
archaeology in the cloisters 

IN 1955 THE Roman and Medieval London Exca- 
vation Council (RMLEC) undertook a modest exca- 
vation in the claustral area of the priory church of 
St Bartholomew-the-Great, Smithf ield. The inves- 
tigation preceded redevelopments in the area, fol- 
lowing bomb damage during the London Blitz. 
Professor W F Grimes, the director of that project, 
subsequently published a short unillustrated note 
in which he declared that '... nothing more can now 
be learned from the ground about this part of the 
Priory". In fact much more can and has been learned 
about the development of this cloister, following 
examination of the unpublished field records of 
the 1955 excavationz combined with study of the 
docukentarv evidence compiled by A E Webb~ 
and a new analysis of the standing remains of the 
east range, which were recently recorded by a team 
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Fig. I: location of St Bartholomew's in relation to  the 
medieval walled City. 

Maybelline Gormley 
from the Institute of Archaeology+. The results of 
these studies were brought together by the author 
in a dissertations and are summarised below. 

St ~ a r t h o l o m e w - t h e - ~ r c a t  (Figs I & z) 
The monastic church and hospital of St Bar- 
tholomew were founded in 1123, situated just out- 
side the City wall at Smithfield. This house of 
Augustinian Canons became one of the wealthiest 
in London, as Webb's great study shows6. How- 
ever, Prior Fuller relinquished St Bartholomew's to 
Henry V111 in 1539, who sold it to Sir Richard Rich, 
the king's adviser in the scheme of the Sup ression. 
The nave was then demolished, althoug E by 1559 
the quire was established as the local parish church. 

Fig. 2: schematic plan of surviving remains of St 
Bartholomew's church and cloister in relation t o  former 
extent, shown with dashed line. 



B A Y  l B A Y  2 B A Y  3 B A Y  4 B A Y  5 B A Y  6 B A Y 7  - 

Fig. 3: St Bartholomew's: plan of  east cloister walk, surveyed in 1994, showing irregular line of  east wall. 

The rest of the monastic buildings were sold off 
by Rich and were wholly given up to secular 
occupation. In the succeeding centuries for exam- 
ple, the claustral range was converted variously 
into houses, stabling and a public house. A change 
in fortune came in 1864, when an ambitious church 
restoration programme commenced7. Attention 
then turned to  the last surviving fragment of the 
cloisters and in 1905 the three most northern bays 
of the east walk were restored (Bays I-3), making 
maximum use of such late 14th or early IS-century 
fenestration and vaulting as had surviveds. Resto- 
ration of the next five bays (nos 4-8) started in the 
early 1920s and was completed in 1928. 
1994 Survey: East Cloister Walk (Fig. 3) 
Those eight restored bays of the East Cloister 
Walk were the subject of a structural study by the 
Institute of Archaeology in June 1994. The survey 
comprised a plan of the range drawn at 1:2o which 
paidparticular attention to the significant changes 
of alignment evident between tbe ,bays, details 
easily overlooked in a sketch survey or one drawn 
at too small a scale. Elevations of the east side were 
also drawn at 1:2o to  a common datum. In the 
limited time available, detailed stone-by-stone el- 
evations were completed of Bays 6, 7 and 8, the 
areas in which the most medieval fabric was vis- 
ible. The main aim of the survey was to identify 
and distinguish the ancient from the modern 
restoration work and to  attempt to phase the 
medieval remains still visible, thus helping to elu- 
cidate the development of the cloister as a whole. 
Webb dated the round-headed north doorway 
from the nave to  c 1160: it is clearly contemporary 
with the wall of the nave into which it is set. A 
si nificant feature of this doorway is that it is 
o f f-centre to the late medieval cloister walk itself, 
which gave rise t o  the suggestion that an earlier, 
narrower cloister walk may have once existed. 
However, close examination of the 12th-century 

7. T H Lewis Report on thestate of the Churchof St .  Bartholomew- 
&-Great, West Smithf ield (1863). 

fabric to the west of the door showed no signs of 
the scarring which the pier supporting the associ- 
ated the vaulting would have left. It is therefore 
seems that when the first cloister walk was con- 
structed, this doorway held an off-centre position 
to it, implying that the door was constructed sig- 
nificantly earlier than the first covered cloister 
walk. This in turn implies that the doorway from 
the church initially opened onto an external area 
(i.e. not a covered cloister walk), a suggestion sup- 
ported by the weathering of the mouldings on the 
southern face and by the resence of a contempo- 
rary hood mould above t R e doorway on that side: 
no hood mould is present on the northern side of 
the door, inside the church. 

The Norman plinth of the south transept is visible 
along the length of Bay I, over a rubble base which 
rises co.12m from the floor. The plinth corresponds 
to that at the base of the Norman wall west of the 
north doorway. The rough, random coursed rubble 
above this plinth is contemporary with it and re- 
presents part of the original west face of the south 
transept. Significantly, the 12th-century plinth and 
rubble fabric are built on an alignment (respected 
by the restoration work above) diverging slightly 
from that of the later medieval cloister walk. 

Rough rubble extends along the base of Bay 2 to  a 
maximum height of Im. The face of this bay was 
brought forward ap roximately o.2m from the 
face of Bay I. The as 1 lar of the transept plinth is 
visible in a break in the rubble. Just over half of this 
rubble is laid in lifts; the remaining rubble may 
represent two phases of construction, the later 
being possibly late 14th or early 15th-century. The 
remainder of the bay was restored in 1905. 
The base of Bay 3 at its southern end, reaching a 
maximum height of o.24m from the floor, is com- 
posed of roughly-hewn stone. The base and lower 
portion of the pier on the north side of the bay is 

8. E A Webb'The Plan of  St Bartholomew's, West Smithf ield, and 
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late medieval work in situ, but most of the remain- 
der of the bay is 1905 restoration. 

In Bay 4, rough rubble walling extends almost the 
entire length of this bay, up to a hei ht of 1.2m 
from the floor level. It is probably o k more than 
one phase, and a Tudor fireplace was found on the 
other side of this wall in 1912. Webb assigns a date 
of c 1520 to it, although a post-Suppression date 
might seem more appro riate, when this area was 
given over to secular ha itation. 

Bay 5 incorporates the northern arch of the late 
medieval chapter house facade. A bench spans the 
length of the bay from the floor to a height of 
o31m and is almost entirely the work of 1928. 
Above the bench is a rubble wall o.76m high, of 
late medieval date, containin much reused stone: 
it brings forward the face o f the Chapter House 
approximately o.3m from its 13th-century position. 
Above this the position of the north wall of the 
chapter house is clearly seen, extending 0.83111 within 
the main arch, curving in at the top to form an 
incongruent arch. This structural wall was faced 
with ashlar in 1928. 

Bay 6 incorporates the doorway of the late medi- 
eval chapter house facade. It comprises nine orders 

of roll mouldings. Substantial amounts of the 
original arch remains although the pier on the 
northern side is wholly reconstructed. 
Bay 7 (Fig. 4) incor orates the southern arch of the 
late medieval faca 1 e of the chapter house. As with 
the northern arch, a bench (~1928) spans the length 
of the bay to a maximum height of o.+zm f rom the 
floor which slopes downwards to the south. A 
deliberate break In the bench reveals a rubble core 
within which are the remnants of a base for a 
compound medieval pier, which appears to be in 
situ. The remains are the base for three slender 
shafts, of which two survive. The double roll 
compound base is in Early English style, contem- 
porary with the first integrated cloister walk. This 
indicates that the western face of the 13th-century 
cha ter house was set further back from the later 
meIieva1 face and also reflects a different set of 
bay divisions to that constructed in the late phase. 

Above this bench is a neatly-faced rubble wall, 
similar to that in Bay 5, o.84m in height from the 
bench. A reconstructed ledge o.12m hi h has been 
placed above this rubble wall. As wit f Bay 5, the 
southern wall of the chapter house is evident, set 
back o.29m from the face of the rubble wall, faced 



with ashlar work of 1928. The main arch on the 
southern side is almost co~pletely reconstructed; 
the northern side of thisc arch is comprised of a 
combination of late medieval blocks in situ and 
reconstructed work from the ledge upwards. 
The most significant feature of Bay 8 (Fig. 4) is that 
it cuts a round headed doorway with a moulding 
dated to the 12th-century and is identified as part 
of the Dorter. The tympanum of this doorway has 
a trefoil cusped design. There is a corbel at the 
south terminus of the arch, but is very badly 
eroded. The stonework at the southern jamb of the 
door has been crudely chipped away, curving 
slightly at the top, evidence of a later arch inserted 
in this space. The base at the northern end of the 
bay is original late medieval work in situ to a 
height of 0.561'11. The rubble adjacent to this on its 
southern side appears to be contemporary with 
this phase and must have extended further up- 
wards in antiquity. The doorway is contemporary 
with the wall in which it is set, which is composed 
of rough rubble irregularly set. There is part of a 
window ledge, significantly weathered, in this 
wall, 1.6m from the floor. Above this is a cavity, 
filled with rubble, with two large dressed blocks at 
the top. This blocking reflects not only the filling 
in of the window but significant modifications to 
this part of the wall. 

The Dorter represented by this 12th-century door- 
way, window and encompassing fabric was built 
on a different alignment not only to the later 
cloister walk but also to that of the south transept. 
It therefore represents p free-standing building 
erected before the cloister walk itself. 
The remains of the 12th-century Dorter undercroft, 
including the original piers marking the bay divi- 
sions, were demolished in 1870 to make way for the 
City of London Union off ices9. The bay divisions 
9. Webb op cit fn 3, v01 ii, 149. 
10. Ibid. 

S O U T H  T R A N S E P T  

represented on the elevation drawn by Hardwick 
in 1791 have an average length 3.8m. If this module 
is taken, and if it is assumed that the doorway in 
Bay 8 is contemporary with the construction of 
that building, it is reasonable to suggest that this 
doorway would have been central to one bay of 
that structure. The Dorterprobably extended north 
of the bay which incorporated the 12th-century 
doorway for two more bays, allowing a space of c 
+m between it and the south wall of the transept 
(Fig. 5). This would permit direct access between 
what later became the cloister garth and the east- 
ern area of the priory precinct. 

The Dorter was 37m X 6m internally when meas- 
ured by Knight in 18421°, a measurement which 
excludes the two conjectural additional northern 
bays discussed above. Webb states that at the time 
of the f ounder Rahere's death (1144) the monastery 
contained only thirteen canonsn, but when Rahere's 
successor, Prior Thomas, died in 1174, the priory 
contained thirty five canonst2. Therefore by the 
late 12th century a relatively large dorter and 
undercroft may have been required, especially if 
the reredorter occupied the last three bays of this 
structure, as Webb speculatedlj. It is sug ested here 
that the two most northerly bays o B the 12th- 
century Dorter may have served as the first chapter 
house. An early 12th-century chapter house incor- 
porated within a larger eastern range structure is 
paralleled at Rievaulx, for examplet4. 

13th-Century Rebui ld ing  (Fig. 6) 
Contrary to Webb's suggestion that the east clois- 
ter walk was laid out in 1160, the recent study 
suggests that there was no integrated cloister walk 
at St Bartholomew's in the 12th century: the diverg- 
ing alignments of the south transept and the Dorter 
imply that they were not constructed at the same 
time as an adjoining walkway, while the off- 
centre, weathered north doorway possessing a hood 
11. Webb op cit fn 3, v01 i, 57. 
12. Webb op cit fn 5 v01 i, 94. 
13. Webb op cit fn 3, v01 ii, 153. 

D O R T E R  

Fig. 5: St Bartholomew's in 12th century: conjectural plan of south transept with Dorter but no covered walkway. 
3.T 
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Fig. 6: St Bartholomew's in 13th century: conjectural plan of south transept with Chapter House, Dortcr and cloister walk. 

mould on its southern side, and the weathering on house walls correlated closely in both lans. Its 
the window sill of the dorter support this sugges- south wall encroached into the dorter 1 uilding, 
tion. It is therefore proposed that a series of free- terminating midway through one bay. of the 
standing buildings such as the Dorter were erected undercroft. Nevertheless, the Chapter House re- 
in the 12th century,grouped around the area which spected the 12th-century Dorter doorway since the 
later became the cloister garth (see Fig. 5). door appears to have remained in use. Between the 
At least two major building works related to the north wall of the Chapter House and the south 

claustral range were initiated at St Bartholomew's transept was a passageway or slype 3.86m wide. 
following the completion of the nave in c 1240. The available evidence now suggests that there 
The first was the construction of a separate rectan- was no integrated cloister walk constructed until 
gular Chapter House, the other the construction the 13th century. This is implied by the presence of 
of the first integrated cloister walk: both elements the Early English style base in situ in Bay 7 and 
were rebuilt by the 15th century. observations of 13th-century work in the southern 

I and northern cloister walks. The location of the 
The 12th-century date assigned by Webb to the Early English base in situ indicates that the west 
Chapter House remains excavated in 1912 seems face of the 13th century chapter house was built to 
incorrect, since 13th-century architectural detail roughly the same line as the earlier Dorter building 
was the earliest work observed within that struc- and did not extend proud of it. This base is the only 
tureo. Furthermore, the elucidation of the bay extant structural evidence for the 13th-century 
module of the Dorter undercroft and the recon- cloister walk but proves that the 13th-century clois- 
struction of the Dorter doorway has shown that a ter bay divisions were different to those in the 
separate chapter house building could not have early 15th century. However from the location of 
been constructed at the same time as the Dorter. the 13th-century base it is possible to estimate the 
The new Chapter House encroached upon (and bay divisions for the entire east cloister walk in 
was therefore later than) the 12th-centurv build- that phase. 
ing, a suggestion sup orted by observaiions of R 13th-century work wit in it. 

The location of the later medieval Chapter House 
was recorded by Webb during the 1912 excavation. 
When his plan and the 1994 plan of the east walk 
were reduced to a comparable scale, the measure- 
ments of the late 14th or early 15th-century facade 
and the position of the north and south chapter 

The extant base and the compound piei. rising 
from it were located against the inner edge of the 
south wall of the 13th-century Chapter House (Fig. 
4). Assuming that there would have been a compa- 
rablepier on the inner edge of the north wall of the 
chapter house, the west front of the Chapter 
House would thus comprise two q.zm-wide bays 
of the cloister walk. 

14.. P Fcrgusson & S Harrison 'The Rievaulx Abbey Chapter 
House' Antiq J7+ (1994) IIIJ~. 

15. Webb op c i t  fn  v01 i. 



When this 4.zm-wide bay module is extended 
southwards on the plan, the terminus is exactly 
where the southern end of the east walk was 
located in the RMLEC excavation of 1955. However, 
a module of 4.125m would fit  exactly four times 
between the north doorway and the conjectured 
northern pier of the Chapter House. 

The diverging alignments of the south transept 
and Dorter must have caused some problems for 
the builders of the vaulted cloister walk. The 
misalignment of the Dorter to the cloister walk 
a pears to have incorporated, although parts of 
t 1 e west wall of the south transept were modified 
to conform more evenly with the new design. This 
mismatch of alignments resulted f rom having f ree- 
standing buildings in this area. In sum, it is sug- 
gested that the first cloister walk was built in the 
13th century with eight bays in the east cloister 
walk (there are now nine). The bay divisions were 
not equal within the east cloister walk, as is also the 
case at, for example, Westminster Abbeyr6. 

Late Medieval Rebuildin (Fig. 7) f Webb dated the remnants o ribs, capitals and 
bases, found during the restoration of Bays 1-3, to 
the 15th century, and concluded that the cloister 
walk was, at least partially, rebuilt at this time. The 
transverse rib above the north doorway and a 
cluster of shafts on what was the south west corner 
of the north and east walks is contemporary with 
his work. Webb suggested that this rebuilding 
{as contemporary with the rebuilding of the west- 
rn facade of the Chapter House around the year 

1405, but may have been under consideration as 
early as 1387, when John Roystbn bequeathed b ~ o ,  
'to the building of the cloister's. 
It  has been argued above that the western end of 
the Chapter House encompassed two bays of the 
cloister. walk in the 13th century. A new triple- 
arched facade was built in the late 14th or early 15th 
century: this was longer than the width of the 
actual chapter house structure, despite the fact 
that the arches were compressed, resulting in the 
three corresponding cloister bays being smaller 
than the remaining bays of the east walk. 
The construction of this new facade altered the 
bay division module, which subsequently required 
the remodelling of the entire east cloister walk: 
this now comprises nine bays, instead of the previ- 
ous eight, although the ninth bay is no longer 
visible. As with the 13th-century phase, the later 

16. C Wilson et a1 Westminster Abbey (1986). 

medieval bay divisions were not unif orm in lep6th. 
The bays encompassing the chapter house facade 
(Nos 5-7) are 3.6m long; the remaining visible bays 
are c 3.8m long. Assuming that the south terminus 
of the east walk uncovered by the RMLEC excava- 
tion was that of both the 13th-century phase and 
this phase, then the length of the ninth bay must 
have been c@m, much longer than the other bays. 

The new facade of the chapter house brought the 
face of the cloister in Bays 5-7 westwards by a p  
proximately o.3m. It is therefore suggested here 
that the face of Bays 2-4 were also brought for- 
ward by a new rubble facing, making the align- 
ment of the east walk more uniform. The face of 
Bay 8 south of the 12th-century doorway appears 
was left untouched, save for a bench being in- 
serted, aligned with with the thinner benches 
against the facade of the Chapter House. 
The establishing of these new bay divisions caused 
the eastern pier between Bays 7 and 8, and its 
vaulting, to cut significantly into the Dorter door- 
way. This entrance was thus contracted on its 

I northern side. The southern jamb was cut back ' crudely, and new quoins were inserted on both 
sides of the eastern face of the doorway. This 
explains the irregular shape of the doorway en- 
trance in plan (front cover). The deliberate curve 
cut at the top of the southern jamb would suggest 
that a smaller doorway may have been inserted 
within this confined space. The new quoining on 
the eastern face of the doorway supports this 
suggestion, indicating that the doorway was still 
in use, although diminished in size. The crude arch 
inserted on the eastern side of the doorway was 
exposed in 1903, when it was noted by WebW. 
There is no evidence to suggest that the other 
cloister walks were rebuilt at this time. Indeed the 
observations in the south and north walks all refer 
to 13th-century work. It  is therefore possible that 
only the east walk was rebuilt in this phase. The 
RMLEC excavations (Fig. 7) established an accurate 
plan of the cloister as a whole, which was tied into 
the 1994 plan of the east walk. This showed that the 
dimensions of the frater were c 29.09 X 7.68m 
internally19, and that the late medieval cloister was 
not regular, its distinct irregularity further sub- 
stantiating the suggestion that it was a later inte- 
gration of disparate preexisting structural ele- 
ments. The internal dimensions of the cloister 
walks and garth can now be shown to differ from 
those postulated previouslyz0. 

17. Webb op c i t  fn  3, 133. 



Fig. 7: St Bartholomew's in 15th century: plan of cloister showing south transept, rebuilt Chapter House, Dorter, Frater 
and cloister garth, combining information fram Webb 1921, RMLEC excavations in 19~5 and UCL survey in 1994. 
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