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The ten rectangular red clay tiles which comprise the 

collection known as the "Tring Tiles" depict stories from 

the apocryphal Infancy of Christ Gospels and are dated to 

before the second century. The eight tiles held at the 

British Museum and the two tiles and fragments at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum are believed to be the remains of 

a longer series which were mounted as a wall frieze in Tring 

Parish Church. The images on the tiles portray Jesus, from 

ages three to eight, performing miracles of killing and 

revival, trickery, and acts of charity. The final tile 

depicts a wedding feast similar to the feast at Cana. 

Explanation for the placement of these tiles, produced with 

a rare technique and containing unusual portrayals of Jesus, 

in a parish church, is dependent upon the examination and 

interpretation of religious and social perspectives in early 

fourteenth-century England. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Tring Tiles exist as a solitary example of English 

Gothic art produced for public viewing which depict stories 

from the apocryphal Gospels of the Infancy of Christ. In 

the loosely connected episodes, Jesus, from the ages of four 

to eight years, performs miracles to kill and revive his 

antagonists, as well as miracles of healing and charity.Fig'1 

The origin and history of the ten rectangular red clay tiles 

are shrouded in the mystery of evidence lost to time. They 

exist, along with four related fragments, as the remnants of 

a presumably longer series, eight of which currently reside 

in the British Museum and two in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum. Assumptions as to their original location at the 

Tring Parish Church of Sts. Peter and Paul are based upon 

their reemergence in the village of Tring, Hertfordshire, in 

the late nineteenth century. 

In the thirteenth century, the current Tring Parish 

Church replaced what was possibly a pre-Norman structure, as 

history of the Tring village dates before the Domesday 

records. The church is constructed from local knapped flint 

and limestone with embattled parapets, and a late fourteenth 

century tower/19,2 Rebuilding in the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries, plus later remodelings, have left what 

is essentially a fifteenth century church, with remnants of 

its historical past. The incorporation of the tiles into 

the Tring Church, in consideration of this series of 
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changes, is one aspect of this study. 

The tiles are dated to approximately 1320 by stylistic 

comparison with manuscript illustrations. The Tring Tile 

images are drawn in English linear style, the simplified 

figures incorporating the elegance of Gothic posture, 

drapery and folds. The exaggerated gestures and facial 

expressions, a feature of medieval English depiction, also 

serve as communicators for the images without text. 

Particularly important to the tiles is the similarly dated 

manuscript, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Selden Supra 38, the 

most extensive extant compilation of these apocryphal 

infancy stories. This Anglo-Norman manuscript shares a 

close recensional relationship with the model for the Tring 

Tiles, providing an organizational order and narrative 

explanation for the textless tile episodes. The apocryphal 

Infancy of Christ stories existed before the second century 

but were excluded from canonical Christian church 

literature. Yet their popular resurgence in the thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries produced multiple manuscripts of 

the text, some with illustrations, including the lost model 

for the Tring Tiles. The distinctiveness of these tiles 

centers around not just their uncommon subject matter, as 

the only major public work in England depicting this 

subject, but also as the only example of tile art 

exclusively using a sgraffito technique to etch the designs 

into white slip. Also rare is their designation as a wall 
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frieze and not as floor pavement, the common use for tiles 

in the Middle Ages. 

During the seventy years that the tiles have resided in 

the two London museums little major scholarly attention has 

been paid to them. The earliest examination was done by 

M. R. James, who first connected them with the Selden Supra 

38 manuscript.1 Elizabeth Eames performed a more thorough 

technical and historical treatment in her two volume work on 

the medieval tile collection at the British Museum.2 Most 

recently, Maureen Boulton, focusing on linguistic aspects, 

has discussed the Tring Tiles in their relationship to the 

Selden Supra 3 8 and other infancy gospel manuscripts.3 

This study is the most complete discussion to date of the 

Tring Tiles to consider in depth the questions concerning 

the possible placement of these unusual stories in an 

English parish church, as well as their iconographic 

meanings to fourteenth-century viewers. The discussion will 

include the examination of available historical and 

technical evidence, including reasons for patronage at Tring 

1 Montague Rhodes James, with note by R.W. Hobson, 
"Rare Mediaeval Tiles and Their Story." The Burlington 
Magazine 42, (January-June 1923): 32-37. 

2 Elizabeth S. Eames, Catalogue of Mediaeval Lead 
Glazed Tiles in the British Museum, vols.l and 2, (London: 
British Museum, 1980) . 

3 Maureen Boulton, "The 'Evangile de l'Enfance': Text 
and Illustration in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Selden 
Supra 3 8." Scriptorium 37, no.l (1983), 54-68. Les Enfaunces 
de Jesu Crist, London: Anglo-Norman Text Society, 1985. 
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church of these, the least often depicted of apocryphal 

infancy stories, in which Jesus, the paradigm and model of 

Christian teaching, uses his supernatural powers for 

killing, punishment and trickery to discipline and instruct 

the unknowing. Emphasizing pivotal tile scenes, this thesis 

will analyze the significance of the iconography, which gave 

physical existence to the resonances of early fourteenth-

century social concerns in England. These considerations 

include the mission of the Christian church in the Middle 

Ages to establish its superiority over those designated as 

heretics and non-believers, specifically targeting the Jews, 

who had been expelled from England in 1280. In relation to 

this Christian mission, the analysis of the tiles' narrative 

will focus upon the juxtaposition of the Christian themes of 

creation and destruction, good and evil. This study will 

also examine the presentation of a cohesive symbolic 

depiction of God's divine plan within the scope of the 

remaining ten extant Tring Tiles and their possible 

reception by fourteenth-century viewers, both clergy and 

congregation. 
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II. DESCRIPTION OF THE TRING TILES 

A short description of the Tring Tile imagery will 

simplify discussion of the narrative. Without knowing the 

direct textual source for the tiles it is difficult to 

precisely interpret the apocryphal stories, although their 

close relationship to the text and illustrations in the 

expansive Selden Supra 3 8 manuscript provides iconographic 

clues and a structure for the order of the tile images. They 

also help clarify the meaning of the tile scenes, which 

compress several aspects the stories into one image. The 

Victoria and Albert tile scenes have been integrated into 

the British Museum sequence. Variations in the apocryphal 

sources are included in the footnotes to provide a fuller 

picture of possible influences upon the tiles and its 

model.1 The tiles read as follows: 

TT-1A: Jesus uses a compass to build three pools of water on 

the Jordan River bank. A boy breaks down one of the pools 

with a stick. Jesus curses him, gesturing to strike him 

1 Abbreviation codes for the Apocryphal Infancy textual 
sources used in this paper include Pseudo-Matthew (PM), 
Gospel of Thomas (GT); Selden Supra 38 MS text and images 
(SS); Maureen Boulton's translation of old French (BOF) and 
Anglo-Norman (BAN) versions of text. Tile images in British 
Museum: tile #l/left scene, TT-1A; tile #l/right scene, IB, 
etc. Victoria and Albert Museum tiles: V&A-1A, V&A-1B, etc. 
Fragments are designated by the same museum abbreviations. 
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dead, indicated by the boy's upside-down position.2 Fis-1:TT-1A 

TT-1B: After the boy's parents threaten the Holy Family, 

Mary scolds Jesus. To relieve her worry, Jesus revives the 

boy with a touch of his foot to the boy's back side as the 

boy strides away with his stick.3 fig.i;TT-iB 

TT-2A: Master Zacharias, who has convinced Joseph and Mary 

to bring Jesus to school, sits upon his chair and gestures 

towards a boy jumping on Jesus' back. Jesus kills the boy, 

depicted in the upside-down position.4 

TT-2B: Joseph with two parents. Jesus gestures, touching the 

boy's back, reviving him, as the boy walks away.5 Fj-9-i:tt-2b 

2 PM:2 6 and all versions but TT contain 7 pools. PM:28: 
Repeats and alters story: boy described as son of Jewish 
scribe Annas; Jesus withers him. SS:9r: Only other depiction 
of this scene that shows Jesus with compass; Jesus calls boy 
a son of Satan. BOF: Jesus is 5 years old; boy is Jewish. 

3 PM:2 6 and BOF: Parents complain and threaten Joseph, 
who asks Mary to scold Jesus. SS:lOr: Mary, seated reading, 
wears a veil not a crown. BAN: Calls the boy a man. 

4 PM:30-31; GT:6-7; This scene is a conflation of 
several textual episodes and repeats an error in SS:10v 
which depicts Zacharias before he is introduced into the 
text. The textual order describes first the boy jumping on 
Jesus' back, then Zacharias talking with Jesus at school. 

5 PM:29: Joseph relates his fear of parents' threats; 
Jesus pulls boy's ear to revive him. GT:4: Boy on Jesus' 
shoulder. SS:12r: Jesus slaps boy's face to revive him. The 
two parents in SS differ markedly from those in TT, who 
appear to be either two smiling lay women dressed in 
herygouds, a 14th century garment, with wimples and veils, 
or nuns, whose appearance here would be a marked change from 
the text, requiring a specific reason for their inclusion. 



V&A-1A. Jesus with kneeling boys. He may be teaching, but 

more probably healing boys from a previous lost tile scene, 

who fell and died when attempting to mimic Jesus by jumping 

from hill to hill.6 ^.lrvw-iA 

V&A-1B. Jesus goes to the well for water. He gestures to 

three boys as another is drawing water.7 

BM Fragment-1: Jesus' head and a straight line. This shard 

could have been from a tile which followed V&A-IB, the boys 

at the well. The texts describe the boys' breaking Jesus' 

pot, which he repairs and hangs on a sunbeam. This detail 

is depicted as a straight line or a horizontal wooden beam, 

the artist's misinterpretation of the word "beam". Jesus 

then repairs the boys' pots, which broke when they attempted 

to hang them from the sunbeam.8 Fl9-1:BM Fragment-i 

TT-3A: A father beats his son for playing with Jesus, then 

locks him in tower to keep him away from Jesus.9 Fi9-1;tt-3a 

6 Judgment to insert VA-1A/1B at this point in the BM 
sequence is based upon the well scene in SS: fol. 14v; 
previous SS scenes: 13v: boys jumping from hills; 14r/left: 
men threatening Joseph; 14v/right Jesus with revived boys. 

7 Armenian Infancy 23: only old source. SS:14v: Jesus 
with boys at well; SS:15r: Jesus holding onto horizontal 
sunbeam from which he has hung his jug; 3 boys with broken 
jugs. SS:15v: Jesus and boys with jugs he has mended. 

8 SS: 15r, 15v; Boulton, Maureen, 1983, 61. 

9 Not in PM or GT; BOF: Source unknown. James M.R., 68, 
traces it to an English medieval vernacular poem (BL: MS 
Harley 3954). SS:17r: third scene, not in TT, the angry 
father returns. The embattled roof line, although a common 
tower feature, suggests comparison with the same detail at 
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TT-3B: Jesus takes hold of boy's finger and pulls him out of 

tower through a slit in the wall. Fl3'1:TT_3B 

TT-4A: A frustrated teacher, attempting to teach Jesus the 

Hebrew alphabet, slaps Jesus for his response in allegorical 

terms of the meaning of alpha and beta. The second image of 

Jesus on right shows him scolding the teacher.10 Fi9-1:tt-4a 

TT-4B: Two seated teachers exchange gestures with Jesus. Two 

lame persons behind him have come to be healed.11 Fi9-^tt-4b 

TT-5A: Two villagers are loading into their cart the 

miraculously large harvest which grew from a few grains of 

wheat which Jesus planted and gave to the poor.12 Fig-1:TT-5A 

TT-5B: Three men have hidden their children in the oven to 

Tring Church, although the stone pattern in the tile varies 
from the flint surface of the church. Also, the Tring tower 
was built in the late fourteenth century, after the presumed 
production date for the tiles. 

10 PM:3 8: States that this confrontation occurs during 
Jesus' second visit to school. The teacher strikes Jesus and 
dies. SS:18r: shows second figure of Jesus. 

11 PM:31: Possible apocryphal source relates back to 
PM:31, as Jesus, talking to the teachers, gives "command to 
all the children of Israel who heard him..and all were 
healed who had fallen into evil infirmities". GT:8: "Now let 
those who are yours bear fruit, the blind in heart, see; 
those cursed, saved." BAN: Relates this episode not to the 
apocryphal texts but to healing miracles in the Gospels. 

12 PM:35,36: Jesus took small amount of corn from 
Mary's barn, sowed it, and reaped 3 measures, which he gave 
away. SS: fol.21v, below: Jesus appears, sowing grain. 
BOF: Jesus planted some barley seed in a field. It grew up 
instantly and was harvested by the villagers. 
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protect them from Jesus. When he asks what is in the oven, 

they lie to him, responding, "pigs". The texts describe 

Jesus' response: "then pigs they shall be". When the door is 

opened the children-changed-to-pigs jump from the oven and 

Jesus restores to them to their human forms.13 Fig-1:TT-5B 

V&A-2A: Joseph listens to angry parents. Placement of this 

scene into the narrative sequence is based upon the 

similarity of the images of Joseph and the parents to their 

depiction in SS:38:24r, who are angry because their children 

have fallen and broken their necks while attempting to slide 

down a sunbeam.14 However, placement of this tile into the 

BM sequence is less certain than the insertion of V&A-1A/B 

into the order, as described above. Fig-1:ViA-2A 

V&A-2B: This depiction of Jesus holding a book and blessing 

or teaching three kneeling children coincides with Selden 

Supra 38:24v, where Jesus revives fallen children. This 

image is almost identical to V&A-IA, indicating the use of a 

pattern for the figures. The duplication of these scenes is 

unusual, as they are the only repeated images in the tile 

series, of which none appear in Selden Supra. Fig-1:V&A"2B 

13 M. R. James, The Apocryphal New Testament. (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1924, revised 1953, 1955), 67: in Arabic Infancy, 
ch. 40, the children are kids, not pigs; also in the Syriac 
"History". SS:22v; 2 3r: shows scene of pigs jumping from the 
oven. 

14 BOF : Armenia Infancy 15; SS : fol. 24r, 24v; 
BAN: describes SS:24v as Jesus waving to his friends. 
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TT-6A: Jesus goes to play with three lions in a cave. Angry 

villagers threaten Joseph for not protecting his son, until 

Jesus exits with the tame lions. Jesus spreads his arms to 

point at the lions as he tells the amazed villagers that the 

beasts are wiser than they, because the lions recognize 

their master and the humans do not. Mary and Joseph stand 

with open-palmed gestures of defense, as the three lions 

jump up onto the left wall of the tile.15 F:is-1:'I"r-6A 

TT-6B. TT-7A, TT-7B: This story is the only one involving 

three scenes, indicating its good fortune in not having been 

broken and possibly a patron's emphasis upon farming. 

Joseph has taken an order to make a plough, but his 

assistant has made an error, which Jesus corrects by 

stretching the beam.16 "ig.i:TT-6B,7A,7B 

The Selden Supra text describes the man in the center of 

the first scene as Joseph. However, the tile artist has 

drawn this man to be completely different from Joseph, as 

seen in adjoining scene 6A and in 2B. He is younger and 

unbearded, with large eyes and nose similar to other Jewish 

men on the tiles. His hat resembles Joseph in Selden Supra 

more than the tile images, and he wears a short, not long, 

15 PM: 3 5 ; SS:27v, 28r; BOF: 24 . 

16 PM:37; SS:fol.28v and BOF report an order for a 
plough. BAN: describes Jesus pulling on a crooked plank 
which could be the action occurring in TT, however BOF 
describes in SS text that one beam was cut too short which 
Jesus lengthened. GT:13 Joseph, a carpenter who made ploughs 
and yokes, was given an order by a rich man to make a bed. 



18 

tunic like Joseph in the tile images.17 Either the artist 

was unfamiliar with the text and did not realize that it 

described Joseph in this episode, or that the text of the 

manuscript model for the Tring Tiles described another 

Jewish man, but not Joseph, talking with Jesus. 

TT-8: The Wedding of Archeteclin. This is the only undivided 

scene in the sequence and the only one to have a double 

border. The iconography closely parallels the marriage 

feast at Cana, John 2:1-10. Jesus blesses three jars as the 

server is giving a goblet of wine to the host. Unusual is 

the absence of Jesus' mother Mary, who is traditionally 

shown at the table with the other guests.18 Fl3-1:TT-8 

BM Drawing of Lost Fraqment-2: This image of a man in a tree 

cannot be matched with any figure in Selden Supra. Since 

this lost fragment was never examined at the museum or 

compared with the Tring Tiles, its identity in relationship 

to the series remains a mystery, and could possibly have 

been a mistake, although its border and drawing style 

resemble the images in the Tring Tiles. Without a copy of 

17 Ruth Mellinkoff, The Outcasts, (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1994), 5. This hat is a common style 
worn at this time. It also appears on Synagogue's standard 
as a sign of Jewishness in an altarpiece panel painting done 
a century later by Conrad Witz, c.143 5. 

18 SS:33v: only source to include the'wedding of 
Archeteclin; shows six persons including Mary and Jesus at 
the table. SS:34r: Jesus blesses five jugs on a bench. 
James, (1923): 147, names the Coptic Apocryphal Gospels as 
the only apocryphal source for the Feast at Cana. 
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the Tring Tiles' model, it is impossible to know that this 

figure was not included in that manuscript, even if he is 

not in Selden Supra 38. pragnent-a 

V&A Fragment-3: This shard shows the bearded heads of two 

men wearing pointed hoods. One man appears to be holding a 

small tubular object. A third person, resembling Jesus 

without a halo, appears on the right. Fi9-i^ragment:-3 

V&A Fragment-4: Two men, one wearing a crown, are holding 

vessels, which appear to be a compote with fruit and a 

covered urn. There is also an arm of a third person. The 

two men on the tile shard show a remarkable resemblance to 

the Magi in Selden Supra 38, fol. 3v, obvious in the 

baldness of the and compote of the kneeling Magi, the 

crowned, curly hair and urn of the second man, as well as 

his pointing gesture. In the manuscript narrative, the 

stories of the Magi occur before the episode of the pools. 

Therefore, these visual parallels present evidence for the 

existence of tile scenes which similarly would have occurred 

before the pool scene, which now begins the tile series. It 

is also obvious from the direction of the bald Magi's glance 

and both men's gestures that Mary and Jesus were present on 

an adjoining tile. This fragment is the only existing 

physical evidence to indicate that the Tring Tile sequence 

may well have included a more extensive number of apocryphal 

episodes, as seen in Selden Supra 38. The inclusion of the 

this episode would also demonstrate the influence of 
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Pseudo-Matthew on the Tring Tile model, which contains the 

Magi story, as opposed to the Gospel of Thomas which begins 

with the story of the pools.19 Fig-1:Frasmen,:-4 

19 The beginning episodes in SS which are absent in the 
extant tile scenes include the Annunciation, Nativity, the 
Magi, the killing of innocents, the flight into Egypt and 
the fall of the idols. 
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The Tring Tiles stand alone as the most complete 

Medieval English ceramic work decorated by sgraffito 

technique, the incising of figural designs into clay slip.1 

Several unusual and elaborate tile series were made in 

England during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but 

none used this decorative method. Elizabeth Eames lists 

some of the few remaining sgraffito tile examples, including 

the incised floor tiles from Norton Priory, Cheshire, and 

small areas of sgraffito in a tile panel in Prior Crauden's 

chapel in Ely.2 She reaches as far away as Jumieges in 

northern France to find larger samples. There, sgraffito 

was used to create tile effigies on the tomb lids of eleven 

thirteen-century Cistercian abbots.3 

1 Thomas Shafer, Pottery Decoration, 12 0, describes 
sgraffito as the technique of incising through a coating of 
slip, (a finely textured clay) on a clay surface to expose 
the contrasting clay underneath. In the TT the top surface 
of the red earthenware tiles were covered with white slip 
onto which images were traced, probably with use of a 
pattern, and incised with a fine-tipped tool, producing the 
outline and details of the figures. Eames specifies hand 
drawing and not stamping. The slip covering the background 
spaces was then scraped away, exposing the red clay to 
contrast with the white slip designs. Clear lead glaze was 
applied, probably in dry powder form. After firing, white 
slip appears yellow under the clear lead glaze. This change 
has been incorrectly interpreted as yellow glaze by scholars 
not familiar with this technique. 

2 Eames, 57. Colin Pratt, Medieval England, 94. 

3 Eames, 57. C. Norton, "The Thirteenth Century Tile 
Tombs of the Abbots of Jumieges". Also, designs on two 
thirteenth century marble tomb covers at the Cluny Museum, 
Paris, were worked in method producing images in shallow 
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No evidence exists which identifies the Tring Tile 

production site, although by this date there were workshops 

which produced thousands of decorative floor tiles using 

white slip."5 The other remaining medieval tiles series 

were commonly decorated stamping patterns into the wet clay, 

then filling the wells with white slip, covering the tile 

with a clear lead glaze and firing them. 

One type of tile manufacture described by Eames, but 

not brought into her discussion of precedents for the Tring 

Tiles, is termed "Hertfordshire," as the tiles were first 

found in this area.5 Production sites within a few miles 

from Tring include Pitstone, in Buckinghamshire, and St. 

Albans and Berkhamsted Castle in Hertfordshire. Their 

production shares two steps with the Tring Tiles, which 

would seem to signal a possibility for the borrowing of 

methods for use in the Tring Tile sgraffito technique, 

considering their close proximity to Tring. Like the Tring 

Tiles, the entire surface of the tile was painted with white 

slip, and in the final step, the background area was scraped 

away, exposing the red clay. Unlike the Tring Tiles, the 

design was created by hammering the slip slightly below the 

relief similar to the Tring Tiles. 

4 William Page, ed., The Victoria History of the 
Counties of England, Hertfordshire, vol.2, (London: 
Archibald Constable and Co., Ltd., 1908) 284: cites a survey 
of the Tring Manor in 1650 in which three kilns were 
standing near Westwood. 

5 Eames, 2 09. 
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surface with a patterned die. The Tring Tile patterns 

extend above the surface of the tile background. 

White slip was commonly used to produce decoration on 

pottery vessels, often with sgraffitoed marks etched through 

pattern made with slip, or designs made by slip trailing. 

Also, an all-over coating was applied to jugs and cooking 

vessels to replicate the appearance of white bodied clay.6 

Although centers for such pottery production were close to 

Tring, located east of Tring at Waltham Abbey, Essex and 

Waterbeach Abbey, Cambridgeshire, they have been dated no 

earlier than the mid-fourteenth century. However, without 

specific data of sgraffito work in the area of Tring, the 

wide spread of English medieval tile production has made the 

localizing of the Tring Tiles' production site impossible. 

Like the other types of Medieval tiles, the oblong 

Tring Tiles were made of medium-fine red earthenware. The 

lack of surface wear on the tiles indicates that they were 

mounted on the wall of the church and not used as floor 

pavement. The eight intact pieces at the British Museum 

measure 323 mm. to 328 mm. long, 160-164 mm. high, and 33-36 

mm. thick.7 The two tiles at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum measure within the same range.8 These two tiles 

6 Michael R. McCarthy and Catherine M. Brooks, Medieval 
Pottery in Britain AD 900-1600, 35, 305-306. 

7 Eames, 57. 

8 C469: 326mm x 162mm x 37mm and C470: 323mm x by 162mm 
x 35mm. 
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carry marks on their bases which do not appear on those at 

the British Museum. These marks have been interpreted as 

the Roman numerals XXXV and XXXVI.9 Having examined these 

tiles, I agree with Elizabeth Eames that the marks are drawn 

so crudely that it is difficult to say definitely that they 

represent the two designated Roman numerals. Eames has 

suggested two alternatives for the function of the numerals. 

First, the marks could have designated numbers to direct 

placement within one set of tiles, as seen on the backs of 

other known Medieval tile sets.10 Following James, it has 

been presumed that the tiles were organized in the same 

order as the images in Selden Supra.11 However, using that 

manuscript's order, the images on the two tiles marked XXXV 

and XXXVI do not occur next, or even close, to each other in 

the manuscript series. Also, the numbers would have been 

placed in reverse order, that is, the image on tile XXXVI 

would have come before that of XXXV. Eames, who has 

elsewhere agreed with James on the sequence of the tiles, 

remarks that this order has not been proven, and the tiles 

could have been in any arrangement, with these numbers 

serving as mounting directions within one set. 

Eames' alternative suggestion concentrated upon the 

9 Eames, 60; James, (1923), 32-37. 

10 Eames, 60, describes the pavement that was in Henry 
Ill's chapel, Clarendon Palace, Salisbury. 

11 Ibid., quoting James. 
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light marking of the numerals and suggests that both numbers 

could be XXXVI and indicate the number of an entire set of 

tiles. However, more evidence is needed to make claims that 

another set had been produced, let alone 35 additional sets. 

The solitary existence of this style of sgraffito in 

the Tring Tiles raises many questions about the artists and 

craftsmen who produced the tiles, or further, who 

specifically required this technique. What training 

developed the skills to use sgraffito in such a precise 

manner and what clay work was the precedent for the Tring 

Tile production? The existence of other work, now no longer 

extant, done with the same technique is also hypothetical. 

One certainty that remains is that if the Tring Tiles were a 

rare technical production, their intrinsic value would have 

been enhanced, elevating this medium used mainly for floor 

tiles to a more prestigious height in the eyes of their 

viewers. 
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IV. HISTORY OF THE TRING TILES 

The known provenance of the Tring Tiles and fragments 

dates from the mid-nineteenth century when they emerged in 

the hands of private collectors. The following discussion 

of their history was pieced together from documents in the 

British Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum, the Tring Church 

Bulletin, and from visits to the church. 

The eight tiles now in the British Museum were 

purchased at a "curiosity shop" by Reverend Edward Owen 

between 1843 and 1857 when he was a Rector and Vicar in 

Buckinghamshire and lived near Tring.1 The shop owner who 

sold him the tiles refused to divulge his source, forever 

breaking the link to their origin. This man's secrecy and 

the subject matter of the tiles led Owen and interested 

scholars to conjecture that the tiles had come from Tring 

Parish Church, the largest in the area.2 Edward Owen left 

Tring after 1857, taking the tiles with him. In 1870 he 

moved to Bradwell-on-Sea, Essex, where he served as Rector 

until his death in 1904. He was succeeded in this position 

by his son, J.R.B. Owen, who died in 1921. The following 

year his family sold the tiles at an estate sale to an 

antique dealer, B.C. Creasey, who reaped a profit by selling 

1 James Stockley letter to Duke of Rutland, December 3, 
1928, at BM. Elizabeth Eames, letter to Robert Charleston, 
Keeper at V&A Department of Ceramics, February 8, 1966, 
summarizes the Tring Tile evidence. 

2 Mary J.E. Owen, letter to Lord Granby, February 28, 
1922. Eames, letter to Charleston. 
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them through Sotheby's to the British Museum.3 

In 1927, the Victoria and Albert Museum purchased two 

tiles from Mrs. Gifford Foulkes who lived in Exeter.4 

There seem to be two versions of this acquisition. Eames 

reports from information at the Victoria and Albert Museum, 

recorded 1927, and quotes Mrs. Foulkes' statement that her 

husband had acquired them in 1881 or 1882.5 However, A W. 

Vaisey, includes a letter from Mrs. Foulkes in the Tring 

Parish Magazine stating that she had purchased them in 1883 

or 1884 from a man working in Tring who knew that she 

collected old things.6 

The British Museum Fragment #2 surfaced in a domestic 

garden path at Luton, Bedfordshire, northeast of Tring. It 

had arrived in a load of fill dirt from a nearby allotment 

garden and construction site, and was purchased in 1911 by 

the Duke of Rutland, a prominent tile collector.7 

The remaining three fragments were found in close 

3 Mary J.E. Owen. Stockley, 4-5; the family claims that 
there was an intermediary buyer who sold to Creasey. 

4 Records at V&A show a purchase at 100 British pounds. 
A.W. Vaisey, Trinq Parish Magazine. November, 1930, states 
that they were a gift. 

5 Eames, Letter to Charleston. 

6 Eames, Medieval English Tiles, 70. Vaisey, Tring 
Parish Magazine, November, 193 0. 

7 British Museum letter by a private investigator, 
probably to the Duke of Rutland, London, March 3, 192 6, as 
this piece is part of extensive gift from Rutland to the BM. 
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proximity to the Tring Church. British Museum Fragment #1 

is now lost, but was recorded in a drawing by Rev. George 

Rowe in 1849 while it was in the possession of Rev. John 

Yellowly, Rector at Tring from 1845 to 1856. Yellowly 

retrieved it during the digging of the foundation for the 

new church vestry.8 

The Victoria and Albert Fragment #3, was found by A. W. 

Vaisey of Tring. He wrote extensively about the tiles in 

the Tring Parish Magazine, attempting to uncover more 

details about the Tring Tiles. In the October, 1930 issue 

he related having found this fragment, over 50 years ago 

(1880), when he picked it from the rubble of a recently 

demolished, one-hundred-year-old flint wall which had stood 

around his paddock near Tring Church. 

In the November, 19 3 0 issue Vaisey printed a letter 

from Mrs. Walter Butcher of Sussex, relating that in 1913 

she had donated the Victoria and Albert Fragment #4 to the 

museum. She described finding the shard in 1890, after it 

had been unearthed from deep beneath ground level during 

construction near a bank building at Tring. 

Thus, the ten remaining intact tiles all lead to Tring, 

an observation made more concrete by the finding of the 

shards in the church vicinity. Mr. Vaisey turned up no 

further evidence to irrefutably locate the tiles at Tring 

Parish Church, but he did provide valuable information by 

8 Eames, letter to Charleston, 2; Medieval Tiles, 70. 
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recalling that the tiles were not "fixed" in the church at 

the time of the thorough 1881-1885 restoration, when the 

large stained glass window was inserted into the eastern 

wall.9 Vaisey's recollection and the possible early date 

of the shards which he and Mrs. Butcher found led him to 

suggest that the tiles had been removed during restorations 

in the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. However, this 

personal recollection was refuted in the Short Guide, 

published by the church, which states that the tiles could 

have been removed during the 1850-1860 restoration.10 The 

ten intact tiles did not appear in private hands until after 

the 1881-1885 restoration, indicating that, they were 

removed from the wall on or before those dates. If Vaisey's 

recollection were correct, they would have been removed 

earlier, the broken pieces discarded and the whole tiles 

stored, possibly on church property, until the 1880 

restoration. However, these conflicting reports and the 

scarcity of evidence points out the necessity for further 

close range investigation of the historical circumstances of 

Tring Parish Church to determine if there is still 

information available which could establish whether the 

tiles had, at some time, truly been located in the church. 

9 Vaisey, November, 193 0. 

10 A Short Guide to the Parish Church (Maund/Irvine, 
Tring, 1977). 
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V. Location of the Tring Tiles Within the Church 

While documentation to establish Tring Parish Church as 

the original site of the Infancy tile series is largely 

circumstantial, the complete dearth of evidence related to 

their specific placement within the church renders any 

discussion of this issue entirely speculative, including the 

one which follows. However, if the tiles were located in 

the Tring Church, their siting within the structure deserved 

discussion. Alterations to the church since the fourteenth 

century have obliterated all traces of the tiles' possible 

placement. The only remaining clues relate to the dates of 

structural changes in the church and to traditional Medieval 

placement of religious art, in particular, multi-image 

narrative works. These factors suggest the east chancel wall 

or the north aisle wall. Both spaces appear to have been 

sufficiently free of architectural elements in the early 

fourteenth century to accommodate a tile frieze.1 Fia-3'4 

Placement of the tiles on the north aisle wall may have 

been associated with a rebuilding effort around 1330 when 

the exterior walls of the church were moved outward to build 

or widen the aisles.2 This construction period is so close 

to the date of the tiles, approximately 1320, that it 

suggests a coordination of planning for the tiles and the 

1 William Page, Victoria History of the Counties of 
England, Hertfordshire, (London: St.Catherine's Press, 
1923), 289-291. 

2 Ibid., 290. The 1330 date is approximate. 
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new walls. The tiles could have been removed from this 

space during three later restorations beginning in the 

sixteenth century when the upper parts of both nave walls 

were rebuilt to insert the current windows, in 1715 when 

wainscotting was added to the church walls, or during the 

1850-1880 restoration.3 

Located on the east end of the north aisle wall, the 

tiles would have been visible upon entry through the south 

aisle doorway.4 Practically speaking, this location would 

have allowed the congregation to view and study the images, 

and the clergy to use the apocryphal stories in moralized 

teaching for both adults and children. 

Placement of the tiles on the aisle wall suggests a 

correlation with the wall paintings which covered the wide 

expanses of English Romanesque church interiors, primarily 

in the nave and aisles. As the gathering place for the 

congregation on high feast days and the symbol of the 

Christian life on earth, the nave and its aisles were 

considered to be the appropriate place to depict stories of 

3 Ibid.; Vaisey, November, 1930, quoted Salmon's 
History of Hertsfordshire, 1728, which lauds the 
wainscotting added to the church by William Gore and Sir 
Richard Anderson. 

4 This location places them to the east of a 14th C. 
doorway, now closed & hidden by the 1707 William Gore 
monument. Only traces of a Gothic arch remain. 
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Christ, the Virgin and the saints.5 Wall paintings which 

satisfied the desire of medieval Christians to know more 

details of these holy lives functioned as the "Biblia 

Pauperum", the poor man's Bible, or more correctly, the 

illiterate person's Bible, and were used by the clergy to 

illustrate sermons.6 Painted in the linear style, and the 

animated expressions and gestures associated with medieval 

English art, the simplified figures were effective as 

teaching aids and possibly as spurs to devotion, in a time 

when contemplation of Christ's life had introduced a more 

personal and emotional quality to the meditations of 

Christians.7 This was especially the case with stories of 

the life of the Virgin Mary, which depended heavily upon 

apocryphal sources, and with the exegetical scenes which 

demonstrated the significance of certain events in Christ's 

life.8 Like the Bayeaux Tapestry, an Anglo-Norman 

predecessor for narrative depiction in a horizontal format, 

5 M. D. Anderson, The Images of British Churches, 
(London: John Murray, 1955), 10 & 68; Alan Caiger-Smith, 
English Medieval Mural Paintings. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1963), 1. 

6 E. Clive Rouse, Medieval Wall Paintings, (London: 
Shire, 1991), 13. 

7 Caiger-Smith, 13-14, 75, These influences include 
Pseudo-Bonaventura Meditations of the Life of Christ, and 
St. Edmund Rich, Speculum Ecclesia, commonly called The 
Mirror of Edmund. 

8 Rouse, 13. 
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the wall painting episodes were often organized in 

sequential series within a longitudinal composition. This 

pattern exists in the compartmentalized mural scenes 

arranged in panels and tiers seen in parish churches at 

nearby Flamstead, Peakirk in Cambridgeshire, and Battle in 

Sussex.Fl9-5 As a frieze, the Tring Tile series parallels the 

wall paintings in organizational mode and their focus upon 

events in the life of Christ. Even though we cannot forget 

the relationship between the Tring Tiles and their presumed 

manuscript model, these similarities in format and didactic 

purpose between the Tring Tiles and the wall paintings 

present strong arguments for the placement of the tiles on 

the north aisle wall. 

Despite these parallels, however, Tring Church 

publications designate the chancel as the site for the 

location of the tile frieze. Two brochures produced by the 

Friends of Tring Church Heritage pinpoint this area, but use 

as their only evidence the speculation made by Elizabeth 

Eames that the tiles were a frieze in the chancel.9 

These publications also mention the other Medieval 

tiles which were situated on the chancel floor until the 

nineteenth century, when they were replaced by machine-made 

9 Friends of Tring Church Heritage, Tring Church 
Heritage (Luton: Wheeler Pridgeon Hughes, n.d.), 5; and the 
more extensive A Short Guide to the Parish Church (Maund and 
Irvine, Tring, 1977). 
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tiles and moved to the north aisle.10 Examples of these 

floor tiles are now on display in the west end choir vestry. 

Examination shows that their patterns of human heads and 

geometric designs were produced by the common Medieval slip-

inlay technique, highlighting the uniqueness of the method 

used to produce the Infancy tiles. These patterned tiles 

would have formed a visual grounding for the narrative 

Infancy tile frieze which stretched across the chancel wall, 

and possibly extended onto the side walls.11 

Location of the tiles on the east chancel wall, at some 

distance from their audience, draws attention to the 

difference between the majestic Romanesque wall paintings 

and the smaller scale of the tiles. Although the painting 

of murals in English parish churches continued into the 

fifteenth century, their size diminished as the interior 

Romanesque surfaces were increasingly broken up by Gothic 

windows and architectural structures. The size of the tiles 

reflected this shift in artistic interest away from the 

10 A Short Guide, 6; also conversation with Canon Harry 
Hill and a parishioner who rescued the floor tiles from a 
box in a garage and placed the most intact examples on 
display in the choir vestry. Surface wear indicates floor 
placement. 

11 If the Tring Tile series had consisted of more than 
15 tiles, arranged in a single row, they would have extended 
onto the north and south chancel walls. Eames in her letter 
to Charleston, attempts to explain the Roman numerals on the 
back of the Victoria and Albert tiles and suggests that if 
the numbers had been inscribed for mounting directions, 
there could have been at least 36 tiles. Also the 
arrangement of these episodes, according to the order in 
Selden Supra 38, would indicate as many as 50 tiles. 
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expansiveness of the Romanesque paintings towards work which 

was more realistic, intimate and highly devotional, such as 

altar pieces, with paintings concentrated more in window 

recesses and above arcades .12 

Mounted across the east wall of the chancel, the sacred 

area in the church reserved for the clergy and their 

performance of sacraments, the clay tiles acquired a 

hallowed status. In that location they would have 

represented an uncommon type of sacred altar art. Their 

scenes do not engender the emotion and contemplative 

function of a crucifix, as does the modern reredos which now 

sits in front of the presumed location of the tile 

frieze.13 Instead, their stories contain the flavor of 

didactic miracles, as they blend the instructive qualities 

of the Romanesque wall paintings with the smaller, more 

intellectual, realistic art of the Gothic period. In 

addition, their extra-canonical status surfaces when we 

consider the images of the sweet-faced Jesus juxtaposed 

against the unusual portrayal of him killing children. This 

dichotomy could have only been justified by the moralizing 

interpretation of the clergy. Reasons for Jesus' punitive 

actions require closer examination to understand their 

placement in the chancel, and are the focus of this paper. 

12 Caiger-Smith, 12, 17. 

13 A Short Guide, 4, states that this reredos replaced 
an earlier one. Depending upon its date, this older piece 
would have set in front of the center of the tile frieze. 
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The effectiveness of the clergy's interpretation of the 

Tring Tile images would have been hampered by physical 

circumstances, such as the congregation's distance in the 

nave from the small figures and the presumed barrier of a 

rood screen which separated the nave from the chancel.14 

Fig.6 preaching friars and clergy, standing in the current 

location of the pulpit at the northeast corner of the nave 

and in front of the rood screen, would have had to ignore 

the visual impediments to utilize the non-canonical stories 

in their teaching. With these impediments, only the 

parishioners' knowledge of the Infancy stories from oral 

culture or pilgrimage-type, escorted trips into the holy 

east end would have provided background knowledge of the 

apocryphal stories to allow the preachers to maximize the 

narrative content of the stories. Thus, in spite of their 

potential for instructional use by the laity, such a 

cloistered location would also suggest use as a meditative 

focus for the clergy who sought to emulate the role of Jesus 

as a teacher. 

Thus it appears that, if the tiles were mounted in the 

chancel, the didactic effectiveness of the tile stories 

would have served public referential importance and personal 

14 Remaining evidence for an early rood screen includes 
the spiral stair and elevated door in the northeast corner 
of the nave and the remanent of the rood beam on the south 
wall behind the 15th C. chancel arch. A 1845 drawing in the 
Short Guide shows no rood screen. Another screen was built 
in 1899 but moved in 1987 to the west end choir vestry. 



37 

contemplation. Their special subject matter and the 

apparent rarity of technique elevated the common clay-

material, used mainly for floor covering, to devotional 

status in the most sacred location in the church. This 

uniqueness, bound in the tension of contrasts, may have 

intensified the impact of their message and helped justify 

the appropriateness of their placement in the chancel. 

Presuming that the circumstantial tile and shard finds 

provide some certainty that the tiles were located in Tring 

church, this speculative discussion attempts to situate them 

within the church structure, on either the north aisle or 

the chancel walls. In either possible placement, the rare 

tile scenes depicting the miracles of Christ's childhood 

would have fulfilled the congregation's desire for 

additional stories of his childhood. They would have 

required, however, vernacular explanation and audience 

contemplation at close range to most allow the fullest 

appreciation of the messages carried in these apocryphal 

stories, as they were interpreted in fourteenth century 

terms. 
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VI. APOCRYPHAL LITERATURE AND SOURCES FOR THE TRING TILES 

A. The Apocrypha, Miracles and Popular Culture. 

The New Testament Apocrypha comprise those works 

recorded from early Christian oral tradition which were 

excluded when the canonical Bible was consolidated in the 

middle of the second century. During the early years of 

Christian inclusiveness, much of the apocrypha was on parity 

with that literature which became the authoritative standard 

of judgement for Christianity.1 The Infancy Gospels 

existed in the second century, but by the third century they 

were exiled from ecclesiastical use, and subsequently 

rejected by such church leaders as Jerome, certain popes, 

and were officially condemned in the fifth century by the 

Decree of Gelasius.2 In defense of orthodoxy, the Anglo-

Saxon Benedictine monk Aelfric (955-1020) denounced the 

apocrypha, including the literature which supported the cult 

of the Virgin Mary.3 In spite of the denouncement by 

Aelfric, a large volume of apocryphal literature was copied 

1 Edgar Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha, ed. Wilhelm 
Schneemelcher, trans. R. M. Wilson (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1963), 23. 

2 Oscar Cullmann, New Testament Apocrypha, ed. W. 
Schneemelcher, (1963), 368. Thomas Nelson Hall, "Apocryphal 
Lore and the Life of Christ in Old English Literature," Ph.D 
diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1990: 25. 
The Gelasian Decree was composed in southern Gaul or Italy 
in the early sixth century, and associated with three popes: 
Damasus (366-384), Gelasius (492-496), and Hormisdas (514— 
523). Hall states that there is no evidence that the decree 
was read or followed in Anglo-Saxon England, 216. 

3 Thomas Hall, 39-42. 
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in Anglo-Saxon England, and circulated in England by the 

later tenth century. The oldest vernacular translations of 

Pseudo-Matthew were in Old English, including a version of 

Pseudo-Matthew which coincided with the stories that were 

later depicted in the Tring Tile narrative.4 

M. R. James explains that the exclusion of the 

apocrypha was due partially to its inability to accomplish 

two main purposes, the instilling of true religion and the 

conveyance of true history.5 The self-contained, loosely-

connected episodes describing the actions of the child Jesus 

did serve to satisfy popular curiosity about those early 

years of Jesus life' which are absent from the canonical 

Gospels.6 In addition, many of the apocryphal stories 

maintained popularity among groups with special interest in 

their content, such as the Gnostics, who looked for details 

in the life of Jesus which justified the powers they 

attributed to him, such as his possession of complete power 

and knowledge at this early age.7 This picture of the 

child Jesus with such powers at birth, as well as his 

4 Ibid., 116. 

5 J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament. 
(Clarendon: 1993), 14, quotes M. R. James, from the Preface 
to The Apocryphal New Testament, (Oxford, 1924). 

6 Cullman, 364; Elliott, 46. 

7 Cullman, 3 67. James, Apocryphal New Testament, 
(revised, 1955), includes a characteristic infancy episode 
from the Gnostic book Pistis Sophia. 



40 

seemingly rash, childish actions, contrasted with the 

description of Jesus in Luke 2:52, stating that he grew in 

wisdom and stature. Such heretical association was reason 

enough for exclusion of the stories from the accepted canon. 

As these stories of the childhood of Jesus were 

eliminated from the canon, they maintained an independent 

popular following within western oral and written 

traditions, as witnessed by the many textual versions still 

extant.8 Over the centuries they were modified, enlarged, 

exaggerated and conversely, expurgated to eliminate the more 

drastic of Jesus' actions.9 Cullman goes so far as to 

describe these exaggerations as legendary accretions which 

credited Jesus with actions similar to the sons of gods and 

other supernatural beings.10 Such assessments of Jesus, 

performing what seem to be rash and prankish acts, conflict 

with the virtuous childhood described in Luke 2:40-52, and 

further explain the rejection of the Tring Tile episodes by 

Christian church officials. 

Jesus' miracles, regardless of their type, represent 

8 Thomas Hall, 113. Maureen Boulton (1984), 4, states 
that there are at least nine manuscripts on the childhood of 
Christ which were composed in western Europe after the 
twelfth century, in addition to the older versions. 

9 Thomas Hall, 12 0, states that the Latin text of De 
Navivitate Mariae, a Carolingian abbreviation of PM 
selectively expunges the more malicious childhood miracles 
of Christ, those taken from GT, and therefore, the ones 
contained in the Tring Tiles. 

10 Cullman, 3 66. 
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proof of divine intervention into the ordinary affairs of 

life, and of the performance of the works of God. Several 

of his apocryphal miracles reflect goodness and charity, but 

those which set the infancy apocrypha apart from the 

canonical miracles reveal angry castigation and death blows. 

They resemble more the parable described in Luke 13:6-9, of 

his killing of the fig tree when it did not yield him fruit 

in off-season. The acceptance of these unusual acts by 

fourteenth century viewers was dependent not only upon the 

important role miracles played in the medieval Christian 

church, but also reflected their similarity to areas of 

belief which had been retained from traditional culture, 

including astrology, magic, demonology, witchcraft and faith 

in a wide spectrum of the supernatural. Noting that the 

influence of popular culture on the visual arts is illusive 

and often difficult to decipher, C. M. Kauffmann lists three 

indicators of this influence, all of which relate to the 

Tring Tile episodes.11 These include their uncanonical 

status, expressive caricatures and rustic depiction of the 

images, and the genre-like observation of daily life. This 

every day society would have responded with interest to the 

stories from outside Christian dogma which described the 

supernatural, yet humanized child, acting within the 

11 C. M. Kauffmann,"Art and Popular Culture: New Themes 
in the Holkham Bible Picture Book" in Studies in Medieval 
Art and Architecture presented to Peter Lasko, eds. David 
Buckton and T.A. Heslop (London: Alan Sutton, 1994), 62. 
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localized world of village and farming life. However, even 

with the resurgence of infancy manuscripts in the late 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the stories on the 

remaining Tring Tiles were the apocryphal tales least 

popularly reproduced. Yet, their existence on these tiles 

proves their importance to some patron, and their emphasis 

at Tring. 

B. Sources 

Two apocryphal infancy texts which existed in the 

second century are relevant to the study of the episodes in 

the Tring Tiles.12 The earliest apocryphon that supplies 

details of the birth and infancy of Christ is the 

Protevangelium of James, attributed to James, the brother of 

Jesus. In addition to the birth of Jesus, it covers the 

life of John the Baptist, and the Virgin Mary, as it was one 

of the works used to establish her perpetual virginity. 

However, since it covers only the nativity episodes of 

Jesus' life it is not pertinent to the Tring Tile study. 

The second text, the Gospel of Thomas, contains the stories 

depicted on the tiles. The first episode in this text 

describes the scene of the making of the pools, which is 

also the first scene in the extant Tring Tiles.13 A third 

12 James, 1955, 19; Hennecke, 23. 

13 James, (1955), 49-70, provides three texts, Greek A, 
Greek B, and Latin. Hall, 218, states that GT was translated 
into Irish as early as 700, and remarks upon the close 
communication between Ireland and Anglo-Saxon England. 
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text, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, written in the eighth or 

ninth centuries, combines the first two sources, making some 

major alterations.14 It was designed to further the 

veneration of the Virgin, but also includes the miraculous 

deeds of her son.15 It was mainly through the circulation 

of this text that the stories in the Protevangelium and the 

Gospel of Thomas were known in the western world. However, 

the Pseudo-Matthew also contains material drawn from the 

Arabic Infancy Narrative.16 The model for the Tring Tile 

episodes went beyond Pseudo-Matthew to also include elements 

from the Arabic, Armenian and Coptic Infancy Apocrypha.17 

Of the three English language collections of New 

Testament apocrypha used for this study, the earliest text 

is that of M. R. James, the respected scholar who collected, 

identified and published many apocryphal texts, including 

this first comprehensive compilation of New Testament 

apocrypha.18 The revised Edgar Hennecke text, edited by 

Wilhelm Schneemelcher, fulfills its goal to update the 

14 Ibid., 70, includes title of the Pseudo-Matthew as 
"Liber de Infantia"; C. Tischendorf, in Evangelia Apocrypha. 
(Leipzig, 1876, repr. Hildensheim, 1966 & 1987) uses the 
name "Pseudo-Mattaei Evangelium". 

15 Elliott, 85. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Ibid. , 68-69. 

18 James, 1955. 
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discoveries in the field since James' work.19 The authors 

included in this text define the evolution of early texts 

into the apocryphal position by a comparative description of 

the formation of the Biblical canon literature. The 

discussion of the relationship of Gnosticism and Donitism to 

Jesus as a child with complete knowledge, wisdom and power 

is valuable in evaluating the Tring Tiles.20 However, the 

abbreviation of the Pseudo-Matthew text presents a problem 

for our purposes. The recent edition by J. K. Elliott 

updates and rewrites the information in James, and 

modernizes James' archaizing English translation style. He 

refines and clarifies the complicated body of infancy 

material.21 These three texts reflect the contemporary 

interpretations of Jesus' behavior in the Infancy Gospels. 

They describe his actions as exaggerations of the early 

tradition that depicted a playful Jesus performing 

miraculous pranks, or in an even more unflattering 

description, as a ruthless prodigy, an enfant terrible, who 

acts in a capricious, destructive, un-Christian manner.22 

In this paper, I wish to suggest that by the fourteenth 

century a re-definition of Jesus's actions gave them a more 

19 Hennecke, 19 63. 

20 Cullman, 401-404. 

21 Elliott, 46-110. 

22 Cullmann, 391; Elliott, 68. 
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acceptable presentation which justified his actions. Only-

such an expurgation would have allowed the images to be 

placed in a prominent position in a Medieval church. 

A more recent treatment of this topic has been done by 

Thomas Hall, in his dissertation on apocryphal lore in 

Anglo-Saxon old English.23 He furnishes an updated 

clarification of the apocryphal literature, with evidence 

specific to Anglo-Saxon England, thus providing a regional 

background for the apocrypha, up to the conquest in 1066. 

M. R. James, again the pioneer, was the first to 

undertake a scholarly interpretation of the Tring Tiles. He 

recognized their close relationship with the Oxford, 

Bodleian Ms. Selden Supra 38, and used that manuscript to 

determine the order of the tile scenes and to understand 

their fragmentary episodes.24 Although he states that the 

source used by the tile artist was a vernacular French or 

English version, James uses a Latin version of the Pseudo-

Matthew to interpret the tile scenes. He thus misinterprets 

some details derived from the Anglo-French manuscript model 

for the tiles, a redaction from an older version of Pseudo-

Matthew than is now in existence.25 

23 Thomas Hall, (1990). 

24 James, (1923) , 32-37. 

25 Ibid, (1955), 34, e.g., tile scenes 6A, 6B & 7A: the 
straightened beam belongs to a plough as suggested in Thomas 
Greek B, & included in SS, and not to a bed as described in 
the Latin texts. James also identifies tile BM-8 to the 
family feast and not the marriage feast of Archeteclin, an 



The Selden Supra 38 is described briefly in two 

compilations of British manuscripts.26 Both texts denote 

the manuscript by the name Gesta Infantiae Salvatoris, and 

respectively date it 1320-30 and 1315-1325. 

Maureen Boulton, in three publications, has undertaken 

the most thorough examination of these infancy gospel 

manuscripts.27 She argues that the exemplar for these 

works was composed in northern France about the middle of 

the thirteenth century, and is preserved in two versions, 

the Old French and Anglo-Norman texts, the latter being 

transferred from the continental language at the end of the 

thirteenth century. Boulton examines these two similar 

versions of the infancy poems in separate studies, The Old 

French Evangile de L'Enfance and Selden Supra 38, under her 

issue to be discussed in chapter XII. 

26 Otto Pacht, and J.J.G. Alexander, Illuminated 
Manuscripts in the Bodleian Library, (Oxford, 1973), 53. 
Lucy Freeman Sandler, Gothic Manuscripts, 1285-1385, 
(Oxford, 1986), 62-63. 

27 Boulton, 1. The Evancrile de l'Enfances (1983), 54-65; 
2. Les Enfaunces de Jesu Crist, (1985); Boulton states that 
no title was given to this manuscript by its author, so she 
has utilized the sixth line of the poem, in preference to 
Enfances de nostre Seignor, formerly taken from the 
inscription at the end of the text, which is by a much later 
hand; 3. The Old French Evangile de 1'Enfance, (Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1984). This title was first 
assigned to the text by Paul Meyer, "Les Manuscrits Francais 
de Cambridge: II, Bib. de l'U." in Romania, 15 (1886), 236-
357, esp 334. Jonathan Beck, review of "The Old French 
'Evangile de 1'Enfance'", Speculum 4, vol.62 (October 1987), 
905-906, provides an insightful criticism of Boulton's work, 
emphasizing additional issues that needed to be addressed in 
this literature. 
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title of Les Enfaunces de Jesu Crist. In both these texts 

she discusses the major concerns of the apocrypha, related 

texts and their origins, and includes explanation of the 

illustrations. She also edits and contributes a linguistic 

analysis of the texts. The schema which she constructs in 

Les Enfaunces de Jesu Crist clarifies her theories of the 

familial relationships between the infancy texts and 

verifies James' association of this manuscript with the 

Tring Tiles.28 However, it seems to me that this schema 

relates the models for the tiles too closely to its Anglo-

Norman predecessor. In spite of the similarities between 

the images in Selden Supra and the Tring Tiles, the 

discrepancies in composition, costume, figure types, and 

facial expressions indicates that at least one additional 

generation of manuscript illustrations existed between 

Selden and the tiles. Boulton comes closer to this 

explanation in her earlier article, "The 1Evangile de 

1'Enfance'", in which she compares the Selden Supra 

28 Ibid., Les Enfaunces, 29, proposes three related 
branches from the exemplar: one Old French ms. from which 
two texts without illustrations arose,(Cambridge U. Library 
Gg.1.1 and Philadelphia, U.Penn, Van Pelt L., Fr. 41); one 
Anglo-Norman ms. , text only, with Middle English recension 
(Laud Ms. 108); and a second Anglo-Norman ms. from which 
Selden Supra 38 sprang, with illustrations. The Cambridge 
U.L. Add. 6855 and the models for the Tring Tiles also 
resend from this second Anglo-Norman manuscript. 
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Manuscript and the Tring Tiles extensively.29 

As the most complete copy of the apocryphal Infancy 

Gospels in existence, the Selden Supra 38 manuscript is 

vital to the study of the imagery on the Tring Tiles. Its 

thirty-six folios contain sixty illustrations with 

backgrounds of red and blue and are bordered in narrow beige 

and green bands.30 The Tring Tiles and the manuscript 

illustrations share a rectangular shape and the unusual 

feature of being divided in half by a vertical bar. In most 

cases, the figures in the manuscript are not identical to 

those in the tiles, differing in number, character 

depiction, costume and stance. Still, the similarities are 

striking and support the premise of relationship. 

Elizabeth Eames, in her two volume work on medieval 

tiles, provides invaluable technical and historical 

information for the study of tiles in Britain.31 She has 

thoroughly combined and evaluated the available information 

regarding the Tring Tiles, and cautiously states that 

evidence points to their having been a wall frieze at Tring 

29 Comparing tile scene 6B to the single plough scene 
in Selden Supra, Boulton suggests that the illustrations in 
the tiles may have depended originally upon a text slightly 
different from the version of the Evangile contained in 
Selden Supra. She notes discrepancies to establish that the 
artist and scribe were not the same persons. 

30 The infancy stories are followed by an Apocalypse of 
similar but more decorative style. 

31 Eames, (1985), 56-61. 
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Parish Church. I include the articles by A.W. Vaisey from 

the Tring Parish Magazine which she omitted, as they seem to 

present some valuable information.32 

Several other English illustrated manuscripts include 

a few apocryphal Infancy episodes. Those at the British 

Library are the Egerton MS 2781, Egerton 1894, Harl 1526, 

Harl 152 7 and the Holkham Bible Picture Book (Add. MS 

47682). Those at the Bodleian Library, Oxford include the 

MS Douce 237 and Canon Misc. 47 6. 

Other scholars have mentioned the Tring Tiles in their 

studies of medieval art. C. M. Kaufmann includes the Tring 

Tiles and Selden Supra 3 8 manuscript in his chapter on the 

Holkham Bible Manuscript, discussing the relationship of 

popular culture and drama to other medieval art forms. 33 

In the British Museum catalogue, Age of Chivalry, Michael 

Camille and Nigel Ramsay mention the tiles, emphasizing 

their important yet curiously un-studied history.34 

Building on these works of scholarship, this thesis is the 

first comprehensive attempt to tie together and integrate 

all aspects of the history of the Tring Tiles. 

32 A. W. Vaisey, "The Fourteenth Century Tiles", Tring 
Parish Magazine, (November 1930, January and February 1931). 

33 Kauffmann, 46-69. 

34 Michael Camille, "The Language of Images in Medieval 
England, 1200-1400," 33-40; and Nigel Ramsay, "Artists, 
Craftsmen and Design in England, 1200-1400," 49-54, both in 
Age of Chivalry, ed. Jonathan Alexander and Paul Binski, 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1987). 
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VII. JESUS AND HIS COMPASS 

Jesus, early in his fourth year, appears in the first 

episode of the Tring Tile series standing on the banks of 

the Jordan River building pools of water. The apocryphal 

texts describe him as first miraculously clearing the water, 

then constructing the pools.1 Fl9-2-1A The tile scene shows 

only three pools, in contrast to the seven pools described 

in Pseudo-Matthew and depicted in Selden Supra 38.2 This 

reduction may reflect an accommodation to the small tile 

space, with three being the minimum number of pools required 

to depict the two points of the compass and the boy's stick. 

However, the symbolism of the number three with reference to 

the creating Trinity cannot be ignored in this context.3 

This image presents the dual natures of Jesus, both 

divine and human. Jesus' humanity manifests itself in the 

apocryphal texts' descriptions of him as playing like any 

child in the wet earth, building water pools from clay and 

mud. In the Tring Tile images his facial features, 

encircled by curly hair, are those of a sweet-faced innocent 

child. However, these child-like qualities contrast with 

his adult actions and attributes. Jesus wears the draped 

floor-length kirtle of adults, not the shorter tunic worn by 

1 Pseudo-Matthew: 26. 

2 Ibid.; Selden Supra 38, fol. 9r. 

3 Hall, James, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in 
Art, (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 309. 
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children of this period, as seen on the other boy in this 

episode.4 Jesus' divine status might be questioned as, in 

the first three tile images he has no halo, the primary 

visual sign of holiness. But since he performs miracles and 

the texts describe him in miraculous terms, his unadorned 

head would appear to have been the result of an artist's 

oversight and not a statement in support of his earthly 

humanity. He points the compass at two of the pools, its 

large size emphasizing its importance. At issue in this 

image is the clarification of the iconographic meaning of 

the compass to fourteenth-century viewers. Did it represent 

merely a measuring tool or was a further symbolic meaning 

incorporated into the image? As the compass is not a 

child's play-toy, it would seem to signal the overlay of 

extended iconographic symbolism, suggesting the association 

with the medieval manuscript depictions of God the Creator 

measuring or creating the world with this instrument. 

Maureen Boulton attempts to differentiate between the . 

concepts of measuring and creating, discussing the compass 

as portrayed in the tile image and its companion 

illustration in Selden Supra 38.5 She credits the 

inclusion of the compass to a linguistic change in the use 

of the verb compassar before the fourteenth century. In 

4 Cunnington and Cunnington, 42. 

5 Boulton, (1983), 61. 
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medieval continental French the meanings for compassar 

ranged from the precise "to measure with a compass" to the 

figurative "to think out". By the fourteenth century in 

Anglo-Norman usage, the meanings had been altered slightly 

to include "to measure off, lay out, consider, plan", but 

without reference to "making with a compass". In a less 

than concise explanation, Boulton attributes the insertion 

of the compass to an artist who did not understand the 

context of the verb, and apparently drew the interpretation 

of compassar from the literal Old French meaning of "making 

with a compass", even though he was working on an Anglo-

Norman text. 

Boulton solidified her interpretation of the intended 

meaning for compassar in the Selden Supra text as that of 

"making" and not "measuring" or "designing", by using as 

evidence the second appearance of compassar, 51 lines below 

the pool incident.6 There the text describes Jesus forming 

twelve sparrows from clay, an act of making and not just 

measuring, and a task inappropriate for use of a compass. 

However, visual predecessors appear to have played an 

equally important role in the incorporation of the compass 

into the models for the Tring Tile and Selden Supra scenes. 

John Friedman has traced the iconographic tradition of the 

6 BAN: in Boulton's glossary, the pool scene: p. 109, 
compasser: make, construct; the sparrow scene: line 409, 
compassoit; line 4 60, compasse. 
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compass as God's creating tool as it appears in over forty-

manuscripts produced before 1400.7 Friedman clarifies the 

depiction of the compass in these manuscripts by proposing 

that from these examples, two iconographic traditions 

depicting the compass emerge, that of measuring and of 

creating. The earliest tradition, seen in seven 

manuscripts, is a literal rendering of mathematical 

measuring with the compass, accompanied by weighing with 

balances. Noting that there is no mention of these 

instruments in the Genesis creation story, Friedman links 

the introduction of the compass as a measuring instrument 

into the iconographic tradition with the Hebrew Book of 

Wisdom.8 It is thus first depicted in the Anglo-Saxon 

Eadwi Gospel, presumed from Winchester (c. 1025), as the 

creating Hand of God emerges from Heaven holding a compass 

and balances to represent measuring and weighing.9 Fig'7 

His two fingers extend in a gesture interpreted as both 

blessing and numbering. This simple representation in 

English manuscript imagery evolved into one of God standing 

7 John Block Friedman, "The Architect's Compass in 
Creation Miniatures of the Later Middle Ages", Traditio, 
vol. 30, (1974), 420. 

8 Ibid., 423, Hebrew Book of Wisdom 11:21 "but thou 
hast ordered all things in measure and number and weight." 
421, Friedman quotes general references from Proverbs 8:27: 
"when He set a compass (gyrus,circle) upon the face of the 
depth"; and in Job 26:10: "He had compassed (circumdedit) 
the waters with bounds". 

9 Eadwi Gospels, Kestner Museum, Hanover, f.9v, c.1025. 
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with the balances, measuring and dividing the orb of the 

world with a compass, as seen in the Eton Roundel 

manuscript, which is dated similarly to the Tring Tiles.10 

In discussing sources for the presentation of creation 

in geometric terms, Friedman states that the depiction of 

the compass was influenced by the twelfth century 

translations of the theories of Aristotle, Euclid and 

Ptolemy, as it became an attribute for Euclid and Geometry 

in medieval art production.11 

The second tradition of medieval compass iconography 

described by Friedman presents God the architect, who does 

not just measure, but actively creates the universe with the 

compass. In these manuscripts only the compass appears, 

without the balances or the solitary hand of God. Such a 

depiction appears for the first time in the frontispieces of 

the French Bible Moralisee manuscripts from the early 

thirteenth century. In two of these archetypal manuscripts, 

Vienna 1179 and Bodliean 270b, an hieratically frontal God 

sits within a quatrefoil and circumscribes the orb with a 

10 Eton College MS 177, fol.l. Friedman, 421, lists 
intermediary depictions in the Psalter, British Museum 
Cotton Tiberius C. vi, 7v, c.1050 and Bible, British Museum, 
Royal I.E. vii, f.lv, c.1050; also, an illustrated version 
of Augustine's City of God c.l4th-15th, as God stands with a 
compass, marking off a globe which encircles Adam. 

11 Friedman, 421-422, the compass was a symbol for the 
personifications of the Virtue Temperance and of Geometry, 
one of the Seven Liberal Arts. However, as these figures 
were women they would not have been sources for the imagery 
of God the Creator. James Hall, Dictionary of Symbols, 73, 
lists several uses for the compass as attribute. 
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large compass.12 Fi3s-8'9 in the Vienna 2554 a large, standing 

figure of God leans over to perform his work.13 Fig-10 

Pertinent to the Tring Tile image is the frontispiece 

image of God holding the compass in the Bible Moralisee 

Vienna 1179, and the inscription below him, which states: 

"This potter alone sets out each thing of this world".14 

Such a passage associates God, as the potter who formed the 

world from chaos and man from clay, with the child Christ in 

Tring Tile scene 1A, exerting his creative power to form the 

mud and clay pools by the River Jordan. 

Friedman notes the interest shown in the topic of 

creation at the University of Paris at this time. However, 

he cannot identify the entry of the creating compass concept 

into Latin Christian literature, except to suggest that 

Christian scholars may have connected the act of creation in 

Genesis with the concept of the circle in Proverbs, a topic 

12 Vienna Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, (ONB), 
1179, fol.l, c.1212/15-1225, in Latin; Oxford, Boldiean 
Library, 270b, fol.l, c.1235-45, in French. 

13 Vienna, ONB, 2554, fol.l, c. 1212-1227. 

14 "Hie orbis figulus disponit singula solus". I am 
grateful to Elizabeth Marer-Banasik for her translation of 
this inscription, as presented in her paper at the 
conference of the Medieval Institutes in Kalamazoo in 1994, 
as well as to Laura Hollingreen for bringing Ms. Marer-
Banasik' s work to my attention. 
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of study done by noted French medieval Hebrew scholars.15 

By 1280 the image of God creating with the compass 

appeared in English manuscripts, as seen in the English Hugh 

Psalter.16 The tradition continued in the frontispieces of 

manuscripts contemporaneous to the Tring Tiles and Selden 

Supra, especially, the Queen Mary Psalter (1310-1320) and 

the Holkham Bible Picture Book (1320-1330).17 Fl9s U'12 

Resembling the seated depiction of God in the Bible 

Moralisee manuscripts, these two English manuscript 

illustrations contain the additional features of angels 

above God and below him, the Hell Mouth, a characteristic 

English feature. The Queen Mary Psalter gives equal space to 

the Fall of Lucifer beneath God. The juxtaposition of 

creation with the devils and hell in these manuscripts 

emphasizes the importance of this duality in the fourteenth 

century. 

The appearance of the creating compass at Tring in 132 0 

transforms the image from one isolated in manuscripts for 

the literate into imagery viewed by the general public. 

This variation depicting Jesus as the Creator, appears to be 

15 Friedman, 426-427, discusses the works of Rabbis 
Rashi (1040-1105), Moses Kimchi (d. 1190), and Levi ben 
Gerson (1288-1344), but notes that although this link is 
entirely possible, it is unprovable. 

16 London, British Museum, Add. 38116, fol 8v, c.1280. 

17 Queen Mary Psalter, London, British Library, 
Royal 2.B. VII, fol.lv, c.1310-1320; Holkham Bible Picture 
Book, British Museum Add. 47682, fol.2, c.1320-1330. 
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earliest public emergence of the compass as an instrument of 

creation in English art, before its appearance in the 

popular Te Deum window crafted in 1430, now located in the 

south transept of York Minster.18 It has also been 

suggested that the compass as a tool of creation appeared 

England's most public art form, medieval drama, and that its 

use there served as a source for its transference into 

pictorial art. However, the issue of the possible influence 

of drama upon other art forms has been debated for years, 

but speculation as to its direct influence has recently been 

reduced to statements asserting that both art forms arose 

from shared cultural influences.19 Specifically, 

conjectures that the God of Creation in medieval drama held 

a compass have faltered for lack of evidence, diminishing 

the possibility that drama was responsible for the 

proliferation of that image into other art forms.20 

18 William Hassell, The Holkham Bible Picture Book, 
(London: 1954), states that the depiction of God the Creator 
with compass does not appear in English church art until 
1500, a detail of debatable accuracy. Its appearance at York 
is described by Mary D. Anderson, The Imagery of British 
Churches. (London: 1955), 88, as well as Clifford Davidson 
and David E. 0"Connnor, York Art, (Kalamazoo: Medieval 
Institute, 1978), 17. The window was made for St. Martin, 
Coney Street, York and moved to York Minster in 1722. 

19 Kauffmann, 58, credits Pamela Sheingorn with 
stating that both pictorial arts and drama draw from the 
visualization of sacred history, itself dependent upon 
ancient pictorial traditions, and thus were derived "from the 
same literary and theological sources. 

20 Rosemary Woolf, The English Mystery Plays (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1972), 113, speculates that 
"He may well have held such a pair of gigantic compasses". 
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Therefore it appears that the presence of the compass 

in earlier French manuscript production is the most probable 

source for the tradition of the compass in the model for the 

Tring Tiles and Selden Supra 38. Boulton's discussion of 

the strong link between Anglo-Norman and French manuscripts, 

as well as her argument providing linguistic background, 

establishes the possibilities for the transfer of the 

compass iconography from the Bible Moralisee recensions into 

Anglo-Norman manuscript illustration. 

With this manuscript background and its emphasis upon 

the act of creating, the first Tring Tile scene presents 

Jesus symbolizing not just a child playing in the mud and 

water but the Christ Logos on the first day of creation, 

separating form from chaos. By association, the mischievous 

boy was not just destroying dammed-up puddles, but 

symbolized a threat to God's creation and received his just 

punishment as he was condemned to fall from the goodness of 

God, like the rebel angels, a topic which will be discussed 

in Chapter VIII. 

However, Davidson, Clifford, From Creation to Doom (New 
York, AMS Press, 1984), 28, states that "it was unlikely 
that the God of the York 'Creation of Heaven and Earth' held 
a set of compasses". 
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VIII. The Judgement of Death 

The boy in scene 1A is depicted in the state of death, 

his punishment for destroying Jesus' water-pool creation. 

This unusual upside-down position is employed to indicate 

death in two types of situations in the Tring Tile and 

Selden Supra narratives. The only use of this death 

position in the Tring Tiles occurs in scenes 1A and 2A when 

the boys are struck dead. In Selden Supra, these two 

depictions also occur, in addition to a third scene which 

occurs in none of the other apocryphal manuscripts, showing 

a man who slapped the side of Jesus' head and was killed.1 

The second type of episode occurs in Selden Supra, depicting 

boys who are Jesus' friends and are depicted upside-down as 

they fall to their death, the result of accidents and not 

antagonistic contacts with Jesus.2 The differentiation 

between the punishment and accidental types of death 

depictions must be deciphered from the apocryphal text 

descriptions, where only the confrontational episodes 

contain angry, defensive responses from Jesus, and hint at a 

more complex symbolic intention than in the accidental 

1 In SS:llr. In 18r and 2 9r teachers who slapped Jesus 
for insolence are struck dead but not depicted upside down. 

2 In fol. 13v, they fall from a hill, die and are 
revived in 14r; this scene was possibly depicted on a lost 
tile which preceded their revival in V&A-IA. The second fall 
occurs in fol. 20r when a boy is pushed down the stairs 
during a fight with another boy. The parents accuse the 
innocent Jesus who revives the boy in the next illustration. 
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falling deaths. Pseudo-Matthew relates simply' that the boy 

in tile scene 1A was struck dead, while the Infancy Gospel 

of Thomas describes a more dramatic response from Jesus, 

who, in anger, curses the boy as an insolent, godless 

ignoramus, and asks what harm the water pools did to him. 

Jesus then announces that the boy shall wither like a tree 

and bear neither leaves nor root nor fruit, and the child 

immediately withered.3 Selden Supra 38 states that the boy 

was dead, not withered, but escalates the episode as Jesus 

calls him "the evil son of Satan. Jesus, speaking in a 

childish manner which emphasizes his humanity, complains to 

his mother that the terrible Jewish boy came and put his 

stick in the pool. Jesus states that it was "his fault," 

and why "that bad boy", "the traitor" is dead.4 

The boy in 1A appears to be suspended in his fall, at 

the right border of the tile frame. Suspended there, he 

presents an ambiguous message as to the status of his death 

and his soul, as the narrative progression reveals that he 

is only temporarily dead. Although lifeless, his small eyes 

appear to be open as he looks toward the damaged pool. His 

headdress is a hood commonly worn by peasants and monks in 

this period, with a columnar tail called a "liripipe" which 

3 Pseudo-Matthew: 26; Gospel of Thomas: 3:1. 

4 SS:38: lines 397-500. 
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is pendulous in this scene.5 In contrast, this same boy-

appears in scene IB, large and upright with a foolish 

expression which includes a negatively interpreted profile 

pose, a large nose and bulging eyes.6 His liripipe has 

risen to a point in back as he strides away with Jesus' 

reviving touch. The pointed hood gives a sense of renewed 

life, but also the exaggerated sharpness of the point 

resembles the foolish men in scenes 5B, 6A-B and 7A, who 

resemble depictions of court jesters or the "Feast of Fools" 

characters.7 Scenes 2A and 2B depict the same pattern of a 

boy in the upside-down position of death and then revived by 

Jesus. However, in these scenes the boy's facial features 

are less distinctive and when he is revived, his liripipe 

remains pendulous. 

Depictions of bodies suspended or falling upside down 

to death appear in only a few categories of medieval art, 

the production of which followed such strict adherence to 

tradition that any innovation attracts attention to itself 

5 C.W. Cunnington and Phyllis Cunnington, Handbook of 
English Medieval Costume, (London: Faber, 1973). The peak of 
the hoods worn by peasants became increasingly long by the 
14th century and called a liripipe. 

6 Mellinkoff, 140, discusses costume details, such as 
the significance of the pointed hood; also, these facial 
features, which she interprets as anti-semitic depiction. 
She also describes the profile presentation as a negative 
statement used to indicate defamed figures, including Jews. 

7 Ibid., 230. Clifford Davidson, Illustration of the 
Stage and Acting in England to 1580 (Kalamazoo: Medieval 
Institute Publications, 1991), 65-72. 
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and demands a reason for the variation. This unusual 

portrayal of death indicates, therefore, not only the 

condition of the mischievous boy, but by association with 

previous iconographic tradition traceable to 1000 A.D., is 

symbolic of a more specific type of death, that related to 

the moralized depiction of God's punishment of an evil deed. 

In medieval iconography, death as an upside-down 

position occurs in depictions of the rebel angels, sinful 

humans and pagan idols. In biblical chronology the earliest 

event, and the paradigm of the fall from goodness, occurs in 

the apocryphal versions of Creation, when the rebel angels 

ally themselves with the prideful Lucifer, and thus forsake 

God.8 Fourteenth century Christian ideology symbolically 

characterized the angels as the light of God.9 The fall of 

the rebellious angels therefore represents not just their 

alienation from God's goodness and wisdom, but represents 

his division of darkness from the light on the first day of 

Creation. In mournful terms, Isaiah describes the fall of 

the most beautiful angel from the light of God.10 The 

8 Alan E. Bernstein, The Formation of Hell, (Ithaca: 
Cornell, 1993), 316, discusses this concept from Augustine 
of Hippo, De Civitate Dei, Book 11.9-15, 29-32; 12-1, 6-9; 
20.6-7. 

9 Jan Van der Meulen, The West Portals of Chartres 
Cathedral, Volume I, (Washington, D.C.: University Press of 
America, 1981), 45, also draws from Augustine to ground his 
discussion of Creation. 

10 Isaiah 14:12, "How you have fallen from heaven, 
bright morning star." 
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angels' defection from the goodness of God is interpreted as 

the primary cause of evil.11 As the Creator expels them 

from Paradise, the banished angels plummet with Lucifer into 

the dark filth of hell, and are routinely shown mutating 

from the form of angels into demons with the characteristics 

of animals.12 The fallen angels are forever perceived as 

being evil, ignorant, unclean and intent upon deceiving 

human beings.13 A vision of the hell they inhabit existed 

as a reality in the minds of Medieval Christian believers. 

Two of the earliest depictions of angels falling from 

heaven with Lucifer appear in Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, the 

Junius 11 Manuscript, Caedmon (c.1000); and the Cotton 

Claudius B IV, Aelfric, (second half of the eleventh 

century) .14 The metamorphosis of the bad angels into 

11 Bernstein, 316. 

12 Jeffrey Burton Russell, Lucifer, the Devil in the 
Middle Ages, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 130. 
The Devil appeared as a human or humanoid form, or as an 
imp, from the sixth century through the eleventh, when the 
animal or monstrous shape was increasingly evident, although 
the types were often combined. Burton also mentions that 
their physiognomies acquire long noses, a feature used in 
anti-semitic depictions of Jews. 

13 Hall, 272. 

14 Thomas H. Ohlgren, Insular & Anglo-Saxon Illuminated 
Manuscripts, (New York: Garland, 1986), p.141: Oxford, 
Bodliean Library MS Junius 11 (Caedmon) C.1000, p. 4; 
p.212: London, British Library MS Cotton Claudius B.IV, 
Aelfric, Hexateuch, 11th c., f.2. The Flemish Lobbes Bible, 
c.1084, contains an illumination of the Genesis I-initial 
with a dark Satan falling head-first from the circle of 
heavenly angels of light. 
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animalistic creatures, as they are being expelled with 

tridents by the Archangel Michael and two faithful angels, 

is clearly shown in the Hortus Deliciarum (late twelfth 

century).15 Fig-13 Multiple expulsions and transformations 

occur in manuscript illustrations. English examples of the 

fourteenth century include the frontispiece of the Queen 

Mary Psalter, which combines God and his creating compass 

with the fall of Lucifer. 16 Fi9-11 

Visualization of the concept of the fallen angels 

became available to a wider segment of the medieval English 

populace in the Fall of Lucifer plays.17 God's ejection of 

Lucifer and the angels from Paradise was vividly dramatized 

by acrobatically agile English actors who dove and tumbled 

from the stage of a pageant wagon into the gaping Hell 

15 A.Straub, and G. Keller, Hortus Deliciarum, 
(N.Rochelle: Caratzas Bros., 1977), Fol. 3v (Pi. 2). 

16 Other examples: Cambridge, Fitzwilliam M330, leaf 1; 
Walters Art Gallery 106, f.24; Lothian Bible, NY, Pierpont 
Morgan Library, M791, f.4v; Stjorn's translation of the Old 
Testament into Icelandic. Reykjavik, Arni Magnusson 
Institute, MS AM 227 F. lv. 

17 Sheingorn, 5-6. Dating of the early Fall of Lucifer 
plays, which were performed at the beginning of the Creation 
dramas, is difficult. The earliest records of the full 
Mystery Play cycles date to the mid-fourteenth century. 
However separate plays were presented earlier, with a "Fall 
of Lucifer" dating to 1194 in Regensberg. C.M. Kauffmann, 
"Art and Popular Culture", discusses the relationship 
between drama and pictorial art, and especially the Holkham 
Bible Picture Book of 1320. 



Mouth, often aided by a ramp, trap door, or rope.18 

Human beings comprise the second category of falling 

bodies, doomed to death. Man, created to fill the void left 

by Lucifer and his banished angels, was forever marked by 

the sinful fall of Adam and Eve. The will of the human 

would, until death, vacillate between the pure light of God 

and the dark evil of Satan. In the frequently depicted Last 

Judgement, Christ condemns those humans who have lost that 

struggle, as they answer to the justice of the scales 

according to their evil deeds or their lack of faith. They 

then plunge upside down or are dragged by Satan's assistants 

into Hell, often appearing as a cauldron or Hell Mouth. 

Some of the earliest manuscript depictions occur in the 

ninth century Utrecht Psalter where wicked humans fall head 

first or are driven by angels into the pits of hell.19 In 

the Liber Vitae Manuscript of Newminister (early eleventh 

century) two damned humans literally dive into the Hell 

Mouth as the angel locks the door to contain the devil 

monster and his captives.20 Fig-14 The medieval belief in the 

symmetrical leveling effects of death is exemplified in the 

mid-twelfth century Winchester Psalter where a crowned king 

is the only upside-down body, floating among the other 

18 Clifford Davidson, From Creation to Doom (New York: 
AMS Press, 1984), 24-25. 

19 Utrecht Psalter, Reims c.840. e.g.fol.41v, 55r, 66r. 

20 Liber Vitae of Newminister, British Museum Stowe, 
944, Winchester, early eleventh century. 
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contorted forms in the crowded Hell Mouth.21 He, who rose 

to the highest social level, at death had the furthest to 

fall, indicated by his heels-over-head position. Ordinary 

English parishioners would have seen similar depictions on 

church tympanums and in the vivid Doomsday wall paintings 

positioned in full view over parish church chancel arches 

or, as at Chaldon, on the west nave wall.22 Flss-15'16 Designed 

by the clergy, these stern scenes were constant warnings to 

viewers of the final punishments for a wayward life. 

Images of sinful human beings in the upside-down 

position also appeared in early Christian manuscript 

depictions of the Flood, where the dead, who were excluded 

from the ark because they were evil, float about, some 

upside down.23 The Morgan Beatus contains such images, 

which appear in Hell or portray the killing off of wicked 

ones. Evil Salome performs her seductive dance in an 

upside-down or a somersaulting position, like the disdained 

jongleur, a symbol of wickedness.24 In the Cursus Sanctae 

Mariae, Lot's salt-pillar wife looks back on the sinful 

figures from Sodom and Gomorrah who tumble head first into 

21 Winchester Psalter, BM, MS, Cotton Nero C IV, fol.7. 

22 Sheingorn, 1. Caiger-Smith, 175. 

23 John Williams, Morgan Beatus, New York, Pierpont 
Morgan Library, M.644, mid-tenth century, Noah's Ark, f.79r. 

24 Mellinkoff, 230. 
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the burning city.25 

The third category of upside-down figures involves 

falling heathen idols, commonly depicted in narration of the 

holy family's apocryphal Flight into Egypt. When the family 

reached the end of their journey, the city of Sotinten in 

Hieropolis, they entered the temple to sleep, and all 300 

heathen idols tumbled from their pedestals, fulfilling a 

prophecy made by Isaiah, "Behold, the Lord will come upon a 

swift cloud and come into Egypt, and the idols of Egypt 

shall be moved at his presence."26 Affrodosius, governor 

of the city, then fell to his knees and adored the infant 

Jesus as a god who could destroy his gods.27 The Flight 

into Egypt is considered to be the first of Christ's 

sufferings on earth, the revelation of his divinity to the 

heathen and his triumph over hostile powers.28 Such a 

victory is mentioned in 2 Corinthians 11:14, implying that 

Jesus is associated with the divine power that cast Satan 

out of heaven.29 This association can then be extended to 

25 Cursus Santae Mariae, New York, Pierpont Morgan 
Library, M. 739, fol.llr. 

26 Isaiah 19:1; also referred to in Jeremiah 43:13. 

27 In Selden Supra, line 396, he is called Frondise. 

28 Gertrud Schiller, Iconography of Christian Art, 
(Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society, 1969). 

29 Bernstein, 250, citing 1 Corinthians 11:14 which 
Jesus passed the authority to cast out demons on to his 70 
disciples. 
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associate Jesus' destruction of the idols with God's 

banishment of the rebel angels from Heaven. 

The heathen idols traditionally appear as either 

classic statues or animal-like demons, who tumble from their 

pedestals and break into pieces, or fall head-first like the 

rebel angels, the original demons.30 Such idols, diving 

from castle walls, can be seen in the Meditations on the 

Life of Christ, attributed to Pseudo-Bonaventura, and 

influential among medieval Franciscans.31 Fig-17 This text 

contained apocryphal Infancy episodes from the Proevangeleum 

of James, but not those depicted in the Tring Tiles. 

Michael Camille has used two manuscript illustrations to 

iconographically connect the fall of the evil heathen idols 

with that of the rebel angels, their predecessors, who 

metamorphosize into demons as they plummet from their 

heights.32 Fi9s-18'19 He associates the angels and idols 

typologically by paralleling God's purging heaven of the 

evil pride of Lucifer and his angels at the beginning of 

time with that of Christ cleansing the Egyptian temple of 

their demonic descendants, the idols. 

In the Pseudo-Matthew and Selden Supra 38 texts the 

30 Camille, 67. 

31 Isa Ragusa and R.B. Green, Meditations on the Life 
of Christ, (Princeton: 1961), ill. #59. 

32 Ibid., 58-59: Fall of the Rebel Angels. Paris, B. de 
l'Arsenal, MS. 1186, Psalter of Blanche of Castille, fol.9v; 
and the Fall of Idols. Private Collection Psalter, fol.45r. 
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story of the falling heathen idols and the resulting 

adoration of Jesus by the king Affrodosius/Frondise are the 

final episodes before Jesus and his family leave Egypt to 

return to Judea.Fl9S-20,21 Immediately following is the story 

of the creating and breaking of the pools, which occurs 

after Jesus returns to Judea. Fl9-22 in Selden Supra, both 

episodes are illustrated with upside-down figures.33 The 

adjoining position of these two episodes of death in the 

texts of Pseudo-Matthew and Selden Supra and especially the 

illustrations containing upside-down bodies in Selden Supra 

38 suggests a visual relationship between the portrayal of 

the fall of the evil Egyptian idols in fol. 8r. with the 

unusual depiction of death seen in Selden Supra fol. 9r and 

Tring Tile scene lA.Fl9S- 22,23 This association is 

strengthened by the use in Selden Supra 3 8 of the verb 

trebucher, meaning "to fall head over heels" which is used 

in Selden Supra to describe both the fall of the idols and 

of the boy.34 In addition, this arrangement links Jesus' 

power to destroy the idols by his divine will with his 

bringing judgment upon those who defy him. 

33 Pseudo-Matthew 22-2 6: Holy Family in Egypt; 26-28: 
Jesus with boy and 7 pools. In Selden Supra 38: ill.#13 Holy 
Family approaches city, demons fly from window; #14: 
Frondise & people kneel before Jesus (this image, an 
extension of the fallen idols narrative, actually is placed 
between that of the idols and the pools); #15: Jesus, 7 
pools, the boy destroying 1 pool; is dead, upside-down. 

34 Boulton, SS line 358, demons; 494, man pulling 
Jesus' hair; in line 508 she translates simply as "fall". 
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This relationship between the errant boy and the fallen 

heathen idols and rebel angels is further stratified in 

medieval Christian symbolism by the mention in Pseudo-

Matthew, and the emphasis in Selden Supra 38, of the boy 

being Jewish.35 In the worst instances of defamation, Jews 

were characterized by Medieval Christians as enemies of 

Christ and also associates of the Devil. 

Thus, the affiliation of the dead boy with the fallen 

angels and idols clarifies the symbolism of the upside-down 

position. The boy appears not to be in the anguish of 

death, but free-falling from a height with hands extended 

above his head, similar to the angels and idols in the 

previously mentioned images. Such a derivation then 

transfers their negative quality into the image of the 

withered Jewish boy. 

Repeated in tile scene 2A, the upside-down death of the 

mischievous boy who jumped on Jesus' back is a more crumpled 

version of the boy in tile scene 1A. The texts state that 

the boy jumped upon Jesus with the intent to harm him, a 

concern which echoes the historic rhetoric of the Christian 

church that Jews were responsible for the killing of Jesus 

and that they continue their attempts to undermine 

Christianity. Apocryphal passages exemplify this point in 

35 Boulton shows in her glossary that the word Giu 
appears many times in the textual descriptions of SS, always 
in confrontational incidents. 
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the descriptions of the angry, frightened Jews' threats to 

harm Jesus and his family, out of fear for their children's 

welfare and in retaliation for Jesus' past deeds. 

Thus, the errant boys have presented justification for 

Jesus to strike them dead, proving his power and superiority 

over not just those who aggravated and threatened him, but 

by extension, of Christianity over all non-believers. In 

the end, however, Jesus revives both the boys in scenes IB 

and 2B, presenting proof of Jesus' charity and forgiveness, 

and his divine mission to fulfil the promise of Christianity 

for resurrection from death. 
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IX. ENGLISH ANTI-SEMITISM 

The figures who interact with Jesus in the Tring Tile 

sequence are persons whom the apocryphal texts describe as 

being Jewish. They enact stories from the beginning years 

of Christianity, yet through dated details, such as costume, 

the castle, and the plow are fused with the early fourteenth 

century. The medieval Tring Tile images echo the conflicts 

between Jesus and the Jewish figures described in their 

centuries-old apocryphal sources. In addition they reflect 

contemporary Christian attitudes towards Jews, as 

traditional anti-Judaic biases escalated into anti-semitic 

abuses with the religious fervor of the crusades. The 

historical circumstances which preceded the production of 

the Tring Tiles help explain the stereotypical depictions of 

Jews on the tiles. 

The first Jewish population arrived in England after 

1066 as part of William I's financial bureaucracy, 

integrating into Christian society even though they lived 

under economic and social restrictions as a small, 

separately administered group.1 Their economic welfare and 

personal safety were secure only in relationship to their 

1 Harold Pollins, Economic History of the Jews in 
England, (Rutherford, Wis., Fairleigh Dickinson University 
Press, 1982), 15, states that although some historians have 
noted references to Jews in England before this date, the 
first Jewish communities of any size formed after 1066. 
D'Blossiers Tovey, Anqlia Judaica (London, George Weidenfeld 
and Nicolson, 1990), 4, found allusions to Jews in England 
in AD740. 
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ability to fulfill the financial demands of the king. 

Eventually, royal law allowed them to make a living only by 

money lending, an activity which historically the Jews had 

practiced, since the Christian Church had declared it usury, 

a sinful practice for Christians.2 With this virtual 

monopoly, the Jews prospered by lending money to nobles, 

commoners, burghers, monasteries, bishops and landowners who 

mortgaged their rural land for ready cash.3 The antagonism 

felt by these debtors became a primary cause for the 

hardship and violence to which Jews were later subjected. 

Economic prosperity for the Jewish population peaked in the 

last quarter of the twelfth century, but was curtailed when 

the loss of Normandy in 1204 to Philip Augustus created an 

economic decline for England.4 The weakened King Edward 

escalated his financial demands upon the Jews, leading to 

the decimation of their financial usefulness to the crown. 

Their initially stable position in society had already 

begun to deteriorate with the religious fervor of the first 

2 R.I. Moore, The Formation of a Persecuting Society 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 84-86. Money-lending as a 
primarily Jewish profession evolved in England after the 
first Crusade; by the twelfth century the Jews had been 
excluded from all other major ways for earning a living. 

3 Pollins, 17-18. Harding, 198. 

4 Cecil Roth, A History of the Jews in England (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1964), 34-35. 
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crusade in 1095 and the murder of Jews by crusaders on the 

continent.5 Christian clergy became increasingly hostile 

toward Judaism as the minority faith whose followers 

rejected Jesus, and who were charged with exclusive blame 

for his torture and crucifixion. Overzealous English 

bishops and local clergy intensified their anti-Judaic 

hostility, fueling anti-Semitic sentiment and abuse among 

their parishioners, many of whom had little opportunity for 

daily contact with Jews. Although mistreatment of the 

English Jews was less severe and lasted for a shorter time 

than on the continent, they were subjected to repeatedly 

hostile incidents of harassment and murder, until their 

expulsion in 1290.6 

The seminal event for anti-semitic accusations and 

violent treatment of Jews occurred on Easter, 1144, in 

Norwich, a center for Jewish commerce and wealth.7 A local 

monk accused Jews of the crucificial torture and death of a 

twelve year old Christian boy, William of Norwich. The 

charges included drawing the boy's blood for demonic ritual 

practice, an accusation which associated them with the 

passage in John 8:42-44, in which Jesus accuses the Jews of 

5 Joshua Tirachtenberg, The Devil and the Jews (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1943), 12. 

6 Moore, 440. 

7 Pollins, 17. Moore, 119-121. 
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being the sons of the devil and not of God.8 This incident 

at Norwich was the first of many such demonizing episodes 

throughout England and the continent. William of Norwich 

was declared a martyr, providing relic-poor England with a 

lucrative miracle-producing child saint. 

A similar incident occurred at Bury St. Edmunds in 1181 

followed by a decade of harassment by Bishop Samson de 

Tottington, who was angered by the huge debt which Bury owed 

to local Jews.9 On Palm Sunday, 1190, his fiery remarks 

propelled the congregation to attack and kill fifty-seven 

Jews. The Bishop obtained permission from the King to expel 

the remaining Jews to St. Albans, thus ridding Bury of its 

debtors. Evidence of earlier vehement anti-Semitism at Bury 

St. Edmunds is present in the remarkably complex ivory cross 

believed carved in 1155 with anti-semitic statements etched 

onto scrolls held by figures of the prophets.10 Anti-

semitic inscriptions appear on the front and side of the 

cross shaft which Thomas Hoving suggests were added between 

8 John 8:42-44: Jesus said unto them, "If God were your 
Father, ye would love me: ..Ye are of your father the devil 
and the lusts of your father ye will do." 

9 Cecil Roth, (1964), 24-25. 

10 Thomas P. F. Hoving, "The Bury St. Edmunds Cross", 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 22, (1964), 317-340. 
Hoving attributed the cross to Master Hugh of Bury, also an 
illustrator of the 1135 Bury Bible. Hoving dates the 
inscriptions to 1181-1190, and states that they could have 
been added later than an original 1150 carving of the cross. 



1181 and 1190, the time of the Jewish expulsion from Bury 

St. Edmunds. Another violent attack against Jews occurred 

in the same year at York, instigated by four baronial 

families who were heavily indebted to Jewish financiers.11 

The entire Jewish community of 180 persons were killed or 

committed suicide. 

In 1215 the Fourth Lateran Council included Jews in 

their legislation aimed at controlling heretics and persons 

the councilmen considered to be enemies of the faith. The 

dictates of this council established mechanisms to further 

isolate and stigmatize the Jewish population.12 Following 

the directives of this council England became the first 

nation to require that Jews wear an identification badge, 

first in white, then later in yellow and in the shape of the 

tablets of Old Testament Law.13 This official church 

policy had little effect upon most Englishmen who had 

11 Roth, (1964), 22-24; Moore, 118. 

12 Ibid., 39-40. English anti-Semitism was exemplified 
by Stephen Langston, archbishop of Canterbury, who was 
influential at this council; his antagonism towards Jews was 
reflected in the policies adopted there and later. 

13 Ibid.; Michael Camille, (1989), 181. The imposition 
of this badge sought to isolate a group that had become part 
of urban society. Roth and Camille call attention to the 
1222 Council of the Province of Canterbury held at Oxford in 
which anti-Jewish sentiments were intense, the directives of 
the 1215 Lateran Council reinforced, and the size of the 
badge enlarged. 
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profitable or personal associations with the Jews.14 

These implements of stigmatization coincided with the 

demise of Jewish economic usefulness to the English crown. 

In the thirteenth century Christian Italians and Englishmen 

usurped the Jewish money-lending monopoly, a situation made 

evident by the Jewish Statues of 12 75 which repealed the 

rights of Jews to practice usury.15 This document directed 

them to work as merchants, artisans and laborers, advice 

which proved unrealistic and failed to stabilize their 

declining situation. In 1290, after years of confiscating 

their properties and draining their financial resources, 

Edward I expelled the Jews from England.16 

Their expulsion, motivated by both economic and 

religious factors, also served the king's political goals to 

14 Bernard Glassman, Anti-Semitic Stereotypes Without 
Jews (Detroit: Wayne State U. Press, 1975), 16. 

15 Roth, (1964), 70, The Statutum de Judeismo, listed 
as Statues of the Realm, i. 220-1, was issued at Westminster 
in the Common Council of the Realm in 1275; Tovey, 109-112. 

16 Glassman, 11. No documents remain which explain the 
king's reasons for the expulsion, nor to determine exactly 
what the ordinary citizen thought about his action. Camille, 
181-182; Jordan, W.C., The French Monarchy and the Jews 
(Philadelphia: U. of Pennsylvania Press, 1989); and 
Menache, Sophia "Faith, Myth, and Politics-The Stereotype of 
the Jews and their Expulsion from England and France", The 
Jewish Quarterly Review, 4, vol. 65, April 1985, 360, all 
describe the Jewish expulsion from France by kings Philip 
Augustus in 1182 and Louis IX in 1253 and 1291. 
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further an evolving national identity.17 The purging 

England of non-Christians served as propaganda for a king 

who was attempting to consolidate his central power and 

define the Christian English as the Chosen People, modeled 

after the heroic Jewish figures the Old Testament.18 

The yellow tablet badge was only one of several signs 

of social conflict used in art production to identify and 

stigmatize Jews. This badge was not employed in either the 

Tring Tiles nor the Selden Supra Manuscript, but can be seen 

in the Holkham Bible Manuscript of 1320, where Pharisees 

trying to trap Jesus place miniature tablets of the law over 

their eyes to symbolize a reoccurring Christian theme, the 

Jews' blindness to Jesus' divinity.19 Fl3-24 

Blindness is a major characteristic of Synagogue, the 

metaphorical image constructed by Christian propagandists to 

symbolize the demise of Judaism.20 In Medieval art she is 

portrayed defeated, with veiled eyes, a crown sliding off 

17 Sophia Menache, "Faith, Myth, and Politics - The 
Stereotype of the Jew and Their Expulsion from England and 
France." The Jewish Quarterly Review, (April 1985), 360. 

18 Ibid. Menache states that the concept of the 'Chosen 
People', usurped from Jewish heritage, yielded the concept 
of "Israel of the Spirit" associated with the Old Testament 
Jews, as opposed to "Israel of the Flesh", the defiled, 
expelled fourteenth century Jews. 

19 Kauffmann, 49. 

20 Camille, 178; Mellinkoff, 49. 



her head, and holding a broken staff as the tablets slip 

from her hands. In contrast her nemesis, Ecclesia, the 

personification of the victorious New Testament faith, 

stands tall holding attributes of the Christian faith. A 

mutilated sculpture of Synagogue stands opposite an equally 

broken Ecclesia on the Judgement Porch at Lincoln Cathedral, 

another site of Jewish harassment and in 1258 of a ritual 

murder accusation.21 This sculpture of Synagogue, dated at 

1256, presents a timely statement as she stands above the 

socle figure of a Jewish rabbi wearing the Old Testament 

tablet badge.Fig-25 

The technique used to identify Jewish figures 

throughout the Tring Tiles, and the most consistent method 

employed to draw attention to Jewish persons in Christian 

art, is the exaggeration of facial features. It is 

important to note that the Tring Tile images are more 

strongly caricatured than those in Selden Supra, and that 

manuscript text is itself more inflated than the ancient 

texts. Ruth Mellinkoff, in The Outcasts, points out that 

the features chosen to signal Jewishness were in truth those 

of the Mediterranean peoples.22 These characteristics, 

which became commonplace in Christian illustrations by at 

21 Moore, 36. 

22 Mellinkoff, 127-129. 
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least the thirteenth century, include dark curly hair, 

scraggly beards, huge noses, large dark bulging eyes, and 

sometimes, protruding teeth. Mellinkoff documents their 

frequent occurrence in medieval art, particularly in the 

depiction of Passion and Crucifixion scenes where Jews are 

portrayed not just as witnesses, but as tormentors and 

murders of Christ. Such facial features can been seen on the 

figures in many of the Tring Tile scenes.23 Mellinkoff 

also notes the implication of the profile image, also seen 

here, which was used to signify the demeaning and defaming 

of figures.24 

Mellinkoff discusses several types of headgear which 

were used to portray Jewish males. As indicators they are 

frequently used when other signs are absent, yet are so 

ambiguous that their meaning is often difficult to 

assess.25 The hat types most regularly seen are conical 

and funnel-shaped, plus a variety of pointed hats and hoods, 

and the head-hugging coif worn by Jewish males in their 

23 Scenes IB, the revived boy; 2A, the foolish face of 
Master, Zacharias; 3A, possibly the father's destroyed face; 
4A, the face and beard of the Master, wearing the stalked 
hat of a doctor, who slaps Jesus; 4B, the two teachers; 5B, 
the three men who have lied to Jesus have large eyes, beards 
and exhibit inane smiles; 6A, the villagers who did not have 
the insight of the wild beasts; 6B and 7A, the worker and 
man with ax have large eyes and noses. 

24 Mellinkoff, 226. 

25 Ibid. , 59-94. 



81 

homes. Yet, the same styles of hats were also fashions worn 

by contemporary Christians, and therefore are not always 

clear indicators of anti-Semitism. In addition, these types 

of headgear present an ambiguous statement when they appear 

on images of Old Testament figures. A dichotomy in medieval 

Christianity maintained not only the conflicts, but also the 

harmony between the Old and the New Testaments, so that the 

Old Testament patriarchs, prophets and other Biblical heroes 

were esteemed, and even revered. This respect was crucial, 

as these figures represented the ancient roots of 

Christianity and proof of the New Testament as fulfillment 

of the Old Testament prophesies. Therefore, the selected 

hats with pointed crowns which the Old Testament figures 

wore presented a more benign symbol for identifying Jewish 

figures than when they appeared on defiled figures from the 

Old Testament and those from the New Testament era. 

In three Tring Tile scenes (TT-2B, V&A-2A, TT-6A) 

Joseph is identified by the flat-topped hat with brim, which 

only he wears. Medieval costume texts associated this style 

of headgear with peasants, field workers or shepherds, roles 

inappropriate for Joseph the carpenter, except that he is 

usually depicted as an humble person.26 The hat with 

pointed crown and upturned brim, worn by the man in scenes 

25 Cunnington and Cunnington, 46. 
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TT-6B and TT-7A, is described by Mellinkoff as a Jewish hat. 

As discussed in chapter II, this man is identified in the 

apocryphal texts as Joseph, but his depiction in the tile 

scenes is completely different from the Joseph portrayed 

elsewhere in the tile images. 

Stereotypical iconography of Jewish men also occurred 

in secular circumstances, such as in the marginal sketches 

of public documents dating from 1261 to 1291 recording the 

legal and financial dealing of Jews.27 They are simple 

line drawings which include Christian as well as Jewish 

caricatures. The latter depict figures with the tablet 

badge or a man's hooded profile, with large eyes and hooked 

nose. An example from the Essex Record Role of 1277 shows a 

man's profile with a big nose and bulging eyes, with "Aaron, 

son of the Devil" written above the drawing.Fig-26 The most 

elaborate of such pieces occurs as the head of a roll of the 

Issues of the Exchequer for 1223, depicting a wealthy, 

three-faced Jewish financier from Norwich.28 Fl9-27 Below 

him, defaming imagery consists of a Jewish man with scales 

to reference greed, multiple devils, including the central 

figure of a devil who points to the elongated noses of a man 

27 Zefira Rokeah, "Drawings of Jewish Interest in Some 
Thirteenth-Century English Public Records," Scriptorium, 
(1972), 55-60. 

28 Ibid; Camille, 82-83. 
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and woman, as if to indicate his control over them. 

Rokeah states that there appeared to be no overt hatred 

of Jews expressed in the texts of these private records, as 

there were also caricatures' of Christian clergy as well as 

those of Jews.29 However, she correctly concludes that 

these caricatures of Jewish features, even if only doodles 

made by bored scribes, show the existence of common 

derogatory attitudes towards the Jews which had become a 

cliche among ordinary Christians. 

After the expulsion, English Christians followed the 

human tendency to demonize those who are not present. The 

shapers of public opinion kept the image of the Jews alive 

by magnifying the caricatures of the absent Jews into even 

more exaggerated types.30 Such images proliferated in 

illustrated manuscripts, carved ivory pieces, sculpture, 

written tracts and pamphlets, and in that oral society, by 

storytellers, ballad singers and in folk legends.31 The 

evolving mystery plays, a primary method for the 

dissemination of opinion into popular culture, dramatized in 

exaggerated caricatures the Jews' supposed roles in the 

passion and crucifixion sequences. With the arrival in 

29 Zefira Rokeah, (1972), 60. 

30 Glassman, 9. 

31 Bagley, 42 . 
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England of the Dominicans in 1221 and the Franciscans in 

1224, sermons became an increasingly powerful tool for the 

shaping of public opinion. In their preaching the friars 

preserved and popularized anti-Semitism in its crudest 

forms, using stories about the expelled Jews as sermon 

illustrations.32 

In addition to these disparaging stories, the friars, 

using the vernacular, incorporated material from the larger 

body of popular culture to attract and hold the interest of 

a mainly uneducated audience.33 This material included 

poems, which humanized Christ and placed him in situations 

relevant to the lay audience.34 They did not escape 

criticism for using "trivial material", as later in the 

fourteenth century, John Wycliffe reproached the Franciscans 

for incorporating apocryphal poems and verse gospels into 

their sermons.35 Evidence is scarce as to exactly what 

types of apocryphal material the friars used, although C.M. 

Kauffmann mentions the possible inclusion of infancy 

32 Glassman, 18-19. 

33 Kauffmann, 62; H. W. Davis, Medieval England. 
(London: Studio Editions, 1993), 402. 

34 Kauffmann, 51, 61-62. 

35 W. 0. Hassall, The Holkham Bible Picture Book 
(London, 1954), 96. 
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stories, but not specifically those in the Tring Tiles.36 

There is no evidence of exactly how the Infancy stories 

were utilized at Tring Parish Church, nor of friars 

presenting sermons. Therefore, the didactic function 

proposed in this paper can only be suggested from their 

physical and expressive qualities, the exaggerated 

presentation of the tile figures, which are far more 

exaggerated than the depictions in Selden Supra, and their 

relationship to other art work, such as wall paintings, 

which were known to have been used by clergy to augment 

their sermons. 

One must ask, therefore, what purpose anti-Semitic 

depiction would have served, thirty years after the 

expulsion. Certainly, the English Christian church body 

still felt some satisfaction at the removal of these non-

Christians, in this time of no religious tolerance. 

However, the pertinent function of the Jews in the Tring 

Tile images must not have been just their anti-Semitic 

construction, but their role in the expounding of the 

generic Christian message, relayed in vernacular terms, of 

the miraculous power of Jesus over all non-believers, as 

presented in this graphically visual display of death, dealt 

to those who rejected and defied Jesus. 

36 Kauffmann, 62. 



X. JESUS CONFRONTS THE APOCRYPHAL PARENTS AND MASTERS 

In response to the problems created by their children's 

contacts with Jesus, the apocryphal parents react, creating 

a major force of tension in the Infancy stories as they 

voice fear for their children's well-being as well as angry 

threats towards the holy family. Mary and, particularly 

Joseph, act as intercessors between Jesus and the angry 

parents. In tile scene 2A, Mary exchanges rhythmic gestures 

with Jesus and emphasizes their earthly relationship, as she 

gives him a firm but affectionate directive to revive the 

dead boy, and protect himself from the threatening parents. 

Jesus, so as not to grieve her, does just that, as shown in 

the compressed scene. Mary is dressed as an elegant 

fourteenth century lady, wearing a crown, a detail seen in 

no other illustrated infancy text. The crown denotes her 

role as Queen of Heaven, one also associated with Ecclesia, 

the victor over Judaic Synagogue. This depiction contrasts 

her fourteenth century cult image with the ordinary parents, 

who are dressed in more simple fourteenth century garments 

than in Selden Supra.1 

Even Joseph, usually depicted as an humble older man, 

appears in scenes TT-2B and V&A-2B wearing a robe draped 

1 PM: 26, 29; GT: 4, 5, 9; Parents all complain to 
Joseph about the harm that has come to their sons. In TT 
they appear only in TT-2B, TT-5B, and especially V&A-2B. 
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similarly to Mary's. He wears an identifying flat-topped 

hat and carries a walking staff. In the apocryphal texts, 

he is the parent to whom the parents complain, and who, in 

turn, attempts to scold a recalcitrant Jesus. 

The other parents, with their concern for the dead 

boys, exhibit a lack of awareness of the holy child's 

singular circumstance, and are cast in a negative role, 

emphasized by their anti-Semitic depiction. Although they 

are not depicted in tile scenes 1A/1B, such combative 

parents participate in the textual descriptions of the 

broken pool episode, as they complain to Joseph and threaten 

Jesus after the death of the boy who destroyed the pools. 

In the second tile scene, 2B, two women stand talking with 

Joseph, their smiles indicating that their protests have 

been successful, as Jesus is shown reviving the boy from 

scene 2A with a touch to his back. 

The only graphic example of the mood of the angry 

parents in the tile episodes occurs in V&A-2A, where the man 

in the forefront gestures angrily to Joseph. Although he 

shows a faint smile or smirk, he is distressed over the 

children who fell from the hill and died when attempting to 

mimic Jesus.2 The Tring Tile artist had drawn upon anti-

Semitic stereotypes to depict these parents who were fearful 

2 See Chapter II for explanation of the insertion of 
scene VA-2A into the BM sequence. 



of Jesus' power and dared to confront him and his family. 

In V&A-2A Joseph is dressed in more elaborately draped 

clothing than in his other depictions (TT-2B and TT-6A), as 

he places his hand to his face in consternation at the 

predicament created by his supernatural child.3 

The parents contrast markedly with the kneeling 

children in V&A-2B, and its companion image V&A-1A. They 

are portrayed with fine features and prayful hands, 

accepting Jesus' blessing, healing, and possibly teaching. 

In the simplicity and calmness of these scenes the artist 

portrays the insight of the children who, unlike their 

troublesome parents, show humility and respect. Jesus emits 

the confidence with which he also defends himself in the 

confrontational episodes, as only he is fully cognizant of 

his superior knowledge and sacred power. 

In two instances in the Tring Tiles, parents take more 

definitive actions to protect their children from the 

seemingly fatal encounters with Jesus. The father in tile 

scene 3A is described as having beaten his son for playing 

with Jesus, and consequently has locked the son in a 

Romanesque-style tower. Characterized in the texts as a 

cruel Jewish father, his tunic and pointed hood match the 

3 The finer depiction skill and the exaggerated facial 
features in this image from the V&A set could indicate 
another hand. Also, any variation from the set of BM tiles 
provides evidence for the existence of two separate sets. 
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other adults in the tiles, although his facial features have 

been destroyed. The uselessness of his ploy is evident in 

scene 3B as Jesus pulls the boy through a slit in the tower. 

The parents who are made to look the most foolish 

appear in scene 5B, as they attempt to trick Jesus by hiding 

their children in an oven. Their lies, that pigs are in the 

oven, are realized when Jesus changes the children to pigs, 

an act which resembles magic more than a sacred miracle. 

However, Jesus revives the children, in a scene not present 

in the extant Tring Tiles.4 

The conflicts between Jesus and the parents culminate 

in tile scene 6A. Jesus, at eight years of age, has gone to 

play with lions which have been terrorizing the area.5 The 

villagers vilify Joseph for allowing his son to be in such 

danger.6 However, the lions do not attack Jesus, but pay 

homage and worship him. As Mary and Joseph raise their open 

palms to ward off danger, Jesus spreads his arms to lecture 

the adults, stating that the lions, who recognize and 

glorify their Lord, are wiser than the humans, who do not. 

The adults respond in amazement at this graphic lesson, as 

they are made to recognize their own blindness to Jesus' 

4 SS: 22v, 23r. 

5 PM:35; SS:27v,28r. 

6 BOF: The villagers gloat over Jesus' possible death. 
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divinity. This scene is the last of Jesus' confrontational 

episodes with parents in both the Tring Tiles and Selden 

Supra. It provides a glimpse of his future teaching, as he 

chose this opportunity to delineate, through the beasts' 

example, the shortsightedness of the humans. The Tring Tile 

narrative has progressed through several episodes of 

conflict, in which the parents have felt frightened, 

enraged, frustrated and foolish, to this point of didactic 

clarification of Jesus' identity. Although the villagers 

exhibit amazement more than conversion, this last episode 

offers a precise message which awakens the non-believers to 

the reality of Jesus' divinity. 

This awakening was also experienced by an even more 

crucial segment of the Jewish community, the Masters who 

were the teachers of the Jewish faith. As described in the 

texts, their transition from blindness to clarity was 

decisive in the resolution of the tile narrative. The texts 

relate that, in response to the angry parents' frustration 

with Jesus' miraculous willfulness, Joseph escorted him to 

school, three times, to be taught the traditional knowledge 

of Judaism by Jewish Masters.7 These respected teachers 

were the guardians of Hebrew Law and what was considered by 

Medieval Christians to be the Old Order. Their roles as 

7 PM:30,31,38; GT:6,7,8,14; SS:10/below, 17v,18r,19r; 
Teacher episodes not in TT: PM:39; GT:15; SS:2 9r,30r,33r. 
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unaware teachers present an irony since, throughout the 

Middle Ages, Jewish teachers provided their communities with 

educational training which surpassed that available to 

ordinary Christians. However, the encounters between Jesus 

and the Jewish Masters provided Christian writers with 

opportunities to emphasize Jesus' superior knowledge and 

power, as well as the Jews' "blindness" to him as the 

personification of the New Order. Jesus was the primary 

teacher of Christianity and in the apocryphal stories, the 

learned Jews proved to be no match for this divine child. 

In the Tring Tiles, Jesus appears with teachers in 

three scenes, 2A, 4A and 4B. The first two episodes depict 

conflicts in which Jesus rejects the lessons presented and 

then angrily lectures the teachers for not understanding his 

special provenance and power.8 The third scene on tile 4B 

presents Jesus' healing of the deaf, mute and crippled, as 

the two teachers with caricature-type faces gesture towards 

Jesus.9 

Episode 2A presents Master Zacharias, the first teacher 

mentioned in the apocryphal descriptions.10 Joseph first 

brought Jesus to school not only to assuage the angry 

8 PM:30,31; GT:6,7; SS:10v. 

9 Jesus' prophecy of healing appears in PM:31; GT:8; 
SS:10v; with parallel scene: SS:19r. 

10 PM: 30 , 31; GT:6,7; SS:10v. 
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parents but because Zacharias had reproached Mary and Joseph 

for thinking more of their son than of the traditions of the 

elders. Zacharias appears in this scene, sitting high on a 

pedestal or chair and exudes authority through his larger 

stature. He holds a book symbolic of his profession. 

However, his grotesquely exaggerated features include large 

eyes which form an expression suggesting a clown's mask, not 

the prestige and wisdom of his position. This depiction is 

reminiscent of masks used in popular drama, and may have 

been intended to imply the foolishness of the teacher when 

confronted with the superior knowledge of Jesus.11 

At first glance it appears that Zacharias is talking 

with the boy who is jumping on Jesus' back. However, the 

apocryphal texts contain no episodes which connect the 

teacher with this particular boy. Thus, the tile scene 

proves to be a confusing conflation of separate episodes 

from the texts, and parallels an error in the Selden Supra 

illustration which depicts Master Zacharias earlier than he 

is described in the texts.12 To be true to the texts, 

11 Davidson, Illustrations of the Stage and Acting in 
England to 1580, (Kalamazoo, Medieval Institute, 1991), 36, 
51, 65-103 regarding dramatic masks and fools. The 
unanswered questions as to the effect that medieval drama 
exerted upon visual arts is discussed in Chapter VII. 

12 PM:30,31; GT:6,7; SS:10v/below shows Zacharias 
gesturing, as is boy hitting Jesus on the head, who is then 
shown upside-down-dead; SS:llr: a seated Joseph, Jesus, boy 



Zacharias should not be pictured until after the story of 

the boy jumping on Jesus' back. At that point, the Master 

reprimands Mary and Joseph, and Jesus responds irately, 

declaring his divine origin, and announces his intention to 

heal the infirm and revive those who have defied him.13 

A similarly contentious communication has occurred in 

scene 4A, representing the second appearance of a teacher in 

the Tring Tiles and Jesus' second trip to school.14 As in 

scene 2A, the visual description of this Master contains 

stereotypical features. His stalked beret is a medieval 

fashion worn by doctors, professors and often by Jewish men 

shown in the context of these professions.15 The teacher 

attempts to teach Jesus the Hebrew alphabet but Jesus 

responds with questions which hint at the allegorical nature 

of alpha and omega. In frustration and anger the teacher 

slaps Jesus on the cheek. The second figure of Jesus 

jumping on his back, then upside-down-dead. This error in 
both TT and SS, depicting Zacharias too early, is evidence 
for a common model for TT and SS, possibly attributable to 
that artist's unfamiliarity with the text. 

13 The continuation of the episode in the apocryphal 
texts which is not in the TT describes an embarrassed 
Zacharias who sends Jesus to the teacher Levi, who attempts 
to teach Jesus the Hebrew letters; Jesus lectures him and 
declares his healing powers. 

14 PM: 3 8 ; GT:14; SS:17v,18r. 

15 Cunnington and Cunnington, 64, fig.d.; Mellinkoff, 
68, in scenes of the doctors in the Temple, Luke 2:42-50. 
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represents his scolding the teacher and, in the Selden Supra 

text, calling him a hypocrite.16 

From this exhibition of Jesus' knowledge and authority, 

the tile narrative advances to scene 4B showing Jesus' third 

encounter with teachers. In this reverse depiction of a 

Selden Supra scene, the teachers gesture as if talking with 

Jesus. Selden Supra relates that these Masters were unable 

to heal the lame, deaf and mute persons kneeling behind 

Jesus, and are frightened when Jesus performs a miracle to 

do just that.17 Maureen Boulton correlates this event to 

the healing miracles in the Gospels.18 It also seems 

appropriate to relate this healing episode to the apocryphal 

textual description in tile scene 2A in which Jesus declares 

his intentions for healing.19 The performance of these 

miracles presents a growing body of evidence which 

demonstrates Jesus' divine presence and powers. 

The next meeting between Jesus and the Jewish Masters 

also emphasizes Jesus' divine status and as well as 

16 SS:18r: The teacher, called Levi, is berated by 
Jesus as a treacherous hypocrite; but Jesus does not strike 
him dead, as stated in PM:38 and GT:14. The unusual 
duplicate image of Jesus appears also in SS and shows the 
common rescension of TT and SS. 

17 SS:19r; Jesus' only reference to healing was made 
earlier in SS:10v; PM:31 and GT:8. 

18 BAN, 13; SS: 19r; B0F:17. 

19 PM: 31; GT:8. 
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resolving his conflicts with the teachers. This important 

episode is described in the apocryphal texts, but is not 

contained in the extant Tring Tiles.20 The existence of 

this meeting in all the texts and its pivotal role in the 

resolution of the narrative would indicate that the incident 

was probably one of the lost tiles. This presumption will 

be accepted here, to allow for a finalization of the theme 

in the tile narrative sequence to coincide with that in 

Selden Supra and the old texts. This episode closely 

resembles Jesus' visit to the temple in Jerusalem when he 

was twelve years old (Luke 2:41-52), and is an example of 

the close ties between some of the apocrypha and the 

canonical versions of Jesus' life. In the apocryphal texts, 

Jesus, instead of berating the teachers for incomplete 

knowledge as he had done before, takes the book from the 

Master's hand and "speaks of the Holy Spirit", and "taught 

them the law".21 At this point, all the teachers marvel 

and adore him. One teacher, described as Joseph's friend, 

declares to Joseph that his son is not a scholar but a 

teacher, and states that this child embodies the power of 

20 GT : 15 ; PM:39; SS:30r 

21 PM:39; GT:15; SS: fol.30. The visit to Jerusalem in 
Luke 2:41-52, is also contained in GT:19 and SS: fol.33r. 
The exact description of the teachers' responses varies in 
the different texts. 
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God and the Holy Spirit.22 In her interpretation of the 

Old French manuscript, Maureen Boulton describes the 

teachers' response as conversion.23 This admission by the 

Jewish Masters, in a conservative interpretation, shows the 

teachers' acceptance of Jesus' divine status, but a more 

extreme assessment could contend that the teachers accepted 

Jesus as the Messiah and thus justified the existence of 

Christianity, resolving the controversy which had 

historically separated the two faiths. 

In addition to the depiction of this Christian victory, 

the emphasis upon teaching in this apocryphal narrative can 

possibly provide an additional clue to the motivation for 

the selection of the Infancy stories to be placed as tiles 

in Tring Church. The Gospels emphasize Jesus as the model 

for Christian teachers, a lesson which also surfaces in each 

of the tile stories, where he marshals his many powers to 

combat and convert the non-believers. Even though the Jews 

had been expelled from England by the time these tiles were 

made, the battle to control them, and all whom the Christian 

church deemed threatening, continued on the continent. If 

the original viewers of the tiles included Christian 

teachers, whether clergy, friars or nuns, this message would 

22 Boulton, Les Enfaunces Jesu. 77,78, lines 1608-1620. 

23 BOF : 2 6 . 
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reinforce and validate their mission, made even more real by 

the visual description on the tiles. There Jesus, the 

paradigm of Christian teaching, even as a child, marshalled 

his miraculous powers to overpower and outwit the parents 

and teachers and provided guidance to all viewers and 

validation for the Christian mission.24 

24 It is consideration of this point that the figures 
in scene 2B take on relevance as possible nuns. This 
interpretation would introduce a local connection in which 
nuns had served as teachers and were associated with the 
original location of the tiles. 
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XI. THE WEDDING FEAST OF ARCHETECLIN 

The final tile in the Tring Tile series depicts a 

wedding feast at which Jesus blesses three jugs, changing 

water to wine. It is a scene derived from the wedding feast 

at Cana (John 2:1-12), Jesus' first miracle in the canonical 

Bible. However, the description of the wedding at Cana, 

with a wine-changing event, is contained in only one type of 

ancient apocryphal text, the Coptic Gospels. Pseudo-Matthew 

describes only a family feast attended by Joseph and Mary 

and their separate families, at which Jesus blesses the 

feast, but performs no miracles.1 Only the Selden Supra 3 8 

manuscript contains the stories and illustrations of both 

the family feast and the wedding feast of Archeteclin, where 

Jesus changes five water jugs to wine2. In addition, this 

expansive text includes the description of Jesus' visit to 

the temple at Jerusalem, as described in Luke 2:41-52, 

positioning the visit between the two feasts.3 

In the Tring Tile image Jesus blesses three jugs of 

wine, a compression of the six vases mention in John 2:6 and 

1 PM: 42. 

2 SS: 32v/bottom: family feast; 33r: Jesus' visit to 
temple at Jerusalem; 33v: wedding feast of Archeteclin; 
34v: Jesus blesses 5 jugs. 

3 GT:19 includes Jesus' visit to the temple, but no 
feast. 
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the five in Selden Supra. The servant is handing the goblet 

of new wine to the banquet master. Only four persons are 

seated at the table. Noticeably absent is Jesus' mother 

Mary, who often appears in depictions of the Cana feast and 

is present in both feasts in Selden Supra. This raises the 

possibility of a missing tile scene with Mary depicted in 

the second piece, although the intact table and the balanced 

composition of the figures in tile scene #8 would indicate a 

complete scene.4 Even an artist's error which combined the 

family feast with the wedding feast would not explain the 

absence of Mary, as she is present at both events. Again, 

the frustration of an incomplete tile series leaves these 

questions unanswerable. 

The importance of this tile is evident in its format, 

as it is the only extant tile with an undivided scene and 

with an incised border. This special treatment suggests 

that, as in Selden Supra, it is the final scene in the Tring 

Tile series, and serves as a climax for the stories of 

Jesus' childhood.5 As such, it serves as a transition 

between the apocryphal miracles performed by the child Jesus 

4 In Meditation on the Life of Christ, 140-148, ill. 
121-131, describe the wedding at Cana, the wedding feast of 
Mary's sister's son, John, at which Mary was working and did 
not sit at a table. 

5 SS includes two additional scenes: 35r: Jesus saying 
goodbye to his parents; 3 6v: a kneeling man, presumably the 
patron. 
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and those of his adulthood, occurring after his baptism and 

the calling of four disciples as recorded in the New 

Testament Gospels. The relationship of this wedding feast 

image to the feast at Cana, establishes it as a type for the 

Last Supper. As such, it stands as proof of Jesus' 

divinity, as he enacts his miracle of the wine, which 

symbolizes the donation of his blood of the Eucharist. 

This concluding scene in the Tring series interacts 

with the first tile scene, TT-1A, as they represent not just 

a beginning and ending of the series, but also exist in a 

medieval construction of symmetry, duality and struggle of 

opposites, believed to exist in all aspects of life. Thus, 

the first tile scene containing imagery symbolic of the 

creation of the world and the origin of evil created by fall 

of Lucifer and his angels, is balanced by the final scene 

representing God's solution for that evil, and in extension, 

for man's sin which originated with the fall of Adam and 

Eve. This symmetry is echoed in the depiction of the three 

water pools of creation in the first tile scene, referencing 

the Trinity, and the three pots of water, changed to wine, 

in the final scene. 

Thus, the Christians witnessing this miracle are 

participating in a banquet which symbolically celebrates the 

resolution of God's ultimate design. In the context of the 

Tring Tiles of 1320, this scene of celebration can also be 
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extended to represent their prejudicial exultation over the 

victory of Christianity by the banishment of the non-

believers from Christian England. 
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XII. CONCLUSION 

The Tring Tiles, dated to 1320, remain as the only-

public work of English Gothic art with narrative depiction 

of the apocryphal Gospels of the Infancy of Christ. Their 

images are rendered in sgraffitoed white slip, a technique 

duplicated by no other major piece from that period. The 

episodes depict Jesus performing acts infrequently portrayed 

in Christian art, yet communicate the recurrent Christian 

theme of good over evil, manifested in the superiority of 

Christianity over non-believers. 

Although the tiles have been on display at the 

British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum for over 

seventy years, relatively little research has been done to 

provide a more definitive explanation as to their origin or 

of their symbolic iconography. Validation for their 

location at Tring Parish Church relies upon the 

circumstantial reappearance in the nineteenth century of the 

tiles and four shards in the vicinity of Tring and the 

church. However, no additional evidence has materialized 

which proves conclusively, nor disproves, their original 

siting at the Tring Church. The erasures of time restrict 

the known information as to why this unusual subject, 

executed in a rare technique, was selected for an English 

parish church. 

These apocryphal stories from the second century, with 
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their tales of killing and revival, push belief to the 

extreme. Even with their inconceivable actions and the 

resulting expulsion from accepted church literature, the 

stories were perpetuated within popular culture, providing 

Christians with accounts of Jesus' childhood, the years 

ignored in the New Testament Gospels. Evidence of their 

popular resurgence in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries exists in the multiple extant manuscripts which 

describe and illustrate episodes from these apocryphal 

activities of the child Jesus. Crucial to understanding of 

the Tring Tiles is the extensively illustrated Bodleian, 

Oxford, Manuscript Selden Supra 38. Its rescensional 

relationship to the model for the Tring Tiles is evident in 

the selection, composition and details of scenes, although 

marked differences in figural style, number, and positions 

of figures reveal their derivation from different direct 

models. By furnishing an organizational sequence for the 

disconnected tile scenes, the manuscript provides evidence 

as to what critical scenes are missing from an originally 

longer tile sequence. 

The Tring Tiles are without text, indicating that the 

exaggerated expressions and gestures of the figures were 

designed for an illiterate viewing audience. Mounted as a 

frieze on the chancel or north aisle walls, they would have 

been on didactic parity with wall paintings and used to 
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visually augment preachers' sermons. The stories were 

possibly from an Anglo-Norman text similar to Selden Supra 

38, and verbalized in the vernacular, as they had been 

carried through the centuries by popular piety and resonated 

in the traditional oral memory of the congregation. The 

often-blurred line between popular and elite cultures became 

more indistinct when the officially rejected infancy stories 

were illustrated in manuscripts, and then redefined as 

public art in their transfer onto the Tring Tiles. The 

patronage and designing of the tiles would have required the 

guidance of literate persons who were familiar with their 

manuscript model and possessed a vision for their usefulness 

in a parish church. 

That usefulness was focused upon the verification of 

the Christian mission, enacted by a humanized portrayal of 

the child Jesus. The narrative emphasis upon farming and 

Jesus' interaction with the apocryphal children and adults 

presented a setting with which the rural Tring viewers could 

relate. Overpowering this popularized portrayal of Jesus, 

however, was his performance of divine miracles. Although 

the Christian populace viewing the miracles would have 

granted Jesus complete permissibility, his bizarre feats 

were more close in nature to medieval folk belief which 

permeated daily medieval life and possibly helped justify 

his unusual, punitive acts. They existed outside Christian 
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dogma, which established the acceptability for Jesus' 

miracles of goodness and his role as paradigm of Christian 

teaching. He utilized his miracles of killing and trickery 

to instruct through punishment, actions which established 

the realization that if Jesus could use his power to harm 

and kill, he could also use it to benefit and heal. 

Integral to the ambitions of these Christian mission 

was- the incorporation of anti-Semitic attitudes into the 

tile images. By the fourteenth century the expelled English 

Jews appeared in Christian memory and rhetoric as inflated 

stereotypes of non-believers who were enemies of the faith. . 

Escalated anti-Semitic elements in the Selden Supra 38 

manuscript text attest to the association of these attitudes 

with the apocryphal stories. These perspectives 

materialized in the caricatured figures in the Tring Tile 

scenes, portrayals which echoed other medieval art 

depictions, and possibly suggest the borrowing of maligning 

mask and character constructions from medieval drama. Such 

characterizations in the tile images provided Christian 

clergy and friars with didactic sermon material to criticize 

the Jews' conflicts with Jesus, and in extension, describe 

them, like all non-believers, as evil. This quality is 

embodied in the dead boys who reenact the fall of Lucifer 

and his angels, as evil was created by their expulsion from 

Heaven and juxtaposed against God's goodness. This 
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bilateral struggle is intellectualized as knowledge and 

vision against ignorance and blindness in the exchanges 

between Jesus and the Jewish Masters. The symmetry of these 

tile episodes is further expanded as Jesus reverses the 

boy's death and the teachers accept his divinity. The 

symmetrical cohesiveness of the narrative occurs between the 

initial apocryphal episode of the pools with the large final 

canonical banquet scene, after Jesus the child triumphs over 

all conflicts and exhibits his supernatural power and 

knowledge over all who were blind or hostile to 

Christianity. The Tring Tiles thus serve not just the 

superficial service of depicting events, although 

apocryphal, of the childhood of Jesus, but through the 

extreme measures he used to teach the non-believers, carry 

the fourteenth century Christian message of his mission on 

earth and his miracles of goodness and charity available for 

those accept and believe in his divinity. 

Of the remaining questions presented by the Tring 

Tiles, the identity of the missing episodes remains primary. 

Research into the schematic similarities and differences 

between the Tring Tiles and Selden Supra 3 8 would present 

more insight as to their possible rescensional relationships 

and more information regarding the lost tile images. One 

must remember that any assumptions postulated regarding 

original meanings in the tile series are weakened by lack of 
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evidence of the images contained in the complete set. 

Evidence now available which refutes the current compact 

borders of the extant series is the existence of the shard 

at the Victoria and Albert Museum, which may depict the Magi 

presenting gifts to Jesus, and suggests the existence of 

episodes which could include the Nativity and Flight into 

Egypt, like Selden Supra 38. In addition, a complete 

mystery surrounds the British Museum drawing of the lone man 

sitting in a tree, and requires the location of a similar 

figure elsewhere to provide a hint as to his identity. 

More attention needs to be paid to a search for traces 

of these particular apocryphal stories and resonances of 

their themes in medieval sermons and drama. The resemblance 

to nuns of the two women in tile scene 2B presents the 

possibility of the involvement of a religious house in the 

commissioning or location of the tiles. The strong emphasis 

upon teaching in the tile narrative might indicate the 

association with an order involved in teaching, particularly 

of children, and merits study. Additional information is 

needed to more closely prove, or disprove, the tiles' 

initial location at Tring Parish Church, including the 

identification of the craftsmen, the workshop which produced 

the Tring Tiles, and scientific texts on the clay body of 

the tiles to determine its source. These tests might also 

assist in determining if the tiles and shards at the 
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Victoria and Albert Museum match those at the British 

Museum. The repeated tile scene, V&A-1A and V&A-2B, 

depicting Jesus and the kneeling children, as well as the 

more graceful, detailed treatment of the Joseph scene in 

V&A-2A create curiosity about separate sets. 

These questions surrounding the Tring Tiles and their 

unknown original history await answers to be provided by 

more intensive localized historical research and 

iconographic considerations. 
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XIII. ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure 1: Tring Tiles: All tiles are rectangular and 
measure 323-328 cm x 160-164 

TT-lA 
Jesus builds pools; boy bieal-
them and is struck dead 

. TT-1B 
Mary tells Jesus to revive 
dead boy who then walks away 

TT-2A 
Zacharias; boy jumps on Jesus 
and is struck dead 

TT-2B 
Joseph talks with parents; 
Jesus revives dead boy 

_ 1Y 

EO- v ' Vl\ \ K ! 

•If jit 'J iU \ ^ 

Jesus ~and~boys "at 
V&A-1A t 
Jesus revives boys 
when jumping from a hill 

V&A-1B 
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Figure: Tring Tiles, continued, page 2 

Father puts son in tower to Jesus pulls boy out of 
prevent him from playing tower through a slit 
with Jesus 

TT-4A 

Teacher slaps Jesus, who 
scolds teacher 

TT-4B 

Teachers; Jesus heals 
lame persons 

TT-5A 

Villagers harvesting Jesus 
grain 

TT-5B 

Parents hid children from 
Jesus in oven 



Figure 1: Tring Tiles, page 3 
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V&A-2 
Angry parents talk 
with Joseph 

V&A-2B 
Jesus revives/blesses 
boys 

i A " 

TT-6A 
Wild lions are tame 
with Jesus 

~y\: 

TT-6B 
Joseph? scolds helper; 
Jesus points_cLt beam 

TT-7A 
Jesus straightens or 
lengthens beam 

- -  I— B . , • '  TT-7B 
Villagers and repaired 
plough 
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Figure 1: Tring Tiles, page 4 

TT-8 
Wedding Feast of Archeteclin 

BM DRAWING OF LOST FRAGMENT-2 

V&A FRAGMENT-3 

V&A FRAGMENT-4 
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