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THE COLLEGIATE CHURCH OR CHAPEL OF ROSSLYN, ITS BUILDERS,
ARCHITECT, AND CONSTRUCTION., By ANDREW KERR, Esq., F.8.A
Scor. (Prares XI.-XVIL)

Before directing attention to the Collegiate Church (or Chapel, as
it is usually called) of Rosslyn, it may be of advantage to glance briefly
at a few particulars in the life of the founder, Sir Willilam®*St Clair, third
Earl of Orkney, &ec.

He succeeded his father about 1417, and i8 described by Mr Richard
Augustine Hay, in his “ Genealogie of the Saintclairs of Rosslyn ” as being
“ g very fair man of great stature, straight and well proportioned, humble,
courteous, and given to building of castles, palaces, and churches.”

In a work entitled “Voyages of Nicolas Zeno,” a contemporary, Sir
William is mentioned as a “ patron of the arts ;” and in a history of Orkney
he is also noticed as being “ probably the most liberal patron of Scottish
literature and art then living.” He was one of the hostages for James 1.
of Scotland in 1424, and was Lord Admiral of the Scottish Seas: he also
held the offices of Lord Chief-Justice, Great Chancellor, Chamberlain and
Lieutenant of Scotland. In 1434 he also accompanied Lady Margaret,
daughter of James I, king of Scots, to France ; was present at her mar-
riage with the Dauphin; and shortly afterwards returned to Scotland. He
was married first to Elizabeth (but often called Margaret) Douglas, daughter
to Archibald, fourth Earl of Douglas, and first Duke of Touraine, in France,
She was the widow of the Earl of Buchan, Constable of France, who
was killed, along with her father at the battle of Verneuill, in Nor-
maudy, on 17th August 1424, which occasioned her return to Seotland.

It is stated that after her marriage with Sir William St Clair, they
were separated because of consanguinity and affinity ; but a dispensation
being obtained from the Pope, they were again married in St Matthew’s
Church, in which they had been separated, being probably the one then
existing in the burying-ground at Rosslyn, the present Chapel not having
been erected for some years afterwards. In tracing the relationship it
appears that they were second cousins. A large portion of the Castle was
erected during their lifetime,and the Collegiate Church was also commenced.
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About 1452 Lady Margaret Douglas died. By her first husband,
the Earl of Buchan, she had one daughter, who married Lord Seton;
and by her second, a son and four daughters.

Sir William St Clair was married a second time, about 1454, to
Marjory Sutherland, daughter of Alexander Sutherland of Dunbeath,
by whom he had four sons. He resided chiefly in Scotland, and having
taken part with his son-in-law, Alexander, Duke of Albany, against James
II1, his estates were forfeited, but the King restored them to his children.
He died about 1484, and was interred in the Collegiate Church, which
was still unfinished ; but it was to some extent completed by his son,
Sir Oliver St Clair.

Sir William was distinguished for his virtue, piety, and military
talents ; and he was greatly averse to the use of the rack, the tortures
of which wrested confessions of crime from many innocent persons, for
which they often suffered death.

These general notices show him to have been a nobleman of ability,
observation, and refinement, ardently attacled to his native country ; and
from the varied numerous public and respomsible duties which he was
called upon to discharge, evidently much appreciated by his countrymen.

Two churches—one in the Castle and the other in the old burying-
ground-—existed in Rosslyn previous to the evection of the present
building, which consists only of the choir and transept wall of the intended -
Collegiate Church. The foundation of the entire edifice appears to have
been laid, as I was informed by a workman who had been employed,
with others, in taking up the western portion of it, for building purposes,
about the beginning of the present century.

After considerable inquiry and research I have been unable to discover
any notice of the origin of the Collegiate Church except the following, as
given in the * Genealogie of the Saint Clairs of Rosslyn.” Referring to
the founder it is stated, that * his age creeping on him made him con-
sider how he had spent Lis time past and how to spend that which was
to come; therefors, to the end that he might not seem altogether
unthankful to God for the benifices he had received from Him, it came
into his mind to build a house for God’s service of most curious work,
the which, that it might be done with greater glory and splendour, he
caused artificers to be brought from other regions and foreign kingdoms,
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and caused - daily to be -abundance of all kinds of workmen present,
as masons, carpenters, smiths, batrowmen, and quarriers, with octhers,
for it is remembered that for the space of thirty-four years before he never
wanted greab ‘numbers of such workmen, The foundation of this rare
work he caused to be laid in the year of our Lord 1446, and to the
end that the work mwht be more rare, first e caused the draughts to be
drawn on Eastland boards and made the carpenters to carve them
according to the draughts thereon, and gave them for patterns to the
masons, that they might thereby cut the like in stone. . . .. He
rewarded the masons according to their degree, as to the master mason
he gave forty pounds yearly, and to every one of the rest ten pounds,
and accordingly he did reward the others, as to the smlths, and the
carpenters, with others.”

This narrative has apparently been compiled from memoranda and
accounts extant during the last ten years of the 17th century, and it is to
be regretted that more ample use had not been made of them at the time.
We bive, however, much to guide our inquiry regarding the erection of the
building. It was commenced by Sir William 8t Clair “ when age was
creeping upon him, as a thank-offering to God for benifices he had
received from Him.” It was to be © of most curious work, and, in order
ghat it might be done with greater glory and splendour, he caused artificers
to be brought from other regions and foreign kingdoms, and caused
daily to" be abundance of all kinds of workmen present.” It is therefore
evident that he intended from the first that the church he was about to
erect should excel those which hadgrecenbly been completed in Scotland, ot
were in course of erection about that period. Bothwell Church was
érected in 1407 ; Lincladen College in 1424 ; Corstorphine Church, near
Edinburgh, in 1429 ; St Michael’s Church, Linlithgow, 1436 ; Crichton
Church, 1449 ; Seton Church in 1450; St Salvador’s Church, St
Andrews, in 1456 ; Holyrood existing chapel in 1457 ; and the Trinity
College Church, Edinburgh, in 1460. Throughout these buildings there
is a general unity of style. Though exhibiting a considerable variety of
detail, and in some cases peculiar features, yet none of them have the
same variety or profusion of decoration, nor the extent of peculiarities in
construction and detail, which are to be found in the Collegiate Church of
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Rosslyn, where a special effort appears to have been made to produce
them.

There is no doubt from the statement that artificers were brought from
other regions and foreign kingdoms, and also from the character of several
parts of the work executed, that foreigners were employed both in designing
and erecting the building ; but much diversity of opinion has been expressed
regarding the region or kingdom from whence they came. Some have
suggested that they were brought fromItaly or Spain, others from France.
An old mason, a native of Rosslyn, informed me that he was descended
from a family who, it was said, came from Normandy to aid in building
Rosslyn Chapel, and also described the method of obtaining the orienta-
tion, which was by fixing the site of the altar, and sighting a line from -
the central point of it, to the disc of the rising sun, as it appeared
“above the horizon on the morning of the day on which the building was
founded. Fergusson, in his “ Handbook of Architecture,” states that «Sir
William St ‘Clair did not employ his countrymen to erect the Chapel at
Rosslyn, but brought men from other regions and foreign kingdoms,
and that there can be no doubt that the architects came from the North
of Spain, and there is no detail or ornament in the whole building which
may not be traced to Burgos or Oviedo, and that the tunnel vault of the
roof with only transverse ribs is such as those found in almost all the old
cburches in the South of France.”

The artificers, however, may notall have been brought from one country,
but, in the plain language of the statement, from ‘ other regions and
foreign kingdoms,”—from all those named, and perhaps more, carrying
with them recollections of the features of the varied styles of the
buildings upon which they had been employed, and thus they may
have suggested to the master-mason many details which distingunish the
building at Rosslyn. This may to a considerable extent also account for
the peculiar character which pervades it. But it is to be observed that
this is not an example of the ordinary progress of a style, but the result
of a special effort by a single individual, assisted by an architect and
experienced workmen to produce a ‘most curious work,” necessarily
differing largely from the ecclesiastical edifices erected in different parts
of the country in accordance with the prevailing style of the period.

As the native workmen could not be supposed to be acquainted to
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any great extent with other forms or decorations beyond those of the
buildings in their own country, Sir William St Clair would naturally
desire to procure the aid of artificers from countries where he had seen strue-
tures which attracted his admiration, but they do not appear to have been
the only workmen employed at Rosslyn, as we are also informed that “ he
caused abundance of all kinds of workmen to be present, such as masons,
carpenters, &c.,” who would be selected according to their experience
and ability, A master mason was employed at a yearly salary of
forty pounds, but it is not stated whether he was a native or a
foreigner. **To the rest he gave ten pounds a year, and accordingly he
did reward the others, as the smiths and carpenters.” Of the workmen
whom he caused to be daily present, the masons are the first named, and
all both native and foreign are classed under the same rate of payment, viz.,
ten pounds a year. '

From all the circumstances noticed it is not unreasouable to conclude
that the building was not erected exclusively by foreign workmen,

We have noticed Sir William St Clair as a patron of the arts, and much
given to building, yet he did not take upon himsell euntirely the duties of
architect for this building, but evidently realized the idea of its character
so distinctly, as to enable him to instruct the master-mason or architect
whom he employed, to prepare a geueral plan, and also from time to time
the necessary designs and models or patterns of details for his consideration
and approval ; hence there is no contract mentioned for the work, either
with reference to a plan or existing building. '

It would be difficult to account for carpenters being named next to the
masons, as being daily in attendance on the erection of a building entirely of
stone, were it not that we are informed of the manner in which they were
employed. “He caused the draughts to be drawn out on Eastland boards,
and made the éarpenters to carve them according to the draughts thereon,
and gave them for patterns to the masons that they might thereby cut the
like in stone,” Had the carpenters’ operations been confined to the details
ounly, where carving was required, a very few skilled woodcarvers might
have soon prepared all that was necessary, but patterns prepared by
carpenters conveys the idea that portions of the building were modelled
full size of the timber framed together and fitted in position, in order
that the effect might be correctly ascertained. It was a practice in



ROSSLYN CHAPEL, ITS BUILDERS, ETC. 223

use long before this period to execute mason work according to pattern, as
appears from the contract, dated 1887, for erecting five chapels on the
south side of the parish church of Edinburgh, wherein it is stipulated that
they be “ voutyt on the manner and the masounry as the voute obovyn
Saut Stevinys auter standand on the north syde of the parys auter of the
Abbay of the Halyrudehous, the quhylk patroune they haf sene.”
At that period such works did not proceed rapidly, and the erection of the
building was not completed, after a period of thirty-four years, at the
fouuder’s death.

A considerable quantity of Eastland boards must have been used for the
patterns. These boards were what are now known as Norwegian deals,’
which Sir William St Clair had facilities for obtaining. Mr Joseph
Anderson, Curator of the Museum of National Antiquities, has drawn my
attention to the fact that in the 15th century Norway is frequently
designated the Eastland aund its inhabitants Eastlanders. On a recent
visit to Shetland I found the natives speaking of the timber of which their
boats were constructed as “ Eastland strands ;” and in 1541 there is an
entry in the Lord Treasurer’s Books “ for Eastland buirds ” for shrouding a
roof, or in modern language, covering the rafters with shrouding or sarking
deals, to fasten the slates upon.

The Collegiate Church or Chapel was founded upon St Matthew’s Day,
21st September 1450, and dedicated to St Matthew the Apostle and
Evangelist. The establishment consisted of a provost, six prebeundaries,
and two singing boys or choristers. It is stated in the “ Genealogie of the
St Clairs of Rosslyn ” that the chapel was founded in the year of our Lord
1446 ; Spottiswood gives the same date; Slezer, in his * Theatrum
Scotiae,” states 1440; and the continuvator of the ‘ Scotichronicon, circa
1447, in his list of “ Praefecturae sive Preapositurse ” notices that “ Lord
William St Clair is erecting an elegant structure at Rosslyn,” which indi-
cates that the work was then in progress ; but the inseription upon the Col-
legiate Church itself, along the top of the north clerestory wall (see Plate XVI.)
gives the initial letters of the following sentence and the date, rendered thus
by Mr Thomas Dickson of the Historical Department in the General Register
House: ¢« Wilzame Lorde Sinclare Fundit ¥is College Ye Zeir Of God
M 4 L (1450),” which appears to be the correct date of its foundation.
This is to some extent corroborated by Father Hay’s remark,  that for the
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space of thirty-four years before he never wanted great numbers of such
workmen,” Tu a sketch of the life of Sir Williamn’s father, it is stated that he
died before 1418, Thirty-four years previous to 1450 would give the date
1416, when Sir William was probably engaged in managing the Rosslyn
estate, to which he succeeded about 1417. * The dates 1440, 1446, and
1447, previously noticed, may refer to the addition to the Castle, erected by
Sir William about that time, which iucluded a church or chapel (both
designations being used) with “ rounds and fair chambers and gallevies
thereon,” the greater portion of which was destroyed by General Monck in
1650. ‘ '

Dr Daniel Wilson, in his ¢ Prehistoric Annals of Scotland,” observes
‘that many of the most remarkable features of Rosslyn Chapel are derived
from the prevailing models of the period, though carried to an exuberant
excess,” and “even the singular arrangement of its retro-choir, with a
clustered pillar terminating the vista of the centre aisle, is nearly a repeti-
tion of that of the cathedral of St Mungo at Glasgow.”

Although there were examples in the country at that period embracing
buttress, pinnacle, and flying buttress, with various forms of arches and
vaulting, it must be admitted that the stone diapered roof of the central
aisle shows a considerable amount of French character, and the pillars of
the aisles have also a striking resemblance to those of Siguenza cathedral
in Spain. But the distinguishing features of Rosslyn, both exterunally and
internally, will be found to counsist chiefly in the variety and richness of
design, and vigorous execution of the decoration, based largely on natural
foliage, and the extent of its application, ’

The height of the eastern portion of Rosslyn, like that of Glasgow, is
restricted to the line of the side aisles, to enable the great east window to
be placed immediately over the central terminating pillar, to admit the
light directly into the centre aisle of the choir.

On comparing the plans of the choir of Rosslyn and the Cathedral of St
Mungo at Glasgow, it will be observed that the clustered pillar terminating
the central aisle is not the only point of resemblance, but the entire plan is
almost a repetition of that of Glasgow. The treatment of the retro-choir
is a feature in both which is worthy of soms consideration, especially in
connection with Rosslyn, as it formed the subject of a discussion in 18486,
at-a meeting of the Royal Institute of British Architects, and also of a
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correspondence between the late David Roberts, R.A., and Mr Britton,
architect. Mr Roberts contended ¢ that the east wall of Rosslyn had been
pulled down, and set further back, to give three feet more room.” Mr
Britton says “the subject is very curious and perhaps unparalleled in
architectural construction, and recommends a careful examination of the
eastern wall in conjunction with those of the north and south sides, and
particularly the positions and foundations of the angular buttresses, and
also to ascertain if there be any remains of foundations between the east
wall and the three pillars.”

The choir of St Mungo’s Cathedral in Glasgow was erected about a
century before Rosslyn, and the rich effect produced by the double row of
pillars at the east end would have been seriously deteriorated, had the east
wall been finished similar to the side walls of the aisles, but to obviate
this, the jambs of the windows are richly shafted and decorated. The
windows are also divided and formed into small lancets by a strong pier
corresponding to the jambs, from which springs a moulded rib forming an
additional division of the groining of the roof, thus continuing the clustered
forms of shafted pillars and moulded ribs, until the vista is terminated by
a rich contrast of alternate lines of light and shade, enhanced by the
brilliant effect of the light admitted by the lancet windows behind.

This arrangement has evidently been most carefully studied and
effectively carried out in the retro-choir at Rosslyn, by terminating the
groining in a transverse rib, and repeating the pointed arch between it and
the east wall, the pillars attached to it being boldly corbelled at the top, to
form a rest for the intermediate ribs of the groined roofs: these discharge
their thrust at the side walls opposite to the buttresses, which are placed
so as to effectively resist any outward pressure. On carefully examining
this part of the building no indications appear of pulling down or deviating
from the original plan, but it is to be observed that the sloped joinings of
the side and end buttresses are not finished at the top by a cornice, in the
same manner as the side and east walls, The treatment of these may
possibly have been reserved for further consideration along with the general
parapet, which appears never to have been completed, and exists now in a
fragmentary state. The retro-choir is used as the burial-place of the
Rosslyn family, and consequently the ground is occasionally opened, but
no cross building has been discovered between the three pillars and the
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east wall, the entire area being a platform of solid masonry. On looking
at the arrangement of the groining, the transverse crown ribis in its proper
place, over the apex of the side windows which are centred between the
buttresses. A thick wall being indispensable at the line of the eastmost
pillars, to terminate the vaulting of the side aisles upon, reduces the space
on that side of the crown rib. Had the east wall been built in line with
the side buttresses the space between it and the crown rib would have had
a very cramped and distorted effect, but by keeping the spaces between
the buttresses of the same width and introducing the transverse rib already
noticed opposite to their centre, and also adding to the thickness of the
eastmost buttresses, the proper heights and forms are preserved, the space
enlarged, and a graceful effect produced, in accordance with the terminal
arrangements already described.

Considerable care has also been bestowed in treating the outside eastern
corners. From the back of the angls moulding of the side buttresses a
splay is continued to the outer surface of the east wall, defining the proper
projection of the end buttresses, and equalizing so far as possible the sides
of both, which otherwise would have differed so largely in extent as
to present a very unsightly appearance. Doubtless a difficulty was
encountered, but it has been very successfully overcome.

These various circumstances favour the opinion, that the retro-choir was
erected as originally designed, which is also substantiated by the fact that
the general ground-plan is governed by two intersecting circles, the radii
of which are equal to the width of the building and contain two equilateral
triangles. The east one being divided into three equal parts gives the
position and spacing of the pillars, and half of the space between this
triangle and the intersecting curved line gives the side of a larger triangle,
embracing the entire building, as shown by the illustration in Plate XI.
It will be observed that the middle space of the triangle extends to the
outside of the two eastmost pillars; one fifth of the width of this space
gives their diameter, and a line drawn through their centre, intersected by
a circle equal in diameter to the base of the triangle described from its
apex, gives the width of the aisles at the centre of the pillars, and thus
-completes the outline of the plan.

A geometric figure based upon a circle, the diameter being equal to the

“width of the building, applies to the section, defining not ouly the propor-






