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The farmhouse was a long, low building, two storied in parts. Other parts of it were three-storied. Edward the Sixth had originally owned it in the form of a shed in which he housed his swineherds, but he had grown tired of it, and had had it rebuilt in Sussex clay. Then he pulled it down. Elizabeth had rebuilt it, with a good many chimneys in one way and another. The Charleses had let it alone, but William and Mary had pulled it down again, and George the First had rebuilt it. George the Second, however, burned it down. George the Third added another wing. George the Fourth pulled it down again.

By the time England began to develop that magnificent blossoming trade and imperial expansion which fell to her lot under Victoria, there was not much of the original building left, save the tradition that it had always been there.

Stella Gibbons, Cold Comfort Farm (1932).







PREFACE

The content of this book is based on numerous historic building surveys and publications written by a wide variety of specialists. I am keen to show exactly where my information has come from to ensure that my working out is visible. The text is fully referenced with superscript numbers which link to endnote references (gathered in a list towards the end of the book). The endnotes will show the source of my information. This will usually take the form of a Harvard-style reference to the author, year of publication and page number of a text which can then be found in the bibliography.

The source material includes publications found in print, online scans or e-books. It also includes a substantial quantity of grey literature site reports created by archaeological contractors. Some of these will be available in the public domain via websites or repositories such as the Archaeology Data Service (ADS). However, it must be acknowledged that due to certain factors, including pre-internet authorship and client confidentiality, not all grey literature sources are available online and may exist in hard copy or non-uploaded PDFs only.

A substantial amount of the book has been gleaned from surveys carried out by myself whilst in employment for other organisations or as a consultant archaeologist operating as Triskele Heritage. This accounts for the numerous entries under my name in the bibliography. It is sometimes frowned upon for the author to self-reference. However, as quite a lot of the data are entering the public domain for the first time in this book, I have been diligent to demonstrate the source of my information – namely historic building surveys from my career. Occasionally, the location of a property has been redacted in both text and bibliography. This is to ensure the privacy of landowner and property is maintained. In such circumstances, the building will be referred to in general terms, e.g. ‘the Southwell townhouse’.

Additionally, there are references to newspaper articles and websites. The latter were all active when the manuscript was handed over to my publishers during the spring of 2026. I can only apologise if the information on any of these sites has been subsequently altered or if the websites are no longer active as you are reading this. Online data is less stable than the printed word.

Complete locational information will be maintained throughout. When a property is mentioned, the reference will generally be formatted as: building name at/in settlement (county); e.g. the White Horse at Sible Hedingham (Essex). Although some buildings will be referred to on multiple occasions across the chapters, the context in which they are mentioned may change. Consequently, the property is fully located in each instance to avoid confusion.

Buildings archaeology is an inherently visual subject and I have tried to use images as often as possible within the limits agreed with my editor. There are thirty black and white figures included in the chapters that illustrate specific points in the text. Additionally, there are thirty colour images grouped in the centre of the book that relate to buildings mentioned in the book.

For help with the technical terms relating to elements of buildings, the reader is referred to online repositories such as the Vernacular Building Glossary which is maintained by the Vernacular Architecture Group. The use of abbreviations has been kept to a minimum. Abbreviation is used for organisations with a lengthy title referred to multiple times. For example, after the first reference to the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, in Chapter 1, this worthy institution is usually referred to as the SPAB to ensure brevity. Abbreviations are indicated in brackets after the first use of the full title. Common abbreviations include:

ADS = Archaeology Data Service

DCMS = Department for Culture, Media and Sport

HER = Historic Environment Record

ICOMOS = International Council on Monuments and Sites

MOLA = formerly an acronym for Museum of London Archaeology, but now the stand-alone title of an independent archaeological unit

NHLE = National Heritage List for England

RCAHMS = Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland

RCAHMW = Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales

RCHME = Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England

SPAB = Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings

VCH = Victoria County History





INTRODUCTION

HIDDEN HISTORIC HOUSES

On a bright and clear spring morning in early 2022, I headed towards a Warwickshire village. I had travelled there at the request of a landowner who wanted me to tell them the age of their house. For me, there was nothing particularly unusual in this piece of work. I am a buildings archaeologist. My job is to analyse, research, date, phase, interpret and contextualise historic buildings. However, what I found in Warwickshire was not quite what I expected. The landowner had sent me some photographs of an exposed timber frame. However, when I arrived, I was confronted with modern rendered walls, windows and roof tiles. The decorated barge boards and the rustic porch on the gable end hinted at a property built in the Arts and Crafts style of the late nineteenth century. Surely this couldn’t be the timber-framed house that I had seen in the photographs? I double-checked my location several times before I hesitantly unhooked the garden gate. I nervously knocked on the front door and fully expected an awkward conversation with a confused landowner who was not expecting a visit from a buildings archaeologist. Then the door opened and I fell back in time to the mediaeval world.

At its core, the Warwickshire building was a timber-framed, three-bay, mediaeval house that dated to a period prior to the mid-sixteenth century. At its centre was the hall – a multifunctional space that would have been used for dining, working, receiving visitors, domestic tasks and social display. It was originally open to the rafters. There was clear evidence of smoke blacking on the timbers that had been caused by tendrils that drifted up from an open hearth to seep out through what had once been a thatched roof. The open hall was the standard planform for mediaeval English rural houses. Such buildings generally incorporated an off-centre cross-passage, running from front to back through the house, with services on one side. The services might include storage for food and drink or possibly a kitchen. The hall stood on the other side of the cross-passage and beyond that was a parlour that could be used for greater privacy, storage and sleeping. In some of the more well-appointed houses there may have been upper chambers above the services and parlour that were reached by ladders or even stairs. There was evidence that structural changes had occurred during the early modern period. An upper floor was inserted throughout to provide more space for storage, sleeping and perhaps working. New hearths fed smoke into brick chimneys. An extra bay was added to make the house longer. The form, function and sequence of development for the Warwickshire house was readily coherent, but when was it first built?
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Figure 1: Annotated schematic drawing of the roof structure observed in the Warwickshire house.



Important clues for the dates of buildings are often contained within the details of roof structures. The Warwickshire house had queen struts, arch braces, curved wind braces and cranked tie beams (Figure 1). Comparison with similar buildings of known dates in the region enabled me to estimate a range within which the property was probably constructed. Queen struts are found in Warwickshire largely between the mid-fourteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries. Arch braces and curved wind braces were current in the county between the late fourteenth century and the mid-sixteenth centuries. Meanwhile, there are dated cranked tie beams found between the mid-fourteenth and late fifteenth centuries in the region. By triangulating the known date ranges for the various features, it is estimated that the Warwickshire house was probably built somewhere between the late fourteenth and late fifteenth centuries. There is, of course, a margin for error with stylistic dating and it is acknowledged that the building may be slightly older or younger. However, the presence of smoke blacking on the roof structure makes it unlikely that the building post-dates the middle of the sixteenth century.

DOUBTFUL DATES

The Warwickshire house is not a listed building and there was no indication that it had been assessed by a buildings archaeologist previously. Anecdotally, field experience tells me this is not unusual. Over the last decade, since I founded an archaeological consultancy called Triskele Heritage, I have surveyed exactly sixty domestic buildings. Of these, eighteen were unlisted and twelve of them had fabric that dated to the mediaeval or early modern period. Therefore, 20 per cent of buildings that I have surveyed are unlisted structures well over 300 years old. There are many considerations for listing a building – including architectural and historic interest, group value, fixtures, features and curtilage, character and appearance, aesthetic merits, national interest and the state of repair – but the date of a property is an important factor. The national curator, Historic England, states that ‘there is a presumption to list all pre-1700 examples which retain significant early fabric’.1 I suspect the Warwickshire house could be considered for listed status.

Historic England also hosts and maintains the National Heritage List for England – a catalogue of over 370,000 listed buildings.2 Around 91.7 per cent of buildings in the catalogue are assessed at grade II and are of special interest; 5.8 per cent are particularly important and are therefore grade II*; and 2.5 per cent of listed buildings are grade I – considered to be of exceptional interest.3 Examples of listed buildings that I have surveyed include the King’s House at the Tower of London (grade I);* Old Grove House at Emmer Green in Berkshire (grade II*); and 4-6 Blacksmith Lane at Kelham in Nottinghamshire (grade II).4 The latter is one of forty-two domestic listed buildings that I have examined since the foundation of Triskele Heritage. It was first listed in 1981 and the 163-word entry makes it clear that the listing investigator saw the street frontage, rear elevation and parts of the ground floor. The property was described as a seventeenth-century timber-framed house that had been remodelled and extended in brick during the early eighteenth century.5 However, when I first looked at the building in 2019, I suspected that it was both older and more complex than the listing indicated.

Much like the Warwickshire house, 4-6 Blacksmith Lane started off as a three-bay open hall house and there was evidence throughout of smoke blacking to its common rafter roof. Again, this indicated a mediaeval origin, and the primary phase was tentatively dated to the early fifteenth century by reference to the jointing of the wall plate. The property had been remodelled during the seventeenth century – when the first floor and attics were inserted alongside two chimneys. This phase was dated by the ovolo moulding of the spine beam in the parlour, the inglenook fireplace in the kitchen and the width of the floorboards in the attic. Then, mapping evidence indicated that the building had extensions added in brick to the front and rear elevations somewhere between 1847 and 1886. Finally, according to the landowners, the building was modernised during the 1980s and this included the insertion of a new staircase in the parlour. The listing suggested seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century phases. The archaeological survey indicated a possible fifteenth-century primary phase, followed by remodelling in the seventeenth, mid-nineteenth and late twentieth centuries. These are quite different conclusions.

Kelham was one of twenty-one cases, out of forty-two surveys of listed buildings carried out in the last decade, in which I disagreed with the date stipulated in the listing description. On 50 per cent of occasions, I have questioned the date of a listed building. Of course, this figure is anecdotally based on the random selection of projects that I have been commissioned to undertake. However, a comparison between listing entries and scientifically accurate tree-ring dating (see Chapter 5) has revealed that the dates for English listed buildings are accurate in just 43.47 per cent of cases.
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Figure 2: Rear elevation of 4-6 Blacksmith Lane, Kelham (Nottinghamshire).
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Figure 3: Smoke-blacked common rafters at 4-6 Blacksmith Lane, Kelham (Nottinghamshire).




FAMOUS PLACES

Britain is rightly world famous for tourist attractions such as the Tower of London, Lincoln Cathedral and Warwick Castle. However, it may come as a surprise that, although there have been significant publications on the Tower of London6 and Lincoln Cathedral,7 there is currently no authoritative modern text outlining the architectural development of Warwick Castle.8 This seems incredible. Warwick Castle is one of the most well-known heritage sites in the country and draws approximately 750,000 visitors per year.9 How has it eluded a detailed study? The answer probably lies with its ownership and presentation. From 1978 until 2007, the site was owned by the Tussauds Group, which was subsequently merged with other holdings to form Merlin Entertainments. The British stablemates of Warwick Castle include the theme parks at Chessington, Alton Towers and Thorpe Park. Internationally, the group also owns the Legoland, Peppa Pig and Sea Life franchises. Warwick Castle is isolated within the Merlin Entertainments portfolio as a mediaeval castle. Without doubt, it is my least favourite castle to visit. When I worked there in 2016, there was garish signage everywhere, the gift shops were full of plastic toys and there was a burger stand in the main courtyard that looped the same four pieces of music. It seems that the priority is to present the castle in a manner akin to the modern theme parks in the portfolio. Despite the occasional isolated journal article on aspects of its architecture,10 there has not been a comprehensive text looking at the history and archaeology of the site – perhaps because research is not a priority for its owners. The consequence is that one of the most famous castles in the world is also one of the least understood.

The peculiar ownership and presentation of Warwick Castle can perhaps explain why there has not been a significant publication on the site. However, there is sometimes uncertainty in our knowledge of sites held in trust for the nation, such as Warkworth Castle (Northumberland), a flagship site in the north for English Heritage. Conventionally, authors such as John Goodall and Anthony Emery have assigned the building of the great tower to the late fourteenth century.11 I am inclined to agree. However, Lesley Milner has argued that Warkworth’s unusual planform may indicate construction during the early sixteenth century.12 This is a significant disagreement on dating that spans around 150 years. The reason that there can be debate around the dating at Warkworth is because the mediaeval documentary sources for the site are incomplete.13 This leaves uncertainty even though the castle belonged to one of the richest and most influential families in mediaeval England and is now managed and presented by English Heritage.

Such uncertainties can lead to doubt, and doubt can lead to inaccurate presentation. In a previous book, I looked at the widespread public belief in stories about secret passages, ship timbers and pubs that claim to be the oldest in the country.14 Much of what is popularly assumed to be true about historic buildings can be questioned. For example, it is widely thought that all spiral staircases in mediaeval castles turn clockwise to advantage the primarily right-handed sword-swing of the defending soldiers fighting downwards. This story is repeated in guidebooks, on interpretation panels and by tour guides at places such as Colchester Castle (Essex). It can also be found on television programmes, clickbait websites and across social media. It is perhaps the one fact that most people claim to know about castles. Yet the story is demonstrably untrue – 30 per cent of castle spiral staircases turn anticlockwise. The idea was first conceived in 1902 by an art critic obsessed with spirals, left-handedness and fencing.15 He was also influenced by the Victorian view that castles were primarily military defensive fortifications; another point that has been called into question during the last half-century of castle studies.16

Although it is acknowledged that security was understandably a factor in the design of the treasure houses of the mighty, specialists now emphasise a complexity and diversity of function in mediaeval castles. It has been demonstrated that castles facilitated social, artistic, economic, religious and domestic activities. I have been fortunate to have carried out fieldwork at many castles – including Maxstoke, Nottingham and the Tower of London – and have endeavoured to challenge received assumptions about how the sites functioned. For example, at Tattershall Castle (Lincolnshire) I was interested in who had looked at the building previously and how their thoughts fitted into castle studies (Plate 1). Much of the literature was informed by the former landowner George Curzon’s account of the castle, which was posthumously published in 1929. Curzon was influenced by the historian Alexander Thompson, whose overbearing obsession with military matters was current in the early twentieth century. Meanwhile, the site had been excavated by William Weir, an architect who had little ability as an archaeologist.17 A re-analysis of the site revealed that Curzon, Thompson and Weir had made fundamental errors in their identification of function. For example, the ‘stable’ and ‘guardhouse’ were plainly fifteenth-century lodging ranges. The ‘kitchens’ turned out to be a residential tower, latrine and gatehouse. The ‘parlour’ was probably a lesser hall for the household. Finally, the ‘tiltyard’ – a 2-acre field to the south of the castle usually associated with jousting – was really a walled garden.18 Ultimately, this was the first time that Tattershall had been subjected to buildings archaeology in the light of modern castle studies so it was perhaps inevitable that challenges would be made to earlier assumptions. If there can be uncertainties about even grade I listed buildings, it puts the misunderstandings about the houses in Warwickshire and at Kelham into perspective. If even well-known castles can be misinterpreted, then what chance of accuracy do we have when it comes understanding domestic vernacular architecture?

TALKING ABOUT BUILDINGS

Primarily, this is a book about ancient buildings. Throughout my career, I have felt a strong responsibility to communicate buildings archaeology to as wide an audience as possible. Some sneer at this. They may consider widespread public dissemination to involve the watering down of learning. I disagree strongly with this view. It is possible to be accessible yet trustworthy; to be engaging yet accurate; to champion a discipline without losing nuance and detail. It just takes a little effort to consider the ways to present the information and how to marshal the arguments.

The tone of this book will hopefully come across as accessible, entertaining and sometimes even colloquial. However, it is based on rigorous fieldwork observations and research. I hope that it will be useful to both those with a casual interest in architecture as well as for colleagues and other specialists. Some of the case studies have been presented more fully elsewhere in the form of grey literature reports, peer-reviewed journal articles or other specialist literature. Necessary as these forms of publication are, it must be said that they are often not widely read and can remain fatally obscure even to those interested in architecture. Although sometimes made available through local-authority planning portals or the ADS,19 grey literature reports do not tend to circulate far beyond the commissioning clients and other archaeologists. Even when made open access, peer-reviewed articles may only attract a readership from among subscribers to the journal or researchers who are specifically interested in the subject at hand.


There are other options available for presenting research into buildings. These can include more public-facing materials, such as websites, apps, blogs, leaflets, guidebooks, interpretation panels and audiovisual presentations. Public talks are a mainstay of communication – both online and in person – for organisations including local history groups, learned societies, churches, civic authorities, heritage attractions, museums and libraries. Less formal events can be held at venues including cafes, pubs, breweries, social clubs and bookshops. Dissemination is also possible through recordings in the form of online videos, radio broadcasts, on television or via podcasts. Communication does not have to be (and should not be) dry, obscure or dull. Such notions have even been expressed by academics interested in buildings, such as Matthew Johnson: ‘There must be something very wrong if our study is, by definition, uninteresting, devoid of pleasure; or if we cannot try to communicate that pleasure to our audience; or if writing in such a manner is somehow considered unscholarly.’20

Although these many options are available to present the findings of buildings archaeology – even within the heritage sector the subject has been something of a niche discipline. It is hidden in plain sight, yet it is rarely foregrounded. There are relatively few university departments that offer undergraduate modules in buildings archaeology and postgraduate training is rarer still. Outside of academia, there are relatively few buildings archaeologists employed by commercial archaeological firms, built environment consultancies or planning authorities. There is only a thin scatter of self-employed freelancers offering buildings archaeology services. Many buildings archaeologists do not ply their trade full time and instead offer the discipline as part of a portfolio of services. Perhaps due to the relative scarcity of practitioners, buildings archaeology has not been well-represented in the public eye. There have been few forays in the media. The only significant television documentary series to offer a detailed analysis of the archaeology of buildings was The House Detectives, a BBC production that ran for four series between 1997 and 2002. Meanwhile, the long-running series Time Team (which initially aired on Channel 4 from 1994 until 2014, and has been a YouTube channel since 2022) has occasionally commissioned contributions from buildings archaeologists including Beric Morley, Philip Dixon and Richard K. Morriss. Meanwhile, ancient buildings have tended to feature in programmes that were based on the related, but quite different, discipline of architectural history. Alec Clifton-Taylor fronted a popular BBC television series, between 1978 and 1984, which looked at the architecture of English towns. In 2010, the BBC released fifteen episodes of Climbing Great Buildings, which featured Jonathan Foyle dangling precariously on ropes suspended from structures including Lincoln Cathedral, Caernarfon Castle and St Pancras Station. Most recently, the BBC has commissioned five series of A House Through Time presented by David Olusoga. The programmes unpick the detailed social history of buildings through the lives of their occupants. However, the actual structure of those buildings has not tended to be considered in detail during the production. Only half a story has been told.

Architecture has fared rather better in the printed word albeit, again, from primarily a historical perspective. The well-known poet and conservation campaigner John Betjemen edited and wrote a significant amount of the bestselling Collins Guide to English Parish Churches.21 Nikolaus Pevsner’s series of county guides – The Buildings of England – are still immensely popular and have just recently had their third sequence of edits and expansions completed.22 The bestselling author Bill Bryson scored a great success with At Home, a history of private life that was based entirely on his then home in rural Norfolk.23 However, buildings archaeology has only ever been on the fringes of such works. Although both popular and scholarly publications have included strong elements of buildings archaeology,24 the present book is only the second that has dealt exclusively with the subject. The first was the excellent introductory textbook entitled The Archaeology of Buildings by Richard K. Morriss.25 My intention is not to try and supersede or to replace Morriss’ fine book. There is no real gain in repeating Morriss’ excellent advice on the technical matters of building fabrics, recording practices and the layout of site reports. He covered that ground admirably. Instead, I wish to complement and build upon its success.

Part One – Antiquarian to Archaeologist, will ask the question: why do we know so little about historic buildings? Some of the answers to this will be considered in the first two chapters. Chapter 1 charts the development of those who noticed or protected old buildings up to the 1910s. Chapter 2 builds on that to look at the ways that the study, conservation and management of ancient architecture was gradually professionalised during the twentieth century. This chapter will also discuss the circumstances in which buildings were listed, the limitations of listing descriptions, and why there may be a significant number of errors present. Chapter 3 offers a personal narrative of the development of my own career counterpoised against the wider world of buildings archaeology since the 1990s.

Part Two – How to be a Buildings Archaeologist, will approach the core principles of buildings archaeology: archival research (Chapter 4), dendrochronology (Chapter 5) and building survey (Chapter 6). These chapters are not intended to be textbook manuals for good practice. Instead, they will offer discussions on subjects including what documentary research can offer to a research project whilst also noting its limitations; the triumphs and pitfalls associated with the science of tree-ring dating; and some of the themes that are considered during fieldwork. The final chapter is a detailed case study of Lydes House at Barnards Green (Worcestershire), which highlights the analytical and interpretive possibilities offered by buildings archaeology.

This is a book that comes from a deep love of ancient buildings, from a lengthy career of studying them and a desire to transmit knowledge to a broad readership. We shall begin by taking the long view of those who have been inspired to write about ancient buildings, starting with several figures who lived in mediaeval England and Wales.




 

* Formerly called the Queen’s House – the name of the building is altered according to the gender of the reigning monarch.





PART ONE

ANTIQUARIAN TO ARCHAEOLOGIST






CHAPTER 1

TRAVELLERS THROUGH TIME

Ancient structures have always been notable and have held the curious of mind in thrall for centuries. During the 330s, it is reported that St Helena, the mother of the Roman Emperor Constantine I, ‘sought carefully the sepulchre of Christ’ in Jerusalem. Her travels in the Holy Land then led her to trace the perceived locations for the birthplace and ascension of Jesus.1 For her troubles, Helena has been acknowledged the patron saint of archaeologists. The material culture alleged to have been associated with Jesus Christ held enormous significance for early Christians and was attached to spirituality, pilgrimage and salvation. On British shores, the tangible power of early Christian structures was expressed, in the tenth-century Life of St Dunstan, through the importance attached to the discovery of a church that then became the focus of Glastonbury Abbey (Somerset).2 This was not buildings archaeology in the modern sense, but it does indicate that there was an interest in historic buildings well before our own age. This chapter will seek to trace some of the key personnel, publications and moments in the study of ancient buildings from the twelfth century through to the early twentieth century. We will encounter early travel writers, antiquarians and the first conservationists. However, to begin with, we will briefly return to mediaeval Glastonbury.

THE WORLD IS A BOOK

Glastonbury has been an important focus for Christian worship since the early mediaeval period. By the twelfth century, the settlement was also associated with Arthurian mythology. This occurred, principally, through the writing of Geoffrey of Monmouth, whose narrative placed King Arthur at Glastonbury to be cured of his wounds.3 Geoffrey’s Historia Regum Britannia, written during the mid-1130s, is both hugely entertaining and wildly inaccurate. It is perhaps most famous for the passages dealing with Arthurian matters, including those of the enchanter Merlin. Geoffrey stated that Stonehenge (Wiltshire) was transplanted first from Africa to Ireland by giants, and then to Salisbury Plain by Merlin. The given reason was so that it could be used as a funerary monument during the post-Roman fifth century.4 Stonehenge is, of course, a real structure that is now understood to be a prehistoric monument constructed during five successive phases between c.3080–2950 BCE and c.1620–1465 BCE.5

Geoffrey’s misreading of the date of Stonehenge is not unusual. Many have ventured an opinion on the dating, function and builders of the monument. Such speculation is best exemplified in the lyrics of the mock band Spinal Tap’s Nigel Tufnel: ‘No one knows who they were/Or what they were doing.’6 In 1655, the architect Inigo Jones went to great lengths to explain that the ancient Britons were incapable of constructing such a mighty edifice; therefore it must have been a product of the Romans.7

It was relatively common to arbitrarily associate the Romans with the construction of ancient buildings during the early modern period.8 In The Tragedy of King Richard the Third, William Shakespeare, a contemporary of Jones, had the Duke of Buckingham state that it was ‘upon record’ that the Tower of London was built for Julius Caesar.9 In reality, construction of the Tower took place between c.1075–79 and c.1090–93 under the patronage of William I and his son.10 Geoffrey, Jones and Shakespeare all had their own motives for supposing that the structures that they wrote about dated to the periods they assigned. Geoffrey’s tale of Stonehenge is unlikely to have been his original creation and seems rooted deep in folklore.11 As we shall see below, Jones ascribed the construction of the same monument to the Romans through architectural self-justification.12 Meanwhile, Shakespeare’s reference to Caesar as the patron of the Tower was the product of an adopted Londoner’s belief that the city was ‘physically and intellectually … the living heir of ancient Rome’.13

Nevertheless, there does seem to have been a more realistic understanding of the contemporary construction of major buildings in the minds of some mediaeval writers. During the late 1180s, Gerald of Wales, a monk in the entourage of the Archbishop of Canterbury, made a perambulation of his native country as part of an enterprise to raise support for the Crusades. Gerald had an enquiring mind and produced an account of his journey that included many valuable descriptions of the buildings he encountered. There was no fantastical origin story for the castle at Dingestow (Monmouthshire), which Gerald noted was built for Ranulf Poer, the Sheriff of Hereford.14 Elsewhere, he made tangible observations of the built environment – Caerdyff Castle was ‘fortified by a circle of very high walls’ and Dinefwr Castle (Carmarthenshire) was ‘built on top of a high hill which overlooks the River Tywi’.15 Gerald reserved more space for the appearance of Manorbier Castle (Pembrokeshire):


[…] the house stands, visible from afar because of its turrets and crenellations, on top of a hill which is quite near the sea and which on the west reaches as far as the harbour. To the north and north-west, just beneath the walls, there is an excellent fish-pond, well constructed and remarkable for its deep waters. On the same side there is a most attractive orchard, shut in between the fish-pond and a grove of trees, with a great crag of rock and hazel-nut trees which grow to a great height.



He went on further to describe the physical relationship of the castle to the parish church, a stream, a lake, a watermill and to the Bristol Channel.16 Such a description in the mediaeval period augurs the modern landscape archaeologist. However, in the detail of the description, we must allow for a certain sense of swelling pride in the mind of Gerald because he was describing the scene of his own birth. Elsewhere, the narrative of Gerald’s itinerary displays a tabloid eye for the dramatic and castles were mostly referred to as backdrops for sieges, abductions, imprisonments, murders and miracles. Mediaeval chroniclers were every bit as guilty as modern journalists still are of focusing on death and destruction to draw in the readers. It was not Gerald’s intended purpose to provide a detailed description of the buildings that he encountered that would be useful to future archaeologists. Gerald was an educated and opiniated man who depicted the scenes of his journey – peppered with historical, topographical and folkloric anecdotes – couched alongside humorously arch comments about the situations that he found himself in. Perhaps we must think of him as an early version of the travel writer Bill Bryson.

Gerald’s text is quite distinct in focus from that of the mid-fourteenth-century monk from Chester Abbey, Ranulf Higden. Although Higden quoted Gerald’s writing in his Polychronicon – a seven-volume description of the geography and history of Britain – he was no traveller himself. He pieced together his account entirely from the monastic scriptorium. This shows, as detailed topographic and architectural descriptions were virtually absent beyond general statements such as ‘many castles be made’ in Wales.17 Higden’s cloistered account is typical of much topographic and historical writing crafted by churchmen in the mediaeval period.

By contrast, in the late fifteenth century, William Worcestre offered a detailed eyewitness textual survey of the architecture of Bristol. His account of the parish church of St Mary Redcliffe is exhaustive in its detail: ‘The length of the nave of Redcliffe church contains 13 lofty arches, with 13 windows up above in the clerestory; and each window has 5 lights, 12 feet high and 4 yards wide, glazed throughout. And each window measures 4 yards in width, and each window has 5 glazed lights. But in the two aisles of the church, each window has only 4 glazed lights.’18 Elsewhere, the value of Worcestre’s work comes from his descriptions of lost structures such as Bristol Castle, now known only from earthworks and fragments of structure. Worcestre described the great tower as having walls 25ft thick at the base and 9.5ft thick at the summit (7.62m by 2.89m); being 60ft in length east to west and 45ft north to south (18.28m by 13.71m); and having four corner turrets, with one that was 5 fathoms (9.14m) taller than the others.19 Worcestre’s modern editor, Frances Neale, has commented that the topographer ‘was fascinated to the point of obsession with numbers, distances and angles’ and this level of detail led John Harvey to describe him as ‘not merely our first antiquary, but in a true sense our first archaeologist’.20 The latter may, perhaps, be a stretch. Although, in parts, the tone of Worcestre’s writing may scan almost like a modern listed-building description, the resemblance is superficial. For example, attempts to rectify his portrayal of St Mary Redcliffe with the extant structure have been described as ‘fascinating but infuriating’.21 Ultimately, the elderly Worcestre made his survey notes between 24 August and 26 September 1480 during a visit to his hometown to deal with family and property matters. The implication is that the survey was less archaeology, and more a means for an old man to amuse himself as he waited for news.22

Even with the possibility that the survey of Bristol was the result of curiosity born of tedium, the level of detail is a beacon of exactitude in an otherwise fog of indistinctness. Curiously, the precise writings of Worcestre are far less well known than the literary sketches made by John Leland. Variously described as an antiquarian, collector or topographer, in 1533 Leland received a commission from Henry VIII to research and salvage the collections of monastic libraries then under threat of loss. Eventually, Leland’s focus shifted from the library shelves to describing the landscape. By his own account, he spent the years 1539–45 compiling data on fifty English and Welsh counties, which he intended to publish as the Chronicle of the Antiquitees of Brytaine called the Cyvile hystorie. A mental health episode in 1547, followed by death in 1552, prevented publication but his field notes survived him.23

Leland’s descriptions vary in detail according to the period in which he was travelling. For example, when passing through Shropshire in 1539, while engaged in monastic salvage, he appeared so preoccupied that he barely mentioned the county town of Shrewsbury.24 On his return, in the 1540s, a fuller account manifested. This included descriptions of two bridges, the town walls, four parish churches and the castle. If Worcestre sometimes wrote like a modern listing inspector, then Leland composed more like the architectural historian Nikolaus Pevsner. He was certainly not afraid to insert his architectural opinion and described the Welsh Bridge as ‘the greater and more attractive’ of the town’s two river crossings.25 Leland also referred to the condition of structures and noted that Shrewsbury Castle (Plate 2) ‘has been a strong building, but is now largely in ruins’.26 Perhaps the greatest foreshadowing of Pevsner was a general disinterest in vernacular architecture. Timber-framed buildings were only mentioned when they were deemed to be exceptional, such as the scene that Leland encountered at Bridgnorth: ‘The houses on each side of this street have galleries, like those in the city streets in Chester, and these enable people to pass along in the dry when it rains.’ 27 Maybe shelter from the rain was an appealing notion to such an inveterate traveller.

Leland was most attentive to the surviving presence of monastic architecture. He largely ignored the town of Much Wenlock but found space to note that ‘there used to be an abbey’.28 Similar concerns were also apparent at Shrewsbury, where Leland augmented his description of the town with references to the abbey and three friaries – all of which must have been recently closed.29 He also displayed a fascination for changing times and noted that the stipend once afforded to a collegiate chantry at Ludlow now funded the work of a schoolmaster.30 Elsewhere, in Hampshire, Leland recorded the built environment in transition: ‘On the exact site of the former Premonstratensian abbey of Titchfield Mr Wriothesley has built a very grand house, with battlements, a fine gate and a conduit house in the centre of a courtyard.’31 It may be that such a complimentary assessment of the new property was inspired by the fact that Wriothesley and Leland were old schoolfriends. Meanwhile, Leland noted the residents of Worksop (Nottinghamshire) had told him that stone from Castle Hill had been reused in the recent construction of Worksop Lodge. Instead, he rejected that local knowledge in favour of his own, apparently unsupported, version of events: ‘But it is my opinion that the canons took the stones from the ruined castle to build the large walls which enclose the priory.’32 Given Leland’s remit to salvage monastic libraries, his obsession with the recently dissolved buildings is perhaps understandable. Equally, his pejorative attitude towards the monks of Worksop is probably evidence of deference to his patron, Henry VIII.

If Leland left his great work unpublished, the cause of antiquarianism was soon taken up by William Lambarde, author of A Perambulation of Kent. Written in 1570 and published in 1576, this was the first history of an English county. It must be said that, unlike Leland, Lambarde was less interested in the built environment. In a lengthy section on Canterbury Cathedral, Lambarde occasionally gave details of the patrons of building work but offered little in the way of architectural insight as might be found in the writing of Worcestre.33 However, even on the matter of relatively recent patronage, there are apparent dangers in trusting Lambarde. He reported that Archbishop John Morton ‘liberally builded at Knolle’.34 Since Lambarde made this statement, Morton’s patronage at Knole – the great house near Sevenoaks – has been repeated as fact by many, including the architectural historian Anthony Emery.35 However, in a study of the early history of the property, Alden Gregory concluded that Morton was responsible only for repair and maintenance of the house rather than significant architectural patronage.36

Lambarde’s contemporary, William Camden, published Britannia in 1586, a work on an altogether greater scale than a county history, which approached the intended scope of Leland’s national survey. Despite this, Camden favoured commentary on matters such as the course of rivers and historical anecdotes associated with the settlements rather than the glimpses of architecture that Leland offered. Yet there were brief visions of the built environment. Otford Palace (Kent) was described as being of 'such magnificence’ that it inspired the envy of Henry VIII.37 By far the greatest piece of interest was Camden’s elevation drawing of the chancel arch of St John-sub-Castro at Lewes (East Sussex), which the ecclesiastical archaeologist Warwick Rodwell described as ‘the first published illustration in British archaeology’.38 What made this even more remarkable is that the detailed drawing of a chancel arch was the only illustration included in the pages of Britannia.


Lambarde and Camden are frustrating writers for the modern buildings archaeologist to consider, yet John Stow’s The Survey of London offers a powerful antidote. Stow was born in London around the year 1525. Writing at the end of the century, he was a diligent antiquary, who endeavoured to use manuscripts he had seen with his own eyes, the first-hand accounts of people that he encountered and his own recollections and observations. It is a real thrill for the modern buildings archaeologist to be tasked with recording structures that Stow himself knew, such as St Alphege: ‘In this lane, at the north end thereof, was of old time a house of nuns … This house was after called a priory, or hospital, of St Mary the Virgin, founded in the year 1332 by W. Elsing.’39 Much like Leland, Stow captured the effects of the Dissolution. He went on to describe how the monuments in the priory church were defaced and how much of the building was demolished, except ‘from the steeple upward, was converted into a parish church’. Subsequently, he described, in minute detail, how the structures of the hospital, prior’s house and monks' dormitory were then converted into a domestic residence, and the almshouses became a stable.40 The fact that elements of St Alphege survived the Great Fire of 1666, the Industrial Revolution, the predations of the Luftwaffe and the city planners of the 1960s is nothing short of a miracle. Today, it is dwarfed by the newly redeveloped Barbican. Yet it was Stow’s description that proved so valuable for interpreting the various building phases as the surrounding area was regenerated, again, around this remarkably consistent structure.41

SCENES OF EARLY TIME

The Survey of London remained popular after Stow’s death in 1605, and enlarged editions were published in 1618 and 1633.42 By this period, the architectural career of Inigo Jones was well under way after his appointment as Surveyor-General of the King’s Works in
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