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Removed and Rearranged: Recovering Medieval Stained Glass from Nineteenth-century Accounts
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Stained glass windows were once a dominant focal feature within the visual environment of the late medieval parish church. Whilst the gradual adoption of reform altered the physical space and décor of parish worship, due to the economic consequences of iconoclastic destruction, pre-Reformation windows were more likely to remain before the laity, standing testament to traditional beliefs and practices. It is infrequently emphasised in many accounts, however, that a significant proportion of late medieval glass arrangements persisted well into the nineteenth-century and were only altered in later restoration efforts. The surveys, builders’ accounts and architect reports of this time, alongside the records of local antiquarian and county histories, together capture evidence of what had survived largely untouched since the sixteenth-century. Researchers often overlook the potential of this material to shed light not only on the extent of stained glass survival and its original composition but also on the wider furnishing of the medieval church.

Using such evidence with a particular focus on examples from the South West, this paper examines the ways in which nineteenth-century attitudes and restoration works impacted medieval glass schemes and fragments. It will explore how many medieval windows were either removed, displaced or reinvented during this era. In doing so, this paper will highlight how a substantial amount of medieval material which can still be seen in churches today has been filtered by the deeds of nineteenth-century actors. It will also demonstrate the value of sifting through modern documents to reconstruct the medieval interior of the parish church.
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