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Doorways to Another World: Medieval Chapels in the Landscape, Church Life and Literature

Free-standing chapels first appeared in Anglo-Saxon England and were by far the commonest religious buildings by the later middle ages. Some catered for private families and guilds, others served outlying communities, and yet others promoted religious cults. Their relationship with parish churches was complex. They might provide extra space for worship (being built in a churchyard, for example), or complement and support the church with weekday services and money. At other times they competed with the church, and their adherents tried to secede from it. Their cheapness and adaptability led them to proliferate all over the landscape, and often to make a greater visual impact than churches. They also entered literature as the venue of strange and romantic events. Most of them disappeared in the 1530s and 40s, because Reformers disliked their cults and social divisiveness, but the diversity that they represented returned with the dissenting meeting houses of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which replicated them in several respects.

