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Summary 

An archaeological excavation, consisting of a single trench measuring 2.0m by 2.0m in 
extent, was undertaken within the north range of the Old Schools of the University of 
Cambridge during late June and early July 2009. Four distinct phases of activity were 
identified, the first of which was agricultural in nature and appears to date to the 2nd and 3rd 
centuries AD. Following this, however, the site remained unoccupied until a timber-framed 
building was constructed during the 11th century. Associated with this structure were a 
number of refuse pits, along with a probable timber-lined well or cesspit. Domestic 
occupation then continued until the late 14th century, when the site was cleared in order to 
allow the construction of University’s School of Theology (or Divinity School). Work began 
on this structure in c.1370, and at least two phases of construction have been identified; the 
building was completed in c.1400. Finally, later additions and modifications to the structure 
were also examined, including the foundation of Stephen Wright’s Old Schools façade of 
1755-58.  
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Introduction 
The Cambridge Archaeological Unit (CAU) undertook the excavation of the location 
of a new lift shaft situated within the Old Schools of the University of Cambridge 
between the 18th of June and the 13th of July 2009. The building complex within 
which the excavation occurred, which houses the central administrative offices of the 
University, is located in the heart of the historic core of the town (being centred on TL 
4474 5846; see also Figure 1). The excavated trench itself – which measured 2.0m by 
2.0m in extent – is situated inside the northeast corner of the north range of the older 
of the Schools’ two courtyards, Cobble Court. The project followed the specification 
issued by the CAU (Evans 2009) and approved by Kasia Gdaniec, Development 
Control Archaeologist at Cambridgeshire Archaeology Planning and Countryside 
Advice (CAPCA). The work was commissioned by the University of Cambridge’s 
Estates Management and Buildings Service. 
 

Landscape and Geology

The Old Schools building complex is quadrangular in form, being arranged around 
two adjacent courtyards (the second of which, Old Court, originally comprised part of 
King’s College until ownership was transferred in the mid 19th century). The irregular 
layout of Schools’ constituent structures is the result of an extended and piecemeal 
developmental history, spanning the 14th to the early 20th centuries (cf. Evans & 
Pollard 1999). Geologically, the site – which is located on the edge of the former 
alluvial floodplain of the River Cam – is situated upon second terrace river gravels 
overlying Gault clay (British Geological Survey, sheet 188). The present floor surface 
height of the room within which the excavation took place is 9.92m OD, although this 
is somewhat higher than the external ground surface (which lies at 8.71m OD in the 
centre of Cobble Court). Natural gravels were encountered at 7.46m. 
 

Methodology 

Modern deposits – including timber floors and underlying layers of concrete, bitumen 
and hardcore – were broken out and removed by the principal contractor. All 
archaeological features were then excavated by hand and recorded using the CAU-
modified version of the MoLAS single context recording system (Spence 1994); base 
plans were drawn at a scale of 1:20, whilst sections were drawn at a scale of 1:10. The 
photographic archive for the site consists of a series of digital images. Context 
numbers are indicated within the text by square brackets (e.g. [01]), and feature 
numbers are denoted by the prefix F. (e.g. F.03). Assessment reports of the principal 
finds assemblages, along with those of the bulk environmental sample data, have been 
incorporated within the sections detailing the results of each appropriate phase. 
 

Historical and Archaeological Background 

The architectural history of the development area has been covered in depth in a 
recent publication (Evans & Pollard 1999) and the wider background history of 
Cambridge itself is reviewed in several published sources (e.g. Cam 1959; Lobel 
1975; Bryan 1999; Taylor 1999). Neither is therefore reproduced here in full. 
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Nevertheless, it is necessary to briefly outline the background of the area in order to 
place the site securely within its wider context; further details on specific sites directly 
related to its development are discussed in the relevant sections of the main report 
below.  
 
Little is known of the earliest inhabitants of the area. Although there is diffuse 
evidence of Prehistoric occupation and activity, most notably of Iron Age date, 
located to the west of the town (e.g. Evans 1996; Mortimer & Evans 1997; Newman 
2008a) no definite or intensive large-scale settlement has yet been identified. 
Occupation appears instead to have begun in earnest shortly after the Roman invasion 
in AD43, with the accepted picture of Cambridge during this period being one of a 
settlement centred almost exclusively upon the Castle Hill area (e.g. Alexander & 
Pullinger 2000). Recent fieldwork, however, is demonstrating that this interpretation 
is somewhat limited, with significant settlements having been detected to the west of 
the presumed centre (e.g. Lucas & Whittaker 2001; Newman in prep). Finds from this 
period have also been made to the southeast and there is evidence of Roman activity 
on the riverfront (Dickens 1996) and the Park Street/Jesus Lane area (Alexander et al. 
2004). Indeed, it is likely that a small suburb existed in the Bridge Street area, close to 
the junction with Jesus Lane and St John’s Road, during the 2nd and 3rd centuries (cf. 
Newman 2008, 61-69). It is therefore clear that the extent of Roman settlement on the 
southern bank of the Cam was greater than has generally been supposed and that the 
southern hinterland of the town, within which the current site lies, was more 
widespread, although it remains poorly understood.  
 
Following the decline of Roman town during the 5th century the level of occupation in 
the area appears to have temporarily decreased, as the evidence for Early Saxon (c. 
410-700) activity in and around Cambridge primarily comprises material recovered 
during the 19th century from pagan cemeteries on the outskirts of the city (cf. Dodwell 
et al. 2004; Cessford with Dickens 2005). Very little occupational evidence from this 
period has yet been identified, with the exception of a small 6th to 7th century 
settlement that was recently excavated on the western bank of the Cam around a 
kilometre to the south of the former Roman town (Dodwell et al. 2004). Middle to 
Late Saxon (c. 700-900) activity, in contrast, appears to have been primarily 
refocused upon the Castle Hill area, where a 7th to 9th century execution cemetery has 
recently been investigated (Cessford with Dickens 2005; Cessford et al. 2007). By the 
mid 9th century it is clear that some form of settlement had been re-established in the 
area, as this was occupied by the Viking Great Army in 875, and the region was 
incorporated into the Danelaw from c. 886 until its conquest by Edward the Elder in c. 
917 (Cam 1934, 39; Lobel 1975, 3). Despite this, Cambridge remained only an 
“economically viable backwater” up until the mid 10th century (Hines 1999, 136). 
Following this date, however, it emerged as a significant urban centre. By the late 10th 
century a mint had been established (Lobel 1975, 3) and the town was being linked to 
a group of important trading centres including Norwich, Thetford and Ipswich (cf. 
Fairweather 2005), thereby emphasising the central role played by river trade in its 
rapid economic growth. Indeed, by the beginning of the 13th century Cambridge acted 
as the leading inland port in the county, through which goods and services were 
disseminated to many of the surrounding regional towns (Cam 1934, 43).  
 
A key element in the growth and development of the town during this period was the 
establishment of the University in c.1209 (cf. Leader 1988). The expansion of this 
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institution greatly benefited from royal investment, especially from the 15th century 
onwards (Bryan 1999, 94-6), and its growth was also given significant impetus by the 
Dissolution of the Monasteries in 1536-40 as many of the disbanded religious houses 
were subsequently converted into Colleges (cf. Willis & Clark 1886). It is notable, 
however, that the influence of the University has been one of the primary factors in 
shaping the landscape of Cambridge ever since its foundation. Indeed, the central 
riverside area – in which the present site is located – was once the heartland of 
Medieval river trade and settlement activity, but was increasingly converted from 
‘town’ into ‘gown’ from the 14th century onwards (Bryan 1999, 95). 
 

Excavation Results  
Four phases of activity have been identified within the excavated sequence at the Old 
Schools site. These comprise: 
 

1. Roman agricultural activity (spanning the 2nd to 3rd centuries). 
 

2. Domestic settlement activity (spanning the 11th century to c.1370). 
 

3. The establishment of the University’s Divinity School (the construction of 
which began in c.1370). 
 

4. Modern alterations to the Divinity School (spanning 1754 to the present). 
 

In the following section, each of these phases is examined and discussed in 
chronological order. Detailed descriptions of the finds that were associated with them 
have also been included on a phase-by-phase basis. 
 

Phase 1  
Archaeological Remains 
Natural second terrace river gravels were encountered within the trench at 7.46m OD, 
and were overlain by friable pale brown sandy silt subsoil layer [59]. This material – 
which was up to 0.28m thick – contained a single abraded sherd of Roman greyware. 
Six further sherds of Roman pottery, plus a fragment of opus signinum mortar, also 
occurred residually within later Saxo-Norman features. No cut features of Roman date 
were identified, however, implying that the material was imported to the site during 
manuring activity associated with arable cultivation. 
  

Specialist Reports 

Only a small quantity of archaeological material was recovered from Phase 1 
deposits. This assemblage – which includes pottery and animal bone – has been 
subdivided by material type, and is discussed in detail below. 
 

Pottery (with Katie Anderson) 

In total, seven sherds of Roman pottery, weighing 99g, were recovered from the Old Schools site. 
Only one of these sherds, however – 2nd to 3rd century greyware sherd <81>, which weighed 16g – 
was recovered from a stratified context (subsoil layer [59]). The remainder occurred residually 
within later Saxo-Norman features. This included two sherds of 2nd century Central Gaulish 
Samian ware (<43> and <77>, each of which weighed 1g). Three additional sherds of 2nd/3rd 
century greyware (<36>, <61> and <83>) were also recovered; these weighed 26g, 45g and 5g 
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respectively. Finally, a single sherd derived from the rim of a probable reeded bowl of 2nd century 
date (<83>) was also identified; this weighed 5g. Although small, this assemblage is sufficient to 
indicate that a low-level of activity (such as might be generated by contemporary agricultural 
practices) most probably took place at, or in close proximity to, the site during the 2nd and 3rd 
centuries.  
 

Animal Bone (by Vida Rajkovača) 

A single horse tooth was recovered from layer [59].  
 

Discussion 

The pattern of probable Roman agricultural activity which has been identified at the 
Old Schools site corresponds very closely with evidence that has previously been 
recovered from a number of other nearby excavations. Firstly, a near identical subsoil 
deposit – which has also been equated to a Roman ploughsoil horizon – was 
encountered during work conducted within the Bateman Building, Gonville & Caius 
College, situated only a short distance to the northwest (Alexander 1995, 3-4). 
Secondly, residual Roman pottery was also recovered during investigations conducted 
upon King’s College lawn, located almost immediately to the south (Evans in 
Alexander & Pullinger 2000, 259; Cessford in prep. b). In addition, an antiquarian 
note exists of ‘Roman pits’ being encountered beneath Trinity College, in close 
proximity to Garret Hostel Lane (Evans in Alexander & Pullinger 1999, 259), whilst 
further to the north Late Roman quarries and a possible hard-standing were 
discovered during excavations undertaken at St John’s College (Dickens 1996, 6-10). 
This pattern can also be extended to the northeast, where unstratified Roman pottery 
(again apparently consistent with contemporary manuring activity associated with 
arable cultivation) was identified during fieldwork conducted within the grounds of 
Jesus College (Evans et al. 1997; Whittaker 1999).  
 
Significantly, later work undertaken at the maintenance workshop and gardener’s 
compound site at Jesus College also identified the presence of a Roman fieldsystem or 
paddock network of mid 2nd to 3rd century date in this location (Evans & Williams 
2004). Furthermore, both the date and the alignment of these features corresponded 
very closely with those of contemporary ditches that had been uncovered during 
excavations conducted in the basements of no.’s 35-37 Jesus Lane and no. 11 Park 
Street (Alexander et al. 2004). At these latter sites, however, the ditches were later 
succeeded by a series of burials that were inserted during the late 3rd or early 4th 
centuries (ibid., 68-81). Taken together, therefore, this evidence strongly suggests that 
the Old Schools site lay within a broader agricultural hinterland of predominately 2nd 
to 3rd century date. This hinterland itself is most likely to have been associated with 
the small suburb, also of 2nd to 3rd century date, which has recently been identified 
lying alongside the contemporary Cambridge to Godmanchester road at the St John’s 
Triangle site (cf. Newman 2008, 61-69). As well as domestic occupation, a number of 
other activities were also being undertaken in this location, including gravel quarrying 
and pottery production. Towards the end of the 3rd or the beginning of the 4th century, 
the settlement appears to have been abandoned and at least one of its former fields 
was converted into a cemetery. It is likely that the scale of the agricultural activity 
being undertaken at the present site also diminished, or perhaps even ceased, at this 
time. 
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Phase 2 
Archaeological Remains (see Figures 2 and 3) 

Archaeological activity most probably resumed at the Old Schools site at some time 
during the 11th century, when a timber-framed structure was erected. This building, 
the remains of which are represented by beamslot F.15 and banded floor layers [62], 
appears to have been domestic in nature; 11th century pottery was recovered from a 
band of ash- and charcoal-rich trample that had accumulated above one of its 
compacted clay floor surfaces. Yet, despite having had its floor relaid at least twice, 
the use of the structure appears to have been relatively short-lived (suggesting that it 
may have played only an ancillary role within the initial property plot).  

 

Beamslot F.15 had vertical sides and a flat base. It measured 0.95m+ long by 0.28m wide and 
0.20m deep, and was backfilled with a deposit of friable orangey brown sandy silt with occasional 
gravel inclusions. Associated floor layers [62] consisted of banded deposits of dark greyish brown 
to black ashy silt overlying compacted mid greyish brown trampled clay. At least two resurfacing 
events were discernable.  

 

A series of refuse pits were subsequently inserted to the north of the building, one of 
the earliest of which, F.14, truncated the now robbed out and backfilled beamslot. 
This feature contained 12th century pottery, along with the carefully arranged burial of 
a large dog (see Figure 2). Further pits were than created, including (in broadly 
stratigraphic order) F.13, F.12, F.11 and F.10. Of these, F.12 and F.11 are of 
particular interest. The former was vertically-sided and, judging by the profile of its 
fills, appears originally to have been revetted (most probably with wattle, although no 
trace of this was encountered). Unfortunately, it could not be bottomed due to its 
proximity to the foundation of the standing structure within which the excavation took 
place; however, from the excavated sample it can be seen that it is very likely to have 
comprised a well or cesspit. The feature was deliberately backfilled during the 12th 
century with deposits of domestic waste which included a large quantity of charred 
cereal remains (predominately barley grains, but also including some wheat and oat), 
along with the bones of cattle, fish, rabbit and frog/toad. F.11, in contrast, was much 
smaller in size, but contained a near-complete St Neots-type ware jar. It is thus clear 
that domestic occupation remained ongoing throughout this period. 
 

Pits F.10, F.11, F.12, F.13 and F.14 were only partially present exposed the area of excavation. 
They varied between 0.42m+ and 1.10m+ in maximum diameter, and were between 0.16m and 
0.75m+ deep (although neither F.10 nor F.12 were bottomed). They had been variously backfilled 
with deposits of mid to pale orangey brown silty sand with occasional gravels (F.11) and mixed 
dark greyish brown silt with occasional gravels (F.10, F.12, F.13 and F.14). 

 

Towards the close of the 12th century, the area became sealed beneath layer [35]. This 
deposit most probably represents a short-lived phase of backyard horticultural 
activity, although it may alternatively have originated as the upcast material generated 
by the excavation of a series of pits located outside the boundary of the investigation. 
During the 13th century, the layer became sealed in turn beneath a second timber-
framed structure. Notably, this building – which is represented archaeologically by 
beamslot F.7 and posthole F.17 – precisely re-established the location of the former 
11th century structure, thus implying a direct continuity of layout in the property. Few 
remains of the succeeding building survived, however, due to the extent of later 
pitting. By the end of the 13th century, the replacement structure had itself been 
abandoned. It was subsequently overlain by [34], a layer which represents a second 
phase of upcast/cultivation activity. 
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Beamslot F.7 had vertical sides and a flat base; it measured 1.18m+ long by 0.42m wide and 
0.22m deep, and was backfilled with a deposit of friable mid greyish brown sandy silt with 
frequent gravel inclusions. Posthole F.17 also had vertical sides and a flat base; it measured 
0.24m+ in diameter and 0.39m deep, and was backfilled with a deposit of mid to dark orangey 
brown sandy silt with frequent gravel inclusions. Layers [35] and [34] consisted of deposits of mid 
brownish grey clayey silt with rare gravel inclusions. They measured 0.21m and 0.18m thick 
respectively.  

 

In the late 13th or early 14th century, two pits (F.5 and F.8, both of which contained 
domestic refuse material) were inserted into the area of the former building, thereby 
removing all trace of any associated floor surfaces. These features were subsequently 
overlain by trample/foundation layers [27] and [26], which were themselves sealed 
beneath metalled surface [25]. A small posthole, F.6, also appears to have been 
associated with this phase of activity. Given the nature of these deposits, it is unlikely 
that they represent the re-establishment of a third successive structure in this location, 
although it is notable that they appear to have respected very closely the northern limit 
of their precursors’ extent (suggesting that this still survived as an otherwise 
undemarcated boundary). Instead, they are much more likely to have been associated 
with an external yard surface or working area. At around the same time that this area 
was being established, during the early to mid 14th century, an additional rubbish pit – 
F.4 – was also inserted a little way to the north.  
    

Pits F.4, F.5 and F.8 were only partially exposed within the area of excavation. They varied 
between 0.70m+ and 1.41m+ in maximum diameter, and were between 0.29m and 0.61m deep. 
Their fills consisted of mixed dark greyish brown clayey silt with occasional gravels. Posthole F.6 
had vertical sides and a flat base; it measured 0.25m in diameter and 0.16m deep, and was 
backfilled with a deposit of mid greyish brown silty clay with rare gravel inclusions. Layers [25], 
[26] and [27] consisted of deposits of compacted rounded pebbles and small clunch fragments, mid 
greyish brown clayey silt and compacted pale grey clay respectively; they measured 0.06m, 0.04m 
and 0.07m thick. 

 

The final period of activity undertaken during this phase, which occurred in the mid to 
late 14th century, was markedly different to those which had preceded it. Although it 
was comprised of feature-types that had occurred frequently in earlier centuries – 
including postholes F.2 and F.3, and layers [23] and [14] – in this particular case the 
features were either composed of, or had been backfilled with, large quantities of 
demolition debris (including flat-laid Collyweston roof tile fragments and quantities 
of render/plaster). Two possible explanations for this pattern exist. On the one hand, 
the features may have been associated with the demolition of a nearby structure, one 
which, given the nature of the material involved, would have been relatively large and 
prestigious; on the other, they may alternatively have been associated with initial 
construction of such a structure, and been discarded during the building process. In 
either case, their creation appears to have been directly associated with the structure 
which was subsequently constructed on the site during Phase 3. 
 

Postholes F.2 and F.3 measured 0.55m and 0.23m+ in maximum diameter, and 0.31m and 0.23m 
in depth. Both of their initial fills consisted of compacted pale bluish grey clay that had been 
packed around central, square cut wooden posts (measuring 0.12m across). These posts were 
subsequently removed and the resultant voids backfilled with deposits of loose pale yellow silty 
mortar, which contained frequently occurring fragments of render/plaster. Associated layers [14] 
and [24] were almost entirely composed of flat-laid fragments of Collyweston roof tiles, 
intermixed with deposits of loose greyish brown silt; they measured 0.06m and 0.23m thick 
respectively. 
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Specialist Reports 
Phase 2 deposits produced the majority of the archaeological material recovered from 
the Old Schools site. The assemblage – which includes pottery, metalwork, worked 
stone, stone tiles, plaster/render, Ceramic building materials (CBM), oyster shell, 
animal bone and environmental remains – has been subdivided by material type, and 
is discussed in detail below. 
 

Pottery (with David Hall) 

Excluding residual Roman material, a total of 286 sherds of pottery, weighing 5209g, were 
recovered from Phase 2 deposits. This material has been subdivided on a chronological basis. 
 

Saxo-Norman wares 

In total, 96 sherds of Saxo-Norman pottery, weighing 3359g, were recovered by hand. An 
additional 75 sherds, weighing 60g, were also identified within the >4mm residues of 
environmental samples 1 and 2, which were derived from F.11 and F.12 respectively; because of 
the differences inherent in their method of recovery, however, and their extremely small mean 
sherd size, these fragments have not been incorporated further into this assessment. The Saxo-
Norman material is exclusively comprised of the three fabrics – consisting of St Neots-type, 
Thetford-type and Stamford wares – that are found ubiquitously on sites of this period throughout 
southern Cambridgeshire (see Table 1). All of the material recovered from samples 1 and 2 
consisted of St Neots-type ware. 

 

Ware Count Weight (g) MSW 
(g) 

Date range Source 

St Neots-type 60 2551 37.5 9th to 12th century Oxfordshire and 
Cambridgeshire 

Stamford 3 41 13.7 10th to 12th century Stamford 
Thetford-type 33 767 23.2 9th to 12th century Across East Anglia 

Total 96 3359 35.0   
 

Table 1: Hand-recovered Saxo-Norman pottery from the Old Schools site by ware. 
 

As is typical across the region, St Neots-type ware is the most common fabric by count (62.5%), 
Thetford-type ware is a substantial component of the assemblage (34.4%) and Stamford ware is 
only a minor element (3.1%). Somewhat unusually, St Neots-type ware is also the most frequent 
fabric by weight (75.9%). However, if the presence of near complete St Neots-type ware jar <64> 
from F.11 is discounted (removing 1690g), the position of the St Neots-type and Thetford-type 
wares is reversed (41% and 56% respectively). This disparity, which is common in assemblages of 
the period, appears to be primarily a result of latter fabric’s suitability for the production of large, 
thick-walled storage jars. The earliest diagnostic material to be recovered consists of fragments of 
a small St Neots-type ware jar and an open bowl (<85>) that are 10th or more probably 11th century 
in date and were recovered from floor layer [62]. Several sherds of Thetford-type ware also bore 
rouletted decoration, which is generally indicative of a 10th or 11th century origin (P. Blinkhorn 
per.comm.), although this is a less reliable indicator of date than vessel form. 
 

Medieval wares 

In total 115 sherds of 13th to 14th century pottery, weighing 1.79kg, were recovered. In terms of 
composition, the material consists of the usual range of coarsewares, finewares and material that is 
intermediate between the two (see Table 2, below). Much the most common of these categories 
were the coarsewares (which comprise 82.6% of the assemblage by count and 82.7% by weight), 
whilst the finewares were less common (comprising 16.6% of the assemblage by count and 17% 
by weight) and the intermediate wares relatively infrequent (comprising 0.8% of the assemblage 
by count and 0.3% by weight). The range of fabrics identified is typical of those present at other 
contemporary sites in Cambridge (cf. Edwards and Hall 1997; Cessford & Hall in Cessford 2007; 
Newman & Hall in Newman 2008) and southern Cambridgeshire generally (e.g. Cessford et al. 
2006). The majority of the Medieval coarsewares consisted of utilitarian brown, buff, grey, pink, 
and red fabrics, often containing large grit inclusions. By far the most common of these was grey 
coarseware, which accounts for 60% of the coarseware assemblage by count and 63.9% by weight. 
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A number of sherds of Medieval Ely ware were also present, including a fragmentary lamp base 
(<43>) that was recovered from late 13th or early 14th century pit F.5; a fragment derived from a 
Grimston ware face jug (<43>) was also present in the same feature. 

 
Ware Count Weight 

(g) 
MSW (g) Date range Source 

Brill 3 126 42 13th to 15th century, 
with a 13th century 

floruit 

Buckinghamshire 

Coarseware - brown 3 26 8.7 13th to 15th century Cambridgeshire 
Coarseware - buff 4 32 8 13th to 15th century Cambridgeshire 
Coarseware - grey 57 947 16.6 12th to 15th century Cambridgeshire 
Coarseware - red 9 101 11.2 13th to 16th century Cambridgeshire 

Coarseware - pink 13 225 17.3 13th to 15th century Cambridgeshire 
Ely Ware 9 150 16.7 12th to 15th century Cambridgeshire 

Ely/Grimston 1 4 4 14th century Cambridgeshire 
Essex redware  5 

 
36 7.2 Late 13th to 15th 

century, with a 15th 
century floruit 

Essex 

Grimston 5 83 16.6 12th to 15th century, 
with a 14th century 

floruit 

Norfolk 

Hertfordshire 
Fineware 

1 12 12 13th to 15th century Hertfordshire 

Lyveden/Stanion 1 16 16 13th to 14th century, 
with a 13th century 

floruit 

Northamptonshire 

Seigburg 1 6 6 14th to 15th century Germany 
Surrey Borders 3 26 8.7 14th to 15th century, 

with a 14th century 
floruit 

Surrey 

Total 115 1790 15.6   
 

Table 2: Medieval pottery from the Old Schools site by ware. 
 

Perhaps the most notable aspect of the Medieval fineware assemblage, however, is the presence of 
Seigburg stoneware and Essex redware sherds in sealed contexts which stratigraphically predate 
the construction of the Phase 3 structure in c.1370. For although the former fabric has previously 
been recorded in 14th century archaeological deposits in London (Gaimster 1997, 84), this 
evidence provides solid confirmation of its importation into Cambridge at least a century earlier 
than has previously been identified. Similarly, whilst Essex redware has been identified in contexts 
provisionally dated to the 14th century at Grand Arcade (Cessford 2007), the new finding provides 
a terminus ante quem which can be used to securely corroborate this result. This again accords 
with the earliest date that this particular fabric is known to have been imported into London 
(Pearce et al. 1982). The presence of Seigburg stoneware and Essex redware in 14th century 
contexts at the Old Schools site therefore suggests that a relatively high status pattern of 
consumption was occurring during the latter part of Phase 2. 
 

Metalwork (with Andy Hall) 

Copper Alloy (by Andy Hall) 

A rectangular copper alloy plate (<098>), measuring 36mm by 24mm, was recovered from 12th 
century layer [35]. This had been pierced by six holes, each 1mm in diameter; two were located in 
a single corner, one each in all of the remaining corners and a final example halfway along one of 
the long axes. The presence of these holes suggests that this was plate was originally mounted on a 
piece of furniture or possibly a box. Alternatively, it may represent a one side of rectangular belt 
mount similar to publish examples previously recovered from Norwich (Margeson 19993, 39). The 
upper surface appears to be undecorated, with no traces of gilding.  
 

Ironwork 

In addition to the above artefact, Phase 2 deposits also contained 14 iron fragments, weighing 94g. 
However, these pieces consisted entirely of badly corroded nails or unidentifiable lumps which do 
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not require further discussion. The majority of the ironwork was recovered from contexts 
associated with the mid to late 14th century demolition horizon, but also included five nails that 
had been pressed into the surface of early 14th century layer [25]. 
 

Worked Stone (by Simon Timberlake) 

Three fragments of worked stone were recovered from Phase 2 contexts, representing the remnants 
of two separate artefacts. Firstly, two fragments deriving from a single limestone mortar (<015>) 
were recovered from mid to late 14th century layer [014]. These conjoining pieces measured 
120mm by 110mm by 60mm and 150mm by 100mm by 50mm respectively, with a combined 
weight of 1296g. The limestone is a fairly characteristic lithology-type for Medieval mortar stones, 
being comprised of a fairly coarse oolite, or more specifically a matrix supported oosparite or 
peletal oosparite. The rock contains a moderately high percentage of microcrystalline calcite 
crystal within the matrix and cement forming in between the large oolith grains, giving this a 
‘gritty’ texture that is very suitable for grinding. A number of very small and incomplete gastropod 
fossils could be seen within the broken faces of the limestone, together with some fine grained 
shell debris. These shared some affinity with the Middle Jurassic hire spired gastropods, and, 
although accurate identifications could not be made, these seemed to be of Nerinea spp.; they thus 
most likely came from oolites of Bathonian age or Bajocian-Bathonian age.  
 
The exact source of the material could not be determined, but an Upper Estuarine Series or Middle 
Bathonian  origin – e.g. Blisworth Limestone or Great Oolite (Bath Stone) – seems the most likely. 
The stone type and form of the mortar are closely comparable to similar items recovered from 
other sites in the centre of Cambridge, such as St John’s Triangle (Newman 2008, 170) and Grand 
Arcade (Craig Cessford, pers. comm.). The very rounded base of this particular mortar suggests 
that it was of a ‘bowl’ type rather than being of cylindrical flat-bottomed form. The size of the 
original stone may have been up to 170mm internal diameter (250mm external diameter). The 
exterior seems to have been finely worked, and was thus evenly thick; the interior was well 
ground, indicating perhaps a considerable amount of use prior to it being discarded or broken. 
Sooting present on the inside ground surface suggests that the object was in, or else close to, a fire 
prior to its final breakage; the slight fire-reddening (pinkness), as well as the differential sooting on 
one of the broken surfaces, suggests that the object was probably whole prior to this event, and that 
it was either accidentally or purposefully inserted. 
 
In addition, a fragment of lava quern (<052>) was also recovered from 13th century layer [34]. 
This measured 70mm by 50mm by 15mm in extent, and weighed 64g. It comprises a small 
fragment of Niedermendig basalt lava, which was most probably derived from a rotary quern. The 
presence of two short vertical faces – approximately 45mm apart – located either side of an 
unworn, flat (non-grinding) surface suggests that we are looking at the outside raised rim of a 
probable basal stone. Given the almost straight edge(s) of this lip, as well as its projecting 
curvature, it appears to have comprised a very large stone, perhaps in the region of 700-800mm in 
diameter. These two characteristics would seem to point to this being either of Late Roman or 
Early Medieval (perhaps 10th to 13th century) origin. The completely level rim top of this fragment 
would seem to point to this being a Medieval quern, rather than a concave-convex Roman hand 
mill (Horter et al. 1950-51). 
 

Stone Tile  

Mid to late 14th century layers [23] and [14] were almost entirely composed of flat-laid 
Collyweston roof tiles. 137 fragments were encountered, 11 of them with extant pegholes; no 
complete tiles were present, however. Indeed, the majority appear to have been too fragmentary to 
be suitable for reuse and it is probable that they were discarded during a process of demolition or 
reclamation. The structure from which they were originally derived is likely to have been 
relatively large and prestigious. Due to their fragmentary nature, these tiles have not been retained. 
 

Render/Plaster  

In total, 30 fragments of render/plaster, weighing 297g, were recovered from the backfilled post-
pipes of contemporary mid to late 14th century postholes F.3 and F.4 and trample/foundation layer 
[23]. These fragments, which were clearly derived from a single source, consist of two layers of 
material. The first of these is comprised of fine pale creamy grey sandy lime mortar (measuring up 
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to 22mm thick), with a carefully smoothed exterior surface. This was in turn overlain by a single 
coat of whitewash. It is clear from the regular and relatively smooth reverse of these fragments that 
they were attached to the interior face of a masonry as opposed to wattle and daub-built structure. 
Furthermore, the presence of a single coat of whitewash, which remains relatively bright and 
clean, indicates that the structure was not substantially old when the rendering was removed (an 
act which presumably occurred during the process of the building’s demolition). 
 

Ceramic Building Materials  

Five fragments of ceramic building material, weighing 143g, were recovered from mid to late 14th 
century posthole F.3. These consisted of a fragment of a green-glazed ridge tile of Ely 
manufacture (<21>), three unglazed tile fragments which probably derived from three separate 
floor tiles (<21>, <27> and <38>) and a brick fragment (<21>). The presence of the latter is 
perhaps the most unusual in a 14th century context, as brick was an expensive and relatively 
prestigious building material at this time.  
 

Animal Bone (by Vida Rajkovača) 

The zooarchaeological investigation followed the system implemented by Bournemouth 
University, with NISP (or Number of Identifiable Specimens) and diagnostic zoning (amended 
from Dobney & Reilly 1988) used to calculate MNE (Minimum Number of Elements) from which 
the MNI (Minimum Number of Individuals) was derived. Identification of the assemblage was 
undertaken with the aid of Schmid (1972), Hillson (1999) and reference material from the 
Cambridge Archaeological Unit and Grahame Clark Zooarchaeology Laboratory at the 
Department of Archaeology in Cambridge. Although most of the ovicaprid bones from the 
assemblage were difficult to identify to species, it was possible to identify a selective set of 
elements as sheep or goat, using the criteria of Boessneck (1969) and Halstead (Halstead et al. 
2002). Ageing of the assemblage employed both mandibular tooth wear (Grant 1982; Payne 1973) 
and fusion of proximal and distal epiphyses (Silver 1969). Where possible, the measurements have 
been taken (Von den Driesch 1976). Withers height calculations follow the conversion factors of 
Teichert for ovicaprids and Harcourt for dog (see Von den Driesch & Boessneck 1974). 
Taphonomic criteria including indications of butchery, pathology, gnawing activity and surface 
modifications as a result of weathering were also recorded when evident.  
 

Of the 346 bones in this sub-set, 314 (or 90%) were identified to element and a further 117 (or 
34%) to species. An additional 232 fragments of animal bone, weighing 60g, were also identified 
within the >4mm residues of environmental samples 1 and 2, which were derived from 11th/12th 
century pits F.11 and F.12 respectively; however, because of the differences inherent in their 
method of recovery, and their extremely fragmentary nature, these remains have not been 
incorporated further into this assessment.  
 
Of the species identified, livestock make up more than all of the other species combined, with 
ovicaprids being much the most dominant (see Table 3). This dominance may possibly reflect the 
economic prevalence of the Medieval wool industry in this part of East Anglia (Dobney et al. 
1996). Both sheep and goat were positively identified based on several complete specimens. These 
are followed in frequency by cattle, pig and chicken and geese. Red deer are represented by the 
remains of loose teeth and phalanges which demonstrate that wild resources were used on the site. 
(In addition, small quantities of fish, rabbit, unidentified small mammal and frog/toad were present 
in the environmental sample residues). Signs of butchery were observed on 48 bones (c. 14%), 
with the actions performed including carcass dismemberment and bone splitting for marrow 
removal. A number of ribs and vertebra have also been chopped, possibly to separate left and right 
portions while the carcass was hung. In addition, ribs were cut to ‘pot-sizes’ in several instances, 
thus representing typical residues of domestic food waste. One cattle metacarpal was sawn, and 
this is likely to represent bone that was being prepared for working as the use of a saw is unusual 
in other contexts (Krish Seetah, pers. comm.). Eleven ageable specimens were noted in this sub-
set, which was not enough to create kill-off profiles for each of the species; however, some 
suggestions could be made based on the data obtained. It seems that both cattle and pigs were 
killed around their first year and that sheep/ goats were slaughtered much later, as evidenced by 
some specimens aged up to 8 years. Some of the elements of the latter from 14th century contexts 
were noticeably smaller in size which might imply malnutrition. Withers estimates derived for 
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ovicaprids based on a complete calcalneum producing the height of 60cm, however, which is in 
the middle of the size range (Von den Driesch & Boessneck 1974, 329). 
 

Species 
 

NISP % NISP MNI 

Ovicaprids 52 44 4 
Sheep 4 3 1 
Goat 2 2 1 
Cow 28 24 2 
Pig 14 11 2 
Chicken 6 5 1 
Domestic goose 2 2 1 
Horse 1 2 1 
Dog 2* 2 2 
Red deer 4 3 1 
Deer (sp.)  1 1 1 
Accipitrinae (Hawk family) 1 1 1 
ULM 62 60 (Σ=314) - 
UMM 125 123 (Σ=314) - 
USM 1 0 (Σ=314) - 
UUM 23 0 (Σ=347) - 
UUB 15 13 (Σ=314) - 
UUF 3 3 (Σ=314) - 

 

Table 3: NISP and MNI counts for the Phase 2 animal bone assemblage. (Key: UMM & ULM = 
Unidentified Medium and Large Mammal / UUM = Unidentified Fragment. NB: Species 
percentages are out of 118. These differ from the unidentified counts as these are calculated on the 
basis of element identification (for UMM & ULM) and total fragments (for UUM) (corresponding 
to Σ in brackets). * = articulated dog skeleton counted as one specimen). 
 
Perhaps of greatest individual note is the articulated dog skeleton recovered from F.14 (11th/12th 
century), which seems to have been deliberately buried or deposited. All body parts were present, 
with the exception of the hind limbs (femora, tibiae and metatarsals) which had been truncated by 
the foundation of a later building. Shoulder height estimates were derived from a complete 
humerus (following Harcourt 1974, 154), providing a height of around 61cm (24 inches). Harcourt 
cites the height range for Anglo-Saxon dogs as being c.9-28 inches (1974, 171; Table 14), and 
based on that, this specimen could be considered to be towards the top end of the size range. In 
addition, a fragment of a tibio-tarsus belonging to the Accipitrinae genus (or hawk/eagle family) 
was recovered from F.5 (13th/14th century). Judging by its size, this specimen is likely to represent 
the remains of a hawk, such as a sparrowhawk, rather than an eagle. Birds of prey such as this are 
not uncommon finds on Medieval urban sites.  
 

Oyster Shell  

In total, 33 oyster shell fragments (weighing 264g) were recovered from Phase 2 deposits. Yet 
although shells were recovered from 13 separate contexts, none of these deposits contained more 
than six individual items. This stands in direct contrast to other contemporary Cambridge sites, 
such as Grand Arcade and Bradwell’s Court, where groups of over 100 individuals have been 
recorded (Cessford 2007, 474; Newman 2006, 93). Also somewhat unusual is the fact that no 
mussel or cockle shells were identified. However, it must be remembered that only a very small 
sample of the Old Schools site was excavated. 
 

Environmental Remains (by Anne de Vareilles) 

Two 11th or 12th century Saxo-Norman soil samples were chosen for analysis. These were 
processed by Frances Cox using an Ankara-type flotation machine at the Cambridge 
Archaeological Unit, with 300µm aperture meshes for collecting the flots and a 1mm mesh for the 
heavy residues. Both flots and residues were dried prior to analysis. For this assessment, only 
heavy residue components greater than 4mm were sorted by eye. The smaller fractions have been 
stored for future reference. Sorting of the flots was carried out under a low power binocular 
microscope (x6–40) in the George Pitt-Rivers Laboratory, McDonald Institute, University of 
Cambridge. Nomenclature follows Zohary and Hopf (2000) for cereal, Stace (1997) for all other 
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flora and an updated version of Beedham (1972) for molluscs. All macro-remains are listed in 
Table 4, below. 

 
 

Sample number   1 2 
Context   46 51 
Feature   11 12 
Sample volume - litres   6 8 
Flot volume - mililitres   17 28 
Flot fraction examined - %   100 100 

CHARCOAL     
Large charcoal (>4mm)    +  +++ 

Med. charcoal (2-4mm)    +++  +++ 

Small charcoal (<2mm)    +++  +++ 

Vitrified charcoal     +   

Parenchyma frags - undifferentiated plant storage tissue  ++  + 

CHARRED CEREAL GRAINS     
Hordeum vulgare sensu lato hulled barley  15 231 

Triticum aestivum sl. free-threshing wheat 5 37 

Triticum sp. wheat type indet. 3 20 

Triticum / Hordeum sp. wheat or barley 3 24 

Secale cereale L. Rye 2 cf. 4, 2cf. 

Avena sp. oat (wild or cultivated) 10 75, 31cf. 

Hordeum / Avena sp. barley or oat    11 

Cereal grain fragments indet. - could include oat    +++ 

CHARRED CEREAL CHAFF     
Triticum aestivum L. rachis node Hexaploid free-threshing wheat   1 
Immature cereal rachis - cf. H.vulgare 
sl.   1   

Culm node straw node 2 1 

CHARRED NON-CEREALS     
Corylus avellana Hazel nut shell fragments 9 7 
Atriplex patula L./prostrata Boucher ex 
DC Oraches   2 

Rumex sp. Dock 1   

Brassica / Sinapis sp. Cabbages / Mustards    2 

Vicia /Lathyrus /Pisum sp. 2-4mm Vetches /Wild Pea /Pea  1 2 

Indet. cotyledons <2mm small Brassica   1 

Lithospermum arvense L. Field Gromwell   1 

Trigonous Carex sp. trilete Sedge seed 1   
Large wild Poaceae  >4mm - may incl. 
oat grass family seed 17 35 

Medium wild Poaceae 2-4mm grass family seed 3   

Poaceae frag indet. - wild or cultivated grass seed frags (whole)    +++ (5) 

Seed indet.   2 1 

MOLLUSCS   
Ceciloides acicula  blind burrowing snail  +   

OTHER BIOLOGICAL ITEMS, EXCLUDING MOLLUSCS     
Bone fragments    +  +++ 

Burnt bone fragments    +  ++ 

Small bones    ++  +++ 

Fish scales    -  ++ 

Insect exoskeletons - mineralised?    +   
 

Table 4: Plant macro remains recovered from bulk soil samples. (Key: ‘-’ 1 or 2, ‘+’ <10, ‘++’ 10-
50, ‘+++’ >50 items). 
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All plant macro remains were preserved through carbonisation. Sample 2, which was recovered 
from pit F.12, was very rich in cereal grains which, though quite heavily burnt, retained enough of 
their form to be identified to species. There was less organic material in sample 1, which was 
derived from contemporary pit F.11, but it was also more heavily burnt, with quite a few bits of 
amorphous parenchyma which are probably fragments of grains. Very few intrusive modern 
rootlets were found and blind burrowing snails only occurred sporadically in F.11. 
 

Pits F.11 and F.12 both had a similar composition of plant remains, although these occurred in 
much higher quantities in F.12. The latter contained over 230 barley (Hordeum vulgare sl.), 75 oat 
(Avena sp.) and 57 wheat (Triticum aestivum sl. and Triticum sp.) grains. Oat chaff was absent and 
so the caryopses could not be distinguished into wild or cultivated types. Nevertheless, it is likely 
they were intentionally grown as oats were a common crop by this period (Greig 1991). Compared 
to the number of cereal grains the samples had few wild plant seeds, mainly arable weeds as well 
as some fragments of hazel nut shell (Corylus avellana). Field gromwell (Lithospermum arvense), 
appearing as one seed in F.12, is a loam indicator (Hanf 1983) and suggests that one of these crops 
(if not all) was grown on good agricultural soil. In conclusion, samples as rich in hulled barley as 
the one from F.12 are uncommon in 12th century Cambridge. The absence of chaff and the 
relatively low numbers of wild plant seeds are intriguing, as one would expect high concentrations 
of such items if the assemblage represented animal feed or cereal processing waste. The remains 
therefore appear to represent burnt, partially processed stored crops; this was clearly introduced 
into the features as domestic refuse. 
 

Discussion 

It is clear from the above results that domestic occupation first became established at 
the Old Schools site at some time during the 11th century, and this agrees closely with 
the general pattern of early settlement activity which is now beginning to emerge in 
Cambridge. So far, the earliest Medieval settlement evidence to have been identified 
to the south of the River Cam – which is mid to late 10th century in date – was 
encountered in close proximity to Bridge Street at the St John’s Triangle site (cf. 
Newman 2008, 74-94). However, it has long been noted that a series of 11th century 
churches were scattered along the length of the Medieval High Street, which now 
comprises modern day King’s Parade (Cam 1959, 123-32; Addyman & Biddle 1965, 
94-6; Lobel 1975, 4). This routeway follows the spine of a gravel ridge which flanks 
the course of the river Cam, and indicates the primary direction in which the newly 
emerging settlement was to expand. Archaeological evidence recovered from sites in 
the southern part of the town demonstrates that although this expansion was relatively 
sporadic in nature, it comprised a largely 11th century phenomenon. No identifiable 
trace of settlement activity prior to the 11th century was discovered during excavations 
undertaken at Hostel Yard, Corpus Christi (Cessford 2005, 7), for example, and a very 
similar pattern was also identified during nearby investigations at no.7 St Edward’s 
Passage (Mortimer 1995), Bene’t Court (Edwards 1996a), Corpus Christi Master’s 
Garden (Edwards 1996b), no.’s 52 to 54 Trumpington Street (Whittaker 2001a) and 
Free School Lane (Hunter 1991). Yet by the close of the 11th century, occupation 
appears to have stretched for some distance along both the principal High Street and 
Bridge Street axes, even extending out beyond the limits of the town ‘proper’ that was 
subsequently to be enclosed by the King’s Ditch in the late 11th or early 12th century 
(cf. Whittaker 2001b; Cessford 2007; Newman 2007). 
 
In the more immediate vicinity, closely comparable sequences to that uncovered at the 
Old Schools site have been identified during excavations undertaken at King’s 
College Lawn (Cessford in prep. b) and the Bateman Building, Gonville & Caius 
College (Alexander 1995). At the former site, the evidence recovered from Moling Pit 
1 indicates that a post-in-trench built timber building was established during the 11th 
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century; associated with this structure were additional domestic features such as a 
large refuse pit and a revetted well or cesspit (Cessford in prep. b). During the 13th or 
early 14th century, however, this domestic sequence was truncated by the 
establishment of a ditch which probably represents the boundary between two 
University properties, Crouched Hostel and Le Glomery Halle (or Gramerscole). No 
further domestic activity took place. At the Bateman Building site, activity began in 
the 11th or 12th centuries with the establishment of a property plot demarcated by a 
boundary ditch. Subsequently, a series of gravel, refuse and cesspits were inserted 
into the property and an ephemeral timber-framed building may also have been 
constructed (Alexander 1995, 4-7). By the 13th century, however, the area appears to 
have been transformed into a garden, which was subsequently conveyed into the 
possession of first Corpus Christi College, and then Gonville Hall, during the early 
14th century (Willis & Clark 1886, I, 319). 
 
In addition to the above, the remains of a further 11th or 12th century domestic timber-
framed structure were also identified at the Trinity Gateway site, situated a little way 
further to the north. Once again, however, this building appears to have been 
abandoned during the 13th century (Evans 1991, 2-4). Finally, excavations have also 
been undertaken at two riverside sites in the vicinity. The first of these trenches, 
which was located a little way to the northwest at Trinity Hall, encountered natural 
river terrace gravels at 3.03m OD (significantly lower than at the Old Schools site) 
and above this lay 1.91m of waterlain alluvial deposits (Alexander 1997, 5). These 
layers were only sealed in the 16th century, when a revetment wall was constructed 
and the land began to be reclaimed. Further to the north, however, at the Trinity 
College Bookstore site, the riverine sequence in a similar location adjacent to the river 
had become sealed by anthropogenic activity by the beginning of the 13th century 
(Cessford in prep. a). This indicates that the levels of activity being undertaken at 
waterfront sites in the town were not at all consistent along the river’s length. 
 
Unfortunately, few documentary sources relating to the early history of the area have 
survived. Despite this dearth, however, it is known that much of the land situated 
immediately to the south of the present site was donated to the University by one 
Nigel de Thornton in 1278, at which time it was occupied by a number of messuages 
(or dwelling houses, together with their outbuildings and any adjacent land that had 
been assigned to their use). Unfortunately, it is not entirely clear whether the site itself 
was located upon “this ground or some other, the history of which is now lost” (Willis 
& Clark 1886, III, 7). Nevertheless, it is apparent that in the late 13th century much of 
the area remained occupied by domestic tenants; during the early 14th century, 
however, this pattern began to change. By 1328, at least three schools were situated at 
the eastern end of North School Lane, although these buildings do not necessarily 
appear to have been associated with the University itself (ibid., 2). Moreover, by 1349 
the School of St Margaret had been established immediately to the north of the site, 
and it is likely that a number of additional schools also existed in the near vicinity at 
this time (ibid.). These developments, along with the archaeological evidence 
recovered from the King’s College Lawn and Bateman Building excavations, provide 
a context for the potential demolition of a relatively prestigious building at the Old 
Schools site in the later 14th century. This latter may well have been stone-built, with 
stone roof tiles and fine quality plaster rendering. Other indicators of status present at 
the site at this time include imported German Stoneware from Seigburg, which has 
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not previously been identified in a 14th century context in Cambridge, and a relatively 
high percentage of red deer bones. 
 
The acquisition of significant properties such as that at the Old Schools site for use by 
the University, and the differential legal and economic treatments accorded to 
members of the ‘gown’ as opposed to the ‘town’, caused bitter resentment amongst 
the local populace. Indeed it was during the late 14th century, only around a decade 
after construction of the Phase 3 building first began, that this resentment was to 
receive its bloodiest expression. For “the distinctive feature of the Cambridgeshire 
rising [which comprised part of the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381] was the attitude of the 
rebels to the University of Cambridge... This was not just anti-ecclesiastical 
resentment by the poorer inhabitants of Cambridge, but a general hatred of the 
University that united all, including the mayor” (Dunn 2004, 157). Over the course of 
a few days in June 1381 the chancellor, John Cavendish, was murdered (although this 
event occurred well away from the town) and the properties of several senior 
members of the University hierarchy were destroyed. Furthermore, Corpus Christi 
College was ransacked, many of the University’s archives were destroyed and the 
contents of the University Library were consigned to a bonfire in the market square 
(ibid., 158). This savage attack was prompted because “for the townsmen [including 
many senior members of the community], the University was not a seat of learning 
but a parasite that exploited its privileges at their expense, and to the disparagement of 
their own liberties” (ibid., 159). 
 

Phase 3 
Archaeological Remains (see Figures 4 and 5) 

A large foundation associated with a prestigious late 14th century structure was 
constructed during this phase, although three distinct builds were identified within it. 
The earliest of the three on stratigraphic grounds was extant east-west aligned wall 
F.9; this had been abutted by partially truncated north-south foundation F.18, which 
had then in turn had been abutted by F.1 (the latter extending F.18’s north-south axis 
further to the south). The most significant difference between the various builds was 
the presence of a lower step in F.9, which was not replicated in either F.18 or F.1. In 
addition, however, although F.9 and F.18 were built in a similar fashion and utilised 
near identical materials, F.1 was notably much more crude in construction, its lower 
courses not even having been bonded with mortar. 

 

Foundation F.9 was composed of seven courses of lime-mortared clunch fragments, averaging 
0.25m by 0.12m in size. The three uppermost courses comprised well-worked rectangular blocks, 
whilst the lower four had been incorporated into a 0.43m deep step which projected out 0.3m from 
the wall’s face. Above the clunch were at least two courses of rough Barnack limestone, which 
appear to have been used to retain a mortared clunch core. 
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Figure 4. Phase 3 wall foundations as revealed during the excavation 
(facing east).
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Figure 5. Plan of phases 3 and 4 with elevation of wall foundation F.18 (facing east).



The foundation was approximately 1m deep and 1m wide, expanding to 1.6m wide at its base. 
Two principal reasons may exist to explain its step. Firstly, F.9 supported a main load-bearing wall 
(unlike F.18 and F.1) and secondly, in this location it directly overlay Phase 2 wicker-lined 
pit/well F.12 and it may therefore have been felt that it required additional support. Foundation 
F.18 directly abutted F.9 (see Figure 5) and was composed of identical materials. Between five 
and seven courses of lime-mortared clunch were present, surmounted by two courses of Barnack 
limestone. F.18 measured 0.98m+ deep by 1.05m wide (without a step) and 2.32m long; as with all 
of the foundations which comprised this phase, it had clearly been trench-built. Constructed up 
against, and very partially truncating, its southern end was foundation F.1. Although this latter 
foundation was also composed of at least four courses of clunch blocks, the lower two were 
divided by trampled horizons of dark greyish brown silt, whilst the upper two were bonded with 
sandy yellow mortar. Very little stone coursing was present, although this may of course have been 
truncated. F.1 measured 0.99m+ deep by 1.17m+ wide – its length could not be determined as it 
was only partially present within the trench. 

 

Specialist Reports 
The deposits which comprise Phase 3 were directly associated with the standing 
building within which the excavation occurred; for reasons of structural stability, 
therefore, these were not excavated but left in situ. A small slot was inserted into 
foundation F.1, however – which was situated at the greatest remove from the extant 
structure – in order to gain access to the foundation of the 18th century façade (see 
further Phase 4). A  quantity of moulded stone was encountered, and this is discussed 
below. 
 

Moulded Stone  

The majority of the clunch blocks that were incorporated into foundation F.1 were roughly shaped 
blocks that had been only very crudely trimmed. At least four finished blocks were also included, 
however (comprising <007>, <012>, <031> and <035>). These were more finely squared and 
varied between by 0.22m by 0.48m in length, although no clear tool marks were visible. Notably, 
at least one face on each of these blocks bore traces of weathering, indicating that they may 
previously have been incorporated into the wall of an above-ground structure such as that which 
was potentially demolished at the end of Phase 2 (although it is also possible that they may simply 
have been abandoned on site for several years prior to their incorporation into the foundation). No 
diagnostic features or dating evidence were present – meaning that the form, nature and extent of 
any putative precursor to the structure cannot be reconstructed – and the material has not therefore 
been retained. Although  a number of well-finished clunch blocks had also been incorporated into 
foundation F.9 (see Figure 3), these could not unfortunately be investigated as they remained 
bonded into the extant structure. 
 

Discussion 
The Phase 3 foundations form part of the fabric of the north range of the University of 
Cambridge’s Old Schools complex, which is also known as the School of Divinity. 
This building, which housed the faculty of theology from the end of the 14th century 
until 1879 (Willis & Clark 1886, III, 229), played a key role in the early history of the 
University. This is because, in its original Medieval form as a studium generale, the 
University of Cambridge contained only three ‘superior’ faculties (comprising 
theology, law and medicine), along with the less prestigious faculty of arts (cf. Leader 
1988). Theoretically, it was not possible to proceed to one of the superior faculties 
without first completing a degree in the arts, and then in addition undertaking to teach 
in that faculty for a minimum of two years (Leedham-Green 1996, 31). Yet despite – 
or perhaps because of – these difficulties, of all of the qualifications available to a 
Medieval student a doctorate in theology was considered to be “the highest distinction 
in the world”, a distinction that until the later 14th century at least was obtainable only 
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from the Universities of Oxford, Cambridge or Paris (Leader 1988, 33). Indeed, it has 
been said that “whatever fame Cambridge achieved during the middle ages was due to 
its theology faculty” (ibid., 170). This importance is reflected in the incorporation of 
the Senate House, the official meeting chamber of the University hierarchy, into the 
Divinity School’s upper storey, along with a small private chapel (RCHM(E) 1959, I, 
12). It is clear, therefore, that the building comprised one of the most important and 
prestigious structures in the burgeoning town, a fact which is reflected in both the 
scale and the quality of its construction. 
 
As the results of this archaeological investigation have revealed, however, the process 
of that construction did not comprise a single, seamless event; instead, at least two 
(and probably three) successive phases of work can be identified in the excavated 
sample. Whilst these could of course have occurred within a very limited time-frame, 
representing different seasons or perhaps even only different weeks of labour, 
historical accounts indicate that a much more prolonged period of gestation was 
involved. Although only a limited discussion of the early years of the building was 
included in the Victoria County History (Roach 1959, 312-321) and Royal 
Commission volumes (RCHM(E) 1959, I, 11-18), a thorough investigation of its 
history was undertaken by Willis & Clark (1886, III, 1-14). It is thus clear that the 
initial foundations of the Divinity School were laid by Sir Robert Thorpe, who was 
Master of Pembroke Hall in 1347-64 (Willis & Clark 1886, III, 10). Although the 
precise date at which work began has not been recorded, it is known that construction 
was only newly started when Sir Robert suddenly died in 1372 (ibid.); this implies 
that it had commenced at sometime around the year 1370. Following his death, the 
building program was continued with a sum of 40 marks that had been granted to the 
University by Sir Robert’s executor. “With this sum, and some other help, the walls 
were carried up until they came almost to the level of the first floor, when the work 
was stopped for some years for want of funds” (ibid.). It was later picked up, at some 
time prior to 1398, by the executors of the late Sir William Thorpe, Robert’s brother, 
to whom the small ancillary chapel was later dedicated. The construction of the 
building was finally completed in c.1400 (ibid.). 
 
In its original late 14th century form, the Divinity School comprised a single detached 
building with an external staircase (Evans & Pollard 1999, 232-4), although it was 
situated in relatively close proximity to a number of the smaller, less prestigious 
schools that already populated the eponymous School Street (cf. Willis & Clark 1886, 
III, 2). The additional wings of the Old Schools quadrangle, which were designed to 
house the remaining ‘superior’ faculties in a single location, were gradually appended 
to the structure in a piecemeal fashion during the 15th century (their final form can be 
seen in Loggan’s print of 1688, which is shown on the cover of this report). Notably, 
each of these wings were individually somewhat smaller than the original structure. 
Construction began on the west range by 1438, being completed in 1454; this 
contained the Canon Law School, with a library above. Next, work began on the south 
range in 1457, and was completed in c.1470. This range contained the Civil Law 
School, with a second library above. Finally, the east range was begun in c.1470 and 
completed in c.1480. Nothing now remains of this wing, as it was demolished and 
entirely rebuilt in 1755-8 (cf. Evans & Pollard 1999; RCHM(E) 1959, I, 12). The 
irregular layout of the quadrangle, which is clearly visible in Figure 1, strongly 
betrays these piecemeal origins. Although undoubtedly minor, and potentially even 
relatively major, alterations to the fabric of the Divinity School were also undertaken 
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during this period (cf. Evans & Pollard 1999), no archaeological evidence of such 
work was encountered. 
 

Phase 4  
Archaeological Remains 
In contrast to Phase 3, Phase 4 solely consisted of significant alterations made to the 
fabric of the standing building; two such episodes have been identified, both of which 
took place within the last three centuries. The first of these, which consisted of the 
addition of a neoclassical façade to the eastern frontage of the Old Schools complex, 
is represented archaeologically by brick-built wall F.16. The façade was appended 
during the mid 18th century, at which time the original eastern wall of the Divinity 
School (which included Phase 3 foundations F.18 and F.1) was demolished to below 
floor height in order to allow the new frontage to extend at right angles to the 18th 
century Senate House to the east. 

 

Wall F.16 is composed of handmade unfrogged red bricks bonded with white lime mortar and 
interspersed with vertical courses of squared ashlar blocks. Its foundation, which could not be 
bottomed, extends down at least 1.7m (or 2.53m below the present floor height) and consists of 
roughly coursed red bricks. The foundation trench was backfilled with a deposit of loose mid 
greyish brown silty sand, which contained frequent fragments of CBM, mortar and domestic 
refuse. 
 

The second major alteration took place during the early 20th century. At this time, the 
building was extensively remodelled and new service pipes were inserted (F.19); a 
timber floor was also constructed. Later in the century, a second floor was added, 
resting directly upon its predecessor (see Figure 3).  
 

Specialist Reports 
A relatively small quantity of archaeological material was recovered from Phase 4 
deposits. With the exception of a stamped brick recovered from F.19, the assemblage 
– which includes pottery, metalwork, glass, clay tobacco pipe, CBM, oyster shell and 
animal bone – was exclusively recovered from mid 18th century wall foundation F.16. 
It has been subdivided by material type, and is discussed in detail below. 
 

Pottery (with David Hall) 

Five sherds of pottery, weighing 83g, were recovered. These include three sherds of utilitarian 
(most probably English) tin-glazed earthenware that appear to have been derived from a single 
chamber pot (with a combined weight of 48g). A small rim sherd derived from a polychromatic 
tin-glazed earthenware bowl was also present (weighing 3g); this may well be Netherlandish or 
Anglo-Netherlandish in origin (cf. Crossley 1990, 259-60). Finally, a base sherd derived from a 
green-glazed fineware vessel of unidentified origin was also recovered (weighing 32g). None of 
the material is of particular significance. 

 

Metalwork (by Andy Hall) 

The rim section of a lead alloy (pewter) vessel, <097>, dating to the first half of the 18th century or 
possibly late 17th century, was recovered. This appears to be a fragment of a small bowl of c.10cm 
diameter with a flared rim, possibly a small condiment vessel. Alternately this could be the lid of a 
pint tankard, the latter made either in pewter or ceramic. The flange is indistinctly stamped with 
the word KI?Gs, in capitals with serifs, most likely Kings. The Cambridge colleges would have 
had large services of utilitarian pewter wares, often engraved with the college arms or simply 
stamped in this way. Further research including comparison with any surviving plate held within 
the college, could yield parallels for the mark and/or the vessel form. 

 23



Glass  

Three shards of glass, weighing 20g, were recovered. These were derived from a minimum of two 
thin-walled, but otherwise generic, 18th century ‘utility bottles’, which are so called because of the 
extensive range of liquids that could have been contained within them (cf. Van den Bossche 2001). 
It is most likely, however, given the nature of the metalwork, animal bone and oyster shell 
assemblages which accompanied their deposition, that these bottles were dining-related and 
originally contained alcoholic beverages or cordials. 
 

Clay Tobacco Pipe (with Craig Cessford) 

Eight stem fragments and one heel fragment, with a combined weight of 37g, were recovered. In 
general, the presence of clay tobacco pipe fragments in a context indicates a date between the late 
16th and early 20th centuries (c. 1580-1910), and it is normally only possible to derive a precise 
date from bowls, marked pieces and some heel or spur fragments (cf. Oswald 1975). In this 
particular case, however, the date of the material’s deposition can be accurately determined to have 
lain between 1755 and 1758 due to its context. No makers marks are present, and the material is 
otherwise unremarkable. 
 

Ceramic Building Materials  

A single cream-coloured brick, bearing a marker’s stamp, was retained from the rubble hardcore 
associated with the earlier of the two timber floors which comprise F.19. <16> is unfrogged in 
form, measures 230mm by 113mm by 62mm in size (weighing 3118g) and bears the legend ‘E. J. 
& J. PEARSON [Ltd?] / STOURBRIDGE’. Its presence is significant because, although large 
numbers of bricks have been identified at other Cambridge sites (such as Grand Arcade) which 
were produced locally at Stourbridge in Cambridgeshire, this particular example was in fact 
imported from Stourbridge near Birmingham. E. J. & J. Pearson were one of the largest 
brickmakers operating in that area, who remained active during the 1890s (Stevens 1973, 62) and 
into the early the early 20th century (Haden 1978, 27). Although the unfrogged nature of this brick 
suggests that it was most probably manufactured prior to 1860, its arrival in Cambridge almost 
certainly postdated the introduction of the railway to the town in 1845. Its presence therefore has 
clear implications for the assessment of the origins of bricks identified at other Cambridge sites, 
most especially in cases where only partial or fragmentary stamps survive. 
 

Animal Bone (by Vida Rajkovača) 

Four fragments of animal bone were recovered, although only one of these could be identified to 
species. This consisted of a bovine mandible with no signs of gnawing, butchery or pathology.  
 

Oyster Shell  

A total of 30 oyster shell fragments, weighing 264g, were recovered wall foundation F.16. These 
represent a minimum number of 13 individuals, and measure 56mm in diameter on average.  

 

Discussion 
The first of the two episodes of major alterations which comprise this phase was 
undertaken between 1755 and 1758. At this time, as part of a wider programme of 
redevelopment (much of which was never realised), the architect Stephen Wright 
designed a neoclassical façade for the Old Schools complex that would compliment 
the James Gibbs’s newly erected Senate House (RCHM(E) 1959, I, 12). The latter 
building, which had been completed in 1730, had been constructed in part in order to 
free up space within the Divinity School itself, as the preceding Senate House situated 
on its first floor could now be adapted to hold books from the ever expanding 
University Library collection (Roach 1959, 318-19). The remodelling that took place 
during the mid 18th century was extensive, however (see Figure 1), and it is 
interesting to note that these works can also be seen as a physical manifestation of a 
growing sense of confidence and display by the University at this time. Allied with 

 24



the demolition of many of the domestic buildings which had formerly obscured the 
Old Schools from general view, they represent the institution’s adoption of a well-
ordered ‘public face’ (cf. Evans & Pollard 1999, 235). The inclusion of dining-related 
material – most especially in the form of the pewter vessel stamped with the name of 
King’s College – within the foundation of F.16 is also significant, as little comparable 
material has yet been recovered archaeologically in Cambridge. The inclusion of that 
specific artefact in particular may perhaps have been related to the proximity of the 
original core of the college, as King’s was originally founded immediately to the 
south of the Old Schools quadrangle in 1441 (Willis & Clark 1886, I, 321-33). 
Furthermore, the Provost’s Lodge was also situated in the near vicinity at this time. 
 
The second phase of major rebuilding work to have been identified during this phase 
was undertaken in 1935, when the University Library was transferred to a new, 
purpose-built building (Roach 1959, 297; RCHM(E) 1959, I, 12). Following the 
move, the Old Schools complex (which had up until then had been exclusively 
occupied by the library) was converted to house the University’s administrative 
offices, with the upper floor of the Divinity School being transformed into a 
combination room (RCHM(E) 1959, I, 12). It appears to have been at this time – as 
new heating pipes were being installed, and layers of concrete set down – that the 
original floor surface(s) of the 14th century school were destroyed. These are likely to 
have lain at c.8.5m to c.8.7m OD, as the surface height in the centre of Cobble Court, 
(which is unlikely to have risen significantly since the 15th century) lies at 8.71m OD; 
this is markedly lower than the floor height in the 18th century wing of the Schools, 
which sits at around 9.92m OD. Unfortunately, as part of the remodelling work, the 
archaeological sequence within the area of excavation appears to have been ‘scalped’ 
to around 8.4m OD. 
 

Conclusion 
Although limited in size, this excavation encountered a well-preserved stratigraphic 
sequence (see Figure 6) situated in one of the most historically significant areas of 
central Cambridge. Furthermore, at least two of the structural elements that were 
present within this sequence can be dated with a high degree of accuracy, as they are 
associated with standing buildings of major architectural significance (including the 
late 14th century School of Theology and Stephen Wright’s mid 18th century Old 
Schools façade). This has allowed a much finer calibration of the chronology of the 
site than is normally possible for a project undertaken at this scale. It is primarily for 
these reasons, therefore, that the excavation has produced results in a number of 
important areas. The findings can be summarised as follows: 
 

• In the first instance, evidence has been recovered of Roman agricultural activity 
spanning the 2nd and 3rd centuries.  

 

• This was succeeded by domestic occupation of 11th century date, the presence of 
which contributes towards a newly emerging pattern of settlement distribution and 
expansion during this period. 

 

• Evidence was also recovered of a possible ‘clearance event’ conducted prior to the 
construction of the University’s Divinity School in the late 14th century. Direct 
interaction between ‘town’ and ‘gown’ such as this has rarely been identified 
archaeologically. 

 

• The piecemeal, stop-start nature of the construction of the Divinity School itself, 
spanning c.1370 to c.1400, was also identified. 
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• Finally, a rare fragment of a pewter vessel associated with King’s College was 
recovered from a well-dated 18th century wall foundation. 

 

These results make an important contribution to the archaeological history of the 
town, as they were recovered from a historically significant location which – being 
sealed beneath an extant Grade I listed building – is not normally available for 
investigation. 
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