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Abstract

This paper presents a fresh reading of a digant early medieval recumbent stone monument from West
Kirby, Merseyside (formerly Cheshire). Rather than being a sipglsed hogback, later subject to damage, it
is argued that West Kirb§ might have been carved in successive phases, possibly byatitfeands. 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 Kirbymonument remains elusive, the article proposes that, rather tiamsy and illogicdl the

stone was more likely a coherent but experimental, distinctive and asymmetrical, /plodtsed and/or multi
authored creation. Through a review of the monuméntistoriography and a detailed reappraisal of the

details and parallels of its form, ornament and material composition, the paper reconsiders the
commemorative sigrficance of this recumbent stone monument for the locality, region and understanding of
Viking Age sculpture across the British Isles. As a result, West &iitmportance as an ecclesiastical locale in
the Viking Age is reappraised.

®logbacksis an umbrellaerm covering a diverse raye of recumbent stone monuments
broadly dating from the tenttor eleventh centuries AD from northern BritatiThese
stonesfeature in many general and popular syntheses of the history and archaeology of
Viking Age Britairf as well as specialist appraisals of the pe@atone sculpturéLang®
seminalstudies of the English and Scottish hogbacks saw them as distinctive Hiberno
Norse®oloniaBmonuments# Hogbacksfind no direct and singular precedent in either the
Insular or the Norse worlds, but are widely regarded di€cting Norse interaction with
native Christian communitie®.

Various studies are now questioning not only the attribution of individual recumbtarte
monuments to the category of hogbacks, but also théedcy of the category itself an
index of Norse settlement and/orfinence® This is part of a growing trend to critique
culture-historic frameworks for interpreting sculpture and instead explore the $igance

of individual early medieval sculpted stones within sfiecassemblages and local historical
and topographicatettings. This trend also fiects the growth of new theoretical
approachego the biographies, materialities and landscagettings of particular
monuments andassemblageg.Rather than attempting to identify a single prototype or
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inspiration for alhogbacks, and a shared attribution to them in terms of their
commissionersdlinguistic orcultural background, we might instead pay closer attention to
the material qualitieslife-histories and spatial settings of individual hogbacks (or groups of
monuments)to revealtheir variability in character and deployment alongside other
sculptures. Such approachaspire to create more faned interpretations of early medieval
stone sculpture in theisocio-political, religious and mortuary contexts, including the
relationships betweerhogbacks, between hogbacks and other forms of recumbent stone
monument and adreestanding stone monuments and architectural entities.

In particular, these developments have opened up aprapiation of the ways in which
these®ouseshapeditomb carvings operated afechnologies of remembrandematerial
cultures that promoted social memories of the dead and the lithmgugh their creation

and use, but also through their reu8&@hese particular apmraches further seek to caider
how hogbacks could have operated in discursive and peré&tive ways and affected those
inhabiting and traversing early medieval places and landscapesleed, it might be

argued that hogbacks have been left behind by these receterpretative trends, despite
sustained critiques over recent decades regarding the idatiion of@candinaviad
influence in Insular art and other material cultures of the tenth and eleventh centuries AD.

These recent research trends and perspectives buddraextfor reinterpreting one
particular recumbent stone monument that is often called a hogback: West Ki(bgs 1, 2
and3).?1t is part of the important assemblags early medieval carved stoné®m West
Kirby, on the Wirral peninsula, which comprises at Idas, and possibly amany as eight,
fragments from a wider collection of material discovered during tekuilding of St
Bridget® Church in86%70. The assemblage includes fragments efth or eleventh
century circleheaded crosses (West Kirlly2 and 3), a form knowrfrom elsewhere on the
Wirral peninsula, including close by at Hilbre Island, NesBsomborough and Chester, as
well as neighbouring Lancashire and noghst Wales andnglesey3Also from West
Kirby is a possible tenthentury recumbent stone fragmer{tVest Kirby5), which could be
part of another recumbent stone dhogbaclé'4 There arefurther crossslabs from the
same assemblage (West Kirby8), which Richard Bailegscribes to the eleventh century
or later®®
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Figl. Map of the immediate context of the West Kirby site, showing the prindgeations producing early
medieval stone sculpture, possible early church sitestaedinear earthworks of the Mercidnontier
mentioned in the paper (incorporatingformation from Bailey2010and Edward®013. Map: © Howard

Williams

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



sites on the Wirral, including Neston and Hilbre Island. As explored below, this was part
broader ecclesiastical network linking church sites along the Flintshire coast. thism
evidence, West Kirt® church night be one ecclesiastical locus with a busiaé

established by the tenth or eleventh centurijfhiose wealthy patrons of the church
commemorated by the monuments might have included landed elites, merchantdfzid
followers operating within thistrategicmaritime corridor, guarding approaches to the
burhat Chester and adopting Hiberaorse sculptural fashion$igs 1and4).16Notably,
Everson and Stocker have recently advocated West K&rblgurch asontrolling the trading
place at Westirby/Hilbre, Hoylake/Meols, under the jurisdictiarf Chester:’

West Kirby is itself a Scandinavian platame @illage with a churc. Its dedicatiorto the
Irish St Bridget has commonly been connected to HibeNwrse activity in the northvest,
includingin Chester itselttherefore the West Kirby stones, including the hogbachye
frequently been mobilised alongside a range of archaeological and historical evidence,
placenames and church dedications to suggest a strong Hibd¥imose presence on either
side of the Dee Estuary (on the tip of the Wirral peninsula and the Flintshire coast) between
the Anglo-Saxonburhof Chester and the trading settlement at Med&This narrative has
been sustained by the relatively recent discovery afiaiature hogbackedtone regarded
asbroadly contemporary in its tentltentury date, locatedkm eastnorth-east of West
Kirby at Bidston?°while a runeinscribed sculpted stone fragment from Overchurch close
by hints at the importance of the region in the eighth/ninth cenes?*

However, it has long been recognised that West Kidliy not an accomplished and
coherently executed monument. Lang regarded it as late in date, in particular because it
wasin his viewB®lumsy and illogicdin its executior?2 Despite this, thehogback has been
afforded a special place in the local community and local history. Equally, West&slat
the very southwestern edge of the core distribution of hogbacks which straddles the
Penninefrom Cumbria to North Yorkshiréfor this reasorit has repeatedly been used as
aprominent dimension in debates regarding the settlement, social status, cultufaliés
and religious conversion of the Irish Sea region during the Viking Age.

In the light of recent scholarship on the materialitydabiography of early medieval
stones?*the time is ripe for a reappraisal of West Kirbip itself, in the context of its
assemblage, and in terms of its parallels with sculpture elsewhere around the Irish Sea
region and farther field. To this end, this paper presents a new reading of West Kidsya
mortuary monument, drawing upon close attention to the interpretative possibilities that
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remain, given the ston@ damaged natur@® The paper begins by outlining and critiquing
past and present conventions of describing, depicting and displaying West Witigfore
exploring afresh its parallels, material composition, ornamentation, form and cont&tts
leads to the suggestion that the stone is a unique, experimental and asymmietrica
monumentmade of a distinctive imported stone. In all these regards West Kidignds in
contrast to the rest of the West Kirby assemblage and sits awkwardly with its description as
a®ogbaclé Furthermore, it is ventured that West Kirldf relativey poor execution might
have a sigricance 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, ragi than necessarily feecting the results of poor
and inconsistent design and executiper se

This approach also casts doubt on the merits of regarding West KiasyaBogbacld
Instead of regarding West Kirb/first and foremost as a hogbadutlier, the aim is to
follow the lead of Fred Ortal approach to Ruthwell and Bewcastfgonsidering West
Kirby4 on its own merits as the distinctive material trace of a constellation of ideas and
influences in Insular art operating in relation to atpaular geographical and socipolitical
context. In other words, rather than portraying it primarily a®amsy and illogicdbbject
situated on the periphery of the hogback distribution, the aim is to recogiest Kirby4
as a striking attempt to reate a recumbent stone monument lacking asipgular or direct
parallel amidst the early medieval corpus of Welsh, English and Sco#simbent stone
monuments. Instead of downplaying its importance, the approadopted hopes to open
up the monument tanew interpretative avenues.

25This work has drawn heavily on the detailed scholarly investigations of Lang and Bailey, yet is equally
informed by fresh observations during multipfield visits with students and colleagues fr&@09to the
present. This study has also bdited from dialogue with those who have worked with theonument and
new photography and scans of the stone: deknowledgementgiand White2013 White 2015
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Fig2. Blackand-white photographs of West Kirb¥, sides A to DPhotographs K Jukes; @orpus of Angle
Saxon Stone Sculpture
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Fig3. Colour photographs of West Kirldy sides A to D (the oblique angle fide C isinavoidable, given the
monument® current display positionRhotographs © Howard Williams



Fig4. The distribution of monuments traditionally fi@ed ashogback® Map: © Patricia MurrietaFlores and
Howard Williams



Writing about West Kirby 4
Asone among many traces of tentfeleventh-century material culture located around the
Irish Sea region, the West Kirby monument has been heradded lithic indicator of Norse
influence on the Wirral. Yet, like all such stones, West kib®iking hogbakéstatus is
very much the creation of generations of scholarly discoursediated by selective textual
description, as well as the choices made regarding the physical contexts of the mon@ment
display, its restoration, replication and representatiorairt and photography?’ The
historiographical background for the interpretation of the monument can be located in the
Victorian drive to identify evidence of the Vikings on the iiand across northern Britain
more broadly. This context helps to explaitythe Bogbacl@attribution is so tenacious,
but also how, in this case, it is so inherently misleadind has overlooked the inherent
qualities of the ston& ornament, form and material composition.

West Kirby4 was already damaged along its top andrrow ends when discovered,
perhaps during its architectural reuse in the later Middle Affgswas quickly recognised
as being carved from netocal stone. Writing ir1887 Browne noted that it waarder

than any stone in the neighbourhood, and it has doubt been brought from some
distanceand has been the memorial of some important per&&Collingwood cited
different viewsas to the ston& possible provenance, but offered no interpretation of this
key aspect of thestone3°*More recently, both Lag and Bailey have highlighted this
characteristic, andjeological work by Bristow cditms that the monument is likely to be
carved fromCefn sandstone, sourced to the west of Ruabon, sd@en to the south as
the crowflies(seefig 1).3!

Theinterpretation of WestKirby 4& form and ornament was fossilised in early accounts by
focusing on itg9ood sidéwith limited or no attention given to the other faces. Browne
notesno difference between faces, beyond observing the Roman precedent for house
shapedtombs, with the tiles or shingles possibly representing @eof of the last dwelling
place of thedeparted mard In doing so, Browne implicitly assumemale-gendered
association, as well abe idea that the monument was a toratover marking a single
grave?

Collingwood took this further by distilling visual comparisons between hogbacks from
across northern Britaid3His sketch of the West Kirbymonument incorporated a
speculation as to its original hogbacked fite, drawing on parallels from Cunibn and
Yorkshire monuments$?It is notable how this was achieveespite only a tiny part of the
original ridge survivingfig 5). Collingwood regarded the monument @ater than mosb
Here, as elsewhere in his work, he interpreted poor executiamionological terms.
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The angle of théegulaeindicated to him that the®riginalmeaning of the houseshape
hadbeen forgotter*>He recognised that the tiles were on a vertical face and therefiwe
not tell their taled in other words, they no longeweke the prdile of the canopy he
regardedas the original inspiration for the ornament. Above ttegulae Collingwood
described@art-wheels) which weredrawn as a child might drawdt The plaits below the
tegulaewere also regarded as late and havifiptétheir naturalistic appearanc&.As well
asindicating a late and derivative monument of poor execution, the monun@fdrm and
ornament suggested to him links with Cumberland and the Isle of Man as well as
Northumbria.

Signficant for this discussion is the way that Collingwood treated the other broad bele;
did not draw this and judged it to bhe bacl§ asserting that theback of the stone is like
the frontd He thus simultaneously assumed that tenument possessed a primary
orientation while he refused to consider the differences between these broad f&tés.
conceded that the patterns ar@ushed higher up by the plain band, likglath, filling 4nj
of the bas@but offered no explanation of is contrast. Collingwood, like Browrieefore
him, asserted that the monument waBnportedd Gateand had afrontdand abackd while
paradoxically regarding both sides assentially the same. He notetifferencesin the
arrangement of the decorationyhich he did not interpret. The same lackadtention to
the asymmetry of the ornament and execution applies to L&ndjscussionf the
monument, where again poequality work was equated with a late dat@.

Richard Baileg full and comprehensive appsal of Cheshir@ early medieval stone
sculpture provided a rich and scholarly analysis focusing upon ornament#tdefining
West Kirby4 as afype h scrolitypedhogback (see belowBailey interpreted the stone as
high status, particularly because thfe rarity of such monuments in the region and the
evidently imported character of its storfé He then outlinedhe history, location, material
and ornamentation of West Kirb¥, but made no comment on its form, implicitly accepting
that it was originally hogbacked: as a tall, narrow monumeithwertical sides, it was seen
as rdlecting a trend seen in other hogbacks found west of the PenniABsiley noted
similarities in its ornament to monuments in Cheshire, Lancashire, thefdléan and
Cumbria, including Whalley and Prestbury (see below). However, he emphda3igatrian
(and thus also southvestern Scottish and Govat?)inks for the wheelnd-bar
ornamentation, being akin to the stopped plait found upon monuments from thesas
Bailey thus regarded the monument in a fully Irish Sea conté#ttpugh Welsh parallels
have to date received only brief, if important, commefst.
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With Baileys detailed study, we have a weisearched and rigorous description\¢fest
Kirby 4. However, Bailey showed the same implicit deference to the ideadiatdand
®ackdinherited from Collingwood via Lang, with Collingwoddront8becomingBailey®
face A, and Collingwods®ackibecoming Baile® face C. Moreover, the idélat the
differences between front and back, while accurately described, might represent a
difference in date or sigficance, did not enter Bailey or any other recent commentator
interpretation of the monument.

Fig5. W G Collingwoo# illustration of side A of West Kirldy Image after Collingwood1928

Visualising West Kirby4
The written historiography of West Kirbywas based both ofirst-hand observations of
the stone and on drawings and photographs. Collingw@aliustration of side A has been
widely reproduced, up to the present dayPublished photographs of West Kirldy
consistently show the same face as Collingwood and regard this @it$6*’ Only one
book has included a photograph of tif@ackbof West Krby 4 prior to Baileys Corpus
photographs; in this case without spéicicomment on the contrasts between the two
broadsides of the monument?®

This passive neglect of images\West Kirby4® side C (and, indeed, of its narrow eraatsl
top) is matchedoy silence concerning the monumeatasymmetries. The highuality
black-and-white photographic plates in th€orpusmake it possible to compare and
contrasteach face side by side upon the same page foffittsetime,*° yet even this explicit
juxtaposition of the faces has failed to provokefrection on their striking differences.
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West Kirby Museum (known as the Charles Dawson Brown Museun0af)
(<http:/imvww.westkirbymuseum.co.uk/artefactslisplays.htmb, accessed June2018.
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