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Abbey House, Palace Green, Durham: an Archaeological Survey and
Documentary History of a Medieval Town House
J. A. Biggins and K. D. Strutt

SUMMARY
A survey of Abbey House, Palace Green, Durham was conducted in an attempt to chronicle
the phases of development in a house which
probably had its origins in the 12th century. This
review of the property, although not a full structural survey, attempts to indicate those features
visible in the house, which has undergone many
changes throughout its life. Its location adjacent
to the Cathedral implies an importance which is
reﬂected in the changing styles of its architecture. Some of these changes were evident during
the survey, but others were either ambiguous or
hidden beneath later features or modiﬁcations.
Perhaps more importantly the medieval origins
still remain visible to some extent, even though
relatively recent refurbishment has covered some
of the vital evidence. Above all, Abbey House
perhaps illustrates the often forgotten principle
that all buildings should be regarded as entities,
which reﬂect the mood and styles of the times.

INTRODUCTION
n recent years a number of archaeological
and architectural studies have chronicled
the temporal development of Durham City
and its environs. Published work has in the past
focused mainly on the examination of archaeological data, and in placing that evidence in its
spatial context (see Lowther et al 1993). Other
examples have included a more intensive analysis of the urban development of Durham based
on the excavation of burgage plots (Carver
1979; Carver and Gosling 1976). This type of
work has highlighted the relative complexity

I

and variability of the domestic buildings of the
city from the Anglo-Norman period onwards.
The complexity and degree of change that
has affected the urban landscape of Durham
can be illustrated to some extent by using
Abbey House as an example. Its location is
close to the castle, the defensive and political
seat of the Bishopric of Durham, yet it represents an example of domestic housing tied to
and inﬂuenced by the changing fortunes of the
population and economy of the city. It demonstrates not only the possible antiquity of many
of the central town houses in the City, but also
the transformations in architectural style and
function that are embodied in the present state
of the building remains. The extent of structural preservation in the vicinity of Palace
Green is considerable, some of the existing
buildings having undergone relatively little
drastic structural renovation or destruction
within the last 500 years.
Although much of the medieval form of
Abbey House is not immediately recognisable,
many of the 17th- and 18th-century changes
to the house are still discernible. Apart from
the visible fabric of the building, little archaeological evidence has been recorded and the
present study has been hindered by the paucity
of detailed evidence about the structural fabric
and phases of the dwelling. No clear indication
of any dwelling pre-dating the existing structure is known. The closest archaeological
excavations in the vicinity of the House were
carried out on Palace Green and to the east of
the cathedral (Lowther et al. 1993). These
investigations illustrated the shallow soil deposits located within the area of the Bailey, which
contrast with the considerable archaeological
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Fig. 1 Location of Abbey House in relation to the North Bailey and Palace
Green, showing the position of tenements mentioned in the text.
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deposits elsewhere in the city, in particular
downslope in the Saddler Street area of
Durham (ibid., 116).
Previous architectural study in the area of
the Bailey has focused primarily on the military and ecclesiastical buildings (Bonney 1990,
32); the study of a domestic tenement in the
North Bailey, such as Abbey House, in many
ways represents a contrast as a typical example
of a central town house. It is located on Lygate,
one of the ancient routes to the Bailey, is close
to the site of the gatehouse at Lygate, and is
within the mediaeval defences. The present
study originated from an appreciation that a
detailed record of the house, based on an
accurate survey of its dimensions and phases
of construction, would facilitate a clearer
understanding of the spatial organisation,
function and change in the building from the
12th century onwards.
ABBEY HOUSE AND THE HISTORY
OF NORTH BAILEY
Abbey House is located on the east side of
Palace Green, between the Cathedral and the
almshouses of the North Bailey, immediately
to the north of Dun Cow Lane (ﬁg. 1). It forms
part of a group of tenements situated between
Palace Green and the North Bailey. The house
itself is set back from the Green behind the line
of the front elevation of adjacent buildings. Its
façade is formed by a ﬁve-bay ashlar-fronted
range (Pevsner and Williamson 1983, 243;
ﬁg. 2), facing west onto Palace Green, which in
turn hides an earlier brick structure with
shaped gables at the back. The house forms
part of a block of tenements including Abbey
Cottage, Dun Cow Cottage, and numbers 37
and 38 North Bailey (Greenslade 1948; ﬁgs. 1
and 3).
The earliest recognised defensive wall to
encircle the peninsula had been constructed by
1006 (Bonney 1990, 18), with the foundation
stone of the Norman Cathedral laid down in
1093 (Wall 1994). It was the historical development of the peninsula in the early 12th century
that was to have the greatest impact on the
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urban fabric of the city, which included the
clearance of Palace Green and the building of
a defensive city wall (Carver and Gosling 1976;
Lowther et al. 1993, 108; Pevsner and Williamson 1983, 209; Prestwich 1994, 300ff). The
period from the 12th century until the 15th
century was marked, as in other English cities,
by a large increase in the urban population
(Schoﬁeld 1994, 198). Continued occupation is
testiﬁed by the recovery of 13th and 14th
century ceramic sherds during excavations on
Palace Green and along Dun Cow Lane,
(Lowther et al. 1993, entry 7, 35), and the
presence of 14th and 15th century pottery
found in shallow deposits on the Green itself
(ibid., 40). However, the pattern of burgage
plots represented by wattle and daub dwellings,
such as those found during Carver’s excavations on Saddler Street (Carver 1979), do not
appear to be present in the area of Abbey
House. The proximity of the dwellings to the
Cathedral and the Lygate (Pevsner 1983, 212)
help to explain the nature of the buildings of
the Bailey. The ﬁef belonged to the Bishop of
Durham, and land in the vicinity of the Bailey
was all granted for the service of the chief
tenants and barons of the Palatinate (Greenslade 1948, 43).
Development of town houses in the North
Bailey, in common with other medieval urban
complexes, is not well-recorded. Many of the
primary sources, and the subsequent studies of
structural remains, have focused predominantly on the ecclesiastical and military functions of the city (Bonney 1990, 32). It is perhaps fortunate that much of the land of Palace
Green and North Bailey remained the property
of Durham Cathedral Priory, with their
generally assiduous record-keeping, until the
Dissolution in 1539. Whilst many of the
houses in Durham were constructed from
timber, wattle and daub until the 15th century
(ibid., 76), documentary records testify to
stone-built houses in the Bailey from as early
as 1284, when a stone house belonging to
Jordan Claxton is mentioned, consisting of a
great hall and chamber (ibid., 86). There are
also records of building stone being brought
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Fig. 2

The Georgian Façade of Abbey House, as seen from Palace Green (B/W photo).

Fig. 3 Photograph taken from the tower of Durham cathedral, showing the group of
tenements on the corner of Lygate and Palace Green, including Abbey House.
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for housing in the North Bailey from the
almoner’s quarry in Elvet in 1456 (ibid., 81).
From 1395 onward, detailed documentary
evidence enumerates the rental of houses in the
North Bailey (Greenslade 1948), with the
names of lessees for houses to the north and
south of Lygate (see Tables 1 and 2). These
records list the rents and tenants for houses
including Abbey House, Abbey House
Cottage, Dun Cow Cottage, 37 and 38 North
Bailey, all of which are situated in the block of
tenements along the north side of Lygate, and
in North Bailey (ibid., 44ff). The continuity of
these individual plots from the 15th century to
the present day can be reconstructed, in part,
from the Receiver’s Ledger of the Dean and
Chapter.
The present survey of Abbey House was
undertaken in an attempt to assess the development of the tenement from both an archaeological and an historical perspective. This study
focused speciﬁcally on analysis of the architecture of the current house, and comparison of
the survey results with the documentary evidence held by the Dean and Chapter, and
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publications relating to the development of the
town in the area of the cathedral and North
Bailey. It was envisaged that the work would
chronicle the development and varying fortunes, albeit by implication, of the town houses
in that area of the North Bailey, between the
inner defences of the castle and the Outer
Bailey.
THE SURVEY OF ABBEY HOUSE
The survey was designed to integrate structural, archaeological and documentary evidence to facilitate a better understanding of
the development of the tenement. Four main
sources of evidence form the basis of the
study: standing building survey, archaeological
evidence, documentary evidence, historic maps
and to a lesser degree, illustrations. Structural
recording of Abbey House was problematic,
particularly with the usual problem of access
to all parts of the structure and inherent
methodological restrictions (Hogg 1980, 73;
Hutton 1986). The building was occupied at

Table 1 A list of the recorded leases for tenants to the north of Lygate, including Abbey House, Abbey House
Cottage, and 37 and 38 North Bailey (After Greenslade 1948, 44).
Lessee

Dates of lease

Will Wermouth
Will. Taillour
Will. Bolton
John Jolylok
John Ferrour
Will. Glasyer
Adam Barbour
Richard Smyth
Robert Bartram
John Bartram
James Dunne
Thomas Wall
Edward Patenson

1395
1404
before 1405
1405–1420
1408–18
1411–23
1422–31
1439
1463–76
1481–2
1465
1465
1476–95

Ellen Don

1486

Notes

Smith, lease for 15 years

Clerk
No. 37 North Bailey
No. 38 North Bailey
Last Cloister-porter before the dissolution. Last tenant of Abbey
House Cottage

Article 7 Biggins Strutt

9/1/07

88

4:59 PM

Page 88

ABBEY HOUSE, PALACE GREEN, DURHAM

Table 2 Names of the tenants for Abbey House recorded in the Receiver’s Ledger of the Dean and Chapter of
Durham Cathedral. The list shows the stable nature of the rental charged on the property, unchanged between
1662 and 1804.
Lessee

Date

R. Rent

Yearly Value

Fines

Details

Barker, G.
Barker, J.
Mickleton, J.
Mickleton, J.
Fawcett, J.
Fawcett, J.
Fawcett, J.
Fawcett, J.
Fawcett, C.
Fawcett, C.
Fawcett, C.
Fawcett, C.
Burrell, R.

6th March 1662
10th March 1679
8th April 1679
26th October 1709
8th November 1720
8th November 1734
8th November 1748
8th November 1748
19th November 1762
19th November 1776
19th November 1790
19th November 1790
28th September 1804

0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0
0,,10,,0

8spCl
21.23
t.52

—
10,,0,,0
nil
35,,0,,0
10,,0,,0
14,,0,,0
14,,0,,0
14,,0,,0
14,,0,,0
18,,4,,0
18,,8,,0
18,,18,,0
27,,10,,0

Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
Two Burgages
—
—

the time of survey and fully furnished; consequently a full structural survey could not be
achieved due to our inability to examine all
features. The roof and some other parts of the
building were inaccessible and could not be
inspected, whilst some of the building had
been covered by panelling, thus making phasing problematic. In addition refurbishment
conducted during 1973 whilst improving the
internal appearance of the building had
obscured the detail on features such as the reuse of timber beams. Also, it was not possible
to determine changes in rooﬁng.
The methodology used to record the plan
and elevation of the building and measurement
of details of the external features, internal
ﬁxtures and ﬁttings had to be adapted to the
constraints of the building’s location and function. It was particularly problematic for the
external survey, where parts of the structure
were difﬁcult to see (e.g. the external north face
and areas of the roof). Internally, the survey
had to be organised around the day-to-day
ofﬁce work carried out in the building.
The external plan of the building was
recorded using a series of running measure-

mm 30
C.C. 24
—

ments taken by hand tape (see Bettess 1992;
Hogg 1980; Hutton 1986 for examples of this
methodology). For the survey of elevations, a
number of measurements were taken of the
windows, guttering and roof using a theodolite. The recording of external features was
achieved using a combination of horizontal
and vertical angle measurement, which were in
turn used to rectify the photographic record
for each elevation (Dallas 1980).
Internal survey was conducted using hand
tapes and running measurements (cf. Hutton
1986). Similarly, the dimensions of each room
were recorded, especially the location and size
of all signiﬁcant features in each room, including windows, door-ways and ﬁreplaces. The
diagonal distance between opposite corners of
each room were also recorded, together with
measurement of the wall thickness’ (ibid., 5). A
photographic record was also created to provide a detailed archive of the ﬁxtures, ﬁttings
and interior furnishing of the house (see
Buchanon 1983 for more information). Internal
planning of selected features was also undertaken. Plans and drawings were made of the
17th-century stairs of the house, some of the
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coving and decorative plasterwork and a truncated archway which was incorporated into
later internal modiﬁcations.
AN OUTLINE OF THE DEVELOPMENT
AND CONSTRUCTIONAL PHASES
OF ABBEY HOUSE
Anglo-Norman Development
It is not possible to ascertain the earliest phases
of building on the site now occupied by Abbey
House. Any former building located here from
the 10th century onwards, close to the site of
the cathedral, and central to the early settlement of the peninsula, would have been affected by the 11th and early 12th century development of the Cathedral and castle defences
(Leyland 1994; Ottaway 1992, 165; Prestwich
1994, 302). It is however the development of
the tenement from this period onward to which
structural and documentary evidence attest,
whilst recognising that use of stone in domestic
architecture became more common in the 11th
and 12th centuries (Grenville 1997, 67; Wood
1994, 20).
The twelfth century
The earliest structural remains of Abbey
House were uncovered on Dun Cow Lane
(known historically as Lygate) during the
renovation and extension of Abbey House in
1973 (Pevsner and Williamson 1983, 243), at
basement level facing Lygate (see ﬁg. 4a, rooms
B & C). Part of a stone wall and blocked doorway were uncovered (ﬁgs. 5 and 6), the shape of
which has been dated by morphology to
around the 12th century (Lowther et al. 1993,
35, entry 8; Wood 1994, 38). The thickness of
the wall of the house in the basement, linking
Abbey House with Abbey Cottage, indicates
that a cross passage 1.5 m wide is present. This
may accommodate a stairway to the next ﬂoor
of the building from street level along Lygate.
The pebbledash rendering, particularly along
the south face, does not improve the aspect of
the building, and probably hides a number of
modiﬁcations to the building fabric.
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Other structural and documentary evidence
suggests that the wall of the medieval castle
bailey ran to the east of the present house
(Roberts 1994, 33; Camsell 1993), implying
that any medieval buildings were within the
bailey. Thus, it is possible that by the 12th
century a dwelling had been built close against
the defensive wall of Palace Green. The 12thcentury door suggests access from the ﬁrst
storey of the house at the level of the present
lane, which is signiﬁcantly lower than the
adjacent cathedral grounds. From the survey
plan of the present structure, it is also possible
to discern the early layout of both Abbey
House and Abbey House Cottage. Each consists of a standard hall plan of parallel type
(Pantin 1962–3, 203), lying alongside Lygate
with a doorway for access to the street. This
form of structure is widespread in urban housing of the 12th and 13th century (James 1974;
Platt 1976, 55), with other examples represented in the area of the Bailey (Greenslade
1948, 44; Roberts 1994, 90ff). Although the
evidence is incomplete, one example appears in
a surviving documentary record. This relates
to the house of Thomas Blagrise, from 1296
and attests to a two-storey dwelling with cellar
on the ground ﬂoor with a solar above (Bonney
1990, 86).
The thirteenth to seventeenth centuries
Material evidence for construction between the
13th and 17th centuries is equivocal due to
extensive modern renovation of the house.
This renovation, and a northern extension in
1973, has precluded a meaningful study of
archaeological features situated in the garden
of the tenement, or in the vicinity of the 17thcentury stairs. Documentary evidence however
shows that extensive building and leasing of
land and dwellings occurred on Palace Green
during that period (Camsell 1993). In 1366,
land on the east side of Palace Green was still
owned by the Bishop of Durham. It was
bought by the Hagthorp family, and became
known as Hagthorplace (Bonney 1990, 73). It
is possible therefore that land originally held
by the bishop was built on in the 14th century.
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Fig. 4 Plans of the different ﬂoors of Abbey House; a: the basement, b: the ground ﬂoor, c: the ﬁrst ﬂoor,
d: the second ﬂoor (1:300).
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In the 15th century, leases for the land went to
people such as John Hildenes, a clerk and
lawyer. The records also state that George
Lightfoot was lessee of Abbey House and
Cottage from c. 1574 until his death in 1616,
when his nephew, William Lightfoot, took over
the lease (Greenslade 1948, 46). George was a
Counsellor at Law and Lord of the Manor of
Greystones, and William’s son, Henry, was a
lawyer. By 1627 William, his wife Mary and
their son held almost all of the leases for properties along Lygate (ibid., 46). The dwellings on
the east side at least of Palace Green were
leased by members of the professional elite.
Building work is recorded for property in the
North Bailey in the 15th century, including
the years 1463–65 (Greenslade 1948, 44).
Although this information in itself can give
little indication of economic decline or prosperity in the city, it does suggest continued
maintenance and the possible expansion of
buildings in the 15th century. It may have been
in this period that the addition of a wing to the
north side of Abbey House took place. Evidence however is tenuous and the extension
may even have occurred as late as the 17th

century. It has been proposed that Palace
Green was a potential forum for the Palatinate
(Roberts 1994, 82), and may have been the
central meeting-point for social groups within
the bailey. Thus the blocking of the 12thcentury doorway could mark a change in the
orientation of the dwelling, and a modiﬁcation
of social attitudes and aspirations when the
buildings’ focus was re-oriented to face Palace
Green.
The seventeenth century
Physical evidence for construction from the
17th century onwards does exist, although the
problems of dating phases of the building from
style and form are still problematic (Roberts
1994, 94). The destruction of two music
schools on the east side of Palace Green in
1640 by the Scots is well documented (ibid.,
1994). These were re-founded in 1667, but
damage was probably also caused to other
adjacent buildings. The old staircase at Abbey
Cottage has been dated to c. 1665–70 (Johnson
1970, 24), and some rebuilding at Abbey
House does seem to be implied, this being

Table 3 A list of the major phases of development and events for Abbey House, detailing the corresponding
architectural and documentary evidence for changes
Phases of Construction

Architectural Evidence

Documentary Evidence

12th–16th century

Remains of Stone Wall
Blocked Doorway
Stone Wall

17th century

Brickwork on north and east elevations
Possible raising of rooﬂine/added storey
Shaped gables and windows
Newel posts and staircase

Renewal Register

18th century (1)

Front façade
Windows
Interior decoration
Coving
Balusters
Window ﬁxings

Notitia register
Woodiﬁeld survey
Engraving of 1754

18th century (2)

Mantelpieces

19th century

Minor decoration
Fireplaces & Chimney

Engraving of 1848
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Fig. 5 The south elevation of Abbey House and Cottage, showing the medieval blocked doorway uncovered in
1973 (1:150)
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Fig. 6

93

Detail of the blocked doorway on the south elevation of Abbey House (1:20).

marked in the Notitia Books by a rise in ﬁne
for eases, between 1679 and 1709, from £10 to
£35 (see Table 3). This represents a considerable increase, over a relatively short period, in
a time of low inﬂation.

Architectural evidence also suggests extensive rebuilding in the late 17th century, even as
late as 1700. The recognisable structure of the
modern house took form at this point. The
north elevation of the house (ﬁg. 7) shows the
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Fig. 7 North elevation of Abbey House, showing the shaped gable. In the interests of clarity, the Flemish bond
brickwork has not been shown (1:150).
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Fig. 8 The east elevation of Abbey House, showing the shaped gable to the rear of the house and the proﬁle of
Abbey Cottage to the east (1:150).
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a: The stair within the house and b: The newel post of the staircase on the second ﬂoor (1:30).
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Fig. 10 Detail of the Georgian interior of Abbey House, showing a wood panel archway in the hallway on
the ground ﬂoor (1:30).

use of a shaped gable and Flemish bond brickwork. Window openings, later blocked, are
suggested by contrived bricked circular patterns on the north wall and dormers. The
presence of dormers of this style suggests the
addition of another storey to the building, and
the raising of ﬂoor levels to their present posi-tion, marked by additional brick courses on
the north side of the house. Another shaped
gable faces eastwards over the roof of Abbey
Cottage (ﬁg. 8). The stone wall to the front and
south side of the house shows evidence of a
blocked window and door at basement level, to

the front of the house, possibly the remains of
access from Lygate to the basement or cellar
space.
The interior of the house also shows signs of
considerable re-construction and redecoration.
In the basement (ﬁg. 4b, room F) it is possible
to discern the path of a stair ﬂight running
from the basement to the ﬁrst landing of the
house (visible in the shape of the roof of the
cupboard in the east wall), aligned northsouth. Two 17th-century newel posts also survive in the stairwell at attic level (ﬁg. 9), which
is to say in the servant’s quarters. Wooden
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panelling in room F may also be contemporary
with the late 17th century and early 18th
century renovations (Alcock and Hall 1994, 51,
1694 Yorks, 1720 Sussex and 1733 Glos). From
the architectural evidence it is possible to say
that, by about 1700, Abbey House had developed into a ﬁne town house, three storeys high
with a basement and attic, displaying polite
architectural ornament both on its exterior,
and internally in such features as its stairs and
panelling. The larger windows facing Dun Cow
Lane may also represent the form of windows
that would have faced onto Palace Green.
The eighteenth century
Another major phase of renovation to Abbey
House is indicated in the 18th century. The
Notitia Books demonstrate a further rise in the
ﬁne of the property in c. 1748, from £10 to £14.
In the building itself, two phases of construction are demonstrable. Firstly, there is the
addition of coving to the front dwelling rooms,
and the rooms on the ﬁrst ﬂoor. The staircase
on the lower ﬂoors appears to have been transformed to a Georgian style, although the 17thcentury newels with 18th century balusters and
handrail survive on the third storey (ﬁg. 9). By
1740 a new front was added to the house,
facing Palace Green, which cut through the
coving of the front rooms. This shortened the
shaped gable of the north wall, where the stone
façade meets the brickwork (ﬁg. 7).
The ﬁve-bay Georgian façade has sash windows, and a central doorway with scrolled
cornices supporting a plinth above the door.
Internally, doors were added to rooms and
cupboards, together with the staircase with
ﬂuted newel posts, and decorative coving (not
shown) in the hall (ﬁg. 10). Changes to the
position of interior walls also seem to have
occurred. In addition a set of gates are represented at the front of the house on ForsterMynde’s 1754 engraving of Durham Cathedral. This also shows a six-bay frontage to the
house, but as some artistic licence has been
employed in the view of the Cathedral, similar
licence might be expected in the representation
of the frontage of Abbey House. A more

credible mid-19th century engraving by
R. W. Billings shows little detail of the house,
but does indicate a walled and gated entrance
to the house; his view from the north-west also
emphasises the L-shape of the house.
Documentary evidence suggests the continued
leasing of Abbey House to lawyers and
members of the social elite, for instance
Mickleton (Table 2), who leased the house in
the late 17th century.
The nineteenth and twentieth centuries
Evidence for Abbey House in the 19th and
20th centuries shows little tangible change
until the extensive renovations of 1973
(Roberts, D. and Clarke G., 1973). Billings’
engraving of 1848 shows that the front of
Abbey House remains unchanged, before the
removal of the front gates. In the 19th century,
the house was leased together with Abbey Cottage to Mr R. Burrell, a lawyer. Alterations on
the exterior can be noted on photographs from
the early 20th century (Crosby 1990, photo 17)
showing that an external chimney was constructed on the south side of the house, and two of
the front windows were blocked until the 1973
renovations. Within the interior, ﬁreplaces
appear to have been adapted to incorporate
19th century styling. In the 20th century, the
basement level windows facing Dun Cow Lane
were narrowed.
By 1900 the house was leased to the University as accommodation for St Mary’s College. These changes in the status of the occupants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
seem to have been reﬂected in the condition of
the building itself. Two of the windows on the
façade for example were blocked up (Crosby
1990, plate 17) and it is reasonable to say that
the need, or indeed the ﬁnancial capacity, for
fashionable architecture to be represented in
the building was no longer a priority. Whether
this was due to the cost of construction, or the
end of leasing of Abbey House to members of
the professional elite is uncertain. The house
continues to be used by the University of Durham, forming ofﬁces for the Department of
Theology.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF ABBEY HOUSE
AND ITS BROADER CONTEXT
Architectural evidence certainly points to the
establishment of houses on the site in the 12th
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century, probably after the clearance of the
Bailey for the construction of the defensive
wall by Flambard. Deﬁnitive evidence is insubstantial, but the architectural form of the current houses along Dun Cow Lane suggests the

Fig. 11 Survey plan from
the Woodiﬁeld Survey of
1801, showing Abbey
House, Abbey Cottage
and Lygate.
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construction of substantial stone buildings on
a traditional parallel hall plan (Pantin 1962–3).
Normally this would contain a cross passage
leading from the street and a second storey
solar or living quarters. This pattern of construction formed the basis of the housing built
here after the 12th century, with almost the
same plan represented for the two tenements in
the Woodiﬁeld survey of 1801 (ﬁg. 11). No
documentary evidence exists to suggest that
Abbey House and Abbey House Cottage
formed two halves of the same property,
although it is not unusual to see tenements of
considerable size divided into two separate
leases at a later date (Greenslade 1948; see
Fig. 12a for interpretative plan). From this
period onwards, it is still difﬁcult to determine
details of the development of Abbey House.
The tenement shape probably remained the
same, but at some stage in the 14th or 15th
centuries, a wing was added to the north,
possibly to provide accommodation for serving
staff (ﬁg. 12b).
In the 17th century, the architectural and
documentary evidence for Abbey House
becomes more informative. A distinct change
in orientation of the building takes place, placing the major entrance of the house to face
Palace Green, with an entrance passage and
new staircase to access the other levels (ﬁg.
12c). This development is less evident in the
plan of the house than in the elevation. It is
probable that the change in orientation and
new staircase coincided with the addition of
brickwork to the north gable of the house, and
the raising of a further storey and attic above
the earlier rooﬂine. This construction work
also coincides with a notable increase in the
ﬁnes for the year 1679, and demonstrates the
new symmetry and order of town-houses
present from the 17th century onwards (James
1974, 15). Further additions occurred to the
house in the 18th century (ﬁg. 12d), following
the style of Georgian polite architecture, and
corresponding with further increases in the
ﬁnes for 1709 (Table 2). These changes include
the Georgian façade on the west side of the
house, and the interior ﬁxtures, cornices and

plasterwork, also wooden doors and window
sashes.
It is difﬁcult to draw a deﬁnitive comparison
between renovation and the decline of the
building fabric at Abbey House and the general
prosperity of Durham City. As with many of
the buildings of the town (Bonney 1990, 76),
there is an inherent difﬁculty in using this
information to study the short-term fortunes
of the tenement and city fabric (Astill 2000,
214ff). Equally it is impracticable to draw any
correlation between the wealth of the city and
the changes in the lease records or ﬂuctuations
in the cost of rent, although logic would dictate that the two are linked.
The house was owned by the Dean and
Chapter, who did not seem willing to increase
the rent on the property, which is demonstrated
by the set rate of 10 shillings in the period from
1662 to 1804 (see Table 2). However, it is possible to link the construction of a stone-built
house here in the 12th century with broad
changes in the community at Durham. It seems
certain that the building of tenements so close
to Palace Green was linked to the burgeoning
administrative class in the 12th and 13th
centuries: the number of courts in the town of
Durham for example were proliﬁc, with a least
seven documented by the 14th century
(Bonney 1990, 199ff). The continued expansion of the property in the 15th, 16th and 17th
centuries does not appear to have been affected
in the long-term by any decline in the urban
community. By the 16th century, documentary
evidence shows that the lessees of the property
were all either lawyers, or were from the same
professional class.
CONCLUSION
Material evidence in the architecture of Abbey
House, supported by the documentary evience,
provides a valuable record of developments to
the house through several phases, from that of
a functional (but possibly of high status) hall
building in the 12th century, to a dwelling of
the professional elite. Extensive rebuilding
occurred at the end of the 17th century, adding
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Fig. 12 Proposed phase plan (1:300) of the development of Abbey House showing:
a: Abbey House and Cottage in the 12th century
c: Abbey House in the 17th century
b: Abbey House in the 13th to 16th centuries
d: Abbey House in the 18th to 20th centuries
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polite architectural façades to the structure,
but also extending it in elevation for functional
reasons as well as the purpose of status.
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