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A survey of the Anglo-Saxon crypt at Hexham 
and its reused Roman stonework

Paul Bidwell

SUMMARY
Roman stonework in the Anglo-Saxon crypt and elsewhere at Hexham came from the bridges at 
Corbridge and Chesters, and from the richly-decorated mausoleum at Shorden Brae, one of the largest 
tower-tombs in the Roman world which possibly served as a cenotaph or tropaeum commemorating 
the Commodan war in northern Britain. The bridge remains were also plundered for lead and iron. 
Other stonework was taken from a shrine dedicated to Apollo Maponus and a granary at Corbridge, 
from a Dolichenum at Chesters, and from other unidentified buildings. Wilfrid built the church of 
St Andrew at Hexham shortly after 671-3. A structural survey confirmed that its crypt was essentially 
of one build. The vault of the main chamber was built with roughly-cut voussoirs. In the vaults of the 
ante-chamber and side-chambers ribbing was recognised. This provides another link with the crypt of 
Wilfrid's church at Ripon, where the vaults of the ante-chamber and main chamber are also ribbed. 
There are Roman examples of this technique of ribbed-vault construction on Hadrian's Wall. The 
plaster rendering of the Hexham crypt seems to have been applied during its construction. Neverthe
less, two or three groups of Roman decorated architectural fragments and two inscriptions might have 
remained visible. At various points iron shanks are embedded in the vaults and walls, some of which 
might represent the ends of hooks from which hanging lamps were suspended. An analysis of the crypt 
plan suggests that the main focus was on the E end of the main chamber, but there was probably a 
secondary focus at the S end of the ante-chamber. Two routes through the crypt seem probable. Entry 
from the N and exit to the S was probably the route used by visitors. There are indications of a wooden 
door in the S passage which probably shut the crypt off from a public space where the S stair-well was 
sited. The W entrance, from the nave of the church, was possibly reserved for certain feast-days. The 
arrangements at the N and S doors to the crypt suggest that the sanctuary was wider than previously 
thought. Consideration is given to the special characteristics of the landscape of Roman ruins in the 
former northern military zone and its influence on the conception, design and execution of Wilfrid's 
building projects.

INTRODUCTION

The  A n g l o -S a x o n  crypt  at H e x h a m  is a series of interconnected chambers, 
passages and stair-wells, which now lies below the nave of the Abbey (figs 3, 16 and 
17). The survey of the crypt was part of a much larger project, which began in 2004, to 
excavate and conserve parts of the Roman bridge at Corbridge threatened by river erosion. 

The Heritage Lottery Fund, which was the main supporter of the project, accepted the survey 
as a small addition to the work on the bridge remains which had clear community benefits 
and opportunities for public participation. In a summary of what was known of the Roman
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bridges built of stone in northern Britain, Bidwell and Holbrook (1989) had noted that the 
feathered and basketwork tooling on the blocks of the bridge at Chesters was very similar to 
that on the blocks in the crypt.1 Until the recent work at Hexham very few blocks from the 
bridge at Corbridge had been seen, but in the 1989 summary, because of other indications 
which suggested that Bridge 2 at Chesters and the bridge at Corbridge were built at about the 
same time and by the same masons, it was assumed that feathered and basketwork tooling 
would also have occurred at the latter bridge, and this later proved to be so. Some of the 
Roman stonework in the crypt came from other buildings at Corbridge, but the bridge was 
the obvious source for the large blocks. It was also thought possible that the bridge at 
Chesters had been used as a source of stonework.2 The other Roman stonework preserved in 
the crypt, and elsewhere at Hexham, includes: a series of well-prepared blocks lacking the 
heavy tooling characteristic of the bridge blocks; fragments of altars generally of large size 
(three of them recognised during the survey of the crypt); sections of fluted pilasters; frag
ments of four separate architectural friezes of a general type which is otherwise unparalleled 
in Britain; two tombstones, several sculptures and a number of other architectural fragments, 
including some which might equally be of Anglo-Saxon date.

The objectives of the survey were to identify which buildings, or what types of buildings, 
were the sources of the reused stone, and to see whether a detailed catalogue of the visible 
blocks could throw further light on the construction and use of the crypt. Hodges had pub
lished measured elevations of many of its walls, but his record was far from complete and 
occasionally fanciful, and these deficiencies have been remedied by the present survey.3 It was 
also expected that the project would achieve at least some minor advances in understanding 
how the crypt related to the plan of the church above.

The survey and excavation of the bridge were part of a wider programme of work at 
Corbridge by TWM Archaeology that began in 1995 with an investigation on the N side of the

Fig. 1 John Carter's plan of Hexham Abbey of about 1780, apparently showing two entrances to 
the crypt, though the S stairs might be connected with the eighteenth-century organ loft (after

Hodges 1888, pi. 8).
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river of what had been recognised shortly before as the basement of an Anglo-Saxon water
mill, and of part of the bridge on the S side of the river.4 An analysis of the Roman architec
tural stonework from the main site at Corbridge proved that there were no significant similar
ities with the stonework in the crypt at Hexham, crucial in establishing the source of the 
latter.5 Finally, separate publications on the bridge, the Shorden Brae mausoleum and the 
landscape history of the S flood plain of the Tyne, where the bridge is sited, are in preparation.

EARLY DESCRIPTIONS OF THE CRYPT, AND ITS REDISCOVERY AND 
SUBSEQUENT HISTORY UNTIL THE 1880S

Stephen, a contemporary of Wilfrid and his biographer, wrote in praise of the church of 
St Andrew at H exham ,.. cum domibus mire politis lapidibus...' ('.. .with crypts [or chambers: 
domus] of wonderfully dressed stone.. .').6 A subsequent chapter makes it clear that Wilfrid 
had built another church at Hexham, which was dedicated to St Peter and can perhaps be 
identified as the small apsidal building immediately E of St Andrew's.7 In Wilfrid's vision, 
described in this subsequent chapter, he was told to build a third church, dedicated to 
St Mary, which is now represented by later medieval remains to the E of the other two 
churches.8 There are no further references to the crypt until the mid-twelfth century, when 
Prior Richard of Hexham described it as follows: 'Igitur profunditatem ipsius ecclesiae criptis et

oratoriis subterraneis, et viarum anfractibus, inferius 
cum magna industria fundavit' ('[Wilfrid] laid crypts 
and underground oratories beneath the founda
tions of his church, with branching [or twisting] 
passages, at a great depth and with great 
labour').9 The crypt was probably still open and in 
use during Richard's time: Eric Cambridge con
siders that the image bracket in the E wall of the 
main chamber is unlikely to be earlier than c. 1200 
(pers. comm.). The building of the existing 
crossing-piers in the early thirteenth century 
probably obstructed access to the two E stair
wells, but the W stair-well could still have been 
used.

After the suppression of the Priory, the nave of 
the church was largely dismantled and its site was 
used as a cemetery which became known as 
Campy Hill. The crypt was forgotten, only to be 
re-discovered in 1725 when a large buttress, built 
to shore up the NW pier of the crossing, cut 
through the N entrance.10 It had come to light by 
24 July when Dr Hunter wrote to Mr Andrews, the 
lecturer at Hexham, thanking him for a descrip
tion of the Severan inscription reused in the N 
passage of the crypt and adding, 'I am persuaded 
your church stands on many such vaults ... its 
foundations being placed so very deep in the

Fig. 2 Watercolour of the main chamber 
of the crypt, looking W, by Henry 

Richardson, probably painted in 1849 
(J. C. Bruce Collection, Arbeia Roman 

Fort Museum, South Shields).
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Fig. 3 Plan of the crypt at Hexham by F. R. Wilson, dated 1862, in Raine 1863. Original drawing
published without a scale.

earth: and some subterraneous rooms having formerly been discovered in the garden 
belonging to the Abbey: may one of the avenues be found to open a passage into some other 
vault'.11 The 'garden belonging to the Abbey' is presumably 'the cloisters, now a garden' seen 
by William Stukeley in the same year.12 The 'subterraneous rooms' in the garden are not 
referred to elsewhere but might have been cellars which were part of the later medieval 
buildings. The idea that there were other 'vaults' under the church, which was the reason for 
Hodges' excavation in the S transept in 1881, probably came from Stephen's reference to 
'domus' in the plural and from Richard of Hexham's description of subterranean crypts and 
oratories.13

The earliest published notices of the crypt are found in the works of antiquaries who 
recorded the Roman inscriptions reused in its fabric. Stukeley, who was accompanied on his 
visit by Roger Gale, gives the fullest account in his Iter Boreale of 1723:
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'On the site of the cathedral once stood a Roman temple. Digging for the foundation of a buttress 
to be built on the west side of the steeple, they opened a vault, which descends under the church 
to a subterraneous oratory, like that under the cupola of St Peter's at Rome, called limina 
apostolorum. Here I suppose were kept the reliques of saints. This place is built out of the ruins of 
the temple. Over the inward entrance to the vault is laid flat a fine Roman inscription; the report 
of which led us down thither, though the passage to it was as bad as Poole's hole, Derbyshire.14 We 
found it a noble large stone of the emperors Pertinax and Aurelius: we could not transcribe the 
whole, because part of it is still in the wall. Over the next door lower down, a large stone is set 
perpendicular, and half of it cut away, in nature of an arch: the whole so defaced, that nothing to
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any purpose could be made out of it, all the words being imperfect. Upon the walls of the crypt we 
saw many Roman fragments of mouldings, and carved work, with bits of fluted and cabled 
pilasters. In searching about the oratory we found a very fine altar almost intire, laid sideways into 
the very foundation. We dug away the earth and bones underneath, and discovered thereby a new 
Legatus Augusti Q. Calpurnius Concessinius; and a new troop of horse in Britain, of which he was the 
captain, the equites Caesareani Corionototarum'.15

Their visit was made in the summer, as is clear from a letter to Alexander Gordon from Roger 
Gale, dated 8 February 8 1725/6. Gale added that the altar was 'accidentally discover'd ... in 
the Wall of a Vault' and noted 'the long winding subterraneous Passages [leading] to it'.. .'.16 
Stukeley and Gordon's accounts indicate that the altar was reused in the foundations of the 
main chamber. It was still in the crypt when Horsley recorded it shortly before the publication 
of his Britannia Romana in 1732. After Stukeley and Gale's visit the crypt had been sealed up, 
but Horsley obtained permission to open it again and examine the inscriptions, transcriptions 
of which had already been given to him by Andrews.17 The altar was subsequently lost but 
can now almost certainly be identified in the rebuilt S side-wall of the W stair-well. It was 
probably placed there by Andrews, who in 1737 was granted a licence to use the main 
chamber in the crypt as a burying-place for his family and at some stage converted the 
remains of the W stair-well into an entrance shaft.18

A plan of the crypt drawn probably in the 1760s by an anonymous hand shows that the 
N passage still formed the entrance.19 The door to the W entrance appears on this plan, but 
not the W stair-well. The entrance shaft, which incorporated the stair-well, had been built by 
about 1780, when it was shown on John Carter's plan of the church (fig. 1). The shaft was 
2.10 m in length by 0.80 m in width and 5.5 m in depth; the mouth of the shaft 'was covered 
by a huge stone which had to be rolled aside, and the descent was by a ladder'.20 Carter also 
marked on his plan what seems to be an entrance to the S passage.21

In 1845 and 1846 T. Hudson Turner and J. R. Walbran linked the crypts at Hexham and 
Ripon with Wilfrid's churches.22 An equally early origin for the Hexham crypt had probably 
been in Stukeley's mind when he likened it to the 'subterraneous oratory' under St Peter's in 
Rome. Until late in the nineteenth century the structure still seems to have been better known 
for its reused Roman inscriptions and other stonework than for its early Anglo-Saxon date of 
building. The earliest view of the interior of the crypt was published in J. C. Bruce's first 
edition of The Roman Wall23 The plate, which showed the W end of the main chamber, was 
engraved by John Storey after a watercolour by Henry Richardson which probably dates to 
1849 (fig. 2). Bruce used the same plate in his subsequent Roman Wall publications until 1884 
when, in the second edition of the Handbook to the Roman Wall, a new plate showing the same 
view was substituted. Bruce regarded the crypt as probably the work of Wilfrid but thought 
it might have incorporated part of an earlier Roman building. His view that Hexham was a 
Roman settlement, its buildings the source of the reused stonework in the Abbey, was not 
shared by most of his contemporaries.

In 1865 Raine included a long essay, mostly written by Walbran, on the architecture of the 
church and crypt in his Surtees Society publication on Hexham (fig. 3).24 It was probably in 
1869 that the NW and SW piers were underpinned and the E ends of the N and S stair-wells 
were filled with masonry.25 Entrance to the S passage was now by means of a trap door and a 
ladder which were inserted at the W end of the stair-well. Hodges implies that this was a new 
entrance; but, as we have seen, some form of access to this passage seems to be shown on



Fig. 5 Hodges' second plan of the crypt (Hodges and Gibson 1919, following p. 82).
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Carter's plan of about 1780.26 In August 1882, during clearance of debris, 'Mr Robert Robson 
found some pieces of stained glass apparently of the thirteenth century, along with a quantity 
of glazing leads, and many fragments of pottery of a later medieval character', which sug
gests that the crypt had remained open in the later medieval period, possibly until the nave 
was demolished.27 Also worth noting again is Stukeley's account of the recovery of the 
Corionototae altar quoted above, where the digging away of earth and bones is mentioned, 
which might suggest that the crypt was used for burial at some stage in the medieval period.

Measured plans and elevations of the crypt walls together with perspective sketches were 
prepared by Hodges for his Ecclesia Hagustaldensis, etc., which was published in 1888 (fig. 4). 
The present state of the crypt dates largely from 1908, when during the rebuilding of the nave 
'the extremities of the two eastern passages were built up ... as it was necessary to underpin 
the tower piers. The western passage was completed, the floor of the main chamber 
cemented, the head stones laid down in the floor, and electric lights provided' (fig. 5).28 In 
recent years, an altar has been inserted at the E end of the main chamber and the lighting has 
been replaced, but no other significant alterations have been made since 1908.

MODERN RESEARCH

Hodges' work is the foundation of all subsequent research. In the following survey, a number 
of minor errors in his work are indicated, particularly in the elevation drawings and sketches 
he published in 1888, where a few details are wrong or have proved to be conjectural. A more 
serious difficulty is in his description of those parts of the N and S passages no longer visible: 
he failed to distinguish between what he saw, what he conjectured, and what he reconstructed 
from earlier accounts.29 Yet, if it were not for Hodges, we would probably know far less about 
the church at Hexham. His achievement, judged by the standards of his time, was remarkable.

The publication in 1961 of Hodges' plan of discoveries made during the rebuilding in 
1907-10 led to a revival of interest in the Anglo-Saxon church and its crypt. Hodges had 
remained active in architectural and antiquarian studies until shortly before his death at the 
age of 80 in 1932,30 and had supplied this plan and other information to Baldwin Brown for 
his study of Anglo-Saxon architecture.31 H. M. and J. Taylor made fuller use of the plan and 
supplied a detailed commentary on Hodges' observations.32 They largely accepted Hodges' 
view that almost all the wall foundations found in 1907-10 during the rebuilding of the nave 
belonged to the Anglo-Saxon church, which was thought to have had a wide central chamber 
divided from the flanking aisles or porticus by arcades. Gilbert's study in a collection of 
essays. Saint Wilfrid at Hexham, paid particular attention to the plan of the crypt and its 
possible parallels, suggesting that the W stairs were an addition and that the crypt was only 
partly subterranean.33 New information about the plan of the church emerged in 1978 when 
excavations above the E part of the crypt established that the Anglo-Saxon floors were 
roughly at modern ground-level rather than a metre or so lower, as Gilbert had believed: the 
crypt was therefore wholly subterranean.34 Another most important discovery was of a short 
length of wall built at the same time as the crypt and which formed the S wall of the sanctuary 
— the first, and still the only structural element above ground which can definitely be shown 
to have been part of Wilfrid's church. All the reconstructions of the church proposed since the 
publication of Hodges' plan were made redundant by the 1978 excavations. The report on 
them was immediately followed in the same volume by Cambridge's penetrating study of



Hodges' work.35 A passage in the Chronicle of Lanercost had been taken to mean that the nave 
of the church burnt by the Scots at Hexham in 1296 was essentially Wilfrid's church. 
Cambridge was able to show that many of the foundations which Hodges had regarded as of 
Anglo-Saxon date probably belonged to a Romanesque nave and subsequent rebuildings. 
Further important studies of the crypt and the Anglo-Saxon church followed and are dis
cussed in more detail in subsequent sections of this study.36

The systematic study of Roman materials reused in Anglo-Saxon churches only began 
recently. At Hexham an essential first step was the catalogue of the Roman stonework com
piled by King.37 Eaton's work on the reuse of Roman materials devoted an entire chapter to 
Hexham but largely excluded the reused architectural ornament, which has subsequently 
proved crucial in establishing the source of some of the Roman stonework.38

THE MAIN SOURCES OF THE REUSED ROMAN STONEWORK
No other Anglo-Saxon church in England, and perhaps no other church of the same general 
period in the former Roman frontier provinces of western Europe, is known to have included 
so much Roman inscribed, sculpted and decorated stonework as St Andrew's at Hexham. 
This is largely, but not wholly explained by its setting in a landscape of abandoned Roman 
buildings, some of monumental size and of types — such as stone bridges — not found in 
Britain outside the northern Roman military zone.39 The two Roman sites nearest to Hexham 
are the large Wall-fort of Chesters (Cilurnum) 6.5 km to the NW and the military base and 
town of Corbridge (almost certainly the Coria of the Vindolanda writing-tablets) 5 km to the 
E (fig. 6). Their long histories of antiquarian and archaeological investigation allow the 
identification of some of the structures that were demolished to provide stone for the church.

The bridges
Twenty years ago it was suggested that one source of the reused stonework was the Roman 
bridge at Corbridge.40 In 2004-5 ifs S road-ramp, which contained some 300 blocks, was exca
vated and dismantled. Most of the blocks were from a massive wall, partly collapsed, retain
ing the N side of the ramp which revetted the S bank of the river (fig. 9). The ramp was built 
in order to take Dere Street, which approached the bridge almost at a right angle, from the 
level of the flood-plain up to the carriageway on the bridge, perhaps as much as 9 m above 
the river-bed. The massive construction of the ramp was required because it also served as a 
wing-wall of the S abutment, which was intended to protect the springing of the arch at the 
S end of the bridge from being undermined by river currents. This scouring-out of the 
river-bed certainly occurred more than once, for the ramp had been entirely rebuilt in the 
Roman period, and the W end of the new ramp had collapsed into a scour-pit in early 
post-Roman times.

The type of construction which the blocks in the ramp represent is opus quadratum, which 
is rarely found in Britain. It is known only to have been used on a large scale, involving the 
use of many thousands of blocks, and in its most developed form, with complex systems of 
dowels, clamps and tie-bars (these last only known so far at Corbridge and Hexham), in the 
stone bridges of the Roman military zone, at Piercebridge, Corbridge, Risingham, Chesters, 
Willowford and Carlisle.41 There can be no doubt that the bridge at Corbridge was one of the 
main sources of stone for the crypt at Hexham and the church that was built over it. That the
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bridge at Chesters was also used as a quarry for Hexham will become apparent when the 
demolition of the bridges and the sources of other reused material are considered in more 
detail.

Opus quadratum, a technique of construction perfected by the Greeks in the fifth and fourth 
centuries b.c., consists of rectangular blocks laid in horizontal courses, often alternating as 
headers and stretchers. No mortar was used: where necessary, blocks in the same course were 
bound together with iron clamps set in lead, or more rarely with clamps of lead or wood, or, 
uniquely in the bridges at Corbridge and Chesters, with continuous lead tie-bars. Vertical 
dowels of iron or lead helped to secure the courses together. On the upper surfaces of the 
blocks were lewis holes for lifting them and smaller, more irregular slots to give purchase for 
the crowbars used to lever the blocks of the course above into position. In Hadrian's Wall 
Bridges, which includes the survey at Chesters carried out in 1982-3, all these features are 
discussed in detail.42 Only those visible on the blocks in the crypt are noted here, where the 
opportunity is taken to update some of the original comments.

An economical method of forming tight joints was to work the edges of a face very 
precisely to a level plane and to cut the remainder of the face back more roughly, a technique 
called anathyrosis. On blocks from the bridges, the level areas in effect frame rectangular 
recesses, which represent band anathyrosis.43 A simpler method, seen at Chesters and at Site 
XI at Corbridge but not in the stones at Hexham, is edge anathyrosis, where the face is 
concave and only two edges are worked flat. Examples of band anathyrosis are in the ante
chamber of the crypt (N wall, E jamb of door, second block up) and in the N side-chamber 
(N wall, two adjacent blocks in the third course up). Another example can be seen at the top 
of the N jamb of the internal tower arch at St Andrew's, Corbridge.

The surfaces of blocks which did not have anathyrosis were usually dressed with parallel 
diagonal lines, often slightly curving. Surfaces which were meant to be visible were tooled 
more carefully. The commonest technique is feathering, which consists of intersecting arcs of 
tooling and is best seen on the faces of the E bridge abutment at Chesters. A variant is formed 
by dividing the zones of feathering into panels with vertical lines. Two well-preserved 
examples are incorporated in the re-assembled retaining wall of the road-ramp at Corbridge 
(fig. 7) and are matched by examples in the crypt (two examples in W wall of main chamber

Fig. 6 (left) Hexham in its Roman and Anglo-Saxon setting. The courses of Dere Street and the 
Military Way, the latter laid down over the N bank of the Vallum for much of its course, are certain. 
For the Stanegate W of the N Tyne, see Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 137; its course E of the river to 
the mausoleum at Shorden Brae is not proved but is assumed to be represented by medieval routes; 
for the conjectural line of the possible road S of the Tyne at Corbridge running W to Allendale and 
Whitley Castle, see Bidwell 1997, 21-2. The probable camp shown SE of the Roman bridge at 
Corbridge first appeared on aerial photographs taken on 13 fuly 2006 which also show the side- 
ditches of Dere Street as it approaches the bridge across the flood-plain (NMR 20559/04 and 
20559/47). Red House is the site of an Agricolan vexillation fortress and baths, succeeded by a fort on 
the Corbridge site. The enclosure at Stagshaw Burn with an area of 0.5 ha (1.25 acres) is possibly a 
small Roman fort controlling the approach from the S to Portgate. There are several quarries of later 
medieval and post-medieval date on the higher ground N of the Tyne. The Written Crag is named 
after a Roman quarry inscription on Fallowfield Fell (RIB 1442); the quarry shown on the 
W side of the Birkey Burn is probably of recent date. Hodges, no doubt following the opinion of 
masons, regarded these two localities as the source of the Roman stones at Hexham and Corbridge. 
The churches at Warden, St fohn Lee and Corbridge are Anglo-Saxon but are not closely datable; the 
church of St Oswald at Heavenfield was built in Bede's time (Bede 1969 iii, II).
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Fig. 7 Feathered tooling on re-assembled collapsed section of wall retaining side of road ramp
along the riverside at Corbridge.

N of door, figs 8, 22 and 23; two examples in N wall of W stair-well, fig. 18). Another tech
nique, using intersecting sets of parallel straight lines, is termed basketwork. It is known at 
Chesters and is represented by many examples in the crypt. The diamond broaching on the 
block in the W wall of the main chamber occurs at Corbridge and on a block from the bridge 
at Carlisle.44 Lewis-holes appear in the slabs covering the N and S passages and a crowbar slot 
is visible in the slab immediately W of the Severan inscription (figs 27 and 31). So-called 
underside dowel sockets appear on four of the slabs covering the N passage (though they are 
filled with cement, they are not clamp sockets, which would have been repeated on the oppo
site edges of the slabs). All these cover-slabs are probably from another structure which is 
discussed below. However, a bridge block with an underside dowel socket is to be seen five 
courses from the bottom in the S jamb of the E door of the N side-chamber.45 Bar clamps 
appear at either end of the block forming the lintel over the N door of the S side-chamber 
(fig. 28).

The bridges were very large structures: Chesters had four arches and in 1989 was estimated 
to have been built of about 13,500 blocks with a total weight of more than 8,000 tonnes;46
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Corbridge, a bridge of at least six arches, and perhaps as many as eleven, would have 
required much larger amounts of stone. Following work on the W abutment at Chesters in 
1990-1, indications of a road ramp approaching the bridge along the S wing of the E abutment 
were recognised, which significantly increases the estimated volume of stone.47 On the other 
hand, it now seems possible that the core of the arches above the piers might have been of 
mortared rubble, which would require a corresponding reduction in the estimate of the 
number of blocks. Both bridges remained in use down to the end of the Roman period. The 
S road ramp at Corbridge then collapsed, effectively putting the bridge out of use (fig. 9). At 
Chesters use of the bridge perhaps ended with the partial collapse of the W abutment and 
adjoining river arch. The North Tyne had begun to erode its W bank and deposit silt on its 
E bank even before the Antonine road-bridge replaced the original Hadrianic Wall-bridge.48 
At Chesters the superstructure of the bridge — cornice blocks, columns and stelae — was 
levered out of position and thrown onto the riverbed where some of its elements were found
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Fig. 9 The road ramp at Corbridge as excavated in 2004, showing the collapsed section to the
right.

by the Victorian excavators.49 This act of destruction allowed the recovery of the lead and iron 
clamps which bound the blocks together. At Corbridge a few blocks from the superstructure, 
including an upright from the parapet with a cushion-shaped finial and some cornice blocks 
very similar to those at Chesters, had been reused in the revetting wall of the S road ramp. 
Nowhere else on the bridge site have any elements of the superstructure been seen, and none 
of the reused blocks at Hexham or at any of the other Anglo-Saxon churches nearby include 
these elements. It seems probable that, as at Chesters, the superstructure was thrown off the 
bridge in a search for reusable metal and still remains on the river bed beneath rubble from 
later episodes of destruction.

At Corbridge and Chesters the parts of the bridge from which it would have been easiest 
to transport blocks to Hexham were the abutments and road ramps. At Corbridge the stand
ing portion of the S road ramp was removed, although the bottom three courses of the 
river-side wall were left in position and no attempt was made to remove the collapsed portion 
(fig. 9). The N road ramp has not been seen. At Chesters the E road ramp and abutment were 
removed, but their lowest courses were left in position and the N wing and later extension to 
the S wing were left undisturbed and still remain intact (fig. 10). The W road ramp was prob
ably faced with stepped courses of large blocks which have all been removed; what remained 
of the W abutment following its collapse was perhaps dismantled at the same time. At both
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Fig. 10 The east abutment of the bridge at Chesters in 1983.

sites the demolition of the road ramps and abutments seems to have been confined to those 
parts which were above ground. Presumably by the late seventh century the parts that 
escaped robbing were already engulfed by the flood-deposited silts which covered them until 
they were revealed by archaeological excavations. Whether the piers of the bridge were 
dismantled by the Anglo-Saxon masons as systematically as the road ramps and abutments is 
doubtful. The end arches of the bridges would have had to be demolished, or perhaps more 
probably made to collapse by undermining them, in order to remove their abutments. Salvage 
of the stone blocks from the river would have been a difficult and perilous operation, while 
those from the ends of the bridges could have been loaded directly onto carts for transport to 
Hexham. In the Tyne below Hexham, and the North Tyne downstream from Chesters to the 
meeting of the waters, there are frequent shallows and cataracts and navigation is impossible.

Shorden Brae mausoleum
In the crypt and elsewhere in the abbey there are a large number of stones very different in 
character from the bridge-blocks. They fall into three groups:
1. Nine sections from at least three separate fluted pilasters, three of them from corners 
(fig. 11). They are about 2 Roman feet in width; one of the blocks seems to have been from a
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Fig. 11 Three sections of corner pilasters, each fluted on two adjacent faces, which were found on 
the site of nave in 1906 and are now built into buttresses on the north side of the church. Scale 1:10.

slightly larger pilaster than the others. If they followed the conventional proportions they 
would have been 19 Roman feet (5.6 m) in height including their bases and capitals.
2. At least 17 blocks came from four different decorative friezes about one Roman foot in 
height, with various combinations of leaf-and-berry ornament, dentils, and cable and bead- 
and-reel motifs (fig. 12).50 Their general style is very similar, and it is probable that they came
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Fig. 12 Sections of ornamental friezes with examples of similar ornament on a section of cornice and 
a voussoir. Nos 1 and 2 (after Forster and Knowles 1914, fig. 15 and Hodges 1888, pi. 39A), showing 
the same decorative scheme but from different friezes; 1, found on site of nave in 1906; 
2, in N passage of crypt. No. 3 (after Hodges 1888, pi. 39A), in N passage of crypt. No. 4 (after Forster 
and Knowles 1914, fig. 15), found on site of nave in 1906. No. 5 (after Hodges 1888, pi. 39), 
S side-chamber of crypt. Nos 6 and 7 (after Forster and Knowles 1914, fig. 14), projecting cornice with 
decorative scheme which is continued around two sides of a voussoir from an arch, found 
on site of nave in 1906. Scale 1:10.
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from the same building or from buildings which were part of one overall architectural 
scheme. Blagg in his comprehensive study of Roman architectural ornament in Britain classi
fied these blocks as cornices, although he admitted that they fitted awkwardly within that 
classification because their mouldings are in a vertical plane and are not stepped outwards 
from above their bases.51 They are more accurately described as friezes, and the only parallel 
for them in the NW provinces yet found by the writer is a fragment from the Roman spa at 
Badenweiler, said to have been from an archivolt.52 There are also two voussoirs from an arch 
with dentils, and cable and bead-and-reel motifs on both its faces.53 In only two instances can 
the lengths (from their carved faces to their ends) of the blocks with the friezes be determined. 
A block with dentillated decoration, in the top course at the angle formed by the N wall of the 
N passage and the W wall of its turn to the N, displays a side 0.85 m in length with band 
anathyrosis (fig. 26). One of the ceiling slabs in this passage, the lengths of which are 
estimated at c. 1.2 m, also had leaf-and-berry ornament on one of its sides (see survey of the 
crypt, below).
3. A large number of undecorated blocks with smooth, rubbed faces, and extremely sharp 
angles, suitable for constructing ashlar masonry of the highest quality.

The pilasters and friezes are all from one or more schemes of architectural ornament con
ceived on a grand scale and in Britain matched only in terms of size at sites such as Bath and 
Cirencester. There is nothing from the Roman military zones in Britain which compares with 
the stonework from Hexham, not even amongst the large collection of architectural fragments 
from the Corbridge main site, much of it reused in the fourth-century repair of the Stanegate. 
Hodgson has shown that the Corbridge fragments came from the fagades of perhaps as many 
as seven temples of modest size, not, as Richmond thought, situated N of the legionary com
pounds but somewhere still to be discovered near the fringes of the settlement, perhaps in an 
area reserved for temples and shrines.54 The only plausible source for the Hexham fragments 
is the enormous funerary building at Shorden Brae in the cemetery area W of Corbridge, 
which was recognised by its excavators, John Gillam and Charles Daniels as a tower-tomb set 
within its own extensive enclosure (fig. 13).55 This class of monument, which is of Hellenistic 
origin, usually incorporates fluted pilasters with foliate capitals within baroque schemes of 
ornament which are untrammelled by the usual traditions observed in temple architecture 
and other classical structures.56 It thus provides a context not only for the pilasters but also for 
all the other unusual Roman architectural fragments at Hexham. The site, excavated in 1958, 
was situated to the north of the Stanegate, about 700 m W of the Corbridge main site. The 
concrete foundation of the monument measured 10.48 m E-W by 9.83 m N-S and was 1.83 m 
deep. Gillam and Daniels stated confidently that the monument would have been tower-like 
and that 'it stands alone in the northern frontier region, not only in size and inferred mag
nificence, but also in type'.57 Tower-tombs occur throughout the Roman world, with some 
examples surviving intact. One of the best known examples, dating to the early first century 
a .d ., is still standing at Glanum (Saint-Remy in Provence). It is 18.00 m in height and is divided 
into three stages: a fairly plain base, a middle section consisting of a four-way arch flanked by 
fluted pilasters, and at the top a circular tholos containing statues of the deceased.58 Monu
ments of this type are found in the NW Roman provinces, such as the example at Cologne 
dedicated to L. Poblicius in c. a .d. 40 and another erected some two hundred years later at Igel 
near Trier.59 The details of their decoration vary enormously, but the essential division of the 
towers into three stages persists throughout, even with particularly elaborate versions such
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Fig. 13 Plan of the mausoleum (after Gillam and Daniels 1961, pi. following p. 61).

as the two built side by side at Aventicum (Avenches in Switzerland) dating to the a .d . 20s, 
where the towers, estimated to have been almost 23 m in height, are combined with semi
circular wings.60

Re-examination of blocks from a pit outside the SE corner of the precinct at Shorden Brae 
shows that they came from the corner of the wall where there were adjacent pilasters of the 
same width and depth of projection as those from Hexham, although the precinct pilasters 
were not fluted (fig. 14).61 The fluted pilasters probably came from the solid base of the tower- 
tomb which stood at the centre of the precinct. They are a standard element in the elaborate 
decorative programmes of these tombs, echoing the fluted columns with foliate capitals 
which were often used to support their upper stages. Reliefs consisting of figured panels por
traying mythological scenes were often interspersed with zones of decoration using very free
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Fig. 14 Pit dug outside the SE corner of the mausoleum precinct containing a lion-and-stag 
sculpture and blocks representing the base and sections of unfluted pilasters (scan of original photo 

published as Gillam and Daniels 1961, pi. XII).

versions of standard motifs derived from the more elaborate architectural orders. The friezes 
at Hexham, showing various combinations of dentils, cables and leaf-and-berry ornament, 
probably came from such decorative zones. The ornamented voussoirs might have come from 
open arches in the upper storeys of the monument. Other stonework from Hexham, but not 
from the crypt, could also have come from the tomb: for example, the relief of Jupiter and the 
rosette or patera, a motif which occurs in the decorative schemes of tower-tombs at Avenches 
(Switzerland), Bartringen (Luxemburg) and Ghirza (Tripolitania).62 Almost certainly associ
ated with the friezes is a relief showing garlands and birds, now in the nave at Hexham. 
Hodges cut it from one of the roof slabs in the S passage, which are generally of similar 
dimensions;63 also of these dimensions are the roof-slabs of the N passage, on one of which 
Hodges saw leaf-and-berry ornament. The size of these decorated blocks, with sides 
c. 0.85-1.2 m in length, is notable. In Roman architecture, apart from defensive structures, only 
the very largest buildings have walls 1.2 m or more in width, and these blocks are much more 
likely to come from a solid mass of masonry such as the base of the mausoleum, which was 
probably also the source of the blocks with smooth faces. Another fragment from Hexham 
which might be from the mausoleum is the acanthus moulding in the S wall of the N passage.

The dimensions of its foundation and the height of the pilasters suggest that the Corbridge 
mausoleum was as large as, and quite possibly larger than, any of the examples mentioned



above. The width of the Glanum monument at its base, for example, was 3.8 m, as opposed 
to 9.83-1048 m for the width of the Corbridge foundation, and the fluted shafts of the larger 
of the two orders of columns at Glanum were 3.3 m in height compared with an estimated 
height of 3.3 m for the Corbridge pilasters.64 The Igel monument was c. 4.3 m in width at the 
base and 22 m in height.65 Another indication of the scale on which the Corbridge mausoleum 
was conceived is the extent of its surrounding precinct (40.84 m by 41.14 m; 0.16 ha or a third 
of an acre), which was probably laid out as a funerary garden, and the size of the precinct 
wall, which had concrete foundations 1.67 m in width and 1.00 m in depth. As noted above, 
at the external SE corner of the precinct wall, there were applied pilasters which if they were 
of standard proportions would have been 3.3 m in height.

The blocks from the pit outside the SE corner of the precinct included a moulded base with 
an offset reflecting the position of the pilaster but continuing beyond the offset, which 
suggests that the precinct wall was decorated with a blind colonnade of pilasters. The same 
arrangement can be seen on the walls of the tomb of Annia Regilla, wife of Herodes Atticus, 
on the Via Appia at Rome which dates to the third quarter of the second century a .d .66 If the 
rest of the design was orthodox, the pilasters would have been surmounted by Corinthian or 
foliate capitals supporting an entablature and cornice, the whole colonnade from base to 
cornice having a height of at least 6 m. None of the other tower-tombs so far cited are con
tained within a walled precinct. At Rothamsted, near Harpenden in Hertfordshire, 8 km N of 
Verulamium, a circular mausoleum with what appears to have been a pedimented front, 
elaborate but not conceived on the grand scale of the tower-tombs, was set in an enclosure 
30 m square.67 However, the surrounding wall was only 0.73 m in width, and there were 
several other burials in the enclosure: it was probably a walled cemetery rather than a 
precinct specifically for the tomb.68 In passing, it is worth noting that the section of 'a semi
circular pilaster' 0.34 m in width, found in the Tyne at an 'ancient ford' together with an altar, 
is almost certainly a coping-stone of the standard type which is often found capping the walls 
of funerary enclosures.69 It is too small to have come from the precinct wall of the mausoleum 
and indicates that there was a walled cemetery at Corbridge, or possibly at Chesters.

The Corbridge mausoleum is remarkable not only because of its large size but also because 
it is set within a precinct enclosed by a wall decorated with an architectural order which is 
larger than most other examples in Britain. Its exceptional character naturally raises the 
question of whom it commemorated. Until the dedicatory inscription from the mausoleum is 
discovered, pursuit of the answer might seem futile, but possible explanations for the 
survival of the building until the end of the Roman period and of the significance which it 
might have had for the post-Roman and early Anglo-Saxon populations will necessarily 
involve speculations about its specific purpose. Gillam and Daniels recovered pottery which 
they thought made it 'highly probable' that the mausoleum was built in the second quarter of 
the second century, but the leaf-and-berry ornament sometimes appears on dated altars and 
inscriptions which indicate that it dates to no earlier than the mid-second century and 
continued into the early third century.70 In the late Republic and early Empire, the size of a 
funerary monument was appropriate to the rank of the person or family it commemorated.71 
By the third century, wealth as much as rank determined what was built: the Igel monument, 
for example, was built by a family of cloth-merchants. In mid-second-century to early-third- 
century Britain, a province where no other tower-tombs are known, it is probably safe to 
assume that the mausoleum was built for someone from the highest social ranks, in all 
likelihood a governor of the province or one of its most senior military officers. There are
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several governors of whom nothing is recorded following their time in Britain: for example, 
Q. Antistius Adventus (172-174/5?), Virius Lupus (197-?) and L. Alfenus Senecio (205-7). 
Whether they died before completing their terms of service, and whether, if so, they were then 
buried in Britain, is impossible to know. However, the altar-tomb at London of the Neronian 
procurator of Britain, Alpinus Classicianus (RIB 12), shows that the heirs of an official who 
was second in seniority only to the governor could choose to commemorate him in the 
province where he served and died.

Also worth considering is the death of a high military official, either a governor or more 
probably a legionary legate, which is recorded by Dio and must have taken place in the early 
180s, probably in 180 or 181.72 He was killed along with his soldiers when barbarians crossed 
the Wall, following which the 'greatest war' of Commodus' reign ensued in Britain. In the 
later second century, there were extensive fires at Corbridge and Halton Chesters, and a 
barrack at Rudchester was burnt down at about this time. The fires have been seen as the 
results of attacks on these forts when the northern peoples crossed Hadrian's Wall in the early 
180s.73 This defeat would have had serious consequences, threatening not only the safety of 
the province but also the prestige of the emperor and army, and perhaps a commemoration of 
the victory was needed to restore confidence in the security of the frontiers. If the conflict had 
taken place near Corbridge, the attackers having forced their way down Dere Street to cross 
the Wall, the battle-site might have been marked by a great monument which commemorated 
the fallen and the victory that avenged them. There is a grave under the centre of the tower- 
tomb, and the precinct might have been intended to serve in some fashion as a memorial to 
the soldiers. From a house on the Seal, near the church at Hexham, there is a fragment of an 
inscription giving a list of neatly-cut names (RIB 1179); what is preserved gives none of the 
affiliations that might be expected on a family tombstone and could perhaps be a list of 
soldiers' names.

Few Roman tropaea or victory monuments are known on the sites of battle-fields or at other 
places where important military events took place, and the historical contexts of some of 
those that are known are obscure. That the enormous marble-clad four-way arch at Rich- 
borough was Erected by Agricola to mark the landing-place of the Roman army of invasion 
and the subsequent conquest of Britain is a reasonable conjecture, but there is no inscription 
or reference to it in literature to confirm that conjecture. At Adamklissi in Moesia Inferior 
(Romania) the altar and circular mausoleum which preceded the famous tropaeum of 108/109 
commemorated an earlier battle in which the Roman commander, or a very senior officer, and 
more than 3,000 of his soldiers perished; their names are inscribed on the sides of the altar 
which was 16.3 m square and c. 6 m in height. The identity of the officer and the date and 
circumstances of the battle are unknown, even though the large numbers killed meant that 
this must have been a truly dreadful failure for the Roman army.74 If the mausoleum at 
Corbridge also served as some form of memorial to those who died in a frontier war, there is 
at least, in the Commodan war, an actual historical context with which it can be associated.

Of particular interest in connection with the survival of the Corbridge mausoleum is the 
afterlife of these monuments. By the early third century the Richborough monument was 
dilapidated, and by the end of the century it had been demolished and replaced by a fort. The 
tropaeum of 108/109 at Adamklissi, however, was apparently repaired in the early fourth 
century, when the original dedicatory inscription, presumably too weathered to be read 
easily, was replaced with a copy.75 Why the fortunes of these monuments were so different is 
far from obvious.
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OTHER SOURCES OF THE REUSED ROMAN STONEWORK

From Hexham there are three inscribed altars, ten further altars where the inscriptions are not 
preserved, and two other lost inscriptions, two tombstones and seven dedicatory or building 
stones (Table 1). Only one of these inscriptions, the so-called tombstone possibly listing a 
series of soldiers' names (RIB 1179), can be plausibly, but far from definitely, associated with 
the mausoleum at Shorden Brae, and there is nothing to show that any of the other inscrip
tions came from the bridges at Corbridge or Chesters. There are dedications to two deities, 
and it is possible that the dedications to Concord, Discipline and Victory were also from their 
shrines. There is only one tombstone, at least of conventional type, from Hexham, which is in 
sharp contrast to most large collections of inscriptions from sites in N Britain, where about a 
quarter of the total are funerary.76 Inscriptions which can be attributed to specific structures 
are discussed below.

1. The Sever an granary inscription
The main part of this inscription, recording the building of a granary under the Emperor 
Severus, was used as a roofing-slab in the N passage of the crypt, and part of the right-hand 
side found under the wall at the SW angle of the nave in 1907 (RIB 1151). The two granaries 
W of Site XI at Corbridge were excavated in 1908-9. Richmond and Gillam's summary of their 
structural history makes it clear that they were still standing, with their raised floors intact, 
in the second half of the fourth century.77 They had been built in the Severan period, replacing 
earlier granaries on the same site, and later repairs were confined to new flooring and altera
tions to the loading bays and portico which fronted them. Nothing is known about the 
manner and date of their demolition, but their walls are the highest surviving remains at 
Corbridge. The buildings were probably still standing in the seventh century, although 
perhaps unroofed, and the inscription was perhaps removed to Hexham from its original 
position in one of the S end walls of these surviving Severan buildings.

2. Dedications to Apollo Maponus
Two dedications to this deity are known from Hexham, one in the crypt where it forms the 
lintel of the E door in the N side-chamber (RIB 1122), and the other found outside the abbey 
(RIB 1120). The find-spot of the latter inscription is given in RIB as 'found about 1866 outside 
the SE angle of the abbey', but the original account by Bruce states more specifically that it 
was found in about 1865 when Beaumont Street was created.78 The altar was dedicated by a 
praefectus castrorum of legio VI Victrix. This officer, one of the most senior in the legion, was far 
more likely to have been at Corbridge, where legionaries were stationed, than at Chesters. 
There is in fact a third dedication to Apollo Maponus from Corbridge village, an altar 
dedicated by a tribune presumably in charge of a milliary unit (RIB 1121). It had been reused 
as the base for the medieval market cross.

There is only one other dedication to Apollo Maponus in Britain, which is from Ribchester 
and is dedicated by another centurion of legio VI Victrix. Dedications to Maponus in his own 
right are even fewer in number: an altar with a joint dedication to the numen Augusti by four 
Germans which was found 'near Brampton' and was perhaps from Castlesteads (RIB 2063); a 
silver lunula from Vindolanda (RIB 2431); and a stone from Birrens showing a figure, possibly
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Table 1 Roman altars, inscriptions and sculptures from Hexham

RIB/CSIR No Dedication Find-spot

Altars

RIB 1120 Apollo Maponus, prae/. castrorum, leg. VI outside abbey
RIB 1142 Jupiter Dolichenus (?), by prefect of cavalry abbey, crypt
RIB 1193 altar (?), only three letters abbey, crypt, exact location unknown
CSIR 1, 1, 106 unknown abbey, in tower
CSIR 1, 1, 108 unknown ford over the Tyne (Hodges 1888, 4)
CSIR 1, 1, 109 unknown, palm-tree and dates abbey

- unknown, 'finely dressed ... moulded only' Savage and Hodges 1907, 46
- unknown crypt, S wall, W stairs
- unknown crypt, N side-chamber, vault
- altar (?), fragment of small cable moulding crypt, main chamber, N wall
- moulding from altar E or SE of abbey (Welsby 1991)
- recut probably as an Anglo-Saxon impost Beaumont Street, now in Slype
- ?, patera on side, lost Abbey-gate House ( Hodges 1888, 62)

Dedicatory and building inscriptions

RIB 1122 Apollo Maponus, centurion, leg. VI abbey, lintel, N side-chamber in crypt
RIB 1125 Concord of leg. VI and XX abbey
RIB 1128 Emperors' Discipline, coh. IF. Vardullorum (?) probably from Hexham
RIB 1138 Emperor's Victory, L. Iulius Iulianus Hermitage, north of Tyne
RIB 1151 Severan, building of granary abbey, crypt, N passage
RIB 1161 building stone, centurion, leg. VI abbey, chapter house
RIB 1169 building stone, cohors V7III, unknown legion a house at Hexham
Tombstones

RIB 1172 tombstone of Flavinus, signifer, ala Petriana abbey, under south transept
RIB 1179 tombstone house at Hexham, east side of Seal
Other inscriptions

- Targe ... cut into a circular form for a door 'near the path on the E side of the
or window head', lost, no text recorded Seal' (Bruce 1861,146)

- lost, no text recorded (Bruce 1861, 146) 'in the gable end of a house near the
chapter-house, now pulled down'

Sculptures, reliefs, etc

CSIR I, I, 2 'cupid' (?), lost Hallgarth Burn, near abbey
CSIR 1, 1, 12 relief of Jupiter abbey, north wall
CSIR 1, 1, 110 relief, two scenes divided by a pilaster abbey, north wall
CSIR I, I, 113 small votive relief abbey
CSIR 1, 1, 127 male head abbey
CSIR 1, 1, 171 frieze with two garlands and birds abbey, S passage of crypt
CSIR 1, 1, 180 rosette/patera abbey, floor of triforium
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a horned serpent, and inscribed 'cistum dio Mapomi'79 NW of Birrens is Lochmaben, possibly 
the cult centre of Maponus. Birley has pointed out that the deity was probably also wor
shipped in Gaul.80

3. The probable dedication to jupiter Dolichenus (RIB 1142)
The word 'Do]lich[eno' is restored from Horsley's 'LEG • A' in the fragment of a line surviving 
at the top of this inscription (fig. 13). As well as being the most obvious restoration of what 
must have been the name of the deity to whom the altar was dedicated, Dolichenus is also an 
appropriate subject of the phrase 'praesentissimi numinis' ('to the god of most efficacious 
power') which occurs towards the end of the inscription. There was certainly a Dolichenum at 
Corbridge, represented by an altar (RIB 1131), carved reliefs and sculpture, but it was 
demolished in the fourth century.81 All the material associated with it was used in repairs to 
the Stanegate and the granaries. Devijver considered that it was a prefect of the ala Petriana 
who had dedicated the Hexham altar (the prefect did not name his unit);82 the ala was at 
Corbridge in the pre-Hadrianic period, the sole evidence for its presence being the Flavinus 
tombstone at Hexham (RIB 1172). Such an early date for the altar seemed unlikely to E. Birley, 
presumably because of the expansive text and placing of the dedication on the capital, the
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Fig. 13 Altar from the foundations of the main 
chamber in the crypt, which is probably the altar 
placed on its side in the S wall of the W stair-well. 
Lines 3-9 of the inscription (RIB 1142) read '... / 
Q(uintus) Calpurnius /  Concessini/us praef(ectus) 
eq(uitum) /  caesa Cori/onototar/um manu pr/aesentissimi /  
numinis dei u(otum) s(oluit) (... Quintus Calpurnius 
Concessinius, prefect of cavalry, after slaughtering a 
band of Corionototae, fulfilled his vow to the god of 
most efficacious power)'. The restoration of the first 
two lines as [IOM DO] / LICH[ENO] is suggested by 
the phrase praesentissime numinis which is known on 
another dedication to Dolichenus. (After Horsley 
1732,193, no. 33, CVIII).
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latter often a late second- or third-century feature.83 Also worth noting is the almost complete 
absence of altars in N Britain which can be dated to the pre-Hadrianic period. There was no 
auxiliary fort at Corbridge in the later second century, but by then the ala II Asturum was 
established at Chesters, where there are an inscription (RIB 1452) and fine sculptures from a 
Dolichenum (CSIR I, I, 117-8). The sculptures are old finds with only a general provenance at 
Chesters, but the find-spot of the inscription is recorded in RIB as 'internal buildings on the 
E side of Chesters fort', which would indicate that the Dolichenum had been demolished 
during the Roman period and its building materials reused. However, the find-spot was 
actually in or next to the external fort baths by the N Tyne, and the inscription was not 
necessarily reused.84 A second dedication to Jupiter Dolichenus was retrieved from the river 
'just downstream from the baths' in 2004.85 It records some sort of addition to a temple, 
perhaps its re-adornment, in 286 and is 'the latest military evidence of the cult of Jupiter 
Dolichenus' to have been found anywhere in the Roman world. The temple is a likely context 
for a Corinthian capital which can be dated broadly to the second half of the third or first half 
of the fourth century. The only auxiliary fort in Britain where an internal building has 
Corinthian capitals is at Ribchester, where the decoration on the capitals, which are from the 
principia, is very simplified and dates to the first half of the second century.86

The find-spots of these two inscriptions suggest that the Dolichenum at Chesters was 
situated near the baths. None of the material that can be associated with it was definitely 
reused in Roman buildings, and its ruins possibly survived above ground in the early post- 
Roman period. The presence of the Dolichenus inscription in the crypt at Hexham shows that 
at least some stonework from Chesters was reused in the church. However, the exploitation 
of the bridge at Chesters as one of the main sources of stonework at Hexham is established 
by the quantity surveys discussed in a later section.

THE SURVIVAL AND DEMOLITION OF THE ROMAN STRUCTURES
According to Gillam and Daniels, the precinct and tower-tomb at Shorden Brae remained 
intact until the middle or later part of the fourth century, when they were dismantled prob
ably to provide building materials for the strengthening of town defences at Corbridge.87 
These town defences, at least in the form of a stone wall, have never been seen, although a 
clay bank apparently of late date was found in the NE part of the site.88 Whether a later- 
Roman defensive circuit of conventional type, with stone gates and interval towers, actually 
existed is very much open to question. After all, from the Severan period onwards Corbridge 
had a military compound (originally two which were later merged) with walls and gates. Not 
a single architectural fragment from the main site at Corbridge comes from the decorative 
schemes used in the mausoleum, and no fourth-century buildings are known which could 
have incorporated the huge number of blocks from the monument. Gillam and Daniels were 
certainly aware that the evidence they had recovered only established a fourth-century 
terminus post quern for the demolition of the monument, but they ruled out a later date because 
the remains had been 'carefully dismantled' and 'experience on other sites enables a distinc
tion to be made between Roman demolition of buildings for the reuse of the material, and 
haphazard post-Roman robbing of ruined and partly buried buildings'.89 The Anglo-Saxon 
dismantlement of the bridges was anything but random and haphazard, as we have seen, and 
the mausoleum was likewise methodically demolished to ground-level, leaving what was 
beneath intact.



S U R V I V A L  A N D  D E M O L I T I O N  OF T H E  R O M A N  S T R U C T U R E S 79

In recovering stone for reuse, the builders of the church seem to have concentrated on 
Roman structures that were still standing, and only on those parts which were easily access
ible. This can be demonstrated in the case of the bridges and the mausoleum, and the implica
tion is that the temples of Apollo Maponus at Corbridge and of Jupiter Dolichenus at Chesters 
were also still standing (though certainly long abandoned) and their altars visible above 
ground. Careful selection of the stonework which was easiest to retrieve explains why parts 
of so many Roman buildings were incorporated in the fabric at Hexham. The same process is 
evident in the fabric of the church at Brixworth (Northants.), most of which dates to the eighth 
and perhaps ninth centuries. The very large range of stone types that occurs there has been 
explained by the reuse of Roman material from the civitas capital at Leicester and the town at 
Towcester, and also from a Roman villa at Brixworth.90 Presumably, it was only those parts of 
the buildings that survived above ground, some three centuries or more after the end of the 
Roman period, which were demolished to obtain stone and brick for reuse.

Also of interest are the attitudes of the Anglo-Saxon builders to some of the sculptured 
stonework which they encountered. Outside the SE corner of the mausoleum precinct, a pit 
had been dug which contained a very weathered sculpture of a lion devouring a stag, an 
emblem of the triumph of death over life, and some architectural fragments (fig. 14); a large 
fragment of another lion-and-stag sculpture was found at the SW corner together with other 
architectural fragments which came from a scheme identical to that at the SE corner. No 
explanation was put forward by Gillam and Daniels for the treatment of these sculptures. The 
fragment at the SW angle had been 'pushed in between' the foundations of the precinct wall 
and those of a small square tomb to the W.91 At the SE angle the lion-and-stag sculpture, 
largely complete but broken in two, had been placed in a Targe hole' along with the architec
tural fragments which have now been recognised as a fragment of basal moulding and two 
sections of a plain pilaster.92 When disposed of, the sculptures were ancient and weathered 
almost beyond recognition. It is doubtful whether they" would have had much significance in 
the late Roman period, but the seventh-century builders could easily have seen them as 
baleful, mistaking them for carvings of demons, and have taken care to remove them from 
sight. They would have suffered the fate of many sculptures and reliefs that had survived into 
the Christian period and were then seen to be idolatrous.93 Tradition has it that Willibrord, the 
Northumbrian missionary, was responsible in the late seventh century for the defacement of 
a relief of Diana in woodland near Bollendorf, NW of Trier, the mutilated remains of which 
are still visible. Nearby, a standing stone, the 'Menhir Fraubillenkreuz', was re-worked to 
form a cross.94 The association of Willibrord with the conversion of these pagan monuments 
is plausible: his church is only 3 km distant at Echternach (in Luxembourg), and Bede records 
his destruction of idols in Frisia.95

It might have been another, earlier mistake of a quite different nature that had ensured the 
preservation of the mausoleum into the late-Roman period and beyond. The Igel monument 
near Trier, which was put up in the a .d. 240s, survived because it was thought to portray 
Helena and Constantius, the parents of Constantine, rather than the wealthy cloth merchants 
which it actually commemorated.96 The Corbridge monument might similarly have acquired 
some special significance which went far beyond its possible origin as a grandiose memorial 
to a high official of the second-century empire and the soldiers who fell with him in battle.

In the Roman town at Corbridge, the central granaries are the only source of building 
material at Hexham which can be identified with reasonable confidence, and it is uncertain 
whether anything else apart from the Severan building inscription (RIB 1151) was removed
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from them. The shrine to Apollo Maponus probably lay on the outskirts of the town, perhaps 
in an area reserved for temples and shrines.97

The Tyne is not navigable for many miles below Hexham. Although in places the river- 
channel is deep, shallows are frequent and would have ruled out the use of barges or rafts for 
moving the stone upstream from Corbridge. The old Roman roads would have been used for 
the transport of the blocks. The Stanegate probably ran along the N bank of the river to where 
it divides into the S and N Tyne, although the road has only been traced from the main site at 
Corbridge to a point just N of the Cor Burn (fig. 6).98 Another Roman road probably ran along 
the S side of the river valley, passing S of Hexham on its course towards Allendale.99 Con
firmation that roads were used for the transport of stone to Hexham is provided by a 
discovery made in 1877. Writing about reused Roman altars at Hexham, Hodges stated that:
The late Thomas Dobson, B. A., in his Contributions To Local History, says "[an] altar lies almost 
buried beneath the shingle of the Tyne, just below the town".100 During the long drought of [1877], 
the author examined this altar, and found it to be the upper portion only, rather more than half, of 
a very fine one. The focus and the mouldings are very perfect, but the action of the water during 
many centuries has removed all traces of any fine ornament or lettering. Close to it lay two other 
Roman stones, one being a section of a semi-circular pilaster. The three together would amount to 
a cart-load; and as they all lay in one spot, where the ancient ford is said to have been — and from 
their appearance they must have lain there for a very long time.'

Hodges speculated that there was some mishap at the ford and the cart-load fell into the river, 
never to be retrieved. Dobson's description of the find-spot as 'just below the town' suggests 
that Hodges' 'ancient ford' was the Low Ford, on the line of the present bridge, rather than 
the High Ford, which was about half a mile farther upstream.101 The Low Ford was close to 
the likely line of the Stanegate.

In June 1887, the Roman stones were moved from the river to the abbey (Hodges 1887-8, 
59). The altar is now in the nave (CSIR I, I, no. 108, where no certain provenance is given, but 
the fragment is the only one from Hexham that fits Hodges' description). The other 
identifiable fragment is now built into the S wall of the nave on the outside. Described by 
Dobson in the quotation above as an attached column, it is a coping-stone of semi-circular 
section and of a type frequently used to cap enclosure walls in cemeteries.102 It is too small to 
have been associated with the mausoleum and perhaps came from a family plot nearby.

ROMAN AND MEDIEVAL QUARRIES
All the building stone used in the Abbey, whether of Roman, medieval or modern date, is 
sandstone. Stone from S of the Tyne was used in the late twelfth- and early thirteenth-century 
rebuilding of the church at Hexham, although Roman stonework presumably retrieved from 
the demolished Anglo-Saxon fabric was reused in the foundations and wall-cores of the new 
work.103 The new stone presumably came from 'two ancient quarries on the W side of the 
town, which are what are called "awarded quarries", and which are accessible to all comers'; 
they were still being worked for stone and slates in 1693.104 The stone is softer and coarser 
than that used for the Roman buildings, and of a different colour. It was presumably easier to 
work. Some freshly-quarried stone of this type seems to have been used in the Anglo-Saxon 
church, but not necessarily in the original building. However, according to Hodges, 'the 
greater portion of [the Anglo-Saxon stones] are from the Birkey Burn quarries [N of 
Corbridge], and are no doubt stones of Roman quarrying re-dressed' (fig. 6). He also
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identified Roman stonework from Fallowfield Fell, which was the source of 'the hardest and 
finest stones'.105 Stone from Fallowfield Fell or the Black Pasture quarry was used in the 
Roman bridge at Chesters; incidentally, the stone from the latter quarry was also used in 1905 
to supply flags for the N transept of the Abbey.106 Bruce also mentions 'a quarry on the N side 
of the river called the Oakwood Bank Quarry, and one also on Akeham [Acomb] Fell, which 
has evidently been laid under contribution for the Early-English portion of the Abbey- 
church', a statement which contradicts Flodges. For the source of stone for the earlier fabric, 
Hodges' opinion is to be preferred; he and his masons would have had first-hand knowledge 
of the local quarries and their characteristics. Additions to the Abbey after the middle of the 
thirteenth century were made using stone from Fallowfield Fell, according to Hodges.107 
Bruce's Oakwood Bank Quarry, near Birkey Burn, was worked in 1301 when the Archbishop 
of York allowed the priory at Hexham to take stone to repair the mill dam.108

QUANTITIES OF STONE REQUIRED FOR THE ORIGINAL CHURCH 
AND FOR OTHER BUILDINGS

It will never be known for certain whether the church at Hexham was built entirely of Roman 
stonework, as was the smaller church at Escomb in County Durham, but it is highly probable. 
In addition to the crypt, all the early foundations uncovered by Hodges consisted of reused 
stone, which also occurs in later parts of the church surviving above ground, for example in 
the S and W walls of the nave.109 Once work had begun on dismantling the Roman structures, 
there would have been no reason to seek other supplies of stone until these sources of ready- 
dressed blocks were exhausted. The effort involved in quarrying and preparing new stone 
would have been many times greater.

How much stone was needed, and could the Roman structures have supplied all of it? 
There are still uncertainties about the plan of the church, but it can scarcely have been less 
extensive than the most recent reconstruction of its plan, which covers about the same area as 
the W church at Jarrow.110 The structure of the crypt raises the possibility that the sanctuary 
was wider than Cambridge supposed, but the 1995 version will be used as a basis for the 
following exercise (fig. 16; cf. fig. 41). The volume of stone used can be estimated as follows:

Circuit of inner walls
Width of walls: 0.9 m. Side walls: 33 m in length. West wall: 7m m  length. East wall: 5.2 m in 
length.
33 m + 33 m + 7 m + 5.2 m x 0.9 m = 70.38 sq m.

Circuit of outer walls
Width of walls: 0.9 m. Side walls: 33 m in length. West wall: 9.3 m in length. East wall: 6.75 m 
in length.
33 m + 33 m + 9.3 m + 6.73 m x 0.9 m = 74.023 sq m.

Height of church
The main parts of the churches at Brixworth and Jarrow (excluding actual or possible porticus) 
had heights of 9 m (30 ft) and 10.4 m (34 ft) respectively.111 Wearmouth had a height of 9 m
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(30 ft).112 Stephen wrote that the walls at Hexham were of 'notable height' and 'were 
surrounded by various winding passages with stairs leading up and down', which suggests 
that there were passages and rooms which formed another storey.113 This justifies a height for 
the Hexham walls which is at the top of the range indicated by these other churches, say 
35 ft (10.67 m) in round figures.

Volume of stone required to construct the shell of the church
Inner walls: 70.38 sq m x height of 10.67m (33 ft) = 730.93 cu m 
Outer walls: 74.023 sq m x height of 7.62 m (23 ft) = 364.07 cu m 
Total: 1,313 cu m.
No allowance is made for the reduction of volume because of doors, windows and the 
openings of possible arcades. To the total of 1,313 cubic metres of stone required to construct 
the shell of the church must be added the 490 blocks used to construct the crypt which had a 
volume of approximately 120 cubic metres (using 0.23 cubic metres as the average size of the 
blocks). These calculations exclude partition walls, paving and features such as screens in the 
church, the associated conventual buildings, and indeed the churches of St Peter and St Mary 
which were built by Wilfrid.114 To double the quantity of stone calculated for the crypt and 
shell of the church to 2,630 cu. m (6,373 tonnes) would hardly risk over-estimating what was 
needed for the whole of Wilfrid's building programme.

The total weight of stone used in the road bridge at Chesters has been estimated at 8,113 
tonnes, and proportionately more can be assumed for the longer bridge at Corbridge.115 At 
first sight, then, it might seem that the bridge at Corbridge would alone supply all the stone 
needed at Hexham (estimated at 6,373 tonnes) with plenty to spare. That would overlook the 
fact that much of the bridge still survives on its original site: that is, the base of the S road 
ramp and abutment, and probably the corresponding features on the N side which have yet 
to be seen, as well as the lower courses of all the piers. Probably a quarter to a third of the 
structure remains undisturbed. Beyond estimation is the number of blocks which cover the 
river bed between the piers and for some distance downstream, although it is certainly very 
large.

The most convenient sources of stone were the abutments. The estimate for the amount 
which they contained at Chesters is 1,440 tonnes, to which must be added perhaps another 
1,000 tonnes for the E road ramp.116 Allowing for what still remains in position and for 
wastage (for example, blocks which were broken or which had fallen into the river), it is easy 
to accept that the two bridges would not have provided enough stone for Hexham. The other 
main source was the Shorden Brae mausoleum, where the volume of stone in the precinct wall 
can be calculated as follows: footprint, assuming a width above the base of 0.9 m and total 
circuit of 160.36 m = 144.32 sq m; height of 6.3 m (calculated from height of pilasters and 
cornice, see above) x footprint of 144.32 sqm = 938.0 cu m.

For the dimensions of the mausoleum itself, there is much less to rely on, but it can safely 
be assumed to have contained several hundred tonnes of stone.

All these preceding calculations are based largely on broad estimates, although one set of 
factors, the plans of the structures (with the exception of the church at Hexham), are known 
accurately. If the aim had been to achieve precise figures for the quantities involved, the 
exercise would have been worthless. However, the actual aim has been to explain why and 
how the surviving Roman structures at Corbridge and Chesters were exploited as a source of
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stone for the works at Hexham. It has been shown that the amount of stone that could have 
been taken from the bridges without undue effort was probably only four or five thousand 
tonnes. The lower parts of the abutments and road ramps were left in position because they 
were below ground and difficult to take out. The mausoleum was levelled to its foundations, 
and it seems that all of the thousand tonnes or so of the blocks in its fabric was taken to 
Hexham. In general terms, about 6,000-7,000 tonnes of stone would have been needed at 
Hexham and the bridges and the mausoleum provided most of it. Other convenient sources 
were not neglected, which explains the presence at Hexham of altars and inscriptions which 
were associated with other structures.

The bridge at Corbridge was quarried for other buildings. The Anglo-Saxon church at 
Corbridge contains bridge-stones — for example, a block with band anathyrosis on the N side 
of the tower-arch — and enough remained of the bridge in c. 1840 to be worth removing for 
buildings at Dilston.117 Nevertheless, it was Wilfrid's work at Hexham that led to the complete 
dismantling of the mausoleum and the systematic removal of some parts of the bridges and 
the destruction of much of what remained.

THE ROMAN BRIDGES AS A SOURCE OF LEAD AND OTHER METALS
Lead was used extensively in early Anglo-Saxon churches in N England, particularly for 
covering roofs, and Cramp has suggested that some if not most of it might have been recycled 
from Roman structures.118 There was lead-mining in the N Pennines during the Roman 
period, which was resumed in the later medieval period. Whether these mineral resources 
were also exploited in the early medieval period is unknown. There are also sources of lead 
very close to Corbridge and Hexham. Fallowfield Fell, quarried for its hard sandstone by the 
Romans, was the site of a lead mine in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and at 
Stonecroft, near Settlingstones (3 km S of Carrawburgh), where there was also a post- 
medieval lead mine, ore could be picked out of the Settlingstones Burn.119 However, for the 
building work at Hexham, the easiest course would have been to obtain lead from the ruins 
of Roman forts and other frontier installations, although in most of these structures it was not 
used very extensively. Roofs were of tile or stone slates, and lead was needed perhaps only 
for flashing; lead pipes are found occasionally, but ceramic and wooden pipes are far more 
common. Amongst the types of buildings that occur at every fort it was probably the baths 
where lead was used most, especially for hot-water boilers, reservoirs and piping which 
could take hot water flowing at a moderate pressure. Some baths might have survived largely 
intact until the later seventh century, but it is likely that most if not all of their metal fittings 
would have been removed when they went out of use, which probably happened before the 
end of the Roman period.

The only likely sources of lead in large quantities were the Roman bridges at Corbridge 
and Chesters, and perhaps elsewhere. Mortar was not used with the large stone blocks used 
in opus quadratum; instead, clamps, dowels and bars of metal (and sometimes wood) were 
used to tie the courses together horizontally and vertically. At Corbridge and in the road- 
bridge at Chesters, lead tie-bars were formed by cutting a continuous channel along each 
course near its outer edge with spurs running back to connect the blocks behind with those 
in the front face (fig. 10). Molten lead was then poured into the channels. This construction 
method, which still has no close parallels, was discussed in detail some twenty years ago, 
together with the use of clamps made entirely of lead, which can be paralleled elsewhere.120
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Since then new information has emerged. Analysis by Ted Morgan has shown, contrary to his 
expectations, that the lead used for the tie-bars was not alloyed with tin, which would have 
lowered its melting point and also increased its tensile strength.121 Another discovery seems 
to confirm Forster's description of the piers of the bridge at Corbridge, from which boys 
swimming in the Tyne during the 1830s levered out the lead tie-bars 'but not in detached 
pieces, for it was found to run from stone to stone at right angles, and when taken out in large 
squares looked something like window frames'.122 What Forster had seen (for this passage 
seems to have been a recollection of his childhood) was probably a grid of tie-bars, a tech
nique also used in the piers of Trajan's bridge over the Danube but using baulks of timber 
rather than lead.123 Several fragments of lead tie-bars have been recovered from the river, and 
in 2004 divers found a fragmentary bar with another fragment joining it at right angles, 
presumably part of one of the grids that Forster described.

In 1989 a very approximate quantity survey was carried out for the materials required for 
the construction of the Chesters road-bridge, but it did not include an estimate for lead. TJhe 
following exercise remedies that omission. A fragment of lead tie-bar found in front of the 
E abutment at Chesters was found to weigh 1.43 kg.124 Its length was 0.242 m, so a length of 
tie-bar of the same thickness which was 0.25 m in length would have weighed about 1.5 kg. 
The tie-bar and its spurs in course 3 of the E abutment was 27.0 m in length and would have 
contained about 162 kg of lead. The abutment and its wings were 6 courses in height and they 
could thus have contained tie-bars consisting of almost a tonne of lead (162 kg x 6 = 0.972 
tonnes). Above the level of the wings, the abutment continued to a height equivalent to 
perhaps as much as another 13 courses which were presumably also bound together with 
tie-bars. An equal quantity of lead can be allowed for the W abutment. Tie-bars were not used 
in the S road-ramp at Corbridge, although channels for them still survive in the adjacent 
S abutment. They were perhaps likewise absent in the road-ramps at Chesters, their use being 
confined to the structural elements of the bridge. They certainly occur in the piers at Chesters, 
where they bound the facing blocks together. If each of the three piers was ten courses high 
below the springing of the arches, they would have contained tie-bars with a length in the 
order of 300 m (16.8 m x 10 x 3 = 304 m), with a weight of 3 tonnes. How much more was used 
in the four arches of the bridge and the elaborate superstructure which they supported is 
uncertain, but a minimum figure of 7 tonnes of lead can be proposed for those parts where it 
is known that tie-bars were used. The bridge at Corbridge had at least six piers and possibly 
as many as ten, and the grids of tie-bars in the piers required much more lead than the piers 
at Chesters.

Quantities of lead similar to those in the bridges probably occurred in few other Roman 
structures in Britain. One instance is provided by the main baths at Bath where the linings of 
the Great Bath and the Reservoir consisted of lead sheets.125 Baths are usually lined with 
waterproof brick mortar, and it was perhaps the proximity of the Mendip workings that 
encouraged the lavish use of lead at Bath (the lining of the Reservoir, much smaller than the 
Great Bath, weighed between 20 and 30 tonnes). The ready availability of lead might also 
explain why tie-bars were employed in the bridges at Chesters and Corbridge.

If early Anglo-Saxon churches had roofs covered entirely in lead, the weight of material 
involved would be enormous. A sheet of lead with an area of 1 sq. m and a thickness of 7 mm 
will weigh 70 kg.126 An area of 100 sq. m covered with sheets of this thickness would require 
7 tonnes of lead, making no allowance for overlaps and the soldering of joints (1 cu m of lead 
= 11.34 tonnes). At Hexham, the nave and sanctuary, according to Cambridge's reconstruction
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of its plan, had an area of 33 x 9 m.127 If the pitch of the roof was at an angle of 43 degrees, a 
lead covering would weigh more than 33 tonnes, as follows: 33 x 6.33 (width of one side of 
the roof) x 2 = 419 sq. m; 419 x 0.007 x xl-34 = 33-^6 tonnes.

Early medieval references to lead roofing on churches in N Britain have been collected by 
Cramp.128 The wooden church at Lindisfarne which Eadberht had 'covered with sheets (or 
plates) of lead/, 'both roof and walls', was perhaps a very small building. The roof-ridges of 
Edwin's church at York were covered with lead when it was renovated, and elsewhere lead 
plates or tiles were used to clad roofs and walls. It is not necessary to assume that at Hexham 
the roof was entirely of lead. Even if it was used only for ridges, flashing and roofing special 
parts of the church, such as the sanctuary, many tonnes would be needed, and certainly 
enough to ensure its removal from all the accessible parts of the Roman bridges.

SURVEY OF THE CRYPT
(with T. Frain)
Introduction

The main survey was carried out in May and June 2005, but further visits were made over the 
course of the following three years to record various elements in more detail. Every block 
visible within the crypt was assigned a unique number before being drawn, digitally photo
graphed, and recorded on a pro-forma sheet. Many of the walls were still partly covered by 
plaster, preventing the recording of every block used to form the crypt walls (although in

Passage H

Passage J

Fig. 17 Plan of crypt at floor-level, with letters used by Hodges to identify its
various elements. Scale 1:100.
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Fig. 18 W stair-well, elevations of side-walls. Scale 1:50.
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Fig. 19 Altar laid on its side in a rebuilt section of the S wall of the W stair-well. It is probably the 
Corionototae altar removed from the foundations of the main chamber in 1725. 0.5 m scale.

some cases the edges of the blocks could be discerned beneath the plaster), but a total of 490 
blocks and 61 smaller stones were catalogued during the survey. The various areas of the 
crypt are described as stairs, passages and chambers (main chamber, ante-chamber and side- 
chambers); the letters used by Hodges for these areas have been used only in the headings of 
the relevant sections below (cf. figs 4 and 17).129 On the elevations, ancient plaster is shown in 
a light tone; the darker tone is used to show modern cement. Metal fittings such as iron 
shanks, and the existing light fittings and wiring conduits, are shown in black. Some of the 
fittings that have been removed, such as the candle-holders in the S side-chamber and pas
sage, were almost certainly installed after 1725 (see, for example, fig. 29). Others are perhaps 
much earlier and are discussed in the text. Imperial equivalents of the metric measurements 
are provided because the former are closer to the units of measurement used by the original 
builders and to help comparison with the older descriptions of the crypt. Use of the 'northern 
rod' of 16.5 ft (5.03 m) has been detected by Bailey in the planning of the crypts at Hexham 
and Ripon.130 When describing the positions of blocks and other features, the courses are 
numbered from the bottom.
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The W Stairs (0),figs 18-20
Depth of stair-well: 3.50 m (11 ft 6 ins); length: 4.30 m (14 ft 1 in.); width of stairs: 0.73 m 
(2 ft 6 ins).
Twelve steps lead down to the ante-chamber; the original steps are not much worn and the 
third to sixth steps up show basketwork tooling on their faces. The five upper steps were 
supplied in 1908, following the removal of a wall which formed the W side of a shaft built to 
give access to the crypt in the eighteenth century.131 The lower part of the shaft incorporated 
the side-walls of the stair-well. On the N side the bottom six courses are probably all original 
work; apart from a little irregularity in the lowest two courses, the coursing is neat and

Plan view
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Fig. 20 W stair-well, plan and elevations of stairs and door to ante-chamber. Scale 1:30.
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matches the position of the steps. Above the sixth course there are three large blocks, that to 
the E with widely-spaced chisel-marks on its surface, a form of tooling characteristic of post- 
medieval masonry. The blocks above also include two examples with this distinctive tooling, 
and the area of stonework to a height of 0.4 m above what has been identified as the original 
work is probably the lining of the shaft. The remaining masonry of smaller stones above and 
to the W represents the reinstatement of the stair-well in 1908. On the S side the sequence of 
building is less clear. There are five courses of blocks at the bottom, with smaller masonry 
above; the divisions between the original work, the eighteenth-century shaft and the subse
quent rebuilding of the stair-well are not immediately obvious. Hodges' elevation of this wall 
seems to be entirely conjectural: he shows regular coursing of large blocks throughout its 
height which does not correspond to anything which is now visible.132 The lower extent of the 
masonry which formed the lining of the shaft is probably indicated by the altar which forms 
one of the blocks in the fourth course from the bottom (fig. 18, 020). In its present position, it 
has not been noted in any previous descriptions of the crypt. It is in fact almost certainly the 
well-known dedication found by Stukeley and Gale in 1725 which records the slaughter of a 
band of Corionototae by a prefect of cavalry, the last recorded examination of which was by 
Horsley in or before 1732.133 Stukeley states that the altar was found 'laid sideways into the 
very foundation' of the 'oratory', and this can only refer to the main chamber, because there 
are no foundations of blocks elsewhere in the crypt. On the S side, immediately E of the door, 
there is a gap in the foundations 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) in length (fig. 22, S wall). Horsley 
illustrated the altar (fig. 13). All his drawings of inscriptions unless otherwise stated were 
done at a scale of one-eighth, or so he claimed:134 comparison of the actual dimensions of 
those that survive with Horsley's shows that his measurements were approximate. He gave 
the height of the Corionototae altar as 0.77-0.83 m (2 ft 6 ins) and its width as 0.39 m (1 ft 3 ins). 
The length of the altar in the S wall of the stair-well is 0.60 m, which is rather less than that 
shown on Horsley's drawing and short enough to fit into the gap in the foundations of the 
main chamber. The altar has a double moulding with a concave zone showing in profile along 
the edge of its upper surface below the moulding (fig. 19); this matches Horsley's drawing. 
The altar seems to have been laid on its back with its right-hand side visible in the face of the 
wall; the concave zone runs across its front but does not continue around the sides below the 
double moulding. It presumably remained in the crypt after its discovery and then was built 
into the shaft when the crypt was converted by Mr Andrews into a burial-place for his family.

The entrance to the ante-chamber at the bottom of the stair-well is 1.98 m (6 ft 6 ins) in 
height and 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) in width. There is a large block above the arcuate lintel; the 
coursing above is of small stones and of modern date.

The Ante-Chamber (L), fig. 21
Dimensions: 2.90 m N-S by 1.4 m E-W; height of walls: 2.00 m (2.7 m to crown of vault); 
W and N doors: 1.93 m by 0.63 m; E door: 1.90 m by 0.73 m.
W wall: largely covered with plaster, but the horizontal coursing, if not always the vertical 
joints between the blocks, can be made out. There are seven courses, but they are at different 
levels on either side of the door which leads to the W stairs. This means that the door is part 
of the original fabric and cannot have been a later insertion, as suggested by Gilbert.135 The 
same disjunction in the coursing is evident on either side of the other two doors in the ante
chamber. It allowed the walls to be built as three separate units separated by the doors and
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Fig. 21 Ante-chamber: elevations of walls and east side of vault. Scale 1:50.



92 T H E  A N G L O - S A X O N  C R Y P T  AT H E X H A M

would have made the builders' task easier, because it would have required fewer blocks of 
uniform thickness to form the separate courses. If the W door had been an insertion, the 
coursing would have been at the same level across the entire width of the W wall. As a result 
of the uneven coursing, the arcuate lintel of the door is oddly formed, with its N two-thirds 
cut from one block and the remainder from another. When the crypt was used for burials in 
the eighteenth century, the N side of the door was cut back by o.io m (4 ins) to a height of 
1.4 m (4 ft 7 ins) to give space for the passage of coffins. The top of the wall S of the door was 
probably brought up to the level of the springing of the vault with thin slabs, as at the top of 
the E wall. The block partly exposed in the top course N of the door has a smooth face. The 
block which forms the N jamb of the door in the lowest course is mostly covered with plaster, 
but its lower edge is exposed and shows deep diagonal grooves which possibly represent a 
cable moulding.

N wall: nine visible courses, possibly with a tenth course below the crown of the vault which 
is obscured by plaster. The door to the N side-chamber has a threshold cut into the lowest 
course of the wall. As at the E door, the irregular coursing on either side is brought up to the 
same level near the top of the door arch, and its top is cut through the base of a single large 
block. At the junction of the N and E walls, the blocks in the N wall, where visible, pass 
behind those in the E wall. The second block up on the E side displays band anathyrosis with 
an underside dowel socket.

E wall: seven courses, with only a small area covered by plaster. In the fourth course S of the 
door is a small rectangular block 0.30 m (12 ins) by 0.25 m (9 ins) which forms the back of the 
lamp niche in the other side of this wall in the main chamber. After 1725 the door was cut back 
by 0.10 m (4 ins) on its south side to admit coffins. According to Hodges, the door was also 
splayed originally, in order to improve the view of the relics in the main chamber, but this is 
incorrect.136 The door survives to its original width of 0.73 m (2 ft 6 ins) immediately below its 
arch and is thus slightly larger than the other doors in the crypt. As noted above, the courses 
on either side of the door are not uniform, but the top of the sixth course, through which the 
lower part of the door arch is cut, is at the same level on both sides of the door. The seventh 
course is much thinner than the others and is formed of slabs 0.10-0.15 m (4-6 ins) deep 
which have been formed by splitting larger blocks; thin courses of the same type are visible 
in the tops of the N passage (P) walls. One of these slabs forms the top of the door arch. The 
tool used to cut back the blocks to form the arch, or at least to achieve the finish, was a chisel 
or small pick with an edge about 20 mm in width, the marks of which are closely-spaced. The 
wall stands on a foundation of blocks, the upper surface of which forms a threshold for the 
door.

S wall: almost entirely covered with plaster and much of the coursing is not visible. Nothing 
can be seen of the basketwork tooling and diamond broaching depicted by Hodges, and there 
are no indications of re-plastering subsequent to 1888.137 In what is probably the fourth course 
up there is a lamp niche measuring 0.38 m (1 ft 3 ins) by 0.28 m (11 ins). The back of the niche 
consists of two small stones 0.16 m (6 ins) by 0.10 m (4 ins) stacked on top of each other and 
partially covered with modern cement. This is one of four lamp niches in the crypt, the other 
three being in the main chamber, one in the W wall and two opposite each other at the E ends 
of the side walls. The depression which held the oil or fat and the wick is of semi-circular 
section and is 0.15 m in width. The recess cut in the underside of the lintel stone, which was
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meant to condense the smoke from the lamp and trap the soot, is 0.15 m deep with a rounded 
profile, in contrast with those of the other lamp niches which have a conical profile 
(cf. fig. 44).
Vault: although much of the vault is still covered with plaster, sufficient is visible on the E side 
to show that it consisted of five ribs each about 0.23 m (9 ins) in width and c. 0.28-0.30 m 
(11 ins-i ft) apart, the spaces between the ribs being filled with small slabs (fig. 34). The faces 
of the ribs are flush with the surface of the vault. Only the lower part of the N rib is visible, 
but three stones of the next rib to the S are exposed: the space between is filled by three slabs. 
The three stones of the central rib are partly visible up to the crown of the vault. The next rib 
to the S seems to consist of only two stones; only the lower N corner of the last rib to the S is 
visible. The spacing of the ribs indicates that the infilling of small slabs at the N and S ends 
of the vault was supported by the end walls of the chamber (cf. fig. 33). The ribs were worked 
to shape with a chisel or small pick with an edge about 20 mm in width; the same sort of tool 
was used on the arch of the E door in the ante-chamber.

This technique of construction has also been recorded by Peers in the crypt at Ripon, in the 
barrel vault of the main chamber and in the half vault (i.e. in section representing the quad
rant of a circle) of the ante-chamber there (fig. 42). Its details only became evident when the 
tops of the vaults were exposed during the installation of heating mains in 1930.
'[The barrel vault] consisted of a series of arched ribs, set 2 ft. 3 ins [0.69 m] apart centre to centre, 
and about 4 ins [0.10 m] deep, with a wedge-shaped section tapering from 8 ins [0.20 m] at the 
intrados to 5 ins [0.12 m] at the extrados of the vault. The filling between them was of flat slabs a 
few inches thick, carrying a thickness of lime concrete from which the narrow upper surfaces of the 
ribs projected.'138

Following the discoveries at Ripon, Peers inspected the crypt at Hexham and stated that 'the 
same method had been adopted there'. According to Taylor and Taylor, the main chambers at 
both Ripon and Hexham had ribbed vaults.139 They gave Peers' measurement (2 ft 3 ins or 
0.69 m) of the spaces between the ribs at Ripon for Hexham as well. The space at Hexham is 
actually much narrower (11 ins-i ft or 0.28-0.30 m), which suggests they were relying on 
Peers' statement that there were ribbed vaults rather than on what they could actually see. 
Bailey doubted whether Peers had seen ribs at Hexham.140 They were observed probably for 
the first time during the stone-by-stone recording of the crypt in 2005.

At the crown of the vault, between the central rib and that adjacent to the S, there is a 
square-sectioned shaft which runs up through the vault to the floor of the church where it is 
now covered by an iron grille. Hodges described it as 'of tapering form' and added that it 
'was for the purpose of ventilation, the greater dimensions being at the top. It had been 
blocked with stones, and when these were taken out there were remains of soot on the sides, 
resulting from the smoke of the lamp niches'.141 The shaft was carefully positioned between 
the central rib and that immediately to the S, which would not have been visible once the 
vault was plastered, and in all likelihood the shaft is part of the original construction of the 
crypt. The ante-chamber of the Ripon crypt also has a shaft in its vault.

The ends of iron shanks can be seen between the second and third stones in the second rib 
from the N on the E side of the vault and at the apex of the central rib immediately N of the 
shaft (fig. 34). There is nothing to indicate their age, but the shank by the shaft could have 
been part of a hook for a hanging lamp.
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The main chamber (K), fig. 22
Dimensions: 4.10 m E-W (13 ft 3 ins) by 2.30 m (7 ft 6 ins) (E end) and 2.4 m (7 ft 10 ins) (W 
end); height of walls: 1.35-1.85 m (5 ft 1 in.-6 ft 1 in.); height to top of vault: 2.7 m (8 ft 10 ins); 
W door: 1.90 m (6 ft 3 ins) by 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins); S door: 1.80 m (5 ft 11 ins) by 0.70 m (2 ft 
3 ins).
Foundations and floor: the walls stand on a stone foundation which projects up to 0.25 m 
(10 ins). According to Hodges and Gibson, the foundation consisted of 'unhewn stones 
varying in size'.142 On the S side, immediately E of the door, is the gap from which the 
Corionototae altar was removed, as has been explained above. Where the blocks form the 
thresholds in the two doors, it can be seen that there was only a single row with a width of 
0.40-0.55 m (1 ft 3 ins-i ft 10 ins). The back of the blocks forming the lowest course of the 
walls probably overlapped the back of the foundations, as shown on fig. 32. The main 
chamber of the Ripon crypt also has a foundation or plinth, but it only projects 0.10 m (4 ins), 
much less than at Hexham.143 The concrete floor was laid in 1908. Four headstones have been 
laid flat in its surface; their inscriptions are visible on fig. 5.
N wall: five courses of blocks, partly covered by plaster. The blocks forming the two lowest 
courses are below the level of the N passage floor, and their backs must have been laid against 
the cut through the natural subsoil. A single lamp niche measuring 0.34 m by 0.24 m (1 ft 2 ins 
by 10 ins) is situated towards the E end of the fourth course.144 The W blocks of the third and 
fifth courses continue behind the adjacent blocks in the W wall; elsewhere, the jointing with 
the adjacent walls is concealed by plaster. The second stone from the W in the fifth course 
shows the back of a block with intersecting zones of feathering on its front which is visible in 
the N passage.
E wall: eight courses of blocks, largely covered by plaster. The lowest three courses are also 
partly concealed by a modern sandstone altar measuring 1.18 m by 0.90 m (3 ft 10 ins by 2 ft 
11 ins) with cement rendering of the wall behind it. Above the N side of the modern altar, a 
carved stone bracket has been inserted in the fourth course of blocks. An iron rod run in with 
lead has been set in the surface of the wall 0.55 m above the bracket. In 1896 it was said to 
have been a later insertion, representing the 'tang of an iron crook' possibly to support a 
crucifix;145 another possibility is that it was to secure a statue in position. The bracket was 
placed in what was probably an original lamp niche. The opening is about the same size as 
those of the lamp niches in the main chamber and ante-chamber and left space above the 
bracket which was filled with a small stone. There is a lamp niche in the equivalent position 
in the Ripon crypt.146

The central and N blocks in the sixth course have smooth faces. Raine stated that 'some 
traces of an altar are to be discerned in the crypt', and the plan he published, which was 
drawn by F. R. Wilson in 1862, includes a small cross against the E wall (fig. 3).147 Hodges 
makes no mention of an altar; any possible traces of it will have been concealed or destroyed 
when the modern altar was inserted.
S wall: five courses of blocks, most of the lower three courses covered with plaster. The 
uppermost two courses represent the lowest two courses in the S passage. There is a lamp 
niche measuring 0.30 m by 0.28 m (12 ins by 11 ins) at the E end of the fourth course, directly 
opposite the niche in the N wall.148 Seven of the blocks in the fourth and fifth courses display 
zones of intersecting tooled lines, straight and curving. The opposite faces of these blocks, in
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Fig. 22 Main chamber: elevations of walls. Scale 1:50.
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the N wall of the S passage, are hidden by plaster. The door leading into the S side-chamber 
is 1.82 m (5 ft 11 ins) in height and 0.72 m (2 ft 4 ins) wide. Its lintel projects into the base of 
the vault and is described below.
W wall: ten courses of blocks, of irregular thickness at the level of the vault. There is a lamp 
niche measuring 0.34 m by 0.26 m (1 ft 1 in. by 11 ins) at the S end of the fourth course 
(fig. 44). The door leading to the ante-chamber (L) has been described above. The thin course 
of slabs in the seventh course is carried through from the ante-chamber, where it forms a 
levelling course below the springing of the vault. Most of the visible blocks have feathering 
on their faces, in one instance set within panels divided by vertical lines. One block has 
diamond broaching, the only certain example from Hexham.
Vault: the roof of the chamber takes the form of a barrel vault without the ribs used in the 
ante-chamber and side-chambers. Its profile is only approximately semi-circular and is 
slightly pointed at its apex. The diameter of the vault at its W end is 2.4 m (7 ft 10 ins) and its 
height 1.2 m (3 ft 11 ins); at the E end the diameter is 2.28 m (7 ft 6 ins) and the height 1.1 m 
(3 ft 7 ins). This tapering of the vault towards the east was perhaps intended to exaggerate the 
perspective length of the chamber. On the S side the base of the vault is visible for much of its 
length. It is formed by a course of thin blocks which have been cut back towards their bases, 
so that the faces of the blocks begin the curvature of the vault. At the W end there is a block 
1.35 m (4 ft 3 ins) in length which forms the lintel of the door communicating with the S side- 
chamber. Its face is vertical, so that in effect above its base the lintel forms a slight recess in 
the curvature of the vault. Most of the recess is filled with mortar rendering which seems to 
be part of the original construction. Its smoke-blackened surface is lost, except above the door 
where one side of a smaller recess is preserved; its width would have been about 0.83 m 
(2 ft 9 ins) if it was formed centrally over the door (fig. 45). Peers' section of the crypt at Ripon 
(fig. 41) shows a similar recess above the S door into the main chamber.

The base of the vault on the N side is formed by nine blocks, the N faces of which form the 
fourth course in the S wall of the N passage (the two end blocks of this course are part of the 
N exterior angles of the end walls and N wall of the main chamber). The S faces of the blocks 
at the base of the vault are largely concealed by plaster but were presumably cut back towards 
the base, as in the S base of the vault. The block at the W end of this course has a fragment of 
cable moulding on its face, not previously noted; it is much narrower than the cable 
mouldings on the friezes and is probably part of an altar.

The remainder of the vault above the basal courses of blocks consists of 18 courses of 
voussoirs. They are covered with plaster but the positions of the horizontal joints are visible 
as lighter-coloured areas amidst the smoke-blackening. This effect was perhaps caused by the 
leaching-out of lime from the joints. The vertical joints between the voussoirs are not 
indicated, perhaps because they were much narrower than the horizontal joints. The full 
length (0.60 m or 2 ft) of one voussoir is visible above the S door. The depth of the voussoirs 
was probably between 0.20 m-0.30 m (8-12 ins), estimated as follows. The lowest courses of 
voussoirs do not occupy all the width of the N wall, and its N face visible in the N passage at 
the level of these voussoirs is formed by small facing-stones. The width of the wall at this 
height is 0.50 m (1 ft 8 ins), which, allowing 0.20-0.30 m (8-12 ins) for the depth of the facing 
stones, would give space for voussoirs of a similar depth; a wall-facing with stones of 
shallower depth might have buckled under the weight of the blocks in the top part of the wall. 
Another indication of the depth of the voussoirs is the height at which the external curvature
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of the vault provided space for the blocks to sit on the haunch of the vault, as shown in 
fig. 32. It is possible that the ends of the vault abutted the W and E walls, repeating what 
seems to have been the arrangement in the ante-chamber and side-chambers, but the junc
tions of the vault and walls are concealed by plaster.

There is a remote possibility that the differences in the construction of the vaults over the 
various chambers in the crypt are a result of rebuilding. The triangular-sectioned vaults with 
ribs in the two side-chambers, still to be described, are surely original; the widths spanned are 
so small that the existence of earlier vaults which failed in both chambers is hardly likely. The 
vault covering the ante-chamber shows the same techniques of construction, adapted for a 
barrel-vault, and is also therefore almost certainly original. At Ripon the main chamber has a 
ribbed vault. The presence of a conventional vault built of voussoirs over the equivalent space 
at Hexham might suggest rebuilding, but the collapse of an original vault would probably 
have brought down the roofs of the N and S passages, which would have been partly sup
ported by walls sitting on the haunches of the main vault. Despite the extensive damage that 
would have resulted from such a collapse, there is not the slightest indication of any rebuild
ing in any of the other parts of the crypt that might have been affected. An alternative and 
more satisfactory explanation for the differences in the vaults is to do with the processes of 
construction. The smaller ribbed vaults could have been built without centring. A larger 
ribbed vault could have been built in sections, perhaps two or three ribs at a time; centring 
would still have been required, but not on as extensive a scale as for a conventional vault, 
which would have to be supported throughout its entire length during its construction. 
However, if the vault of the main chamber at Ripon was earlier than that at Hexham and its 
building had proved difficult, a simpler but perhaps more laborious method of construction 
might have been adopted at Hexham.

There are two iron shanks in the crown of the vault, but they are connected by a groove 
which cuts the plastered surface and were probably part of a modern light fitting.

N side-chamber (M), figs 23-5
Dimensions: 1.70-1.80 m (5 ft 7 ins-3 f t 11 ins) E-W by 1.10 m (3 ft 7 ins) N-S; height of walls: 
1.93 m (6 ft 3 ins): height to apex of ceiling 2.13 m (7 ft 1 in.).
Floor: the walls sit on a foundation-layer of small rubble fragments set in clay which is 
exposed to a height of up to 0.20 m (8 ins) above the present floor level. At some stage the 
original floor, which surely would have been laid above the level of the foundations, has been 
lowered.
S wall: seven courses of blocks, almost all concealed by plaster, but following through at the 
same levels as the courses in the adjacent W wall. The top of the door arch is cut through the 
base of a block which is 1.00 m (3 ft 4 ins) in length.
W wall: seven courses of blocks can be made out, although they are almost entirely covered 
with plaster. The coursing in the gable above cannot be made out.
N wall: seven courses which follow the coursing in the S and W walls. The block at the W end 
of the lowest course is decorated with dentils and the leaf-and-berry motif.
E wall: most of its area is occupied by a door 2.00 m (6 ft 7 ins) in height by 0.70 m (1 ft 4 ins) 
in width. The threshold is reached by two steps with a height of 0.40 m (1 ft 4 ins). The upper 
step is set within the jambs, and the base of the block which forms it is at the same level as
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Fig. 23 North side-chamber: elevations of walls and vault. Scale 1:30.
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Fig. 24 Vault of the N side-chamber looking W. Note the mouldings at the top of the W ribs and 
the in-curving top of the S rib on the W side.

the base of the walls. It was part of the original construction, but the lower step must have 
been added when the floor of the ante-chamber was lowered. The coursing on the N side of 
the door follows that in the adjacent wall. On the S side it seems to be much more irregular 
and it is uncertain how it relates to the coursing in the S wall.

The arcuate lintel of the door (311), which is 0.3 m (12 ins) thick, is cut from a dedication to 
Apollo Maponus made by the centurion P(ublius).. .Ae[...]lus of the legio VI Victrix (RIB 1122). 
The lettering is of notably large size for an altar; the details of the border, shown to be chip- 
carved in RIB, are too damaged to be identified.
Roof: of triangular section with the sides pitched at an angle of almost exactly 45 degrees to 
the horizontal. It has two ribs, their surfaces flush with the face of the vault as in the ante
chamber, and three panels of in-filling. Starting at the W end, the in-filling consists of three 
slabs on the N side and two on the S, the lower slab extending almost as far as the apex of the 
vault. The first rib, 0.33 m (1 ft 2 ins) from the W end wall, is 0.25 m (10 ins) in width and con
sists of two stones touching at the apex of the vault. The top of the S stone curves inwards 
(fig. 24). The in-filling to the E consists of two large slabs, with two smaller slabs at the apex. 
The smaller slab to the N is set at a shallower angle to the horizontal, mirroring the inward 
curve of the S rib to the W. The second rib again consists of only two stones. That to the N has 
been cut from a large block with a simple moulding preserved at the top end of the rib and 
was almost certainly cut down from an altar. The S rib also has what seems to be a moulding
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Fig. 23 Door from N side- 
chamber to N passage 
showing dedication to 

Apollo Maponus reused 
as a lintel.

of similar size, and as the texture and colour of the stones in both ribs are the same, they were 
probably cut from the same altar. The in-filling at the E end of the vault consists of a single 
slab on the S side and two on the N side. The junctions of the vault with the end walls are 
obscured by plaster.

N passage, E-W length (P), figs. 26-7
Dimensions: width: 0.80 m (2 ft 7 ins); length of S wall: 3 m (16 ft 3 ins); maximum height of 
walls: 2.35 m (7 ft 8 ins) (passage floor slopes up from the W by 0.23 m (10 ins) to step 0.13 m 
(6 ins) in height at E end of passage).
W wall: the wall is occupied by a door communicating with the N side-chamber, the W side 
of which, with its inscribed lintel, has been described above. The E side of the lintel can be 
seen to be fairly smooth, where it is not covered with plaster. Its height above the arcuate
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Fig. 26 N passage, E-W length, elevations of N and S walls. Scale 1:50.

opening is 0.23 m (9 ins), and there is a stone above which has a height of 0.28 m (11 ins). 
Because the passage is 0.8 m in width and the lintel opening is only 0.70 m (2 ft 4 ins) wide, 
there was a jamb which projected 0.10 m (4ms) from the face of the N wall of the passage. The 
blocks which form the jamb all appear to be abutted on their E side by the blocks at the end 
of the N wall of the passage, as well as, on their W side, by the blocks in the N wall of the 
side-chamber. The courses in the jamb and its adjacent walls all follow through at about the 
same level. The S side of the lintel is supported by the S wall of the passage.
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This is the only projecting door-jamb in the crypt. It was possibly inserted so that a door 
could have been hung from the S side of the passage, to close against the E face of the jamb. 
There are no traces of hooks for the hinges in the S wall, so perhaps the intended door was 
never installed. The ends of hooks and other signs of a door in the S passage are evident (see 
below). Another possible explanation for the jamb is that it was an architectural device 
intended to emphasise the door on the line of sight from the E.
S wall: six courses of blocks and four of thinner stones. The lower three courses represent the 
backs of the blocks in the upper three courses in the N wall of the main chamber. The fourth 
course is of about the same thickness as the lower courses, but the blocks are not as long as 
some of those below (maximum length 0.55 m (1 ft 2 ins), as opposed to blocks up to 1.15 m 
(3 ft 9 ins) in length). The S faces of the blocks actually form the base of the vault and would 
have been cut back at an angle to follow its curve. The three thin courses above are at the level 
of the lower courses of voussoirs in the vault. Presumably, smaller stones were used in these 
courses because the width of the voussoirs did not leave enough space to accommodate 
blocks (see fig. 32). At the W end, in line with the W wall of the main chamber, the upper two 
courses of smaller stones end against a block which might be part of the W wall. Unfortun
ately, the corresponding point in line with the E end wall is covered with plaster. Above the 
smaller stones, the next two courses, which are of large blocks, sit on the haunch of the vault 
at a height of 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) above its springing. The uppermost course is of thin slabs split 
from larger blocks, including two with architectural ornament (a fluted pilaster and the 
bottom of a frieze with cable moulding). As far as can be seen, all of the blocks at the E end 
of the wall finish at the junction with the E wall of the length of passage that turns to the N, 
as if the walls of the main chamber were built independently of the E walls of the lengths of 
passage running to the N and S. Eleven of the blocks above the third course have smooth faces 
and were presumably from the mausoleum rather than the bridges.
N wall: nine courses, with the lower course only visible towards the W end of the passage 
where the floor level drops towards the N side-chamber. The wall is covered in plaster. The 
three decorated blocks visible in the eighth course from the bottom and in the seventh course 
were exposed by a Mr Robson, in or before 1888.149 As in the S wall, the top course is formed 
by thin slabs split from larger blocks; the Emost displays band anathyrosis and represents the 
side of a block with dentillated ornament which is visible on the W side of passage H. Three 
of the thin slabs in the top course have smooth surfaces, as have the two blocks E of the frieze- 
sections in the course below.
Roof: the flat roof of this passage, excluding the slab at the junction with the N arm of the 
passage, is formed by six blocks between 0.53 m (1 ft 10 ins) and 0.75 m (2 ft 6 ins) in width. 
The visible length of the blocks exposed on the underside of the roof is 0.80 m (2 ft 7 ins). Parts 
of the tops of fifth and sixth blocks to the E were exposed in 1978.150 Their edges overlapped 
the N wall of the passage by 0.20 m (8 ins), which suggests that their total length was c. 1.20 m 
(3 ft 11 ins). The blocks at the E and W ends have rectangular slots at their centre filled with 
modern cement, presumably lewis holes. Two smaller slots on the E block will have been 
crowbar slots. The other four blocks each have a single socket at one edge, again filled with 
modern cement. They are underside dowel sockets, and not clamp sockets, which are usually 
paired on opposite sides of the blocks. The exact thickness of the blocks cannot be measured 
now but was probably c. 0.20-0.30 m (8-12 ins) (cf. the thickness of the covering slabs in the 
S passage). Every block is broken across its width; the cracks are filled with modern cement.
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One of these blocks was raised by Hodges and found to have leaf-and-berry ornament on one 
of its sides.151

N passage, N-S length and turn to E (H),fig. 27
Dimensions: N-S length (measured from Hodges 1888, pi. 39A): 3.63 m (12 ft); width: 0.63 m 
(2 ft 2 ins); height at S end: 1.8 m (3 ft 11 ins); length of turn to E (after Hodges): at least 1.4 m 
(4 ft 7 ins).
This passage runs N from the eastern end of passage P for a distance of 0.90 m (2 ft 11 ins) at 
which point it is blocked by a wall inserted in 1907. The dimensions and arrangements of the

Ceiling

Passage H

Passage H

0 2m

0 6ft
1 __________ I___________ I

Fig. 27 Ceiling of N-S and E-W lengths of N passage and elevations of E and W 
walls of N-S length as far as the 1907 blocking (for the part beyond the blocking,

see fig. 32. Scale 1:30.



1 0 4 T H E  A N G L O - S A X O N  C R Y P T  AT H E X H A M

N stair-well and its relationship to the N passage, crucial to understanding the relationship of 
the crypt to the plan of the church, are discussed in the later section in which the entrances to 
the crypt and their relationship to the plan of the church are considered.
W wall: six courses, the uppermost of which is thinner. Only details of the upper three courses 
are visible, and one fragment of a block, at the corner of the top course, has dentillated 
decoration. Four of the other visible blocks have smooth faces, including the block below the 
dentillated fragment, the adjacent face of which, at the end of the N wall of the passage, is 
also smooth, which shows that this block was originally from the corner of a building. The 
remaining length of this wall was not recorded by Hodges before the blocking was inserted.
E wall: seven courses, almost entirely covered with plaster, although the outline of most of the 
blocks is visible. Hodges' drawing shows the rest of this wall N of the blocking. Most of the 
lower part is covered with plaster. The coursing shown above is very irregular but was 
perhaps not represented accurately: Hodges' drawing certainly does not correspond with 
what is still visible at the S end of the wall. One stone N of the blocking wall is shown with 
intersecting zones of feathered tooling.
Roof: the slab at the angle of the W and N lengths of the passage displays on its underside the 
larger part of a Severan dedication recording the building of a granary (horreum) by a 
legionary vexillation, probably during the governorship of L. Alfenus Senecio (c. 205-7) 
(RIB 1151). Another fragment, from the upper right-hand side, was found ^1907 'under the 
wall at the SW angle of the nave'.152 The entire length of the adjacent block to the N (1.25 m 
or 4 ft 1 in.) was exposed in 1978;153 it overlapped the E and W walls by 0.30 m (12 ins).

S side-chamber (N), fig. 28
Dimensions: length E-W: 1.70 m (5 ft 7 ins); width: 1.12 m (3 ft 8 ins); height to apex of roof: 
W end, 2.9 m (9 ft 6 ins), E end, 2.78 m (9 ft 1 in.); height of walls: 2.10-2.25 m (6 ft 11 ins-7 ft 
5 ins); height and width of N door: 1.85 m (5 ft 11 ins) by 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins); height and width 
of E door: 2.15 m (7 ft 1 in.) (above step) by 0.75 m (2 ft 6 ins).
S wall: the lower six courses are visible; the courses above, which are entirely concealed by 
plaster, probably consisted of a lower course of the usual thickness and a top course of thinner 
slabs. There are three blocks with architectural ornament, two with leaf-and-berry decoration 
from the same frieze and one from a fluted pilaster, in the third and fourth courses from the 
bottom. The coursing does not follow through in the adjacent walls to the E and W.
W wall: almost entirely covered with plaster, but with some indications of the coursing. In the 
jointing above the only exposed block, there is the end of an iron shank which is part of a 
candle-holder, presumably inserted after 1725.154
N wall: nine courses, including the lintel of the door and three courses of small stones above 
which are a facing across the haunch of the vault of the main chamber. The coursing follows 
through at roughly the same level on either side of the door. The lintel is formed by a block 
1.35 m (4 ft 5 ins) in length with sockets for bar clamps at either end. The visible face of the 
block was thus its top before its reuse; the clamp sockets are now not positioned centrally, as 
they almost certainly would have been originally, which indicates that a few centimetres were 
removed when the block was prepared for its present position. Plaster conceals any possible 
jointing with the W wall; at its E end the wall is continuous with the N wall of the south 
passage (Q).



Fig. 28 S side-chamber: elevations of walls. Scale 1:50.
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E wall: eight courses. They represent the ends of the blocks in the S wall of the S passage (Q), 
which have lengths varying between 0.65 m (2 ft 2 ins) and 1.00 m (3 ft 3 ins), with one 
exception. The second course up is only 0.30 m (12 ins) in length on its N face, but its W face 
is 0.43 m (1 ft 6 ins) in length and possibly continues behind the E end of the S wall of the side 
chamber. It also projects slightly over the door step, as if the latter had been inserted when the 
wall to the S was being built. The arcuate lintel of the door was placed up against the E end 
of the vault. This is clear from an examination of the E side of the lintel slab exposed at the 
W end of the adjacent passage: the slab continues beyond the line of the vault.
Roof: of triangular-section with sides at an angle of approximately 43 degrees. It is entirely 
covered with plaster, but there are some indications of the joints between the slabs. The only 
really clear joint is at the SW end, where the E edge of the slab protrudes through the plaster 
and there seems to be a socket filled with plaster. The width of the slab suggests that the 
spacing of the ribs could have been the same as in the vault of the N side-chamber.

S passage (Q), figs. 29-31
Dimensions: length (N side): 2.70 m (8 ft 10 ins); width: 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins); height: 2.13 m 
(7 ft 1 in.) (W end), 2.0 m (6 ft 7 ins) (E end).
S wall: eleven courses including that partly masked by the lowest step at the W end. The third 
course up projects 0.28 m (11 ins) beyond the E end of the wall and stands 0.12 m (3 ins) above 
the floor level in the S turn of the passage. A section of fluted pilaster is incorporated in the 
eighth course. The top course consists of thinner slabs, that at the E end having been split 
from a larger block with cable ornament which is visible on the adjacent E face of the block in 
the N-S length of the passage (fig. 31, 379/264). The E end of the wall has a chase 0.10 m 
(4 ins) wide and less than a centimetre (a third of an inch) deep through its entire height, 
providing a level surface against which the door at the N end of the S turn of the passage 
could be closed (see description of the E wall of the S passage, below). The end of an iron 
shank in the joint between the third and fourth courses up at the E end is presumably the 
remains of a candle-holder shown in a slightly different position by Hodges (fig. 29).
W door: the doorway between the passage and S side chamber spans the whole width between 
the N and S walls. The arcuate lintel is cut through a block 0.30 m (12 ins) thick, 0.60 m (2 ft) 
in height and probably at least 1.00 m (3 ft 3 ins) in width. There is another block above the 
lintel.
N wall: most of the plaster still survives on this wall. Seven courses of the usual thickness are 
discernible, with four thinner courses forming a facing across the back of the lower part of the 
vault of the main chamber. This wall also forms the S wall of the main chamber and must 
continue to a depth of about 1.20 m (3 ft 11 ins) (including the foundation course) below the 
floor of the passage. Except for the block at its E end, the uppermost course consists of blocks 
0.30-0.60 m (1 ft 8 ins-2 ft) in width with smooth faces. The second and third courses from the 
top at the E end seem to continue beyond the face of the E wall of the S turn in the passage.
Floor: the blocks forming the three steps at the W end of the passage are not bonded with the 
side walls, although, as noted above, a block in the second course up in the S wall overlaps 
the bottom step. Between the steps and the E end of the passage the floor rises by 0.13 m 
(6 ins).
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Fig. 29 Sketch of the S passage as seen 
from the door from the main chamber 
into the S side-chamber; many of the 
details of the tooling on the blocks in 
the S wall of the passage are shown 
incorrectly (Hodges 1888, pi. 39A).

Roof: the roof of this passage is formed by four blocks up to 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) in width which 
seem to be of the same large size as those covering the N passage. Broken edges of the plaster 
partly covering the W slab show that it has been raised from above and lowered back slightly 
out of position. It is presumably the decorated block seen by Hodges: 'the passages ... are 
covered by large slabs of considerable thickness: one of these, about 9 inches [0.23 m] thick, 
in the south passage, has formed part of the cornice of an important building, being carved 
with birds and trees'.155 In 1907 the block was removed, the carved face was detached, and the 
block was then put back in its original position. The frieze, which is very weathered, is 
displayed in the S wall of the nave. The block adjacent to that which was raised by Hodges 
has a lewis hole filled with modern cement. The top of the next slab to the E was exposed in
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Passage Q

Fig. 30 South passage: elevation of door and N and S walls of E-W length. The vertical black line 
on the N wall elevation is a modern cable. Scale 1:30.

1978: it was at least 1.00 m (3 ft 3 ins) in length with a lewis hole at the centre of its upper 
surface and overlapped the N wall of the passage by about 0.23 m (10 ins).156 Also exposed in 
1978 was the slab at the E end of the roof, showing on what is now its underside two channels 
which are L-shaped in plan. Their purpose must relate to the original use of the slab but is 
uncertain. The slab has a thickness of 0.20 m (8 ins), the same as that of the adjacent slab to 
the S, and was 0.80 m (2 ft 8 ins) in width. Its edges overlap the passage walls by only a few 
centimetres.
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S passage, turn to S (Dr fig. 31
Dimensions: length of E wall as far S as modern blocking: 2.20 m (7 ft 3 ins); width: 0.75 m 
(2 ft 6 ins); height: 2.15 m (7 ft 1 in.).
General remarks: previous descriptions must be noted before the remains now visible are 
described. The earliest was by Walbran and was incorporated in Raine's account: after stating 
that access to the S end of the N-S length of the passage 'was until recently arrested by a dry 
wall', he adds that beyond the S end 'another passage has gone forward towards the E; but 
the unprotected state of the earth and stones overhead prevents further investigation .. .'.157 
Hodges adds some additional details: 'an ascent of nine steps [from the S side-chamber] leads 
to the point where the crypt is now entered by a wooden ladder from the W side of the SW 
pier of the tower [fig. 32]. A good deal of alteration has taken place here since the passage was 
formed, and there is much doubt as to the exact nature of the original opening to the floor of 
the church. The south side of the last branch of the passage is modern filling in, and the steps 
in this portion are destroyed'.158 A footnote explains that 'the shading on the plan (Plate 39 
[fig. 4]) is at this point a little misleading. The masonry on the south side should have been 
shewn as modern work, and it should have been indicated that a portion of the width of the 
passage is built up. When the plan was made, the crypt was much encumbered with loose 
stones and accumulated earth and rubbish. Hence the numbers on the steps are in some cases 
erroneous. They are correctly shown on Plate 39A (on the 'Transverse Section Looking E 
Through Chapel')'.
W wall: probably ten courses, but much of the wall is covered with plaster. The top of the wall 
is stepped up twice using thinner slabs; the uppermost slab on the corner at the N end has a 
cable moulding and has been split off from a larger block (379/264). The sixth course from the 
top at the S end is represented by a thin slab; a break in the coursing to the N must be hidden 
under the adjacent plaster because the stonework at the same level exposed at the N end of 
the wall consists of blocks of the usual size (cf. elevation of the S wall of the passage, fig. 30). 
The modern blocking runs across the end of the passage diagonally so that it abuts the W wall 
about 0.55 m (1 ft 10 ins) further S than the point where it meets the S end of the E wall. The 
S part of the W wall therefore represents the end wall of the stair well and the junction with 
the S side wall lies only about 0.15 m (6 ins) behind the blocking.
E wall: seven courses are visible, and there are probably two more courses entirely concealed 
by plaster at the base of the wall. Two blocks with leaf-and-berry ornament are prominent in 
the upper courses of the wall. The end block S of the upper ornamented block has a smooth 
face, as have the three blocks above them. The top of the wall is stepped up twice to heighten 
the roof towards the S. Two iron rods have been run in with lead at points 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) 
and 1.65 m (5 ft 5 ins) above floor level at a distance of 0.70 m (2 ft 3 ins) from the N end of 
the wall (see fig. 37 for the upper one). They are fixtures, probably the ends of hooks, on 
which a door was hung. The shallow rebate at the E end of the S passage wall, against which 
the door closed, has already been noted. Reference to Hodges' plan and elevation shows that 
the entire length of this wall is visible.159 The blocking at the S end of the passage runs up to 
the NE angle at the junction of the S length of the passage and the stair well.
Steps: Hodges records four steps with a total height of 0.73 m (2 ft 6ins), one at the turn of the 
passage at its N end and three at the S end.160 They were subsequently removed and the 
present earth floor now slopes upwards to a nearly vertical face at the S end of the passage.
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Modern concrete

Passage J

Passage J

0 2m

0 6ft1 ________ i_________ i
Fig. 31 Ceiling of S passage and elevations of E and W walls of N-S length. Scale 1:50.

Roof: two stones are preserved. The slab to the N is 0.45 m (1 ft 6 ins) in width and 0.20 m 
(8 ins) thick. Its top, which is slightly convex, was revealed in 1978 when it was seen to be at 
the same level as the top of the slab capping the NE angle of the passage.161 The slab, which 
has a lewis hole placed centrally in its upper surface, is 1.5 m (4 ft 11 ins) in length, which is 
exceptional. A recess had been cut into the NE corner of the slab. The stone to the S is at a 
higher level and slightly overlaps the edge of the slab to the N. Its N side was exposed in 1978 
and was about 0.30 m (12ms) in height and 1.00 m (3 ft 3 ins) in length.162
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Modern blocking: the blocking extends diagonally across the S end of the passage, from the SW 
to the NE angles at the junction with the stair-well. Projecting slabs at the top of the stair-well 
have suggested to some scholars that the blocking incorporates the remains of a spiral stair
case, but Bailey has shown that these slabs certainly belong to the work of 1907/8 and were 
perhaps a cantilevered support for the base of the thirteenth-century screen and the ancient 
paving on the floor of the nave.163

CONSTRUCTION OF THE CRYPT
The chambers and the E-W lengths of the side passages must have been set in a pit measuring 
about 10.0 m E-W and 7.0 m N-S. Its depth below the present floor of the nave would have 
been at least 3.8 m in the area of the chambers, but presumably shelves were left along most 
of the N and S sides where the floors of the passages were at a higher level. The natural sub
soil in the area of the abbey is gravel, which was seen under the Slype and beyond the N wall 
of the nave, or 'gravelly clay', noted beyond the SE corner of the chancel.164 The excavation of 
the pit would have been easy work. On the site of the W stairs, which led directly to the 
deepest part of the excavation, there was perhaps a ramp for the removal of spoil.

The walls of the main chamber were set on a projecting foundation which probably con
sisted of a single line of blocks 0.3-04 m in depth (fig. 32). In the N side-chamber a founda
tion of sandstone rubble set in clay is exposed to a depth of c. 0.20 m beneath the lowest 
course of blocks, and it is likely that all the walls, apart from those of the main chamber, sat 
on shallow foundations of clay and rubble. The filling between the sides of the pit and the 
walls of the crypt has only been recorded in an excavation E of the main chamber where there 
was 'a mass of heavy mortared rubble which apparently buttressed the E wall of the main 
crypt-chamber and the NE angle of the S passage'.165 The rubble was covered with mixed sand 
and gravel which was interleaved with mortar lenses, as if the filling was inserted as each 
course was built. The edge of the pit was at least 1.0 m beyond the E wall of the main chamber. 
The excavation could only be carried down to a depth of 1.2 m, so the profile of the pit-sides 
remains uncertain. The instability of the gravel subsoil probably required sides sloping at a 
shallow angle.

The original floors were probably of mortar, which was used lavishly in the construction of 
the walls and vaults. Layers of trampled mortar would have built up on the floors and, when 
work was completed, it would have been a simple matter to skim over those deposits with a 
final layer of mortar. In the crypt at Ripon, the steps at the end of the N passage preserved 
their mortar rendering until they were destroyed in 1974.166

Building began with the main chamber, the external NE corner of which appears to be 
abutted by the SW corner of the E wall of the N passage (cf. figs 17 and 33). There seems to 
be another butt-joint at the W end of the S wall of the N passage, as if the W wall of the main 
chamber ran across the W end of the N wall without any bonding of the courses. In the S side- 
chamber, the E wall S of the doorway into the passage consists of the end of the blocks which 
form the S passage wall, and only the block in the second course up seems to continue S 
beyond the junction with the S wall, in effect being bonded with the fabric of the latter. 
Unfortunately, the corners of the walls elsewhere in the crypt are either covered by plaster or 
are only partly visible and defy structural analysis. An example of the latter is the SW corner 
of the main chamber where some of the blocks of the S wall run through behind the S end of 
the W wall (fig. 22). The W ends of these blocks might be expected to appear in the E wall of



Hodges’ elevation of 
E wall of S passage (1888)

Hodge’s drawing, ------
fabric no longer visible

0 6ft

Fig. 32 Section through main chamber and N and S passages, showing elevations of E walls; N passage wall beyond 1907 blocking 
and elevation of E face of N-S length of S passage (above main drawing) reproduced from Hodges 1888, pi. 40. Scale 1:50.
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Fig. 33 Isometric 
projection sketch of 
crypt showing 
constructional details.

the ante-chamber, showing a straight joint with the blocks to the N. This is evident only at the 
level of the first and fifth courses up (fig. 21). The fourth course up, and perhaps also the sixth 
course, seem to be bonded with the blocks to the N. It is possible that the courses in the S wall 
ended unevenly at their W end and that some of the stonework visible in the E wall of the 
ante-chamber is patching over the ends of these blocks.

Enough of the fabric is visible, however, to show that the technique of constructing the 
walls at their corners and at the junctions of more than two walls is highly unusual. Instead 
of alternately overlapping the courses of each wall at a corner, butt joints were employed. To 
form offset junctions where passages met the corners of chambers, the walls were simply 
overlapped rather than bonded together, though it is possible that one or two blocks served 
as ties, as at the junction of the S side-chamber and passage. It was the reuse of the Roman 
blocks that led to the adoption of these methods. The blocks were not originally cut to a 
standard size, and the greater the length of the courses, the greater the effort needed to 
assemble blocks of similar thicknesses. The convenience of these shorter lengths of walling is 
illustrated well by the W wall of the ante-chamber, where the coursing on either side of the 
door is at different levels and is only brought up to the same level at the top of the wall 
(fig. 21). Although it is easy to see why these methods were adopted, they sacrificed some 
degree of structural stability to speed and economy of construction.

THE POSSIBLE ANTECEDENTS OF THE RIBBED VAULTS AT HEXHAM
AND RIPON

The ribbed vaults at Hexham (fig. 34) and Ripon find parallels in Roman buildings of modest 
size. In earlier Roman construction the technique occasionally appears in monumental 
buildings, as in the so-called Temple of Diana at Nimes where the ribs project slightly and the 
space between them is the same as their width.167 More relevant to the architecture of the
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Fig. 34 Vault of 
the ante-chamber 

in the Hexham 
crypt looking N.

crypts are the ordinary Roman buildings of the western provinces where two types of ribbed 
vaults occur. Remarkably, the best surviving example of the first type is the strongroom of the 
fort at Chesters, an insertion probably of late second- or early third-century date into the rear 
range of the Hadrianic principia.168 The vault consists of two carefully built ribs between the 
end walls; the space between the two ribs is filled with rougher blocks wedged into position 
and, at the crown of the vault, two larger slabs (fig. 33). The blocks filling the space between 
the ribs and the end walls, which are slightly corbelled inwards, seem to overlap the tops of 
the walls, but unfortunately the W filling is missing, and it is not clear how the E filling is 
supported. At Great Chesters much of the strongroom vault also survives, but it has recently 
been re-buried. It was built in the same way as the Chesters vault.169

The only differences between the Roman strongroom vaults and those of the crypts are the 
crudity of construction of the former and the absence of any form of seating for the filling, 
which at Ripon was supplied by the tapering profile of the voussoirs (fig. 42). Several forms 
of seating occur on another type of rib used in Roman vaulting, which in addition to a 
tapering profile has grooves, rebates or projections on its sides to secure the slabs filling the 
spaces between the ribs. No vaults of this type are still standing, but the voussoirs are very 
distinctive and have been identified at many sites in Britain, Gaul (including Gallia 
Narbonensis), Germany, Spain and N Africa.170 Remarkably, again, it was during a survey of 
the remains of the fort baths at Chesters that the function of these voussoirs was first recog
nised.171 Fig. 36 shows how the Chesters examples were used. Many variations in the profile 
of these voussoirs are known: some taper towards the intrados, some towards the extrados; 
some have grooves and many omit the rebate for a second layer of infilling slabs on the 
outside of the vault. These various types probably reflect different methods of filling the 
space between the ribs: some of the vaults were hollow, as at Chesters, others were probably



T H E  R I B B E D  V A U L T S  AT H E X H A M  A N D  R I P O N 115

Fig. 35 Vault of 
strongroom in 
headquarters 
building at 
Chesters.

filled with mortar, concrete or rubble between the framework of ribs and the slabs which they 
supported. In Britain the voussoirs were often of stone, usually sandstone or calcareous tufa, 
but in other provinces they were ceramic.172

Less directly comparable with the ribs at Hexham and Ripon are the brick ribs used in 
Roman concrete vaults, especially cross-vaults, which reinforce rather than support the 
vaults.173 The other Roman parallels which have been described are not exact but are close 
enough for them probably to have been the antecedents of the seventh-century ribbed vaults. 
As well as the strongroom vaults, other vaults with ribs built of voussoirs with seatings to 
support slabs were probably still standing at Roman fort sites in N England. However, if 
Wilfrid's masons were from Rome, as William of Malmesbury claimed, or from Gaul, as was 
certainly the case at Wearmouth, they surely would already have had their own methods for 
building vaults and would not need to seek inspiration amongst the mouldering vestiges of 
the Roman frontier. The ribbed vaults at Hexham and Ripon almost certainly represent the 
reintroduction of a building technique of Mediterranean origin, but it remains to be deter
mined whether it originated in Roman metropolitan architecture or was a provincial innova
tion. Fincker has noted that none of the standard studies of Roman construction mentions 
voussoirs with seatings to support slabs.174 Although these studies concentrate particularly on 
central Italy (and some look at the continuation of Roman construction into the fifth and sixth 
centuries), it would not be safe to conclude that ribbed vaults were not built there: many 
monumental buildings have been subjected to detailed structural analysis, but those on a 
more modest scale, which might have had ribbed vaults of stone or brick rather than vaults 
of concrete with reinforcing ribs, survive more rarely and have not been studied as closely. If 
it was possible to show that the technique was Gallic rather than Italian, the origin of Wilfrid's 
masons would be settled beyond much doubt.
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Fig. 36 Reconstruction of the Chesters baths vault (after Macdonald 1931, fig. 8, drawing by 
Robert J. Scott Bertram, following Parker Brewis' interpretation).

THE PLASTER SURFACES IN THE CRYPT
Every surface in the crypt, probably including the floors and steps, was rendered with plaster. 
As far as can be seen with the naked eye or under low magnification, on most areas of walling 
the plaster is of the same consistency as the mortar bonding of the blocks. It seems that in 
effect the masonry was rendered with mortar when each course was laid.175 In many places 
the plaster is very thin and may represent nothing more than the excess mortar from the 
joints, which was squeezed out when a block was laid in position and then smeared across its 
face. There seems generally to be no difference between the plaster surfaces and the mortar 
bonding of the walls, which represent the same mix. This is very different from Roman prac
tice in Britain (including at the forts on Hadrian's Wall) where the base for the wall-plaster 
was a finer mix than the mortar used in the walls, and a skim rich in lime and with little 
visible aggregate was applied to the base to produce a plain white surface or the ground for 
painted decoration.

The mortar mix used in the crypt is yellowish with a fairly fine aggregate and contains 
frequent lumps of lime up to 10 mm across. In the joints between the blocks it is fairly soft (i.e. 
it can be dug into with a finger-nail), but its surface is hard. According to Hodges and Gibson, 
the rebuilding of the nave in 1907-8 excluded damp air from the crypt, so that 'the plaster that 
remains has gradually hardened and dried' (although the atmosphere is now very damp and



T H E  P L A S T E R  S U R F A C E S  I N  T H E  C R Y P T 1 1 7

in several places the surfaces of the plaster are always moist).176 Much of the original plaster 
still survives; most of the areas of loss have resulted from its deliberate removal to expose 
Roman stonework. Contrary to Hodges' argument, the deep tooling on some of the Roman 
blocks was not needed as a key for the plaster, which still adheres firmly to the smooth 
surfaces on other blocks.177

At the top of the E wall of the N turn of the N passage at its S end, a different layer of 
plaster is visible above the mortar jointing of the blocks. The distinction is evident because the 
jointing has a smooth surface; there is no difference in the appearance of the mortars. A 
difference in the colour of the mixes can be seen is at the N end of the S turn of the S passage 
on the W side. Both mixes are used in the jointing of the blocks and, as there is nothing else 
to suggest a repair, the variation in colour probably resulted from the use of sand from a 
different source than that used for the other mixes.

On the face of a slab forming a voussoir above the S door lintel of the main chamber, there 
is a small patch of opus signinum. This is a mortar with an aggregate of crushed brick or tile 
and some sand; it was commonly used for floors and waterproof linings in Roman construc
tion and is also known at Jarrow and Wearmouth, where it was used for floor surfaces, and 
at Ripon.178 The size of the slab suggests that it was split off a block from one of the bridges, 
where opus signinum was not used as far as is known. It was probably an accidental splash 
from other building operations taking place when the block was stored on site at Hexham in 
preparation for work on the crypt.

In most parts of the crypt the original surface of the plaster in many places preserves the 
wipe-marks from its finishing. The surface is smooth enough to have received painted decora
tion without the addition of a layer of fine plaster. However, the plaster is blackened by many 
centuries of smoke from the lamp-niches and perhaps also from hanging-lamps and hand
held torches; the plaster surfaces at Ripon were similarly blackened.179 Only in the N passage 
are there areas of plaster with whitish surfaces. They have yellow-brown mottling which at 
first sight could be taken for paint. However, Roman wall-plaster fragments often have this 
sort of staining when they are recovered from the ground and the mottling at Hexham prob
ably represents the same process, which might have resulted from the leaching-out in damp 
conditions of ferrous elements in the aggregate. If there were originally painted surfaces in 
parts of the crypt, which is probable, they are concealed by the smoke-blackening.180

THE VISIBILITY OF THE ROMAN INSCRIPTIONS AND 
ARCHITECTURAL FRAGMENTS

The presence in the crypt of blocks with architectural ornament was recorded by Stukeley 
very soon after its discovery: 'upon the walls of the crypt we saw many Roman fragments of 
mouldings, and carved work, with bits of fluted and cabled pilasters'.181 Also visible were the 
Severan and Maponus inscriptions, the latter illegible to Stukeley (RIB 1122 and 1151). 
Whether this stonework was visible because some of the plaster was already missing when 
the crypt was opened in 1725 or some of the plaster was removed before Stukeley and Gale 
came to Hexham later in that year is uncertain. It is also possible that some of the reused 
stones were visible beneath a thin wash of plaster, as is explained below. The earliest mention 
of plaster being removed to expose the stonework is by Walbran: 'within the last few years 
many more incised stones have been denuded of the plaster with which they were covered, 
and singular devices exposed .. .'.182
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Fig. 37 Blocks with Roman architectural ornament in the S passage. 10 cm scale.

Some of the architectural fragments, such as the fragment of a frieze in the N side-chamber 
and the section of fluted pilaster in the main chamber, are not in conspicuous positions and 
were used where they fitted best. Much less easy to accept as random choices are the positions 
of three groups of frieze-sections, as follows:
S passage, S turn, E wall (fig. 37): two sections of leaf-and-berry ornament placed one above the 
other in overlapping positions with the band of ornament uppermost, probably in the fourth 
and fifth courses up (lower courses entirely covered with plaster).
S side-chamber, S wall, E end (fig. 38): two sections of leaf-and-berry ornament in the fourth and 
fifth courses up and in the same relative positions as the first group, although the upper 
section is longer and completely overlaps the lower section.
N passage, N wall (fig. 39): three sections, one in the sixth course up having leaf-and-berry 
ornament, with the decorated zone at the bottom, and two sections in the course above, one 
having a cable moulding below a row of dentils, and the other a coarser cable moulding and 
a bead-and-reel motif.

These are the only complete frieze-sections visible in the crypt and are the only 
architectural fragments which are grouped together. They are all placed at about eye-level.

The surfaces of all three groups are now bare stone. The frieze-sections in the N passage 
have been cleaned with a claw chisel. This drastic treatment was apparently carried out by 
Mr Robson, who, according to Hodges: 'cleared out the rubbish from the floor and cleaned



T H E  V I S I B I L I T Y  OF R O M A N  I N S C R I P T I O N S ,  E T C . 119

Fig. 38 Blocks with Roman architectural ornament in the S side-chamber. 10 cm scale.

the stones', which Robson had apparently found.183 The other two groups have specks of 
mortar or lime adhering to their surfaces; if they were originally covered with plaster, gentler 
methods than those employed in the N passage must have been used for its removal. The 
faces of the frieze-sections were roughly flush with those of the surrounding blocks, and the 
plaster covering the latter preserves no evidence, such as finished edges, that the decorated 
blocks were left exposed. However, in Roman and early medieval buildings, stone mouldings 
and ornamentation were often covered with a thin layer of plaster as a ground for painted 
decoration, and on some of the Anglo-Saxon sculpture from Hexham and Wearmouth traces 
of such plaster survive.184 The grouping of the frieze-sections and the positions of two of the 
groups on significant lines of sight make it likely that they were displayed, perhaps with their 
details picked out in paint applied to a thin wash of lime or plaster covering. The group in the 
N passage is not on a particular line of sight but is nevertheless at eye-level. Although, it 
seems, invisible beneath plaster when found by Robson, this group of frieze sections might 
originally have been meant to be seen. They might have been plastered over at a later date, or 
even during the original building work because of a change of mind.

The N passage and N side-chamber are the locations for the two reused inscriptions (RIB 
1122 and 1131). The Severan inscription was prepared for reuse by carefully dressing back its 
raised border. This has nothing to do with any previous use of the complete inscription, 
because the other part of it, found in the nave in 1907, still has its border. The back of the slab, 
seen in 1978, was flat, so the reason that it was used in the ceiling face-down, rather than
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Fig. 39 Blocks with Roman architectural ornament in the N passage.

face-up, which would have avoided the need for partly re-working it, was surely because the 
lettering was meant to be seen. The letters on both inscriptions are not deeply incised and 
would scarcely have been visible in the light from the lamp-niches and from the stair-wells. 
To make features of the crypt more visible, the visitors probably used hand-held torches or 
lamps, with the help of which they could have glimpsed the lettering of these inscriptions, 
which might have been covered with a thin wash of lime or plaster but perhaps with the 
letters picked out in colour. Certain instances elsewhere of the deliberate display of inscrip
tions are rather later in date. At Lincoln, a Roman tombstone with a clearly-legible text has an 
eleventh-century dedication carved in its triangular pediment which records the building of 
the church of St Mary-le-Wigford and is still set in one of its outside walls.185 What such an 
ancient text meant to those who reused it is difficult to fathom. Fragments of inscriptions in 
the cathedral at Pisa (started in 1063 and consecrated in 1118) were used if they contained 
readable words, whether complete or abbreviated.186 The original significance of the inscrip
tions — whether they were tombstones, religious dedications or building records — must 
often have been unknown. The Maponus inscription at Hexham might have been selected for 
reuse because of its large letters and the eye-catching repetition of the letters TO' in 
'Maponus Apollo'. The inscriptions would have evoked and laid claim to the Roman past in 
general terms, but they could also have been valued for their decorative effect.
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THE ENTRANCES TO THE CRYPT AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO THE
PLAN OF THE CHURCH

The W stairs descend directly to the ante-chamber and main chamber, 3.50 m below the floor 
of the present nave, which is at about the same level as the floor of the original church. The 
stair-well was either open along its entire length, and presumably enclosed by a low wall at 
the floor-level of the church, or partly covered at its E end by a ceiling of large slabs, as in the 
crypt passages. The N and S stair-wells are much shallower than the W stair-well, and there 
would not have been enough headroom for a slab-ceiling at any point, though it is possible 
that one or both could have had a removable covering, as is suggested in the following section 
which discusses the plan of the crypt. At the S end of the S passage there were three steps, 
removed after 1888, with a total height of 0.70 m. The ceiling above, as shown in Hodges' 
elevation, is stepped up twice, by 0.23 m and then by 0.27 m to the S (fig. 32).187 The headroom 
at the level of the top step would have been c. 1.70 m. The N example of these two stepped- 
up lintel-blocks supported the N side of an E-W wall 0.90 m in width, which was discovered 
in 1978 incorporated in ancient paving. Hodges had regarded the floor as part of the seventh- 
century church, but Bailey and O'Sullivan showed that it was of later medieval date.188 The 
wall was built at the same time as the crypt and represented the S side of the sanctuary, which 
was built over the crypt. The top of this wall where it crosses the passage was covered by the 
remains of a thirteenth-century screen platform which were not removed in 1978. The roof of 
the passage at this point is obscured by modern concrete, and the uppermost course of stone
work in the side-walls of the passage does not appear to be original. It seems that the top of 
the block or slab forming the S lintel would have continued above the level of the floor over 
the crypt. This would not have involved any structural problems, because the lintel would 
have been contained within the height of the E-W wall which effectively formed the N side 
of the stair-well.

For the arrangement of the N stair-well and its junction with the N passage, we have to 
depend on Walbran.189 Describing the N passage behind the present blocking wall, he states 
that the floor 'rises four steps, the roof becoming semi-circular and sloping, parallel to the 
graduation of the stairs. After four more steps eastward, further access is closed, but so little 
of the passage remains unexplored that a person stationed in it can distinctly hear words 
spoken in the transept of the church'. Hodges' elevation is consistent with Walbran's descrip
tion but shows in section what appears to be an arcuate lintel, which is a detail not mentioned 
by Walbran (cf. fig. 32).190 Nothing is said of these elaborate arrangements by Hodges, either 
in the text that accompanied the 1888 elevation or in his subsequent writings. He might have 
assumed that his readers would have been familiar with Walbran's account, although, in his 
chapter on St Wilfrid's church in his 1888 publication, he does not refer to its source, which is 
Raine's volumes on the Priory of Hexham. There is no way of determining what Hodges 
actually saw, what he conjectured and what he reconstructed from Walbran's description. 
These uncertainties must be borne in mind when reading the following discussion.

The N-S length of the N passage is at approximately the same level as its counterpart to 
the S, and is of about the same height. Its S part is of course still visible. At its N end are four 
steps with a total height of 1.10 m rather than the three steps in the equivalent position in the 
S passage.191 This corresponds with Walbran's account, although he did not give the height of 
the steps. The elevation shows that the roof was stepped up by 0.13 m N of the two southern
most roof slabs, a detail not described by Walbran. The two slabs N of the change of level are
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shown cut through diagonally to provide Walbran's 'semi-circular and sloping7 roof. To the N 
again there is a thinner stone placed vertically, the shading on which suggests that it was an 
arcuate lintel, although its existence is not mentioned by Walbran. Its width of 0.3 m (12 ins) 
is the same as those of the arcuate lintels at the W ends of the N and S passages. The top step 
at the N end of the passage formed a landing E of which Hodges showed the lower three of 
the four steps of the N stair-well which were described by Walbran. The steps were appar
ently seen by Hodges who added that: 'the last step is on a level with the floor of the church; 
but as it is immediately under the base of the pier, no communication between it and the 
church can now be made7.192

Because of the additional steps at the end of the N passage, the adjacent stair-well was 
shallower than that on the S side of the crypt. The top of the arcuate lintel at the end of the 
passage, as drawn by Hodges, is above the level of the nave floor. This can scarcely be an 
accurate record of what was visible in 1888. The stair-well would have gone out of use when 
it was partly blocked by the building of the thirteenth-century crossing, if not before, and the 
top of the lintel would not have been left projecting above the floor of the new church. It is 
uncertain whether there were some indications of a lintel which Hodges reconstructed fully 
in his drawing or whether its existence is entirely conjectural. The different forms of the roofs 
at the entrances to the N and S passages pose another problem. The flat lintel at the entrance 
to the S passage is original because the work in 1978 showed that the wall it supports was 
built at the same time as the E wall of the passage which the lintel spans.193 The tunnel vault 
at the end of N passage, as described by Walbran, is therefore likely to represent a repair, but 
quite possibly one that was required shortly after the building of the church, or even during 
its later stages when there was always a danger of structural failure. The method was known 
to Wilfrid's masons: at Ripon the entry between the main chamber and S passage was covered 
by a horizontal tunnel vault.

However, Hodges was probably correct in implying that the top of the doorway into the 
N passage, whatever its original form, must have projected above the floor of the church. The 
top step in the N passage, which formed a landing at the bottom of the stair-well, was only 
1.50 m below the floor of the church. If a doorway was provided which gave the same head- 
room as that at the bottom of the S stair-well, then the lintel would have projected c. 0.40 m 
above the floor of the church, allowing 1.70 m for the height of the door and 0.20 m for the 
thickness of the lintel (fig. 40). The original arrangement of the N stair-well is likely to have 
been the same as at the S entrance, where the lintel of the passage doorway would have been 
contained within the wall above the level of the church floor. The wall which would have 
accommodated the lintel of the N passage doorway would also have formed the N side of the 
sanctuary. The absence of any record of a wall on this line is not a persuasive objection to this 
interpretation. After all, the S wall had not been noted by Hodges in the area of the crypt and 
was only found in 1978.

The distance between the two E arms of the N and S passages is 8.22 m. If the line proposed 
above for the N wall is accepted, and assuming that both walls were 0.90 m in width, there 
would have been a space 6.42 m in width, presumably representing the sanctuary, above the 
crypt. Previous reconstructions of the plan of the church have assumed that the main chamber 
of the crypt was on the central axis of the seventh-century church, but the new line proposed 
for the N wall would place that axis 0.40-0.30 m to the N of the crypt axis. That would explain 
the different lengths of the N-S stretches of the N and S passages: the N stretch was longer 
because the main chamber was placed S of the centre of the church. It presumably occupied
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Fig. 40 Conjectural 
reconstruction of N stair-well. 
Scale 1:50.

that position so that the W stair-well could also be sited S of the axis of the church, allowing 
space for processions to move along the centre of the nave, to and from the sanctuary, without 
having to side-step the top of the stair-well. An alternative arrangement would have been for 
the W stair-well to have opened into the SW corner of the ante-chamber, but there are indica
tions that the S end of that chamber was reserved for another purpose, as is explained in the 
next section.

Another possible indication of the line of the axis of the church is the position of the 
detached apsidal chapel to the E, which, reasonably enough, has been assumed to have been 
built on the same central axis as the main church (fig. 16).194 The axis of the chapel, so far as 
it can be determined, lies c. 0.7 m S of the axis proposed above for the church. The location of 
the chapel is shown only on Hedges' sketch, and the only elements of the Anglo-Saxon church 
with positions established by accurate surveys are the crypt, the S wall of the sanctuary and, 
by implication, its N wall, if the position proposed for it above is accepted. It is doubtful 
whether the real or perhaps only apparent difference in the axes of the church and the chapel 
is significant.

One further consideration is that the N and S stair-wells ought to have lain within the 
church. Cambridge's conjectural reconstruction of its plan shows them outside the E ends of 
porticus or aisles flanking the main body of the sanctuary, but Crook's extensive series of 
plans, ranging from the late-Roman to later medieval periods, includes no examples of crypts 
with entrances outside churches.195 If the N and S entrances at Hexham were internal, the 
N and S aisles, or at least porticus abutting the sanctuary at its E end, would have been part 
of the original church.

The new line proposed for the N wall of the sanctuary can be reconciled with the most 
recent reconstruction of the church plan if one change of detail is accepted (fig. 41). In 1979 
the S wall of the sanctuary located in the previous year and the S wall of the nave, as recorded 
by Hodges (wall 'j') were shown on different lines, c. 0.9 m apart.196 Bailey and O'Sullivan, 
citing discrepancies elsewhere in Hodges' plan which had been detected by Cambridge, 
voiced the suspicion that Hodges' wall 'j' had also been placed wrongly and that it was on the 
same line as the S sanctuary wall.197 The reconstructed plan published by Bailey in 1991 shows 
wall 'j' on Hodges' line, accepting that the line of the sanctuary wall was offset from that of 
the nave. Cambridge's more recent version, which develops the 1991 plan, takes wall 'f' to 
represent the N outer wall of the church (fig. 41). The N nave wall is shown 2 m to the S, its
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Fig. 41 A. Reconstructed plan of the church, after Cambridge 1995, fig. 16.
B. Adaptation of Plan A, showing new position for N wall of sanctuary, 

position of walladjusted to align with S wall of sanctuary seen in 1978, 
and aisles or porticus extended E to include N and S stair-wells of crypt.

Scale 1:500.

position being the same distance from the central axis of the nave (as indicated by the axis of 
the chapel to the E) as that of the S nave wall ( w a l l N o  structural remains were recorded 
on this line apart from three huge pier-bases, regarded as part of the original church by 
Hodges but now thought to be of thirteenth-century date; their construction would have 
removed all or most of any earlier foundations. The line of the N sanctuary wall as suggested 
by the arrangements at the N stair-well is almost on the same line as the hypothetical N nave 
wall. This is fortuitous. In an earlier part of the present study, the assumption that the axis of 
the chapel to the E necessarily coincided with that of the nave was questioned. The only real
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indication of the position of the N nave wall is the need to provide a space large enough for 
an aisle or range of porticus without unduly diminishing the width of the nave, the only fixed 
points being the N wall of the church (wall'f') and the S wall of the nave ( w a l l I f  we revert 
to the original view of Bailey and O'Sullivan in 1979, which was that wall was wrongly 
plotted by Hodges and was actually on the same line as the S wall of the sanctuary, we can 
accept Cambridge's line for the N wall of the nave. A line for it further to the N to form an 
offset from the proposed line of the N sanctuary wall can be safely excluded, as it would 
reduce the width of the N aisle or porticus, between wall 'f' and an offset line for the nave wall, 
to the nearly impossible width of c. 1.1 m rather than the uncomfortable width of c. 2 m.

The resulting plan shows a church with nave and sanctuary having the same width of 
642 m, and with N and S aisles of unequal width if Hodges' wall 'k' is accepted as the outer 
S wall of the church. The nave at Wearmouth is 5.64 m in width, and in the W church at Jarrow 
the width is 5.49 m.198 At both churches the sanctuary is narrower, although the smaller 
E church at Jarrow is the same width throughout its length.

THE PLAN OF THE CRYPT
Many crypts share various features in common and can be classified, for example, as of 
annular-type (ring-type) or corridor-type. The crypts at Hexham and Ripon (figs. 42-3) stand 
apart, with no close parallels, but their design could hardly have escaped the influence of 
recent and older buildings elsewhere. In a 'review of possibilities', Bailey has listed a number 
of crypts, particular features of which might have inspired Wilfrid and his masons.199 They 
include examples consisting of single chambers with stairs leading directly into them from 
the E and W. Of the two common types which are of more elaborate form, the annular- or 
ring-type seems to have no important points of resemblance to Hexham and Ripon: the 
curving corridors, typically following the wall of an E apse from entrances to the N and S, 
lead to a straight corridor running W, its W end extending to the centre of the apse and 
forming a very small confessio. More relevant is the corridor-type, with a chamber opening off 
the E side of a single N-S corridor. Bailey then mentions the catacombs under the churches of 
Rome known to Wilfrid, which the long passages at Hexham and Ripon, with their frequent 
turns, might well have evoked. He saw another possible influence in the Holy Sepulchre at 
Jerusalem, which could have been the source of the ante-chambers. Also, the widths of the 
main chambers at 7 feet, using the pes Drusianus as a unit of measurement, correspond to the 
length of Christ's tomb.

Bailey concluded on the basis of these various comparisons that the inspiration for the 
Hexham and Ripon crypts was essentially eclectic. Another way of establishing the reasons 
behind their design is to analyse in detail their structural functions. At Hexham the essential 
elements were the main chamber, ante-chamber and two side-chambers. The central short 
axis of the ante-chamber is 0.50 m to the S of the long axis of the main chamber. This allowed 
the W stairs to be placed 0.65 m S of the axis of the church (as calculated in the previous 
section), thus leaving unimpeded access along the centre of the nave. The length of the ante
chamber, at 2.8 m, is greater than the width of the main chamber, at 2.43 m. Together with the 
more S position of the ante-chamber, this created a space 0.83 m in length, with a lamp-niche, 
to the S of the W stairs. There is a similar bay lit by a lamp niche at the E end of the S passage 
at Ripon (fig. 43). The inclusion of these bays in the design of both crypts and the arrange
ments for their lighting make it likely that they were secondary foci, where, for example, relics
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Fig. 42 (right) Vault of 
the main chamber in the 

crypt at Ripon (after Peers 
1931, fig. 3).

Fig. 43 (right) Plan of Ripon 
crypt, after Hall 1993, fig. 3.

Scale 1:100.

of lesser importance than those in the main chamber might have been placed. There are 
similar bays at the W ends of the corridors forming the ring-crypt of St. Peter's (c. 6oo), 
beyond the entries from N and S.200

In the preceding section it was proposed that the central long axis of the main chamber at 
Hexham was 0.40-0.30 m S of that of the sanctuary. If the chamber had been on the same axis 
as the sanctuary, and the door to the ante-chamber had still been in a central position in the 
W wall, the point which this door would have occupied in the corresponding W face of the 
ante-chamber would have been awkwardly placed against the junction with the N wall. If, to 
avoid this, the ante-chamber had been shifted further N, it would not have been possible for
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the S end to form a bay beyond the door to the W stairs. The stairs could not have been moved 
further N without blocking the central line of the sanctuary

The side-chambers (which are of nearly identical dimensions) are positioned so as to form 
lobbies to the ante-chamber and main chamber. Their E ends are connected with passages 
which run E to the same N-S line and then turn at right angles to connect with the N and S 
stairs. There are no side-chambers at Ripon, although the S passage extends 0.75 m E of its 
junction with the passage to the main chamber to form a bay beyond the door, as noted above. 
The side-chambers at Hexham have no exact parallels, but they were perhaps an attempt to 
provide a dignified approach to the two larger chambers. Corridors in ring crypts are 1.3-1.5 
m in width, as at S. Crisogono, S. Prassede and S. Valentino in Rome and at S. Apollinare in 
Classe at Ravenna.201 The side-chambers at Hexham, which are 1.10-1.12 m in width, could be 
seen as truncated corridors of approach. The long passages at Ripon and Hexham recall the 
similarly lengthy approaches to the confessiones found in ring-crypts and corridor-crypts.

Routes through the crypt, illumination and lines of sight
Hodges and all his main successors tried to work out the routes through the crypt by relating 
its entrances to the plan of the church above, as each understood it. According to Hodges, the 
visitors descended to the crypt from the W entrance but were admitted no further than the 
ante-chamber, from where they could see relics in the main chamber. They then left the crypt 
by means of the N stairs which emerged N of the sanctuary. The S passage was for the clergy 
because its entry was situated in the sanctuary, or so Hodges thought.202 The Taylors accepted 
Hodges' reconstruction of the plan of the church and thus his description of how visitors and 
clergy moved through the crypt, although there seems no reason why they should have ruled 
out entry by visitors from the N and exit by the W stairs.203 Gilbert's argument that the 
entrances to the crypt were of more than one period cannot be sustained and therefore we must 
pass over his comments on the routes through the crypt.204 Bailey thought it likely that the N 
stairs served as the visitors' entry: their progress from darkness to the light and colour of the 
main chamber would have an obvious devotional meaning.205 The ante-chamber would then 
have served as a vestibule to the main chamber, as Cambridge has pointed out (pers. comm.). 
Following the discovery of the S wall of the sanctuary in 1978, Bailey thought it possible that 
visitors might have left the crypt by the S entry, now known to be outside the sanctuary and 
therefore not necessarily reserved for use by the clergy. This reversal of the route proposed by 
Hodges and accepted by the Taylors accords with other factors, as will be seen.

The use of the N and S entrances by lay people, although not necessarily in the order 
proposed by Bailey, is supported by the plan of the Ripon crypt. If one of its two entrances 
was reserved for the use of the clergy, lay people would have had to return along the same 
passage they used to reach the main chamber. This seems unlikely for three reasons. On days 
when there were many visitors, they would have had to be admitted in batches, because the 
passages are too narrow for people going to and fro to move by each other with any sem
blance of dignity. Also, return along the same route would not have had the drama of moving 
into another dark passage beyond the goal of the visit and emerging into a part of the church 
some distance from the starting-point. Finally, the commoner crypts current in the seventh 
century, the annular-types (ring-types) and corridor-types, consisted essentially of a single 
passage with entries at either end and a chamber at the half-way point. There was no second 
entrance to the main chamber to be reserved for the use of the clergy.



1 2 8 T H E  A N G L O - S A X O N  C R Y P T  AT H E X H A M

The analogy with Ripon, while supporting use of the N and S entrances by visitors, does 
not explain the use of the W stairs, nor indeed does it demonstrate that visitors entered the 
crypt by the N stairs rather than the S.

At Ripon, Bailey has used the position of the lamp niches to suggest that there was a special 
emphasis on the N side of the main chamber, which supports the notion that the plan of the 
Holy Sepulchre, where Christ's tomb was on the N side of the burial chamber, influenced the 
plan of the crypt.206 Sources of light and lines of sight can perhaps say something more about 
the use of the crypts. At Hexham there are four lamp niches, and probably a fifth replaced by 
the stone bracket in the main chamber, rather than the eight at Ripon (cf. fig. 44 for the typical 
profile of the lamp niches at Hexham). The only emphases in the 
lighting are on the E wall of the main chamber, flanked by two of 
the lamp niches and probably with a third niche now accommodat
ing the stone bracket, and on the S end of the ante-chamber where 
the only lamp niche apart from those in the main chamber was 
located. However, the position of the doors, the varying lengths of 
the passages, the positioning of the Roman blocks with architectural 
ornament, and the lighting from the W stair-well as well as the lamp 
niches, variously combine to emphasise various routes.

The emphasis on the N side of the main chamber indicated by the 
lighting at Ripon is repeated at Hexham by the alignment of the 
E and W doors in the ante-chamber. A view from the E end of the 
main chamber shows how the line of sight from the W stair-well is 
slightly diagonal, towards the NE (fig. 45). This would account for 
why the stair-well was positioned S rather than N of the axis of the 
church.

The route through the crypt from the N entry to the S offers five striking lines of sight:
1. Turning into the E-W length of the N passage, the visitor would see the door leading down 
into the N side-chamber, which would have been dimly lit by lighting in the ante-chamber, 
not only from the lamp-niche but probably also from a hanging-lamp. This door was also 
emphasised by the jamb on its N side (unless the jamb was intended for a door-leaf to close 
against).
2. Looking from the N side-chamber into the ante-chamber the eye would be drawn to the 
S wall with its lamp-niche and a possible display of relics.
3. From the E door of the ante-chamber the visual emphasis would be very much on the E wall 
of the main chamber, illuminated by lamps in the flanking niches. It was surely the main focal 
point of the crypt. Walbran marked traces of an altar in this position.207 The later stone bracket 
and the object it supported were placed to the N of this possible altar, on the line of sight from 
the W stair-well door.
4. Someone taking a step through the W door into the main chamber and looking through the 
S door would see the two blocks with leaf-and-berry ornament in the SE corner of the S side- 
chamber, if, as argued above, they were marked out in some way (fig. 38).
3. Moving through the side-chamber into the S passage, the visitor would perhaps be able to 
see two further blocks with this ornament in the wall at the turn of the passage at its E end 
(%• 37)-

Fig. 44 Section 
through lamp niche in 

west wall of main 
chamber. Scale 1:20.
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Fig. 45 The main chamber looking W. Photo: copyright R. J. L. Smith and Associates.
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A route from S to N would certainly include a view from the W turn of the S passage to the 
door to the S side-chamber, which was comparable to no. 1 above, though less impressive 
because of the shorter E-W length of the S passage (2.95 m rather than the 5.0 m length of the 
N passage). There would have been nothing to substitute for the other views. The design of 
the crypt seems therefore to have been conceived for progress from N to S. This is certainly 
supported by the greater length of the approach to the main chamber from the N, 10.9 m from 
the N stair-well to the W door as opposed to 5.9 m from the S door to the S stair-well. 
The E-W length of the N passage is also 0.10 m wider than the equivalent length of the 
S passage.

It is possible that too much significance is being placed here on the varying lengths of the 
approach to and exit from the main chamber, because at Ripon the N passage is shorter than 
the S (7.0 m as opposed to at least 8 m, the length of the S turn of the S passage being uncertain 
because of later rebuilding but probably adding not less than another 3 m to the S approach). 
On the other hand, the route at Ripon might have been reversed because of the apparent 
emphasis on the N wall of the main chamber and the relics which might have been placed in 
the position occupied by Christ's tomb in the Holy Sepulchre. The approach would more 
fittingly have been from the S, the shrine appearing to the visitors as they moved along the 
N turn at the end of the S passage.

An explanation along similar lines can be proposed for the inclusion of the W stairs in the 
Hexham crypt. The door at the foot of the stairs and the door beyond are aligned on the 
N side of the main chamber, where some object of devotion was perhaps positioned. On cer
tain occasions this aspect of the crypt might have assumed special importance and required 
use of the W stairs. There are indications that usually this entry was closed. At both Hexham 
and Ripon there are shafts in the vaults of the ante-chambers which communicated with the 
churches above.208 Hodges thought that the shaft in the ante-chamber at Hexham had 'done 
duty as a ventilator, or for lowering a hanging lamp'.209 The iron shank in the crown of the 
vault immediately N of the shaft might have been part of a hook for a lamp or perhaps a set 
of lamps of the type known in Italy during the late Roman period.210 A ventilator would have 
been needed to carry away the fumes from the lamps, which presumably burned animal fat. 
The need for ventilation and additional lighting in the ante-chamber does not fit with an open 
or partly covered stair-well to the W. Light from the stair-well would have illuminated the 
front part of the main chamber as well as the ante-chamber (cf. fig. 45). At Ripon, where there 
were no W stairs leading directly into the ante-chamber, the need for a shaft to provide light 
or ventilation, or both, is obvious. The closing of the W stair-well at Hexham that necessitated 
the ventilation shaft was not by means of a door at the bottom of the stairs; there are no signs 
of a door on the E side of the doorway, and no space for a door on the W side. Perhaps the 
opening of the stair-well when not in use was covered with planks at the floor-level of the 
church.

The door in the S passage, if it belonged to a period when the crypt housed relics, might 
suggest that the S entry opened into a public area of the church. The apparent absence of a 
door in the N passage, even though the jamb between the end of the passage and the side- 
chamber could possibly indicate that one was originally intended at this point, might mean 
that the porticus or other space from which the passage led could be isolated when the crypt 
was not in use, unless the top of the N stair-well could be covered over, as was possibly the 
case with the W stair-well.
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ROMAN RUINS AND ANGLO-SAXON CHURCHES
There were several reasons why Anglo-Saxon masons reused Roman building materials, and 
perhaps on occasion avoided them, but speculations about ideological motives sometimes 
overshadow a simple fact.211 When building with large stone blocks, by far the largest amount 
of labour is expended on quarrying and cutting rough-outs. In the absence of ancient 
accounts, we must rely on quantity-surveying manuals from the later nineteenth and earlier 
twentieth centuries for a reasoned estimate that three-quarters of the entire labour of building 
in new stone might have been expended in the quarry. In a quantity survey for the construc
tion of the road bridge at Chesters, it was calculated that 45% of the labour was required for 
extracting the stone (4 man-days per cubic metre) and 31% for cutting the stone into roughed- 
out blocks, which seems to have taken place in the quarry.212 The final dressing on site and 
positioning of the blocks accounted for another 20% with the remaining 4% being allocated to 
transport. DeLaine has calculated that at Rome and Ostia the use of tufa ashlar was from 
twice to four times as expensive as the use of concrete faced with brick or small stonework.213 
Tufa is a soft stone; the use of limestone and marble could be up to sixteen times more expen
sive than the cheapest masonry construction, the difference largely accounted for by the diffi
culty of extracting and cutting the stone. One of many variable factors is the cost of transport. 
The allocation of 4% for transport cited above contrasts with the high costs cited by Salzman 
for the medieval period, where carriage of stone for a distance of 12 miles could cost as much 
as the purchase of the stone itself.214 His carriage costs include the capital costs and upkeep of 
draught animals and of the carts and harness, not included in the figures for labour allocation.

Although the comparative costs of quarrying and building can only be based on very broad 
estimates, the reuse of Roman blocks, provided that they were easily accessible, certainly 
offered an enormous saving in time and effort. This economic factor must never be lost sight 
of, but the setting of Hexham is also of particular importance. Wilfrid had been to Rome and 
had been in Gaul twice before building began at Hexham. He must have been familiar with 
landscapes filled with Roman buildings of all types, some ruinous and in poor repair but 
others, especially in Rome and Lyons, intact and still in use.215 His builders, who are likely to 
have come from southern Gaul or Italy, would have been used to working in these landscapes 
full of ancient buildings — seemingly inexhaustible sources of material for reuse. Most parts 
of the settled landscapes of the former British provinces and indeed of the northern Gaulish 
and German provinces were different. They had always been emptier — less densely 
populated, with smaller towns more widely separated and with some areas where villas were 
thinly distributed or entirely absent. By the end of the Roman period many public buildings 
in Britain had been demolished, and cemeteries, temples and monuments had been cleared 
away and their masonry reused to refurbish town defences. In some areas, for example in 
south-east England, many villas had been abandoned by the early fourth century, and exten
sive areas within the walls of some of the larger towns were no longer occupied.

From the mouth of the river Tyne, westwards for 43 km to the fort at Chesters at the cross
ing of the North Tyne, Hadrian's Wall was one of the more Roman landscapes in the British 
provinces. Along the line of the Wall (including South Shields) there were seven forts and 27 
milecastles, and at Corbridge there was a town that flourished in the late Roman period; on 
roads running south of the Wall, there were also forts at Ebchester and Chester-le-Street. At 
Newcastle, Corbridge and Chesters there were large stone bridges which were part of a 
network of roads which was maintained down to the end of the Roman period. When Bede
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wrote of the 'cities, lighthouses, bridges and roads (civitates farus pontes et stratae)' still to be 
seen in his day that testified to Roman occupation south of the frontier, it is likely that he took 
what he was familiar with in his locality to characterise the entirety of Roman Britain.216 
In their ruined state the differences between a town and a fort would not have been apparent 
to Bede, who terms the forts on the Wall 'urbes' in his description of its building in stone.217 
He implies that there was a light-house at Whitby when he glossed the name used in his own 
time, Strenaeshalc, as Sinus Fari.218 This is presumably a reference to one of the series of 
so-called signal-stations on the Yorkshire coast, at least some of which by Bede's time might 
have been mistaken for light-houses. Whether there were Roman lighthouses on the north
east coast is uncertain, but the system of signal-stations, which are large towers set in small 
defended enclosures, might have extended up to the mouth of the Tyne. The only light-houses 
known in Roman Britain are the pair at Dover, but the towers of the signal-stations could 
have served that purpose when necessary. In Britain, large arched bridges in stone, with 
the elaborate decoration of which there are many fragments at Chesters and Corbridge, were 
confined to the northern Roman military zone, as far as is known.219 In the early eighth 
century, little would have remained of Roman timber bridges in southern Britain, although 
Bede identified timbers encased in lead in the Thames and on its bank, surely the piles of a 
timber bridge, as stakes inserted by the British to block Caesar's crossing of the river.220 
Finally, in the northern military zone it seems that throughout the fourth century maintenance 
and protection of the main routes was a priority.221 In the early Anglo-Saxon period the 
Roman road system in the north perhaps survived in better condition than elsewhere in 
Britain.

Only in northern England were to be found all the remains which Bede described. Its land
scapes of ruins, and the range of structures they represented, were probably more similar to 
those of Italy and central and southern Gaul than to the more widely and sparsely scattered 
pattern of Roman urban settlement in southern England. At Hexham, Wilfrid would have 
been building in surroundings which he recognised as Roman. If his churches were not them
selves as Roman as possible in plan, decoration and furnishings, they would have seemed 
entirely out of place. His masons, if they came from Gaul or Italy, would have been working 
in a familiar type of landscape with abundant supplies of building materials for reuse and 
roads along which to transport them from the ruins to the building yard.

Ripon lies in a different sort of landscape, dominated not by numerous forts but by two 
large towns: York, where the combined areas of the fortress and colonia (a distinction which 
had probably disappeared by the fifth century) placed it amongst the largest Roman towns in 
Britain, and Aldborough, the eleventh largest. These two towns were only 26 km apart and 
the presence nearby of the forts at Newton Kyme and Malton, together with villas which had 
been occupied down to the end of the Roman period, made the Vale of York and its surround
ings a landscape of Roman ruins, sparser than in the Tyne valley but some of them of much 
greater extent. Ripon lies only 9 km NW of Aldborough which is the only plausible source of 
the reused Roman blocks in the crypt of its church.

At about the same time that the churches at Hexham and Ripon were being built, Gaulish 
masons were working on a monastery for Benedict Biscop at Wearmouth. The following 
decade, in c. 684-5, saw the building of a second monastery at Jarrow. At neither site is there 
much reused Roman stonework. Wearmouth was 11 km further down the coast from the 
nearest Roman site, which was the fort at South Shields. Whether this was the source of the 
two Roman altars found at Wearmouth is uncertain; they might have come from an isolated
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shrine nearer to the monastery. Much of the stone used in the monastery is limestone of a type 
which was hardly used at South Shields.222 In the sixteenth century, Leland recorded verbal 
and written information from the monks of Tynemouth which seemed to establish that the 
fort was the birth-place in the early seventh century of Oswin, king of Deira, who was mur
dered in 631. From time to time, scholars have argued that the fort was thus a royal posses
sion, the case for which has recently been re-stated by Wood and which is now supported by 
the recognition of many seventh- to ninth-century objects from recent excavations and the 
older collections at South Shields.223 If in the late seventh century the fort was a royal resi
dence, which is Wood's opinion, its stonework could not have been quarried for the church 
at Wearmouth. Likewise, the small amounts of reused Roman stonework that can be recog
nised at Jarrow probably came from Wallsend rather than South Shields.224

It was the Romanitas of the surrounding landscapes rather than the availability of building 
materials which was important at Wearmouth and Jarrow. As at Hexham, only churches built 
'more Romanorum' (achieved at Wearmouth, according to Bede, by Gaulish masons brought in 
by Benedict Biscop) would have suited their particular settings.225 Ripon, Wearmouth and 
Hexham were not the first stone churches built in the North, but they were the first to have 
been built in the Roman landscapes of the old military zone, apart from the church which 
Edwin built at York soon after 627, and which represented a new type of architecture.226

Attitudes to Roman architectural remains in Anglo-Saxon England were probably much 
the same as in the rest of Western Europe. We have seen how the burial of the lion-and-stag 
sculptures at Shorden Brae might have resulted from a perception of their maleficent quali
ties. Statues of the human form, especially if naked, were often destroyed.227 However, other 
statues, which certainly would have been utterly repugnant to the church had their identities 
been known, could be displayed prominently. A relief probably showing Arimanius, the god 
of darkness, is set in the W wall of the tower of the eleventh-century church of St Peter-at- 
Gowts, Lincoln.228 At Hexham, nothing was seen amiss with the relief of a partly-draped 
Jupiter, though whether it was brought from Corbridge as building material or to display is 
uncertain.229 As was emphasised at the beginning of this section, the huge economies 
achieved by the reuse of Roman building materials must have meant that builders were often 
quite indifferent to the character of individual pieces.230 The general association with the 
Roman past which their reuse achieved was not through their display or selection but because 
they represented a form of construction which was truly more Romanorum, not only in its tech
niques but also through the sources of its building materials.231 More specific links with the 
past could result from display of architectural fragments, reliefs and inscriptions, as at 
Hexham. However, it is often difficult to be certain what the display of these fragments means 
when the history of the structure is not known. This is nicely illustrated by Leland's account 
of Bath written in c. 1342: he was at a loss to know whether the many inscriptions and reliefs 
had been set in the in the town wall during Roman times 'or wither they were gatherid of old 
mines ther, and sins set up in the walles reedified in testimonie of thantiquitie of the toun'.232 
The only other Roman inscriptions that Leland noted in town walls were two fragments at 
Exeter, one in a tower and the other in an adjacent stretch of wall; he dismissed them as 'sette 
by chaunce of later times in the town walle'.233 These sorts of occurrences are as perplexing to 
modern scholars as they were to Leland. The motives that led to the presence of Roman 
materials in Anglo-Saxon buildings will always be obscure, unless, as at Hexham, something 
is known about the structures from which the materials came and the early history of the 
buildings in which they were incorporated.
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Another question is why Wilfrid was given the site at Hexham, or rather, why he did not 
ask for Corbridge, where all the building materials were immediately to hand and his church 
would have been visibly the successor of the largest Roman settlement in the Tyne valley. The 
relationship between the Roman fort site at South Shields and the monastery at Jarrow 
perhaps supplies an answer. The fort site was not available because it was a royal residence, 
or so it has been argued, and Corbridge likewise might have been in full occupation. Follow
ing the partial collapse of the Roman bridge, which took place after the end of the Roman 
period and before the later seventh century, the river-crossing was presumably by means of 
the ford known to have been in use in the later medieval period, which lies just downstream 
from the present bridge. From the centre of the Roman site two Anglo-Saxon brooches of 
sixth-century date are known, which were found together with coloured glass beads, and 50 m 
NW of their find-spot an 'urn' with incised decoration and a scabbard-slide of Anglo-Saxon 
type were recovered.234 If these objects were from burials, as is usually thought, it would seem 
that there was an early Anglo-Saxon cemetery on the part of the Roman site near the road to 
the bridge, which was presumably out of use. The Roman settlement at Corbridge covers an 
area of at least 16 ha, and other parts of its site might still have been occupied when Wilfrid 
decided to build a church in the Tyne Valley. None of the reused stonework at Hexham comes 
from the central part of the Roman site, apart from the granary inscription, and the wholesale 
demolition carried out by Wilfrid's masons was only of structures on the periphery of the 
settlement. Cambridge and Ryder have argued, on the basis of the place-name and the posi
tion of Wilfrid's church, that there was also an early Anglo-Saxon settlement at Hexham.235 If 
there was, it probably occupied a spur of land to the E of the church and, if not part of the 
original endowment, became an ecclesiastical possession in the later medieval period.

FUTURE CONSERVATION AND RESEARCH
This is the fullest account yet published of the crypt at Hexham, and the first structural survey 
since Hodges', which was undertaken more than 120 years ago. The crypt still lacks an objec
tive detailed record which would be best achieved by means of a full photogrammetric 
survey. Another priority should be a full scientific examination of the plaster and mortar, 
which is crucial to understanding how the crypt was planned and used. Some damage has 
been caused by the installation and renewal of lighting. Any further work should be preceded 
by a full programme of mortar sampling in any area that has to be drilled into. The structure 
of the crypt seems sound enough, and no signs of recent movement were observed during the 
survey. However, damp is potentially a serious problem; many of the walls are saturated, and 
the atmosphere is so wet that after a short while clothing reeks of damp mortar and has the 
whiff of charnel typical of works below ground in churches.
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58 For a measured elevation of the mausoleum, see Wilson Jones 2000, fig. 4.18, and for discussion 
and detailed bibliography, Hatt 1986, 116-23.
59 Horn 1987, 243, 493; Cuppers 1990, 398-401, Abb. 309.
60 Bossert 2002, Abb. 23-6.
61 Gillam and Daniels 1961, pi. XII, fig. 6. Two blocks from the pit measured 1.1 m by 0.63 m. They 
had come from the angle of the S and E walls, and their external faces were stepped out by about 
60 mm over a length of 0.60 m. A third block has a complex moulding along the whole of one face, 
also stepped out about halfway along its surviving length (one end is broken), again by about
60 mm. This block is presumably the moulded base of the pilaster, but the moulding continues 
beyond the pilaster to form a plinth for the precinct wall.
62 Jupiter: CSIR I, I, no. 12; at Alburnus Major in Dacia, a funerary college was placed under the 
aegis of Jupiter Cerneus (Hatt 1986, 98). Rosette or patera: CSIR I, I, no. 180 = Cramp 1984, 186, 
no. 22; parallels: Bossert 2002, Abb. 26b, Taf. 24-3; Bartringen: Kremer 2009, Abb. 162-3; Tomb S.A. 
at Ghirza, cf. Tomb N. C: Brogan and Smith 1984, pis 82b, 97b, 100.
63 See note 133; CSIR I, I, no. 171.
64 Wilson Jones 2000, fig. 4.18.
65 Cuppers 1990, Abb. 309.
66 Boethius and Ward-Perkins 1970, pi. 146.
67 Lowther 1936-8.
68 Lowther 1936-8 lists three other Roman walled cemeteries, all in Kent; see also an example at 
Derby, probably originating during the period of military occupation (Wheeler 1983).
69 This is Cramp 1984,193, no. 42a, pi. 188, included in the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, 
though noting the possibility that it was Roman. Taylor (1978, 1081) rejected it as evidence for the 
architecture of the church, having been told of its find-spot by R. N. Bailey. The Corbridge Lion, a 
funerary sculpture, stands on a coping stone of this type (CSIR I, I, no. 82, with reference to another 
sculpture at Chester of a lion and stag set on a coping stone).
70 Gillam and Daniels 1961, 44; for the date of the leaf-and-berry ornament, see Blagg 2002, 74,
99-7, and for its appearance on an altar from NW Pannonia dating to the reigns of Septimius 
Severus or Severus Alexander, see Eszter 2003, 72-3, no. 21.
71 Hesberg 1992, 231.
72 For a recent consideration of the historical sources for the attack and the subsequent counter
measures, see Birley 2003, 162-70
73 Hodgson 2009, 31-2: for the probable wreck of a military transport on the Herd Sand at South 
Shields, which appears to have been bringing reinforcements from legio VIII at Strasbourg to serve 
in the Commodan war, see Bidwell 2001.
74 Poulter 1986, 323-6.
75 Wilkes 2003, 194.
76 Cepas 1989, 10-14.
77 Richmond and Gillam 1930, 132-8.
78 Bruce 1874, 214.
79 This is the reading in Robertson 1973, 93, given as an alternative to Wright 1968, 209, no. 28.
80 Birley 1986, 38, n. 291.
81 Richmond 1943, 179-96; Hodgson 2010, 27-9.
82 Devijver 1976, C.32.
83 In Birley's additamenta to Devijver (1976, p. 1003).
84 Bruce 1883, 103-3.
85 Tomlin and Hassall 2003, 480, no. 8, fig. 3a-b.
86 Blagg 2002, 32-3, 37.
87 Gillam and Daniels 1961, 39-60.
88 Forster and Knowles 1913, 233-7, pi- H.
89 Gillam and Daniels 1961, 38.
90 Sutherland 1990, 104, 110. 1 am grateful to Richard Bailey for suggesting this parallel.
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91 Gillam and Daniels 1961, 33, fig. 7.
92 Gillam and Daniels 1961, 33, fig. 6, pi. XII.
93 Greenhalgh 1989, 207-10.
94 Wightman 1970, 241-2; Cuppers 1990, 340-1, Abb. 228-9.
95 Bede 1969, V, XI.
96 Wightman 1970, 241-2.
97 Hodgson 2010, 24-6.
98 Wright 1941.
99 Bidwell 1997.
100 Hodges 1888, 4.
101 Linsley 1994, 233-6, fig. 3.
102 The account of the removal of these stones to the Abbey in the Hexham Courant for 18 June 1887 
(p. 3) identifies the 'attached column' as a coping stone: 'Yesterday a Roman altar was added to the 
other relics of Roman and Saxon times stored at the Abbey, also a coping stone of an ancient Roman 
wall'. I am grateful to Margaret Snape for this reference.
103 Hodges 1888, 2.
104 Bruce 1861, 141; NCH iii, 289.
105 Hodges 1888, 2.
106 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 30; Savage and Hodges 1907, 33.
107 Hodges and Gibson 1919, 6.
108 NCH iv, 143.
109 Hodges 1888, 42-3; Savage and Hodges 1907, 47. The visible masonry of the twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century work in the church is freshly-quarried stone; presumably the original church is 
the source of the reused Roman blocks used in foundations and wall cores, and in other medieval 
buildings at Hexham, such as the Old Gaol (Ryder 1994, 201).
110 Cambridge 1993, fig. 16.
111 Taylor and Taylor 1963, 113, 173.
112 Cramp 2003, 39.
113 Eddius Stephanus, VW, ch. 22.
114 See Cambridge 1993, 73-80 for the date and location of the other possible early Anglo-Saxon 
churches at Hexham.
115 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 48.
116 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 48.
117 Forster 1881, 11.
118 Cramp 2006, 36-8.
119 Wallis 1769, 121.
120 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 127, lead bar clamps, 130-3, tie-bars; see also Hill 1997 for lead 
clamps in blocks from the bridge at Willowford reused in the fort wall at Birdoswald.
121 Morgan 2008, Appendix 2.
122 Forster 1881, 11.
123 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989,132.
124 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, fig. 92, no. 1.
125 Richmond and Cunliffe 1969, 17, 93-101.
126 A sheet of this thickness is known from a late Saxon context at Wearmouth: Cramp 2006, 
fig. 26.6.3, Pb 17.
127 Cambridge 1993, fig. 16.
128 Cramp 2006, 37.
129 Hodges 1888, pis 39-39A.
130 Bailey 1991, 7-9, fig. 2; cf. Fernie 1991.
131 Shown on the plan and elevation included on pi. 39 in Hodges 1888. The shaft seems to be 
shown on Carter's plan of c. 1780 (fig. 1).
132 Hodges 1888, pi. 39.



N O T E S 139

133 RIB 1142.
134 Horsley 1732, 178.
135 Gilbert 1974, 85.
136 Hodges 1888, 19.
137 Hodges 1888, pi. 39, section at XX.
138 Peers 1931, 116, pi. xiii, fig. 3. The measurement of 4 ins for the depth of the ribs is a mistake; the 
drawing shows that the correct measurement was 11 ins (0.3 m).
139 Taylor and Taylor 1961, 112, identical to their account in Taylor and Taylor 1965, 301.
140 Bailey 1991, 6.
141 Hodges and Gibson 1919, 79-80.
142 Hodges and Gibson 1919, 80. Hodges' plan, dated May 1919, shows the blocks projecting much 
more than is now visible. This must be an attempt to show what Hodges thought he remembered 
from before 1908, when the present concrete floor was laid (fig. 5).
143 Hall 1993, 39-40.
144 Hodges 1888, pi. 39, section at YY.
145 NCH iii, 180.
146 As suggested by Richard Hall on a visit to the crypt in September 2009 (information from Eric 
Cambridge).
147 Raine 1864, 11, note n.
148 Hodges 1888, pi. 39, section at XX.
149 Hodges 1888, caption to pi. 39A on p. 56.
150 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, fig. 2.
151 Savage and Hodges 1907, 46.
152 Savage and Hodges 1907, 46.
153 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, fig. 2.
154 Hodges 1888, pi. 39A.
155 Hodges 1888,19; cf. Savage and Hodges 1907, 40. The block is CSIR I, I, no. 171, with an 
incorrect provenance.
156 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, fig. 2.
157 Raine 1865, xl.
158 Hodges 1888, 19.
159 Hodges 1888, pis 39, 39A.
160 Hodges 1888, pi. 39A.
161 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, fig.2, pl.XIIa.
162 Measured from photograph in Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, pi. Xlla.
163 Bailey 1976, 62-3.
164 Savage and Hodges 1907, 47, 48; Beckensall 1993, 62.
165 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, 133.
166 Hall 1977, 60.
167 Adam 1989, fig. 422.
168 The best descriptions are in Hodgson 1840, 180, note c, and Bruce 1831, 173, with an engraving.
169 The only published record of the vault was made in 1894: Northumberland Excavation 
Committee 1893, xxvi-xxvii, pi. 2.
170 Fincker 1986b, 143-6.
171 Macdonald 1931, 280-4, figs 6-8, publishing Parker Brewis' account of their use.
172 For brick voussoirs, see Fincker 1986b and Brodribb 1987, 47, fig. 19.
173 Durm 1903, 261-312.
174 Fincker 1986b, 144.
175 Bailey (1991, 4) thought that at least some of the plaster was of seventh-century date, and that 
Tittle of the original stonework was intended to be seen'.
176 Hodges and Gibson 1919, 79.
177 Hodges 1888, 19.
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178 Cramp 2005; Foster in Hall 1993, 32: one mortar sample has 'crushed brick or tile added to the 
sand aggregate'.
179 Hall 1977, 60.
180 In the main chamber at Ripon, 'traces of blue and gold paint were found under the plaster' 
(Gilbert 1974, 110); the presence of painted decoration in the crypt at Hexham was considered likely 
by Bailey (1991, 4).
181 Stukeley 1776, 62-3.
182 In Raine 1863, xxxvii-xxxviii.
183 Hodges 1888, caption to pi. 39A on p. 36.
184 Cramp 1984, 13.
185 RIB 262; Eaton 2000, 82-3, fig. 40.
186 Greenhalgh 1989, 73. See also p. 177 on the difficulties of reading Roman inscriptions in the 
medieval period, partly because of the unfamiliar abbreviations.
187 The figure for the S stepping-up has been taken from Hodges' elevation (1888, pi. 39A) because it 
is now obscured by modern concrete.
188 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, 147-32.
189 In Raine 1863, xl-xli.
190 Hodges 1888, pi. 39A.
191 The plan published by Hodges and Gibson (1919, at p. 82) is mistaken in showing five steps.
192 Hodges 1888, 19.
193 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, 132, fig. 2.
194 E.g. Cambridge 1993, fig. 16, though at Canterbury the chapel of St Mary and the church of 
St Peter and Paul were not aligned exactly on the chapel of St Pancras (Fernie 1983, fig. 18).
195 Crook 2000.
196 'One yard from the inner face of the South walls of 14th-century date [on the line of the present 
S nave wall], is a similar foundation of the same width [as wall 'f', which was 3 ft 2 ins or 0.96 m 
wide], running the whole length of the Nave' (Savage and Hodges 1907, 39).
197 Bailey and O'Sullivan 1979, 134; cf. Cambridge 1979.
198 Cramp 2003, 36, 160.
199 Bailey 1991, 17-22.
200 Crook 2000, fig. 17.
201 Crook 2000, figs 20-22, 24.
202 Hodges and Gibson 1919, 78.
203 Taylor and Taylor 1961, 133.
204 Gilbert 1974, 83.
205 Bailey 1991, 3.
206 Bailey 1991, 21-2.
207 See n. 147.
208 Walbran in Raine 1863, xxxvi-xxxvii.
209 Hodges 1888,18.
210 For a palaeochristian example from Aquileia, see Bertacchi 1979, and Cramp 2006, 320, for a 
possible glass lamp from Wearmouth.
211 Gerrard (2007) has argued that the Temple of Sulis Minerva at Bath was demolished either 
because it was seen 'as a potent symbol of Romanitas [and] might have been a target in a world 
seeking to rid itself of memories of Rome' or because of conflicts between pagans and Christians.
He rejected as 'niggardly economic opportunism' the reason advanced by its excavators for the 
destruction of the temple, which was salvage of the lead and iron clamps in its fabric. Even without 
going into the question of whether there is anything to indicate anti-Roman sentiment or, on the 
other hand, the survival of paganism in the late fifth-century West Country, the value of these 
metals cannot be so easily dismissed.
212 Bidwell and Holbrook 1989, 47-9.
213 DeLaine 2001.
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214 Salzman 1952, 119.
215 See Cramp 1974, 34, on the standards of Romanitas instilled in Wilfrid and in Benedict Biscop, 
who ordered the building of the monasteries at Wearmouth and Jarrow, by their journeys in Gaul 
and Italy.
216 HE, i, XII; Colgrave and Mynors (1969, 40, n.i) state that although the first paragraph of this 
chapter was based on Orosius, the second paragraph, part of which is quoted here, relied on Bede's 
knowledge (or that of his acquaintances).
217 HE i, XII, where Bede describes how the wall was built 'from sea to sea in a straight line between 
the fortresses [urbis] which had been built there for fear of the enemy, on the site which Severus had 
once made his rampart'. At the end of the chapter, the flight of the Britons from the Wall is 
described, and also the abandonment of civitates which the context suggests are the 'fortresses' 
(forts) on the Wall, previously described as urbis. Bede used a number of terms for Roman forts, 
including castrum for the Urbs Cnobheri and, as with the Wall-forts, civitas for Ythancaestir, 
respectively the Saxon Shore forts of Burgh Castle and Bradwell.
218 HE iii, XXv. See also Eddius Stephanus, VW, x, for the Anglo-Saxon name.
219 Holbrook 1996, 122-3.
220 HE i, II; cf. Caesar, BG, V, 18.
221 Bid well and Hodgson 2009, 28.
222 The limestone used at Wearmouth was Hartlepool or Roker Dolomite. Magnesian limestone was 
used at South Shields, but only for the first stage in the building of the mid-Antonine fort and 
thereafter only for paving.
223 Wood 2008.
224 Bidwell 2006.
225 For use of the term 'more Romanorum' to signify Roman building techniques, and not just 
construction in stone, see Cramp 1974, 34 and Greenhalgh 1989, 124-6.
226 Bede 1969, II, 14.
227 Greenhalgh 1989, 207-8.
228 Stocker 1998.
229 It was found in 'the foundation of the N wall of Wilfrid's Church, near the W End' (Savage and 
Hodges 1907, 46, pi. 36; CSIR I, I, 12). This wall is now thought to have been of thirteenth-century 
date, and the relief was perhaps reused more than once.
230 Eaton (2000, 58-110) in his chapter on the possible display and destruction of Roman inscriptions 
and carvings is perhaps too ready to discount the utilitarian argument for their presence in the 
fabric of medieval buildings in Britain.
231 Greenhalgh 1989, 124-6.
232 Toulmin Smith 1907, 141. The inscriptions recorded by Camden at the end of the sixteenth 
century which presumably Leland saw are RIB 161, 164 and 166-9; they are ah tombstones.
233 Toulmin Smith 1907, 228. They were lost before they could be recorded by later antiquaries and 
are still the only Roman inscriptions on stone known from Exeter. Their value as curiosities was 
high, and perhaps Leland was wrong in seeing them as examples of random reuse.
234 Knowles and Forster 1909, 342, 407-8, fig. 25; Forster and Knowles 1910, 208, 228, 272.
235 Ryder 1994, 216; Cambridge 1995, 73.
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