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Foreword

A visit to a church with your Pevsner, or equivalent, in hand with tell you all you want
to know about the founding and early construction, any famous saints involved, and
the many changes to it which have happened during its turbulent history. You will
also learn about the glories of its architecture, its carvings, painted glass windows
and grand monuments to medieval knights and landed gentry, symbols of status,
piety and benefaction.

But what you don’t generally hear about in the guidebooks, or elsewhere, is much to do
with the ordinary people, farm workers, artisans, professional folk and their families
for whom their local church was a cherished centre of their community, which they
cared about deeply, and which would represent a haven from the vicissitudes of life.
Despite the effects of iconoclasm, famine and plague, ‘ordinary folk’ will leave their
marks as graffiti and other vestiges of their continuing presence. In better times,
even the simpler country churches without wealthy local benefactors would be kept
simply and tastefully furnished and fitted out by local craftsmen, and always be
decorated with flowers and greenery on high days and holidays, feasts and weddings.
The maiden’s crown, which this book is about, would have fitted so naturally into this
environment as both a decorative element, yet one with a great depth of meaning
to those who created it and to those who saw it whenever they came to church, as a
perpetual reminder of a sad loss to their community.

One way of looking at maidens’ crowns is as a type of folk art, the practical creative
product of working people. Folk art has no connection with the highbrow art
found in grand churches or in large houses, but finds its place more in farmhouses,
cottages and inns, and rises naturally from the local vernacular traditions akin to the
local dialect, folk music, food recipes, and other expressions of local particularity.
From an academic or aesthetic point of view such simple decorated products of
local craftsmanship might seem crude and naive, but this is because they spring
from a specific human need to express a plurality of meanings in the skilled use
of symbolism. These signs and symbols which the maidens’ crowns contain were
widely understood, and stem from Christian and pre-Christian beliefs. Economical as
artefacts, and perishable or discarded over time, they are nevertheless skilfully and
attractively made and deeply meaningful to those who were part of that tradition.
It is so important that this particular type of folk art is understood and valued, and
the last few surviving examples cherished and conserved, preferably in situ - but not
least as memorials to a specific, and often named, local young person.

Rosie Morris, editor and major contributor to this book, has made a life-long study of
maidens’ crowns and is a noted authority on the subject. She is to be congratulated
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for bringing this mass of knowledge together, both from English sources and now -
for the first time - by commissioning the chapters from her colleagues about parallel
maidens’ crowning practices across Europe. For me, this is a fascinating, multi-
dimensional topic which is suggestive of pan-European cultural links that deserve
more research to be further unravelled and better understood.

Jim Spriggs DipCons, ACR, MCIFA, FIIC, FSA



Introduction

A study which began as an investigation of a local English custom has proven to have
wider ramifications, both geographically and culturally. The early modern practice
of awarding funeral ‘crowns’ to those who died in a state of virginity seemed initially
to be concentrated only in a few rural communities of England. But further research
has revealed parallel usages in Northern Europe, notably Germany, Flanders, the
Netherlands, France, Sweden, Estonia, Spain, and Croatia. This book will offer a
broader view of the custom, focusing on its likely origins, religious imagery, dates,
and forensic details, and also conservation of an English crown that represents
the only extant example of one originally covered with the evergreen ‘box’ (Buxus
sempervirens).

The authors have contributed a new breadth of understanding to this once
widespread funeral custom, of which very little had been previously documented,
either in academia or the public arena. Greater importance should be attached to
raising awareness in the all-but-forgotten customs and rituals observed by our
forebears since their legacy shapes our attitudes to death and memorial today. We
therefore make no apologies for documenting a tradition amongst ‘humble people’:
the virgin, whether female or male, who, at their death were ritually honoured by
their community. Perhaps at last this new knowledge will generate interest in and
understanding of a commonplace little-known funerary custom offering comfort and
solace to the mourners.

The rituals that surround death and burial eased the soul’s passage to the next
world and prevented its return. Fear has surrounded death, and often this has been
channelled into elaborate rituals designed to help and protect not only the living but
also the newly departed. Family and friends always tried to make the passage of a
dying person easier and aid the soul along the difficult road to the next world, and to
lay their body to rest with respect and honour.

The commissioning and fabrication of maidens’ crowns for funeral ceremonies could
be for girls and women, but occasionally also boys and men as well. This adornment
took the form of regal headgear representing the Crown of Glory. There are obvious
Christian iconographical references here: the coronation of Mary the Virgin by Christ
represents a triumph and a comfort in which all the family mourners can share. But,
instead of the rich headgear depicted on Mary’s head in mosaic and oil paint, we find
crown shapes in wood or wire overlaid with artificial flowers as well as pearls and
even mirrors. Customs like this evolve - early crowns would not have had the same
appearance seen in more recent times.
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No doubt the forerunner of the crown is the chaplet or circlet of flowers, found in
early folklore costume and ritual. But in the Protestant Reformation an evolution
took place leading to the more elaborate types. Over some five hundred years these
crowns acted as an outward expression of grief and a token of love and respect. They
were awarded to an individual who had lived a good, Christian life and was a regular
part of their local church community. They were hung in the parish church to embody
a deep affinity to the idea of a ‘decent’ burial. Catholic in their symbolism, maidens’
crowns have formed part of post-reformation burial ceremonies up to as recently as
1995. Yet in Germany they were awarded by both the Roman Catholic and Protestant
churches, particularly during the 19th century; also found in towns and cities and
rural locations; for females, and occasionally males and children.

The design and fabrication of crowns came to overlap with the ancient tradition of
floral tribute. The oldest example of grave flowers dates to nearly 14,000 years ago
(Ghose 2013). Since time immemorial, there has been a world-wide practice of placing
flowers on the graves of a loved one. In Mexico, ‘The Day of The Dead’ (Dia de Muertos)
is celebrated each year over three days (31 October - 2nd November). During the 16th
century, the date was moved from the beginning of summer to the Western ritual of
All Hallows Day, All Souls’ Day, 31 October. In Transylvania, a ‘Wedding of the Dead’ is
an important ritual performed in the small hamlets of Maramures (Gail Kligman). The
death of a virgin, especially of a young woman, has long been honoured with floral
decoration, and evidence of this has been found in pre-Christian archaeology. The
use of fresh flowers as an outward expression of grief and love continues the funerary
symbolism. Flowers fade and represent the transience of life, as many quotes from
the Bible remind us. By the 17th century, the need to make floral tributes permanent
became imperative. Materials used included wood and dried leaves, waxed and
coloured papers, fine wire and glass beads, dyed horn, ribbon, or a selection of these
dependant on their country of origin.

The Visitation of the Sick, written c. 1380, may be considered to be Northern Europe’s
first vernacular guide to the deathbed (Appleford 2015). To the medieval mind,
death rituals were rooted in the belief in heaven, hell, and purgatory. Funerals
were embedded in the rhythms of church life; concerted moral teachings sought to
persuade the laity of the transience of earthly pleasures and goods, and the need to
seek eternal salvation at all costs (Duffy 2005). Until well into the 18th century, most
of those involved with the custom, both in the construction, and as recipients, of
a virgin’s crown, would have been illiterate. Written or printed information would
not have been helpful or understood; most education would have been church-led
through formal sermons or simple instruction by word-of-mouth. An aspect of the
ritual - more developed, perhaps, in Germany - is the symbolism of the ‘compensatory’
wedding. Many mourners would have derived comfort from imagining the deceased
girl having the wedding she had been denied.
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INTRODUCTION

The Pearl is a poem written in Middle English in the late 14th century,
contemporaneously with Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. It has been suggested that the
poet was John Massey, who lived in the north-west Midlands region, possibly from
Cotton, Cheshire (Peterson 1974: 257-266). Pearl is thematically linked to the biblical
parable of the ‘Pearl of Great Price’, found in Mathew 13: 44-46, and illustrates the
revelation and inestimable value of the Kingdom of Heaven. The poem explores
themes of youthful death, the transience of life, and purity. We note that Queen
Elizabeth I is depicted adorned with pearls in many portraits, drawing upon their
symbolism to portray her virginity and purity. The Pearl poet used the allegory to
account for the loss of a young child - an experience that still seems impossible to
describe. The dead infant daughter appears to him in a dream as a crowned virgin in
heaven, a member of the train of the Blessed Virgin Mary, by suggestion one of the
144,000 virgins in the Book of Revelation (Chapters 7 and 14). Central to the poem is a
play on the word ‘Marguerite’/’Margaret’, as a synonym both for daisy and a pearl (it
is possible that the little girl was herself called Margaret). During the course of the
poem the child is transformed from a daisy (transient, like all flowers) into a pearl
(an eternal jewel). This resonates with the flowers and jewels that form part of the
‘crants’ and funerary deposits discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.

Among English commentators who have been aware of the custom, only a minority
realised that Continental parallels existed. This present book brings together scholars
in the field of history, archaeology, and conservation to provide the first ever European
comparative study of the custom. Funerary crowning of deceased virgins, a ritual
deeply rooted in European cultural and religious history, finds its first comparative
study in this book, which gathers insights from authorities in history, archaeology,
and conservation.

An overview of the practice in Britain is provided by myself, where the provision
of ‘garlands’ evolved into a significant Anglican funeral rite from the late Middle
Ages through the post-Reformation period. Funeral crowns, crafted by local artisans,
were mitre-shaped wooden frames adorned with greenery, flowers, textiles, and
other decorative elements, usually reflecting a localised (or parochial) tradition, the
‘knowledge’ of which was often passed down through families. Although records of
these customs are scarce, the tangible evidence underscores their role as celebrations
of innocence and virtue within rural British communities.

Sylvia Miiller-Pfeifruck offers a broader European context, examining
the Totenkronen tradition, symbolising a spiritual marriage with Christ, which was
practised across Germany, Sweden, Denmark, and beyond. Her research connects the
origins of the custom to the late Middle Ages and its evolution into a widespread
phenomenon by the early modern period. Illustrated by typologies of memorials, her
work highlights the custom’s resonance within religious and social networks.
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Similarly, Juliane Lippok’s archaeological investigations in Germany document 1,039
maidens’ garlands from 163 sites, providing new perspectives on burial practices and
their socio-religious implications.

The contribution from Tatjana Bradara further extends the exploration to Croatia,
where funerary crowns and bouquets from Benedictine tombs in Pula reveal a mix
of local and Germanic influences, dating from the 16th to the 18th centuries. These
artefacts, often granted to individuals who led exemplary lives, align closely with
findings elsewhere in Europe, underscoring a shared heritage.

Jim Spriggs and Sarah Kingsley, archaeological conservators, emphasise the cultural
and material significance of these artefacts. Their work on analysing, recording, and
preserving a maiden’s garland from St. Michael’s Church, Theydon Mount, Essex,
underscores the importance of preserving these rare survivals of often ephemeral
materials, sometimes requiring innovative conservation techniques.

Lastly, I examine examples of virgins’ crowns in Britain, awarded across centuries. My
ethnographic lens reveals their roles as symbols of community memory, ritual, and
identity, blending the sacred and the social.

These varied perspectives illuminate the rich tapestry of a tradition that bridges
historical, cultural, and spiritual realms.

Rosie Morris
BA (Hons), BSc (Hons) MPhil
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