The Elaboration of the Parishes of Exeter, 1400-1600
   Artisans and the Exchange of Information 
    in a Late Medieval English Diocese
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The Elaboration of Exeter is a study of the interactions and exchanges between woodworking artisans and late medieval English parish communities in the diocese of Exeter. Investigation focuses on the fixed, ornamented woodwork (viz. screens, lofts, pulpits, ceilings, benches, figurative images) of the parish churches of Devon and Cornwall and the complex social processes involved in its design, fabrication, and use. Research conducted in support of  the MA dissertation Elaboration: Artisans and Ideas in the Devon Parish, 1450-1550 (Victoria and Albert Museum/Royal College of Art, 2009) had as a central thesis that the parish churches of mid- and north Devon were positioned at the centre of an ‘ecology of elaboration’.  Between approximately 1430 and 1530 churches underwent a sustained campaign of liturgical, structural, administrative, and decorative elaboration. New wealth, new knowledge, new priorities and modes of expression, and the continual push and pull of the episcopacy transformed churches into hubs for an informational network that extended to other regions and even other lands. This process was often mediated by itinerant woodworkers identified in churchwardens’ accounts as ‘carvers’ who traveled from parish to parish to plan and oversee the construction of fixed woodwork. Unfamiliar concepts and approaches carried by these artisans to a worksite were adapted to local circumstances and needs. Information gleaned from experiences at each community was then transplanted to, and transformed in, the next. Completed pieces of woodwork speak to the distinctive character of their immediate context while simultaneously communicating awareness of external information. The unique composition and circumstances of each object’s design and fabrication indicate the means by which information was assimilated within a specific locality. Form, dimensions, materials, structural and ornamental properties, integration with surrounding architecture, and the sequence of social actions that gave the project form reflect the relationship between a piece of elaborated woodwork and its site. 

More recent research has also revealed the extent to which laymen and –women were involved in the construction of fixed woodwork and that even relatively rural parishes in the Southwest were capable of mobilizing resources, commissioning artisans, and concentrating creative energies in their churches at levels that equaled many elite patrons and their great houses or cathedrals. A constantly rotating roster of parish leaders determined the form and scale of a project and drew up contracts with workmen. The parish as a collective activated the often erratic engines of fund-raising, while individuals and groups contributed and weighed in on decision-making according to age, gender, and social and economic position. Local artisans worked under the direction of the carvers to perform routine or semi-skilled tasks. So many forms of input, coming from various sources and at unpredictable times meant that no two projects, even those within the same church, followed the same design and cost parameters, engaged the same artisans, utilized the same resources, or fulfilled the same role once complete. Over time individual objects accumulated in complex patterns. Works involving different hands, constructed at various times, and making use of diverse concepts and approaches shared space inside each church. These juxtapositions reflect the complex nature of parish communities and the networks of artisans at work in and around them. What parishioners saw and experienced in their churches was invariably relocated to other aspects of their lives, propagating outward from there.
MA-level study demonstrated the value of late medieval parish church woodwork and associated archival material as a source for the study of the socio-cultural history of the English parish and that this form of physical evidence need not be studied simply as an end in itself. This initial research also served to identify specific research paths and highlight certain theoretical clusters that can be further leveraged within a more expansive format.  The current Mphil/PhD research project, The Elaboration of Exeter, follows on from this work and examines individual objects as mechanisms through which information was received, understood, and integrated with local concerns at the level of the parish. This study also proposes to expand the previous MA project in three dimensions: methodological, chronological, and contextual. Parishes involved in the design and fabrication of fixed woodwork will be examined as ‘textual communities’, united through access to shared information and differentiated by the distinctive circumstances of its use. Insights into the technical mechanisms of exchange developed from the work of historians of artisanal technology will be applied to evidence of the transference and transformation of knowledge by itinerant carvers. The concept of spatial dynamics is useful to understand the ways in which woodwork shaped the various forms of space within parish churches. Extension of the research base in time and place entails expanding archival and object study to encompass the entirety of Exeter Diocese, comparative studies conducted in West Somerset and cognate communities in East Anglia, and engagement with the consequences of the English Reformations upon the informational economy of parish churches. Addressing the latter topic offers an opportunity to challenge the entrenched view of cultural loss as the only material result of the dismantling of the infrastructure of traditional devotional practices. Preliminary evidence indicates that the information inhered in fixed woodwork was not simply destroyed but instead changed state as the physical objects or the creative energies associated with their construction were relocated to other contexts. 

The larger objective of embarking upon this programme of Mphil/PhD research is to situate the fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century fixed woodwork of the parish churches of the English Southwest within a broader scholarly framework. Cultural exchange (an elemental dynamic that runs through almost all social interactions) provides the connective tissue by which this is accomplished. If viewed as ‘agents of exchange’, these objects and the documentation surrounding the processes of construction  and the circumstances of use yield important insights into the experiences and identities of the sorts of men and women who formed the majority of the population of late medieval and early modern Europe. 
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