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St Mary and St David is a church situated in Kilpeck- a small Herefordshire hamlet established on the Herefordshire, Monmouthshire, Wales border ,8 miles southwest of Hereford.[footnoteRef:2]  Kilpeck was mentioned in the Domesday Book of 1086 as having 63 households and was given to William Fitz Norman by King William1. It was initially governed as part of the Welsh Marches where Welsh was spoken. Its original Welsh name was Llanddew Kil Peddeg meaning St Davids Church of Pedic (a local christian hermit). Kilpeck became part of Herefordshire in 16th century.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Nikolaus Pevsner ,The Buildings of England  Herefordshire :(London,Beccles and Colchester: William Clowes and Sons Ltd, 1963 ),pp..201-203 (p.201)]  [3:    Wikipedia, The Church of St Mary and St David ,Kilpeck (2007),<http://www.wikipedia.org /Church of St Mary,and St David,>[accessed 18 October 2023]
] 

Kilpeck Church, one of 10 churches in the Ewyas Harold benefice was described by Pevsner as ‘One of the most perfect Norman village churches in England ‘ [footnoteRef:4] It is built of local red sandstone and was founded in 1134 along with a Benedictine priory by Hugh de Kilpeck, son of William Fitz Norman.  The priory was gifted to and became a cell of Gloucester Abbey in 1143 but was eventually dissolved in 1428. A castle was also built nearby by William Fitz Norman in 1140 to help secure the area between England and Wales, the remains of which are still standing close to the church.  The church, originally named St David became St Mary and St David in 1530 when the castle and its chapel known as St Mary fell into disrepair [footnoteRef:5] [4:  Pevsner The Buildings of Herefordshire, p.201]  [5:  Wikipedia ,2007] 

The church is renowned for its impressive carvings and sculptures throughout its interior and exterior. The main areas of interest are those around the south door, the chancel arch and the corbel table outside (series of carved projections below the eves of the roof, common in Norman buildings) [footnoteRef:6]. The carvings are thought to be from the Herefordshire School of Carving – Romanesque in style and of the highest quality.[footnoteRef:7]  Selma Jonsdottir when comparing carvings from other churches in Herefordshire, stated ‘I believe that it is sufficiently clear from these comparisons, that the carvings of Kilpeck belong to a local school of sculpture in Herefordshire.’ [footnoteRef:8]  Although the masons were not thought to be intellectual, there is obvious interchange between religious and pagan themes throughout the church which leads scholars to believe that the masons had much ecclesiastical guidance. [footnoteRef:9] [6:  John Hunt,’Kilpeck Church:a window on medieval ‘mentalite’, History Association(2006),30-33(p.30).[accessed 18 October 2023]]  [7:  Lional Wall, Great English Churches, Herefordshire School of Carving (2021) <http://www.Greatenglishchurches.co.uk >[accessed 20 October 2023]]  [8:  Selma Jonsdottir ,’The Portal of Kilpeck Church: Its Place in English Romanesque Sculpture’,,The Art Bulletin,32:3 (1950),pp171-180,[accessed 20 October 2023]]  [9:  Wall. (2021)] 

 James Bailey describes the carvings around the south door as depicting the battle between good and evil with the tree of life and angels over the door and the lamb of God on a nearby corbel. The door jambs on either side are heavily carved with some notable decorations namely Ouroboros (ancient symbol of snake or dragon eating their tails) possibly depicting the circle of life, Indalo Man, an ancient symbol dating back 2500 years, representing good luck and protection. There are two prominent   figures representing foreign warriors, possibly from the middle east leading to the suggestion that Hugh de Kilpeck took part in the crusades.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Tybulus Tyburn,’The Kilpeck Church Film’,[YouTube] <https://www.youtube.com/The Kilpeck Church Film>2015 [accessed 18 October 2023]] 

A headsone within the church is thought to be that of a Templar knight. There is no name, as Templars believed that they were already known to God.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  lbid] 

 Behind the alter there are four ribs travelling from the roof downwards, thought to represent the four rivers flowing out of the Garden of Eden. Also, there are carvings of saints, the only recognisable one is that of St Peter possibly in deference to Sir Hughs patronage of Gloucester Abbey.[footnoteRef:12] [12:   Hunt,’Kilpeck Church‘,p.30.] 

The corbel table which has eighty nine corbels (ninety one originally), depicts various figures and scenes, some associated with evil for example ,dragons and grotesque heads, others with good, for example various birds, a ram’s head (representing the apostles), ibex (wise men),  hare and hound likened to priests and their sinners who have turned to God.[footnoteRef:13] Throughout the corbels, bestiary features heavily- these are a collection of beasts representing  moral lessons, which were popular in carvings in medieval times.[footnoteRef:14] There are images of scenes some defining temptations in everyday life.[footnoteRef:15]  Hunt  states that the corbels are :’defining the perimeters of the church from the secular world to the sacred ,warning observers against sins of the flesh’.[footnoteRef:16]   Kilpeck’s most famous of corbels depicts a Sheela-na-gig which Lionel Wall  states ‘Is just about (to our modern sensibilities)the most obscene pagan image you could devise. It is simply delicious’.  [13:  lbid]  [14:  Wikipedia, Bestiary(2023)<http://www.wikipedia.org/Bestiary>[accessed 20 October 2023]]  [15:  Wall.(2021)]  [16:  Hunt, ‘Kilpeck Church ‘,p.30] 

Despite and maybe because of all the discussion and speculation around the themes surrounding the carvings, Kilpeck Church is deemed to be ‘one of Britains greatest architectural treasures’[footnoteRef:17] and well worth a visit. [17:  Wall (2021)] 
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