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SETON COLLEGIATE CHURCH.

By STEWART CRUDEN, A.R.L.B.A., F.S.A,, F.S.A.Scor.,
Inspector of Ancient Monuments for Scotland.

This paper is primarily an account of work done by the Ministry of
Works, and particularly a discussion of problems raised by that work.
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SETON COLLEGIATE CHURCH
Fig. 1.

Advantage is taken of the occasion to illustrate the building more fully
than has been done before and to advance some interpretations of the
building’s history which differ from the authoritative account of the Royal
Commission.! A new plan is published, with sections (figs. 1 and 2a and _b).

! The Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland: Inventory for East
Lothian (1924), pp. 115-20.
VOL. LXXXIX. 27
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DESCRIPTION.

A parish church of Seton was dedicated by Bishop David Birnam of
St Andrews on the 6th October 1242.! The site of it cannot now be deter-
mined with certainty; but it can be inferred, from the existence of the
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Fig. 2a.

Collegiate Church, ample documentary reference to preceding structures on
the site, the absence of another candidate in the neighbourhood, and recently
revealed foundations. The existing structure must stand upon or be very
near to the ancient site,

It was never completed; it lacks a nave—mnot an unusual deficiency of
such .churches in Scotland—but what was built has survived well, and is a

1 A, O. Anderson, Farly Sources of Scottish History (1922), p. 522.
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remarkably sound late mediseval building, one of the finest surviving
collegiate churches in Scotland, now an Ancient Monument in the custody
of the Ministry of Works (Pls. XLIX and 1). It has unusually extensive
descriptive docamentation, a rare enough occurrence in Scottish architectural
history of any period, and that with precision moreover, so that the main
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lines of its development can be placed within secure limiting dates. The
knowledge gained thereby is doubly valuable; it presents a general and
accurate picture of characteristic good quality ecclesiastical work over a
period of about a hundred years, and to students of mediseval architecture it
affords reliable dating periods for component parts such as mouldings,
corbels, buttresses, and the like, which we might call datable features
occurring in other buildings.

The structure consists of the complete eastern limb and the two transepts
of a cruciform church, the crossing-tower as high as it was built, and the
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dubious foundations of the nave, which was not built. The walls of the choir
and chancel were up by 1478, and roofed by 1508.! The transepts were
erected sometime between 1513 and 1588. That is to say, the eastern limb
stood without them for thirty-five years at the very least, probably longer:
such was the church which was raised to collegiate status in 1492.

The choir (Pls. LI-LIV) is unusually long and its height is suitable to
its length. It has a three-sided apse or chevet, a not uncommon eastern
termination in Scottish late medisval work, not occurring before then, rare
in England, and seemingly a Continental borrowing. The high pointed
barrel-vault is a truly typical Scottish archaism, and equally characteristic
of the country and the period is the crossing (Pls. LIIT and LIV), which is
formed by the intersection, or abutment, at right angles, of the four unaisled
chambers—choir, transepts, and nave-—so that the crossing-tower is carried
by the angles of the cross, not by free-standing piers, as is the case with aisles.
The walls of the tower continue visibly down to the ground, the crossing-
arches are openings through them and the lofty spatial quality of a crossing
upon piers is absent. The shafts which carry the crossing-arches partake
more of the nature of responds than of piers and each serves one arch only.
The choir is a noble chamber, but it is a chamber and never does one forget it.
It lacks the subtlety of an aisled east end with its arcades, distant vistas,
and suggestions of more to be seen than is immediately apparent. The
walls dominate, and the pointed barrel-vault is but an inward inclination
of the walls. No shafts stress the side walls in vertical bays, but over the
chancel false ribs are applied to the surface of the vault to denote decoratively
that part of the east end otherwise defined by distinctions such as chancel
arch and chancel steps and a narrowing of the choir in the chancel area.
The ribs do not descend far and they do not detract from the basic single-
chamber conception. They enrich the vault of the choir over the chancel
only. They give an impression of incompleteness which is misleading.
The system is complete.? Ribs are structurally unnecessary in a barrel-
vault, particularly in one of high pointed section and no great length. They
are structurally justified, although not essential, in the chevet, where the
vault panels resemble the severies: of orthodox rib-and-panel vaulting.
Otherwise the ribs are false, decorative, and intended only to enhance the
glory of the chancel and High Altar. This treatment consciously hearks
back to an earlier age. It is a deliberate archaism, applying for purely
decorative ends what was once a strictly functional feature. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that the execution of the idea is unconvincing. The
bosses have some merit where the popular heraldry is featured, but the

1 The terms choir and chancel are here used in a general sense, to correspond with the plan. The
architc)actural divisions of the ritual choir, presbytery, and sanctuary cannot be precisely defined (see
p. 432).

2 The west end of the ridge-rib is not provided with the stump of a ridge-rib, which it would have had,
had continuation been intended.
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foliage of corbels and bosses evidently relied much on paint to convey an
impression of fine modelling which the carvers made no attempt, or were
unable, to achieve (Pl. LV).

Although the window tracery (restored) and the external buttresses are
uniform throughout and the pointed barrel-vault is common to choir and
transepts there are differences in detail which distinguish the two principle
building periods. Most significant is the choir arch (Pls. LVI and LVII).
The mouldings of the arch, and of its shafts and capitals and bases are
noticeably different from those of the other three arches of the crossing which
are later (but coeval with one another). There is a family resemblance
common to all, of late mediseval characteristics such as the straight abacus
of the capital which sweeps across the clustered shafts, and the rotundity
of the shafts which lack the precision and bold independence of similar
members in 13th-century work. But more of the earlier gothic feeling
remains in the choir arch; its mouldings are finer, the shafts are brought to a
sharp keel, and, most conclusively, it bears masons’ marks which occur in
the choir but not in the transepts (fig. 3).

The choir arch was blocked when the choir stood alone and at each of the
western angles of the choir there were two boldly projecting buttresses
similar to those which survive round the exterior of the choir and chancel
to-day. These buttresses projected outwards from. the corners, at right
angles to one another, one pair to the N. and W., the other to the S. and W.
When the transepts and crossing tower were added the buttresses were
mutilated. The face-stones were drawn out and the shafts of the crossing
arches were spliced into the body of the west buttresses. The buttresses
projecting to N. and S. were more comprehensively dismantled when the
east walls of the transepts were built against them. The evidence of the
southern is lost in the stair turret in the north-east corner of the south
transept, but the massive plinth of the northern is evident in the south-east
corner of the north transept. The ragged junction of the buttresses and arch
shafts is clearly to be seen (Pl. LVIII).

The foundations on the site of the nave are early 15th century, if of the
nave. They may be 13th century. They have been revealed by the Ministry
in the course of an extensive programme of excavation and consolidation
which has been undertaken since the Earl of Wemyss constituted the Minister
of Works the guardian of the monument in October 1948.

BuiLpine HISTORY.

The most authoritative deseription of the church is in the Royal Com-
mission’s Inventory for East Lothian. But much has come to light since
the recent work began which has reference to the building’s history and
which was unknown and even unsuspected when that account was published
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in 1924, Furthermore, a typescript history of the family of Seton, post-
humously produced in 19391 also provides documentary material for the
correction and enlargement of some points of detail in published descriptions,
which, in varying degree, accept and reproduce the 16th-century history
of the family by Maitland of Lethington. Unhappily, even the most cir-
cumstantial description of a historical building, such as that is, can mislead
if accepted without reference to the evidence of the architecture itself.
For instance, to the fourth Lord Seton, who ‘“‘pendit the queir from the
rymbraces but,” Maitland attributes the sacristy, as an addition to the
north side of the choir which was erected by his father.? The architectural
evidence proves that the sacristy and the choir were certainly planned and
probably built together.?

The documentary evidence is thus misleading. Of the sacristy only the
vault is by the fourth lord. This is quite acceptable, as he is credited with
the final vaulting of the choir also (he “ pendit the queir from the rymbraces
but’) ¢ after the completion of its walls and vaulting of the chancel by his
father who ‘‘biggit the queir of Seytoun and pendit it sa far as it is with
rymbraces.”’

The early history of the building seems to be as follows. The third
Lord Seton raised the walls of the choir and chaneel and vaulted the chancel.
He died in 1478 ““in the place of the Blak freiris of Edinburgh quhair he
lyis in the queir of the samin.”® Between 1478 and 1508 the vaulting
of the choir and the sacristy was completed by his son the fourth lord

1 Sir Bruce Gordon Seton, The House of Selon (1939); typescript, edit. Lady Seton: copies in
National Library, R. 272a, and Edin. Central Public Library, Reference Room XDA 758.3. 8.49.

2 Sir Richard Maitland, History of the House of Seyloun (1561), Maitland Club edition (1829),
pp. 34-40. See also George Seton’s The Family of Seton (1896), 2 vols., especially vol. ii, p. 771 ff. and
Maitland’s Genealogy of the House of Setoun {1830), with preface by Charles Kilpatrick Sharpe.

3 The splayed plinth, and the string-courses above it, continue round the sacristy and along the
choir walls on both sides of it, and the corner stones of plinth and strings are common to both choir and
sacristy walls, thus tying the one chamber securely to the other. The upper string of the choir walls
does not return round the sacristy wall in relief, just as it does not return round the buttresses, but its
corner stone returns into the sacristy wall, flush with the masonry. The coursing of the masonry more-
over runs through from chancel wall to sacristy wall to a height of ten courses on the east side of the
sacristy (Pl. LIX). Purthermore, choir and sacristy have each a similar cornice of separate paterae
upon a cavetto moulding, in contrast to the cornices of the transepts, which are embellished with grotesque
visages and block foliage (Pl. LV). Inside, the evidence is no less conclusive of the contemporaneity
of these two chambers: there is no evidence that the south wall of the sacristy, i.e., the mutual wall
between the sacristy and the choir, was ever an exterior wall, which it would have been were the sacristy
an addition: there is no evidence of the aforesaid plinth and string-courses having been cloured away,
nor of the squint window nor the doorway into the sacristy from the choir having been inserted. There
is no suggestion of disturbance. Indeed we are confronted, when we seek it here, with the most impressive
extent of homogeneous masonry in the building. The most dubious work is in the south-east corner of
the interior of the sacristy, where its east wail encroaches slightly upon the embrasure of a squint window
but this is probably due to late alterations of the window (see p. 430). The sacristy is further identified
with the first building of the choir in the detailing of its doorway from the choir. The jambs have a
false or spare base—a base lacking a shaft—which occurs upon the outside of the doorway in the south
wall of the choir.

4 The word “but’’ is here used in the sense of but and ben; the eastern completed part was “ben.”’

5 Maitland (1829), p. 34.
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(1459-1508), a man cunning in astrology, theology, music and given to
letters; a student of Paris and St Andrews and a ‘“‘necromanticus’’ withal.!
He raised the establishment to collegiate status in 1492, a distinction usually
dated 1493, when the foundation was consolidated.? Final papal sanction
for collegiate status was not obtained without, one supposes, some persistence
on his part: in a papal Bull dated 13th April 1470, Pope Pius II granted
conditional sanction for the establishment of a collegiate church at
Seton, but final sanction was not granted until the 22nd December 1492.
The foundation was dedicated to St Mary and the Holy Cross, with an
establishment of a provost, six prependaries, one clerk and two singing
boys. '

The fifth lord, killed at Flodden in 1513, roofed the vault with stone
slabs, glazed the windows, paved the floors and provided furniture. Maitland
says he was buried in the choir beside his father. His widow, Lady Janet
Hepburn, who died in 1558, continued the work by erecting the north
transept, the never-completed spire, and the south transept, ‘‘to mak it ane
perfyt and proportionat croce kirk.”” 3

Before raising the south transept she demolished an existing south aisle
which was in the way. This had been added to a parish church by another
widow, Catherine St Clair, the widow of a Lord John Seton who died in
1434.

Now Maitland says that this Lord John was buried in Seton Church
““in the aisle founded by his mother.”” This is wrong. The aisle was founded
by his wife, the aforesaid Catherine, daughter of William St Clair of
Hermandston. She is wrongfully attached to Sir William Seton, who died
in 1409 4. That is, the precursor of the south transept was erected during a
widowhood beginning in 1434, not 1409. This correction does not affect the
dating of the south transept, which was erected in a widowhood beginning
1513 and ending 1558, but it affects the dating of the recently revealed
foundations.

They are visible outside the west wall of the transept; they run under
it and reappear inside it (Pls. XLIX and LX). Only the rubble core-work of
footings survives; there is no ashlar to assist identification and dating. But
there can be little doubt that these foundations emerging from beneath the
south transept represent the mid-15th-century aisle which was demolished
by Lady Janet to make way for it.

This aisle was itself added to an older parish church,? probably one referred

1 Maitland, ibid., p. 34.

2 Keith’s Catalogue of Scottish Bishops, p. 472.

3 This suggest a cruciform church, i.e. one with a nave. But transepts were sometimes called ‘the
cross-church” (one which runs across the east-west axis), and the suggestion cannot be taken very far
to prove a nave, in default of corroborative evidence of one., Maitland (ibid., p. 39) calls the transepts
““cross aisles.”

4 Sir Bruce Gordon Seton, 1, 109,

5 R.C.A.M.8. (1924), p. 115.






