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JOHN DAVIS 

P 
rovincial dialmakers are much 

more difficult to track down than 

those from London, largely 

because the guild records corresponding 

to those of apprenticeships in London are 

not available for elsewhere in the 

country. Also, only Freemen of the City 

of London could trade there, so virtually 

everyone making or selling dials would 

be listed in one of the London 

Companies.  

A horizontal dial which was recently 

offered for sale (Fig. 1) has a signature 

“I Mann York” which prompted this 

article and allowed several disparate 

threads to be pulled together to reveal a 

lively collection of artisans in York at the 

end of the 17th century. 

The first port of call to identify an 

unknown dialmaker is Jill Wilson’s 

Biographical Index1 and the current 

(second) edition shows that I Mann is 

actually Joshua Mann and that there is 

another Mann, Thomas, listed. There is a small scattering 

of dials by Thomas Mann included in the BSS survey of 

Sundials in Museums2 but nowhere does it say that the two 

Manns were brothers. In fact, the Manns are quite well 

known as residents of York, but making sundials was only 

a minor part of their activities which were in the 

architectural field (Thomas) and in engraving monumental 

brasses (both brothers). 

A good account of the Mann brothers’ activities is given in 

a comprehensive article by R.J. Malden.3 Strictly, they 

were not formally part of the group of artists and artisans 

generally known as the York Virtuosi as they were slightly 

too early in date, though they were certainly friendly with 

several people who went on to form the group.4 The 

Virtuosi often met at the house in York’s Micklegate of 

Henry Gyles (1645–1709), the well-known glass painter 

responsible for many stained glass sundials.5 Thomas Mann 

was principally an architect and probably the elder brother 

as in his will, written in 1680 and likely to be near the end 

of his life, he gives his working tools to his brother Joshua 

(d. 1688). Thomas had many contacts including Robert 

Hooke whom he met in London together with other 

members of the newly-formed Royal Society – one of them 

was the mathematician John Collins (1625–83; known to 

diallists for his book on quadrants). Robert Hooke’s Diaries 

report several meetings with both Manns though care is 

needed to distinguish them from Hooke’s frequent visits to 

“Man’s Coffee Shop”. In October 1675, Hooke was at a 

meeting where there was a disagreement between Thomas 

and John Oliver (1616–1701). As well as being one of the 

surveyors of post-Fire London, Oliver was another glass 

painter who produced stained glass dials so it is interesting 

to see this link between the London and York styles. In 

December 1676 there was a meeting where Thomas met 

William Leybourne (1626–c.1700; another surveyor as well 

as a sundial designer and writer) and Sir John Hoskins who 

was President of the Royal Society: the Manns had good 

connections. 

The two Manns are perhaps best known for their work as 

engravers of monumental brasses and other brass plaques. 

Examples at many locations in York are known6 and some 

are illustrated online.7 A full list of York monuments, 

Fig. 1. The dial sold on eBay, general view.  

Photo courtesy of Mark Austick. 
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Thus it appears that Thomas Mann was familiar with 

sundial design and the common mottoes of the time. He 

was also a practical worker with mathematical instruments 

as a letter he wrote to Richard Beaumont on the back of a 

plan for improvements to Whitely Beaumont Hall in May 

1674 says that he has “fixed your Quadrant which will only 

be of use to you for taking of Latitude because the houres 

and azimuths are calculated for London Latitude and 

therefore will not serve here [York].” This is most likely to 

have been a Gunter’s quadrant. Also in the letter he says 

that he has “likewise fixed your Waywiser” and goes on to 

give a description of its method of use. 

Sundials by the Manns 

The first sundial to be considered is the horizontal one in 

Fig. 1 which started this enquiry. It is a fairly standard 

design with the signature “I Mann Fecit [16]83” and 

“Lat 54gr ” (Fig. 3) and with the very common motto 

VT HORA SIC VITA. A slightly unusual feature is that the  

N–S line runs through the points of the octagon rather than 

the more normal arrangement where it is drawn through the 

centres of opposing sides. Note that despite Mann’s 

extensive experience in engraving brasses, he has not laid 

out the spacing of the motto in advance so there is a large 

space at the beginning but he has run out of room at the 

end. The deeply-engraved hour numerals are read from the 

inside, as was universal at this time, and the timescale is 

divided into half-quarters (7½ minutes) which was already 

obsolescent. The gnomon (Fig. 4) is somewhat thicker than 

is usual for the period and has a very well-executed 

piercing. It is fixed in the standard manner with two tenons 

and pins (Fig. 5). 

including those by the Manns, is also available.8 In the 

architectural field, Thomas Mann has several grand country 

houses to his name and also the commemorative Market 

Cross in York. Although the building was demolished in 

1813, we have a full description, and a drawing of 1709 

(Fig. 2), of its appearance.9 It includes: 

“… finished on each Angle with Pillasters which 

revolves into Scrowles, on wch is 4 Quadrans or Sun 

Dyalls Lanskipt with severall Inscriptions. (i : e) on ye 

East Quadran, Eheu fugaces, on ye South Quadran Dum 

Spectus fugio, on ye West Quadran, fugit hora ora, on 

ye North Quadran, Tempus Edax rerum.” 

Fig. 2. Drawing, 1736, of Market Cross in Pavement, York, 

designed by Thomas Mann. Inset: the sundial(s) are on the 

octagon immediately below the cupola.  

From Malden, ref. 3. 

Fig. 4. Ebay dial gnomon. Photo courtesy of Mark Austick. Fig. 3. Ebay dial, signature and motto. Photo courtesy of 

Mark Austick. 
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The centre of the dial has the large letters IL which are 

highly likely to be the initials of the original owner. 

Normally, it would be virtually impossible to decode these 

but in this case a strong suggestion can be made. One of the 

members of the York Virtuosi was John Lambert and there 

are several reasons to believe that the initials are his. John 

Lambert of Calton (c.1640–1701; see Fig. 6) was the son of 

General John Lambert, a prominent member of Cromwell’s 

New Model Army and also a gardening enthusiast and 

painter of flowers. (The latitude of Calton Hall, near 

Kirkby Malham is 54.05° N; York is actually 53.95° N.) 

John Lambert jnr. was an accomplished artist and has been 

proposed as the painter of a portrait of Henry Gyles 

(sometimes called a self-portrait).10 He had a daughter 

Frances who married Sir John Middleton in 1699. A stained 

glass window from Belsay Castle of the arms of the two 

families has recently been attributed11 to Henry Gyles, 

partly owing to its incorporation of a ‘chubby cherub’ – see 

below for the significance of this. 

A very similar horizontal dial is in the BSS Fixed Dial 

Register (SRN 0256) at Adel, near Leeds in the west of 

Yorkshire. It is shown in Fig. 7 but unfortunately has since 

been stolen: it is not thought to be the dial that was recently 

sold because of the patina colour and the struts supporting 

the gnomon (which are a later addition, probably from the 

Victorian period). Notice, though, that it does share the 

same style of piercing for the gnomon and is likely to have 

used the same wooden mould for the casting. Gatty 

reports12 what is almost certainly the same dial though she 

says it is engraved “J. Munn, Ebor. fecit ex donatu. 1682” 

which is surely a misreading of the name. It too has the 

motto “Ut Hora Sic Vita”. The significance of the Adel dial 

is that the rector there at the time was Cyril Arthington who 

was a Fellow of the Royal Society and also one of the more 

peripheral members of the York Virtuosi. It seems 

reasonable to suppose, then, that there may be other dials 

made by the Manns for their acquaintances. 

Gatty also reports another horizontal dial “by Mr Munn” 

for Woodsome Hall, just south of Huddersfield. It was 

originally the seat of the aristocratic Kay(e) family and is 

now the magnificent clubhouse to a golf club. The dial was 

dated 1683 and, in addition, a vertical one is described on 

the south wall of Almondbury Church, a year earlier. The 

current staff at Woodsome Hall do remember a dial near 

the house but it was removed a few years ago when a large 

tree fell and destroyed the stone balustrading. Although 

various members recall it being placed to one side, efforts 

to locate it have so far failed.13 A source describes the 

Fig. 5. Ebay dial, underneath. Note the delineation holes 

to the bottom right of the tenon. Photo courtesy of 

Mark Austick. 

Fig. 6. Portrait of John Lambert by John Smith, 

after John Lambert; mezzotint, 1697 (National 

Portrait Gallery). 

Fig. 7. SRN 0256, Adel, W. Yorkshire, picture taken in 

1900 by Robert Sylvester but the dial is now missing. 
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Almondbury Church dial saying “The old Sundial has been 

replaced over the door of the South Chapel; and bears the 

inscription ‘Ut Hora sic Vita, 1682’ ” so it would not be 

surprising if the Woodsome Hall dial also had this motto.14 

The South Chapel is also known as the Kaye Chapel as it is 

dedicated to that family and hence it is likely that they 

commissioned both dials from Joshua Mann. Although not 

in the Fixed Dial Register, a drawing of it was published in 

189815 and is reproduced in Fig. 8. The Kay family were 

enthusiastic about new technology and in 1652 Sir John 

Kay installed a clock in the main hall with bells to ring over 

the estate, so having a good sundial on hand to regulate it 

would have been important.16 

The article by Malden also shows a very intriguing silver 

Butterfield dial.17 His Plate 4 is reproduced in Fig. 9 and 

had the caption “Pocket Sundial by Joshua Mann, 1686. 

Science Museum.” and in the accompanying text he says 

that it was “offered for sale in 1972 to the Science Museum 

in London”. However, enquiries at the Science Museum 

show that it is definitely not part of their inventory and they 

have no record of it being offered to them so, at the 

moment, its whereabouts are unknown.18 This is doubly 

unfortunate as Malden enthuses over the quality of the dial, 

 

Table 1. Gazetteer from the back of the dial in Fig. 9. 

Fig. 8. Almondbury Church showing a sundial on the 

outside of the Kaye (or South) Chapel. From ref. 14, plate 

between pp. 108 and 109. 

 gr min  gr min 
London 51  32 Yorke 54 00 
Dorchester 50  41 Norwich 52 43 
Salisbury 51  03 Lincoln 53 16 
Canterbury 51  19 Doncaster 53 32 
Oxford 51  46 Hull 53 47 
Glocester 51  55 Lancaster 54 08 
Hereford 52  08 Stocton 54 34 
Huntinton 52  21 Durham 54 48 
Coventry 52  28 Carlile 54 58 
                   Stanford    52   40 
Morpeth 55  xx Rothbury 55  20 
 Newcastle    55   01 

Fig. 9a & b. A Butterfield dial by Joshua Mann, 1686. 

Reproduced from Malden (ref. 3). 

saying that the workmanship is far in advance of that of 

similar dials by Thomas Tompion and Michael Butterfield 

himself – high praise indeed.19 The dial itself has several 

important and unique features. Firstly, the latitude pointer 

for the adjustable gnomon is not the bird’s beak which is 

found on around 95% of known dials of this type but, 

uniquely, a cherub pointing with his left arm.20 The 

significance of this is the common appearance of similar 

‘chubby cherubs’ in many of Henry Gyles’ glass paintings, 

both stained glass sundials and armorials. Anthony Turner 

has shown the likely source of this design – most 

prominently seen on the Nun Appleton Hall stained glass 

dial – as being ‘The little tambourine player’, in an 

engraved version by Jacob Matham.21 The cherub is used 

so frequently that it might almost be regarded as a badge 

for the Virtuosi. 
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and it also specifies its design latitude as 54d 30m. As the 

actual latitude of Port Clarence is 54° 35ʹ, it was clearly 

made for somewhere local and has only travelled a few 

miles in three and a half centuries. The dial is rather well 

made and the gnomon is nicely pierced with a design 

which, whilst not the same as the Joshua Mann ones, does 

show a family resemblance. 

Concluding Remarks 

The variety of dials made by both Thomas and Joshua 

Mann shows that they were accomplished craftsmen able to 

turn their hands to a wide range of tasks and with a good 

grasp of contemporary designs. They had good contacts 

with the local intelligentsia in York and the surrounding 

district which they used to obtain a range of commissions, 

all, seemingly, in the local area. The absence of a 

widespread guild structure in York to mirror that in London 

means that their expertise did not continue through 

successive generations of apprentices, though, or enable 

them to have a truly national clientele. 

The other interesting feature of the dial in Fig. 9 is the 

gazetteer of latitudes on the back. This is a standard feature 

of course but the details, transcribed in Table 1, are not of a 

standard list but have been carefully customised for a 

particular client. Notice that the list includes an unusually 

large number of cathedral cities throughout England and 

also the inclusion of Morpeth and Rothbury near the bottom 

– these are relatively small local towns which probably 

indicate where the owner, who could well have been a 

churchman, lived or worked. No direct connection to any of 

the Virtuosi has yet been made but the possibility is quite 

good.  

The dial in the Liverpool World Museum (Fig. 10) is a 

fairly standard universal equinoctial ring dial. It is 80 mm 

in diameter and is engraved “Tho. Mann fecit 1673”. The 

provenance is “from the Mayer collection” but other than 

that nothing is known about it.22 Whether Thomas made the 

dial from scratch or just engraved it is debatable but, 

bearing in mind his repairs to the quadrant and waywiser, it 

is possible that he was the true maker despite it seemingly 

being a one-off.  

The dial in Kirkleatham Museum is shown in Fig. 11. It 

was discovered in an allotment in the Port Clarence area 

(Middlesbrough) in the 1960s and is a nominal 4ʺ square 

which, combined with its lack of weathering, strongly 

suggests that it was made as a windowsill dial to 

accompany a longcase clock. It is simply signed “Thos 

Mann fecit 1671”, i.e. two years earlier than the ring dial, 

Fig. 10. Universal equinoctial ring dial by Thomas Mann 

(below – the signature Tho. Mann and date 1673). Courtesy 

of the Liverpool World Museum, inv. no. LivWM407. 

Fig. 11. The Thomas Mann windowsill dial in the 

Kirkleatham Museum (a) plan view, (b) side view showing 

the gnomon piercing. Courtesy of the Kirkleatham 

Museum, inv. no. RECKH : 1966.283. 
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