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Shrewsbury Abbey in the Middle Ages 

THE EXCAVATION AT SHREWSBURY ABBEY 

SCALE 

,. ..... 

Late in Nove mbe r 198 5 , e xcavation be gan on the south side 
of Abbey Fore gate , i n the back garde n of the Queen Anne 
House. Hi s t orical maps show that t his area was once the 
south-west corne r of the f orme r Abbey pre cincts , and a trial 
e xcavation earlier in t he year had r eveal e d sandstone walls 
of monastic or i g in . It is now possible , nine months l ater , 
t o piece togethe r the s tory of the d evelopme nt of this part 
of Shre wsbury Abbe y. 

An early preci nct wall 

The earliest s tructure fou nd so fa r i s a sandstone rubbl e wall , 
one metre t h ick, running e a s t - we st across the site . This is 
t hought to be part of a n e arly precinct wall, possibly buil t 
be fore c . 1300. The wall was built on a thick laye r of gre y 
clay , forme d by mud accumul a ting slowl y in the bottom of a pond, 
with t hin bands o f organic matter wi t hin it r epr e senting the 
fa ll of l e aves each Autumn. Th e construction of the pre cinct 
waJJ o n top of this shows t hat the prec inct area was e xpanding, 
from t he hi g he r dry ground around the Abbey church into the 
lower , we t area around the Rea Brook and the monastic fish-ponds 
(now the Abbey Car Park ). 



A ne w building 

Later in the Middl e Ages , c. 14th-15th centurie s , the precinct 
continued to e xpand and a large stone building was constructed 
furthe r out into the former pond , superimposed ove r the remains 
of t he old precinct wall. The ne w stone walls we re built over 
woode n pile s for stability and the floor was raised well above 
f lood l evel; the ne w bui lding may have incorporate d part of a 
slightly e arlier structure to t he south - e ast , most of whi c h l ies 
outside t he excavate d area . 

To the south , a stone-line d drainage c hannel f l owing from east 
to west was built . This drain probably serve d all the buildings 
along t he southe rn e dge of t he precinct . To the west of the ne w 
bui lding the grou nd level remaine d lowe r, and t he wall ove rlooking 
this area was bui l t with carefully-fi ni shed s andstone masonry. 

Th e function of this building is not certain , t he floor s urfaces 
having bee n r e moved whe n it was d emolishe d . It was a t l e ast two 
storeys high (the foundations of a circular staircase were 
found in one corne r), probably heated , probabl y equippe d with a 
lavatory and ge ne rall y buil t to a high standard. Its locat ion 
in the Abbe y ' s Outer Court ( t he public/busine ss e nd of the 
monaste ry) suggests that it may have bee n built as accomodation 
for impor tant non-monastic guests . 
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The Dissolution and Af t e r 

Shrewsbury Abbey was dissolve d in 15 40 and all t he buildings 
that were not immediately useful we r e strippe d and demo lishe d . 
Detailed accounts survive showing the amount of l e ad that was 
salvaged from t he monks' part of the Abbey church , the cloisters 
and the chapter house . The excavated building was d e molishe d 
to its foundations and the masonry r e move d . The site was sold 
into private owne rship and , by the early 17th c e ntury , t he area 
housed a tanni ng industry with a number of rectangular stone and 
clay li ned pits used for the pre paration of hides , and a clay
lined gully possibly used for the storage of lime . During t hi s 
phase of the site ' s hi story , there were no ma j or changes to the 
landscape: the low area to t he west of the monastic building 
remained open and a roughly paved surface wa s laid in the bottom; 
the drain along t he south wall survived , robbe d of its stone 
lining , as an open ditch . 

In the early 18th century the Queen Anne House was built. Later 
in the century the low western area was finally filled up and 
l evelled off , a nd a formal garde n laid out wi th drystone walls 
and f lower be ds. This garden survive d , ove rgrown, until 
e xcavation began in 1985 . 

The Future 

Excavation on the Queen Anne House s ite is now ne a ri ng compl et ion . 
Work on the inter ior of the monastic building and in the area to 
the south has finally r e ached undisturbe d na tural gravel below 
the pond deposits . Excavation along the northern e dge of t he 
site may be able to de fine the e dge of the ' pond' and the highe r, 
dry ground that the early core of the monastery was built o n . 
In the next two months, our picture of this small part of 
Shrewsbury abbey will be compl e t e . 

The r e is a publ ic viewing ga lle ry on the site , o pen from Monday 
to Friday . Visitors are we lcome . 

FINDS FROM THE ABBEY SITE 

A wide range of objects has been found during the e xcavation. 
The bulk of this mate rial is potte ry , of medieval and later 
date, mostly fragme nts of jugs with small e r quant itie s of more 
unusual vesse ls - potte ry bottle s and dri pping pans . The 
e xcavation has produce d th e fir s t Late Saxon potter y to have 
been fou nd in the Abbey are a: a pi e c e of ' Staf ford Ware ' cooking 
pot of 10th or e arly 11th ce ntury date , found with much later 
debris. Several ceramic floor tiles , and many fragments , with 
line-impressed or two- colour de coration are paralleled o n other 
e xcavations in Shrewsbury and North Shropshire , and are dated to 
the 14th a nd 15th centuries. 



The excavated stonework falJs into two categories. Firstly, 
fragments of archite ctural f eatures from buiJdings, dating 
from the 11th century to the 17th century. Secondly , fragments 
of two stone mortars, used for the preparation of food (grinding 
meat a nd spices) , and probably of 14th century date . 

The e xcavators fou nd two me dieval silver coins, a long cross 
penny and a farthing, both dating to the later 13th c e ntury, and 
a copper alloy jetton or trading token. 

Among the more inte r e sting glass fragme nts we re two pe rsonal 
seals from the necks of wine bottle s. These have been ide ntified 
as t he arms of the Langl e y family, the first resident owners of 
the site after the DissoJoution. 

The site is particuJary notable for the waterlogged condition of 
its lower levels . This adds to the difficulties of excavation 
but has r esulted in the preservation of woode n and leather objects 
that would not normally survive . Leatherwork recovered to date 
includes a decorated knife -she ath and p i eces of belt , though 
piece s of shoe are the commonest find . Many of the shoes are 
'turnshoes ' : the soles and uppers being s e wn togethe r and then 
turned inside out, l eav ing the stitching on t he inside . Tongue 
and groove d woode n planks t hat we r e found are probably the 
remai ns of a woode n partition from a d e moli s he d or refitted 
medieva l building . Among t he smaller woode n objects we re lathe
turne d bowls; these are too s mall to have bee n used for food , and 
may have been finger-bowls. 

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF SHREWSBURY ABBEY : AN EXHIBITION 

An e xhibition f eaturing t he results of excavation and research on 
Shre wsbury Abbey wiJl be touring a numbe r of venues around 
Shrewsbury from Nove mber . For the first week of the e xhibition, 
in t he Shire hall, Abbey Fore gate , some of the finds from t he 
e xcavation wilJ be o n display. 

Shirehal l, Abbey Foregate ...... 2 1st- 28th November 
Rowley ' s House Muse um .......... 3 1st Jan- 28th Feb 1987 
Bea r Steps ........ . ...... ...... 15th - 2 1st March 
The Abbey Church ....... ....... . April 1987 

EXCAVATIONS IN THE TOWN CENTRE 

In the first haJf of 1986, the Proje ct undertook excavations 
and watching briefs (monitoring work) on two site s 
in Shrewsbury ; the Benne tt's HalJ site (the Hardanger Properties 
deve lopme nt between Pride HiJJ and Rave n Meadows), and the 
Talbot Chambers site (developme nt by Fletcher Estates Ltd) on 
Market Street . 

Excavat ion, and a subseque nt watching brief , on the Be nne tt ' s 
Hall site found J arge Jate me di eva l rubbish pits at the bottom 
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Be nne t t ' s Hall . I nter i m r econstruct i o n drawi ng s howing r e mains 
of th e me di eva l me r chant ' s house , large ly i nc o r porate d within 
John Colli e r, 2 Pr ide Hi ll. 

o f propertie s bac ki ng o nto t he 13th c e nt u r y t o wn wall . The town 
wall itself was r eco r d e d du r ing red evelopme nt . I t was f ound that 
the masonry face had been t ota ll y r e built in th e post-me dieval 
pe riod , t ho ug h t he origi na l 13th century c o r e s urv ived be hind i t . 
The r e mains of Be nne tt ' s Ha ll i tself (inco r por a t e d within , and t o 
the r ea r o f John Coll i e r , 2 Prid e Hill) have been r e-examine d , 
and evide nce f o r i ts part i a l d e struc tio n i n t he 16th o r 17th century 
was found in the e xcavat i o n, in the f o rm o f me dieval bui lding 
mate rial s t hrown into a di sused cess - pit . Other f inds f r o m t he s i t e 
include decorated me dieva l f loo r til e s , me dieva l and J ater po ttery , 
a fragme nt o f painted window g lass and a c o mp l ete stone mortar of 
the type f o und a t t he Abbey . 

Exc a v a t i o n o n t he Ta l bot Cha mbe r s s i te o n Ma rke t Street found no 
e vide nce of act i vity o n the s i te befor e t he Jate 12th or 13th 
century . Late med i eva l pi t s we re f o und c u t i n t o ya rd are a s be hind 
mode rn ceJJ ars a nd t he s i t e of a vaul ted me dieva l unde r c r o ft o r 
c e JJ a r , known from a n e a rl y 19th ce nt ury p l a n . 



For furthe r information , the proj e ct can now be contacte d a t two 
addre sse s : 

Friary Lodge 
Friary Close 
St Mary ' s Wate r Lane , 
Shre wsbury 

Te l Sh r e wsbury 509 3 1 

Se ve r n Villa 
Col e ha m He ad 
Shre wsbury 

Te J Shre wsbury 2 49066 

Co nra d Clapham, a dmin istrator, a nd Ni ge l 
Bake r , Re s earch Dire ctor . 

MalcoJm Coope r, Abbey Excavations Director 
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