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ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD
BLYTHBURGH PRIORY

Conservation Project 2010

Record of inspection and assessment of the standing wall fabric in order to identify areas of
archaeological sensitivity; advise on archaeological priorities for repair works; advise on
mitigation to accompany conservation works; undertake preliminary archaeological analysis
and pre-works recording.
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Context & general description : (see figure 1)

1.1
The history of the site is somewhat obscure. Archaeological finds in antiquity and
documentary sources open the possibility that this was a site with royal associations and a Minster
church in the Saxon period. By the time of Domesday the settlement was an important centre with a
market and a rich church. Henry I granted the church to the Augustinians, and canons are recorded
by 1147. The priory was dissolved by 1537. The building of a turnpike road across the river and marsh
to the north in the late 18th century seems to have been responsible for the quarrying of fabric from
the site and its reduction to the present fragmentary jumble.
For further detail on the historical background see: ‘Blythburgh Priory, Archaeological Evaluation and Assessment of Results’;
Wessex Archaeology. Report reference: 68742.01;October 2008

1.2
Viewed from the north (i.e. as from the gardens of the residence now known as the ‘Priory’)
the principal elements rising above head height and thus clearly visible are the face of an east – west
wall, the substantial stub of a drum pier with 13th century architectural features, and behind these the
core of a pier rising well above the other remains. Beyond that to the NE a further fragment of wall
running north-south can be seen. Having passed between the wall and pier, and thus crossed the
threshold of the ruins, knee high structural fragments can be seen aligned due east of the tallest pier,
these are the much smaller stub of another pier. Beyond the main ruins the land drops fairly sharply
to the north, with a length of low wall also on the main east west axis.
1.3
The basic core fabric of the entire structure is flint set in mortar; however, there is clear
distinction between the main length of walling which is fair-faced with coursed flint work, whereas
all three pier remains have surviving elements of ashlar facing (using a fine-grained cream-white
limestone which is of French Caen type). On the two shorter piers fragments of architectural detailing
are visible, straight chamfers to the plinths and roll mouldings to colonette bases, these indicate a 13th
century date. The flint facing surviving on the south face of the main E-W wall is distinctive; it is laid
in strongly coursed horizontal bands, with some areas where the flints are pitched at a diagonal, no
architectural detailing survives above ground; however, the built form of the wall is closely paralleled
throughout the region and is typical of an 11th to late 12th century date. The wall has no clear quoins
or regularised terminal at the east end (adjacent to the pier), but it appears that a fragment of wall
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returns S at this end. However, at the western end there are quoins and the internal splay of a reveal
defining the E jamb of a doorway. Apart from put-log holes the wall face is plain, there are no window
openings or signs of blockings, it has always been blind.
1.4
The three piers are linked by fabric type and are clearly related geometrically, capable of
forming three corners of a square. The immediately apparent anomaly is that the main E-W wall and
the adjacent pier are not aligned; the pier is off-set to the south, about 1.5m from the line of the
walling. The archaeological analysis of the fabrics, however, resolves this problem because it clearly
indicates that these two elements are of different phases, the wall probably 12th and the piers 13th
century.
1.5
The structural survival above ground, therefore, supports an interpretation of a primary phase
of a 12th century church (of which only a part of the S wall of the nave survives, without any indication
of a western end); a substantial re-building in the 13th century replacing the pre-existing east end. This
new work consisted of a crossing tower (of which only the three piers survive above ground but are
sufficient to show that it was significantly wider than the early nave), transepts to north and south (of
which fragments of one wall survive to the north), and a presbytery to the east (of which nothing
survives above ground).

Figure 1
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2.

The South Nave Wall

2.1. Description
(see figures 2 & 3 in the Record section at the end of the report)
2.1.1 The wall is aligned approximately E-W; it is incomplete with measurements of c.8.60m long
and 3.00m. high. The basic core work, which is exposed over the top c.2m. of fabric where facing
materials have fallen away, is of flint (<10cm.) set in pale cream lime mortar with sand, occasional
lift lines are visible. Face-work is described below. It is interpreted on structural style evidence - but
without absolute dating - as being the earliest phase of surviving above ground fabric. Before
clearance, rounded heaps of fallen wall fabric lay on both N and S faces of the wall covering the
bottom c.0.75m.
2.1.2 The south face retains some of its
original face-work in the lower 1.50m; this is
characterised by coursed flint work and a
horizontal tile band which runs the full length
of the wall. The facing flint is in large nodules
(<15cm) with two beds immediately below
S face
the tile course being pitched to form
Pre-works
‘herring-bone’. The bonding mortar is lime
based, of creamy yellow colour with sand, flint gravel(<10mm), occasional crushed brick (<3mm);
it is very hard and in a generally good state.
2.1.3 The tile used in the band is all broken fragments, there are no complete examples. It is set
horizontally in a single course; it does not run through the thickness of the wall (it is not seen on the
N face except as a run of four at the East terminal see below) from the evidence of the limited exposure,
it is probably only laid as facing - like the coursed flint. Some is quite clearly Roman (distinctive
tegulae fragments), while other fragments have a smooth fine fabric with a blue/grey sandwich and
thickness of c.40mm. characteristic of Roman tile. However, the majority have a fairly coarse sandy
fabric and are characteristic of Medieval types. There are no positive stylistic indicators of date (e.g.
glaze or slip) but the assumption is that the majority of the tile is Medieval, with some re-used Roman
material added.
2.1.4 The north face of the wall does not
have the same distinctly coursed facing of
large flint, nor the tile band. However, as
with the S aspect, the exposed core in the
upper area shows rough coursing and lift
lines, while flint face-work survives over the
N face
lower c.1.5m, it is formed of small flints (the
Pre-works
same size as the general core-work) and, in
areas where preservation has been enhanced by burial beneath fallen loose rubble, a base coat of
coarse lime mortar adheres.
2.1.5 The wall is pierced by six putlog holes evenly spaced in two bands. The upper group of three
have lost all trace of structural linings and show as ragged holes; the lower group are set immediately
on top of the tile course with the two western examples retaining brick caps, all three are visible on
the north face of the wall, where they retain tile edges and caps.
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2.1.6 The west end of the wall retains a positive terminal, with
three courses of ashlar surviving above ground (and a fourth below
ground) of the SW jamb and fair-faced flint work reveal of a doorway.
The ashlar is extremely shelly in nature and is almost certainly from
Quarr on the Isle of Wight (the stone type was originally misidentified
as tufa - a known Roman stone). This is a known source of medieval
building stone, but is rare in Suffolk. It has not been seen elsewhere at
Blythburgh Priory.
2.1.7 The east end
of the wall also has a positive terminal with a formal
quoin on the SE angle formed in a single surviving ashlar
block of a coarse shelly limestone (Barnack type) and
below five courses of tile which are bonded together as
a block in a distinctive hard, yellow cream, smooth
sandy lime mortar. The NW angle has been damaged,
with no angle or quoin surviving. The main wall has
been cut away above the ashlar and again below the tile
bed to key in a short associated wall running south away
from the main wall. The spur is a secondary addition; it
is described at 2.1.8 below.

South spur S nave; NE face

2.1.8 The spur to the south is 84cm. wide and
projects 71cm from the main wall. A quoin of four South spur S nave; S face
ashlar blocks survives at the SW angle, the SE corner is
missing. The core material is flint rubble set in a pale
cream lime mortar with sand, small grit (<2mm.) and
frequent rounded chalk frags (<3mm). The ground
level course of ashlar blocks are of Caen type stone,
with close set diagonal or vertical tooling (comparable
to tooling on the SW crossing pier); above these are one
further Caen type and two of a coarse shelly limestone
(Barnack type); although loose the upper stone fits a
keying scar in the core so is regarded as in situ. There is
also one block of septaria on the S face. A Time Team trial trench ran to the W face, and suggested
shallow footings (not adequately assessed). There is no sign of a chamfered plinth such as exists on the
SW pier. The lower quoins are repointed with cement mortar
South spur S nave; W face
typical of late 19th or 20th century work and also seen on the SW
crossing pier.
The materials used are distinct from those of the primary part of S
nave wall, and are consistent with this being a secondary addition.
The use of coarse limestone in the adjacent SE quoin of the S wall
and the SW quoin of the spur associates these features, but it is
quite clear that they were not built contemporaneously. The
mixture of stone types suggests that there is a degree of re-use of
materials. All the materials however are bonded with lime mortar
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consistent with a medieval date, and the well formed key to the S wall are clear indicators that this is
falls within the date range of the pre-Dissolution priory and is not a cosmetic wall associated with 19th
or 20th century garden landscaping.
2.1.9 Near the east end of the S face there are a number of structural anomalies which appear to
distinguish a second phase of construction. c. 1.5m from the end a group of six tiles bonded
together (but not to surrounding stones) in the same distinctive hard, yellow cream, smooth sandy
lime mortar used at the tile beds of
the E quoin. Above and below are
large (300 to 400mm long) flint
nodules; together they interrupt the
horizontal coursing and rise to the
level of the tile band, interrupting
that also. To the E the couring,
though it emulates the main wall is
slightly less regular and the mortar
has eroded further back as though
softer. The tile course is lost for
c.50cm. because of a failure of facework but when it reappears the
fragments used are smaller, and are
topped by a section of pitched tile.
Close examination was hampered
because this section of wall had been
severely affected by surface ivy which
had only recently been cleared surface textures and weathering
where therefore much different from
areas which had been free of growth
and been exposed to weathering.
S face, S nave wall; E end
Despite close scrutiny the only
structural disjunction visible in the mortar work was the interruption of a lift line which was visible
c.1.70 cm above ground level over the rest of W section of the wall. A significantly higher density of
random tile fragments was also noted in the core work near the E end. No clear signs of a disjunction
were visible on the nort face, but again the lift line c.1.70 cm. above ground level was seen to stop
below the putlog hole.
Whilst lacking certainty this section at the E end of the S wall is interpreted with some confidence as
a distinct phase; presumed to be secondary to the main wall length. The Time Team evaluation trench
1 did not identify such a phase change below ground level, but the wall footing which was identified
did not run right to the E end of the wall, however, its E terminal did not coincide with the proposed
phase change line. Re-examination of the above ground structure following weathering and reopening of the excavation is required.
The putlogs are evenly spaced across the entire wall, with the pair at the E end probably bridging the
phases and unifying the structure.
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2.1.10 Conclusions :
·
The wall is of two phases, both medieval and probably quite close in date.
·
The Roman tile is all broken and clear re-use.
·
The presence of a tile band as a decorative feature is unusual. The pitching of some flint work
is unusual. The distinctive coursing of the flint work is characteristic of local churches from the
11th to the early 13th century, while the pitching may indicate a date early in the range.
·
The wall has always been ‘blind’, there is no evidence of patching or rebuilding, the one clear
lift line runs the entire length of the main wall.
·
The surviving surface treatments are strongly indicative of the S face being an external face
which was not rendered.
·
The N face on the other hand retains a partial render coat, is butted by floor tile (Wessex report
trench 2) and must be an internal face.
2.2

Archaeological Assessment

2.2.1 This length of walling is interpreted as medieval and part of an early phase of construction works;
probably at least early 12th century and possibly 11th century and, therefore, potentially earlier than the
documented priory of the mid 12th century . If the dating is correct this is the earliest surviving fabric and is the
sole survival on a site from this phase. The presence of Roman tile is rare. The quantity of tile and its formation
into a decorative band is very unusual; the size and pitching of flint is unusual. These features are not entirely
alien to medieval work, but their rarity raises the very slight possibility that the wall may be pre-medieval. The
use of Quarr stone is very unusual.
2.2.2 Overall this area of fabric is assessed as being of the highest importance. Any threat to the stability and
viability of the fabric demands conservation work to ensure long-term preservation. Conservation works should
recognise the preservation, visibility of the architectural details, early mass fabric and general context as having
the highest priority

3.
3.1.

The South-West Crossing pier
Description (see figures 4, 5, 6 & 7 in the Record section at the end of the report)

3.1.1 This masonry fragment of flint and mortar mass fabric
with ashlar cladding lies to the S of the line of the nave wall. The
fabric is of a single building phase (apart from 19/20th century
patch repairs and cement pointing). The W face is formed as a
drum pier, the S and E faces are plain, the N face is without
ashlar facing and plain. The maximum dimensions are c.2.60m
E-W and c.1.90m N-S.
3.1.2 The core fabric is flint and lime mortar with occasional
tile fragments; rare tile fragments; rare Caen stone fragments;
rare septaria fragments. All laid in approximate level courses,
but no lift lines have been identified. Mortar is a pale creamyellow with coarse yellow sand base; inclusions are small
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SE crossing SW face

smooth flint grit, mostly <5mm, rarely to 15mm with occasional chalk/lime fragments (<5mm).
Sample #2 taken.
3.1.3 The crest of the surviving fragment has a significant concentration of extremely large
flint nodules laid as a single or in places a double bed with at least two courses of ‘normal’ core picking
up above them. This bed is at the same height (c.3.25m.) above medieval floor level (as indicated by
the base plinth) as the straight chamfered plinth on the NW angle of the NW crossing pier.
3.1.4 The ashlar throughout is of a cream-white fine grained limestone of the Caen type. The
stone is finished with close set fine vertical tooling. The stone is laid in courses of slightly varying
thickness, c.160mm is the norm; a course of c.120mm - third up from base plinth- is common to all
three faced sides of the column and confirms a single building phase.
3.1.5 To the W face the ashlar cladding rests on a straight plinth course with straight chamfer;
above this a curved base moulding with plain roll and small plain-roll; above this a curved plain pier.
Two orders of engaged shafts with pointed-rolls in the SW angle; a single order in the NW.
3.1.6 The S face is plain and rests on a straight plinth course with straight chamfer. At the SE corner
the plinth is set back, mirroring the SW, but no shaft survives - but it is reasonable to assume it was
as the SW.
3.1.7 The E face the plinth base continues along this face but is distorted by root action and is no
longer level or bonded to the underlying footing. The damaging throw by roots affects the bulk of this
face, but keying scars on the core demonstrate that the loose stones are in situ. Above the base plinth
a second plinth with a plain roll and small plain-roll (the same as the W face) which runs round the
two semi-circular shaft bases. The bases are symmetrically placed in the centre of the pier face
indicating that there were only the two. The NE corner is lost so there is no indication of the
treatment of the junction with the N face.
3.1.8 The N face is formed in fair faced flint with no sign of the keying indents seen elsewhere to
suggest that there was an ashlar face. The face is flat and plain.
3.1.9 Conclusions :
· This is a single phase construction with no apparent repair or modification.
· Architectural detailing of the Norman Transitional and Early English style suggests a date
range from the end of the 12th century to the first quarter of the 13th century.
· The structural fabric and detailing are paralleled in the surviving fabric masses to the NW and
NE, confirming that they are contemporary and, with their relationship in plan, confirming
that they represent crossing piers of one construction phase. Together they represent a large
scale re-modelling of the priory.
· The quality of the Caen stone and its modelling gives the best impression of the quality and
status of the building as a whole.
3.2
Archaeological assessment
3.2.1 This pier fragment is interpreted as medieval and part of the second phase of construction works; probably
of the early 13th century based on the mouldings. The ashlar is of very high quality and in remarkably good
condition (it is presumed to have benefited from a cover of fallen rubble which was not cleared until the late 19th/
early 20th century. This is the best preserved fragment of structure surviving on the site.
3.2.2 Overall this area of fabric is assessed as being of the highest importance. Any threat to the stability and
viability of the fabric demands conservation work to ensure long-term preservation. Conservation works should
recognise the preservation, visibility of the architectural details, early mass fabric and general context as having
the highest priority
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4. The North-West Crossing pier
This pier is best understood and described by the drawings at figure 8, 9, 10, 11 & 12 in the Record
section at the end of the report ; descriptive text is consequently reduced to a bare minimum.
4.1.
Description
This masonry fragment of flint
W
N
S
E
and mortar mass fabric with
ashlar cladding (the only
fragment is just visible at ground
level on the W) lies to the N of
the S nave wall. The fabric is of a
single building phase. Above
c2.5m The W face is formed as a
drum pier, the N,S and E faces
are plain. The maximum
dimensions are c.2.50m E-W
and c.1.80m N-S. It is believed
to closely parallel the cross
section of the SW pier at ground
level. The surviving fragment
rises c.7.70m above medieval
nave floor level.
4.1.1. The core fabric is flint and lime mortar with occasional tile fragments; rare tile fragments; rare
Caen stone fragments; rare septaria fragments. All laid in approximate level courses, but no lift lines
have been identified. Mortar is a pale cream- yellow with coarse yellow sand base; inclusions are small
smooth flint grit, mostly <5mm, rarely to 15mm with occasional chalk/lime fragments (<5mm).
4.1.2. The west face just shows an ashlar face of curved blocks which parallel the W face of the SW
pier; these must continue down below the flint tumble which has accumulated round the base of the
pier; it was clearly an accumulation such as this which has preserved the base of the SW pier so well
- it is assumed that the tumble was cleared in the early 20th century during landscaping.
4.1.3. Above the ashlar for c.1m. the core work retains the shape of the drum with rectilinear
depressions showing keying scars. Large depressions which are vaguely rectilinear show in the NW
angle c.2m. above ground, these may represent the removal of large structural ashlar blocks.
4.1.4. At c.3.25m above medieval floor level a section of straight chamfered plinth (exactly
paralleled with that at floor level on the SW pier) follows the E and N sides of right-angled faces to
the pier; both faces are principally formed of small stone pieces (mostly Caen), and are interpreted
as finished faces to take render. To the S of this angle the wall takes the form of a drum column, again
principally formed of small stone pieces (mostly Caen), and is interpreted as a finished face to take
render.
4.1.5. The south face has a fairly flat surface with a large area of regular flint work c.2.7 to 4.3m
above ground which may be fair faced flint comparable to that on the corresponding N face of the SW
pier. Between c.5.2 and c.6m another flat surface formed principally of small stone pieces (mostly
Caen). This notably slopes back N away from the vertical from bottom to top.
4.1.6. The east face is badly eroded but retains a small area of flat surface about half way up and a
series of large flints which project similar distances from the core about 7m from ground.
4.1.7. The north face presents a fairly flat surface, though heavily eroded up to about 2.5m above
ground. Above that there are four distinct formed flat surfaces which are progressively set back from
that below.
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4.1.8
·
·

·
·
·

Conclusions :
This pier is entirely comparable in form and structure to the SW pier.
The presence of the drum column with a surface probably formed in render between 3.25 and
c.4.75 above medieval floor level suggests that this was within the overall structure, and,
therefore, is likely to indicate the line of a nave arcade.
Probable impressions of large stones on the NW angle may indicate the spring of an arch,
perhaps crossing to the outer wall of a north nave aisle.
The formed and finished faces of the upper area of the N face preclude attachment direct to a
N transept W wall
Changes in the plain of the N face surfaces suggest shelves which could support timber
structures.

4.2.
Archaeological assessment
4.2.1 This pier fragment is interpreted as medieval and part of the second phase of construction works; probably
of the early 13th century based on the circumstantial link with the SW pier. The fabric above ground is principally
mass core fabric, but on the W and N faces above c.2.5m significant face-work in rough flint and stone fragments
survives to give the only evidence for a N nave arcade; the link to the transept. Ashlar facing survives at ground
level on the W face and links in form and material to the SW and NE piers.
4.2.2 Overall this area of fabric is assessed as being of the highest importance. Any threat to the stability and
viability of the fabric demands conservation work to ensure long-term preservation. Conservation works should
recognise the preservation, visibility of the architectural details, early mass fabric and general context as having
the highest priority
NE crossing W face

5. The
pier

North-East Crossing

5.1.
Description
This pier has not been cleared of rubble
or adequately examined, it remains a
significant outstanding area for
examination.
However, sufficient can be seen to
show that the decorative and structural
style of the SW pier is paralleled.
5.2.
Archaeological assessment
5.2.1 This pier fragment is interpreted as medieval and part of the second phase of construction works; probably
of the early 13th century based on the mouldings; there is a clear stylistic parallel with the SW pier. Its visual
connection with the other crossing piers is of the highest significance because the opposed SE pier is completely
absent. The W face mouldings parallel those of the opposed E face of the SW pier : there is potential for establishing
some evidence for the decorative treatment of the crossing and possibly the Presbytery.
5.2.2 Overall this area of fabric is assessed as being of the highest importance. Any threat to the stability and
viability of the fabric demands conservation work to ensure long-term preservation. Conservation works should
recognise the preservation, visibility of the architectural details, early mass fabric and general context as having
the highest priority
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6.

The East wall of the North Transept

This section of fabric was not cleaned or scaffolded in the 2010 season. Its description is an interim
record.
6.1

Description

A section of wall to the N of the crossing and
running N-S; it is aligned with the mass of
rubble which represents the NE pier. The
core fabric is recognisably similar to that seen
in the piers. There is one clear lift line about
1m. above ground level. No indication of any
formed top or N end was identified.
6.1.1 The east face is badly eroded, with
only a small area of face surviving near the
base. This is of flint nodules which are set in
irregular courses.
6.1.2 The west face retains most of its fair
faced flint facing. The flint is laid in irregular
courses and contains a notable proportion
(estimated at 30% of the surface area) of
brown sandstone or quartzite cobbles. The
W is not distinguishable in appearance of the
E face.
6.1.3 The S face does not retain any facing
N transept, E wall; W face
flint, but at the base a section of straight
chamfered plinth (two stones) which parallels those elsewhere is set into the base of the fabric. The
level of these is significantly lower than the flor level identified at the SW pier.
6.1.4 Conclusions :
· This structure is entirely comparable in building materials and style with the elements of the
crossing.
· The chamfered plinth indicates that there was an opening in the transept east wall. This is most
likely to be explained by the existence of a chapel to the E. The similarity of wall facings is
consistent with both faces being internal faces.

6.2
Archaeological assessment
6.2.1 This wall fragment is the only area of phase 2 walling surviving (as opposed to the three piers). It is the
sole evidence from this period for building technique and treatment of wall faces at the Priory.
6.2.2 Overall this area of fabric is assessed as being of the highest importance. Any threat to the stability and
viability of the fabric demands conservation work to ensure long-term preservation. Conservation works should
recognise the preservation, visibility of the architectural details, early mass fabric and general context as having
the highest priority
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7.

Unresolved interpretative problems (& possible resolutions). Figure *

The proposals for further work in sections 7 and 8 which can easily be carried out and would be of
immediate benefit to the understanding of the ruins by the public are shown in bold. It is suggested
these could be carried out in the current programme of works.
7.1
There area number of unresolved problems relating to the form of the church; these are
principally :
7.1.1 To establish the manner of the structural link between the phase 1 nave and the phase2
crossing, as these were clearly of different widths.
7.1.2 On the south side this centres upon determining whether the alterations to the E end of the S
nave wall (both the reworking of the wall itself and the addition of the S spur) relate to the junction
with the SW pier. Re-opening of TT trench 4 would be helpful, probably with subsequent
enlargement. Area ‘A’ on the proposals for future work figure.
7.1.3 On the north side the wall of the phase 1 nave is not preserved above ground but an E-W
robbing trench (412) was identified by the Time Team excavation in the right general area. This
suggests that the NW pier is aligned to the line of the phase1 N nave. However, the form of the Pier
suggests that it may have linked to an arcade - in which case the phase1 wall would have been
replaced. This can only be tested by opening a larger area which spans the potential area of an arcade
base. Area ‘B’ on the proposals for future work figure.
7.1.4 If an arcade was present then a N aisle wall must exist. Features in the Time Team excavation
(wall 426 and cuts 406 and 408) aligned E-W are candidates for were not sufficiently excavated or
understood at the time. Re-opening of TT trench 4 would be helpful, probably with subsequent
enlargement. Area ‘C’ on the proposals for future work figure.
7.1.5 The form of the junction between the NW crossing and the N transept is
unclear. The line and form of the transept W wall should be identified. It may be
represented by a masonry mass just to the N, this should be cleaned off and
investigated - if necessary with minor excavation to establish a floor level. Area ‘D’ on
the proposals for future work figure.
7.1.6 Establish whether there was a direct link between the potential N nave aisle and
the transept. Rubble clearance and minor excavation should be undertaken at the
base of the N face of the NW pier to establish whether there is a wall scar or a pier
respond. Area ‘E’ on the proposals for future work figure.
7.1.7 Establish whether the narrow wall running E-W and then S-N to the N of the
church (identified as wall 403 in the TT report) follows the course of a below ground
wall in the S-N section - as it does in at least part of the E-W section. The junction of
the two alignments should be cleaned off and if necessary, minor excavation be
undertaken. Area ‘F’ on the proposals for future work figure.
7.2
Problems related to the form and location of the claustral range are not addressed at this
stage. They were little affected by the conservation works (which dealt with church structures) and
are in any case dependent upon the resolution of issues which will be touched on by the work
recommended above.
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8.

Other Recommendations for Further work

8.1
The NW pier base W face would benefit from minor soil and rubble clearance
to expose the ashlar blocks on the W side which give the actual and visual link to the
SW pier. Area ‘G’ on the proposals for future work figure
8.2
The NE pier base requires minor soil and rubble clearance to expose the
plinth and footing top. This is likely to be necessary to consolidate the remains (as
with the SW pier). It is important that this pier is consolidated and exposed in order
to reinforce the stylistic and structural link with the SW pier - this is the only way to
visually define the ‘Crossing’ element of the medieval church. Area ‘H’ on the proposals
for future work figure
8.3
The N end of the surviving E transept wall would benefit from minor
excavation to expose the soils below the undercut area. There is likely to be a need to
support this walling; at present it is unclear whether footing survives, or whether
clean gravel sub-soil is exposed. There may also be an opportunity to establish
whether the transept wall continued to the N, or whether there is a return to the W,
identifying the N limit of the transept. Area ‘K’ on the proposals for future work figure
8.4
Minor rubble clearance and excavation is advised to establish whether this
rubble mass near the transept are in-situ walls or ex-situ waste from stone quarrying,
or fallen material. Area ‘L’ on the proposals for future work figure.
8.5
Minor rubble clearance and excavation is advised to establish whether this
rubble mass on the northern boundary of the site are in-situ walls or ex-situ waste from
stone quarrying, or fallen material. Potentially this could be a precinct wall or part of
the claustral range if it lay N of the churchL. Area ‘M’ on the proposals for future work
figure.
RDC August to March 2010 / 2011
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Appendix 1
Published in the Proceedings of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology and History vol XLII pt2 for 2010

Blythburgh Priory

General description and interpretation

The history of the site is somewhat obscure. Archaeological finds in antiquity and documentary
sources open the possibility that this was a site with royal associations and a Minster church in the
Saxon period. By the time of Domesday the settlement was an important centre with a market and a
rich church. Henry I granted the church to the Augustinians, and canons are recorded by 1147. The
priory was dissolved by 1537. The building of a turnpike road across the river and marsh to the north
in the late 18th century seems to have been responsible for the quarrying of fabric from the site and its
reduction to the present fragmentary jumble.
A significant element in the study has been the recent clearance of trees, ivy and undergrowth which
have choked the site for at least the last forty years, exposing to view the full extent of the surviving
fabric. Viewed from the north (i.e. as from the gardens of the residence now known as the ‘Priory’)
the principal elements rising above head height and thus clearly visible are the face of an east – west
wall, the substantial stub of a drum pier with 13th century architectural features, and behind these the
core of a pier rising well above the other remains. Beyond that to the NE a further fragment of wall
running north-south can be seen. Having passed between the wall and pier, and thus crossed the
threshold of the ruins, knee high structural fragments can be seen aligned due east of the tallest pier,
these are the much smaller stub of another pier. Beyond the main ruins the land drops fairly sharply
to the north, with a length of low wall also on the main east west axis.
The basic core fabric of the entire structure is flint set in mortar; however, there is clear distinction
between the main length of walling which is fair-faced with coursed flint work, whereas all three pier
remains have surviving elements of ashlar facing(using a fine-grained cream-white limestone which is
of French Caen type). On the two shorter piers fragments of architectural detailing are visible,
straight chamfers to the plinths and roll mouldings to colonette bases, these indicate a 13th century
date. The flint facing surviving on the south face of the main E-W wall is distinctive; it is laid in
strongly coursed horizontal bands, with some areas where the flints are pitched at a diagonal, no
architectural detailing survives above ground; however, the built form of the wall is closely paralleled
throughout the region and is typical of an 11th to late 12th century date. The wall has no clear quoins
or regularised terminal at the east end (adjacent to the pier), but it appears that a fragment of wall
returns S at this end. However, at the western end there are quoins and the internal splay of a reveal
defining the E jamb of a doorway. Apart from put-log holes the wall face is plain, there are no window
openings or signs of blockings, it has always been blind.
The three piers are linked by fabric type and are clearly related geometrically, capable of forming
three corners of a square. The immediately apparent anomaly is that the main E-W wall and the
adjacent pier are not aligned; the pier is off-set to the south, about 1.5m from the line of the walling.
The archaeological analysis of the fabrics, however, resolves this problem because it clearly indicates
that these two elements are of different phases, the wall probably 12th and the piers 13th century.
The structural survival above ground, therefore, supports an interpretation of a primary phase of a
12th century church (of which only a part of the S wall of the nave survives, without any indication of
a western end); a substantial re-building in the 13th century replacing the pre-existing east end. This
new work consisted of a crossing tower (of which only the three piers survive above ground but are
sufficient to show that it was significantly wider than the early nave), transepts to north and south (of
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which fragments of one wall survive to the north), and a presbytery to the east (of which nothing
survives above ground).
The first stage of evaluation work carried out by Time Team involved geophysical survey; however,
there were significant restrictions in the areas available because of the remaining undergrowth and
scattered stone debris. Although these were not the only areas examined, in practice there were only
two main areas with sufficient contiguous open space with potential for successful results. These were
south of the nave wall and in a paddock some distance to the east of the crossing. In both locations
positive linear anomalies were identified. In addition to trial trenching responding to the geophysics
other trenches were opened to the west of the nave wall to try and locate the west end of the church;
to the north of the nave wall to try and locate the north nave wall and investigate lengths of narrow
walling which might be survivals of a claustral range on the north flank of the church; and immediately
to the east of the crossing, within the area of the presbytery.
In terms of providing definitive evidence which would help to resolve the layout and history of the
priory, the product of the investigation was somewhat equivocal; the main results are given in
abbreviated form : a west end to the nave was not located. To the north of the church survival was
poor and there was no clear evidence for or against a claustral range, but the length of narrow wall
has the potential to be a north aisle to the nave. Immediately east of the crossing, within the
presbytery, there was evidence for the demolition by the phase 2 crossing of a north-south wall, which
may represent the phase 1 church east end, but no structural remains of an east end for the phase 2
church were seen. In a trench in the paddock further to the east, to test the geophysical anomaly, a
probable wall robbing trench running north south some 20m east of the crossing was investigated; and
in the area between this and the crossing a coffined burial laid out on the axis of the church was
excavated. To the south of the nave a trench testing the geophysics anomaly found a north-south wall
footing aligned to the north of the SW crossing pier. A burial excavated near the south nave wall
pre-dated any surviving building remains and was subsequently carbon dated to the 7th - 8th centuries.
A group of mediaeval glazed floor tiles were found in situ in the nave against the NW corner of the
surviving wall fragment.
Despite the small scale of the investigation it seems probable that sufficient was uncovered to allow
significant new interpretation : the site was in use for burial at least in the Middle-Saxon period, which
may indicate that this, rather than that of the parish church, is the site of the Saxon Minster. The
subsequent development as a priory church was in two distinct phases, the second a grand
embellishment. The claustral range was probably on the south, the excavated wall footing was well
located for the east wall of a cloister, and the evidence of a blind south nave wall is highly consistent
with the existence of a cloister on this side (this conclusion is contrary to the opinions expressed by
the Time Team excavators and the archive report). The second phase priory church had a chancel
about 20m long with burials within it. The excavated evidence for this is not conclusive, both because
evaluation work is inevitably based on small trenches, but also because work was not properly
concluded as a result of time constraints imposed by the sponsors; however, the size and orientations
of the geophysical anomaly were entirely consistent with a building layout east of the crossing, and the
excavated evidence was consistent with a wall robbing trench. Circumstantial evidence from the
burial supports this view : the form of the burial was notably for its quality, and such evidence as is
available from a small trench was that it lies alone, i.e. it lies within a building, not in a compact group
as would be expected with burials in a graveyard close-to, but outside the chancel of a priory church
(this conclusion too is contrary to that drawn by the TT excavators).
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Appendix 2
Recommendations on the broad principles of repair and consolidation which were
made before works began.
·
The walls are of high importance, conservation works should aim to preserve fabric in situ.
·
Bonding mortar should be visually similar to that used in the original fabric but readily
distinguishable under close examination.
·
If possible works (e.g. re-pointing) to the surviving facework should not be undertaken; but
should concentrate on denying water access behind the face; consolidation of the wall top;
consolidation of the putlog-holes.
·
Examination of the SW pier has demonstrated which of the loose stones on all faces are in the
correct general location despite now being un-bonded. These stones should be re-fixed to establish a
genuine re-construction. No other ex-situ moulded stone found in rubble piles should be added.
·
The plinth base at the SE corner and along the E face is distorted by soil-heave/root action. In
the event that the stones have to be raised to be re-bedded the raising of the stone and the cleaning to
a firm footing surface should be carried out by an archaeologist

Recommendations for Mitigation throughout
·
A pre-conservation record of the affected areas of wall and their context should be prepared.
As a minimum this should take the form of description and analysis of the fabric accompanied by a
photographic record. It is expected that this will include a dimensionally accurate survey outline
elevation of the wall face showing major fabric divisions together with a plan and sample sections; this
should be supplemented by digital photographs which will allow partial rectification of the
photographic survey should this ever prove necessary in the future (given the scale of the areas affected
it is not believed that full photogrammetry is justified).
·
Archaeological advice to be sought when defining and designing the exact form of conservation.
·
A final report and archive to be provided of all records

Appendix 3
The report on excavation conducted during consolidation and conservation works summer 2110
Clarissa Thomas
To be added
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