KING’S COLLEGE CHAPEL, ABERDEEN

REPORT ON THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL ASSESSMENT

Introduction

This assessment took place in King’s College Chapel, Aberdeen (NJ939 081; Ill 1) on 9-11 December 2003 prior to the installation of a new organ in the chapel. 
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The assessment (Ills 2 and 3)

The concrete from two areas of the chapel was removed by the Chap Construction prior to the start of the assessment.  Loose rubble was cleaned from the surface of the trenches and natural subsoil (very compact waterwashed pebbles in reddish brown gravel) was encountered in Trench 2 immediately under the hardcore below the concrete floor.  A stone pier (AA) was recorded in the west section of this trench.
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In Trench 1, loose soil and stones were removed to reveal a cut (AC) through the natural subsoil.  This cut contained loose loam, stones and gravel (layer 4), and a small number of iron nails with wood adhering.  The remains of a skeleton (at 12.40m OD) were carefully cleaned although the bone was so fragmentary that it was only possible to see the outline of the pelvis, left and right femora and the right hand.  There was no evidence of bone or bone fragments in the area of the upper body (spine, ribs and skull).  The orientation of the burial was with the head to the west.  During the lifting of these remains, only the right femur was in a condition to be lifted in one piece and this has been sent to East Kilbride for radiocarbon dating (date expected late February).
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The grave survived to a depth of 0.40m (Section 1), but the upper layers had been disturbed by previous work in the area.  The organ removed recently had been installed in 1959.  At that time it appears that several piers (piles of stones and bricks; AA, AB) were inserted under the floor for extra support.  It is likely that at that time the grave was disturbed and it is possible that on this occasion the upper body was disturbed or removed.  The base of the grave was at 12.29m OD.
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Conclusions

A burial in a coffin, aligned with the head to the west, took place under the floor of the chapel; the date for the burial is unknown, but it took place after the construction of the chapel. There is evidence that the chapel was under construction by 1497-8 when Bishop Elphinstone purchased gunpowder, carts and wheelbarrows (Fawcett 2000, 35).  The church was dedicated in 1509 (ibid, 36).  The burial probably took place prior to the Reformation in 1560.  A sample of bone sent for radiocarbon dating may help to determine this and therefore assist in the identification of the individual, buried in front of one of the altars.

The nature of the subsoil encountered (very compact waterwashed pebbles in reddish brown gravel), appears contrary to the documentary evidence for the construction of the chapel.  The site is said to have been inherently unstable because of swampiness, and extensive groundworks, involving the construction of a timber raft, were necessary before building could begin (ibid, 35).  There is no evidence from the excavation of this unstable ground.  On the contrary, the pebble and gravel subsoil encountered in the two trenches suggests that the ground was stable and very suitable for building.
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