
www.worcestershire.gov.uk

Worcestershire County Council Historic Environment and Archaeology Service

www.worcestershire.gov.uk

Averting Evil

Evidence from Worcestershire Buildings
Shona Robson -Glyde

1Averting Evil: Evidence from Worcestershire Buildings

For further information contact Shona Robson-Glyde, details at the end



www.worcestershire.gov.uk

Worcestershire County Council Historic Environment and Archaeology Service

Averting Evil: apotropaic symbols

The phrase 'averting evil' or apotropaic [Slide 3] is the 
adjectival form of the Ancient Greek word apotrope
which is translated as turning away or averting. The 
Ancient Greeks used a number of images to avert evil. 
Specifically the Gorgoneion, [Slide 4] the head of the 
Gorgon Medusa, was placed on doors, walls, floors, 
coins, shields and tombstones in the hope that the wild 
eyes and serpents ward off evil. The Nazar, [Slide 5] is 
known today, particularly in Greece and Turkey, as a 
symbol to ward off the evil eye but a similar protective 
eye was also an Ancient Greek apotropaic symbol. 
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ÅApotrope ïAncient Greek 
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away or averting

ÅNazarïEye symbol used 
to avert the evil eye
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Today we still have ways of trying to avert evil, many of 
which have their origins in the past. The Nazar is an 
example of this. We also have superstitions that have 
evolved from trying to avert evil or bad luck. For example, 
the Christian symbol of the Holy Trinity was a triangle. 
Walking under a ladder leaning against a walk, there-by 
breaking the triangle formed between wall and ground, 
was equivalent to violating the Holy Trinity. In Roman 
culture, your reflection in a mirror was supposed to 
represent your soul. Therefore, breaking the mirror, or 
looking into a broken mirror, would break your soul for 
the seven years it would to take to renew the soul. 
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When recording buildings, particularly those of timber, we 
often come across marks made into the timber, stone or 
plaster infill. Obviously we get carpenter's marks [Slide 8]  
on timber-framed structures, which are used to aid the 
construct the building. Some marks are obviously graffiti 
[Slide 9] and in barns we also get tally marks [Slide 10] to 
keep track of crops. 
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However there are also marks that appear to have no 
bearing on the function or construction of the building. 
Some of these marks were put on the building while it 
was being constructed and some appear to have been 
added later, possibly by the occupiers or owners. These 
marks appear to be invoking protection for the building 
and the people or contents within it. 
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[Slide 15] The daisy wheel is a circle with petals inside 
it. If it has six petals it is known as a hexafoil and it is in 
this form that it is most common. 

[Slide 16] Concentric circles are as they sound, circles 
inside circles. 

[Slide 17] Intercutting Vs are marks made by scratches 
in wood or plaster. They may appear to be an M or a W 
but are more often joined Vs.

[Slide 18] Interlocking circles can be random in design 
or arranged in circles and also arranged to create daisy 
wheels.
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[Slide 19] Spectacle marks are a pair of circles often 
with dots in the centre and sometimes with a bridge 
joining the two circles. 

[Slide 20] Butterfly marks or Saltire marks are a 
diagonal cross with lines to all sides. They are often 
seen on door latches or timber posts.

[Slide 21] Burn marks are angled teardrop-shaped 
burns on timber. These marks are deliberate and not 
accidental tallow burns.

[Slide 22] Chi Rho symbols are a letter P with an 
extended tail and a letter X crossed through the tail. 
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[Slide 23] Ladder marks are seen as a single line with 
crossing lines.

[Slide 24] Ritual marks are a series of marks, usually 
along a fireplace lintel. They may have been made over 
time and are often made of a series of the other marks. 
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Drawings taken from
óPeriod House Fixtures and Fittings 1300-1900ô

by Linda Hall (Countryside Books 2007)  
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A true daisy wheel, or hexafoil, [Slide 26] is a circle that 
has a six-petalled flower within it. It is an ancient image 
that can be traced back to the 6th century BC when it 
was used as a symbol for the sun. This meaning was 
still known in the 13th century when a daisy wheel is 
shown as the sun on an astronomy manuscript of 1272. 
It appears to have been used as good luck symbol, 
possibly when its use as a sun symbol had been 
forgotten. It was also used as a symbol associated with 
Christ from the 15th century, which may explain its 
common usage in churches. It is often found on the 
jambs of blocked openings and on the plaster panels of 
barns.
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Variants of the daisy wheel, have been found with four 
petals, in which case it is a consecration mark, and 
three petals when it is a symbol of the Holy Trinity with 
its three petals formed from a never-ending line. 
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The first time I came across the mark was on a roof 
truss of [Slide 29] Crowle Court tithe barn. The truss 
had been removed from the building and the daisy 
wheel had been carved on the back side of the truss 
where it had sat against the stone gable of the 
structure. Therefore the mark could only have been 
added to the timber at the time of construction of the 
building in 1354-56. In this building the mark was 
probably used as a protection symbol for the grain 
tithes being stored in the building. As the daisy wheel 
was hidden behind the truss it would not have been 
known about by the owners of the building.
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At Abbey Gate in Evesham, [Slide 31] [Slide 32] the 
daisy wheel was used on a window jamb that was 
inserted into a 14th century building in the 15th century. 
Windows were seen as a vulnerable area within a 
building, along with hearth and doors, as they could be 
entered by evil. Therefore this daisy wheel was being 
used to protect against evil entering the building. The 
symbol was covered with lime plaster and was 
therefore probably carved into the stone by the mason 
whilst constructing the window. The occupier of the 
building would not have known of this protection 
because it was covered with the lime plaster.
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Averting Evil: Daisy wheels

Court Farm, Himbleton [Slide 34] has a large timber-
frame barn in which there are large numbers of daisy 
wheels cut into the plaster infill panels all at one end of 
the barn. The date of these marks is not known yet. 
This is partly because of the fabric they are marked on, 
it can so easily be replaced with little evidence of the 
change, and partly because these marks were only 
discovered by the Archaeology Service last month. We 
have had little chance to study them yet. The daisy 
wheels at Himbleton [Slide 35] are teemed with 
concentric circles and burn marks to invoke protection 
from fire. The building showed signs of being damaged 
by fire and having been repaired. 
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A circle, as a religious symbol, [Slide 37] was meant to 
signify eternity or God. Its use was therefore invoking 
God's protection. As we've seen [Slide 38] concentric 
circles were found at Himbleton and were used 
alongside the daisy wheel. 
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Spectacle marks [Slide 40] can come in a number of 
different forms. Many have a bridge joining the two 
circles although you also get touching pairs of circles 
with or without centre dots. Their use appears to be 
simple, it is to ward away the evil eye, although the 
circle is also pertaining to God. 
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At the Fleece Inn at Bretforton, [Slide 42] Lola Taplin, 
whose family had owned The Fleece for over 300 
years, marked circles on her hearth everyday. Her 
mother and grandmother had also marked the hearth 
stones daily and Lola continued the tradition of trying to 
keep evil at bay. She used three circles forming two 
spectacle marks but also invoking the Holy Trinity for 
protection. 
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At Plowstall Farmhouse, Bayton, [Slide 44] the 17th

century fireplace lintel was completely covered in 
marks, all of which had a meaning but were almost 
invisible. One of the most prominent marks on the lintel 
was a spectacle mark with centre points. 
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This symbol [Slide 46], as well as incorporating the 
cross of St Andrew, was seen as a symbol of good luck 
and protection. In early runic script the bracketed X was 
an especially lucky letter. It was mainly used on door 
and window latches in the 17th and 18th centuries. The 
side brackets were seen as the jambs of a window or 
door and the cross was to block entry to evil. 
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This mark was seen in Upton on Severn [Slide 48] on 
an inserted 18th century partition between two parts of a 
roofspace. In this case the symbol has had a roof or hat 
added to the top of it, possibly to protect for entry from 
above. This partition was adjacent to an old chimney 
and therefore protection may have been wanted from 
anything entering down the chimney as well as from 
beyond the partition.  
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At Longdon, a late 19th century building [Slide 50] had a 
door latch with a butterfly mark on it. This latch is Arts 
and Crafts in design and age and is a copy of the type 
of latches found in the later 17th and 18th centuries. 
Interestingly the Arts and Crafts tradition also copied 
the protective symbol, whether knowingly or not is not 
known. 
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Burn marks [Slide 52] often appear on buildings and I 
have seen them singly and in groups where they are 
obviously the result of rush or tallow candles 
accidentally burning timber. However, there are 
instances where numerous marks appear together on a 
building, placed intentionally and obviously cannot have 
been made after the building was put together. In this 
case the builder was invoking protection from fire for 
the building, literally fighting fire with fire. 
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At Court Farm, Himbleton [Slide 54] burn marks appear 
in the section of the barn that was damaged by fire and 
therefore the marks are trying to invoke protection from 
further fire. 
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At Upton, two timbers [Slide 56] in the roofspace had 
clusters of angled burn marks, obviously put on before 
the building was constructed. It is possible that the 
original owner knew nothing of the marks and that the 
builder was trying to protect the building from fire. 
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