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From ‘the Word’ to ‘the Eucharist’ in fifty years - reflected in sketch and photograph.
Oxford Movement inspired liturgical change in the church of St. Margaret, Dunham
Massey, Cheshire.
Christine Mona Armstrong

Abstract: In this essay, by comparing an 1856 London Illustrated News sketch of the interior
of St. Margaret’s Church, Dunham Massey, Cheshire with a photograph of works completed
on the chancel in 1905, I will provide an answer to the question: ‘Why, within fifty years of
the church being built were alterations made which effectively obscured one of the most
impressive and prominent features of the original interior – the large east-end stained glass
window?’ In doing so, I will chart the change in churchmanship at St. Margaret’s from preOxford Movement worship of the Word to Eucharistic centrality.
___________________________________________________________________________
The Church of St. Margaret, Dunham Massey is situated in the North West of England, just
off the main highway between the medieval town of Chester and the more modern industrial
City of Manchester. Situated some twelve miles from Manchester’s City Centre in the ancient
township of Altrincham, St. Margaret’s is an imposing building designed by William Hayley,
a Manchester Architect. The Perpendicular/neo-Gothic style design adopted by Hayley was
much in demand in the mid nineteenth-century as a result of the influence of the Roman
Catholic Augustus Welby Northmoor Pugin (1812-1852), for whom the only appropriate style
of church architecture was the medieval Gothic and who considered churches built in the
‘modern’ style as mere ‘preaching boxes’.1 Commissioned, in 1849, by the seventh Earl of
Stamford, St. Margaret’s is said to have been built for the ‘quite astonishing’ reason that the
Earl’s second wife, a former bare-back rider in a circus, was ‘not well received by the local
gentry around Altrincham nor by the church at Bowdon’.2 Owing to this ostracism St.
Margaret’s was built just over half a mile from the existing parish Church, even though it had
only a ‘handful of houses’ within a third of a mile of the new building and had no existing
parish.3 Having commissioned the church, the Earl did not attend its consecration and
removed himself and his bride to his Enville estate in Staffordshire.4
The church’s consecration in 1855 was reported, somewhat belatedly, in The
Illustrated London News of September 20th 1856 and the recently discovered sketched image
of the Church’s interior which accompanied that report has brought into sharp relief a
question which has been puzzling parishioners and visitors for many years. Why, within fifty
years of the church being built, were alterations made which effectively obscured one of the
most impressive and prominent features of the original interior – the large east-end stained
glass window? In this paper, I will refer to The Illustrated London News sketch of the interior
of the church as ‘Artefact 1’ (Figure 1) and I will endeavour to answer the question posed
above by reference to the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century alterations to the
church, evidenced in a photograph, which I shall call ‘Artefact 2’, (Figure 2) of the current
chancel and sanctuary.
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Figure 1: Artefact 1 - Sketch of the interior of St. Margaret’s Church, Dunham Massey,
accompanying the report of its consecration in The Illustrated London News, dated 20th
September, 1856.5
It will be seen from Artefact 1 that St. Margaret’s splendid Gothic interior does
undoubtedly fulfil Pugin’s ‘dream of lofty arches and majestic lines of pillars’.6 It does not,
though, include the remainder of that vision’s ‘high altars blazing with gold and jewels’. 7 Nor
can it be said to be of the style of the Cambridge Ecclesiologists, a group of Anglicans who
shared Pugin’s love of the Gothic, but adapted what they saw as his explicit Roman Catholic
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ideas to make them more palatable to the Church of England. The Ecclesiologists were
vehemently against pews in churches (which they insisted on spelling ‘pues’) ‘because they
wasted space and made churches less attractive to the labouring classes’, whereas Hayley’s
design for St. Margaret’s included pewed seating for 700 people.8 Ecclesiologist ideals would
have rejected too ‘the flat east end’ with its low communion table.9 So St. Margaret’s is built
in the ‘fashionable’ neo-Gothic (high-church) style, but with a chancel which accords with
low-church Protestantism. The east-end is dominated by its stained glass window.
Artefact 1 shows the original east window, measuring some thirty feet by fourteen
feet. The upper division contains standing figures representing Christ the Saviour in the centre
of a group of which St. John the Baptist, St. Matthew, St. Mark, St. Luke, St. John the
Evangelist and St. Peter are the chief figures. In the lower division St. Paul is represented in
the centre, surrounded by Old Testament figures, Moses, David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, David and
Malachi.10 After the erection, in 1905, of the alabaster and wood reredos, all these lowerdivision figures were obscured, as can be seen in Artefact 2:
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Figure 2: Artefact 2 - Photograph of St. Margaret’s Church, Dunham Massey taken on 10th
January, 2013 by Claire Harrison. Email: claire@claireharrison.com
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Why has this obscuration taken place? The quality of workmanship of the original
window has never been in question. A thorough search in the diocesan archives has failed to
reveal any record of dissatisfaction with the window itself, or of its subject matter. Indeed it
was deemed by contemporary visitors and historians to be of superior quality. The historian
and writer Alfred Ingham, writing in 1878, is clearly impressed with it:
St. Margaret’s Church is certainly the most beautiful, both as regards exterior and
interior, to be found in the district...at the east end there is a large seven-light window
which...contains beautifully executed representations.11
I argue instead that the ‘problem’ with the layout of the church for its late nineteenth/early
twentieth-century Vicar and parishioners, as shown in Artefact 1, was that it did not satisfy
the needs of the Oxford Movement-inspired Ritualist churchmanship of the parish at that
time. It reflected low-church worship in the Church of England. There was no high altar for
the celebration of the Eucharist – only a low communion table on the same floor level as the
congregation; no choir stalls for a robed choir and, crucially, a prominent pulpit and reading
desk which partially obscured the chancel. The ‘Word’ not the Eucharist had pre-eminence.
What then were the principles of the Oxford Movement which prompted, in St.
Margaret’s, a shift from the hearing and preaching of the ‘Word’ to a greater prominence
being given to the celebration of the Eucharist? The founders of the Movement were known
as Tractarians because they issued a series of ninety Tracts (Tracts for the Times) between
1833 and 1845 setting out their view of what the theology and practices of the Anglican
Church should be. One of the key tenets of this was the wish to resume the style of worship
followed by the early Church Fathers and the Caroline Divines, in particular the Eucharistic
practices of the early Church ‘for whom the heart of worship was the gathering of the faithful,
Sunday by Sunday, around the altar for the celebration of the sacrament of the Eucharist’.12
By contrast, in the first half of the nineteenth century, the Eucharist was observed only
infrequently on certain Holy Days such as Easter Sunday – and then only by the few who
remained in the service after the point of ante-communion when most other worshippers
departed. One of the founding Tractarians, Richard Hurrell Froude (1803-1836) bemoaned
this:
The Holy Mystery of our religion, that solemn rite at which is distributed the blessed
Bread which came down from Heaven, this, at least, should be a signal for the general
assemblage of Christ’s flock, not, as it now unhappily is, for their dispersion.13
St. Margaret’s Church, as depicted in Artefact 1 reflects a church designed around the ‘Word’,
not the Eucharist: looking down from the west end to the east window, the view of the
chancel is partly obscured by an elaborately carved wooden pulpit to the left and a substantial
reading desk to the right. Between the two is a lectern, upon which would be placed the Bible.
All the furnishings of the chancel and transept are designed to concentrate the mind of
the parishioner upon the ministry of the Word of God. As Nigel Yates puts it, ‘if we imagine
ourselves back into an Anglican church anywhere in England Wales or Ireland before the
1840s, the scene that would have greeted us would have been much the same everywhere’.14
Yates goes on to describe a typical Sunday morning in such a church:
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The Sunday morning service would have consisted of Morning Prayer, Litany and
Ante-Communion. Apart from the sermon everything would have been done from the
reading desk...After the Nicene Creed the minister would have left the reading desk to
change his [white] surplice for a black Geneva gown, in which he would have
preached the sermon from the pulpit. On Sacrament Sundays, after the Prayer for the
Church, the minister would have led those intending to communicate, most of the
congregation having now left, into the chancel or space in front of the altar and have
taken a position on the north side of the communion table, from which he would have
celebrated the Holy Communion.15
The Tractarians believed that this was the wrong way about. Communion, the celebration of
the Eucharist, should be for all, not just the mainly wealthy few, and not just reserved for
special Holy Days. It was a sacred mystery which should be at the heart of worship, not
peripheral to it. For the Tractarians, the Eucharist pierced the veil between God and Man, and
through this sacrament the Anglican Church was not only ‘theoretically the embodiment of
the early Church, but the embodiment in practice. She should look like the early Church’.16
With this revived understanding of the meaning of the Eucharist grew a resurgence of early
Church practices; Candles were lit on the altar during celebration of the sacrament; The raised
altar, usually upon a ‘pavement’ led up to by three steps to represent the Trinity, replaced the
communion table for the celebration of the sacrament. Altar coverings of differing colours
representing the Church’s liturgical year were re-introduced and officiating Priests wore
chasubles and vestments to add dignity and colour to the observances. As Professor Owen
Chadwick puts it, ‘The Oxford Movement demanded reverence in parochial worship...the
Romantic mind of the day wanted to express feelings of awe and mystery through external
symbol and art’.17 These practices were not without challenge – being believed by some to be
‘Romish’ as reflected in the cartoons of the satirical magazine Punch:
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Figure 3: Great Knox and Knox-Little 17 May 1879 Wood-engraving. Punch, p.228, Courtesy
Athenæum Club Library London18
Punch’s representation of the English Church being diverted down the track to ‘the
Roman Branch[-line]’ is amusing but these were serious times. There was a clash between
those who had a contempt for ritual and who wanted a ‘prominent pulpit, an instructive
sermon, a plain adherence to the Prayer Book’ and the Ritualists – a term which had become
one of abuse.19 The Public Worship Regulation Act was passed in 1874 to try to curb what
many saw as the ‘excesses’ of ritualism and ‘various bishops prosecuted various incumbents,
some of whom went to jail’.20 In this atmosphere of distrust, Incumbents and Parochial
Church Councils who wished to introduce Tractarian practices into their churches had to tread
warily. The Vicar of East Dereham, Norfolk, The Rev. Benjamin Armstrong, for example,
spent twenty years of his Ministry painstakingly and incrementally defying his anti-Ritualist
Bishop, Dr. Hinds, by increasing the trappings of Ritualism in his parish. Armstrong’s diary
entry of October 9th, 1870 cannot conceal his sense of triumph at his achievement:
Today I have completed twenty years in this parish. Preached on retrospection,
drawing a comparison between the state of things now and twenty years ago. Nothing
could be worse than the state of the Church in 1850. Then, the altar was a miserable
18
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mahogany table with a covering fifty years old; there was a vile yellow carpet; a
Grecian reredos with daubs of Moses and Aaron; no painted glass...Look at it now –
an altar and super-altar of full dimensions...candlesticks and candles; three altar-cloths
changed at the seasons; the windows painted; a stone reredos highly painted and with a
central Cross; rich carpet; credence table; Bishop’s chair, etc., etc.,21
Nowhere in this entry does Armstrong refer to the Oxford Movement for he has had the
wisdom to pursue his Tractarian aims quietly and steadily. He has achieved his ends, as he
acknowledges, ‘by not unnecessarily irritating our people. Many who think as we do have
foolishly, nay wickedly, set their parishes in a blaze.22
I argue that similar incremental changes, for the same reasons, took place over a
slightly longer period of time at St. Margaret’s Church, Dunham Massey. Between the date of
Consecration of the building in 1855 and October 1870 choir stalls were built into the
chancel. This is evidenced in a report of a ‘visitor’ to the church in The Free Lance dated 29th
October 1870. The east window, it should be noted has not by this time been obscured by an
alabaster reredos:
The chancel...is set all aglow by an east window of much chasteness, not uncombined
with richness of detail. There are stalls for the choristers, a reading desk and pulpit of
terra cotta and a lectern...23
The ‘visitor’ was not averse to a robed choir: ‘It is not often that so even and well-balanced a
choir can be heard as in St. Margaret’s Church’ he writes.24 He does object, though, to ‘a
small piece of snobbery – a parson worship which should at once be put an end to’. This was
because the congregation remained standing whilst the vicar ascended to his pulpit.25 ‘This is
objectionable...may lead to misunderstanding..., and may easily be foregone’.26 Always there
were those who were searching for ‘signs of Rome’ in Anglican services and the elevation of
the vicar from ordinary man to robed priest was one of them.
St. Margaret’s, in introducing choir stalls and a robed choir had started on its
Tractarian or Ritualist road – and the shift from the ‘Word’ to the ‘Eucharist’. The Registers
of Services reveal a gradual increase in emphasis on the Eucharist in worship. From the
Church’s consecration in 1855 up to 1868 the sacrament only took place on the first Sunday
of each month – known as ‘Sacrament Sunday’. From 1869 to 1880 the Eucharist was
celebrated on the first and third Sundays and from 1881 on the first, third and fourth
Sundays.27 By 1895, the Vicar of St. Margaret’s, Charles Maxwell Woosnam, had introduced
Communion services twice on each Sunday morning – at 8am and 10.30am. On Easter Day in
1896 the sacrament was celebrated at 7am (52 communicants), 8am (121 communicants) and
10.45am (75 communicants).28 By now, the Church’s suitability for worship of ‘the Word’
was proving to be inadequate for the Tractarian emphasis on the sacramental mystery of the
Eucharist.
On March 17th 1898 the Vicar and members of the Parochial Church Council resolved
to do something about the position of the pulpit in the chancel:
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Several opinions having been expressed that the pulpit being in an inconvenient
position and out of proportion with the size of the Church, it would be well to have it
replaced with a pulpit so constructed and placed as to open up the view from the Nave
to the Chancel.29
On 16th July 1903, a Faculty30 was granted by the then Bishop of Chester John Francis Jayne,
who was himself a convert to high church practices, for alterations to take place.31 The
document makes plain the views of the parishioners:
the present pulpit obstructs the view of the east end of the Church and of the Minister
officiating at the Holy Communion’.32
The pulpit was accordingly moved to the West of its original position where it remains today–
as can be seen in Artefact 2.The Sounding Board above the pulpit was not installed until
1912.
Artefact 2 also reveals the culminating feature of St. Margaret’s journey from the
‘Word’ to the Eucharist – the installation of the east-end alabaster reredos. At the request of
Vicar Woosnam and his churchwardens, a Faculty was granted on 11th May 1905:
to fix a sedilia on the South Side of the Chancel...to bring forward the communion
rails and lay marble pavement and steps, to erect a new carved alabaster reredos and to
replace the Holy Table. 33
The document again makes plain the reasoning behind the proposed alterations. The
parishioners would raise the money by voluntary contributions because they ‘desired to
supply a more dignified reredos and pavement to the Chancel’.34 A closer look at the 1905
works (Figure 4) reveals several Tractarian/Ritualist features:
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Figure 4: The east end of St. Margaret’s Church, Dunham Massey, following the 1905
alterations. Photograph taken 10th January 2013 by Claire Harrison.
There are candlesticks and candles – representing Christ as the Light of the World.
The alabaster reredos serves as a majestic backdrop to what the Tractarians believed was of
central importance in worship – the high altar. The altar itself is physically and metaphorically
raised by three marble steps, signifying the Trinity and in the centre of the reredos is a large
cross – lifted high. The altar-cloths are more modern but are representative of those which
would have been used in 1905. If we look at Figure 5, we can see further indications of
Tractarianism:
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Figure 5: Photograph showing – on the right – the Sedilia and Credence table added in 1905.
Photograph taken by Claire Harrison on 10th January 2013.
To the right of the altar, set into the south wall is the sedilia – a double seat for the
officiating priest and his acolyte. On the same wall, slightly behind the altar, is a stone
credence table for the sacramental elements of wafers, wine and water, the wafers
representing the body of Christ and the mixed wine and water indicative of the mingled blood
and ‘water’ which flowed from Christ’s pierced body on the cross.
It has been demonstrated, therefore, by comparing Artefacts 1 and 2, that there were
gradual but comprehensive changes to the fabric of St. Margaret’s Church over the fifty years
from 1855 to 1905. Nigel Yates says that by the end of the nineteenth century ‘it would be
perfectly clear, from the interiors of church buildings and the forms of service that took place
in them, which brand of Anglican Churchmanship was favoured by the clergy and their
congregations.35 This author believes that Artefacts 1 and 2 are clear evidence that the
churchmanship at St. Margaret’s, Dunham Massey has moved, within fifty years of the
Church’s consecration, from pre-Oxford Movement worship of the Word to Tractarian
Eucharistic centrality.
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