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Excavation revealed the fragmentary traces of a medieval structure a short distance to the south of Malmesbury Abbey. 
It is most likely to have been a chapel mentioned by John Leland in 1542. The area to the south of the probable chapel 
was used for the quarrying of limestone in the 12th century, perhaps associated with the construction of the Norman 
abbey. The quarry pits were overlaid by an extensive cemetery in use between the later 12th and late 13th century. A 
maximum of 91 burials was recorded including men, women and children, so the cemetery evidently included a proportion 
of laity. Trauma and infectious disease represented in the individuals likely derived from daily activities such as animal 
husbandry and craft working. The cemetery was covered with deep deposits, which probably relate to the demolition and 
robbing of the chapel and levelling up for the construction of 18th-century tenements.
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Introduction and 
methodology
Between July and September 2002 Cotswold 
Archaeology (CA) carried out an archaeological 
excavation and watching brief on behalf of Chase 
Homes (South West) at the Old Cinema Site, Market 
Cross, Malmesbury (centred on NGR ST 9330 8740; 
Figure 1). The site was formerly occupied by the 
Athelstan Cinema, built in the 1930s and demolished 
in 1993. As the site lay within the precinct of the 
medieval abbey of Malmesbury, close to the south 
transept of the abbey church, it was evident that 
there was archaeological potential. Furthermore, 
John Leland, who visited the town in 1542, reported 
‘…Ther was a little chirch joining to the south side 
of the transeptum of thabby chirch…Wevers hath now 

lomes in this little chirch, but it stondith and is a 
very old pece of Work…’ (Toulmin Smith 1907-10, 
131-2). Various attempts have been made to identify 
this church with one of the number of Anglo-Saxon 
chapels named in documentary sources, although in 
no case is any attribution particularly convincing. 
It is also possible that the church was actually a 
Norman rather than Anglo-Saxon building (see 
further Discussion below). There was therefore 
a possibility that part at least of Leland’s church 
lay within the northern part of the area proposed 
for development. Accordingly proposals for the 
redevelopment of the cinema site for a community 
centre led to an evaluation to test for the preservation 
of archaeological deposits. The first stage of the 
evaluation was the excavation of two trenches to 
a depth of 1.2-1.5m below ground level following 
the demolition of the cinema. These encountered 
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Fig. 1  Site location plan (1:1250)
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Fig. 2  Excavated areas (1:250)
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only 18th-century or later deposits, although it 
remained possible that medieval features might 
survive at a greater depth. The second stage of the 
evaluation consisted of archaeological monitoring 
of mechanical reduction of the ground level to a 
depth of 2m within an irregular area in the centre 
of the site (Figure 2). This work encountered a 
spread of mortar containing limestone fragments 
and 13th to 14th-century pottery at a relatively 
shallow depth interpreted as the bedding layer for 
a floor which no longer survived. Across the rest of 
the area post-medieval deposits penetrated to the 
limit of excavation (AC Archaeology 1995). It is 
considered below that the floor was most probably 
part of a building and that it is reasonable to associate 
this with the church that Leland saw and thus 
the structure is referred to below as the ‘probable 
chapel’. Similar floor make-up was identified the 
following year during archaeological monitoring 
of geotechnical pits when disarticulated human 
bone was recovered from the southern part of the 
site along with one, potentially in situ, skull. (AC 
Archaeology 1996). Although these human remains 
were undated, their location within the former 
abbey precinct suggested that they were likely to 
be Anglo-Saxon or medieval. The building which 
contained the floor make-up had evidently been 
heavily disturbed in the post-medieval period, and it 
is likely that the 18th-century deposits were infilling 
a hollow left by an extensive and thorough episode of 
stone robbing. Later walls, which broadly correlated 
with the plan of cottages depicted on 19th-century 
maps, were also identified.

Planning consent for three residential properties 
granted in 2001 required archaeological work in 
advance of and during groundwork. The contractor’s 
mechanical excavation of foundation trenches, 
typically 2m square and 3m deep, were monitored 
by an archaeologist. Following the identification of 
in situ human burials it was realised that foundation 
trenches south of the post-medieval truncation 
were likely to encounter further inhumations. 
Accordingly, and in consultation with the Wiltshire 
County Archaeologist, these trenches were excavated 
by hand. Wherever possible the human remains were 
left in situ, but where disturbance was unavoidable 
the skeletons were lifted. A watching brief was 
maintained during mechanical excavation of the 
remaining trenches and service runs within the 
area of post-medieval truncation. Following the 
completion of fieldwork, an assessment of the 
findings (CA 2005) and subsequent analysis resulted 
in the present publication.

Results (Figures 2-3)

Natural limestone cornbrash was exposed at the base 
of trenches across the eastern and central parts of 
the site at depths of 1-3.5m below the contractor’s 
reduced ground level. Post-medieval truncation 
across much of the central and northern part of the 
site identified during evaluation was confirmed, 
along with evidence of disturbance within the south-
eastern area. The archaeological deposits examined 
have been ascribed to three broad periods: Period 1, 
an Iron Age or Roman buried soil; Period 2, medieval 
remains divided into two sub-phases (a series of 
quarry pits (Phase 1) and the probable chapel and 
cemetery (Phase 2)); and Phase 3, post-medieval 
robbing and later structures. 

Period 1: Iron Age/Roman soil horizon
A sandy clay, 0.3m thick, overlaid the natural 
cornbrash within the south-eastern part of the site, 
had been truncated by medieval quarrying and was 
presumably originally more extensive. The deposit 
produced four sherds of Iron Age and one sherd of 
Romano-British pottery. The possibility that these 
few sherds are residual cannot be excluded and the 
lack of post-Roman artefacts suggests that the deposit 
dates to at least the later of these two periods. Small 
quantities of residual Iron Age and Romano-British 
pottery also occurred in clearly medieval contexts 
and a fragmentary Iron Age clay weight from a 
medieval grave is probably a chance inclusion within 
the grave fill.

Period 2.1: ?12th-century pits
Extensive layers of silty clay containing abundant 
limestone fragments covered the southern half 
of the site and were sealed by the graveyard soil. 
Where exposed to their full depth, these layers filled 
pits cut through the Period 1 buried soil into the 
limestone brash. It seems likely that most or all of 
the remaining layers also filled pits whose edges lay 
beyond the limit of the excavation area. The wide 
distribution of the pits suggests that they were dug 
to quarry the underlying limestone. Pottery dating 
to the 12th to 13th centuries was recovered from 
the pit fills along with residual Roman sherds. The 
presence of Minety ware pottery indicates that the 
pits were still accumulating material into the second 
half of the 12th century.
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Period 2.2: The probable chapel and cemetery 
(later 12th to late 13th century)
Only limited evidence of the probable chapel was 
found. Two short sections of limestone walling 2105 
and 2106 were revealed within a service trench at the 
north-eastern corner of the site. Neither wall was 
exposed to its full depth, but both were built from 
roughly-faced coursed limestone fragments with a 
rubble core. Wall 2105 was 0.85m wide and aligned 
north/south upon an unmortared foundation. It 
was butted by wall 2106, which was 0.95m wide and 
bonded by a yellowish mortar. Limited exposure 
makes interpretation difficult, but 2106 was probably 
either a rebuild or a buttress to 2105. A limestone 
flag surface 2108 at the northern end of the service 
trench had been laid onto a sandy bedding layer, 
which overlay rubble make-up layers. This is surely 
the same floor make-up as that exposed to the west 
in evaluation and watching brief work in 1995 
and 1996 where it contained a small quantity of 
pottery and glazed undecorated floor tiles. Pottery 
included decorated jug sherds and rod handles with 
underglazed slip and applied decoration suggesting 
a late 13th or early 14th-century date. No further 
material was recovered during the excavation. 
The make-up was up to 0.6m thick and composed 
of compacted mortar and occasional limestone 

rubble directly upon natural. Make-up exposed in 
the evaluation area was cut to the south by post-
medieval robbing. Had investigation continued 
deeper in this area, evidence for a robbed south 
wall of the probable chapel might have been found. 
Although the post-medieval robbing had removed 
the stratigraphic relationship between the surface 
and the walls, it is highly likely that they were part 
of the same building.

To the south of the probable chapel the Iron 
Age/Roman buried soil and Phase 2.1 quarry pits 
were sealed by a 0.3 to 0.8m-thick grave soil across 
the southern third of the site; elsewhere it had been 
entirely removed by post-medieval truncation. 
This homogenous grave soil had been reworked 
throughout the lifetime of the cemetery and 
contained quantities of fragmented human bone, 
presumably disturbed from earlier burials during 
grave digging,  smaller amounts of animal bone, 
oyster shell and a few residual sherds of Iron Age 
and Romano-British pottery. 

Articulated burials were found within the 
graveyard soil, but as a result of its reworking 
stratigraphic relationships between graves could 
only be detected where later burials truncated the 
skeletal remains of earlier interments. The burials 
lay a height of 87.0-87.2m AOD, 0.7-0.9m below 

Fig. 4  Burial distribution by sex (1:125)
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Table 1: Grave catalogue

Notes: where burials were only partially exposed within trenches, this is noted as e.g. ‘legs only exposed’ or ‘feet not exposed’ 
and the remaining burial was retained in situ; where burials survived only partially, this is noted as e.g. ‘legs only present’ 
or ‘skull and left arm absent’
DISH = diffuse idiopathic skeletal hyperostosis (Roberts and Manchester 2005, 159). For age and sex abbreviations see 
Table 2

Burial Age Sex Height 
(m)

Major pathology/
anomalies

Features Row Relationships

B1 OA M 1.704 DISH; crushed thumb; 
dislocated shoulder; 
only 11 thoracic 
vertebrae

Possibly in shroud; hands met on 
pelvis; left foot absent

B Truncated B2; 
truncated by B3

B2 YA M 1.775 Scurvy, pneumonia Possibly in shroud; arms alongside 
body

B Truncated by B1

B3 OJ – Left hand fracture Hands crossed over pelvis B Truncated B1
B4 – – Parts of lower legs only present Retained in situ
B5 – – Part of skull only exposed (possibly 

part of B25)
B Retained in situ

B6 OA F 1.534 Fractures of right 
scapula, ulna and 
possibly skull

Right lower arm across body; left 
arm, left shoulder, left side of pelvis 
and feet absent

C Overlaid B9

B7 MAB M 1.678 ?DISH; tip of right 4th 
finger amputated

Right arm/hand only present C Truncated B22; 
truncated by B9

B8 – – – Retained in situ
B9 OA M 1.718 DISH; fracture of left 

fibula; ?cleidocranial 
dysostosis

Possibly in coffin (1 nail); hands 
met on pelvis

C Truncated B7; overlaid 
by B6

B10 OJ – Possibly shrouded and within 
coffin (2 nails); hands met on 
pelvis;

C Truncated B15 and 
B18; truncated by B12

B11 – – – Retained in situ
B12 MAA M 1.709 Fractured left hand; 

unfused atlas spine
Possibly in shroud; hands met on 
pelvis

C Truncated B10 and B13

B13 AD 
(?OA)

M DISH (neck fused 
in hyperextension); 
fractured rib; ?trauma 
to head

Right hand on pelvis; left arm and 
shoulder, right lower arm/hand, 
right upper and lower leg and left 
lower leg only present

C Truncated B20, 
overlaid B66; truncated 
by B12

B14 – – – Truncated B24; 
retained in situ

B15/
20

YJ – Mastoiditis Legs (B15) and skull (B20) only 
present

C Overlaid B19; 
truncated by B10 and 
B13

B16 CH – Hands resting on either side of 
pelvis

C Overlaid B24 and 
truncated B18; 
truncated by B19

B17 – – – Retained in situ
B18 IN – Thorax only present C Truncated by B10 and 

B16
B19 OA F 1.524 Osteoporosis; left 

Colles’ fracture; 
psoriatic arthritis

Hands resting on either side of 
pelvis

C Truncated B16; 
overlaid by B15/20

B21 YA ?F 1.63 Bifid 3rd right rib Hands resting on either side of 
pelvis; feet not exposed

–

B22 OA F 1.655 Gingivitis; large 
external auditory 
meatus

Feet and upper arms not exposed C Truncated by B7

B23 OA M 1.735 DISH; “airman’s” 
fracture right ankle; 
fractured left fibula

In shroud; hands resting on either 
side of pelvis; legs, lower body and 
lower arms only present

– Overlaid B25; 
truncated by B27

B24 MAB F 1.494 ? Osteochondroma 
right femur

In shroud; right lower arm across 
body; right leg, right lower 
arm/hand and parts of torso only 
present; C14 date 1226–1387 cal 
AD

C Overlaid by B16 and 
B28, truncated by B14 
and B25

B25 AD ?M 1.764 ??DISH Lower legs/feet only present 
(possibly part of B5).

– Truncated B24; 
overlaid by B23

B26 OA F Skull only present C
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B27 OA M 1.649 Severe osteoarthritis 
(?occupational)

?Hands met over pelvis; skull and 
feet absent, left lower arm/hand not 
exposed

– Truncated B23; 
truncated by B90

B28 CH – Thorax only present – Overlaid B24
B29 MAB M 1.746 Left ribs fractured; 

neoplasm internal 
surface of frontal skull

Hands met on pelvis, legs slightly 
flexed and inclined to right; 
appears to have been forced into a 
grave cut too small for the body

–

B30 – – – Retained in situ
B31 YJ – – Retained in situ
B32 – – – Retained in situ
B33 – – – Retained in situ
B34 – – – Truncated B35; 

retained in situ
B35 MAA F 1.657 Pneumonia/pleurisy 

right side
Left hand on pelvis (right hand 
absent); Iron Age clay weight 
fragment

D Truncated B43; 
truncated by B34, 
overlaid by B36

B36 MAB F 1.681 Psoriatic arthritis Hands met on pelvis; feet absent D Overlaid B35
B37 – – – Retained in situ
B38 – – Skull and right ribs only present – Retained in situ
B39 – – Legs only exposed – Retained in situ
B40 YJ – Partial skull and upper arms only 

present; possibly in shroud
–

B41 MAA M 1.644 Left clavicle fracture Partial skull only present –
B42 – – – Retained in situ
B43 MAB F 1.549 ?Pneumonia; 12th 

thoracic vertebra 
lumbarised

Possibly in shroud; left hand on 
pelvis; right lower arm/hand and 
feet absent

D Truncated by B35

B44 YJ – Hands separately on pelvis C
B45 OA M 1.644 Hands separately on pelvis; 

fragmentary survival
C Truncated B62; 

truncated by B56
B46 OA F 1.594 Kyphosis of spine 

(?tuberculosis or 
osteoporosis)

Hands met on pelvis – Truncated by B49

B47 YA M 1.628 Within coffin; arms alongside 
body; lower legs/feet absent

D Overlaid by B48, B50 
and B51

B48 OA M Skull only present D Overlaid B47
B49 OA M 1.653 DISH; trauma to right 

thigh
Possibly in shroud; hands met on 
pelvis; lower legs/feet absent

– Truncated B46

B50 – – Charnel pit containing four skulls. 
The pit edges/dimensions were 
unclear

D Overlaid B47

B51 MAB M 1.706 Fractures of right 
ulna and ribs 9 to 12; 
dislocated humerus and 
clavicle

?Hands met on pelvis; legs absent D Overlaid B47

B52 CH – Very fragmentary and incomplete D
B53 OA M 1.703 Fractures of right ulna, 

left scapula and ribs; 
DISH

Arms alongside body; lower legs/
feet absent

D Truncated by B60

B54 OA F 1.568 Fracture of left 
humerus and skull; 
hyperostosis frontalis 
interna; scoliosis.

Hands met on pelvis; lower legs not 
exposed

– Overlaid B57; overlaid 
by B91

B55 – Retained in situ
B56 OA M 1.713 ‘Clay–shoveller’s’ 

fracture; early DISH; 
Osgood–Schlatter 
disease.

Possibly in coffin (1 nail); arms 
crossed above pelvis, hands on 
either side of pelvis

C Truncated B45

B57 MAB M 1.717 DISH; button osteomas Possibly in coffin (1 nail); right 
hand on pelvis; left arm absent

C Overlaid by B54

B58 MAB M 1.578 ?Trauma to right hand Arms alongside body D
B59 MAA M 1.721 Left scapula fracture; 

spondylolisthesis
Right arm over body towards 
pelvis; right hand and left arm/
hand absent

D Truncated by B68

B60 OA F Button osteomas Skull, neck and left shoulder only 
present

D Truncated B53

Table 1 continued
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B61 OA F 1.607 Rheumatoid arthritis Possibly in shroud; arms alongside 
body

C

B62 OA F 1.593 Right ulna fracture; left 
ilium/sacrum fused

Possibly in coffin (1 nail); hands 
met on pelvis

C Overlaid B64; 
truncated by B45

B63 – – Lower legs/feet only present – Overlaid by B69; 
retained in situ

B64 OA F 1.648 Osteoarthritis at knee, 
elbow and hand

Left arm alongside body; right arm 
and skull absent

C Overlaid B67; overlaid 
by B62

B65 YJ – Lower body and legs/feet only 
present

– Overlaid B66

B66 MAB M 1.718 Left tibia and right rib 
9 fractured; Massive 
abscess in right palate

Hands met over pelvis – Overlaid by B13 and 
B65

B67 – – C Truncated B70 and 
overlaid B75; overlaid 
by B64; retained in situ

B68 – – Partially exposed; right arm and 
feet absent

D Truncated B59; 
retained in situ

B69 – – Skull and neck only present – Overlaid B63; retained 
in situ

B70 AD F 1.613 Possibly in coffin (2 nails); lower 
legs/feet only present

C Truncated by B67

B71 – – Left arm and leg only exposed – Retained in situ
B72 OA M 1.703 Scoliosis; gout Left lower arm across body (right 

arm disturbed)
–

B73 MAB M 1.774 Left arm alongside body, right 
lower arm across body

– Overlaid by B74

B74 OA F 1.606 Lower legs only present – Overlaid B73
B75 YA M 1.697 Possibly in shroud; hands met over 

pelvis; C14 date 1051–1275 cal AD 
C Overlaid by B67

B76 IMM – Skull only present –
B77 AD ??F 1.564 Osteoarthritis in knees 

and ankles; left tib/fib 
fracture

Possibly in coffin (1 nail) and on 
ash bed; legs only exposed

–

B78 MAA M Possibly in coffin (1 nail); hands 
met on pelvis; lower body only 
exposed; absent below pelvis

A Overlaid B80; 
truncated by B81

B79 MAB M 1.740 Left foot injury In coffin (3 nails); right hand on 
pelvis; right body, arm and leg only 
present

A Truncated by B80

B80 OA M 1.68 DISH; left fibula 
fracture

Possibly in coffin (1 nail); hands 
met on pelvis; skull not exposed

A Truncated B79; 
overlain by B78 and 
B81

B81 MAB M 1.713 Right clavicle fracture; 
strange voided right 
parietal diploe

Possibly in coffin (9 nails) and 
shroud; hands crossed over pelvis

A Overlaid B80; 
truncated B78

B82 AD ??M 1.669 Left leg only exposed; right leg 
absent unless buried prone

–

B83 CH – Partial leg bones and pelvis only 
exposed; feet absent

A

B84 AD ?M 1.789 Possibly in shroud; legs only 
exposed; feet absent; C14 date 
1047–1264 cal AD

A

B85 OA F 1.586 Left hand fracture Right hand on pelvis; lower body/
legs only exposed; left side of body, 
left lower arm and right lower leg 
absent

A Truncated by B86

B86 MAA ??F 1.604 Ameloblastoma (left 
maxilla)

Within coffin (7 nails); arms 
alongside body; skull, arms and 
legs only present

A Truncated B85, B87 
and B88

B87 YJ – Lower legs only exposed; right leg 
and both feet absent

A Truncated by B86

B88 MAB M 1.621 Legs only exposed; C14 date 
1034–1253 cal AD

A Truncated by B86

B89 AD U 1.749 Infected soft tissue 
injury or leprosy; right 
5th metatarsal tubercle 
avulsed

Lower legs only exposed A

Table 1 continued
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the level of the flagged floor of the probable chapel. 
Homogeneity of the grave soil precluded correlation 
of stratigraphic burial sequences between trenches 
and thus it has proved difficult to establish firmly 
the chronology of the cemetery. Four burials were 
radiocarbon dated. Pottery recovered from graves 
potentially provides a terminus post quem for them, 
although there is a high risk of contamination due 
to the density of intercutting graves. Accordingly, 
pottery has not been used to date individual graves 
and the burial sequence is based upon spatial 
relationships and the few established stratigraphic 
sequences.

A maximum of 91 burials was interred within 
individual graves, with a further four skulls found 
within a pit (Table 1; Figure 3). Certain burials found 
in different trenches and assigned separate numbers 
may in fact have been part of the same individual as is 
the case for Burials 15 and 20 and possibly for Burials 
5 and 25. Twenty-two burials were recorded in plan 
and left in situ, while the other 69 burials were lifted 
and subjected to osteological examination. Burial 
distributions are discussed below, although analysis 
is hindered as the full extent of the cemetery was not 
exposed. All of the burials were aligned broadly east/
west with the head to the west. Where body position 
could be determined, burials extended and supine, 
the majority with the hands placed together over the 
pelvis, and a small number with the arms alongside 
the body. Sex could be identified in 50 cases, of which 
31 (62%) were male and 19 (38%) female (Table 2). 
There was no obvious spatial variation between male 
and female burials (Figure 4). Age at death could 
be ascribed to 69 individuals, of which 57 were 13 
years or older and 11 had died younger than this. 
No patterning based on age at death is evident in 
the burial distribution (Figure 5).

The most striking aspect of the cemetery’s 
organisation is that certain burials were laid out in 
rows. Despite the difficulties in reconstructing the 
burial sequence it is possible to identify five evenly 
spaced rows on an alignment slightly to the north 
of east (Rows A–E) (Figure 3). In most cases, burials 
in each row were evenly spaced, but at least two 
possible clusters are suggested in Row D (Burials 

52, 53 and 58 and Burials 54 and 91). These graves 
were closely intercutting, but of the three earlier 
burials (54, 52 and 58) only the body of Burial 52 
had been truncated. Perhaps the later burials had 
been deliberately interred above, but with respect to, 
the earlier ones. Burials 54 and 91 were female and 
male respectively, and it is possible that the clusters 
represent family plots. The burials within Rows 
A, B and D were the earliest in their stratigraphic 
sequences and only a single burial pre-dated those 
within Row E. Only within Row C did a sequence 
of up to three burials pre-date those buried in the 
row. As Row C lay within the densest area of burial 
it is possible that it represents a reorganisation of 
the graveyard, although it may be better to regard 
it as a re-establishment of an earlier row given that 
it is evenly spaced between Rows B and D. An area 
seemingly devoid of burial between Rows A and B 
perhaps reflects a contemporary feature such as a 
path or cross.

There was a high density of intercutting burials 
within the western and central parts of the excavation 
area. The westernmost cluster comprised at least two 
phases and the earliest of these were those forming 
Row A laid out on east/west alignments, which had 
been truncated by Burials 77-82, 85, 86 and 88 on a 
more east-north-east/west-south-west orientation, 
an alignment unique within the cemetery. There 
is no obvious explanation for the greater density of 
burials within the western and central areas of the 

B90 – – Left foot only exposed – Truncated B27; 
retained in situ

B91 MAB M 1.638 ?DISH. Hand, hip and 
knee osteoarthritis

Hands met on pelvis; lower legs/
feet not exposed

– Overlaid B54

B92 YA F Fracture at left 
lambdoid suture

–

B93 OA ?M –

Table 1 continued

Table 2: Numbers of individuals in each age group

Age at Death Total 
Number

Males Females

0–1 year (Infant, IN) 1 – –
1–5 (Child, CH) 4 – –
6–12 (Young juvenile, YJ) 6 – –
13–17 (Older juvenile, OJ) 2 – –
18–25 (Young Adult, YA) 5 3 2
26 – 35 (Middle Adult (A), 
MAA)

6 4 2

36 – 45 (Middle Adult (B), 
MAB)

14 11 3

>46 (Older adult, OA) 25 13 12
Immature (IMM) 1 – –
Adult (AD) 5 – –
TOTALS 69 31 19
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Fig. 5  Burial distribution by age at death (1:125)

cemetery. Possibilities include the re-use of family 
burial plots; that these locations were particularly 
desirable for some reason; that they were more easily 
accessed, or less frequently cleared. A ‘charnel’ pit 
(termed ‘Burial’ 50) within the central part of the site 
had been cut through the graveyard soil; its edges 
were indistinct and it contained four skulls as well 
as other human bone fragments.

Wooden coffins are inferred for 13 burials by 
iron nails, some with mineralised wood attached, 
adjacent to bodies. Six coffined burials were amongst 
the later burials that cut Row A at the western 
end of the site (Burials 77-81 and 86)(Figure 6). 
Three further coffined burials were late in their 
respective stratigraphic sequences (Burials 56, 57 
and 62), while Burials 9, 10 and 47 were part of 
rows and thus potentially early. Coffined Burial 70 
was also stratigraphically early. Uniquely within the 
cemetery, female coffined Burial 77 was laid on a bed 
of ash, 10mm thick, although it was impossible to 
determine whether the ash had been laid within the 
coffin or on the floor of the grave. Ashy deposits in 
other medieval cemeteries were laid within coffins 
before the body was placed inside (Gilchrist and 
Sloane 2005, 121). This practice has been variously 
interpreted as a means of soaking up bodily fluids; 
deriving from Christian belief in the association of 

ashes with penance, or, based on the frequency of 
domestic refuse within the ash, that such deposits 
were hearth rakings placed by family members 
as a signifier of domestic life (Daniell 1999, 31-3; 
Gilchrist and Sloane 2005, 121-3). At least twelve of 
the burials (including coffined Burial 10) might have 
been wrapped in shrouds to judge by the position 
of the limbs, with arms tight to the body and legs 
close together. These probable shroud burials were 
present throughout the cemetery, with a cluster in 
the central area of densest burial. In five instances 
burials were early within a stratigraphic sequence 
and in two cases late, but this difference is too small 
to be meaningful. Sex can be ascribed to twelve of 
the coffined burials and in ten of the shroud burials. 
Eight of the coffin burials and seven with shrouds 
were male. Overall 24% of all burials sexed as male 
were buried in coffins, and 20% of females, while 
for shroud burials the figures are 21% and 15% 
respectively. Little obvious correlation of these traits 
with sex is therefore apparent.

Pottery from the Period 2.1 quarry pits indicates 
that the cemetery is no earlier than the mid 12th 
century, while material from the grave soil and the 
graves dates predominately between the late 11th 
and late 13th centuries. While Naish Hill pottery, 
which was present in small amounts in cemetery 
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deposits, continued in production into the 14th 
century, the absence of Minety ware types typical of 
that century suggests that burial had largely ceased 
by the end of the 13th century. Further material 
recovered from the graveyard soil includes a copper-
alloy buckle, possibly from a disturbed burial, of a 
type common during the 13th and 14th centuries, 
and floor tile fragments. Indeed, tile fragments were 
found throughout the graveyard soil, although over 
half of the assemblage was recovered from the area 
around Row A. Most are from the Naish Hill tileries, 
which were in production from c.1284 until no later 
than the first quarter of the 14th century (see McSloy, 
below). The worn and fragmented condition of the 
tiles suggests that they may have been dumped as 
part of repair work, and so they could have been 
in use for some time. A small assemblage of 16th 
and 17th-century pottery recovered from the grave 
soil and two grave fills is surely intrusive from the 
overlying post-medieval infill and cannot be taken as 
evidence that burial continued up to this date.

The chronology suggested by the pottery accords 
with radiocarbon determinations obtained from 
four burials (Table 8). Burials 24, 75 and 84 were the 
earliest in their respective stratigraphic sequences, 
while Burial 88 was selected because it represented 
a late burial within Row A. Burials 75, 84 and 88 

date between the mid 11th and later 13th centuries, 
and Burial 24 between the early 13th and late 14th 
centuries. Burial 24 was the earliest of up to six 
successive burials within a stratigraphic sequence. 
However, this sequencing may not be entirely 
reliable since it is based on the relationship between 
grave cuts, which in most cases only slightly clipped 
the edges of earlier graves. In only one case (Burials 
16 and 24) did a later grave physically overlie an 
earlier one, and for the remainder the stratigraphic 
sequence need not imply that the earlier graves had 
necessarily become invisible or uncared for with the 
passage of time, and more reasonably reflect the great 
density of burial at this location.

Period 3: Post-medieval robbing and later 
structures
The grave soils were sealed by deep deposits of silty 
clay with occasional limestone rubble, in places over 
3.2m thick, with a shallower depth present above 
the remains of the probable chapel. Although these 
deposits contained comparatively little rubble and 
only a small amount of dressed stone, it is possible 
that they were the upper fills of robber trenches dug 
to rob stonework from the chapel. The depth and 
extent of this potential robbing perhaps suggests 
extraction from a subterranean feature such as a 

Fig. 6  Distribution of possible coffin burials and those buried in shrouds (1:125)
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crypt or undercroft which lay in the area between 
the surviving burials and the floor make-up. There 
may also have been an element of leveling up to 
create a platform upon which to found a series 
of tenements fronting onto Market Cross. The 
alternative interpretation that this was a quarry dug 
to extract the natural limestone seems less likely 
given its location close to one of the principal street 
frontages of Malmesbury. Pottery recovered in the 
evaluation included 18th-century material, along 
with small quantities of residual medieval pottery 
and floor tile. The latest pottery recovered from 
these layers dates to the 16th century, and material 
of similar date from the underlying grave soils is 
presumably intrusive from these deposits.

Limestone walls of post-medieval buildings 
overlay, or cut into, the top of the infill. Although 
none precisely matched the locations of structures 
depicted on the Ordnance Survey map of 1886, the 
earliest detailed mapping of the site, their general 
alignment conforms to buildings depicted on this 
and later maps. The wall forming the western site 
boundary overlaid the head and shoulders of the 
westernmost exposed burials, indicating that the 
cemetery originally continued further to the west.

Human remains
Osteological examination of the human remains was 
undertaken by David Henderson who produced the 
skeletal catalogue and report on pathology, although 
he was unable to complete a full report on the 
assemblage. Discussion of the skeletal assemblage 
is by Rachel Ives who did not undertake any direct 
examination of the human remains.

Skeletal Assemblage, 
by David Henderson

The assemblage of human remains comprises 69 
individuals lifted from graves, parts of at least 
four individuals recovered from a charnel pit and 
a quantity of disarticulated material recovered 
from the graveyard soil (Table 1). One individual 
(Young Juvenile Burial 15/20) was given two burial 
numbers as the head and feet were found in adjacent 
trenches. Twenty-three skeletons were substantially 
complete. Cemeteries were often intensively used in 
the medieval period with disturbed bones commonly 
distributed throughout graveyard soils. This report 

deals solely with the burial population recovered 
from the graves, although a full record of the 
disarticulated material is available in the archive.

Where possible, individuals have been assigned 
to the broad age categories detailed in Table 2. Ages 
at death of the adult population (18 years or older) are 
approximate, especially where age was assessed by 
tooth wear data. Children and juveniles are not sexed 
as there is no reliable and accepted visual or metrical 
method for achieving this (Ubelaker 1999, 52).

The assemblage was notable for its high 
proportion of individuals with pathological lesions. 
Some of these are degenerative in nature whilst 
others represent injuries, infections and possible 
auto-immune diseases. It seems probable that 15 
individuals were affected by some debility and 
a further 12 possibly so. These figures represent 
individuals suffering from conditions leaving 
manifestations on the skeleton.

Signs of severe arthritis (outside the spinal 
joints) were evident amongst 13 of the adults. In 
ten instances, this was severe osteoarthritis, with 
eburnation of the bone, whilst for 15 individuals the 
damage was less severe and usually characterised by 
bony ‘lipping’ around a joint. All but one individual 
in the Older Adult category had at least one joint 
with signs of the condition. All the severe cases 
except one (Burial 91, Middle Adult (B) male) were 
in the older age group. The most commonly affected 
joints were the right shoulder at the acromio-
clavicular joint (8 of 21 observations) and the right 
hip (9 of 33 observations). The small joints of the 
fingers and wrist were also commonly affected. One 
case (Burial 27, Older Adult male) may have been the 
result of occupation as both wrists and elbows had 
severe osteoarthritis, which had caused the bones 
of the joints to be polished to flat surfaces in places. 
This may have occurred when making repetitive 
movements with the elbows bent and the hands bent 
outwards with the palms facing down perhaps when 
engaged in actions such as grinding or polishing.

Osteological Discussion, 
by Rachel Ives

Demography
The skeletal assemblage contains small numbers 
when considered by age-at-death and sex (Table 
2). This is particularly evident when the number 
of Young Adults (18-25 years; n=5) and Middle 
Adults (A) (26-35 years; n=6) are compared to the 
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number of Older Adults present (46+ years; n=25). 
This difference may be due to incomplete excavation 
of the cemetery as well as the difficulties that exist 
in determining age-at-death from skeletal remains 
(Cox 2000). There are more adults (18+ years) in 
the assemblage compared to juveniles (55 adults, 
14 juveniles). High numbers of infants are often 
identified in cemetery assemblages due to the greater 
susceptibility to illness in developing immune 
systems and dependence on others for adequate 
nutrition (Waldron 2001, 41). The reverse trend in 
this sample may be because only a small part of a 
larger cemetery was excavated, and that a specific 
area of the burial ground may have been reserved for 
infant burials. Alternatively, infant health and care 
may have been such that mortality was not high in 
the sample. There were only two adolescents aged 13 
to 17 years in the sample compared to 11 juveniles 
aged (0 to 12 years). It is possible that adolescents 
may have migrated to nearby areas for employment 
and apprenticeships (Goldberg 2004). Overall 
numbers between the sexes are uneven: 31 males 
and 19 females. A preponderance of males is typical 
for medieval monastic cemeteries (see Discussion). 
Some females may have migrated to large urban 
centres such as Bristol or Gloucester for employment 
in service or in craft production, and males may have 
been attracted by the prospects of employment in 
the service of the monastery (Goldberg 2004; Mays 
2007, 91-2).

Stature
Individual adult height is determined by genetic 
makeup. The potential to fulfil such predetermined 
size can, however, be mediated by environmental 
factors, such as poor childhood nutrition and 
chronic ill health during growth. This can result 
in a small adult height (Eveleth and Tanner 1976). 
Such variation in height can be identified through 
the size of adult long bones, although some variation 
can exist in the estimations of stature if different 
long bones are used for the required calculations 
(Waldron 2007, 41).

The average male height for the 27 individuals in 

the assemblage where this information was available 
is 1.697m (just under 5’7”), with a range from 1.578m 
(5’2”) to 1.775m (5’10”). The average height for 
the 17 females was 1.59m (5’2½”) with a range of 
1.494 to 1.681m (4’10½” to 5’6”). Females in theFemales in the 
assemblage matched the mean stature derived from 
a large survey of skeletons from the later medieval 
period, as well as recently studied populations from 
Barton-upon-Humber, Lincolnshire, and Wharram 
Percy, North Yorkshire (Table 3). Male stature varied 
slightly to the survey of medieval sites with the 
minimum height in the stature range differing by as 
much as 10cm. This may indicate that several males 
from Malmesbury may have suffered from chronic 
illnesses or inadequate diets during growth, which 
resulted in a slightly smaller stature than the other 
males. Male height was, however, similar to that 
recorded at Barton-upon-Humber and Wharram 
Percy, indicating no lasting skeletal effects of illness 
or dietary inadequacy stunting growth across the 
adult assemblage.

Infectious Conditions
A variety of infectious diseases affect the human 
skeleton, which were evident in the pre-modern 
period owing to a lack of effective cures (Roberts 
and Cox 2003). No definite evidence for treponemal 
infection, such as venereal syphilis, or for leprosy 
was present in the assemblage. Several cases of non-
specific infection were observed, however, likely due 
to localised inflammation or minor infection.

One case of vertebral body collapse and 
destruction was present in Burial 46, an Older 
Adult female, resulting in severe forward bending 
(kyphosis), which would have been noticeable 
during life. Whilst bone fragility and collapse 
can be caused by age-related or post-menopausal 
osteoporosis, this condition tends to result in 
compression of only one vertebral body without bone 
destruction (Brickley and Ives 2008). It is likely that 
tuberculosis was responsible for the spinal changes 
in this case (Duggeli and Trendezenberg 1961; Luk 
1999; Roberts and Buikstra 2003). This infectious 
disease is spread via inhalation of infected droplets 

Table 3. Mean stature and range for adult males and females from Malmesbury and comparative sites

Site Male 
Mean (cm)

Male 
Range

Female
Mean (cm)

Female 
Range

Source

Malmesbury Abbey 169 157–177 159 149–168 This report
Later Medieval Survey 171 167–174 159 154–165 Roberts & Cox 2003
St Helen-on-the-Walls, York 169 154–184 157 145–173 Dawes 1980
St Peters Church, Barton-upon-Humber, Lincolnshire 170 157–176 158 153–162 Waldron 2007
Wharram Percy, Yorkshire 168 n/a 157 n/a Mays 2007
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from coughing or sneezing, or from the consumption 
of infected animal produce such as milk or meat 
(Roberts and Buikstra 2003, 116). Individuals 
engaged in animal husbandry are likely to be at 
risk of the condition as are those who worked with 
infected products, including butchers and tanners. 
The frequent use of animal dung for fertiliser and 
fuel, and bone and horn for spindle whorls, loom 
weights, and combs could have increased the risk of 
transmission from animals to humans (Roberts and 
Buikstra 2003, 119; Roberts and Manchester 2005). 
Increased population density due to people living 
in close contact within walled or defined spaces in 
towns can also facilitate the spread of infectious 
diseases. This may have been exacerbated by 
increased migration of adolescents and young adults 
from medieval rural villages into towns in search 
of employment during the later medieval period 
(Dyer 2000; Goldberg 2004, 46). Further evidence of 
tuberculosis in the region is present in burials from 
the religious houses of St Oswald’s and Blackfriars 
in Gloucester (Roberts and Cox 2003, 231-2).

Trauma
The assemblage presents a diverse range of 
skeletal injuries. Everyday activities ranging from 
agriculture to industrial craft activities such as 
tanning, blacksmithing, cloth-making and pottery/
tile-making all require manual dexterity and use of 
tools and equipment, which could have contributed 
to accidental injuries to hands and arms (Schofield 
1999; Goldberg 2004; Roberts and Cox 2003, 237). 
Animal husbandry was also likely to have resulted 
in both soft tissue and skeletal injuries during the 
medieval period. In general, fractures to the ribs and 
lower arms were found to be common in the later 
medieval period (Roberts and Cox 2003, 237).

Crushing injuries were observed on hands and 
scapulae as well as injuries indicative of falls, such 
as fractures of the wrist (Colles’ fracture), ulna 
shaft, ankle and foot (Lovell 1997). A fractured 
vertebral spinous process tip was identified (‘clay-
shovellers’ fracture) which is frequently associated 
with shovelling or lifting heavy loads and, in this 
case, may have been occupation-related. Part of the 
tip of the fourth right finger of Burial 7, a Middle 
Adult (B) male, had been amputated. A range 
of accidental injuries to the fingers can result in 
traumatic amputation, such as the setting of animal 
traps (Frank et al. 2008). Crushing can also damage 
the blood supply and infected ulcers due to burns can 
contribute to bone necrosis (Kelly et al. 1963). 

Fracture frequency differed between males and 

females (Table 4). Eighteen males showed evidence 
of fracture or injury, including one male (Burial 
49) with evidence for traumatic bleeding into the 
muscles in the thigh (myositis ossificans traumatica; 
DiMaio and Francis 2001; Shehab et al. 2002). This 
can be related to habitual or occupational activities: 
several cases from medieval London are attributed 
to shoe-making (Mann 1993). In comparison, only 
six females showed evidence of fracture or injury, 
potentially due to different daily activities being 
undertaken between the sexes (Goldberg 2004, 95). 
Males showed more evidence of injury to the legs, 
ribs and arms, whereas females were predominantly 
injured on the arms, supporting trends identified 
by Roberts and Cox (2003). Sex-related differences 
in fracture types have also been found by Judd 
and Roberts (1999), postulated as due to males 
undertaking a more varied range of activities that 
cause trauma to the lower legs such as the fibula, and 
females affected more by falls and other accidents 
during harvesting or in dairying.

The individuals from Malmesbury were little 
affected by complications from injuries sustained; 
there was no evidence for bacterial infection and 
bone destruction (osteomyelitis) so often observed 
as secondary to trauma. A case of severe non-specific 
infection (periostitis) occurred in Burial 89 (Adult 

Table 4. The occurrence of trauma by individuals, between 
the sexes and by age. Abbreviations: YA: Young Adult, MA: 
Middle Adult (A+B), OA: Older Adult, AD adult.

Males Females
Age Injury Age Injury
YA Fracture hand OA Fracture scapula, ulna, 
YA Fracture clavicle skull
YA Fracture scapula OA Fracture hand
MA Amputated finger OA Fracture radius (Colles’)
MA Fracture rib OA Fracture humerus, skull
MA Fracture ulna, ribs

Dislocated humerus, 
clavicle

OA 
AD

Fracture ulna 
Fracture ulna

MA Fracture hand
MA Fracture tibia, rib
MA Injury left foot
MA Fracture clavicle
OA Crushed thumb

Dislocated shoulder
OA Fracture fibula
OA Fracture ankle, 

fibula
OA Fracture ulna, 

scapula, ribs
OA Fracture vertebra 

(Clay-shovellers)
OA Trauma right thigh
OA Fracture fibula
AD Fracture rib, skull
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unsexed), which may have resulted from an injury 
to the foot and lower legs (as suggested for flesh 
wounds to the feet at St Helen-on-the-Walls, York; 
Dawes 1980, 56; see also McInnes and Reese 1995, 
136). Remedies for ailments derived from herbs and 
plants together with the use of honey were often 
used on injuries (Roberts and Cox 2003, 215), and 
Goldberg (2004, 53) highlights that parish churches 
often generated income from local collections but 
also from leasing out property including cattle and 
bees. A 12th or 13th-century perforated pottery dish 
found in the excavations might conceivably have 
served as a beehive, potentially indicating locally 
available supplies of honey. There was no evidence 
of weapon-related inter-personal violence in the 
assemblage. Two articulated individuals (Burial 
13 Old Adult male; Burial 54 Old Adult female) 
had healed depressed cranial fractures, as did a 
disarticulated cranium (Burial 92); often occurring 
during violence, these injuries can also occur from 
a fall.

Diet and Deficiency Diseases
A wide range of animal produce was consumed 
during the medieval period including meats such as 
beef, pork, venison, boar, lamb and goat, depending 
on the status and settlement context (see Woolgar et 
al. 2006). Rural sites were notably linked with the 
consumption of mutton (Sykes 2006, 61). Poultry, 
game, geese, ducks and pigeons amongst a variety of 
other birds were also consumed (Stone 2006a). Fruit 
and vegetables such as onions, leeks and cabbage, 
as well as legumes such as beans and peas, were 
also available and markets often supplied a range of 
freshwater and marine fish (Hammond 2005, 19-21; 
Serjeantson and Woolgar 2006). The diet probably 

varied between settlements; rural diets are likely to 
have contained more carbohydrates from barley and 
oats and less protein from meat than urban ones, 
although dairy foods including cheese, soured milk 
curds and eggs were utilised (Hammond 2005, 25; 
Stone 2006b). Dietary composition may also have 
varied between the sexes and with socio-economic 
status. 

Four burials were sampled for carbon and 
nitrogen isotope analysis and the results are shown in 
Table 5 in comparison with other published English 
medieval sites (Mays 2000). The Malmesbury 
samples are similar to the comparative medieval 
diet and broadly fit the model proposed by Müldner 
and Richards (2005) for a diet with a marine fish 
contribution, although there is not as much evidence 
for nitrogen enrichment in the samples compared to 
some of the sites such as York. This may indicate less 
of a consumption of fish in the diet than occurred at 
other medieval sites.

There were several indications of possible dietary 
deficiencies from Malmesbury. Cribra orbitalia, or 
pitting in the eye orbits, was present in 17 out of 
41 (41.5%) skulls with orbits. This may broadly 
result from nutritional deficiencies together with 
gastrointestinal infections, particularly from 
parasites (Ortner 2003; Walker et al. 2009). The 
prevalence is high in relation to comparative sites 
(Table 6) and is higher than reported for other sites in 
the region, including a medieval hospital in Bristol. 
This variability could be influenced by the small 
sample of eye orbits recorded from Malmesbury, but 
potentially could reflect on illness in the sample. It is 
not clear whether the burials related to the monastic 
hospital in Malmesbury, but the assemblage might 
suggest some degree of care for those ill. 

Table 5. Stable isotope analysis of dietary carbon and nitrogen from Malmesbury and other medieval sites

English Comparative Sites Sample 
Number

Mean 
Carbon

Mean
Nitrogen

Source

Malmesbury Abbey (Layfolk) 4 -19.6 10.3 Radiocarbon report 
York, Fishergate (Monastic) 9 -18.29 n/a Mays 1997
York, Fishergate (Layfolk) 10 -19.47 n/a Mays 1997
Wharram Percy (Layfolk) 10 -19.62 9.17 Richards et al. 2002
Hartlepool Greyfriars (Layfolk) 10 -18.17 n/a Mays 1997
Newcastle Blackfriars (Layfolk) 9 -18.55 n/a Mays 1997
Scarborough, Castle Hill (Layfolk) 9 -20.17 n/a Mays 1997
St. Giles, Brompton Bridge, Yorks (Hospital) 17 -19.1 12.5 Müldner and Richards 2005
Augustinian Friary Warrington (Layfolk) 18 -19.8 11.9 Müldner and Richards 2005
Towton (Mass-grave) 11 -19.3 12.6 Müldner and Richards 2005
York, High Medieval Fishergate (11th-12th century) 48 -19.7 11.4 Müldner and Richards 2007
York, Fishergate, Later Medieval Gilbertine Priory 
(13th to 16th century) (Inmates and layfolk)

155 -19.1 12.8 Müldner and Richards 2007

York, All Saints, Later medieval (Layfolk) 4 -18.8 12.6 Müldner and Richards 2007
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There was one case of probable vitamin C 
deficiency (scurvy) in the assemblage, which is 
caused by a failure to consume enough fresh fruit 
or vegetables (Brickley and Ives 2008, 41-4). Long-
term storage and cooking of foods will reduce 
vitamin C content and individuals who are deficient 
are at greater risk of other illnesses, particularly 
infections (Jacob and Sotoudeh 2002). Seasonal 
variations, damage to crop supplies by pests or 
climatic alterations can increase the risk of limited 
food supplies and dietary deficiencies or famine. 
Only two cases of scurvy have been identified in the 

later medieval period reported on by Roberts and 
Cox (2003, 248) and it is likely that this condition 
is being overlooked. 

In conclusion, the Malmesbury burials form an 
important skeletal assemblage of local and regional 
significance, especially given the paucity of published 
comparative regional assemblages (Roberts and Cox 
2003). Trauma and infectious disease represented in 
the individuals likely derived from daily activities 
such as animal husbandry and craft working. 

Pottery, by E.R. McSloy

A total of 358 (4335g) sherds of pottery, representing 
a minimum of 342 vessels, was recovered from the 
excavation; material from the evaluation was not 
re-examined (Table 7). Some 85% of the assemblage, 
304 sherds (3122g), dates to the medieval period 
and derived predominantly from graveyard soils 
and grave fills. Small quantities of Iron Age, 
Romano-British and post-medieval pottery were 
also recovered. The pottery is generally in good 
condition, although abrasion was noted on some 
of the Romano-British sherds, most or all of which 
are residual. Average sherd weight for the medieval 

Table 6. The prevalence for cribra orbitalia in the Malm-
esbury skeletons compared to other assemblages from the 
region and the later medieval survey reported in Roberts 
and Cox (2003)

Site Prevalence of 
Cribra Orbitalia

Malmesbury 41.5%
Survey Later Medieval Sites 10.82%
Hospital sites, Later Medieval 51.3%
Non-hospital sites, Later Medieval 1%
Blackfriars, Gloucester 19.23%
Taunton Priory, Somerset 1.85%
St Bartholomew’s Hospital, Bristol 16.67%

Table 7. Pottery quantification

Description Cirencester. 
Fabric Code

Reference Min.
vessels

Count Weight

Iron Age
L1: Limestone type - Brown 2006 1 1 6
S1: Shelly type - Brown 2006 11 12 71
Roman
DOR BB1 74 Tomber and Dore 1998 6 6 14
LOC GW 17/95 - 6 6 90
LOC OX 17/95 - 6 6 40
Medieval
Oolitic limestone (Cirencester type) 202 Ireland 1998, 103-4 133 141 1355
Oolitic limestone (coarser variant) 202 Ireland 1998, 103-4 35 39 451
Minety type ware 200 Ireland 1998, 104 96 96 1068
Nash Hill ware 219 McCarthy 1976, 107 13 15 89
Bath A type 240 Vince 1979, 27-31 9 9 51
Ham Green glazed 206 Barton 1963 2 2 26
Redcliff glazed 262 Dawson et al. 1972 1 1 9
Misc. sandy - - 1 1 73
Post-Medieval
Tudor Green 220 Holling 1977 2 2 7
Malvern Chase redware 204 Vince 1983, 132 2 3 215
Ashton Keynes 219 Vince 1983, 132 10 10 284
Cistercian ware 208 Vince 1983, 132 1 1 18
Frechen stoneware 216 - 3 3 387
Misc. glazed earthenware - - 1 1 62
Porcelain 218 - 1 1 5
Transfer-printed china 214 - 1 1 5
English ?Bristol stoneware - - 1 1 9
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assemblage is 10.3g, a moderately high figure for 
material of this date and not suggestive of high levels 
of disturbance.

The pottery was sorted into fabrics on the 
basis of macroscopic observation and quantified 
according to sherd count and weight per context. 
Vessel form, where identifiable, and attributes such 
as decoration or evidence for use (visible residues 
or sooting) were noted. Recording of medieval 
pottery fabrics replicates existing regional fabric 
type series, primarily that from Cirencester (Vince 
1982; Ireland 1998).

Iron Age
The thirteen sherds (77g) consist entirely of 
bodysherds in coarse fossil shell and limestone-
tempered fabrics. In the absence of identifiable forms 
dating is necessarily broad, with fabrics comparable 
to Iron Age material recovered from elsewhere in 
Malmesbury (Brown 2006).

Romano-British
The majority of the 18 sherds (144g) of Romano-
British pottery was clearly re-deposited in the 
medieval grave soil and grave fills. The pottery 
largely comprises reduced and oxidised products 
of the North Wiltshire industry, centred on the 
Purton/Swindon area, which supplied major local 
settlements including Cirencester, Wanborough and 
Easton Grey. Identifiable forms comprise medium 
and narrow-mouthed necked jars. Non-local material 
consists of Dorset Black-Burnished ware; a jar 
decorated with obtuse-angled lattice decoration from 
the grave soil dates to the period after c. AD 220.

Medieval
A coarse oolitic limestone-tempered fabric forms the oolitic limestone-tempered fabric forms the limestone-tempered fabric forms the 
largest component of the medieval assemblage. It 
compares in most respects to Cirencester fabric F202 
manufactured at, or within a few miles of, the town 
and occurring commonly across North Wiltshire, 
particularly in the Cricklade/Swindon/Blunsdon 
area (Vince 1982, 203). No pre-Conquest claims have 
been made for this fabric and the earliest stratified 
material from Cirencester dates from the late 11th 
century (Ireland 1998, 103). Sherds in this fabric 
from the current site occur as globular-bodied jars 
with crudely-formed everted rims and are likely to 
be of late 11th to 12th-century date (Figure 7, no. 
1). A straight-sided ‘clubbed’ rimmed jar in this 
fabric from a Period 2.1 quarry fill may also be an 
early form (late 11th to 12th century), comparing 
to examples from the North Cotswolds (Jope and 

Threlfall 1959). Other forms, comprising jars with 
more complex everted rims, occasionally with 
thumbing to the outer edge, compare to forms known 
from Cirencester and probably date to the mid 12th 
and 13th centuries (Vince 1982). Dating within 
a similar range is suggested here by its common 
occurrence with Minety-type wares in the grave soil 
and grave fills.

Minety ware, a calcareous gravel-tempered 
fabric known to have been produced in that parish, 
forms the second most common medieval type, 
representing 34% of the medieval group. The close 
similarity, particularly as smaller unglazed sherds, 
to fabric F202 means that its quantity may be 
understated in Table 7. The Minety sherds from the 
Period 2.1 quarry pits are handmade and belong to 
the earlier production phase. Based on the earliest 
occurrences of the type at Bristol, Gloucester and 
Cirencester, Vince (1984) considered that production 
had started by the mid 12th century, with handmade 
tripod pitchers and jars continuing to be made until 
the mid 13th century. Amongst the Minety ware from 
the quarry fills are a ‘complex’ handle from a 12th-
century pitcher (Figure 7, no. 2) and bodysherds with 
combed wavy line decoration, almost certainly from 
tripod pitchers. These Minety sherds thus provide 
a terminus post quem of c. 1150 for the start of burial. 
A dish form with pre-firing perforations, probably 
a so-called ‘West Country’ dish, was recovered from 
the grave fill of Burial 9. This is a 12th or earlier 
13th-century form with a distinct southwestern 
distribution (Alan Vince pers. comm.). The function 
of the vessel is not understood, but suggested uses 
include bases for beehives or an early form of 
chafing dish. Conspicuous by their absence from 
the Minety ware assemblage are the numerous forms 
which characterise the later medieval (14th and 15th 
century) phase of production (Musty 1973).

Other medieval types form only a minor 
component within the assemblage. Most significant 
in terms of dating are Naish Hill products, made 
15km to the south of Malmesbury near Lacock 
between the late 13th century and the 14th or 15th 
centuries (McCarthy 1976). With the exception of a 
single jar sherd, all the recovered material of this type 
derives from jugs and includes sherds with white 
slipped decoration over a clear, appearing brown, 
glaze and mottled green glaze. The latter includes a 
jug with applied roundels which compares to vessels 
from the kiln site (ibid., no. 251).

Post-medieval and modern
The small amount of imported material includes 
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German stonewares, such as 16th-century Frechen 
products. Utilitarian wares include Malvernian 
redwares, dateable to between the 15th and early 
17th centuries and local Ashton Keynes products 
current from the mid 16th and 18th centuries. A 
small number of sherds of Ashton Keynes ware were 
recovered from stratified contexts, primarily from 
grave soil horizons. Like two sherds of white china 
of late 18th to 19th-century date, they can probably 
be regarded as intrusions. Large quantities of glazed 
and unglazed earthenware sherds, also most likely 
made at Ashton Keynes, occur as unstratified finds 
(not quantified in Table 7). Also present are small 
quantities of English stonewares and white china.

Illustrated vessels (Figure 7)
1.  Period 2.2 grave soil 903. Oolitic limestone-tempered 

fabric. Globular jar with simple everted rim. 
2. Period 2.1 quarry pit fill 937 (fill of 936). Minety ware. 

Complex handle from probable tripod pitcher.

Floor tile, by E.R. McSloy

A total of 185 fragments of glazed ceramic floor 
tile, weighing 7.68kg, was recovered. No complete 
examples are present and most are highly fragmentary. 
Much of the tile is heavily worn through use, 
sometimes with the glaze only surviving at the sides. 
Decorated tile fragments form the majority of the 
assemblage, with a smaller number of plain tiles with 
a dark green or (appearing) yellow glaze.

The large majority of floor tile can be ascribed to 
the Naish Hill tileries, near Lacock. Tiles from this 
source are identified on the basis of fabric (Eames 
1976, 134; Vince 1998, 143-4) and from matches 
with the designs known from the kiln sites (Eames 
1976; Griffiths and Robinson 1991). Knife-cut 

keying, varying in depth but typically deep, can 
be identified on a large number of fragments. The 
extent of fragmentation is such that in no instance 
can dimensions be determined, although it is clear 
from the presence of certain designs that larger and 
smaller quarries are represented.

Due to fragmentation, only eight tiles can be 
matched with known designs from the kiln site, 
although several of these show slight differences 
from the published examples, suggesting the use of 
different dies. Eames’ ‘large heraldic’ group (Group 
I) is represented by two examples with the Arms 
of England device. One of these differs slightly 
in respect of the treatment of the lions’ forelimbs, 
suggesting a different die. The two further examples 
of designs using large quarries (200-210mm square 
if in line with the kiln evidence) are both ‘castle’ 
designs (nos 12 and 12 or 13) which are part of 
Eames’ ‘four-tile patterns’ Group II. A third example 
of a Group II tile, a smaller quarry (approximately 
140mm) of design 7, 8 or 9, is also present. The 
remaining designs consist of single examples of 
no. 21 (Group IV) and no. 28 (Group V), each a 
variation on the widely used bird-in-tree motif and 
floral border no. 19 (Group III). A small number (11 
fragments, 1112g) of plain mosaic tiles are present 
among the Naish Hill material. Nine are examples of 
rectangular ‘scored and broken’ type tiles with dark-
coloured glaze varying between 40mm and 65mm in 
width. A single example is similar but carries a clear 
glaze with white underslip. A single small triangular 
fragment with white glaze was also recovered.

The kilns at Naish Hill were probably a lay 
commercial operation established by c. 1284 and are 
known to have produced tiles for several religious 
houses in the area, including the abbeys at Lacock, 
Stanley and Cirencester, and churches such as 
Huish, Wiltshire (Thompson 1967). How long 
tile production continued at Naish Hill is unclear. 

Fig. 7  Medieval pottery (No. 1 1:4, No. 2 1:3)



185A MEDIEVAL MONASTIC CEMETERY WITHIN THE PRECINCT OF MALMESBURY ABBEY

Eames (1976, 144) concluded that designs from the 
production site, repeated at each of the recognised 
consumption sites, were made by tilers ‘trained in 
the early tradition of early makers of inlaid tiles’. 
The absence of degenerate versions of designs 
suggested to her that production may have been 
relatively short-lived and may not have extended 
beyond the first quarter of the 14th century. Naish 
Hill products accounted for the majority of tiles 
recorded from Cirencester Abbey, where they were 
believed to represent a single consignment dateable 
to the later 13th (after 1271) or early 14th century 
(Vince 1998, 147). 

Two tiles occur in fabrics clearly not of Naish Hill 
type. An unstratified fragment features decoration 
that is indistinct but probably represents a large 
open-looped quatrefoil. The fabric in this instance 
is dissimilar to the typical Naish Hill type, being 
uniformly pale orange and containing quantities 
of red iron ore and clay pellet. A South Wiltshire 
source and dating c. 1250-1300 appears likely. The 
second fragment, from the grave soil, also differs 
from Naish Hill, occurring in a fine, inclusion free, 
fabric, which is pale orange with a grey core. The 
inlaid design, far shallower in execution compared 
to the Naish Hill group, identifies it as one of a four-
tile pattern featuring fleur-de-lys, trefoil and oak leaf 
elements. The design compares to material found 
in excavations at Malmesbury Abbey and is similar 
to tiles currently exhibited there (CA 2003). These 
tiles appear to be of the unknown source supplying 
the abbey in the later medieval period postulated 
by Vince (1998, 146). Similarities in the design 
to Malvern Chase tiles known from Cirencester 
probably indicate a late medieval, possibly 15th-
century, date in this instance (ibid., 147).

The bulk of the floor tile fragments is derived 
from the grave soil, particularly in the westernmost 
area of burials from where over half of the fragments 
were recovered. The degree of wear, fragmentation 
and the low occurrence of other building material 
from the graveyard soil suggest that the floor tiles 
might have been dumped following repair works 
rather than after demolition.

Roof tile, by E.R. McSloy

A total of 64 fragments (2.06kg) of ceramic ridge tile 
was recovered. Three fabrics can be distinguished, of 
which two can be ascribed to known manufacturers. 
Most abundant are Naish Hill tiles (42 fragments), 

the majority exhibiting an even or partial dark 
green glaze. Two fragments feature knife-cut crests, 
one of which is knife-stabbed. The Naish Hill 
roof tile fabric is notably coarser than that used 
for the floor tiles, with a greater frequency of large 
(3-6mm) fragments of ferruginous sandstone and 
some fossil shell. Minety tile fragments amount 
to 17 fragments, of which two feature knife-cut 
crests. The crested pieces feature knife-stabbed and 
pinched ‘decoration’, the latter comparable to tiles 
from Cirencester (Wilkinson and McWhirr 1998, 
fig. 98, nos 1-2). This tile also features a circular 
perforation of the kind also known from Cirencester 
and believed to be the means of fixing for a ceramic 
finial. A third, unidentified, source of roof tiles is 
characterised by a coarse, pale orange fabric with 
red-orange surfaces and grey core. This fabric is 
distinguished by its harshness and by the presence of 
red iron and common calcareous inclusions, mainly 
apparent as rounded voids, but it remains possible 
that it represents a variation of either of the known 
fabric types.

Anglo-Saxon bone mount, 
by D. A. Hinton

Object 1. Period 2.2, grave soil 903. Rectangular bone 
mount from cattle or horse rib (bone identification by 
D. Henderson). Some damage to one of the longer edges. 
Complex relief carving to one face and a line of small 
perforations along one shorter edge. Length 22mm; width 
19.5mm; thickness 2mm.

The mount is made from a small rectangular piece 
of cattle or horse rib, carved in relief on one side. 
It is perforated in several places, suggesting that 
it was originally nailed on to a wooden or leather 
backing. Although made in a cheap material, it is 
a high-quality carving, and was probably a mount 
on a casket, book-cover, altar-cross, reliquary or 
something of similar importance. It is distinctive 
for its four different panels of acanthus-leaf 
ornament. Acanthus was derived from classical art 
and was reintroduced to England in the 8th and 9th 
centuries as decoration in illuminated books and on 
sculptures. The closest parallels for the details of the 
Malmesbury mount are with southern English late 
9th- to mid 10th-century work, and in particular the 
stole and maniple made for Frithestan, bishop of 
Winchester from 909 to 931, which are embroidered 
with a variety of plants, including some with leaves 
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like those in the mount’s panels (studied in detail by 
Cramp 1975; Wilson 1975; Deshman 1974). Other 
examples are in a book best known for its illustration 
of a royal patron, usually taken to represent King 
Athelstan (925-39; Temple 1976, no. 6, pls 18 and 
29; Deshman 1974, figs 45-6). The problems of 
attributing any of these late 9th-/mid 10th-century 
works to a particular production centre has been 
much debated in recent years (summary in Hinton 
1996, 215; Hinton 2005, 132-5). Some carvers are 
likely to have worked within church precincts, 
but their products did not necessarily stay where 
they were made, both because of gift exchange and 
since purchase in urban markets was becoming 
increasingly feasible. Consequently this mount need 
not be a product of a Malmesbury workshop, but it 
can at least be placed within a canon of southern 
English work that testifies to the revival of the 
Church from the later 9th century under King Alfred 
the Great (871-99) and his successors. 

Nothing of the treasures such as altar-cloths, 
gold cross and reliquaries donated to the abbey by 
King Athelstan, described in the 12th century by 
William of Malmesbury, is known to have survived, 
but a king who expected to be buried in a church was 
very probably liberal to it in life, so there is no reason 
to doubt the general truth of what William said 
(Kelly 2005, 21-2; Preest 2002, 270-3). The newly 
excavated bone mount seems to date from the period 
that includes Athelstan’s reign, and may therefore 
perhaps lay some claim to being not only the first 
item to have been found that is at least quite likely to 
have been made at Malmesbury in the Anglo-Saxon 
period, but also possibly to be the first object to attest 
King Athelstan’s munificence to its abbey. 

Bone gaming counter, 
by E.R. McSloy

Ra. 9 (not illustrated). Period 2.2, grave soil 803. Bone 
‘tableman’ gaming counter. From cattle mandible. Shallow 
central hole surrounded by four concentric incised rings. 
Outermost rings with repeated ring and dot pattern within. 
Extensive damage to outer edge. Approximate diameter 
41mm; thickness 6-8mm. 

Large discoid gaming counters such as this are 
relatively well known and are commonly made, as in 
this instance, from cattle mandibles. Examples come 
exclusively from post-Norman Conquest contexts 
and are probably associated with the game of tables 
introduced at this time (MacGregor 1985, 135). A 
group from Winchester is derived from contexts 
ranging from the early 12th to the mid to late 13th 
centuries. A second group, including an example 
with identical decoration to Ra. 9 (MacGregor 2000, 
fig. 6.45, no. 17), is derived from horizons dated to 
1154-90 at Ludgershall Castle.

Metalwork, by E.R. McSloy

Ra. 1 (not illustrated). Period 2.2, grave soil adjacent to 
Burial 25, although the object cannot be regarded as a grave 
good with certainty. Copper-alloy finger ring. Simple hoop 
with tapering, butted terminals. From strip, triangular in 
section with double row of punched dots to outer edges. 
Hoop slightly distorted. Width 22mm; thickness 3mm.

Ra. 12 (not illustrated). Period 2.2, grave soil. Copper-alloy 
buckle and plate. Plain rectangular frame (X-ray shows 
this to be from a folded sheet) and simple plate with single 
rivet. Dimensions of frame 24mm x 12mm; plate 26mm 
x 17mm. 

Fig. 8  Anglo-Saxon bone mount (1:2)
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No close parallel can be found for the finger ring, 
although elements such as its simple tapering strip 
construction and punched-dot decoration occur 
in finger rings, mainly of brass, from London and 
dating primarily from the 14th century (Egan and 
Pritchard 1991, 331-2). The buckle belongs to a series 
with simple rectangular frames and plates common 
during the 13th and 14th centuries (Whitehead 
1996, 16). It appears to have been a dress-fitting 
related to a burial subsequently disturbed as there 
are fragments of mineral-preserved leather in situ in 
the buckle frame and fabric impressions to the rear 
of the belt plate.

Fired clay, by E.R. McSloy

A single fragmentary clay weight of typically Iron Age form 
was recovered as a residual find from the fill of Burial 35.

(not illustrated). Period 2.2, grave fill of Burial 35. Fragment 
of clay weight of triangular or pyramidal form. Occasional 
limestone fragments, otherwise inclusion free, with buff 
surfaces and buff/pale grey core. Surviving length 70mm.

Radiocarbon Dating, 
by Sylvia Warman

Four skeletons were selected for dating based 
upon their stratigraphic position and preservation 
(Table 8). The bone was well preserved enabling 
the use of the radiometric rather than AMS 
method. The samples were processed during 2006 
at the University of Waikato Radiocarbon Dating 
Laboratory, Hamilton, New Zealand (University 
of Waikato 2006). The results are conventional 
radiocarbon ages (Stuiver and Polach 1977), and 
the calibrated dates have been calculated using 

the calibration curve of Reimer et al (2009) and 
the computer program OXCal 4.1 (Bronk Ramsey 
2009). Date ranges cited in the text are those at 95% 
confidence level. All four samples were successfully 
dated. The carbon and nitrogen isotopes values are 
within the levels expected for a terrestrial diet, and 
the isotope ratios are within acceptable parameters 
(between 3.15 and 3.39).

Discussion
The recovery of Iron Age and Roman pottery from 
the former ground surface and residually in later 
deposits affords little surprise. Excavations along the 
eastern stretch of the medieval town wall uncovered 
the ramparts and ditches of an Iron Age multivallate 
hillfort which occupied the promontory formed by 
the loop of the River Avon (Longman 2006; Collard 
and Havard 2011). The present site is likely to have 
lain within the bounds of the hillfort. Little is known 
about the character and extent of Romano-British 
occupation on the promontory. A hypocaust is said to 
have been found to the east of the Abbey, off Oxford 
Street, in 1887 and occasional sherds of Roman 
pottery have been found residually in medieval 
deposits during previous investigations (Anon 1887; 
Currie et al. 1993, 66; Longman 2006, 160).

Knowledge of the Anglo-Saxon occupation of 
Malmesbury is heavily reliant upon documentary 
evidence (for a summary see Elrington 1991, 127-68; 
Robinson and Lea 2002, 10-18). This records that a 
school and monastery were established here in the 
7th century, the latter receiving royal patronage c. 
675 when Aldhelm, a kinsman of King Ine of Wessex, 
was appointed abbot of the monastery. By the later 
9th century Malmesbury was one of the four fortified 
burhs of Wiltshire listed in the Burghal Hidage, and 
the street plan was probably laid out around this time 
(Elrington 1991, 131). Royal patronage continued 

Table 8: Radiocarbon dates

Laboratory 
Number

Type Skeleton Burial Material 
used

Radiocarbon 
Age (BP)

Calibrated date range
(95.4% confidence)

Wk18234 radiometric 745 B 24 Human
tibia

711±38 1226–1310 cal AD (79.6%)
1360–1387 cal AD (15.8%)

Wk18237 radiometric 636 B 75 Human 
femur

831±40 1051–1081 cal AD (4.8%)
1127–1135 cal AD (0.9%)
1152–1275 cal AD (89.7%)

Wk18236 radiometric 133 B 84 Human 
femur

851±36 1047–1088 cal AD (10.0%)
1122–1139 cal AD (3.1%)
1150–1264 cal AD (82.3%)

Wk18235 radiometric 145 B 88 Human 
femur

880±54 1034–1253 cal AD (95.4%)
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after Aldhelm’s time and king Athelstan, a rich 
benefactor of the monastery, was buried here in 939. 
A reformed Benedictine community was established 
in Malmesbury c. 960-74, and this persisted into the 
post-Conquest period. The great monastic church, of 
which the nave still survives, was built in the 12th 
century, although its precise date of construction is 
not recorded and the matter has been much debated 
(summarised in Robinson and Lea 2002, 23-5). To 
some scholars (for instance Brakspear 1912-13, 401) 
the apparent silence of William of Malmesbury, 
who died c. 1143 without making any unequivocal 
record of building at the monastery, indicates that 
construction began after his death. Given that most 
English cathedrals, abbeys and priories had been, 
or were being, rebuilt in the 1120s, however, others 
prefer to consider the abbey to be the work of Bishop 
Roger of Sarum who also built a castle close to the 
monastery. Roger fell from power in 1139 (Fernie 
2000, 178). The most recent study of the writings of 
William of Malmesbury provides further support 
for a start on the construction of the abbey church 
before the mid 1130s (Thomson 2007, 330-3). In 
1539, following the dissolution of the monasteries, 
William Stumpe acquired the former abbey and 
housed looms in the disused churches; by 1542 he 
had donated the nave of the former abbey church 
to the town to serve as its parish church (Brakspear 
1912-13, 402-4). This still stands, although there are 
few other extant traces of the abbey complex. 

No features were discovered in the excavation 
that can be related securely to the Anglo-Saxon 
period. In particular, no evidence has been found 
to support an Anglo-Saxon origin for the probable 
chapel suggested by Jackson (1864, 25 who believed 
it to be the church of St Saviour and SS Peter and 
Paul, sometimes referred to as St Peter’s only); 
Brakspear (1912-13, 407 who preferred it to be St 
Michael’s), and Watkin (1956, 228, St Laurence’s). 
In fact the pottery and glazed tiles recovered in the 
evaluation from the make-up for the flagged floor 
appear to date no earlier than the late 13th century, 
later than the main use of the cemetery. If this dating 
is secure this could be evidence of repair around 
this time, although as this material was recovered 
in an evaluation it is not inconceivable that it was 
in fact intrusive in the floor make-up from overlying 
demolition deposits. Given the limited exposures 
of the probable chapel it is possible that there was 
an underlying Anglo-Saxon structure which has 
escaped detection, but if so it cannot have been 
visible in 1542 when Leland visited the town. 
Another possibility is that the church that Leland 

saw lay outside the excavation area, but in that case it 
is difficult to understand the nature of the structure 
found in the excavation. As burial did not start 
within the excavated part of the cemetery before the 
mid 12th century, it is best to follow Freeman (1864, 
85) who considered Leland’s church to be a Norman 
building attached to the south transept of the abbey, 
like the Lady Church at Ely cathedral. This theory is 
further bolstered by Thomson’s reading of William 
of Malmesbury, upon which basis he concludes that 
the chapels of St Michael and St Saviour and SS 
Peter and Paul were demolished in the earlier 12th 
century prior to the construction of the great abbey 
church (Thomson 2007, 330-3).

The only unequivocal Anglo-Saxon artefact 
recovered in the excavation is the bone mount, 
which is either an accidental loss or from a disturbed 
grave. In either case the quality of the mount 
suggests that it may have been retained long after 
manufacture. No evidence for Anglo-Saxon burials 
was recovered, although it is possible burials of 
this date were destroyed by Period 2.1 quarry pits. 
Excavations to the west of the Market Cross, to the 
south of the present site, in 1993 found at least six 
burials for which a late Saxon date was claimed (AC 
Archaeology 1993). One produced an uncalibrated 
radiocarbon date of 930±50 BP (Beta-67371) but 
when calibrated at 95% probability using the Oxcal 
4.1 program this produces a calibrated date of 1021-
1212 cal AD. It is by no means assured that these 
burials are late Saxon therefore, and they might 
be associated with St Paul’s church which lay to 
the west of the Market Place. St Paul’s became the 
medieval parish church, although it conceivably had 
late Saxon origins. No further burials were identified 
during a watching brief at Market Cross in 1998 
(Foundations Archaeology 1998).

The Period 2.1 pits were probably dug for the 
small scale, opportunistic, quarrying of limestone, 
perhaps associated with the building of the castle 
and monastery in the first half of the 12th century. 
Pottery suggests that the pits were still open and 
accumulating material into the second half of that 
century, but shortly after the construction of the 
12th-century abbey the site was given over for use 
as a cemetery. The presence of women and children 
in the cemetery population indicates that it contains 
at least a proportion of laity, and a location away 
from the claustral range and close to one of the main 
gates into the precinct is typical for such cemeteries 
(Gilchrist and Sloane 2005, 32). Jackson notes that 
an entrance arch, presumably of the gatehouse into 
the precinct, was formerly visible off High Street 
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between Market Cross and the Abbey House (Aubrey 
and Jackson 1862, n. 22). Brakspear (1912-13, 405) 
placed this just to the south of the excavation area. 
At this time it is quite likely that the main town 
cemetery lay within the abbey precinct and could 
therefore be expected to attract the majority of 
burials. 

It would be unwise to generalise on the layout 
of the cemetery given that only a very small part of 
it has been uncovered in the excavation, although 
the evidence is in many ways typical of medieval 
monastic burial practice. East-west alignment is 
likely to reflect that of the chapel around which 
the burials were focused, and burials laid out in 
rows with frequent  intercutting is common in this 
period. Intercutting can often be seen as a response 
to a desire to be buried close to a cross or religious 
image, or more prosaically as a function of a crowded 
cemetery space. A gap in the distribution of burials 
between Rows A and B, where intercutting was 
prevalent suggests the former presence of a feature 
such as a cross, or a path on a north-south alignment 
running from the gatehouse towards the chapel. It is 
unknown whether the burials lay within a distinct 
cemetery directly associated with the chapel, or 
formed part of a more extensive distribution which 
occupied a large part of the abbey precinct. As this 
part of the precinct lay close to the market place it 
is also conceivable that it was used for the Saturday 
market first recorded in 1080x87 held partly in the 
abbey cemetery and partly outside it (Hardy 1833, 
537b; Gilchrist and Sloane 2005, 44). The market 
was moved to a new site in 1223, and it is not out of 
the question that the majority of excavated burials 
date to the period immediately after, which would 
explain the absence of earlier interments.

The use of burial shrouds, wooden coffins and 
the general absence of grave goods with the burials 
are all normal features of monastic burial practice 
(Gilchrist and Sloane 2005, 111-16). Given that the 
use of coffins is only adduced by the presence of a 
small number of iron nails near the bodies, and that a 
proportion of graves were not fully explored and the 
bodies lifted, it would be unwise to place too much 
credence on the statistics for coffin use. The only 
example of a distinctive burial rite in the cemetery 
was female Burial 77 laid on a bed of ash, a practice 
well attested elsewhere. A variety of interpretations 
have been suggested (ibid., 120-3). Analysis of the 
skeletal assemblage demonstrates a below average 
representation of women and juveniles, a common 
enough pattern in monastic cemeteries (ibid., 203-
13). The male bias is usually taken to reflect, as at 

Malmesbury, the presence of an exclusively male 
religious community, and in this case it is possible 
that the cemetery includes both monks and laity, 
which would explain the relative lack of women 
and juveniles.

Pottery and radiocarbon determinations combine 
to indicate that burial had largely ceased by the end 
of the 13th century. It may be that this part of the 
precinct was considered to be full and so burial 
moved elsewhere in the precinct, or indeed beyond 
(there was a trend in the later medieval period for 
increasing numbers of laity to be buried within the 
parish graveyard). Alternatively, if the use of the 
cemetery was intimately associated with the nearby 
chapel, it is conceivable that this fell out of use at 
this time leading to a cessation of burial. Partial 
dereliction of the chapel might account for Leland’s 
comment that this was an old structure in 1542. 
That it was still standing then demonstrates that it 
survived the immediate programme of demolition 
consequent to the Reformation of 1539, and the 
recovery of 18th-century pottery from the dumps 
overlying the cemetery suggests that the chapel 
was not finally completely demolished until this 
time, perhaps in preparation for the development 
of tenements fronting onto High Street. 

The value of this excavation lies in the recovery 
and analysis of the first medieval burial population 
from Malmesbury, which provides a useful 
complement to those published from the larger 
regional centres at Bristol and Gloucester. The work 
has also provided strong circumstantial evidence 
that the chapel near the south transept of the abbey 
was more likely to be of Norman rather than Anglo-
Saxon origin.
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