











ABOVE AND FACING PAGE: The Chapel inside the structure of Louis de Foix.

authority, Renaissance art, and divine guidance. It
was designed as a multi-story Renaissance tower,
blending functional maritime purpose with symbolic
architecture. It consisted of a massive stone base
and foundation platform with four primary interior
levels, each with a distinct architectural and
symbolic purpose. A central spiral staircase led all
the way from the base to the lantern chamber.

At the lowest level was the entrance hall and
storage area for fuel, tools and provisions and water.
It was accessed by a stone doorway via external steps
that were often submerged at high tide. Walls were
thick and windows were small to protect against
the ferocity of the sea. The most ornate room was
dedicated to the Virgin Mary and St. Nicholas, the
patron of sailors (see p100). Designed in classical
Renaissance style it had vaulted ceiling columns and
pilasters, stained glass and an altarpiece of marble
or painted decoration. The chapel was used by the
keepers, visiting clergy, and sometimes passing
sailors for prayers and mass. This beautiful space
still exists today restored and preserved. It has
served as the living space for the resident keepers
and occasional royal guests. There was a small
fireplace, bunks or straw mattresses and storage
niches, decorated modestly but with architectural
care and a blend of utility and elegance.

The lighthouse lantern was originally designed
to house an open flame using wood, pitch, or coal,
located at the top of the tower and accessible by
spiral staircase. In the early years, the flame was
exposed in a metal basket or brazier, without
glass; it had to be constantly tended and was often
inefficient. By 1611, efforts were made to enclose
the light with glass panes, though early lenses were
still decades away.*”” A stone staircase linked all
levels and had a broad enough tread to allow fuel
and supplies to be carried up. Niches in the walls
provided places to store tools, devotional objects,
or lamps. Light wells or narrow windows were
placed for ventilation and minimal daylight.

The interior was more than functional. It
was a symbol of Henri IV’s reign, combining art,
architecture, religion, and royal power. Latin
inscriptions, coats of arms, and royal emblems
were integrated into the architecture. Some rooms
were absorbed or altered by the later 18th-century
renovations by Joseph Teulére for Cordouan 4. The
lantern room was completely rebuilt and replaced
with a more modern design in the late 1700s. A
final accolade for this fabulous lighthouse is that
it was the first to carry one of the beautiful new
catadioptric lenses designed by Augustin Fresnel, an
advance that will be discussed in detail in Volume 3.
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ABOVE: A part of the internal spiral staircase. A particular feature of French lighthouses is the fine finishing
of the interiors. The images BELOW offer further support.




ABOVE: The Sumiyoshi lighthouse at Osaka in Japan.

Religious Lighthouses In Asia

Probably because of the significant cultural and
language difficulties, there have been no obvious
studies of lights being shown for navigation in Asia.
The three significant countries we should consider
are Japan, China, Korea and Viet Nam. Once again,
in medieval times, all use of lights in this way were
strongly associated with religious significance.

Japan

It is tempting to write off Japan as having no
impact on our study because of the enormous
impact made by the Scottish engineer Richard
Brunton when he built a network of European-
style lighthouses around the coasts of Japan in the
nineteenth century. However, there is indeed an
ancient tradition of light beacons in Japan which
used beacon structures to assist mariners, though
they were often deeply intertwined with religious
or symbolic purposes rather than being purely
functional in the modern sense.

They were often tied to Shinto shrines or
Buddhist temples, especially in sheltered bays and
port towns, and were placed and maintained with

the intention of aiding navigation, ensuring safe
passage, and invoking divine protection for sailors.
They were often donated by merchants or seafarers
as votive offerings. They were often maintained by
monks, shrine caretakers, or local communities and
were lit with oil lamps or fires and visible from the
sea, though their reach was limited.

The Sumiyoshi Lantern located in Osaka, is a
stone lighthouse traditionally believed to have
originated in the 12th century (Heian period). It
was associated with Sumiyoshi Taisha, a major
Shinto shrine dedicated to the Sumiyoshi Sanjin,
gods of the sea and sailing. While primarily a votive
or sacred object, it also served a practical maritime
function of marking the entrance to the port of
Suminoenotsu and guiding ships safely.

In pre-modern Japan, lanterns or beacon fires
were placed near shrines or temples near the coast.
Just as we saw with the ancient Greeks, these
served the dual purposes of offerings to the gods
and navigation aids for mariners. The Sumiyoshi
deities were considered protectors of travellers and
sailors, so placing a lighthouse-like structure near
their shrine made symbolic and practical sense.

During the Edo period (1603-1868), Japan saw
the construction of more formalized ishidoro (stone
lanterns) and beacon towers along the coast. These
structures often burned oil or used reflected light,
and though less advanced than Western-style
lighthouses, they did help coastal navigation. Thus,
structures like the Sumiyoshi Lighthouse were used
to assist mariners, though their origin and form
were shaped by religious reverence, not purely
technical engineering.

At Anorisaki near the entrance to Ise Bay is a
site where temples maintained bonfires or lanterns
for protection and maritime safety. Because of
its importance, it was chosen in 1873 by Richard
Brunton for one of the many lighthouses he built
in Japan. At the Cape of Hinomisaki is a shrine
dedicated to Amaterasu and Susanoo, gods of sun
and sea and wind. Here too, early fires or stone
lanterns were maintained to warn ships of rocks
and aid coastal navigation. This eventually led to
the modern Hinomisaki Lighthouse, Japan’s tallest.
There is a Japanese stone Lighthouse at Tomonoura
built in 1859 that overlooks an old port town with
long-standing maritime significance. It is considered
a classic example of a Japanese “lighthouse” with
religious and functional roles.
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ABOVE: The Liuhe Pagoda in China is said to be a
medieval lighthouse.

China

Other Asian countries also developed early
maritime beacon systems that blended religious,
ceremonial, and navigational functions, much like
Japan. However, the form and intent varied based
on culture, geography, and maritime priorities.

During the Han Dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE)
China’s coastal and river navigation systems were
quite advanced. Beacon towers called fenghuotai
were primarily military but sometimes adapted
near ports for maritime signal fires. Watchtowers
along the Yangtze and Pearl Rivers were sometimes
used to aid boatmen and merchants.

In China’s Tang and Song Dynasties (7th—13th
centuries), the Song dynasty (960-1279), had a
vibrant maritime trade and used harbour lights
and navigation markers. At Quanzhou, one of the
world’s busiest ports in the 11th—13th centuries,
pagodas and lantern towers were constructed near
the sea and river mouths to guide ships. Some were
Buddhist structures, again showing the link of faith
to navigation.

The Liuhe Pagoda (literally Six Harmonies
Pagoda) is a multi-story Chinese pagoda in southern
Hangzhou, Zhejiang province. It is located at the
foot of Yuelun Hill, facing the Qiantang River. It
was originally constructed in 970 by the Wuyue
Kingdom, destroyed in 1121, and reconstructed
fully by 1165, during the Southern Song dynasty
(1127-1279). It is said the pagoda also served as
a lighthouse along the Qiantang River. Being of
considerable size and stature, it actually served as
a permanent lighthouse from nearly its beginning,
to aid sailors in seeking anchorage for their ships at
night.*

During the Ming and Qing Dynasties harbour
lights began appearing more frequently in major
trading ports. Temples dedicated to Mazu, the
sea goddess, often had towers or beacons nearby
to protect and guide sailors. Mazu worship was
central to sailor communities, especially in Fujian
and Guangdong.

Korea

During the Joseon Dynasty (1392—-1897) Korea
used beacon mounds called bongsudae across the
peninsula, mainly for military communication, but
coastal ones assisted ships with signal fires. There
were also warning systems for dangerous tides or
pirate activity. As in Japan, Buddhist temples near
the coast sometimes maintained ceremonial lights
or stone lanterns, especially near ferry crossings
and fishing harbours. These were usually of limited
effect, but could help local navigation.

Vietnam

Vietnam’s early maritime culture, especially
during the Cham and Dai Viet periods, used temples
near river mouths to guide boats. Some temples
maintained lanterns or fires as offerings to deities
such as Thuy than (water gods) or Thién Y A Na. As
with China, Mazu worship was also introduced by
Chinese merchants and may have included the use
of beacons.

In summary, many Asian cultures used ancient
lighthouse-like structures, often rooted in religion or
symbolism, to assist mariners. China, in particular,
had significant systems that predated Japan’s,
and temples throughout east and southeast Asia
provided spiritual and literal guidance to sailors.
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Conclusions

1. Whether by design or accident, there
was an important contribution to the
practice of using lights as navigational aids
made by members of the Christian orders
across Europe. Today, these lights are called
Ecclesiastical Lights.

2. In strict historical terms, many of these
lights are remembered more by culture and
tradition than they are by document.

3. It is clear that deeply embedded religious
practices have linked the use of fire at night
to the sending of signals to those at sea,
across the world, not just in Europe. These
signals have proved universally useful to
mariners.

4. The religious practice of keeping lights
burning at altars may have contributed to
the unintentional showing of lights that were
taken up by mariners as useful to navigation
because they were known to be reliable.

5. Even if shown deliberately, these lights
may have been temporary or haphazard and
had a measure of unreliability.

6. The visibility of these lights, particularly
from high elevation from where they would
have greatest effect, would have become
known to mariners who added the locations
to their sailing directions. Continued
existence would have led to them being
added to maps and sea charts.

7. Because of their strategic locations, many
Ecclesiastical lights later became the sites of
more permanent installations often built on
top of existing ones, thus destroying much of
the archaeological remains.

Notes

1 In the east, the centre of the Christian church was at
Constantinople, previously Byzantium.

2 Wilken p7

3 Put simply, Henry famously needed a divorce but the
Pope would not give him one so the King ordered the
separation of the Catholic Church in England from the
mother church in Rome. This resulted in a major attack
on the religious orders in Britain and much destruction
of their buildings.

4 Wilson, p5.

5 As with so many stories from these early times, there
is some uncertainty and confusion in published material.
First, Dubhan of Hook Head has sometimes been
confused with Dubhan of Rosglas, a Christian bishop and
contemporary of St Patrick who was also referred to as a
Saint. The lighthouse on Hook Head is also promoted as
the oldest working lighthouse in the world. It is certainly
the oldest in Ireland and in northwest Europe. Readers
should consider the history of other structures described
in this book before jumping to conclusions. The structure
we see today was probably in working order in 1240.

6 The Celts did write, but writing was not central to
their culture. They relied heavily on oral transmission,
and most written records of their traditions come from
either Roman authors or Christian monks who wrote
them down centuries later.

7 The Venerable Bede was an English monk, author and
scholar. He was one of the greatest teachers and writers
during the Early Middle Ages, and his most famous work,
Ecclesiastical History of the English People, gained him
the title “The Father of English History”. Born on lands
belonging to the twin monastery of Monkwearmouth—
Jarrow in present-day Tyne and Wear, England, Bede
was sent to Monkwearmouth at the age of seven and
later joined Abbot Ceolfrith at Jarrow. Wikipedia, 2025.

8 Frisians were from today’s Netherlands.
9 Pye, p65.

10 https://www.britainexpress.com/History/medieval/
religious-orders.htm Downloaded 20190903

Benedictines - founded by St Benedict in 529 AD.
The largest order, the Benedictines were noted for
their learning. The four vows of these monks were to
obedience,chastity, poverty, and manual labour for 7
hours each day. St Dunstan, Archbishop of Canterbury
from 960 AD, was responsible for establishing a large
number of Benedictine houses.
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Carthusians - the Carthuisians lived lives of isolation and
silence, spending their days in their own individual cells.
The monks wore hair shirts and saw each other only on
Sundays and feast days, but even then conversation was
rarely allowed. The main Carthusian monastery in Britain
was at Charterhouse in London. After the Dissolution of
the Monasteries this became Charterhouse School. The
Carthusians were too strict an order to win wide appeal.

Cistercians - Begun in France under the influence of
St.Bernard of Clairvaux, the order chose isolated rural
locations to build their monasteries, particularly in Wales
and in the north, where they reclaimed land laid waste
by William the Conqueror. They were not so scholarly as
the Benedictines, but focused on agriculture and hard
manual labour. One unanticipated result of this work
ethic was that several monasteries became very rich and
owned large parcels of land.

Augustinians - founded in the 11th century, these “Black
Canons” lived in communities but went out among
the populace to preach. As a consequence of this, and
their propensity for giving alms and hospitality, the
Augustinians were quite popular, and their churches
were thus large and ornate.

Cluniacs - The Cluniacs were one of several orders
who tried to return the Benedictine rule to its original
simplicity. They first came to England at Lewes in about
1078. The Cluniacs spent much of their time in devotion,
and left the agricultural toil to paid servants. Most
Cluniac establishments were small; the largest were at
Much Wenlock, Castle Acre, and Thetford.

Trinitarians (also called Mathurins or “Red Friars”) -
originally founded in 1197 to rescue Christian captives,
they also spent large amounts of their money on alms
for the poor. Their major house was at Knaresborough
(North Yorkshire).

Military Orders were also significant. Knights of the
Temple (Templars) - founded in Jerusalem in 1118 for the
expressed purpose of protecting (Christian) travellers to
the Holy Land. The Templars became the “bankers of
Christendom”, and owned huge amounts of property
throughout Europe. The order came to England under
King Stephen, and the Temple Church in London is a
good example of their habit of building round churches,
or at least incorporating rounded shapes into their
architecture. The order was officially disbanded in the
early 14th century, though its legacy lives on in the many
place names incorporating the word “temple”.

Knights of St John of Jerusalem (Knights Hospitallars)
- originally provided hospitality and medical care to
pilgrims in the Holy Land. The Hospitallers came to
England under Henry I. They founded houses where
novices could be trained in military arts and receive

religious instruction. When the Templars were disbanded
the Hospitallers received many of their churches and
other property.

11 A mendicant was a member of a religious order that
lived by begging (from the Latin mendicare, meaning “to
beg”) and relied entirely on charity for their sustenance.
Mendicants renounced personal and communal
property to devote themselves to preaching, missionary
work, and serving the poor.

12 Clay, pp51-2.

13 Patent Rolls of the Reign of Henry Ill, 1232 to 1247,
Reprinted by HMSO 1901, p392.

14 In Volume 1 (p258-9) | have previously speculated
that the main entry port to Britain at the time was at
Richborough on the Isle of Thanet in Kent, and not at
Dover. This might explain why Canterbury was chosen
for the first Christian settlement in England, rather than
at Dover.

15 MacGibbon, D and Ross, T 1892 The Castellated
and Domestic Archiutecture of Scotland. Volume 5.
Edinburgh: David Douglas, McGibbon and Ross p193.

16 Portpatrick Old Church, Portpatrick, Dumfries
and Galloway Building record. May 2015, John Pickin
Archaeology and Heritage, High Weirston House,
Leswalt, Stranraer , Dumfries and Galloway DG9 ORQ.
https://www.portpatrickchurchyard.org.uk/pdfs/
PortpatrickOldChurchBuildingRecord.pdf

17 Christianity was first accepted by the Romans in
Britain during the 4th century, particularly after the
Edict of Milan in 313 CE, when Emperor Constantine |
legalized Christianity throughout the Roman Empire.

18 Wilken, p100-101.

19 Clay, Rotha Mary., The Hermits and Anchorites of
England. Methuen & Co. London, 1914. https://ia801302.
us.archive.org/0/items/hermitsanchorite0Oclay/
hermitsanchoriteOOclay.pdf

20 Wilken, R L: Chapter 10 - Monasticism, p99-108.

21 Immrama, meaning ‘voyages’ or literally ‘rowings
about’ refers to a category of medieval Irish Christian
literature in which a protagonist sets about voyaging in
penance for sins committed.

22 Naish, p21.
23 Naish, p82.
24 Naish, p97.

25 The Viking name for the point was vadra fiord
(weather estuary) from which the name of Waterford
derives.

26 https://garda-post.com/history-of-hook-lighthouse/
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27 The terms priory, monastery, and abbey are often
used interchangeably in everyday speech, but historically
and technically they have distinct meanings and reflect
a kind of hierarchy or administrative difference within
the medieval Church, especially in the context of
monastic orders like the Benedictines. A monastery is
the general term for a community of monks (or nuns)
living under religious vows, usually isolated from secular
life, following a rule (like the Rule of St Benedict).
Both abbeys and priories are types of monasteries.
So “monastery” is the broadest term and just means
“place where monastics live and pray.” An abbey is a
monastery that is Autonomous and independent. It
is headed by an abbot (male) or abbess (female). It is
often more wealthy, powerful, or influential, and has
jurisdiction over other monastic houses (including
priories). Abbeys were often major landowners, patrons
of the arts, and political players. For example, St Albans
Abbey was one of the richest in England; Whitby Abbey
was famous for the Synod of Whitby (664); Fountains
Abbey was a great Cistercian house in Yorkshire. A priory
is @ monastery that is headed by a prior or prioress
(instead of an abbot/abbess). It is often subordinate to
an abbey (called a dependent or daughter house) but
can also be independent, though generally with less
prestige and autonomy. Some priories were “cells” of a
mother abbey like Tynemouth Priory, which was a cell
of St Albans Abbey after 1090. Thus Tynemouth Priory
was dependent on St Albans. We might have an Order
of “Seniority” (loosely speaking) thus: An Abbey with an
Abbot/Abbess has Full autonomy and is independent; A
Priory with a Prior/Prioress has some autonomy but is
dependent; A Priory or Cell has a Prior/Prioress Under
an Abbey’s authority. A monastery is a general term for
any of the above. Tynemouth was once an independent
monastery, but after the Norman Conquest it became a
priory under St Albans Abbey. That meant the Abbot of
St Albans had authority over it, even though it was large
and important in its own right.

28 Tynemouth priory, 1867 proof engraving by William
Miller after J M W Turner. The lighthouse, since
demolished, stands on the far right of the promontory.

29 Moir (1958), p1.

30 https://explorewestnorfolk.co.uk/venues/ruins-of-st-
edmunds-chapel-hunstanton-77/

31 Long, p113

32 Stevenson p22 reports that a reliable British traveller
called Leland described the lighthouse in 1540 and a
document in Catholic church records shows money
allocated for maintenance to the roof.

33 Obviously, there are slightly different spellings of
the names Nicholas and Michael depending upon the

language being used.

34 A very similar site exists in northern France called
Mont Saint Michel.

35 Trethewey, Ancient Lighthouses, chapter 3.

36 The reference is to Plymouth Municipal Records of
1488, given in Hague and Christie’s book p18. No other
records have so far been found.

37 Hague and Christie, p152.

38 Also, the image on p106: Eine Abtei am Ende der Welt.
https://www.patrimoine-iroise.fr/culturel/religieux/
Saint-Mathieu.php

39 Wikipédia: Abbaye Saint-Mathieu de Fine-Terre.

40 Geographical Magazine: Lighthouses: the solitary
guards of the sea. https://geographical.co.uk/culture/
lighthouses-solitary-guards-of-the-sea.

41 Wikipedia: Hiddensee.
42 https://cordouan.culture.gouv.fr/en/religious-site

43 The inter-marriages of royal personages during these
centuries caused large areas of land to come to the groom
as possessions of his wife - the dowry. In 1152, Eleanor
of Aquitaine, one of the wealthiest and most powerful
women in medieval Europe, married Henry Plantagenet
(who became King Henry Il of England in 1154). As
Duchess of Aquitaine, Eleanor brought her vast French
lands—including Aquitaine, Gascony, and others—into
the English crown’s control through marriage. This
created the so-called Angevin Empire, where the English
king ruled over huge swaths of France—even more land
than the French king! These constant changes in land
ownership were part of the troubles that caused the
Hundred Years War.

44 There are clear parallels here with the coast of England
where sea levels are known to have risen substantially
in the Isles of Scilly and on the Goodwins Sands since
Roman times.

45 We shall examine in detail these private lighthouses
in a later chapter.

46 In Ancient and Medieval times, lighthouses were
state-funded or monastic; there were no dues. Then in
the late 1500s, light dues were authorized at Cordouan.
In the 1600s—1700s, Dutch and English authorities began
charging structured dues. Finally in the 18th—19th c. the
charging of light dues became the standard funding
model across maritime Europe.

47 These problems are discussed further on p224.

48 According to the British historian Joseph Needham,
Wikipedia Liuhe Pagoda, 20250610]
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