Notes and News on the Profane Arts

The Devil at Saint Katharine's
Elaine C. Block
Professor Emerita CUNY
One of the most popular characters on English misericords is
Tutivillus. He appears at the Royal Foundation of Saint Katharine's (Fig.
1) on the outskirts of London,20.Ely Cathedral, (Fig. 2) at New College,
Oxford (Fig. 3) and
at Nantwich. (Fig. 3)
He does not seem to
populate continental
choir stalls. He
definitely plays a role
in many mystery
plays.

Figure 1: Tutivillus & Gossipers
St Katharine Roval Foundation
London, Great Britain
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The Royal Foundation of Saint-Katharine's was founded by Queen
Mathilda in 1148. Her portrait and that of King Edward III appear on
corner armrests of the choir stalls. The Hospital and chapel were
originally near the tower. When dock construction was begun on the site,
the chapel was removed to Regent's park, where it remained for many
years. Following World War II, a hospice was built at East Stepney with
a chapel to house the choir stalls.
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Tutivillus has a very specific job. He must search out gossiping
women in churches. He then jots down their names on a scroll and
presents the list to Satan. The ladies who have committed this sin are
then more easily admitted to hell.
Tutivillus is depicted with huge wings and a grotesque face. His
body is rarely seen since it is behind one or two handsomely dressed
ladies who sit in a pew in church. At Saint Katharine's a hairy Tutivillus
towers over the two dainty ladies before him. His open mouth seems to
show astonishment and yet delight at his latest conquest.
Two other scenes occupy this misericord, as is common in
England. On the left supporter a devil sits at a blank table with another
devil hiding underneath, undoubtedly preparing to record the gossip. On
the right supporter a hybrid sports a sword and shield. The left supporter
forms part of the story but the right supporter has nothing to do with it.
I wondered why it was there.
An inspection of the misericords in Saint Katharine's chapel
reveled that they had all been cut out and reinstalled in new seats. A
small flashlight easily showed the lines of the cuts which followed fairly
closely, but not exactly, the lines of the sculptures. The new seats had
been cut out at an unknown date to receive these sculptures. A close look
revealed a number of spaces behind the carvings. One of the sisters who
cares for the stalls said that one supporter fell out a few months ago and
she was surprised to see the new wood behind. Although cutting out
carvings and reinstalling them is a common method of restoration, the
revelation of these cuts did not solve the presence of the centaur warrior.
Before I left Saint Katharine's I asked if there was documentation
on the stalls. The director indeed had some old books and brought them
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to me. One was dated 1782 and another 1824.21 In the latter I found
several drawings of the Saint Katharine choir stalls as they were in 1824
(Fig.5). At that time they were in their second home in Regent's Park.
The striking evidence in these pictures is that Tutivillus, in his original
incarnation, while he was accompanied at the left by the devil writing at
a table, did not have the centaur-warrior on the right! Instead, the drawing
shows a hazy figure, probably with large wings. It might be another devil,
(Fig. 6) a more likely companion for Tutivillus than the centaur-warrior.
The centaur-warrior suporter appears in a drawing of another
misericord in this book along with another supporter but missing the
central carving. Evidently, when the restoration was in progress, the
carver subsituted the centaur for the original carving. Perhaps he broke
the original or lost it for it is nowhere to be found on the other choir
stalls at Saint Katharines today.
A drawing of the Tutivillus misericord in Emma Phipson's book22
of 1896 shows Tutivillus with his present supporters. The restoration
therefore took place between 1824 and 1896. There are no records of
where or why this happened. Obviously something devilish took place at
Saint Katharine's.

21

The History of the Roval Hospital and Collegiate Church of Saint
Katharine near the Tower of London. J. Nichols: Society of Antiquaries,
1782.
22
Emma Phipson Choir Stalls and Their Carvings. London: Batsford,
1896. plate 24.
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Figure 2
Tutivillus and
Chatterers in
Church.
Ely Cathedral
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Figure 3
Tutivillus and
Chatterers in
Church.
New College,
Oxford

Figure 4
Tutivillus and
Chatterers in
Church.
Church of St Mary,
Nantwich
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Figure 5
Choir stalls, 1824.
St Katharine,
London

Figure 6
A devil accompanies
Tutivillus.
St Katharine,
London
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