
ȬClumsy and Illogicalȭ? 
Reconsidering the West Kirby Hogback 

 
Howard Williams 

 
7ÉÌÌÉÁÍÓȟ (Ȣ ΨΦΧάȢ Ȱ#ÌÕÍÓÙ ÁÎÄ ÉÌÌÏÇÉÃÁÌȱȩ 2ÅÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÓÔ +ÉÒÂÙ ÈÏÇÂÁÃËȟ The 
Antiquaries Journal 96, 69ɀ100. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003581516000664 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper presents a fresh reading of a significant early medieval recumbent stone monument from West 
Kirby, Merseyside (formerly Cheshire). Rather than being a single-phased hogback, later subject to damage, it 
is argued that West Kirby 4 might have been carved in successive phases, possibly by different hands. It is 
suggested that the carvers had different abilities and/or adapted their work in response to the time pressures 
of a funeral or a shift in the location or function of the stone. While a single explanation for the character of 
the West Kirby monument remains elusive, the article proposes that, rather than Ȭclumsy and illogicalȭ, the 
stone was more likely a coherent but experimental, distinctive and asymmetrical, multi-phased and/or multi-
authored creation. Through a review of the monumentȭs historiography and a detailed reappraisal of the 
details and parallels of its form, ornament and material composition, the paper reconsiders the 
commemorative significance of this recumbent stone monument for the locality, region and understanding of 
Viking Age sculpture across the British Isles. As a result, West Kirbyȭs importance as an ecclesiastical locale in 
the Viking Age is reappraised. 

 
ȬHogbacksȭ is an umbrella-term covering a diverse range of recumbent stone monuments 
broadly dating from the tenth or eleventh centuries AD from northern Britain.1 These 
stones feature in many general and popular syntheses of the history and archaeology of 
Viking Age Britain2 as well as specialist appraisals of the periodȭs stone sculpture.3 Langȭs 
seminal studies of the English and Scottish hogbacks saw them as distinctive Hiberno-
Norse Ȭcolonialȭ monuments.4 Hogbacks find no direct and singular precedent in either the 
Insular or the Norse worlds, but are widely regarded as reflecting Norse interaction with 
native Christian communities.5  
 
Various studies are now questioning not only the attribution of individual recumbent stone 
monuments to the category of hogbacks, but also the efficacy of the category itself as an 
index of Norse settlement and/or influence.6 This is part of a growing trend to critique 
culture-historic frameworks for interpreting sculpture and instead explore the significance 
of individual early medieval sculpted stones within specific assemblages and local historical 
and topographical settings. This trend also reflects the growth of new theoretical 
approaches to the biographies, materialities and landscape settings of particular 
monuments and assemblages.7 Rather than attempting to identify a single prototype or 

                                                 
1 Collingwood 1927, 162ɀ73; Collingwood 1928; Lang 1972ɀ4; Lang 1984; Bailey 1980; Bailey and Whalley 
2006. 
2 For example, Carroll et al 2014. 
3 Bailey 1980; Stocker 2000; Hadley 2008; Kopár 2012; Hall 2015a; Jesch 2015, 80. 
4 Lang 1972ɀ4; Lang 1984. 
5 Lang 1972ɀ4; Lang 1984; Bailey 1980, 92ɀ7; Abrams 2012, 36 
6 6. Hall 2015a; Williams 2015. A book-length study of these monuments is forthcoming by Victoria 
Thompson. 
7 For example, Orton 2003; Williams 2015. 
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inspiration for all hogbacks, and a shared attribution to them in terms of their 
commissionersȭ linguistic or cultural background, we might instead pay closer attention to 
the material qualities, life-histories and spatial settings of individual hogbacks (or groups of 
monuments) to reveal their variability in character and deployment alongside other 
sculptures. Such approaches aspire to create more refined interpretations of early medieval 
stone sculpture in their socio-political, religious and mortuary contexts, including the 
relationships between hogbacks, between hogbacks and other forms of recumbent stone 
monument and as freestanding stone monuments and architectural entities.8 
 
In particular, these developments have opened up an appreciation of the ways in which 
these Ȭhouse-shapedȭ tomb carvings operated as Ȭtechnologies of remembranceȭ: material 
cultures that promoted social memories of the dead and the living through their creation 
and use, but also through their reuse.9 These particular approaches further seek to consider 
how hogbacks could have operated in discursive and performative ways and affected those 
inhabiting and traversing early medieval places and landscapes.10 Indeed, it might be 
argued that hogbacks have been left behind by these recent interpretative trends, despite 
sustained critiques over recent decades regarding the identification of ȬScandinavianȭ 
influence in Insular art and other material cultures of the tenth and eleventh centuries AD.11 
 
These recent research trends and perspectives build a context for reinterpreting one 
particular recumbent stone monument that is often called a hogback: West Kirby 4 (figs 1, 2 
and 3).12 It is part of the important assemblage of early medieval carved stones from West 
Kirby, on the Wirral peninsula, which comprises at least five, and possibly as many as eight, 
fragments from a wider collection of material discovered during the rebuilding of St 
Bridgetȭs Church in 1869ɀ70. The assemblage includes fragments of tenth or eleventh-
century circle-headed crosses (West Kirby 1, 2 and 3), a form known from elsewhere on the 
Wirral peninsula, including close by at Hilbre Island, Neston, Bromborough and Chester, as 
well as neighbouring Lancashire and north-east Wales and Anglesey.13 Also from West 
Kirby is a possible tenth-century recumbent stone fragment (West Kirby 5), which could be 
part of another recumbent stone or Ȭhogbackȭ.14 There are further cross-slabs from the 
same assemblage (West Kirby 6ɀ8), which Richard Bailey ascribes to the eleventh century 
or later.15  
 
 

                                                 
8 For example, Orton 2003; Driscoll et al 2005; Gondek 2010; Kirton 2016; Williams et al 2015b. 
9 Williams 2006; Williams 2011. 
10 Back Danielsson 2015. 
11 For example, Hadley 2008. 
12 Collingwood 1927, 167; Collingwood 1928; Lang 1984; Bailey 2010, 135ɀ6. 
13 BuȭLock 2000; Edwards 1999; Edwards 2013; Griffiths 2006; Griffiths 2010; Bailey 2010, 27ɀ40. 
14 Bailey 2010, 136. 
15 Ibid. 



 
Fig 1. Map of the immediate context of the West Kirby site, showing the principal locations producing early 
medieval stone sculpture, possible early church sites and the linear earthworks of the Mercian frontier 
mentioned in the paper (incorporating information from Bailey 2010 and Edwards 2013). Map: © Howard 
Williams  
 

Together, this assemblage has been taken to indicate that an early medieval ecclesiastical 
and burial landscape developed at West Kirby with connections to other nearby church 



sites on the Wirral, including Neston and Hilbre Island. As explored below, this was part of a 
broader ecclesiastical network linking church sites along the Flintshire coast. From this 
evidence, West Kirbyȭs church might be one ecclesiastical locus with a burial site 
established by the tenth or eleventh century. Those wealthy patrons of the church 
commemorated by the monuments might have included landed elites, merchants and their 
followers operating within this strategic maritime corridor, guarding approaches to the 
burh at Chester and adopting Hiberno-Norse sculptural fashions (figs 1 and 4).16 Notably, 
Everson and Stocker have recently advocated West Kirbyȭs church as controlling the trading 
place at West irby/Hilbre, Hoylake/Meols, under the jurisdiction of Chester.17  
 
West Kirby is itself a Scandinavian place-name (Ȭvillage with a churchȭ). Its dedication to the 
Irish St Bridget has commonly been connected to Hiberno-Norse activity in the north west, 
including in Chester itself.18herefore the West Kirby stones, including the hogback, have 
frequently been mobilised alongside a range of archaeological and historical evidence, 
place-names and church dedications to suggest a strong Hiberno-Norse presence on either 
side of the Dee Estuary (on the tip of the Wirral peninsula and the Flintshire coast) between 
the Anglo-Saxon burh of Chester and the trading settlement at Meols.19 This narrative has 
been sustained by the relatively recent discovery of a miniature hogbacked stone regarded 
as broadly contemporary in its tenth-century date, located 7km east-north-east of West 
Kirby at Bidston,20 while a rune-inscribed sculpted stone fragment from Overchurch close 
by hints at the importance of the region in the eighth/ninth centuries.21  
 
However, it has long been recognised that West Kirby 4 is not an accomplished and 
coherently executed monument. Lang regarded it as late in date, in particular because it 
was in his view Ȭclumsy and illogicalȭ in its execution.22 Despite this, the hogback has been 
afforded a special place in the local community and local history. Equally, West Kirby 4 is at 
the very south-western edge of the core distribution of hogbacks which straddles the 
Pennines from Cumbria to North Yorkshire;23 for this reason it has repeatedly been used as 
a prominent dimension in debates regarding the settlement, social status, cultural affinities 
and religious conversion of the Irish Sea region during the Viking Age.  
 
In the light of recent scholarship on the materiality and biography of early medieval 
stones,24 the time is ripe for a reappraisal of West Kirby 4 in itself, in the context of its 
assemblage, and in terms of its parallels with sculpture elsewhere around the Irish Sea 
region and farther afield. To this end, this paper presents a new reading of West Kirby 4 as a 
mortuary monument, drawing upon close attention to the interpretative possibilities that 

                                                 
16 Bailey 1980, 35ɀ6; Griffiths 1996, 52ɀ4; Griffiths 2010; Griffiths 2015; Kirton 2016; 
Everson and Stocker 2016. 
17 Everson and Stocker 2016; see also Kirton 2016, 164ɀ241. 
18 Cavill 2000, 143. 
19 Griffiths 2010, 52ɀ5; Jesch 2000, 3ɀ4; Harding 2002. 
20 Bailey and Whalley 2006; Bailey 2010, 59ɀ61. 
21 Bailey 2010, 91ɀ5. 
22 Lang 1984, 168. 
23 Ibid; Williams 2015. 
24 For example, Hall 2015b. 



remain, given the stoneȭs damaged nature.25 The paper begins by outlining and critiquing 
past and present conventions of describing, depicting and displaying West Kirby 4 before 
exploring afresh its parallels, material composition, ornamentation, form and contexts. This 
leads to the suggestion that the stone is a unique, experimental and asymmetrical 
monument made of a distinctive imported stone. In all these regards West Kirby 4 stands in 
contrast to the rest of the West Kirby assemblage and sits awkwardly with its description as 
a Ȭhogbackȭ. Furthermore, it is ventured that West Kirby 4ȭs relatively poor execution might 
have a significance in relation to the mortuary context of its production, the practicalities of 
carving it in relation to its architectural setting, its reuse and/or the rapid tempo of the 
mortuary ritual for which it was made, rather than necessarily reflecting the results of poor 
and inconsistent design and execution per se. 
 
This approach also casts doubt on the merits of regarding West Kirby 4 as a Ȭhogbackȭ. 
Instead of regarding West Kirby 4 first and foremost as a hogback outlier, the aim is to 
follow the lead of Fred Ortonȭs approach to Ruthwell and Bewcastle,26 considering West 
Kirby 4 on its own merits as the distinctive material trace of a constellation of ideas and 
influences in Insular art operating in relation to a particular geographical and socio-political 
context. In other words, rather than portraying it primarily as a Ȭclumsy and illogicalȭ object 
situated on the periphery of the hogback distribution, the aim is to recognise West Kirby 4 
as a striking attempt to create a recumbent stone monument lacking any singular or direct 
parallel amidst the early medieval corpus of Welsh, English and Scottish recumbent stone 
monuments. Instead of downplaying its importance, the approach adopted hopes to open 
up the monument to new interpretative avenues. 
 

                                                 
25 This work has drawn heavily on the detailed scholarly investigations of Lang and Bailey, yet is equally 
informed by fresh observations during multiple field visits with students and colleagues from 2009 to the 
present. This study has also benefited from dialogue with those who have worked with the monument and 
new photography and scans of the stone: see ȬAcknowledgementsȭ and White 2013; White 2015. 
26 Orton 2003. 



 
Fig 2. Black-and-white photographs of West Kirby 4, sides A to D. Photographs: K Jukes; © Corpus of Anglo-
Saxon Stone Sculpture 

 



 
Fig 3. Colour photographs of West Kirby 4, sides A to D (the oblique angle for side C is unavoidable, given the 
monumentȭs current display position). Photographs: © Howard Williams 
 



 
Fig 4. The distribution of monuments traditionally defined as Ȭhogbacksȭ. Map: © Patricia Murrieta-Flores and 
Howard Williams 

 
  



Writing about West Kirby 4 
As one among many traces of tenth-/eleventh-century material culture located around the 
Irish Sea region, the West Kirby monument has been heralded as a lithic indicator of Norse 
influence on the Wirral. Yet, like all such stones, West Kirby 4ȭs ȬViking hogbackȭ status is 
very much the creation of generations of scholarly discourse, mediated by selective textual 
description, as well as the choices made regarding the physical contexts of the monumentȭs 
display, its restoration, replication and representation in art and photography.27 The 
historiographical background for the interpretation of the monument can be located in the 
Victorian drive to identify evidence of the Vikings on the Wirral and across northern Britain 
more broadly. This context helps to explain why the Ȭhogbackȭ attribution is so tenacious, 
but also how, in this case, it is so inherently misleading and has overlooked the inherent 
qualities of the stoneȭs ornament, form and material composition.  
 
West Kirby 4 was already damaged along its top and narrow ends when discovered, 
perhaps during its architectural reuse in the later Middle Ages.28 It was quickly recognised 
as being carved from non-local stone. Writing in 1887, Browne noted that it was Ȭharder 
than any stone in the neighbourhood, and it has no doubt been brought from some 
distance and has been the memorial of some important personȭ.29 Collingwood cited 
different views as to the stoneȭs possible provenance, but offered no interpretation of this 
key aspect of the stone.30 More recently, both Lang and Bailey have highlighted this 
characteristic, and geological work by Bristow confirms that the monument is likely to be 
carved from Cefn sandstone, sourced to the west of Ruabon, some 43km to the south as 
the crow flies (see fig 1).31  
 
The interpretation of West Kirby 4ȭs form and ornament was fossilised in early accounts by 
focusing on its Ȭgood sideȭ with limited or no attention given to the other faces. Browne 
notes no difference between faces, beyond observing the Roman precedent for house-
shaped tombs, with the tiles or shingles possibly representing the Ȭroof of the last dwelling 
place of the departed manȭ. In doing so, Browne implicitly assumes a male-gendered 
association, as well as the idea that the monument was a tomb-cover marking a single 
grave.32  
 
Collingwood took this further by distilling visual comparisons between hogbacks from 
across northern Britain.33 His sketch of the West Kirby 4 monument incorporated a 
speculation as to its original hogbacked profile, drawing on parallels from Cumbrian and 
Yorkshire monuments.34 It is notable how this was achieved despite only a tiny part of the 
original ridge surviving (fig 5). Collingwood regarded the monument as Ȭlater than mostȭ. 
Here, as elsewhere in his work, he interpreted poor execution in chronological terms. 

                                                 
27 Foster 2015. 
28 Bailey 2010, 134ɀ5. 
29 Browne 1887, 147. 
30 Collingwood 1928, 91ɀ2. 
31 Lang 1984, 168; Bailey 2010; Bristow 2010. 
32 Browne 1887, 146. 
33 Collingwood 1927. 
34 Griffiths and Harding 2015, 10. 



The angle of the tegulae indicated to him that the Ȭoriginal meaning of the house-shape 
had been forgottenȭ.35 He recognised that the tiles were on a vertical face and therefore Ȭdo 
not tell their taleȭ: in other words, they no longer evoke the profile of the canopy he 
regarded as the original inspiration for the ornament. Above the tegulae Collingwood 
described Ȭcart-wheelsȭ, which were Ȭdrawn as a child might draw itȭ.36 The plaits below the 
tegulae were also regarded as late and having Ȭlostȭ their naturalistic appearance.37 As well 
as indicating a late and derivative monument of poor execution, the monumentȭs form and 
ornament suggested to him links with Cumberland and the Isle of Man as well as 
Northumbria.  
 
Significant for this discussion is the way that Collingwood treated the other broad side; he 
did not draw this and judged it to be Ȭthe backȭ, asserting that the Ȭback of the stone is like 
the frontȭ. He thus simultaneously assumed that the monument possessed a primary 
orientation while he refused to consider the differences between these broad faces.38 He 
conceded that the patterns are Ȭpushed higher up by the plain band, like a plinth, filling 4ǌ 
of the baseȭ but offered no explanation of this contrast. Collingwood, like Browne before 
him, asserted that the monument was Ȭimportedȭ, Ȭlateȭ and had a Ȭfrontȭ and a Ȭbackȭ, while 
paradoxically regarding both sides as essentially the same. He noted differences in the 
arrangement of the decoration, which he did not interpret. The same lack of attention to 
the asymmetry of the ornament and execution applies to Langȭs discussion of the 
monument, where again poor-quality work was equated with a late date.39 
 
Richard Baileyȭs full and comprehensive appraisal of Cheshireȭs early medieval stone 
sculpture provided a rich and scholarly analysis focusing upon ornamentation.40 Defining 
West Kirby 4 as a Ȭtype h scroll-typeȭ hogback (see below), Bailey interpreted the stone as 
high status, particularly because of the rarity of such monuments in the region and the 
evidently imported character of its stone.41 He then outlined the history, location, material 
and ornamentation of West Kirby 4, but made no comment on its form, implicitly accepting 
that it was originally hogbacked: as a tall, narrow monument with vertical sides, it was seen 
as reflecting a trend seen in other hogbacks found west of the Pennines.42 Bailey noted 
similarities in its ornament to monuments in Cheshire, Lancashire, the Isle of Man and 
Cumbria, including Whalley and Prestbury (see below). However, he emphasised Cumbrian 
(and thus also south-western Scottish and Govan)43 links for the wheel-and-bar 
ornamentation, being akin to the stopped plait found upon monuments from these areas. 
Bailey thus regarded the monument in a fully Irish Sea context,44 though Welsh parallels 
have to date received only brief, if important, comment.45  

                                                 
35 Collingwood 1928, 89. 
36 Ibid, 89. 
37 Ibid, 91. 
38 Ibid, 91. 
39 Lang 1984, 168. 
40 Bailey 2010. 
41 Ibid, 135. 
42 Bailey 1980, 98. 
43 Lang 1994. 
44 Bailey 1994, 116ɀ19; Bailey 2010, 39. 
45 Edwards 2013, 354. 
 



 
With Baileyȭs detailed study, we have a well-researched and rigorous description of West 
Kirby 4. However, Bailey showed the same implicit deference to the idea of a Ȭfrontȭ and 
Ȭbackȭ inherited from Collingwood via Lang, with Collingwoodȭs Ȭfrontȭ becoming Baileyȭs 
face A, and Collingwoodȭs Ȭbackȭ becoming Baileyȭs face C. Moreover, the idea that the 
differences between front and back, while accurately described, might represent a 
difference in date or significance, did not enter Bailey or any other recent commentatorȭs 
interpretation of the monument. 

 
Fig 5. W G Collingwoodȭs illustration of side A of West Kirby 4. Image: after Collingwood 1928 

 
Visualising West Kirby 4 

The written historiography of West Kirby 4 was based both on first-hand observations of 
the stone and on drawings and photographs. Collingwoodȭs illustration of side A has been 
widely reproduced, up to the present day.46 Published photographs of West Kirby 4 
consistently show the same face as Collingwood and regard this as its Ȭfrontȭ.47 Only one 
book has included a photograph of the Ȭbackȭ of West Kirby 4 prior to Baileyȭs Corpus 
photographs; in this case without specific comment on the contrasts between the two 
broad sides of the monument.48  
 
This passive neglect of images of West Kirby 4ȭs side C (and, indeed, of its narrow ends and 
top) is matched by silence concerning the monumentȭs asymmetries. The high-quality 
black-and-white photographic plates in the Corpus make it possible to compare and 
contrast each face side by side upon the same page for the first time,49 yet even this explicit 
juxtaposition of the faces has failed to provoke reflection on their striking differences. 
 
  

                                                 
46 The only antiquarian drawing of the stone attempted, to this authorȭs knowledge: Collingwood 1927; 
Collingwood 1928; Harding 2002. 
47 For example, Lang 1984, 169. The same face is shown as the front on the websites of St Bridgetȭs 

Church (<http://www.stbridgetschurch.org.uk/about-us/History-and-Buildings>, accessed 1 June 2016) and 
West Kirby Museum (known as the Charles Dawson Brown Museum until 2013) 
(<http://www.westkirbymuseum.co.uk/artefacts-displays.html>, accessed 1 June 2016). 
48 Harding 2002, 135 
49 Bailey 2010, pls 355ɀ356. 


