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Background Information – STRUCTURE & DESCRIPTION ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The monument comprises an Athenian Doric column standing on a plinth and pedestal and topped by a figure of Britannia supported by Caryatids. [image: image2.jpg]


Fascination for the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome was at its height at this time, and the influence of Greek styles derived from temples and monuments in Athens and elsewhere could be seen in public buildings all over Europe. Wilkins was a purist as far as his Greek designs were concerned and all his details are taken from Greek originals.
Working downwards from the top, the Monument is made up of the following sections:

Britannia

Globe, with inscription
Canopy, with finials above
Caryatids

Drum, decorated with wreaths
Capital, in Doric mode. This comprises the 
square abacus, above and round echinus below
Column, fluted 
Blocking course, at base of column
Cornice

Frieze, with wreath decoration and small guttae below
Pedestal, with blind openings, like a mausoleum
Plinth, with steps up and, on west side, down to door
This print from 1819 is generally accurate – more so than many made at the time – but shows a sarcophagus standing on top of the pedestal cornice. Wilkins’ drawing for his Dublin monument shows a similar feature, but neither was built. Notice how both the column and the pedestal beneath taper slightly.
Structure
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The Monument appears to be built entirely of stone. In fact, it is essentially a brick building, using locally-fired bricks (of rather poor quality), which were then faced in pre-cut quartz sandstone to a thickness of about 15 cm. Only at the narrower top of the pillar is it entirely of stone. Most of the stone used came from quarries at Dullalloe in Fife, Scotland. Through its herring industry, there were strong connections between Yarmouth and Scotland, from where it was relatively easy to transport heavy cargoes such as stone by sea. No doubt the architect and masons were also impressed by the whiteness of the stone – sometimes known as “Scottish white marble” – and the relative ease with which it could be sawn and shaped. Other stones were also used, such as York stone, which paves the top of plinth and yellowy sandstone which was used for the four corner slabs on the plinth. These are a bit of a mystery – they look as if they were designed to take lions or sphinxes, but if so, these were never added, nor do they appear on Wilkins’ original model of the pillar. Coade stone was used for the figures and dome at the top. This was a type of artificial stone, made by Mrs Coade’s Lambeth factory of fired re-constituted stone. It was very popular with architects at that time, especially for large statues. By the 1860s, repairs were needed to the Caryatids whose arms had become insecure and were replaced with cast concrete by the Cockerell family (known as “Concrete Cockerell”), borough architects of Great Yarmouth. The original figures were entirely replaced in concrete in 1896, and again (this time in fibreglass with a cement core) in 1981. However, two of Wilkins’ original Coade stone Caryatids have recently been discovered in use as garden ornaments at a Norfolk country house see right. Five of the six Caryatids still hold out their original copper wreaths; one is now lost, having fallen off at some time in the early 20th century.
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Internally, it can be seen that the walls are some 1.2 m (4 ft.) thick at the base of the column, but become noticeably thinner as the pillar gradually narrows towards the top. The internal walls are made of brick laid in irregular English bond, that is with mainly headers exposed. However, some keying stones are used for the full thickness of the walls, their numbers increasing nearer the top until the topmost section which is all of stone.

The photograph below shows how the steps were made, each consisting of a section of the central column and one step carved from a single slab of stone.
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217 stone steps rise anti-clockwise from the base to the top, and the climb is illuminated by small windows on the north and south sides. 
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The drum below the Caryatid figures provides a small viewing platform. The steps seem well-trodden, but the small space at the top and near impossibility of people passing on the steps makes it unlikely that the builders ever intended it as a viewpoint. For safety reasons, there is no general access to the top, but please contact the Norfolk Nelson Museum for details of occasional visiting days, 01493 850698.
Dimensions
The overall height of the Monument is 44 metres (144 ft.) It is thus only a few metres shorter that Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square, London, which was built 24 years later. (During recent restoration work, it was discovered that Nelson’s column is almost 5 metres shorter than previously thought! It is now known to be 53 metres, or 169 ft. 6 ins. from its base to the tip of Nelson’s hat.) The Yarmouth Monument measures 2.4 metres to the top of the plinth, and 10.5 metres to the foot of the column. The height of the column is 22.5 metres. The Caryatids are a little more than life size, at 2.1 metres, while Britannia herself stands 3.5 metres tall.

Symbolism

[image: image7.jpg]


The design and details of the Monument are full of symbols that would have been readily understood by people (at least, educated people) at the time. The very choice of a fluted column (that is, Greek style rather than Roman) associates Nelson with Greek heroes such as Odysseus. Britannia is symbol of, and  ancient name for, Britain – Nelson was always fiercely patriotic. Britannia is posed facing north-west, where, about 50 miles away as the crow flies, lies Nelson’s birthplace at Burnham Thorpe. Britannia’s arms are outstretched holding an olive branch (peace) and a trident (the emblem of the Greek sea-god Neptune). Britannia (who “…rules the waves”) stands on a globe, which itself is inscribed with the Latin motto: Qui Meruit Ferat Palmam. The Caryatid figures are derived from Greek 
temples, where they take the place of columns on some significant buildings. The Caryatids hold out palm branches and laurel (or bay) wreaths, which are also found on the frieze at the top of the pedestal. In ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, palms were symbolic of victory and were presented to battle victors, while in Christian symbolism they represent martyrdom and resurrection (palms were spread before Christ as he entered Jerusalem before the crucifixion).  Laurels represented success, distinction and heroism and were traditionally presented to the winners in ancient Greek games, while a wreath (such as here) stood for victory in death, highly appropriate for Nelson who died at the very hour of his victory. The tridents and wreaths are further reproduced on the iron railings (now painted navy blue) below a classical-style “key pattern” which may here represent waves.
