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Executive Summary  
In the early decades of the 10 th century the morta l remains of the martyred East 

Anglian King Edmund were brought to the Anglo -Saxon settlement of 

Beodricsworth . This was the single most significant event ever to happen in the 

history of the settlement which was to become Bury St Edmunds, a town which 

was to go on to experience a long history of significant events. As a direct result of 

its holding the royal relics, during the medieval period the emergent Abbey of St 

Edmund grew to be one of the wealthiest and most powerful monasteries in 

England, and beca me one of the major pilgrimage sites in western Europe. In the 

722 zfbst tjodf uif Fjttpmvujpo. uif tjuf ibt fokpzfe b sjdi boe wbsjfe ǳbgufsmjgfǴ. 

which has seen the study area develop and adapt with the changing needs and 

fortunes of individual landowner s and the wider town.  

The great significance of the heritage of the abbey precinct is well represented in 

the high concentration of Designated Heritage Assets which it contains and which 

ensure that its individual elements and wider landscape are suitably  recognised 

and protected.  At the same time, the site is also highly valued both by local people 

and by the many visitors to the town . It is with the aim of ensuring that the need to 

conserve the remains of the medieval abbey is adequately balanced with th e 

demands of managing a vibrant and busy public park that St Edmundsbury 

Borough Council, in consultation with Historic England and the Abbey of St 

Edmund Heritage Partnership, led by St Edmundsbury Cathedral, have 

commissioned this assessment of the forme r monastic precinct . 

This report focusses on the heritage of the precinct, with a specific emphasis on 

its historic environment and the heritage assets which are to be found within it.  For 

the first time, this  report collates and assesses all of the available historical and 

archaeological information, characterises the known and potential archaeological 

and built heritage resource, and reviews the history of the site from the earliest 

times to the present day.  

The research undertaken for this assessment has  identified over 100 individual 

episodes of archaeological or antiquarian investigation, ranging from stray finds 

and chance archaeological discoveries made during the 18 th and 19th centuries to 
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set-piece archaeological excavations undertaken in the late 2 0th century. This total 

is far higher than had been anticipated, yet  many of the archaeological 

investigations which have taken place in the past have been piecemeal and the 

site has not been systematically investigated  or synthesised.  

When faced with a mo nastic site of the scale and complexity of the Abbey of St 

Edmund, we must remember that the site has been intensively occupied for many 

hundreds of years. Although some elements might have been relatively static 

during that time, both the historical and a rchaeological records give us a strong 

impression of continual change within the precinct either brought about 

deliberately from a desire for constant improvement or accidentally in response 

to disasters such as fires, collapsing masonry or rioters.  

Many of the excavations undertaken to date have been primarily concerned with 

uncovering and consolidating the walls and foundations of the claustral buildings. 

Very little of this clearance work has penetrated the medieval floor -layers, 

concentrating instead o n the removal of tons of demolition rubble which sit over 

the top of the main structural features. As a consequence, the buried 

archaeological resource, already incredibly significant in its own right, is very well 

preserved and lies largely intact across much of the site, rendering it even more 

significant. Excavations have demonstrated that highly complex and potentially 

deeply stratified medieval and Late Anglo -Saxon archaeological deposits survive 

across much of the site, with enough material to suggest  that a Middle Anglo -

Saxon precursor also lies within the precinct.  

The site of the Abbey of St Edmund has been a significant place on the regional, 

national and international stage since the 10 th century, if not before, and its story is 

intimately bound up with those of the royal martyr Edmund and the wider town of 

Bury St Edmunds, with which the abbey enjoyed a symbiotic relationship. As the 

njmmfoojbm boojwfstbsz pg EovuǴt sfgpvoebujpo pg uif bccfz bqqspbdift. xf bsf 

witnessing a resurgence of interest in the abbey, the town and the king, and it is to 

be hoped that the site will be even more widely appreciated and enjoyed during 

its second millennium than it has been during its first.  
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Recommendations  
This report highlights some of the gaps in our current  knowledge and 

understanding of the study area and indicate areas in which further fieldwork 

could be beneficial to the management of the study area. Specifically, these 

recommendations are:  

¶ Epnqmfuf uif qvcmjdbujpot pg uif fydbwbujpot pg uif SvffoǴt Eibnber and 

the Cathedral Centre development.  

¶ Publish the many smaller pieces of fieldwork, such as the chapterhouse 

fydbwbujpo jo 3;24125. DjeemfǴt tfxfs usfodi bdsptt Dsbegjfme Jbmm jo 3;84. 

boe Fvguz boe TbegpseǴt fydbwbujpot jo 3;790  

¶ Assess the feasibili ty of a large -scale research and interpretation project 

modelled on the Glastonbury Abbey Archaeology project.  

¶ Enhance the Suffolk Historic Environment Record to address the substantial 

gaps and omissions in the records.  

¶ Epowfsu XijuujohibnǴt 3;74 joufsqsetative plan to GIS, as a basis for future 

interpretation and analyses.   

¶ Commission a new topographical survey of the precinct to give accurate 

locations for all of the identifiable elements of the monastic complex.  

¶ Commission a new architectural survey a nd interpretation of the remaining 

masonry in the monastic complex.  

¶ Procure or commission high -resolution LIDAR data for the study area.  

¶ Monitor the study area for the appearance of parch -marks and record these 

accordingly.  

¶ Commission high resolution geop hysical surveys of all of the open space 

within the precinct.  

¶ Ensure that no unnecessary invasive fieldwork is undertaken within the 

study area, and that any fieldwork is consistent with appropriate research 

agenda, standards and guidance.  

¶ Ensure that th e research potential of all invasive management -related 

groundworks is maximised.  

¶ Reassess the suitability and extent of the existing heritage designations, and 
consider how the international significance of the site might be designated.  
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Archaeological Periods  
In accordance with the common terminology em ployed by archaeologists, 1 the 

following time periods are referred to in this report. These periods are employed 

for chronological convenience and no cultural connotations are implied by their 

use. 

¶ Prehistoric    1,000,000 BC Ǳ AD 43  

¶ Palaeolithic    1,000,000 Ǳ 10,000 BC 

¶ Mesolithic    10,000 Ǳ 4000 BC 

¶ Neolithic     4000 Ǳ 2200 BC 

¶ Bronze Age    2200 Ǳ 700 BC 

¶ Iron Age     800 BC Ǳ AD 43 

¶ Roman    AD 43 Ǳ 410 

¶ Early Anglo -Saxon   AD 411 Ǳ 650  

¶ Middle Anglo -Saxon   AD 651Ǳ850  

¶ Late Anglo -Saxon   AD 851Ǳ1066  

¶ Medieval     AD 1066 Ǳ 1540 

¶ Post-medieval    AD 1540 Ǳ 1900 

¶ 20th Century    AD 1901 Ǳ 2000  

                                                

1 http://www.heritage -standards.org.uk/chronology/   

http://www.heritage-standards.org.uk/chronology/
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1. Introduction  
The Peterborough manuscript of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the year AD 869 

sfdpset uibu< ǳIn this year the raiding [Danish] army took up winter quarters at 

Thet ford. And that winter King Edmund fought against them, and the Danes had 

the victory, and killed the king and conquered all the land Ǵ *%xboupo 4222. 93+0 

Writing just over a century later, the French monk Abbo of Fleury described 

GenvoeǴt nbsuzsepn jo hsfbter detail, telling how he was  bound to a tree and shot 

with arrows, before being decapitated. Abbo also described one of the first of 

many miracles associated with St Edmund, relating how his head called out to 

those searching for his body, guiding them t o the spot where it was being guarded 

by a large wolf. Head and body were reunited, and buried in a chapel close to the 

site of the martyrdom  (Whitelock 1970). There is strong historical and 

archaeological evidence for the rapid establishment of a cult of St Edmund  (see 

Pinner 2015), and within a generation of his death Edmund memorial coinage was 

being struck within the area of the Danelaw  (although there is no evidence to 

suggest that this coinage ha d any connection with Bury St Edmunds) ( Eaglen 2006, 

13Ǳ16). 

For reasons which remain obscure, although presumably related to the 

emergence of his cult, GenvoeǴt cpez xbt npwfe up uif tjuf pg Beodricsworth  

(now Bury St Edmunds) in the early part of the 10 th century . Here, his body was 

inspected and found to be miraculously whole and incorrupt, and was 

subsequently housed in a large wooden church (Ridyard 1988, 211Ǳ13). The royal 

patronage of King Cnut encouraged the foundation of the Benedictine monastery 

of St Edmund in AD 1020 , resulting in the construction in  stone of the first 

incarnation of the abbey church and buildings. After 60 years, construction work 

began on a second, larger monastic church, into which Edmund Ǵs remains were 

translated in 1095, and which was eventually completed in the late 12th century . 

Throughout this period, the surrounding monastic precinct developed and 

expanded to incorporate areas of the Anglo -Saxon town and was encircled with a 

high boundary wall with external ditch and substantial gatehouses . 
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During the medieval period, the Abbe y of St Edmund grew to be one of the 

wealthiest and most powerful monasteries in England , and became one of the 

major pilgrimage sites in western Europe. The history of the abbey is well attested 

in the copious archives and manuscript sources which survive  (Thompson 1980). 

The abbey was the stage for visits from royalty, hosted parliaments, and was the 

burial place of many not able figures, including the sister of Henry VIII. The 

institution overcame numerous difficulties: the central tower collapsed in 1210 , the 

western tower collapsed in 1430, the abbey was attacked by rioters in 1305, 1327 

and 1381, and a major fire gutted the abbey church in 1465 (James 1895). Ultimately, 

however, like all monastic sites, the abbey succumbed to the politics of the 

Reforma tion  and was dissolved in 1539. The relics and treasures were taken and 

the site was subsequently sold , the monastic buildings being systematically 

stripped of their stonework and reduced to ruins.  

Yet even the Dissolution did not erase the abbey complete ly. The boundary of the 

monastic precinct survived largely intact, and its medieval walls have continued 

to shape the development of Bury St Edmunds up to the present day. The 

churches of St Mary and St James, and the associated Great Churchyard, all of 

wh ich stood within the precinct and were originally monastic foundations, 

continued to serve the population of the town. St James Ǵ church was elevated to 

cathedral status in 1914, and the Norman Tower, which was once the formal 

entrance to the abbey church, still stands as a bell tower for the cathedral and i s 

pof pg uif upxoǴt. jg opu uif sfhjpoǴt. nptu jdpojd cvjmejoht0 The west front of the 

abbey church became the host of a series of ad hoc  dwellings, which have since 

been formalised into a nother of the to xoǴt vojrvf gfbuvsft (McAleer 1998a; 1998b).  

Much of the interior of the precinct became private gardens  and remained largely 

undeveloped , a process to which much of the archaeological record of the site 

owes its survival. In the 19 th century , a botanic g arden was established , which was 

subsequently expanded to encompass much of the area of the former Great Court  

of the abbey. In the early 20 th century, the Abbey Gardens were created as a public 

park for the population of Bury St Edmunds to enjoy, and the gardens remain the 

gpdvt pg nboz pg uif upxoǴt sfdsfbujpobm boe dfmfcsbupsz bdujwjujft up uijt ebz0  
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Figure 1: Bury St Edmunds and the boundary  of the Study Area. (Contains OS data © Crown copyright 

and database right 2018. OS Licence No. 100019675) 

The Scope of this Report  
The site of the medieval abbey, its many heritage assets and its long and 

fascinating history are highly valued both by local people and by the many visitors 

to the town. This is demonstrated by the fact that t he Abbey Gardens welcomes 

over one million visitors per year. The study  area holds value and interest for 

numerous community groups and organisations in Bury St Edmunds and further 

afield. Local schools and colleges and academic institutions, such as the U niversity 
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of East Anglia, the University of Suffolk and the University of Cambridge, have 

research and education interests in the heritage of the Abbey of St Edmund. 

Therefore, it is with the aim of ensuring that the need to conserve the remains of 

the med ieval abbey is adequately balanced with the demands of managing a 

vibrant and busy public park that St Edmundsbury Borough Council, in 

consultation with Historic England and the Abbey of St Edmund Heritage 

Partnership, led by St Edmundsbury Cathedral, have commissioned this 

assessment of the former monastic precinct  and surrounding area (Figure s 1 and 

2).  

 

Figure 2: An aerial view of the former monastic precinct, looking north -west. Photograph taken on  28th 

March 2012. (© Mike Page, reproduced with permission) 

This report focusses on the heritage of the study area (see Section 3), with a 

specific emphasis on its historic environment and the heritage assets which are to 

be found within it. In terms of definitions, in Conservation Principles, Policies and 

Guidance for the Sustainable Management of the Historic Environment , published by 

English Heritage (now Historic England) in 2008 . ǳheritageǴ jt efgjofe bt ǳbmm 

joifsjufe sftpvsdft xijdi qfpqmf wbmvf gps sfbtpot cfzpoe nfsf vujmjuzǴ (English 

Heritage 2008, 71). In the same document, and the National Planning Policy 
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Framework  (NPPF), uif qisbtf ǳijtupsjd fowjsponfouǴ jt efgjofe bt dpnqsjtjoh ǳbmm 

aspects of the environment resulting from the interaction between people and 

places throu gh time, including all surviving physical remains of past human 

bdujwjuz. xifuifs wjtjcmf ps cvsjfe. boe efmjcfsbufmz qmboufe ps nbobhfe gmpsbǴ 

(English Heritage 2008, 71; DCLG 2012, 52). At the time of writing  (June 2018), a new 

draft of the Conservation Principles document is being prepared, but it is 

understood that these definitions are still considered to be current. The 

widespread vtbhf pg ǳifsjubhf bttfuǴ ibt arisen since the 2008 publication , and is 

defined in the NPPF bt ǳa building, monument, site , place, area or landscape 

identified as having a degree of significance meriting consideration in planning 

decisions, because of its heritage interest. Heritage asset includes designated 

heritage assets and assets identified by the local planning authorit y (including 

local listing)Ǵ (DCLG 2012, 52). 

The Conservation Principles state that in order to identify the heritage values of a 

place, its history, fabric and character must first be understood. Any assessment 

pg uijt ljoe tipvme fybnjof uif qmbdfǴt origins, how  and why it has changed over 

time , and the form and condition of its constituent elements and materials.  Its 

history of ownership may be relevant, not only to its heritage values, but  also to its 

current state  (English Heritage 2008, 35) . This report therefore provides baseline 

information to inform the forthcoming Conservation Plan  for the study area , which 

is to be developed by Purcell during 2018.  The Heritage Assessment was 

commissioned separately from the C onservation Plan due to the large and  

complex nature of the historical and archaeological source material involved, 

much of which is fragmentary, unpublished and dispersed across multiple 

locations.  

This report collates and assesses the available historical and archaeological 

information for  the study area , characterises the known and potential 

archaeological and built heritage resource, and reviews the history of the study 

area as a whole from the earliest times to the present day.  The methodology 

employed in researching and writing this rep ort is set out in Section 2, below. 

Although the primary purpose of this report is to provide the baseline for the 

production of a Conservation Plan, it is also anticipated that the information 
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presented here could be used for a range of future projects , such as the 

development of a range of heritage interpretation resources.  This report also aids 

in the identification of gaps in the archaeological knowledge and historical 

information across the study area  where further investigation might be required , 

and highlights those areas of the study area in which the heritage resource is 

considered to be at risk from inappropriate management and unchecked 

development.   

Given the scale of the task and the timescale and budget of the project, it was 

clearly stated at  the outset that the Heritage Assessment was to focus exclusively 

on the study area defined in the project brief (effectively the former monastic 

precinct with a few additional areas) and this study are a is discussed in more detail 

in Section 3. The study area contains a very high concentration of Designated 

Heritage Assets Ǳ Scheduled Monuments, Listed Buildings and a Registered Park 

and Garden Ǳ and these are considered in detail in Section 4.  

In the brief it was explicitly stated that the Heritage Asses sment should not aim to 

provide a comprehensive or authoritative account of the socio -economic and 

political history and development of the medieval abbey or the town , and should 

only provide a summary of the historical information pertaining to the abbey and 

its later history (see Section 5). A more detailed assessment of the historical 

development, exploring the social history and its significance to the study area , 

will be addressed as part of the Conservation Plan using the baseline information 

set out below and  will use it to present an assessment of the heritage values and 

heritage significance of the study area .  

The study area has a long history of antiquarian, archaeological and architectural 

investigation, which begins in the 15 th century and conti nues to this day, and details 

of this history and the results of these investigations are summarised in Section 6. 

The investigative history of the site is complemented by a long sequence of 

historic maps depicting the site, and numerous sketched and engra ved views of 

the abbey site and it s ruins. These sources span the 18 th to 20 th centuries and 

provide a good visual history of the development of the study area during the past  

250 years. The detailed results of the material discussed in these sections are 
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included in the relevant parts of Sections 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11, which present the sites, 

monuments and buildings within the study area broken down by historical periods.  

The archaeological evidence for the pre -monastic phases of the study area, which 

spans the Mesolithic to the Anglo -Saxon periods, is presented in Section 7, which 

describes the developmental history of the study area up to the eve of the 

usbotmbujpo pg GenvoeǴt sfnbjot jo uif fbsmz 32th century. Section 8 considers the 

historical and archaeo logical evidence for the development of the study area 

during the 10 th and early 11th dfouvsjft. xifo GenvoeǴt cpez xbt ipvtfe xjuijo b 

wooden church and his cult began to expand. Section 9 focusses on the 

develop ments which began in the years following AD  1020, during which time the 

first phase of stone -built monastic buildings was constructed and the monastic 

precinct began to be consolidated. Section 1 0, the largest section, discusses the 

major rebuilding and expansion of the abbey complex which began un der Abbot 

Baldwin in the 1080s and continued in to the late 12 th century. This section also 

considers the physical changes brought about by the various events which 

unfolded during the course of the medieval period, culminating in the Dissolution 

of the mo nasteries in the 1530s. Section 11 sets out the post -Dissolution history and 

development of the study area , enabling an appreciation of how different 

elements of the area have survived, been adapted or even destroyed, and how the 

area has come down to us i n its present form.  These sections of the report are 

complemented by appendices containing more detailed datasets and by the 

project G eographic Information System (GIS).  

The conclusions which can be drawn about the  study area, including its 

archaeological  potential , the likely depths of surviving archaeological deposits  and 

its susceptibility to risk are presented on a sub-area by sub -area basis in Section 

12. The conclusions which can be drawn from this work, along with an assessment 

of the gaps in our cu rrent knowledge of the study area and recommendations for 

further research and fieldwork  are presented in Section 13 .  
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2. Methodology  
This report collates and assesses the available historical and archaeological 

information for the project study  area, characterises the known and potential 

archaeological and built heritage, and reviews the history of the study area  as a 

whole from the earliest times to the present day.  The research and writing of this 

Heritage Assessment was undertaken in three main phases: 1 ) data collection, 2) 

analysis and 3) reporting.  

Phase 1 comprised data collection, and saw the creation of the project database 

and GIS mapping and its population with data pertaining to the study area , which 

was collected from a range sources. Up-to-date Ordnance Survey base mapping  

for the study area was obtained from St Edmundsbury Borough Council and is 

reproduced here under the terms of OS Licence No. 100019675. Historical 

Ordnance Survey mapping was accessed via the National Library of Scotland 

webs ite2 and the Old Maps website ,3 with hard copy mapping also viewed at the 

Suffolk Record Office.  Environment Agency LIDAR Digital Terrain Model and Digital 

%vsgbdf Opefm ebub gps uif tuvez bsfb xfsf pcubjofe gspn uif hpwfsonfouǴt Qqfo 

Data Portal 4 and proc essed using QGIS.5 

Ifpmphjdbm ebub xfsf pcubjofe gspn uif Dsjujti Ifpmphjdbm %vswfzǴt pomjof Ifpmphz 

of Britain viewer, which provided details of solid and drift geology  for the study 

area, as well as the location of the geotechnical boreholes within it.6 Scans of 

relevant borehole logs were also accessed via this interface.  Soils data was 

derived from the Land Information System (LandIS) Soilscape viewer hosted by 

Cranfield University ,7 and was augmented by maps and records held by the 

Suffolk County Counc il Archaeological Service.  

In terms of existing heritage data, GIS datasets for national designations Ǳ 

Scheduled Monument s, Registered Parks and Gardens, and Listed Buildings Ǳ 

                                                

2 https://maps.nls.uk/   
3 https://www.old -maps.co.uk/   
4 https://environment.data.gov.uk/ds/survey/#/survey  
5 https://qgis.org/en/site/   
6 http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html   
7 http://www.landis.org.uk /soilscapes/   

https://maps.nls.uk/
https://www.old-maps.co.uk/
https://environment.data.gov.uk/ds/survey/#/survey
https://qgis.org/en/site/
http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html
http://www.landis.org.uk/soilscapes/
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were downloaded from the Historic England Listing Data Download Area on 17th 

December 2017.8 These GIS downloads are complemented by data presented on 

the National Heritage List for England website .9 The national Listed Building GIS 

dataset is provided as point data, and this was complemented by polygonised data 

provided on 13 th December 2017 by the St Edmundsbury Borough Council GIS 

Officer, who also provided GIS data for the Bury St Edmunds Town Centre 

Conservation Area. The Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan  (2007) 

was downloaded from the West Suffolk website. 10 

An export of the records held by the Suffolk Historic Environment Record (HER) 

was obtained on 17 th November 2017 in PDF and GIS formats. These records 

comprised details of the known archaeological monuments, events, findspots and 

source s pertaining to the stud y area and underpinned the creation of the timeline 

of archaeological investigations of the site.  These data exports were 

complemented by a follow -up visit to view the hard -copy secondary files held by 

the HER on 21st November 2017, during which copies wer e made of relevant 

documents and reports . Following a search of the Suffolk County Council 

Archaeological Archive catalogue, a  further visit was undertaken on 26th January 

2018, during which aerial photographs and archaeological archives were viewed 

and assessed. The holdings of the HER are augmented by the Archaeology Data 

ServiceǴt Library of Unpublished Fieldwork  Reports , which contains digital copies 

of many of the ǳgrey literature Ǵ reports  relating to archaeological fieldwork in 

Suffolk undertaken sinc e the 1990s.11 The digitised back -issues of the Proceedings 

of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology and History  were also particularly useful. 12 

An extensive assessment of all relevant published and unpublished sources was 

also undertaken as part of P hase 1, and the results incorporated into the text of this 

report and project GIS mapping, as appropriate. All cited sources are included in 

                                                

8 https://services.historicengland.org.uk/NMRDataDownload/default.aspx   
9 https://historicen gland.org.uk/listing/the -list/   
10 
https://www.westsuffolk.gov.uk/planning/Conservation/upload/ConservationAreaAppraisalBur
y080320.pdf   
11 http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/greylit/   
12 htt p://www.suffolkinstitute.org.uk/proceedings -of-the-suffolk -institute -for -archaeology -
history -online   

https://services.historicengland.org.uk/NMRDataDownload/default.aspx
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/
https://www.westsuffolk.gov.uk/planning/Conservation/upload/ConservationAreaAppraisalBury080320.pdf
https://www.westsuffolk.gov.uk/planning/Conservation/upload/ConservationAreaAppraisalBury080320.pdf
http://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/greylit/
http://www.suffolkinstitute.org.uk/proceedings-of-the-suffolk-institute-for-archaeology-history-online
http://www.suffolkinstitute.org.uk/proceedings-of-the-suffolk-institute-for-archaeology-history-online
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the bibliography and, where possible, links are provided to the originals  where 

these are available digitally . The catalog ues of a number of relevant documentary 

and artefactual archives and repositories were searched in order to identify 

relevant source  material. These were then accessed remotely where possible, and 

visited in person if necessary. R elevant documents were pho tographed , or copie s 

requested, as required.  The archive documents and sources viewed are listed in 

Appendi x I, and those which have directly informed this assessment are cited in 

the text . 

The Bury St Edmunds branch of the Suffolk Record Office holds larg e quantities 

of material pertinent to the study area, including administrative records, 

correspondence, historic maps, engravings , photographs  and newspapers . The 

SRO was visited on 2nd, 13th and 23rd February 2018, where much of this material 

was viewed a nd photographed, although problems with the roller racking have 

meant that some material could not be retrieved from the store , although this has 

not impacted on the overall study . Additional scans of some larger items and 

digital copies of images from the  SpantonǱJarman photographic collection were 

also obtained after these visits.  

OpztfǴt Jbmm Ovtfvn ipmet nbufsjbm fydbwbufe gspn uif tuvez bsfb, as well as 

paintings, maps and drawings showing parts of the area, and the museum archives 

were visited on 13 th February and 7 th March 2018 so that objects could be studied 

and photographed. Additional images and details from the museum collections 

were provided by the museum curators  following these visits . Several artefacts 

discovered on the site are also held in  the museum collections of the Society of 

Antiquaries of London, and photography was commissioned of these objects.  

Material pertaining to the management of the site by the Ministry of Works and its 

later incarnations is held in the National Archives in Ke w, and includes the  original 

Registry files , as well as large -format survey drawings and site illustrations. The 

National Archives were visited on 30 th January 2018, during which the Registry files 

were photographed  and high-resolution scans were subsequen tly ordered of 

several of the site plans. The active Registry files pertaining to the site are still held 

by Historic England , and access to these was requested via a Freedom of 

Information request. Although there are a large number of files, those relevan t to 
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the Heritage Assessment were identified from a list of titles and the relevant files 

were able to be viewed and photographed at the Historic England East of England 

office in Cambridge on 6 th March 2018. A similar range of illustrative material , 

inclu ding over 250 plans, drawings and photographs  relating to the study area , as 

xfmm bt uif Jjtupsjd Gohmboe ǳDvjmejoh HjmftǴ, is held at the Historic England Archive 

in Swindon , which was visited on 8 th February 2018. The material and paper archive 

of the ardibfpmphjdbm fydbwbujpot voefsublfo po uif tjuf pg uif SvffoǴt Eibncfs 

cfuxffo 3;98 boe 3;:2 jt ifme bu Gohmjti JfsjubhfǴt Xsftu Rbsl Epmmfdujpot %upsf. 

which was visited with the director of the excavations, Ant hony Fleming, on 16 th 

April 2018. 

The Histor ic England Archive also holds the national collection of vertical and 

oblique aerial photograph s, the catalogues for which were queried in advance and 

relevant images extracted in advance by Historic England staff.  These were also 

viewed during the visit o n 8th February 2018. Some of these images are available 

via the Britain from Above website. 13 Additional aerial photographs held by the 

Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service were also consulted during the 

project, as were the more recent aerial imag es of the study area taken by Mike 

Page,14 which are reproduced in this report with his permission.  

Notebooks, lecture notes and correspondence belonging to M.R. James and 

pertaining to his studies of the Abbey of St Edmund were examined and 

photographed at  uif HpvoefsǴt Njcsbsz pg uif Hju{xjmmjbn Ovtfvn. Ebncsjehf. boe 

in the Manuscript Reading Room of Cambridge University Library on 21 st February 

2018. Additional material relating to the abbey site was consulted at the British 

Library on 21st March. Inform ation from the archives of the Hunterian Museum at 

the Royal College of Surgeons was also supplied remotely by their curatorial staff.  

In addition  to archival research , a series of site visits was undertaken in order to 

appraise, describe and illustrate th e current state of the study area  and describe 

and photograph the various standing buildings, structures and landscape features 

present within it.  These visits were undertaken on 26th January, 13th and 23rd 

                                                

13 https://britainfromabove.org.uk/   
14 http://www.mike -page.co.uk/   

https://britainfromabove.org.uk/
http://www.mike-page.co.uk/
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February, 7 th and 23rd March and 17th April 2018. The visit on 7 th March was 

undertaken in the company of Bob Carr, formerly of the Suffolk County Council 

Archaeological Service and current ly the  Cathedral Archaeologist.  The visit on 17th 

April included the opportunity to climb both the cathedral tower a nd the Norman 

Tower  in order to view the study area from an elevated position. The resultant site 

notes and photographs have been integrated into this report .  

Phase 2 of the project comprise d the analysis of the collected data, and the 

identification and description of the designated and non -designated heritage 

assets within the study area . As part of this process, the relevant geological, 

geotechnical and topographical data , including aerial photographs and LIDAR,  

were reviewed in order to understand the physical form of the site, and where 

possible these data were used to create indicative models of the study area . 

Historical mapping and pictorial sources were also used to chart the historic 

development of the study area .  

During the course of the analysi s phase, the wider study area  was broken down 

into a series of spatial  and chronological them es, in order to better distinguish  its 

historic character and aid its future management and interpretation , and these 

form the basis of the structure of this repor t. These analyses have enabled the 

identification and mapping of potential impacts on the heritage resource caused 

by previous occupation and development within the study area , as well as the 

identification of non -archaeological constraints on any future investigations . They 

have also enabled the identification of gaps in our existing knowledge of the study 

area, including those areas which remain un -investigated or which would benefit 

from further fieldwork.  

Phase 3 comprise d the writing of th is report, wh ich provide s a baseline description 

and characterisation of the study area . This report is supported by an 

accompanying GIS, which is supplied electronically  on the CD-ROM mounted at 

the back of this report . It is intended that this digital material will b e presented in a 

web -based form as the work of the Heritage Partnership develops.  

The process of researching and writing this report has been facilitated and greatly 

aided by the regular series of four meetings held between the authors and the 

members of t he Heritage Assessment Advisory  Group of the Abbey of St Edmund 
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Heritage Partnership. These meetings took place in Bury St Edmunds on 18th 

December 2017, 26 th January, 23rd February and 23 rd March 2018. Two working 

drafts of this report were circulated on bo ǳbt jtǴ cbtjt, the first  on 21st March 2018 

and the second on 9 th April 2018, and an Editorial Review Board meeting was held 

in Bury St Edmunds on 17 th April 2018, at which the content of the report and 

interpretation of the study area were discussed. A final draft of this report was 

submitted on 27 th April 423:. boe gpmmpxjoh sfwjfxfstǴ dpnnfout uif gjobm wfstjpo 

of this report was presented to members of the Heritage Partnership at a meeting 

held on 29th June 2018. 

This Heritage Assessment comprises a fully  illustrated report, with appendices  and 

accompanying GIS. Although this work has been largely synthetic, and has drawn 

upon published and unpublished archive materials (all of which are fully 

referenced and referred to here), a number of items of ori ginal archaeological 

archive (site notebooks, plans, photographs, etc.) have been brought to light  during 

the course of researching this report. T hese materials have been lodged with the 

Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service , holder of the archaeol ogical 

archives for the county,  following completion of the report . 

  



 

14 
 

3. The Study Area 
The study area for the Heritage Assessment  covers the site of the medieval 

Benedictine Abbey of St Edmund and associated land to the south -east (Figures 1 

and 2). This section sets out the boundary of the study area and the different 

owners and land -managers whose interests are represented within i t. LIDAR data, 

archaeological survey data and historic mapping are used to present a summary 

pg uif tjufǴt tpjm-scape and underl ying geology  and assess the topography of the 

area. The interpretative categories ascribed to the site during the series of 

landscape character assessments which have been undertaken in the past  are 

assessed. Finally, the 15 Sub-Areas developed by the Abbe y of St Edmund 

Heritage Partnership and suggested in the consultancy brief as a method of 

structur ing both this Heritage Assessment and the subsequent Conservation Plan 

are presented and described.  

Boundary and Ownership  
For much of its length the boundary  of the study area is coterminous with the 

boundary of the former monastic precinct, and in many places the boundary is 

marked by surviving stretches of the precinct wall itself  (Figure 1). Beginning in the 

north -western corner of the study area, the bound ary runs eastwards along the 

south side of Angel Hill and Mustow Street, past the point at which it becomes 

Eastgate Street  at the junction with Cotton Lane , as far as the north -eastern corner 

of the Minden Close open space. The boundary then turns south a long the edge 

of the built up area, cuts across the rear of the properties which front onto Minden 

Close and The Vinefields and joins the unmade track which runs to the north -

fbtufso tjef pg %u LbnftǴ Epvsu boe uif tjuf pg uif gpsnfs %u LbnftǴ Ojeemf %dippl. 

The boundary follows this track to its junction with Kevelaer Way , which marks the 

easternmost point of the monastic precinct, before turning south -west to follow 

the line of an extant portion of the precinct boundary wall until it reaches the 

footbridg e which crosses the River Lark  (known as the Riven Bourne or Burn until 

1801). Whereas the former precinct boundary seems to have crossed the river in 

this area, the boundary of the study area follows the sinuous eastern bank of the 

Lark upstream to encomp ass No Mans Meadow, before turning southwards to 
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follow a linear drainage ditch which links the Lark to the River Linnet at the very 

south -east of the  study area  (the Linnet was known as the Maydewater until the 

18th century). The boundary then returns dow nstream along the eastern bank of 

the Linnet, completing the encircling of No Mans Meadow , until it reaches a point 

just south of the intersection of the extant southern precinct boundary wall with 

the river. Here, the boundary turns west to parallel the l ine of the precinct wall 

across the area of the former Shire Hall car park and follows the southern wall of 

%u ObshbsfuǴt Jpvtf boe uif Qme %ijsf Jbmm *voujm 4238 uif tjuf pg uif ObhjtusbuftǴ 

Court), from whence it follows the northern side of Honey Hill u ntil it reaches St 

ObszǴt divsdi0 Uif divsdi nbslt uif tpvui-western corner of the study area, just 

as it marked the south -western corner of the monastic precinct in the past, and the 

boundary of the study area then turns northwards again to follow the eas tern side 

of Crown Street , in front of the Norman Tower  *bmtp lopxo bt %u LbnftǴ Upxfs+ 

and St Edmundsbury Cathedral, which both formed part of the western edge of 

the monastic precinct. The study area boundary then continues northwards as the 

road becomes  Angel Hill, passes to the west of the Abbey Gate and the grassed 

areas which flank it, and returns to the point of origin at the north -western corner, 

outside 28 Angel Hill.  

The study area  incorporates the Abbey Gardens and ruins of the Abbey of St 

Edmund , St Edmundsbury Cbuifesbm. %u ObszǴt church and the Great Churchyard, 

as well as various institutional, commercial and residential properties within and 

adjacent to the monastic precinct , and land associated with the abbey to the south.  

There are conseque ntly several large landowners and land -managing institutions 

represented within the study area, many of whom are part of the Abbey of St 

Edmund Heritage Partnership. These include St Edmundsbury Borough Council, 

the Chapter of St Edmundsbury  Cathedral , St Mary's Parochial Church Council, 

Suffolk County Council, the Diocesan Board of Education, and the Guildhall 

Feoffment Trustees , and the extent of their respective holdings have been 

mapped by the Heritage Partnership (Figure 3). These larger holdings are 

complemented by the holdings of numerous smaller private owners and 

occupiers, and, although these smaller properties are included in this Heritage 

Assessment, they will not form part of the subsequent Conservation Plan.  
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Figure 3: Map showing the key landowners and land -managers within the study area. (© Abbey of St 

Edmund Heritage Partnership. Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right 2018. OS 

Licence No. 100019675.) 

  



 

17 
 

Topography   
The study area lies in the bottom of t he valley of the Rivers Lark and Linnet, which 

flow from south to north and have their modern confluence within the central part 

of the study area , although historically this lay further to the north, near to the 

CccpuǴt Dsjehf (Figure 1). The central corr idor of the study area, including the area 

of No Mans Meadow to the south -east, is therefore very low -lying and sits within 

the floodplain. The ground height immediately adjacent to the footbridge which 

dspttft uif sjwfs ofbs up uif dijmesfoǴt qmbz bsfb jt recorded at 32.3m OD, with the 

surface of the water lying approximately 1m lower than this at around 31m OD.  

To the east of the river, the ground rises relatively steeply and evenly until it 

reaches the crest of the slope, on which the A14 trunk road sits  in a cutting. There 

is evidence for parts of this slope having been terraced to accommodate later 

buildings, and this has affected the underlying archaeological record. A spot height 

po uif usbdl xijdi svot bmpohtjef uif gpsnfs %u LbnftǴ Ojeemf %dippm boe forms 

the north -eastern boundary of the study area is recorded at 41.7m  OD 

To the west, the topography of the study area is more muted, the slope being 

much more gentle in this direction, and it is here that the majority of the conventual 

buildings of the  abbey were constructed. The ground continues to rise to the west, 

so that much of the town of Bury St Edmunds sits higher than the monastic 

precinct itself. A spot -height in the centre of the road on Angel Hill, immediately 

outside the north -western corne r of the study area records a ground height of 

5904n QF. xijmf bu uif dfousf pg uif spbe jo gspou pg %u ObszǴt divsdi uif hspvoe 

height is 40.6m OD.  

Given what we know of the later changes made to the ground surfaces within the 

western part of the study a rea, in terms of large building platforms being 

constructed for the abbey buildings, the redirection of the river channels and the 

subsequent build -up of post -Dissolution rubble, it is difficult to be sure of the 

natural profile of the slope , although it w ould seem that the gentle drop 

experienced along the line of Honey Hill and through the former Shire Hall car -

park down to the edge of the river is broadly representative of the natural 

topography of the west bank.    
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In terms of modelling the topography o f the study area, w hile some of the various 

editions of Ordnance Survey mapping include contour lines depicting the 

topography of the  area, most of these are too widely spaced to provide anything 

more than a general impression of the lie of the land. Today , the most effective 

assessments of the topography of the study area are to be derived from LIDAR 

data, which uses laser -scanning from an aircraft to take very accurate and detailed 

measurements of the ground surface. Several different LIDAR datasets which  

include good coverage of the study area are freely available to download from the 

Gowjsponfou Chfodz. wjb uif hpwfsonfouǴt Qqfo Fbub Rpsubm, the most detailed of 

which are the 1m -resolution Digital Terrain Model (DTM) and Digital Surface Model 

(DSM) tiles  surveyed in 2009. 15 These data can be used to model the topography 

of the study area, with the D SM presenting the ground complete with surface 

features (buildings, trees, etc.) and the D TM presenting a digitally processed 

model of the ground in which surfa ce features have been stripped away. In more 

rural areas, the DTM is usually the most useful dataset for archaeological 

purposes, but in more built -up areas, the computer processing required to remove 

dense clusters of buildings can result in misleading de pictions of the ground 

surface. As the present study area is largely open ground, but surrounded by 

buildings and planted with trees, and because the ruins of the abbey buildings 

themselves are crucial to the interpretation of the site, the LIDAR -derived 

modelling presented here uses the D SM, which includes surface features.  

Figure 4 depicts the Ordnance Survey base -mapping of the study area from Figure 

1 draped over the LIDAR D SM model, which has then been processed to add a 

degree of shading to create a pseudo -3D effect. From this plot is it possible to 

discern the nature and relative heights of the buildings  within the study area, as 

well as the trees and upstanding abbey ruins . A closer examination of the area of 

the monastic ruins in particular (Figure 5) enables greater detail to be ascertained 

of the local undulations in the topography of the site which result from the artificial  

raising of the ground level in the past and also from the archaeological excavations 

conducted on the site since the 17 th century.    

                                                

15 https://environment.data.gov.uk/ds/survey/#/survey  

https://environment.data.gov.uk/ds/survey/#/survey
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This view can also be rendered in 3D to give a clearer impression of the topography 

of the study area, as depicted from the south -east in Figure 6, and the vertical 

heights in this image have been exaggerated to emphasise the undulations of the 

ground surface. However, the best impression of the relative ground levels across 

the study area and the wider townscape can be obtained by the application of a 

false-colour spectrum spanning the lowest ground (dark blue) to the highest 

points of the talles t buildings (red), and the results are depicted in Figures 7 and 8.  

Such ground -surface models derived from LIDAR data are complemented in part 

by a more conventional topographic survey of the northern part of the study area 

which was undertaken by the Suf folk County Council Archaeological Service in 

2009, as part of a suite of fieldwork aimed at assessing the archaeological potential 

of the Abbey Gardens (Gill 2009). The results of this survey are reproduced here 

as Figure 9, with contours depicting 20cm i ntervals and colour again being used 

to differentiate low ground (blue) from higher ground (red).  

As can be seen from all of these images, there is a very clearly defined western 

edge to the floodplain of the rivers, which is marked by a steep section of river 

bank, and the majority of the monastic buildings are situated above this contour 

(approximately 34.2m OD). 
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Figure 4: The Ordnance Survey base-mapping of the study area draped over the 1m -resolution LIDAR 

DSM. (Contains OS data © Crown copyright and database right 2018. OS Licence No. 100019675. 

LIDAR: Environment Agency copyright and/or database right 2015. All rights reserved.) 



 

21 
 

 

Figure 5: Detailed view of the Ordnance Survey base-mapping of the st udy area draped over the 1m-

resolution LIDAR DSM, showing the area of the monastic ruins. (Contains OS data © Crown copyright 

and database right 2018. OS Licence No. 100019675. LIDAR: Environment Agency copyright and/or 

database right 2015. All rights reserved.) 

  










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































