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INTRODUCTION

This report is compiled from an archive report by
Linda Viner, which in tum derived from the
stratigraphic analyses of David Wilkinson, and a
report on the human skeletal material by Mary
Harman (Harman 1966).

The original excavation had not anticipated the
excavation of large numbers of burials. Not all
burials were recorded or lifted, and those in special
graves such as stone cists were more often recorded
than plain earth burials. After excavation, human
bone was assigned H numbers. These total 157, of
which many were disarticulated fragments. For the
purposes of the present study, unlocated burials and
those consisting only of bone fragments have been
disregarded; the total burials considered in this
report therefore represents a minimum of 60
individuals.

The burials were originally designated by their
somewhat cumbersome context numbers; for this
report the H numbers, which were strictly speaking
assigned to bones only, have been used to apply also
to the grave in which the skeleton was found. In
cases where no bones were recovered, it has been
necessary to assign new H numbers which run from
H200 onwards. Where the grave had more than one
occupant, the H number of the most complete
skeleton has been used, on the assumption that the
most complete remains represent the primary
occupant. Where this assumption cannot be made,
a new H number has been assigned.

The report on the human skeletal material
(Harman 1966) divided the articulated skeletons into
Saxon (21), medieval (32) and post-medieval groups
(9) and analysed the various characteristics including
height, age, sex and dental health. However,
subsequent work has shown that the distinction
between 'Saxon' and medieval graves is uncertain
(see below); some 'Saxon' burials are now thought to
be 13th century, while some 'post-medieval' burials
may be medieval. It has, therefore, been decided not
to publish the skeletal report in full, although much
information from it has been incorporated in what
follows.

Types of eoffins
There were various types of coffins and other
containers:
1. Grave lined with stones, oval or rectangular in
shape
2. Grave lined with stones, tapered in shape
3. Solid stone coffin
4. Wooden coffin
5. Earth grave.

Both types 1 and 2 occasionally had a rectangular
recess created for the head.

Type 1 may be late Saxon onwards. Type 2, tapered
graves are thought to apply to high-status graves of
the late medieval period (Litten 1991,89); the usual
medieval coffin shape was rectangular. However,
stone-lined tapered graves were found at St Andrew,
Fishergate where they are dated 12th-16th century
(Stroud and Kemp 1993, 153). Plain stone-lined
graves at Fishergate numbered only two which
contained children; their date range was also 12th
16th century. A rectangular mortared stone-lined
grave with head recess at St Oswald's Priory,
Gloucester was of late 11th to 12th-century date
(Heighway and Bryant forthcoming).

The distribution of the different types of coffin
through time is expressed in the following table.
Much of the dating is uncertain, so this is only a
general indication of periods of use.

What is noticable is the lack of wooden coffins in
the earlier periods (although they were perhaps
unexcavated), and the increasein varietyof container
in the late medieval period. The increase of earth
graves in the late medieval period is distorted by the
large number in the burial pit: there must have been
many more earth burials in all periods which have
not been excavated.

At Cirencester there is a notable absence of burials
with 'earmuffs' - stones propping the head, usually a
10th to 11th-century rite - and of charcoal burials
(usually a high-status 10th to 12th-century rite). If
Cirencester was indeed an Anglo-Saxon minster
church, some such burials would be expected, as at
the late-Saxon minster of St Oswald's Priory,
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TABLE TO SHOW DIFFERENT TI1'ES OF BURIAL CONTAINER THROUGH TIME

Date
11th 11th-12th 13th-16th Total

Tvpc ccnturv ccnturv ccnrurv
Stone-lined grave 4 12 4 20
Rectangular or oval stone-lined grave with head recess 3 3
Tapered stone-lined grave with head recess 1 1
Wooden coffin 5 5
Wooden coffin in stone-lined grnve with head recess 1 1
Wooden coffin in stone-lined grave without head recess 3 3
Solid stone coffin 1 1
Earth I!l'"aVC 6 5 15 26
Totals 10 21 29 60

Gloucester. Stone-lined graves at Gloucester only
occur in the late 11th century, and then rarely.
Cirencester clearly had plenty of these; perhaps
earlier burials with different rites do exist at
Cirencester, but have not been excavated.

Burial rites and attributes
Since there was insufficient record made of body
positions, no study of this has been possible.

'Saxon' burials (late Anglo-Saxon to c. 1130)
In his report, David Brown (1976,41-2) described
stone-lined graves which he thought were associated
with the intermediate church, or possibly with the
phase 1a Anglo-Saxon church. He pointed out that
some stone-lined graves appeared to define the east
end of the Anglo-Saxon church (ibid, p. 42). The
graves west of the Anglo-Saxon church were set in a
dark burial soil (fig. 19, context BP VII 1) which in
turn was sealed by the courtyard surface outside the
west end of the 12th-century abbey nave (Brown
1976,41). Brown acknowledged that the stone cist
H139 was inserted when the Saxon church had
already been robbed, and assigned H 139 to the phase
1b church. However, the courtyard surface sealing
the burials (BP IV 10, fig. 19) appears from the
associated pottery to carry a t.p.q. of the 13th century,
so the latest of the graves at the west end of the
abbey could be of 12th to 13th-century date. A
group of graves in trench BP II and BP I (not
planned in Brown 1976, Fig 3.8, or Brown and
McWhirr 1966, Fig 3) were originally designated
'Saxon' presumably because they were set in the dark
burial soil. However, pottery analysis ascribes these
burials (H148, 147, 94, 104, 107, 108) to the 13th
century. It must be borne in mind that the pottery
evidence is of uncertain reliability in the case of
graveyards, since there is a high likelihood of unseen
grave cuts and consequent introduction of intrusive
material. Nevertheless, some of the burials in this
dark burial soil (e.g. H147, Hl44, fig. 29) were stone
cists with recessed heads which might be expected to
be 12th century or later (above p.163). It seems likely
that the 'dark burial soil' (or as much as was
excavated ) spans a period from the Anglo-Saxon
through to the 12th or perhaps 13th century.

There were, however, certainly burials on the site
before the 12th-century abbey was begun. Some at
least of these burials were in stone cists. At least seven
burials (H200, 203, 205, 206, 207, 208, and 210) were
cut by abbey walls of c. 1130. H200 and H203 were
stone cists (fig. 40); H205 (\Vaeher 1965, plate xliii)
was in a stone-lined grave and elearly earlier than the
1130 church. H210 was a stone-lined grave covered
with a slab. These pre-abbey burials suggest that an
unknown number of the burials west of the 12th
century west end were also pre-1130 in date.

It should also be noticed that a number of burials
within the area of the 12th-century nave were on
curious alignments, which do not relate to the 12th
century nave as one would expect were they buried
inside the church. Some of these oddly aligned
burials are among the six mentioned above which are
certainly pre-1l30. Burials with this alignment have
therefore been assumed to be 11th century.

There are no burials which could certainly be said
to be contemporary with the phase 1a church:
however, it should be noticed that few of the
trenches were taken to natural. Section 120 (fig. 19)
shows the bottom of the 'Saxon graveyard' labelled
'unexcavated' at about 6ft (2m) depth, and in trench
BP I where there was dense medieval burial, there
was 'no natural at 11ft 6 ins (3.5m),. It is to be noted
that this considerable depth of burial is in the area
outside the phase 1a church. No doubt early burials
exist which would take the history of the site back to
the foundation of the first church.

Medieval burials (c. 113O-c.1530)
The most significant grave excavated was Hl18 at
the centre of the nave (fig. 33) (Brown and McWhirt
1966, plate xliiic), The tomb was built of large slabs
set on edge with smaller stones filling the gaps. The
stones were mortared together and the inside of the
tomb was coated with white plaster. The tomb
contained the remains of at least three individuals,
a male aged 35-40, a male aged 30-35, and a male
adult.

It was noted (Brown and McWhirr 1966, 248, note
2) that the position of this tomb corresponded with
the position of the burial of Regenbald as described
by Leland (Leland, Itin. 1, 129). Regenbald was a
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priest high in royal administrative service in the
reigns of Edward Confessor and Wtlliam I who is
thought to have left handsome endowments to

Cirencester church (Evans 1989, 116) but he must
have been dead for a generation when the new abbey
of c. 1130 (? or 1117, see Evans 1991 ,99) was built.
lIe might have been buried in the old church, and his
bones moved (Evans 1991, 101). However, it is
more likely, as David Brown asserts, that the
association with Regenbald was simply incorrect, and
that Leland was reporting a tradition current in his
time, that whatever body this tomb contained was
moved from the previous church (Brown 1976,42).
It is, of course, totally unknown who the founders
and benefactors of the old Saxon church might have
been, but if the body of one of them had been
revered in the crypt, it could well have been moved

113. Early B rh -century gravecoverof burial HI60

to the new church in the 12th century, and to a new
location little removed from its position in the crypt
of the old church.

West of the west end of the 1130 church was a
group of burials in the 'dark earth' mentioned above.
HI48 was a stone-lined cist, H147 a cist with
recessed head (fig. 29). The two cist burials (o f adults,
one male) appear to have been under or earlier than
the other skeletons, which were earth burials. Most
of the earth burials were o f children (H94, H95,
H104, HI07, H108). If the pOllery evidence can be
depended on, then these burials belong to the 13th
century, or perhaps later. The presence ofchildren o f
course suggests a lay population. It should be noticed
that this group is very close to the abbey south
boundary: it is possible that these were parish burials;
the boundary between abbey and parish may not
always have been definitively marked.

Some burials in the l Zth-cenrury nave, which are
aligned on it, could be 12th century or later. There
was in the north transept a burial in a wooden coffin,
H61, containing a male aged more than 30.

Two graves were excavated well to the south -east
of the abbey church (fig. 33). Both had stone
grave<overs. HI60 had a decorated grave slab (fig.
113), incomplete, covering a solid stone coffin base.
Inside was the skeleton of an adult male, and the
skull fragment of another individual The slab was
said to be early 13th century (Brown and McWhirr
1966, 253). H 101 was a monolithic rectangular
coffin, with drain holes in the base and a recess for
the head. Inside the coffin was the skeleton of a
complete male adult, and odd bones from at least
three other individuals.

The cover was inscribed +HlC IACET
\VALTERUS: DE : CHELT[E(N))HAM
QUONDAM : CLERICUS : NOSTER :[CUIU]S :
ANIME PROPICIETURfR : DIE [S (Here lies
Walter of Cheltenham formerly our clerk to whose
soul may God be merciful).

Walter of Cheltenham was a member of the
Abbot 's Council in 1285. In 1298 he was securing for
the abbey the restoration of the church of Ampney St
Mary,of which he was rector. In 1302 he procured a
licence to alienate in mortmain to the abbey a house
and carucate of land in Sapperton . By 1269 he held
the churches of Ampney St Mary and \Vtthington. In
1291 he obtained the church of Coates, and in 1298
that of Sapperton. He was already dead in 1306.
Walter only received orders as a subdeacon in 1284
and priest in 1300. He was clearly not a canon but a
secular priest, His property may have been given to
help build the abbey choir (Radford 1966; CC 3,
1977, no 195; Evans 1993, 126-7).

It was the view of the excavators (Brown and
McWhirt 1966, 253) that the tombs were not in their
original positions. These were evidently high-status
tombs, and it was thought unlikely that they would
originally have been positioned in this comer of the
cemetery. It is not clearwhyor when theywere moved.

In the north presbytery aisle there were three
recorded burials. H106 (fig. 47) cut the sleeper wall
on the threshold of the new eastern chapels: a tiled
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floor o f the early 141hcentury, thought to be original,
co vered the tomb, which thu s should be of laic 13th
century date. Inside the stone-edged tomb was a
wooden nailed co ffin and part o f a rectangular
copper alloy plate (no t illustrated). The skeleton was
male, aged 25 or over. 11202 cut the same waU and is
perhaps of similar date . 11201 (fig. 47) could have
belonged to the central aisle o f the 12th-cenrury

114. G rave cove r o f \X'ahc r of Cheltenham, burial fII Ot

presbytery and so is of 12th-161h cenrury date : it is
stone-lined with a recessed head (fig. 34) and is a
parallel for stone-lined burials outside the west end.

There were a number of burials in the area of the
clausual buildings. In the chapter house a buri al,
1149, preceded the l-tth -century construcuon of the
vestibule walls. The burial (fig. 57) was of a male,
aged 35-40, in an oak coffin, with the remain s of a
pewter chalice on the knees and a pcnannular iron
buckle above the pelvis (fmds not illustrated), This
burial is thought to be 13th century. !lurial 11219, in
Ute cloister walk. was in a stone co ffin, and
presumably dates to between the 12th and the 15th
ccnruncs.

Set in the south waU o f the south presbytery aisle
was a tomb 1159 (fig. 115) which was entered down
step s (Wacher 1965, plate xxxviiib), The provision nf
steps suggests access to the tomb, which is
presumably why the excavators described this as a
'chantrv tomb'. The backfill o f the tomb co ntained
tloor tiles o f the early 14th century. Th e tomb
co n tained a male, aged 25-30, laid in a wooden
co ffin in a sto ne-lined cist, Wilh the burial were a
copper alloy fastening (fig. 69, no. 24) , and a
l-lth-cen tury pc\\1er chalice (fig. 83, no, 141). The
chantry chapel also seems to have co ntained l-Ith (Q

l Sth-cenrury architectural fragments, which arc.'
published in Wacher (1965, plate xl) but arc not
otherwise co mmented on.

lI S. Burial HS9, with chalice, in 'chan try' chapel built into
wall 302. the south wall of the south presbytery aisle
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Late medieval or early post-medi eval burials
In the south-west comer o f the site, there was a large
pit, BP I 24 (fig. 8), which contained a collection of
burials (H I 13-1 15, H124, H137-8). Though all in one
pit, the burials were individually disposed, one even
being in a coffin. There was one adult, the rest of the
six skeletons were juveniles. This group is very
reminiscent of 'plague pits' recently excavated of late
medieval date in Hereford (Stone and Appleton-Fox
1996, 24-5). Th e pit was only partly excavated, and
no doubt more burials remain south o f the limit o f
excavation. The pit contained 13th-centu ry pottery
(Minery ware) and could have been dug in the
13th-I4th century. The situation of this pit is
south-west of the abbey church, and south of the
borough boundary. This tract of land may have been
pan of the medieval parish cemetery.

In trench BP I, post-dating the burial pit just
mentioned, there were several burials. Earth grave
H97 contained the remains of a male and two
juveniles. H79, an adult male, was also in an earth
grave and was curiously oriented north-south. H222,
positioned over the 'plague pit', was the platform for
a tapered stone-lined burial. This group of burials
was sealed by the floor of a 17th-century building.

116. Burial HI44 in cist: 11th-1 2th century

This group of burials may be 15th-16th century and
belong, like the burial-pit, to the patish churchyard.

Age and sex of burials
All but two of the adult burials were male. The two
females, H I39 and H149, were in stone-lined graves.
H139 is on section (fig. 19); the grave is stone-lined
with a head-recess and overlies the Saxon church
robbing. HI 49 is also stone-lined, and could predate
the 12th-century abbey. These two arc the only
evidence that there was any lay burial connected with
the abbey. Both could be l l th century, and belong
to the period when this was the graveyard of the
minster church, which would have buried lay persons
from the minster parish as well as canons. Of the
two groups of children, one was 13th century,
described above, and possibly pan of the parish
cemetery, the other was in the burial pit and late
medieval, also possibly pan 0 f the parish cemetery.
Apart from these, all the burials within church and
c1austral buildings were adult and male, as is to be
expected of a community of Augustinian canons,
since by the middle ages most lay burial was
presumably carried out in the parish churchyard.
However, lay persons who had been conspicuous
benefactors of the abbey, and their families, as well as
the families of secular clerks such as Walter of
Cheltenham, would occasionally have been buried in
the abbey or its churchyard. Leland asserted that the
hean of Sanchia of Provence, wife of Henry Ill's
brother Richard of Cornwall, was buried in
Cirencester abbey church (Evans 1993, 127).

The skeletal material by Mary Harman
The height of adult skeletons was calculated from the
total length of the long bones, using the formulae of
Trotter and Gieser (1958, 79-123). The average
height of 26 Saxon/medieval skeletons (all male) was
5ft 5'hin (171.45cm).

Most persons over 30 years had some slight
evidence of osteo-arthritis. Two, HU8a and H143,
had most of the vertebral column fused by
osteophytic growth, with the rest of the vertebrae
less seriously affected. Some persons over 30 years
(H91, H147, H121) were not noticeably affected.
There was little other evidence for disease affecting
the bones; H140 had a lesion on the right lower leg,
H74 (a child) suffered from a localised infection of
the humeri, HI 0I may have had rheumatoid arthritis
or possibly gout, as well as osteo-arthritis, while HSO
probably had congenital dysplasia of the left hip. No
fractures were noted.

Post-medieval skeletons?
About 24 skeletons were excvated in trench 64 BK
11, thought to be about 60ft west of 64 BK I/N, but
otherwise unlocated. The skeletons were densely
packed, and included only one grave with a stone
lining. The grave density seems to indicate that this
was part o f the parish graveyard; the finds suggest
that the burials were post-medieval.
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