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The Eleanor Cross - Geddington
When Eleanor of Castile, the first wife of Edward
I, died at Harby, near Lincoln, in 1290, the
grief-stricken king was driven to create the most
elaborate series of funerary monuments to any
queen of England. He ordered the building of 12
elegant crosses to mark each of the resting places
of his wife’s funeral procession as it travelled
from Lincoln to her burial place at Westminster
Abbey, London. The best-preserved of these lies
at the centre of the little village of Geddington.
Edward had married Eleanor, daughter of
Ferdinand III of Castile, in 1254. Their marriage
was politically unpopular, yet notably successful
in personal terms, and the couple had 16 children.
They were rarely apart, and Eleanor even
travelled with Edward on Crusade to the Holy
Land. At her death, aged 47, on 28 November
1290, she had been accompanying Edward on his
way north to fight the Scots. The cross at
Geddington was erected opposite St Mary

Magdalene Church, where the cortège had rested
on the night of 6 December 1290, next to a royal
hunting lodge. Until the Reformation, prayers
were said at all the crosses on the anniversary of
Eleanor’s death; a mass is still said annually for
her at Geddington. Of the original 12 crosses only
two others remain: one at Hardingstone, near
Northampton, and another – heavily restored – in
Waltham Cross, Hertfordshire. A replica cross was
built on the site of a lost original at Charing Cross,
London, in 1863. Queen Eleanor’s gilded bronze
effigy can still be seen in Westminster Abbey.

Description - Summary
The Geddington cross is different from the
typical stone crosses that once stood in nearly
every city, town and village in England. These
took various forms and served many social and
religious functions. Many were destroyed during
or after the Reformation. Spire-shaped crosses,
of which the Eleanor Crosses are the most
famous, are unusual.

Eleanor’s tomb in St Edward the Confessor’s chapel at Westminster Abbey, by Richard Crundale,
with a gilt bronze effigy, cast by goldsmith William Torel in 1291. She holds the string of her cloak
in one hand but the sceptre in her other hand has now gone. It resembles the representation of her
on her seal. The tomb slab and pillows beneath her head are covered with the emblems of Castile
and Leon. Right: The Eleanor Cross, Northampton (currently undergoing major refurbishment).
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The Geddington Eleanor Cross - Detail
The monument includes the Eleanor Cross, a
standing stone cross erected at the end of the 13th
century in memory of Eleanor of Castile, wife of
Edward I. Eleanor died on 28 November 1290 at
Harby, Notts., and her funeral procession passed
from Lincoln to Westminster in December. The
cross marks the resting place of Queen Eleanor's
body on the night of 6-7 December 1290. Listed
Grade I, in the care of Secretary of State, together
with its foundation and associated archaeological
deposits, it also includes the adjacent conduit house,
built in 1769 and restored in 1868.
The monument is situated over a conduit at the
junction of three roads in the centre of the village
of Geddington. The cross, which stands on sloping
ground, is spire-shaped and includes a stepped base,
plinth and spire. There are seven steps of hexagonal
plan joined together by mortar and recessed metal
clamps. The lowest step measures about 6m across
and stands up to 0.5m above the sloping ground
surface; the lower part of the step is partly faced
with limestone blocks and blue bricks. On the top
step rests the plinth, hexagonal in plan at the base
and chamfered above to a top of triangular plan.
The plinth was altered in the 19th century when the
original eight steps were replaced by the present
seven; the blue bricks beneath the lowest step were
added during later repairs.
The spire of the cross takes the form of a tall
pinnacle of three receding stages. It is constructed
of local limestone, principally Weldon stone with
string-courses and weatherings of Stanion stone.
The lowest stage is triangular in plan with
undulating sides of wave-moulding, patterned

With its subtle geometry and rich decoration, the
Eleanor Cross is an outstanding example of late
13th-century stone carving. It was built in the new,
highly ornamental English ‘Decorated’ style,
using local limestone. Intricately carved with
floral patterns, the slender cross is triangular in
plan and stands nearly 42ft  (12.8m) tall. It is built
in three tiers. Below the tapering pinnacle at the
top are three canopied niches, each containing a
Caen stone figure of Eleanor. Beneath these
figures are six shields, two on each face, bearing
the arms of Castile, Leon, England, and Ponthieu
in France, of which Eleanor was countess.
Originally, the pinnacle was crowned by a cross.
Whilst masons and architects are known for the
other 11 crosses (Harvey), the Geddington Cross
author remains a mystery, and its expense is not
recorded. It appears to be c. 1294-96.  Of the 12
Eleanor crosses erected at the end of the 13th
century only three remain in situ.1 Geddington
Cross is the best preserved of these, and in its
architectural and sculptural detail is a rare and
well-documented example of late-13th-century
stone carving of the highest quality. It is also
unusual in its incorporation of a public water
supply within a royal memorial. The durability of
the materials used has necessitated minimal
restoration work, and recent careful conservation
of the stonework has resulted in the preservation
of sculptural detail and in the identification of the
surviving remains of original paint. The
monument has been the subject of art-historical
research and is thus quite well understood. The
steps of the cross were rebuilt in the 19th century
1 There are fragments of the Lincoln cross in Lincoln castle, Stamford

has a carved rose on display in the library, and parts of the Cheapside
cross are displayed in the Museum of London.
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with rosette diaperwork in low relief. It is
divided into two parts by a string course; in the
upper part are six shields, two on each face,
carved with the arms of Castile, Leon, Ponthieu
and England. The upper part terminates in a low
battlement. There are vertical engaged shafts at
the angles and at the centre of each face, also
decorated with diaperwork, which carry up to
support the gables of the second stage. The
second stage is also triangular in plan, although
shorter than the first, and is composed of three
open niches set at the angles of the lower stage.
In each niche, facing the angle shaft, is a statue of
Eleanor, complete in each case apart from the
right arm and sceptre. Sheltering the figures are a
series of gabled canopies, two on each side of the
cross, ornamented with crockets and foliate
decoration. The third stage of the spire is
hexagonal in plan and is shorter and narrower than
the second; it is composed of six tapering
pinnacles surmounted by crocketed gables with
foliate ornament. Above the spire formerly stood
the terminal of the cross, now missing. The full
surviving height of the cross is nearly 42ft (12.8m).
On the south west side of the cross, immediately
abutting the lowest step, is a small rectangular
stone building roofed with a large slab. It is partly
built into the ground and is reached on the south
west side by two short flights of three steps which
lead to a small paved recess; on this side of the
building are two round-arched openings, now
closed with wooden doors. This building is a
conduit house in which water was collected in
cisterns. On the south west side of the paved
recess is a wall containing a small iron grill
through which the water may be seen; the top of
the wall is capped with modern blue bricks and
wooden posts. On a shield between the archways

of the building is an inscription recording its
construction in 1769. Whilst  triangular in plan,
the step base is hexagonal. All others were fully
hexagonal except Hardingstone, which was
octagonal.
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Eleanor Cross, Geddington. The arms of Ponthieu between well-preserved rosette diaperwork.
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The Royal Hunting Lodge - Geddington
The artist’s impression of the hunting lodge is
based on contemporary records (documenting what
was once a substantial complex of buildings) and
other excavated examples. The royal hunting lodge
was situated on the rise to the north of the church,
and in 1129 put Geddington on the map, being used
by hunting parties for the following 160 years. The
original building was no doubt of timber
construction costing some £17. The first
Plantagenet King, Henry II (1154-89) used the
lodge frequently and presumably organised
improvements, for in 1177, and again in 1188, The
Great Council of the king was summoned to meet
here, on the second occasion to discuss the
organisation of a Crusade to the Holy Land. In 1194
Richard I entertained King William of Scotland in
the village and there are several records of the visits
by King John.  During Henry III’s reign (1216-72)
most improvements were made to the lodge, many
with the Queen in mind and led to the building
becoming known as a “Palace” or “Castle”.
Eleanor of Castile
Strangely the story begins in England with the
first Plantagenet King, Henry II (1154-1189).
Henry’s children, through their marriages,
spread family connections throughout Europe.
His daughters became Duchess of Saxony,
Queen of Sicily with Henry’s daughter,
Eleanor (1160-1214), married  King Alfonso
VIII (1156-1214) of Castile and Toledo. King
Alfonso VIII built the convent of Santa Maria
la De Huelgas at the specific request of his
wife, Eleanor of England. Indeed they both

died in the same year, 1214 and were
entombed at the convent. The heraldic motifs
on the tombs (see photo above) in the Las
Huelgas Abbey, show the same Coats of Arms
of Castile and the Plantagenet Lions, as on the
Eleanor Cross at Geddington, although this
also includes the later additions of the Arms of
Leon. Alfonso VIII, King of Castile with his
marriage to the daughter of Henry II of England,
brought him under the influence of the greatest
governing intellect of his time. One of the daughters
of this marriage was Berenguela (1180-1246) who
became Queen of Castile and Leon. She married
Alfonso IX in 1198 and in 1217 her son, became
Ferdinand III (1198-1252), the Saint, King of
Castile and Léon (1230); Edward I (1272-1307)
son of Henry III (direct descendent of Henry II)
married Eleanor (1244-1290) in 1254 in the Las
Huelgas Abbey and was knighted there in 1255.
Eleanor was born in the Los Heulgas Abbey in
Burgos, Spain in 1244. She was one of the many
children of Ferdinand III King of Castile and
Leon. History records that both stayed on many
occasions at their royal ‘palace’ at Geddington
attending the church (originally Saxon which
still includes Saxon elements but the Normans
created the Church seen today) and enjoyed
hunting on the Chase.
 On 28th November 1290, while on her way to join
the King in Scotland, the Queen was taken gravely
ill and died at Harby, near Lincoln. Her body was
taken to and entombed in Westminster Abbey.
Edward survived until 1307, but never visited
Geddington again. The village declined over the
next few hundred years doubtless not helped by the
14th century visitation of the ‘Black Death’.

Tombs of Alfonso VIII (1156-1214) & Eleanor
of England (1160-1214) 2nd daughter of Henry
II, in the convent of Santa Maria la De Huelgas.

Artist’s impression of the Geddington hunting
lodge, based on contemporary records that
document what was once a substantial complex
of buildings.

CSG Northampton Conference - The Eleanor Cross, Geddington


