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Crossed Legged Knight And Their Significance In Medieval Tombs
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Figure 1: Crossley , F.H. (1921) English Church Monument A.D 1150-1550 , P.210, London: B.T. Batsford.

During the middle of the 13th Century and well into the 14th Century armoured effigies emerged across Europe , their distinct appearance stood out from all other medieval tombs with their elaborate imagery and embellishments. Their prominence was chiefly concentrated in England, where at least 250 of these tombs have been recorded. These apparently sleeping knights tombs of medieval England, armoured effigies shrouded in chain mail and surcoats, and most of them wearing shields and swords were often associated with the knights that fought in the Crusades (Dressler, 2000, p.97) , or even the knights templars . The most distinctive feature on these tombs are the different ways in which the legs are crossed, but also with their right arm reaching across the chest, with the hand on the sword and the head tilted slightly upward or to one side, suggesting that the occupant of the tomb had requested these unusual features be carved on the effigy.The imagery would suggest that the knight appears to be resting or even asleep, but also it shows his readiness for battle, taken as a whole it appears that the knight is in denial of his death (Dressler, 2000, p.98).
Interpretations of these crossed legged tombs varies greatly depending on our observations, not just the position of the legs or arms, but also the way the knights are dressed, suggesting a wide spread artistic fashion upon monuments in Europe during the middle ages (Harris, 2010, p.401). Their overall dress emphasises the shape of the knights body, especially the arms and legs which are quite muscular and so emphasise a powerful physique.
In sharp contrast are the tombs of the kings, and also female effigies and those of civilians, which display a very formal image consisting of straight arms and legs being covered in heavy drapery, therefore concealing any signs of the body’s underlying anatomy. Although these effigies display different styles of dress they all camouflage the lower parts of the bodies rather than emphasising the shape of the lower limbs.
The Knights effigies taken as a whole are set apart from any other tombs, revealing a well defined robust and muscular image in contrast to many other effigies which are with exception of the head and shoulders hidden by the drapery which acts to define the shape of the body itself (Dressler, 2000, p.106).
These knightly figures have always been associated with the Crusades and the knights templar, although no real evidence of this theory has ever been proved, chiefly due to the absence of written accounts within this period of medieval history. However, the belief now is that these knights never actually fought in the Crusades but were men that had taken a vow to protect the holy land and its pilgrim routes (Tummers, 1980, p.124).
Ideas of gender and social roles have also been discussed regarding the poses significance, chivalric ideologies were deeply embedded within the knights culture, however there are now some studies exploring whether , during the 13th and 14th Centuries that these effigies suggest social anxiety regarding gender attitudes:
“Sexual and social difference interacted in representing the body, and anxieties about these linked regimes fuelled on centuries long discourse”
(Dressler, 2000 , p.98)
These military effigies are constructed in a way so as to show off their corporeal presence. They were carved in this three dimensional manner to commemorate a once living person and so the detail is far more exaggerated than the effigies of females and other male representations. Of all the effigies in England the figure from Dorchester Abbey, possibly of Sir John Holcombe (d.1270) shows us the extent of the corporeal intensity, see figure 1 on page 2 (Crossley, F.H. (1921) English Church Monuments A.D 1150-1550: London: B.T.Batsford, p.210). The figure represents power above all, with the right arm and right leg crossing over, the folds of the surcoat ripple and cling to the hips and torso. This results in the whole body apparently twisting with the right hand on the hilt of the sword and the left hand  holds onto the scabbard resulting in the upper arm muscles bulging, the lower body also represents strength, with the right leg crossed the upper thigh is displayed, but covered by the folds in the surcoat. As the right leg rests on the left leg the calf muscle is exaggerated , before tapering down to the feet, where there appears to be his trusted pet accompanying him on his journey into the afterlife.
The impact of this effigy is represented by pure physicality (Dressler, 2000, p.104) although, the crossed legs are a particularly feminine pose. There has been some suggestion that the crossed legged effigies represent the standing figure rather than the recumbent figure, and were in fact removed from their original positions , which would have been during the knights lifetime, and latterly to cover the tomb after his death (Harris, 2010, p.406).
The detail carved upon these stone effigies would have taken a considerable amount of time and also experience, and these considerations would have taken place long before the knights death, along with the decision of the positioning of the tomb.
Considering this, it has been noted that very few of these effigies bear the name of the person buried within the tomb. The cross-legged pose on these effigies, along with the chainmail armour , the shield and the readiness for battle with their hand on the sword all have connections with a knightly association , a crusader or someone who has taken a vow to defend the holy land; someone who is of high social status and has set aside a unique style of tomb structure which distinguishes them from all other effigies , including Kings, the clergy and of the female tombs (Tummers, 1980, p.137). These effigies of English knights of the medieval period suggest a powerful and elite status which sets them apart from all other social identities (Dresser, 2000, p.115).
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