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Mass Dials in Gloucestershire
by Tony Wood

Mass dials, or scratch dials, are medieval sundials found on churches. Archaeologically they form a large
corpus of a single artefact with the advantage that they can be discovered and explored whilst standing up.
Chronologically they appear after Saxon dials (650 — c1050) and before the present day ‘scientific’ dials,
with a sloping gnomon, which appeared in the 16th century but which only came to some rural areas in the
mid 17th century.

As expected, they usually occur on a south wall and are at chest height being fairly roughly inscribed or
carved. Due to re-building they can in fact finish up anywhere, even the north wall or inside the church.
Figures 1, 2 and 3 show typical examples in Gloucestershire: at Great Witcombe on the wall to the right of
the doorway, at Hardwicke on the tower wall and at Windrush, which is a very rough-cut example, on the
right jamb of the south door.

The above outline hides a wealth of questions and indeed caveats and therein lies their fascination. A brief
survey in general is followed by a look at those scratch dials on Gloucestershire churches together with a
commentary on their features.

The study of mass dials is about a hundred years old. Dom Ethelbert Horne from Downside Abbey in
Somerset is usually regarded as the first serious investigator.! He published his findings in an illustrated
book in 1917 and his recordings and research had taken place during the preceding decade following
many miles by bicycle whilst carrying a plate camera. He was not the first to note these dials and in fact a
fair correspondence exists suggesting origins and functions other than that of a sundial. The scepticism is
not entirely extinct® as there are some who still regard them as little more than idle scratchings. It must be
admitted that a sometimes elaborate construct has grown up around them on rather slender evidence.

The pioneering precedence of Dom Ethelbert is evidenced by the fact that in Germany the first such dials
were ‘discovered’ in 1965* and French mass dials, whilst apparently not uncommon were barely noticed
until about 1935 and then in an English publication.” Other Continental countries have them and what the
insular English regarded as ‘their’ dials almost exclusively (not present even in Wales or Scotland) must
now be thought of as western European at least.

As for their origins, the fact that Gloucestershire, Somerset and the West Country down to the Cornish
border were well documented with an abundance of dials led at least one commentator to postulate a
‘Wessex’ origin for them.® Current opinion however inclines to mass dials being an import following the
Norman Conquest. The presence of Saxon dials provides a complicating factor as Britain’s unique
occupation gives us a clear division not enjoyed by France and Saxon dials remain, if not a mystery, then
an as yet unravelled story.

The word ‘sundial’ has been used and it is important to understand that although the dial shows a ‘time’
from the sun’s position, this would not be an accurate time of day as we know it. Only those dials with a
correctly angled gnomon can do this and the gnomon of a mass dial was perpendicular to the wall’ and
therefore the shadow cannot indicate regular hours throughout the year. The markings on a mass dial are
therefore taken to indicate the times of service at the church.

What of Gloucestershire?

The formation of the British Sundial Society in 1989 enabled, at last, all the records countrywide to be
gathered together. Previously dials had been noted in county archaeological journals and little
correspondence or amalgamation had taken place apart from a book by A R Green® concentrating mainly
on Hampshire and a listing by county of the churches where dials were to be found by T W Cole in 1935’
(ref. 5). Remarkably this is still in print but it is only a list of place names with no further details although a
good summary of then current knowledge precedes the listing. Gloucestershire provides an entry with 133
churches and it is one of the largest. Gloucestershire’s dials were described and listed in two papers and a
note of the Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaeological Society.'®'"!? The difference between mass dials
and Saxon dials was not always recognised,” although Horne’s study and publication'* made a clear
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Barnwood
Berkeley
Bibury _
Bishops Cleeve
Bledington
Boddington
Bourton-on-the-Hill
Boxwell
Brimpsfield
Broadwell
Brockworth
Brookthorpe
Chaceley
Charlton Kings
Chedworth

Cheltenham — St Mary

Cherington
Chipping Campden

Churchdown — St Bartholomew

Clapton-on-the Hill
Coates
Colesbourne

Coln Rogers

Coln St Andrews
Coln St Dennis
Compton Abdale
Cowley
Daglingworth
Didbrook

Dowdeswell
Down Ampney
Driffield

Dymock
Eastleach Martin
Eastleach Turville

South Gloucestershire

Abson
Bitton
Frampton Cotterell

Hawkesbury
Hill

Harnhill

Haselton

Hasfield

Hawling
Hewelsfield
Icomb

Kemble
Kempsford
Kingscote
Lassington
Leckhampton
Little Barrington
Littledean

Little Rissington
Longborough
Lower Lemington
Lydney
Maisemore
Meysey Hampton
Mickleton
Miserden
Moreton Valence
Naunton
Newington Bagpath
North Cerney
Northleach
Notgrove
Oddington
Oldbury-on-the-Hill

Oxenton
Pauntley
Postlip

Preston (nr Cirencester)

Priors Norton
Quenington

Hinton Charterhouse
Iron Acton

Old Sodbury
Pucklechurch

Stoke Gifford

i) Scratch dials in the form of a noon-line are included

i1) Some of the dials are very faint
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