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A LATE MEDIEVAL RELIGIOUS STATUE 

FRAGMENT FROM MONT ORGUEIL CASTLE 

 
By Robert Waterhouse FSA 

 

A fragment of a later 15th century statue of carved limestone, possibly 

depicting a feathered angel, is recorded here for the first time.  It was 

recycled in the mid to late 16th century as one of several shields bearing 

cross devices, several of which ornamented the top of the Somerset Tower 

at Mont Orgueil Castle.  Drawings and photographs of the fragment, 

which retains medieval paint of at least two colours, are presented here.  

Possible origins for its two periods of use and one of disuse and 

discarding are considered in the wider field of research into the castle's 

history and development. 

 

Introduction 

 

On the 12th March 2014, the author was shown a badly damaged 

architectural fragment in the garden of a house in south-east Jersey (Plate 

1).  He immediately recognised it as being one of a group of small carved 

stone shields bearing crosses, which ornament parts of Mont Orgueil, 

notably the Somerset Tower and Peyton’s Bulwark.  Upon turning it over, 

it was immediately obvious that the stone formed part of an older 

sculpture which had been recycled.  Careful cleaning of soil and a 

number of colonising snails from the stone revealed that it represented the 

upper part of the carved torso of a person with its hands in an attitude of 

prayer (Plate 2). 

 

This had been found during the 1980s in eroding cliff deposits below 

Caesar’s Fort on the south-east side of Mont Orgueil Castle, by  

Mr Gareck Meisé, now a member of the Archaeology Section of the 

Société.  Several stone cannon balls found by him and Mr Jeremy 

Goaziou at the same time are now on display in museum cases at the 

castle. 

 

Geology 

 

The fragment was shown to Dr Ralph Nichols of the Société's Geology 

Section, who opined that it was a fine-grained limestone of Caen type, 

probably of the Jurassic series, but that it was impossible to tell precisely 

where it was quarried, or even whether it came from England or France.  
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The colour is essentially cream, with a fine, granular composition and no 

clear bedding planes.  It is fairly hard, but sandy to the touch. 

 

Historical notes 

 

The use of imported soft limestone as a freestone is attested in several 

parts of Mont Orgueil Castle from the 16th to 18th centuries.  It first 

appears in the apartments of the Inner Ward adjoining the Somerset 

Tower, which are thought to have been constructed in the 1550s (Platt & 

Rushton 2012, 15).  Several carved window frames of similar-looking 

creamy coloured limestone are present in this part of the castle, while the 

carved panel over the Mount Gate which was placed there in the early 

1550s, is of a similar stone.  Many small fragments can be seen, re-used 

as rubble in the walling stone of various parts of the castle. 

 

The Somerset Tower was commenced in 1564 under the governorship of 

Sir Hugh Paulet, but was abandoned part-finished in 1567 and not 

completed until 1593-94 (Platt & Rushton 2012, 14-18).  It is not certain 

whether the small limestone shields around its top were carved earlier, 

but it seems likely that they belong to this final, 1590s phase of work, as 

they could hardly have been carved before they were set into its walls. 

 

A potential source for good quality limestone used in the castle is 

Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset.  In the late 1540s, the Crown, which had 

taken possession of this very rich religious house at its Dissolution in 

1539, granted building materials from its site (specifically roofing lead) 

to be carried to Mont Orgueil for re-use there. 

 

In April 1550, 20 fodders of lead (2184 to 2520 pounds, or a cartload) 

were sent from Glastonbury Abbey to Mont Orgueil (Platt & Rushton 

2012, 16).  Freestone was not specifically mentioned, but it is quite 

possible that it was included in this or later shipments, as limestone was 

not otherwise available in the Channel Islands. 

 

We know that a significant quantity of good quality limestone was at the 

castle in 1531, when 'pierres de Caen [stone]' were noted lying 

somewhere in the castle (Nicolle 1906, 102).  This is however too early to 

be from Glastonbury where in any case Caen stone was not used; 

although Dundry stone which was used there, is of the same geological 

period and appearance (pers. comm. J. Allan).  The word 'Caen' may only 

have been used to describe its appearance, rather than its place of origin, 

as there are several sources in England and France for stone of the same 

geological type. 
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Peyton’s Bulwark was constructed as a southern (lower) extension to the 

later 16th century Grand Battery, possibly during the governorship of Sir 

John Peyton from 1603-1627.  It is of significance only because a cross of 

the same type as that described here has been re-used in its battlements. 

 

Description of the carving 

 

Period 1 – Later 15th century? 

 

The Period 1 form of the fragment forms the central portion of the torso 

of a very finely carved human figure, with hands lifted up on the chest in 

an attitude suggestive of prayer (Plates 2 & 3).  The fragment is cut off 

just above the waist and across the centre of the chest, though the swells 

of both physical elements can be seen (Plate 3).  The figure's left side has 

been shorn off at the time of its conversion to a shield, with rough side-

axe marks cutting across the mouldings.  The right-hand side of the body 

is so badly battered that it is impossible to see whether this was also the 

case here. 

 

The sculptor has depicted the figure wearing what appears to be a full-

length undergarment with a repeat pattern of little decorative scales, with 

central ridges and carefully shaped ends.  Extensive traces of dark red 

colour in this area suggest that this was probably painted a fairly vivid 

shade of red.  A loosely folded cape lies over the shoulders and arms, not 

descending below the elbows; stiff folds being visible where the cloth is 

pulled up by the upraised arms (Plate 5).  This cape bears traces of a dull 

mustard-yellow colour.  It is shown open at the right cuff, with the twilled 

sleeve of an undershirt visible at the wrist (Plates 3 & 4).  No colour is 

visible here, suggesting that the undershirt was intended by the artist to be 

seen as white.  Plate 4 shows these features in detail - the arrow points to 

the twilled shirt sleeve. 

 

On the right and left of the waist are traces of what may be either tresses 

of long hair, or ruffled feathers, apparently overlying the scaled 

undergarment (Plate 5; shown green on Figures 1 & 2).  As very little 

carved stone survives beneath the cape at this point, it is uncertain what is 

being depicted, although capes of this type sometimes had hanging 

tassels.  As will be seen in the discussion below, there is a possible 

explanation for these features. 

 

Several layers of a substance which looks like limewash can be seen in 

hollows in the carved clothes, overlying the coloured elements.  This 
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suggests that the figure had been limewashed several times before the 

stone was recycled, as the chisel marks for its conversion to a shield can 

be seen to cut through these layers.  Some of these features can be seen in 

Plates 2-5. 

 

Period 2 – Late 16th century? 

 

On the opposite side of the shield is a cross, whose arms are ridged, with 

concave shoulders, the sides falling to a tripartite ground with two 

vertical ridges, dividing three concave ripples.  The left-hand edge of the 

shield partly survives, suggesting that it was slightly waisted: the upper 

and lower parts being wider.  This face of the fragment is in poorer 

condition, much having splintered away, possibly when it fell from the 

castle, but what remains is noticeably weathered, in contrast to the Period 

1 features.  As has already been mentioned, several marks from a straight-

bladed chisel of between 5/8 and 3/4 of an inch are present, which has 

been used to trim away superfluous elements of the earlier sculpture from 

the back and sides of the new shield.  These are shown in brown on 

Figure 1, while areas shown white on this and Figure 2 bear limescale 

from contact with mortar over a long period of time and can therefore be 

assumed to relate to the same reduction event. 

 

We are lucky that another more complete shield of the same design 

survives, built into the western parapet of Peyton’s Bulwark on the south-

west side of the castle.  The top is missing, so it has presumably been 

reset there, but the evidence for a waisted shield is confirmed: it actually 

had a dramatically widened upper part.  Plate 6 shows an oblique view 

from above of this shield – its position on the outer face of a wall about 

80ft above the castle’s entrance passage makes it extremely difficult to 

photograph! 

 

It has been suggested that these shields may represent Sir John Peyton’s 

coat of arms (pers. comm. N. Molyneux), although no examples of 

shields of this precise form could be found in an internet search by the 

present author.  N.V.L. Rybot (1933, 174) considered that they 

represented shields of St George, an interpretation which seems more 

plausible to the present author.  As the shield in Peyton’s Bulwark is 

clearly reset and the fragment under discussion has fallen from an 

unknown source on the opposite side of the castle, it is not known where 

these two shields were originally located. 

 

The shields on the top of the Somerset Tower (Plate 7) bear the same type 

of cross, although they are smaller, on a flat ground.  They do however 
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have a flamboyant outline like the other two, making it possible that the 

two designs are of similar date.  One other design is known elsewhere on 

the castle battlements - this is slightly larger than the Somerset Tower 

shields, but is of simpler, deviceless form. 

 

Period 3 – 19th or 20th century? 

 

Throughout the medieval to post-medieval periods, much domestic 

rubbish and occasional rubble was cast down the steep slopes towards the 

sea on the eastern and northern sides of the castle.  This has left a more or 

less continuous layer of dirty soil, rubble and domestic rubbish across all 

of these slopes, which can in places be seen in the cliff faces from the 

beach below.  Both the finder and the present author can attest to this, 

both having found various artefacts on the beach and in the cliff faces.   

 

However, during the period between the States of Jersey acquiring the 

castle in 1907 and the early 1990s, when they passed responsibility for its 

management to Jersey Heritage, their Public Works department are 

understood to have pursued a policy of keeping the vegetation on these 

slopes artificially short.  This resulted in rainwater erosion and several 

significant slope failures, particularly in the areas to the north-west and 

south-east of the outwork known as Caesar’s Fort. 

 

The finder was one of several people who regularly visited these areas, 

rescuing significant quantities of artefacts from oblivion in the sea, 

including pot sherds, stone cannon balls and trebuchet shot - and the 

carved fragment described here.  Most of these artefacts were given to Mr 

D. Ford of Jersey Museums at the time, some of which are now on 

display in the Castle, while others remain in store.  Since 1985, the 

natural vegetation on these slopes has been allowed to grow back, 

stabilising them once again. 

 

It is not certain why the fragment described here was thrown off, or fell 

from the castle, but its location suggests that it may have come from one 

of several possible locations on the eastern edge of the Inner Ward, or the 

south-eastern bastion of the Grand Battery. 

 

Discussion 
 

Sculpted human figures (or at least parts of them) have previously been 

found at Mont Orgueil.  N.V.L. Rybot noted in 1933 that "one or two 

interesting portions of medieval statues" had been found in the mid-late 

16th century battered north-west base of Prynne's Tower.  One of these, 
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which he illustrated, was a hand gripping a blackthorn staff, interpreted as 

a figure of St James the Less.  In the same period, the upper body of a 

very eroded female figure, interpreted as the Virgin and Child, was found 

recycled near the base of the internal dividing wall of the Somerset 

Tower, commenced in 1564.  Intriguingly, he also noted that some of the 

shields of St George at the top of the tower "were carved in stonework 

derived from religious statuary" (Rybot 1933, 173-174), but 

unfortunately he does not say more on this subject.  More recently, the 

scale-mail clad arm of a military statue was found during the 2010 Time 

Team excavations on the edge of the castle mount adjoining Castle 

Green. 

 

Nicolle (1921, 92), suggested that the tombs of two of the later medieval 

governors were found when Sir Thomas Hilgrove cleared out the 

basement of the former chapel just north of Prynne's Tower in the early 

19th century, but this seems most unlikely, particularly as chapels of ease 

are not recorded as having burial rights in late medieval Jersey. 

 

The posture of the figure currently being described appears to be that of 

an upright statue rather than a funeral effigy.  The sculpted hand 

described by Rybot in 1933 and the arm found in 2010 likewise may be 

from standing statues, though insufficient survives to be certain of this.  

All these other examples appear to have been carved from fine creamy-

white limestone, similar to the fragment described here. 

 

Copies of Plate 2 and Figures 1 & 2 were therefore shown to a number of 

the author’s contacts with experience of late medieval sculpture.  I have 

therefore to thank Dr John Allan of Devon and especially Brian and 

Moira Gittos of Somerset for their thoughts on the fragment.  The 

following observations and theories were developed from discussions 

with the latter in particular. 

 

The sculpture is interesting particularly for its scales, which may in fact 

be stylised feathers, making this figure potentially that of an angel.  Angel 

figures with feathers are known from several English ecclesiastical 

contexts. 

 

Angels with feathered bodies seem to appear first in the 15th century.  

However, this possibility is not straightforward because feathered angels 

are usually shown without clothes, except (sometimes) a cloak.  The fact 

that the overgarment is shown partly open to reveal the feathered body 

underneath is very strange and difficult to find any sculpted parallels for.  

Angels wearing cloaks (which are much the most common type) have 
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their cloak closed at the neck by a brooch and wear a long sleeved tunic 

completely concealing their body. So, the Mont Orgueil sculpture does 

not fit at all with the way angels are typically shown. 

 

English examples include the tomb of Lady Alice de la Pole at Ewelme, 

Oxfordshire, where several figures of angels have feathers with 

prominent central ridges, such as at Mont Orgueil. There is a fully clad 

example from an alabaster tomb chest at Harewood in Yorkshire, which 

has similar feathers to the Jersey stone on its wing.  A fully feathered 

example is shown on a bench end at Haverfordwest, Pembrokeshire and 

finally an alabaster of St. Michael from the Victoria & Albert Museum 

which is fully and very elaborately feathered, wears a cloak. 

 

Stained glass of the 15th century occasionally shows feathered angels, 

some of whom are also depicted with short shoulder capes of various 

forms.  Examples from Bale, Ringland and East Barsham in Norfolk can 

be seen to have such capes, being variously decorated: some are also of 

note in showing a second pair of wings sprouting from the hips (Norfolk 

Stained Glass website at: http://www.norfolkstainedglass.co.uk).  A 15th 

century example of the latter from Ketteringham, Norfolk is shown in 

Plate 8 and may explain the oddly ruffled feathers at the hips of the Mont 

Orgueil figure. 

 

Angels are sometimes shown with red feathers.  One is depicted on a late 

15th century embroidered cope from Culmstock in Devon.  Another 

possibility is that the red is part of the ground layer onto which the final 

colour (which does not always survive) was laid. 

 

The cape looks somewhat like those which can be found on funeral 

effigies and occasionally statues of nobles and royalty in the period from 

c.1360 to c.1400.  These capes, particularly of ermine, reappear in the 

later 15th to early 16th century. 

 

Identifying the subject is difficult, due to the fragmentary nature of the 

piece.  The distinctively narrowed waist and swells at the breast and hips 

may imply a female figure, but this may be negated by the fact that many 

14th century figures, both male and female, are narrow-bodied, a result of 

the fashion from the middle of the century onwards for tailored clothes 

cut to emphasise the shape of the torso.  This went in tandem with the 

mid-century fashion for a hip-shot stance which produces the sinuous line 

which this piece seems to have. 
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However, once again there are other possibilities.  A curved body line can 

be caused by any pose where the head and shoulders are held off the 

vertical axis and this is frequently the case where figures are shown in 

relation to an object of devotion, either as donors or a part of the scene.  

The devotional object is likely to be shown at the apex of any such 

composition and surrounding figures look upwards, frequently with their 

heads twisted off axis.  Jeanne d’Arc is always shown in a full suit of 

15th plate armour, so she would look like a tomb effigy in armour but St 

Michael seems like a very good candidate, as he is an archangel and 

could very well be depicted feathered, wearing an ermine cape to show 

his higher status (Gittos & Gittos, 2015).  It is of note that on the Mont 

Orgueil figure, the bottom of the cape on the figure’s right side is higher 

than that to its left, suggesting that the figure may have been looking to 

its left, so lifting the right side of its cape. 

 

Painted elements in churches were often limewashed at the Reformation, 

as a more acceptable way of respecting the new observances, which 

demanded that churches should contain no 'graven or coloured images'.  

The large number of coats and the unweathered surfaces may imply that 

the sculpture had survived the Reformation relatively unscathed within a 

roofed building for some time - possibly several decades - before it was 

cut up.  This could agree with the date at which the upper parts of the 

Somerset Tower are thought to have been completed - namely the early 

1590s. 

  

The possibility that this was a funeral effigy, removed from one of 

Jersey's parish churches at or after the Reformation and recycled in one of 

the two known later 16th century building phases at Mont Orgueil Castle, 

seems less likely in the light of the above considerations.  Perhaps more 

likely is the possibility that this was a standing sculpture of a praying 

angel, perhaps part of a group of such figures from within the castle’s 

chapel, or just possibly from Glastonbury Abbey. 

 

The survival of paint and the total lack of weathering tends to support the 

theory that the statue was indoors for much of its life.  Whether this can 

be reconciled with the possibility that it was left lying around in a heap of 

freestone for perhaps half a century at the castle is less certain, although 

the colour does seem to survive as a stain in the stone’s grain, rather than 

being traces of paint on its surface.  It is of note that wall paintings can 

still be seen on parts of the Choir at Glastonbury, despite having been 

exposed to the elements for nearly 500 years. 
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Precisely when it was cut up, reversed and converted into an heraldic 

emblem, is unknown, although it was probably in the late 16th or at the 

latest, the very early 17th century.  It then remained in an exposed 

position for some time, gaining a weathered surface on its new face.   

 

Wherever the stone was sourced, the large size of these shields and the 

small number known may imply that they were used over gateways, 

although the precedent of the others in the late 16th century adorning the 

Somerset Tower’s upper walls (Plate 7) does not preclude their use for a 

similar function. 

 

Conclusions 
 

A hitherto unknown fragment of a medieval statue has been identified 

and recorded.  It appears that it may have depicted an angel with red 

feathers and wings at the hips as well as at the shoulders, wearing a 

possible ermine cape.  Details of the clothes and feathers may place the 

date of the figure in the later 15th century. 

 

Its origin is not known, but its quality may argue against a Jersey origin. 

The possibility that it was part of recycled materials brought from 

Glastonbury Abbey in the middle of the 16th century is intriguing, but 

unprovable. 

 

There is one more shield of this design in Peyton's Bulwark and at least 

ten more of a simpler, but probably related design remain in the upper 

walls of the Somerset Tower.  The present discovery confirms N.V.L. 

Rybot's note of 1933 that some of these shields were also made from 

recycled religious statuary.  Do all of them conceal sculptures of equal 

quality? 
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Plates 
 

Plate 1 – View of shield fragment with St George’s cross.  Concave edge 

of shield is visible on left, but is otherwise broken away.  Compare the 

form of the shield and cross with Plate 6. 
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Plate 2 – View of torso fragment after initial cleaning.  Note feathers 

visible on breast in crook of left forearm and in gap between folds of cape 

below.  The general outline of two arms in an attitude of prayer is clear to 

see. 
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Plate 3 – View from right side of torso, looking to left, with hollow waist 

evident between hips on left and breast on right.  Surviving fragment of a 

twilled shirt cuff is indicated by arrow, exposed in fold of cape material. 
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Plate 4 – Detail of feathers on stomach, exposed between folds of open-

fronted cape.  Note traces of red paint on feathers and rusty yellow paint 

on cape and sleeve.  Arrow points to twilled cuff. 
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Plate 5 – Detail of ruffled feathers (between arrows) at hip on right-hand 

side of torso, under overhanging folds of cape.  This is considered to be 

evidence for the former existence of wings at the hip of the angel.  

Compare with Plate 8.  Traces of colour are visible in incised parts of the 

carving. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 16 

Plate 6 – Intact shield of the same form as that on rear of sculpture, reset 

in 19th century on west side of Peyton’s Bulwark.  Note identical 

scalloped cross-section of shield ground and cross arms.  Image is oblique 

as it was taken at arms’ length over the parapet, about 70ft above the 

ground. 
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Plate 7 – Example of shields around top of Somerset Tower, set there 

(and presumably carved) c.1590.  Rybot (1933) noted that these had 

figure sculpture fragments on their backs, though he did not offer any 

evidence for this. 
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Plate 8 –  

 

Fifteenth century angel 

in stained glass at 

Ketteringham in 

Norfolk, with feathered 

body and wings at 

shoulders and hips.  

Compare with Figure 5. 

 

Source: Mike Dixon, 

Norfolk Stained Glass 

Study Group. 


