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          Metalwork in Mediaeval Churches 
 
These notes provide some comments on the metalwork to be found in some Romanesque 
churches in France and northern Spain and, in particular, in Catalonia and Roussillon. 
The use of copper, tin, silver and gold pre-dates the Middle Ages by many centuries. The 
use of iron was also known, but it was not until the XV century that the technique of 
smelting iron was mastered fully. Until then it was a metal that posed difficulties for the 
artisan working it. These notes consider only the use of iron-work. Mining was to remain 
an important industry in the Pyrenees until the early decades of the XX century when 
foreign competition was to force the closure of the mines. It was the mines that had 
fostered the birth of the villages and the mine closures were to result in their decline. 
 

                            
 
                                Iron miners at Batère in the early 1900s 
 
It should be remembered that Roussillon was part of Catalonia politically and culturally 
until the mid XVII century. A remarkable number of churches retain metalwork from the 
XII century, or metalwork that is in the style of that century and that is so closely 
modelled on it as to be indistinguishable from it. The grilles around the choir at Ste Foy, 
Conques (12), at Billom (63) and, in Spain, Pamplona Cathedral in Navarre, Jaca 
Cathedral and Notre Dame, Iguacel both in Aragon and Cardona in Catalonia are 
examples. That at Iguacel has particularly interesting terminal points to the spirals; they 
end in small motifs of animal heads and leaves 
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Conques (12) – Grille round choir                      Iguacel, Aragon – Grille in front of choir 
 
 
In the Roussillon, the church at Coustouges, a small village high in the Pyrenees near the 
border with Spain, has a particularly fine XII century screen across the front of the choir. 
It is more than 10 metres long and stands 1.80 metres high. 
 

 
 
Coustouges (66) – Grille in front of choir 
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 The metalwork on the doors of the mediaeval churches of Catalonia and Roussillon will 
now be described. The mediaeval doors were usually made of two equal sized panels 
each of which was made from a number of oak planks. These panels were then reinforced 
with metalwork. The form of this is similar in style both sides of the modern political 
frontier. Iron was easy to come by in the area. Villages on both sides of the Eastern 
Pyrenees owed their existence and survival up to the early decades of the XX century to 
the presence of iron.  The forests carpeting the mountain sides provided the fuel to smelt 
the ore. Metalwork on doors was fairly commonplace in the XII century, so much so that 
it was to be included in sculptures in the region. 
 

 Elne (66) - relief in cloisters 
 
The metalwork was put on in horizontal bands that were in the form of a broad spiral 
pattern that resembled unfolding fern fronds. The diameter of each spiral was about 10 to 
12 centimetres. These spirals were usually set each side of a central spine. The layout of 
the spirals was variable, sometimes forming a ‘C’ or a ‘3’. A similar variety of spiral 
patterns had been used for the grilles round the choir. 
 
The origin of the spiral pattern is of some interest. In the period before that of the 
Romanesque it is strongly associated with Celtic art. An example is to be seen on a page 
of the VII century Book of Durrow, a manuscript that was owned by an Irish monastery. 
It is also found in Visigothic Spain and in the Iberian culture of the IV to II centuries BC. 
In a museum in Murcia there are the bases of Visigoth columns with the roundels, a motif 
that in this case may have had its roots in the decoration of Iberian pottery. The motif, 
however, was well known in the Mediterranean area long before the birth of Christ. 
 

 
 
                   Gold plaque from Cyprus, now in Brit. Museum. 1400-1200 BC 
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Book of Durrow (detail) 
 

                              
 
Algezares basilica, now Murcia – VIc column base (left) Murcia – IIIc BC jug (right) 
 
However, the origins go back much further in time and distance. It is first recorded in 
Egypt some 2000 years BC; it was taken by traders to the Aegean, and thence to Hungary 
and Scandinavia where it was known from before 700 BC. By 500 BC it had reached the 
British Isles. 
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Bellpuig (66) – Detail of door 
 
The main part of each horizontal band was usually made from one piece of metal, with 
additional pieces used for smaller bits of decoration. Most doors appear to have four such 
bands of metalwork, though some may have up to six. That at Palalda has six and a half 
such double bands with a few additional horse-shoes that were added later; sadly the bolt 
has disappeared. 
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Corneilla de Conflent (66) (left) and Palalda (66) (right) – West doors 
 
 
 
The spirals were made with the necessary holes in them to take the nails to secure the 
metal to the door. On some decoration was added at the ends of the bands and round-
headed nails inserted to give further strength. 
 

                     
 
                    Serralongue (66) – detail of door 
 
The pattern was one that must have been very familiar to the mediaeval church goer: 
there is a stone by the South door of the church at Unha, in the Valle d’Aran that has the 
pattern drawn on it in very bold outline. 
 

 Unha, Valle d’Aran – Graffiti on stone by South door 
 
 
The doors were fitted with a simple handle that was secured to the door by means of a 
circular plate. The circular handles frequently have a thicker band at three points round 
their circumference. The circular plates are usually decorated with small punch-holes that 
are spread evenly over the surface.  Many are now missing or have been replaced by 
modern copies. 
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Bellpuig (66) (left) and Montesquieu (66) (right) – Door handles 
 
 
 
 
To secure the doors on the outside a thick bolt and hasp were added. At Bellpuig there are 
two. The hasp frequently had a simple but delicate pattern incised. The hasp on the main 
bolt at Coustouges was fitted with claws that locked into a lower small bolt. The outer 
end of the bolt was usually bent back on itself and a head added. These heads are in two 
forms: a snake head or that of a dragon; in both cases the jaws are usually open. 
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Bellpuig (66) (left) and Coustouges (66) (right) – Hasps on door bolts 
 
 
 
 

 
 
St Feliu d’Amont (66) - Door bolt 
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Mollo, Catalonia – Door bolt 
 
 

 
 
Coustouges (66) – Door bolt 
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Navata, Catalonia – Door bolt 
 
 
Images of snakes are frequently seen near the entrance to churches. It has been suggested 
that the snake represents the ‘Divider’ because of the forked tongue. As such, the snake 
symbolises the division of the Good or the Chosen from the Evil at the entrance to the 
Place of God. 
 
The door at Serralongue, in the upper reaches of the Tech valley, has an inscription on the 
hasp of the door: ++ BER : FABER : VELIM : ME FECIT +++ (Ber(nard) craftsman 
willingly made me). 
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Serralongue (66) – Detail of door bolt with signature on left 
 
The church of Valmanya, high up on the east slopes of Mt Canigou, and an old mining 
village in mediaeval times, has a bolt sleeve with motifs that were long familiar in the 
region. An early example is to be seen on the apse of the church of San Pedro de la Nave, 
a church that dates from the late VII century when the Visigoths were the rulers of Spain. 
 

         
 
Valmanya – Bolt sleeve                     San Pedro de la Nave, Castile – Detail of apse 
 
On the south door of the disused church of Sant Marti at Santa Pau dels Arcs, in the 
volcanic region south east of Olot, there is a door bolt with two cockle-shells. The 
cockle-shell is commonly the symbol of the pilgrimage to Compostella. However, this 
church is not on any of the well-known routes. Perhaps it is a memorial to some member 
of the community who once made that pilgrimage journey. 
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Sant Marti at Santa Pau dels Arcs, Catalonia – Door bolt 
 
A close examination of the doors reveals the pride that the craftsmen had in their work; 
this is exemplified by the addition of small animal and bird heads on the door of the 
Catalan church at Llanars. Why the use of the roundel as the basic pattern was so 
common is not known. But it could have been copied from antique sculpture that 
depicted swirls of vine-like foliage; such models would have been still numerous in the 
early Middle Ages. The same bird’s head features on the doors at Montgrony, Sant Jaume 
de Frontanyà and on a door from the Cathedral at Solsona that is now in the local 
museum. The head at Montgrony is more detailed than the other examples; it looks very 
like that of a Flamingo, a bird to be seen on the Catalan coast; the artisan even noted that 
the Flamingo reverses the head to feed. All except Llanars are some distance from the 
coast. The artisans either had travelled from a coastal region where they had seen the 
birds or they had access to good models. It is very possible that the same artisan was 
responsible for two or more of these and that they were made at a central site. These 
heads would seem to be decorative and without any symbolism. 
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Llanars, Catalonia – Details of metalwork on doors 
 
              

   
 
Jaen – VIc sarcophagus with vine pattern                       Montgrony – detail of door 
 



 14

  Solsona – detail of Cathedral door now in museum 
 
At Fustanya, high in a valley on the Catalan side of the Pyrenees, there is a variation on 
the more usual theme of roundels. (Legend tells that the church was built to perfection in 
the X century by fairies and witches that lived in nearby caves and that only the tower, 
which was of less than perfect design and construction, was built by human hand!). 
 

                      
 
                           Fustanya, Catalonia – Detail of door 
 
 
The number of churches in this border region that have XIIc metalwork on the doors (or 
metalwork that is modelled on XIIc styles but is still from the XIVc or earlier) is 
substantial. A detailed review of those in Roussillon was conducted by Noel Bailbe. He 
identified over 50 in Roussillon that still had or once had mediaeval metal fittings. In 
some of these only small pieces remained or they were replacements. He noted only one 
in Spain, but there are many more; it is probable that there are more south of the 
mountains than north, although in several cases only the bolt remains. In France, outside 
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the region of Roussillon they are rare. This may be because the style is particularly 
associated with the region; they are not common elsewhere in Northern Spain and even in 
Catalonia they are rare West of Ripoll. In the central Pyrenees on the French side there 
remain a few churches that have old metalwork on the doors. Whilst the bolts and fittings 
of he lock are similar to those we have already seen, the patterns of the supports to the 
door are quite different.  
 

                                
 
                               Benanque Dessus (31) – South door 
 
 
 
In the Auvergne region of France, there are over a dozen churches with XII century style 
metalwork on doors and for grilles. Mention has already been made of the grilles around 
the choir of churches. In the Auvergne there are at least six with such work, though that 
at Le Puy en Velay is on the gate to the cloisters. Others are to be seen at Huriel and 
Volvic (63) and at Auzon (43) and there are others that have recent replacements. The 
basic design of these grilles is similar across France. They comprise panels nearly two 
metres high and about 50 centimetres wide of spiral decoration. This decoration varies 
from panel to panel and from church to church, though the underlying character is 
similar. There are also a small number of churches away from the Pyrenean region with 
metalwork on the doors. Unlike that of the choir grilles, this metal work is very different 
from that found in Roussillon. The Auvergnat metal work is less ponderous in look and it 
conveys the impression of being largely decorative. The Pyrenean metal work was more 
solid and robust in appearance, giving the impression that it was there to give added 
strength as well as to decorate the doors. 
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 Dore L’Eglise (63) 
 
 
In Burgundy there are several churches that have metalwork but it appears to be of a later 
date. An example is to be seen at Chapaize and at Tournus there is a fine bolt on the small 
church of St Valerin (now an antique shop); the latter is probably from the XV or XVI 
century. Iron was certainly mined in the Middle Ages in the Catalan region of the 
Pyrenees on both sides of the mountain range; most of the villages in the upper foothills 
probably owed their existence to mining. There were many other areas across France 
where iron mining and the working of iron was carried out. So the explanation for the 
number of doors with metal work in the Pyrenean region can not be attributed solely to 
the availability of the raw materials or the skills. Historically, the region was spared many 
of the destructive events that so affected the churches of other regions, events such as the 
Hundred Years War, the Cathar Crusades and the Wars of Religion. Even the 1789 
Revolution had a less malign effect in the area than elsewhere. There are several XIc and 
XIIc manuscripts in which the illustrations provide some evidence that the metal work 
was widely used. An example may be seen in the extract from the Anglo-Saxon 
manuscript ‘New Minster Liber Vitae’, folio 7, where there is a picture of St Peter at the 
door of Heaven, which clearly has metal fittings, though they are less elaborate than those 
to be seen in the Auvergne and Catalonia. 
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  New Minster Liber Vitae f 7 (detail) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Auzon (43) - South door 
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  Tournus, St Valérin  (71) – Head of bolt 
 
 
 
Another puzzle is the distribution of choir railings. Mention has already been made of 
those at Conques (12), Billom (63) and Coustouges (63). They are less common than the 
door fittings but more widely distributed across France. They were fitted around the choir 
probably to protect important religious relics. The railings at Conques are made up from 
four panels; there used to be seven, one of which is now in the small church of 
Montarnal, near Conques; the seven were removed at the end of the XVI century 
following damage to the church during the Wars of Religion. Other churches with XIIc 
choir railings include: St Aventin (31), Huriel (03), Volvic (63), Artonne (63) and St 
Hilaire at Poitiers (86). Most that have survived are in the area in or very near to the 
Auvergne. This could be chance or it could reflect a local liturgical requirement. That 
there is one survivor in Roussillon (Coustouges) and one in Catalonia, at Cardona, but so 
many doors with metal fittings might suggest that there may have been more churches 
with choir railings. Once there was no need for them, perhaps following the loss of the 
relics for whose protection they were probably first installed, they were removed. In 
France, the loss of relics occurred, in the main, following the 1789 Revolution when most 
church bells were also removed and the metal was used for warlike purposes; perhaps 
that was the fate of the railings too. But Spain suffered no such upheaval that might have 
resulted in a similar loss. 
 
Chichester Cathedral, Sussex once had railings that were made of metalwork of similar 
patterns to those that we have already seen. It might be supposed that the form was 
brought to England by the Normans; the Cathedral was of Norman construction and the 
railings, which are in the Victoria & Albert Museum, London, date from about 1250. 
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Chichester Cathedral, now in V&A, London 
 
A final reference to the use of metalwork concerns candle-holders. Such items were 
probably replaced periodically, so that it is of no surprise that few survived into modern 
times. In Girona there is one that was originally in the church of Sant Marti de Vallimata, 
Llauro in Catalonia. It is decorated with the familiar spiral pattern that we have seen on 
doors and choir railings of the region. 
 

      
 
Llauro, Catalonia (now in the Art Museum, Gerona) – Candle holder 
 
  
The tradition of this metalwork continued up to modern times. In the church of Corneilla 
de Conflent (66) there is a fine XIV century wardrobe that has metal fittings that are 
modelled on those of the Romanesque period. There is a bolt and hasp and two door 
handles, each of a slightly different design. It is noteworthy that the hasp has engraved 
marks that are very similar to those to be seen on items from the XII century. At Espira 
de Conflent (66) the south door of the church has XIIc metalwork. The door is below a 
later porch with a protective grille that has a fine bolt that is signed and dated 1988. 
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Whilst at Besalú, in Catalonia, there is a fine gate to the church of Santa Maria that is in 
the XII century style but which was fitted in 2006. At Iguacel in Aragon, a church with a 
choir grille, there is an unusual door knocker that is doubtless of modern design. And, 
finally, at Varenne l’Arconce, in the Brionnais (71), the West door has xix century 
replacement metalwork, whilst the small South door has an interesting crucifix 
incorporated into the handle and lock. 
 
 

 
 
Corneilla de Conflent (66) – Bolt on XIVc wardrobe 
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Espira de Conflent (66) – Head of gate bolt dated 1988 
 
 
 

       
 
Besalu (Cat) – Gate to Sta Maria        Iguacel (Aragon) – Door knocker 
 

 Varenne l’Arconce (71) – Handle on south door 
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                                                                                                                              Annex 
 
 
LIST OF CHURCHES WITH XII CENTURY STYLE METAL-WORK ON THE 
DOORS AND CHOIR GRILLES 
 
Metal-work on Doors 
 
 
Roussillon, France 
 
 
Belloc                                       Shadows on wood of former metalwork 
Bellpuig                                    Small pieces only 
Boule d’Amont 
Caixas, St Marc                        XXc replacements 
Camelas 
Casefabre                                  Small elements that are probably modern  
Castelnou 
Les Cluses                                 Door bolt 
Corneilla de Conflent 
Coustouges 
Dorres                                       Fragments only 
Elne Cathedral, door from cloisters to church 
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El Far                                        Modern replacements 
Espira de Conflent 
Estavar                                       Fragments only 
Eus, St Vincent 
Evol                                           Bolt only 
Fourques, St Martin                   Bolt only (probably modern) 
Fuilla                                          XXc replacements 
Hix 
Jujols                                           
Lamanère                                   Bolt only which may be XIXc 
Llo                                              Handles only 
Marcevol 
Millas                                         XIX or XXc 
Monistair del Camp, Passa         Bolt to grill only 
Montauriol 
Montbolo                                    Bolt only 
Montesquieu                               Modern replacements 
Nyér                                            Modern replacements 
Palalda 
Planès 
Prats de Mollo 
Pronet 
Py                                                Bolt & lock only 
Ria 
St Filiu d’Amont 
Sahorre                                         Door handle only 
Serrabonne 
Serralongue 
Thuès entre Valls 
Ur  
Valmanya                                    Fragments 
Vernet-les-Bains                          Fragments and door bolt 
Via                                               Probably XXc replacements 
Villefranche de Conflent 
Villelongue des Monts                  
Villeneuve des Escalades             Fragments only 
Vinca                                            Probably XIXc replacement 
 
 
 
 
 
Auvergne, France 
 
 
Auzon (43) 
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Billom (63) 
Brioude (43)  
Cunlhat (63) 
Dore L’Eglise (63) 
Ebreuil (03) (door nobs only) 
Issoire (63) (XXc ?) 
Lanobre (15) 
Mailhat (63)(XIVc ?) 
Montpensier (63) 
Orcival (63) 
Labessette (63) 
St Dier d’Auvergne (63) 
St Saturnin (63) 
Ydes (15) 
 
 
 
Other areas of France   
 
Benque Dessus (31) 
Binos (31)                                          Bolt & lock only 
Chapaize (71)                                     XXc 
Darnac (87) 
Le Dorat (87) 
Ligneyrac (19) 
Poitiers, Notre Dame la Grande(86) 
Precigné (72) 
St Pé d’Ardet (31) 
St Restitut (26)                                    XXc replacements 
Termes (11)                                         Door bolt only 
Tournus, St Vallérin (71)                    Door bolt only, XVIc ? 
Trébons (31) 
Valcabrère (31) 
Varenne l’Arconce (71)                      Probably XIXc replacements 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Catalonia, Spain 
 
Albanya 
Argelaguer,Sta Maria 
Apt                                                        Door bolt only 
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Bar                                                       Door handle only 
Beuda 
Bolvir 
Borredà, Santa Maria 
Cabanelles 
Canelles                                                 Fragments that are probably later replacements 
Capmany 
Castellar de N’Hug 
Castellbó 
Cistella 
Covet 
Darnius 
Escunhau                                              Door bolt only 
Espinaveil                                             Door bolt only 
Foixa 
Fustanya 
Garcos 
Garrigas 
Ger 
Grombren 
Guils de Cerdanya                                 Probably XIX or XXc replacements 
Llanars 
Lligorda 
Lluca 
Maia de Montcal, Sant Vicenç             Door bolt (probably a XIXc replacement) 
Maia de Montcal, Santa Llucia             Probably modern replacements                      
Mecanet de Cabrenys 
Mollo 
Montagut 
Montgrony, Sant Pere 
Navata 
Oix 
Palera, StaMaria                                    Probably XIXc replacements 
Pedrinya 
Pincaro 
Prats 
Prullans                                                  XXc 
Queixans                                                Door bolt only 
Queralbs 
Rabas 
Rocabrune 
Romanya de la Selva 
Saga                                                       Door bolt only 
Sant Eudald de Jou                                Door bolt only 
Sant Jaume de Frontanyà                      XXc replacements 
Sant Joan de les Abadesses (Abbey)     West door (XXc) and XIIc fragment in museum 
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Sant Joan de les Abadesses (Sant Paul) 
Santa Magdalena de Maia                     Door bolt only 
Sant Marti de Campmajor 
Sant Marti de Sesserres                          Door bolt only 
Sant Miquel de Pera                               Door bolt only (damaged) 
Seguero                                                   XIXc replacements 
Serrateix, Sant Pere                                 XXc replacements 
Talló 
Tapis 
Tores 
Toses 
Saladaró                                                  Bolt only                      
La Seu D’Urgell                                     Transept windows and cloister door. XIXc 
Solsona, Sant Climent                             In local museum 
Le Vila 
Vilarig 
Vilademires                                            XIXc replacements 
Vilaur 
 
 
 
Churches with grilles round the choir (or elsewhere):  
 
Artonne (63) 
Billon (63) 
Chamalieres (43) 
Conques (12) 
Coustouges (66) 
Huriel (03) 
Le Mans (72) 
Montarnal (12) (Panel from Conques) 
Poitiers, St Hilaire (86) 
Le Puy en Velay (43) (Gate to cloisters) 
Silvanès (12) (Apse window) 
St Aventin (31) 
Volvic (63) 
 
 
Cardona, Catalonia 
Girona, San Feliu, Catalonia (Fragment of choir gates and bolt) 
Jaca Cathedral, Aragon 
Pamplona Cathedral, Navarre 
Santa Maria de Iguacel, Aragon (now in Jaca Museum) 
Sant Pablo del Camp, Barcelona, Catalonia 
Salamanca, Old Cathedral, Castille (Two widows of apse) 
Salardú, Catalonia 
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Chichester Cathedral (now V&A) 
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