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The plan of the building excavated in 1965 and 1966
(figs. 14, 15) shows a church with an aisled nave and
an apsidal eastern end. The full details are obscured
for two reasons. The building was excavated as fully
as possible, within the permitted area; this included
the west end and the north side of the nave, and the
east end. However, the south side of the church has
barely been touched, and a vital space about 30ft
(9m) wide between the east end and the nave,
between sites BM and BN remains entirely
unexcavated because of the presence of a yew hedge
which could not be removed .. The second reason for
incompleteness derives from the fact that the
building had been extensively robbed, particularly at
the west end. At no point was there any piece of
walling standing even to floor level, and in most
places even the foundations had been robbed to a
considerable depth; nowhere within the church was
any patch of the original flooring found intact, except
in the crypt. The plan revealed is thus one of the
foundations and the foundation trenches.
The foundations are massive, a double line of large

stone blocks with an infilling of smaller stones, tiles
and lumps of broken-up concrete - all recognisable as
material plundered from Roman ruins; the smaller
pieces could have come from one of the Roman
buildings encountered on the site, but the large
blocks may have been brought from some
monumental building or one of the gates. The
foundation trenches were cut down through earlier
Roman layers until they reached the natural gravel
subsoil. This pattern was followed even where the
foundations crossed hard rammed gravel surfaces 
all were cut away to subsoil level. There was a single
exception to this pattern. A large stone-built Roman
drain crossed the site, passing beneath the Roman
buildings (figs. 12, 20). This was built of the same
sort of large stones as the Anglo-Saxon foundations;
it was left in position by the Anglo-Saxon builders
and incorporated into their foundations. The plan
gives an indication of the considerable scale, the large
size of the stones used, the breadth of the
foundations and the length of the building. To these
should be added the sense of depth; the foundations
were dug down about 6ft (1.8m) from the ancient
ground surface: 10ft (3.05m) from the present
ground level.

The Anglo-Saxon church lies west of and under the
medieval abbey church (see fig. 6a, 7a); its east end
lies roughly under the centre of the nave of the abbey
church, and its west end lies outside the west end of
the abbey church. In a few places the abbey walls
overlie the Anglo-Saxon walls, but there is no

confusion between them. The abbey walls are of a
distinctly different construction, built of smaller
stones and extensively mortared, and the
foundations do not go down so deep. This last point
means that, in the majority of instances, even where
an abbey wall has entirely obscured an earlier
Anglo-Saxon wall there still remains, below the
abbey wall, the bottom of the foundation trench of
the Anglo-Saxon wall.
The foundations of the main body of the

Anglo-Saxon church indicate a nave with aisles
divided into compartments, all in one style of
construction, and so far as can be seen, all of one
build (figs. 6a, 14,21,22,23, 24). The layout shows
best on the north side. At the west end there is a
small compartment; then, moving eastward, two
larger ones of about the same size, followed by a
fourth whose eastern limits are unknown, but which
could well be as large as the two preceding it. At the
west end of the nave there is the foundation of a
substantial structure - a tower perhaps or a two-bay
narthex - which takes the form of three parallelwalls.
The foundation trench at the extreme west of the
building curves westwards on the centre line of the
building and it seems probable that the central tower
structure or narthex stood forward of the side aisles.
At present the southern half of the church is best
seen as a reflection of the northern half; the little that
is known of it easily fits into this pattern (fig. 15).

The foundations of the eastern end of the church
show an apsidal end projecting eastwards from a
substantial raft of massive foundations (fig. 12). This
raft formed the basis for a crypt just a small part of
which survived intact on the south side (figs. 20,21).
The northern limit to the east end is indicated by the
clear edge to the foundation raft, while on the south
side (only) there is an additional stretch of
foundation of siruilarconstruction (W103) branching
off southwards, indicating a wall in this position.

The unexcavated gap occupied by the yew hedge
creates a problem for there appears to be a slight
degree of non-alignment between the two parts of
the church. This is best seen by following the line of
the wall (\'<'106, WlI7) on the north side of the nave.
A straight 3ft (0.9m) wall can be placed quite
comfortably on this line of foundations; but when
extended towards the cast, it is seen to arrive at a
point slighdy to the north of the edge of the
foundation raft. This could be explained adequately
by saying that the east end was slighdy narrower than
the nave, and that somewhere in the unexcavated
area, presumably at the position of the chancel arch,
there is an angle in the line of the wall;and if this is so
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12. Plan of cast end of Anglo-Saxon church
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16. Roman and Anglo -Sa:xo n
walls tn B~ i and ii

17. Roman walls and gr,wc III S6 wid er nave north arcade
in Bl. viii

18. View of ..\ng!o-Saxon south aisle wall and
Angle -Saxon south nave wall, with burials of 111h-12th
century beyond
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it seems narural to think that this angle would narrow
the east end down to the width of the apse . But. in
effect, there are three different widt hs to be
reconciled . There is the width of the nave; there is
the width of the eastern apse; and there is the width
o f the foundation raft which seems to fall between
the other two. A single angle in the line o f the wall. at
the chancel arch, might resolve the difference
between the lines o f the nave wall and the apse wall,
but such an arrangement would leave vcry little
room for the crypt and would also suggest that the
foundation raft had been made wastefullv wide at
this point. This problem co uld only finally he so lved
by the excavation o f the area between the two parts
o f the church, but Richard Gem sugges ts an
hypothesis which resolves this problem (p. 32
below). 'The curv e o f the cryp t passage is indicated
by the surv iving patch of crypt floor and part o f its
inner wall (figs, 15 and 25). '111e outside wall of this
cryp t passage could have been followed by the lint'
o f a chancel apse standing abo ve it. A reconstruction
based o n thi s curve produces a main apse slightly
narrower than the nave: the crypt passage beneath
would lie within and agatns t the curve d wall o f this
apse. ' Ib is would mean that the apse (\\'100) at the
extreme east end o f the church did not belong to the
chancel but to a chapel to the east of it, representing
an outer crypt. with its floor at a level a few feet
above that o f the cl)'p t passage. and approached by
steps leading up from the chamber in the centre o f
the curve o f the passage which is described below.

'The cryp t passage consisted of a short length of
floor bounded on the south-east bv the wall, which,
o n Dr Gem's interpretation, carrie~f at a highe r level
the outer wall o f the chancel apse. and on thc
north-west by its o wn retaining wall. Thi s passage
lead s to a chamber opening o ff it to the east. On the
so uth side of this chamber is a large stone slab set
upright and cut at an angle on the corner (fig. 20).
"m e corner was covered by an engaged co lumn, the
setting for which, a circle o f pink mortar, remained
on the floor of the passage. Recon structing these
remains svmrnetricallv abo ut the axis o f the church
gives a rectangular stone chamber about 7ft (2.lm)
wide and 4ft (1.2m) deep, o pening o ff the curved
crypt passage which varies between about 3 and 4ft
(0.9- 1.2m) wide. On the south side the passage was
cut away by the later construction of a tomb (H118).
O n the north side all traces o f the crypt have been
removed by the building and later robbing o f one o f
the abbey walls. Unfortunately this robbing removed
the cent ral part o f the crypt and it is not possible to
say whether or not there was an opening off the
passage to the we st below the area o f the chancel.
Suc h an opening would be normal in a cl)l't of this
type for that was the po sition for the most sacred
relics.

Compariso n of the level s of various features in
different parts o f the church gI\'es some indication
of the levels o f the floors. The minimum level of the
floor in the nave is giv('n by the highest surv iving
piece o f Ro man walling there, and this is incidentall y
higher than any of the Anglo-Saxon foundation s.

20. ;\ nglo-Saxon apse (top) and crypt floor (centre) above
Roman drain (bottom left): one side o f medieval romh
HI1 8, borrorn right (trenches B~l iv. B~l v)

21. Anglo-Saxon ap,e cutting Roman wall (right); pan of
medieval tomb HIl S, centre bottom
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The tops of the Roman levels within the eastern apse
(\VlOO) and the top of Anglo-Saxon founda tions at
the east end are slightly lower than the highest
Roman levels, and the floor of the crypt passage is
about 2ft (0.6m) lower still. The floor level in the
chancel must have been at least 8 or 9ft (2.4-2.7m)
above the crypt floor, which brings it up to the level
of, or slightly above, the present ground surface, and
several feet above the level of the medieval abbey
floor. There must have been a considerable flight of
steps up from the level of the nave to the floor of the
chancel and there must have been steps down to the
passage and the crypt.

So far all interpretation has been based on the
assumption that the plan was symmetrical. The only
detail to suggest otherwise is the short stretch of
founda tion, \'(1103, extending southwards at the east
end. This is on the same massive scale as all the
Anglo-Saxon foundations and loo ks, in its partially
explored state, like the east end of the line of
compartments along the south side of the nave. If
this is so, this line ofcompartments extended further
east than those on the north, for there is no sign of
any comparable wall on that side, and the Roman
levels survived higher than the level 0 f the
Anglo-Saxon found ations where such a wall might
have been expected, to the north of the crypt
foundation raft.

If the church was built everywhere with walls 3ft
(0.9m) wide, the overall dimensions become
approximately 179ft (54.6m) long by 52ft (15.8m)
wide overall. The narrow eastern apse measures 13ft
(4m), the nave 21ft (6.4m) and the aisle
compartments are 8ft 6in to 9ft (2.55 to 2.7m) in
width, all internally. The lengths of the
compartments on the north side are 15ft (4.6m),
35ft (10.7m), 34ft (l OAm), with the fourth one at
least 20ft (6.lm). The western structure measures
22ft (6.7m) by 28ft (8.5m) overall.
The dating evidence for the church is very sparse.

Stratigraphically it is post-Roman, but there is not
one single post-Roman object in a pre-church
context ; and there are virtually no deposits of this
date either. The structures and associated levels
attributed to the Anglo-Saxon period produced no
contemporary pottery and only four residual sherds,
recovered from the general area of Anglo-Saxon
activity, may belong to early to mid-Saxon ware
(p.103). The evidence of burials can only show that
there were burials pre-dating the 12th-century abbey
church (below, P: 164).

As far as the construction o f the Anglo-Saxon
church is co ncerned, we are thus left with a
completely open date berween the time when such a
church is first conceivable in England, perhap s late
in the 8th century, and the middle of the 11th
century when its existence is attested by Domesday
Book, though there is a good case to be made on
architectural grounds for an early 9th-century
construction date (below, P: 37).

The date of the destruction and robbing of the
Anglo-Saxon church is also not given by the
archaeological evidence. It is obvious that, being

22. The bonding of the north porticus wall 109with nave
wall 117

23. View north in trench BN ii showing Anglo-Saxon
walls 117 and 107 joined by W109; Roman wall to right;
abbey nave foundations W320 in foreground
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under the nave of the abbey church, the Anglo
Saxon church must have been demo lished at the
latest when the abbey nave was built. The building of
the nave is, however, also of uncertain date . Though
building of so me kind mal' have begun before 1130
when the first abbot was appointed. Henry I , in a
writ dated between 1130 and 1133. granted
exemption from to lls on bwlding materials which
the abbot was about to buy for the abbey church (CC
1.55). Since the eas t end o f a church was always built
first, the nave wo uld ha ve come later. \X'hcn the
abbey chu rch was dedicated in 1176. altho ugh it
need no t have been completed (roo fing was still
going on in 1186). all its outer walls would have been
standing (Evans 1991. 101, 103·5). Ill' then. the
Anglo -Saxon church which preceded it must have
been demolished . If, as seems probable, the nave was
a long time in building. the demolition co uld have
occurred in the middle years of the 12th century.

There is no dating evidence for the robbing of the
east end of the Anglo-Saxon church; the robber
trenches at its west cnd however contain the
locally .made lirnestcne-ternpcrcd ware of late 11th 
century date onwards (p. 103). The co ns truc tion
levels o f phase 2. the l Zth-ccntury abbey church •
contain in addition 3% of Minety ware which is
sup posed to be produced from the 12th century
onwards. It is just poss ible that the absence of
Minerv wares in the western robber trenches of the
Ang lo-Saxon church indicates a late 11th -cenrury
date both fo r the robbing of the se. and also for the
date of the possible rebuild of the west end of the
Anglo-Saxon ch urch (see phase 1b. below).

24. "jew so uth ut trench B\' i showi ng no rth portlCUS wall
11 1 joining \v106 and WI08
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TH E A GLO-SAXO CHURCH AT CIRENCESTER:
A RECO NSTRUCI10 AND EVALUATION

R. D. 1-1. Gem

The reconstru ction of the Anglo-Saxo n church
proposed here (fig. 26) was first formulated in 1986
on the basi s of the evidence published in 1976
(Brown 1976). It was then discussed at a seminar
held at Cirencester, whe re a number of issues were
raised by the participants which it was ho ped would
lead on to a further detailed analvsis of the
excavation records. N o significant new' information
has become available. and the suggested
reconstruction thus remains based on the interim
report and the further information adduced by the
excavator a t the 1986 semi nar.

Recon struc tion
A recons truction o f the superstructure o f the church
is set about with a number of difficulties. In the first
place. the excavation encount ered only the lower
pan s of the foundations and no ne of the walls that

stood upon them - with the exception of a small area
in the deepest part of the ct)l't. The excavator's
suggestion that the main walls were in fact about 3ft
(0.9m) wide seems pe rfectly reasonable: but the
relationship of solid wall and o f openings through it
must remain conjectural. Inc second principal
difficulty derives from the fan that the excavation
could not invesugarc at all the area covenng the more
easterly pan of the nave and the westerly pan of the
sanctuary. the area occupied by the yew hedge . Here
again we can only hypotheSise . but in the hope that
further archaeological work may be carri ed out in the
future to investigate meticulously this crucial area.

'111e nave of the church seems to have been 21ft
(6Am) wide Internally and was flanked by aisles
abo ut 9ft (2.7m) wide; giving a tot al internal WIdth of
45ft (13.7m). prom the inner west waU the nave as
excava ted stretched eastward at least 100ft (30.5m)




