Notes on  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Colouring the Ruthwell and Bewcastle Crosses
Based on research by Darren Worsley, Sarah Norris and Robert McCombe, under the supervision of John Prag, then Keeper of Archaeology at the Manchester Museum, with contributions by Catherine Karkov of Leeds University.
The carved stone crosses in Ruthwell church near Dumfries and in Bewcastle churchyard north-east of Carlisle are among the most important pieces of Anglo-Saxon art to survive, and the literature discussing their historical, artistic and liturgical significance is extensive – the Wikipedia entries for both crosses provide a good reference point for this. The crosses are carved with scenes from the life of Christ, inhabited vine-scrolls, and various forms of patterns and ornament. There is overwhelming evidence that they were originally coloured, and these notes describe a project inspired by a lecture by Professor Richard Bailey of Newcastle University and carried out at the Manchester Museum in the University of Manchester as part of the redisplay of the museum galleries in 1999-2000, to recolour a set of casts acquired by Frank Willett in 1951.
The coloured casts were put on display in the entrance hall of the refurbished Manchester Museum in 2003, serving as a beacon at the end of the new entrance hall to lead visitors into the rest of the museum as the originals had served as bright beacons of faith in the northern landscape: but in 2009 display policy in Manchester changed and they were cut into sections and put into store with little prospect of emerging in the foreseeable future.  Happily, soon afterwards they were transferred to a new home in the University of Leeds, where the sections of the casts are currently on display in the School of Fine Art, History of Art and Cultural Studies. For the moment they are being used as primary source material for modules dealing with Anglo-Saxon art history and with museology and the ‘display’ of tangible and intangible heritage. Weakness in the internal supports of the casts and the manner in which the pieces have been divided over the years have led to technical problems with reassembling some of the sections, but this has the advantage of allowing our students to consider such issues as the relationship between original and cast, the importance of the cast, and the theories surrounding issues of ‘original’ and ‘copy’.

Introduction: Methodology, Evidence and Ethics
The thinking behind the project to colour the casts of the two crosses was to demonstrate how they may have appeared when first erected, in a way that no two-dimensional reconstruction can achieve. These notes also describe the approach leading to the present reconstruction, to address some of the ethical arguments over work of this kind, and finally to describe the colouring of the individual panels.  Another approach can be found in Jane Hawkes’ paper exercise in colouring the crosses at Sandbach to recall metal crosses or to link, emphasise or dissociate different topics (‘Reading Stone’ in Theorizing Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, ed. Catherine E. Karkov and Fred Orton (Morgantown, WV, 2003), pp. 5–30). 

Both crosses were carved in the late 7th or early 8th century; their exact dates, which of the two came first, and how they influenced each other, have been much discussed. It can safely be assumed that the original intention of the artist or patron was that these pieces be coloured.  They were never designed to appear as plain monochrome, and much of the art of this period - including the sculpture - is heavily coloured in a manner which may seem garish to modern taste.  These polychrome carved crosses stood out in the open: some scholars believe they predate the churches with which they are now associated. They served as meeting places and as visual aids for itinerant clerics preaching to a largely illiterate congregation: the latter faced east with the preacher standing in front of the cross, so that the west face of the cross is the most important. They must have appeared as beacons in the landscape, contrasting sharply with the bleakness of their surroundings. 

The casts were made by a local firm, Hindshaw & Co. of Pendleton, from moulds lent by the Royal Scottish Museum, probably in the 1950s.  The proposal to colour them generated some ethical debate.  The extreme view was that in the absence of firm evidence for their original colouring any attempt to paint the casts would be wrong - mere surmise at best and at worst a tawdry travesty of the intended original effect.  Another argument raised concern that we might damage the casts through erasing the crispness of the detail, which some believe to be better preserved here than on the originals.  However, even though the moulds for the casts are now lost there exist two other sets of casts (at the V&A, and at Tullie House Museum in Carlisle, currently displayed in Carlisle Cathedral), while study of the original stones demonstrated that they still showed more detail than the casts, which exhibit numerous air pockets.  Ultimately our brief was to give an impression of how they may have appeared and not to carry out a restoration.  The casts were first primed with a water-soluble solution to protect them and render the entire process reversible. Ironically, this was applied too thickly on the Bewcastle cast (the first to be coloured) so that the paint began to peel off and had to be removed after a few years. By then display policy at Manchester had changed and it was not repainted.

No traces of paint survive on these crosses or any comparable pieces, but something is known of Anglo-Saxon wall-painting and frescoes.  Colours such as reds, ochres, browns, black and white have been used extensively.  For the most part the recolouring has been based on illuminated manuscripts, particularly the Lindisfarne Gospels with which there are close cultural links, but also the Book of Kells, the Stuttgart Psalter and others.  The Ruthwell Cross carries a Latin inscription describing the figures or the story of each panel; those on the Bewcastle Cross can be identified by their attributes.  Conventions for the colouring of individual characters were established - e.g. red robes for Christ, and beige for John the Baptist who wore ‘raiment of camel’s hair and a leathern girdle’ (Matthew 3.4).  In arriving at a colour scheme we also considered other art forms such as Anglo-Saxon jewellery and Byzantine church art with which there are iconographic similarities.  We decided to use modern acrylic paints, first because we were not restoring the originals but merely reconstructing their appearance, and second because earth pigments are more difficult to use effectively and the cost would have been prohibitive.  Third, these pieces were to go on open display in the Museum and there is a potential health risk from some of the original substances.  Finally, acrylic paints will not fade with time as the original materials would have done.  The actual colours used closely match those available to the Anglo-Saxons.

It was first necessary to decide on the colour of the background areas of the panels and of the roll moulding on all four faces.  Red and yellow ochres have been used as they were fairly common at the time and combine nicely with the naturalistic green of the vine scrolls to give a well-balanced composition.  Slightly differing hues of red were used on the Ruthwell cast in order to demonstrate that pigment might vary according to geography. 

Facial features have been picked out in black: the sculptor shaped the structure of the face but did not carve any specific features.  This again is evidence that the pieces were coloured, the sculptor providing the canvas on which the painter could work.  The type of face used corresponds to that found in both illuminated manuscripts and wood carving of the period.  

Gold leaf has been applied to the halos of all the figures, and to the initial letters of inscriptions.  This was a common feature of illuminated manuscripts, and given the crossover of artistic forms in Anglo-Saxon art (metalwork, sculpture, illuminated manuscript) it is not inconceivable that gold leaf would have been applied on the crosses.  

The Ruthwell Cross
The Ruthwell Cross now stands 5.28 m high, set in a special apse inside the church (map ref. 54.9933163,-3.4084523). It is incomplete, the transom being a nineteenth-century addition to replace the original, lost after the cross was demolished as idolatrous in 1642 on the orders of the Covenanters but secretly preserved by the minister, Gavin Young.  Some masonry blocks were also added in the 19th century to build up the missing parts of the original structure; in the process the top section was replaced the wrong way round, but this has been corrected on the casts.  These later additions have been highlighted on the cast by painting the blocks in the colour of the local sandstone.  The base of the cast has been similarly coloured:  there is a crucifixion scene on the east face, possibly balanced by a nativity on the west, but the outline is sketchy and these are probably later additions carved in the 9th century; some argue that they were test pieces by the masons and intended to be buried when the cross was erected.  The lettering of the inscriptions has been picked out in black, with the initial letters in gold leaf clearly separating the words where they are not divided by spaces: both are common devices in the manuscript tradition and render the inscriptions clearly visible.  
The Bewcastle Cross

The Bewcastle Cross still stands in is original position next to the later church (map ref. 35.118979,-90.7234437): it is now 4.4m tall, but may originally have been capped by a free-armed Anglian cross-head, lost by the 17th century.
The panels are illustrated from top to bottom on each cross, starting with the west (front) face. All images are courtesy of the Manchester Museum, University of Manchester.
