuminate the "art of
dying well". The last instants of life, the agony and accompaniment of
liturgical gestures and last sacraments, invite the reader to "die well",
the only payment for eternal happiness.
In addition to the illustrations in texts, « macabre » images often with
human skulls and symbolic objects such as mirrors are interspersed.
Beginning in the fifteenth century these images were popular in most
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of Europe, especially with a classical theme of "vanitas".. In the Aitre,
many skulls crowned with foliage and the sphere of the inverted
world, evoke this theme. Visitors to the Aitre can see a didactic
program conveying the idea that "Death equalizes everyone". The
cross in the center of the Aitre conveys the global meaning of the
ornamentation.
All the motifs on the wood friezes relate to the sculptures on the
pillars. One pillar shows the entry of death into the world through the
fall of Adam. Another announces Resurrection of Man through Christ.
Classical figures, the Sibyls, putti and crowned heads on columns
show the influence of the Renaissance at the Aitre.
The double « dance macabre » decorating the pillars shows, as do the
engravings of this subject, that Death is an equalizing force. Society is
divided into two groups, ecclesiastics on the Eastern pillars and laics
on the west side. The laics include an emperor, a king, and rich men.
On the other side a double cross implies the presence of the Pope. He
is followed by two bishops with crosses, Benedictine and Carthusian
monks and two dead carrying a sarcophagus. The engravings in
editions published by Guy Marchand are similar. If these images
appear to be unique as sculptures they actually were not isolated
examples in the Middle Ages. The sculptures on choir stalls include a
number of macabre objects and symbols of "vanitas".
The motifs decorating the friezes, which represent objects relating to
death may be classified according to different moments from instants
before death to funeral.

Crosses
Most crosses are processional and accompany the priest and his aides
to the house of the dying person or to his funeral. A panel of the pews
at Fawsley (England) shows a dead person jumping from his coffin.
While he is enveloped in a shroud his bare chest is covered with a
large cross. The coffin is decorated with a cross sculptured on the lid
or on the fabric covering the coffin. In certain illuminations, a
processional cross is placed in the margin below Adam's skull at
Golgotha.

Several elements are crossed in the Aitre friezes, especially long
bones. Artists have often placed cruciform leg bones juxtaposed to
Adam's skull. (Fig. 1).
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Containers of holy oil for extreme unction in the form of small houses:
Images which accompany the Office of the Dead show the priest's
assistant carrying the small coffers and a padded plug to put holy oil
on the body of the dying.

Candles, candlesticks and torches. (Fig. 2). The sick man holds a
lighted candle at the moment of death. Last communion is held in a
room lit by candles and candles light the way when the coffin is taken
to the church, in the church and on the way to the cemetery.

Books : Prayer books comfort the dying and their families. Priests
read books at the foot of the coffin, while singing the Office of the
Dead and at the cemetery. However, sometimes the burial ritual is
without priest and according to modest rites.

Sacred Vessals : The lidded vases contain the host for last rites. On a
frieze on the west side of the Aitre, a vase leans against the world
upside down, with no cross. (Fig. 3). This world symbolizes wordly
perversions and is also carved, with cross on bottom, on a sixteenth
century misericord at the church of St Maurille at Ponts-de-Cé
(Maine-et-Loire).

Coffins, open or closed, decorated with a cross. (Fig. 4). In the
fifteenth century the dead were generally wrapped in a shroud and not
buried in a coffin. At the parish of St Maclou the bier, candlesticks
and other burial accessories were lent by the parish. A figure
representing death carrying his attribute, a coffin and mounted on an
ox is carved on a misericord at the church of St-Adrien at Pocé-sur-
Cisse (Indre-et-Loire).

Different kinds of pails for holy water: A canon holds his asperge on a
false arm-rest at the Cathedral of Amiens (1508-1509). (Fig. 5).

Vestments (Fig. 6): The stole represents the « yoke of Christ ». For
burials, the stole is black.

Ringing of Bells, clocks (Fig. 7): Bells announced the passing of a
corpse. Little bells were rung at the head of funeral processions. Small
bells, sometimes shaken by angels in manuscript marginalia, served to
make the devil flee. The tintinabulum, a series of bells, which gives



290 English Summary

the tone to the other instruments, figures on a quadrilobe on the stalls
of Cologne Cathedral.

Utensils of the Gravedigger : Axes. Spades, picks.
Gravediggers are often depicted in the non-biblical illustrations of the
Office of the Dead. They gather the bones and arrange them in the
ossuary. A « vanitas » scene on a misericord at Ludlow (England)
shows the fragility of life. It includes the same objects we see on the
St. Maclou frieze: bones, skulls, spade and pick, a coffin, a pail with
holy water.

Human bones (Fig. 8): The gravediggers unearthed bones after the
flesh had disappeared so we see carvings of clean jawbones, skulls,
ribs, leg, arm and other bones. We see skulls, the epitome of the
vanitas scenes on many choir stalls. A skull forms a pendant above a
dorsal panel at Beverley Minster (Angleterre). At Coulanges (Loir-et-
Cher) a sixteenth century misericord shows a skull covered by a veil.
At St Bertrand-de-Comminges the patriarch Abraham, on a dorsal
panel, crosses his legs and rests his left foot on a skull. On the same
ensemble, Fortitude is sculpted on a dorsal panel also with her foot on
a skull, signifying the triumph of Faith over death. At Chaumont-en-
Vexin (Oise), on a sixteenth century misericord the head of a young
girl juxtaposed with a skull represents "The Young Girl and Death".

Symbolic objects accompany figures of death and vanitas scenes.

- Spades and arrows - attributes of death personified - appear on tombs
and walls of cemeteries.

- Mirrors are juxtaposed with instruments of the passion - nails and
whips (Fig. 8) Sixteenth century misericords at Lorris (Loiret) include
motifs like those at the Aitre. On the arm-rests, angels holding mirrors
alternate with monks holding instruments of the passion.

- An inverted purse on the Aitre frieze is similar to the motif on a
misericord on the high stalls at St-Jean-de-Maurienne (Savoie) where
money falls from a purse. Nearby a fool holds a mirror. A monk gazes
at an image of his skull on his bauble on a Misericord at the abbey of
Orbais (Marne), dated 1520.
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Posts (Fig. 9) supporting the ossuary have Renaissance decor of
ribboned crowns. Instruments of the gravediggers are sometimes
crossed. Bones on the vertical posts are mainly crowned skulls. There
are also busts in the classical style and winged putti on the capitals of
these columns.

Death at the Aitre is not only tied to periods of the plague or of wars.
These tragic episodes fostered various types of meditation on death
and helped to standardize images by the end of the fifteenth century.
Conservation of bones in the ossuary, open to the public, resulted in a
cult of Death which was forever present.

The organization of the Aitre recalls the rites for the dead by putting
the living in contact with the images of the dead and their ultimate
corporeal transformation. The décor of the Aitre St. Maclou is not just
simple ornamentation. The interaction between the living and the
dead, between actual death and its visual representations encourage
contemplation, here primarily of the Resurrection. The ossuary
proposes a moral lesson, which ties the stages of the good death to the
memento mori awaiting Salvation. The living, supported by this hope,
can offer their prayers, their suffering, and all the offering for the dead
that thus provide them with vigilant protection.

APPENDIX : HISTORY of the AITRE ST-MACLOU

Aitres were generally constructed when the cemetery around the
church was filled. The Rouen Aitre was authorized by Philippe le
Long in 1335
The cemetery of St Maclou continued to grow. Epidemics and the
plague, which lasted in Rouen for the entire year of 1348; caused the
death of a third of the population. After several enlargements the Aitre
was endowed by the administrators in 1526, including the north, south
and west galleries, which are the ones that were painted and sculpted.
Later additions, such as the south gallery imitate the décor of the
sixteenth century. The Huguenots, who sacked Rouen in 1559 and
1562 mutilated the sculptures on the posts of the north, east and west
galleries. The south gallery, donated by a priest, was only built in
1651.
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Like the Cemetery of the Innocents in Paris the dead were not the sole
occupants of the Aitre. Many of the activities in the medieval
cemetery, showed little respect for the dead nor for the holy ground.
In 1659 Priests lodged in the north gallery. A boys' school followed
with a school for poor girls not long after. In 1705 a free school was
established for the parish children. An extra gallery was built in 1744
to accommodate the increasing number of pupils. Exterior staircases,
still in use, provided access to the upper levels. A fire in 1758 caused
some destruction and traces of restoration can be seen on the sculpted
friezes. Two hundred calm years with monks, were interrupted by the
Revolution in 1792. The administration of the parish St Maclou
repossessed the Aitre at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
Starting in 1781, there were no further burials in the Aitre. The large
cross remained in place and trees were planted. The current cross
replaced the original in 1818. In 1858, the galleries, threatening to
crack under the weight of 850 children were repaired and
strengthened.
At the start of the twentieth century the measures to separate church
and state affected the function of the Aitre school. In 1911 a hostal for
young girls was installed. After a period of abandonment, the city of
Rouen became owner in 1927. A museum was installed and then the
city offered space to the School of Beaux-Arts which has been in the
Aitre since 1940.
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The Choir Stalls in the Archbishop's Palace
Elaine C. Block

In 1944, during the Second World War, when Rouen was bombed, the
cathedral was severely damaged A number of choir stalls with their
misericords were also damaged. Some of these carvings were never
replaced in the choir since the stalls were rearranged and there was no
room for them. These carvings may have been part of the return stalls,
which did exist at one time; now there are just two double rows of
stalls facing each other on the north and south sides of the choir. There
are no dorsal panels or canopy; these elements were lost long before
the twentieth century, probably during the French Revolution or
shortly thereafter to make the choir visible to the congregation.
The ten choir stalls that were not replaced in the choir were stored in
the archbishop's Palace at least from the time they were restored in the
1950s. They are listed in the only book devoted entirely to the Rouen
choir stalls, by Eustche-Hyacinthe Langlois. It is illustrated, by his
daughter, with drawings of each misericord. While the drawings do
not indicate each detail of the carvings it is easy to match the
archbishop's stalls with the Langlois sketches.
One document among the thousands of cost estimates involved with
the cathedral describes these carvings and indicates which parts were
restored. This document was signed by Henri Villettes and dated the
20th of March 1957. Other documents, which included cost estimates
but no mention of which parts were restored, date mainly from the
1950s.
The following are description of the misericords in question and the
parts that were restored. The numbers were in the docket and refer to
the numbers of the drawings in the Langlois book. They do not refer
to their placement in the choir stalls.

#17. Man with hat in hand kneels and salutes another man (or
woman) who is seated.
Restoration: Head of the seated person.

20. Two men settled at a table by a sideboard.
Restoration: parts not specified.
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21. Winged chimera holding a serpent.
Restoration: Head of the creature, part of the wing, and parts
of drapery at the right.

22. Sculptor carving a misericord.
Restoration: Replace bottom of table, sculptor's foot, part of
the ground and close a large hole.

24. Man crawling on all fours.
Restoration: unspecified.

25. Man and woman with basket of fruit, probably a vintage
scene.
Restoration: Lower part of the woman.

69. Chimera with ape head holding in one hand a broken lance
and in the other a shield.
Restoration: Replace part of the ground, a rear paw and close
a large hole.

79. Two men seated near a platform.
Restoration: Unspecified.

86. Two servants wash dishes.
Restoration: Repair of the draperies.

The other damaged misericords are not in this record and must have
been restored at another time. Why these carvings were not returned to
the choir along with the others is nowhere indicated. Some, but not all,
are in poorer state than those in the choir. Some are similar to those
that were replaced in the choir. For example, a pair of women fill a
basket of fruit between them that is similar to the vintage couple in the
archbishop's palace. Since a carver was already on a misericord in the
choir; perhaps it was deemed unimportant to include a second carver.
However, the kneeling man with the hat is unique and there is no
similar carving in the choir. There is however, a carving with similar
iconography that is a courting scene, although difficult to interpret.
Here, (SH-07) a man kneels before a seated woman and places his
hand under her foot. This illustrates a contemporary proverb "prendre
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le pied" (to grab the foot). The hand and the shoe are sexual symbols
and the search is for marital compatibility. Perhaps the archbishop's
carving is a similar statement. The seated figure is not necessarily a
man and we may see here a different type of courtship where the man
is approaching the lady in a less sexual way.
The Villettes document is interesting since it is one of the few
iconographie records of a restoration. Usually a restoration document
is limited to the cost and the name of the restoration workshop, which
is recorded. While the element that is restored is usually obvious, the
data here makes it certain. Also, we notice that there are duplicates or
near duplicates iconographically and the iconographie program my
have been far more ore obvious before other choir stalls were lost.
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The Studies of the Misericords Damaged in the Tempest of December
1999
Elaine C. Block Interview with Marcel Fancelli

The tempest of December 26, 1999 struck eight of the 66 stalls in the
choir. They were on the north side: NB-13, NB-14, NB-15 and on the
south side: SB-13, 14, 15, 16 and SH-16.

*NB-13 Nude Winged Woman-Snake, possibly the proverb "woman
is half angel half beast".

*NB-15 Woman Vendor. Possibly the proverb "to have your cake and
eat it too".

*NB-16 Man at Well. He pours water by the well
*SB-13 Struggle for Power: the game la pannoye.
*SB-14 Atlantis and Female Assistant Hold up Seat.
*SB-15 Couple Washes Dishes.
*SB-16 Prophet Holds Club.
*SH-17 Man Gives Money to Young Man

These are the stalls on the extreme east of the choir, near the altar:
three on the north base-stalls, four on the south base-stalls and one on
the south high-stalls. They were all broken but, according to Marcel
Fancelli, at least 80% of the pieces of wood were found in the nave.
These pieces had to be assigned to their original carving. Not all the
fragments however, can be replaced since some pieces are too thin and
must be reinforced. Therefore some of the remaining pieces must be
cut and reinforcements inserted. This is this kind of work which Mr.
Fancelli and his laboratory L'Etat de l'Art are performing.
One carving for example, was broken into three sections with some
minor pieces missing. There are photographs but, more important, the
remaining pieces of the carving are sufficient to recreate the original.
A bearded Atlantis, holds up the seat with his hands, while his
assistant, probably his wife, helps by gingerly supporting his elbow.
The top of the carving, while dirty and scratched, is all there while the
lower part of the figures are missing. Several small pieces have been
recovered, but part of this carving will have to be replaced.
Fancelli feels, however, that the greatest problem will be restoring the
jouées and the partitions. Some of the wood in those pieces has been
decimated. Several boxes of shards were collected and they are from
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the panels, not the carvings. In fact, the misericords were relatively
lucky. They were protected by the seats that covered them and by the
partitions. In fact, if the seats were in their lowered position, the
misericords were protected as much as possible.
Once all the pieces are put together and the Fancelli laboratory
indicates what is to be done, the actual restoration can begin. The
misericords, and some reconstructed partitions might be in place some
time in 2003.
Fancelli has been instrumental in a number of recent restorations. One
of the most important was the south stalls of the cathedral of St
Claude (Jura). In 1993 a smoke fire in the cathedral of St Claude,
probably started when the organ clock stopped at 9 p.m., was not
discovered until 6 a.m the following day. By that time it was too late.
The choir stalls on the south side of the cathedral nave were either
gone or no more than charred knobs. The elegant dorsal panels of
prophets and apostles, the pride of the Savoy cathedrals was lost
forever.
What was to be done? This was a different kind of restoration. In fact,
the word restoration was not appropriate. It was truly a reconstruction.
The only models for this work were photographs since there were no
remaining carvings to work with or even scraps of uncharred wood.
There were many questions about the money spent on the St Claude
reconstruction. After all, the product was really a twentieth century
work of art. Alternatives were to leave the south wall blank, to hang a
tapestry there or - as one person bizarrely suggested - to install a
mirror to reflect the undamaged north stalls.
The reconstruction took over four years. There are still arguments
over whether it should have been done. It required a fantastic team of
architects, sculptors and woodworkers. A patrimony has been
recreated and, when the cathedral is open, is an unforgettable sight for
the general public.
The restoration at Rouen cathedral is not nearly so demanding a task.
The forces that damaged the precious carvings were not to be denied.
Future generations will be responsible for caring for this patrimony
and sharing its riches with the general public.




