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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Project Background

A  programme  of  archaeological  investigation  was  undertaken  by  the  Holystone  History  
& Archaeology  Group  (HHAG)  on the site of a mediaeval Priory which  is  known  to  have 
functioned  as  an  Augustinian nunnery from  the 12th century until its dissolution by Henry 
VIII in 1539. It has never been established exactly where the priory was situated, although it 
is assumed that the current parish church, parts of which  date  to  the  medieval  period,  
formed  part  of  the  monastic  complex  The  Holystone community  archaeology  group  
has  been  researching the location of the priory for  a  number  of  years, carrying out two 
phases of geophysical survey with Durham University (ASUD 2005 & 2007) and, more 
recently, a ground penetrating radar survey with Andrew Wilson of Deepscan AR Ltd. 
(2015). The radar survey in particular provided evidence for possible Priory remains on the 
south side of the existing church building.

It was in order to determine the nature of these remains and provide dating evidence for 
them that a small-scale excavation was carried out in this area. Additional research 
objectives and community benefits of the investigation were to enhance the future protection 
of the site by establishing, as far as possible, the character, depth and extent of the church 
and priory remains, so that they can be more fully interpreted and better conserved.

Permission  for  the  work  was  granted  by  the  church,  through  the  agency  of  vicar  
Michael Boag, and the owner of the land bounding the church to the south, Mrs Clark, with 
the kind assistance  of  the  residents  of  the  attached  cottage, Frank  &  Nancy  Moscrop.  
Coquetdale Community  Archaeology  Group  assisted  with  volunteers  and  equipment,  
while  the  project was also supported by Chris Jones, the Northumberland National Park 
Archaeology Officer, who  wrote  the  SMC  application  and  liaised  with  Rob  Young  of  
English  Heritage on  that issue. The excavation and reporting work was led  by 
archaeologist Richard Carlton  of the Archaeological  Practice and  carried  out  by  Jan  
Frazer,  who  instigated  the  project  and arranged funding for it, Dave Robinson, Ian 
Glendinning, Linda Glendinning, Peter Fielding, Jeanette  Fielding,  Kevin  Milburn,  Alec  
Plater,  Tony  Williams,  John  Kendall,  Gail Kendall, Janice  Henney,  Janet  Fenwicke-
Clennell,  Graham  Jones,  Andrew  Wilson,  Bob  Jackson, Steve  Kerry,  Mike  Hodgson,  
John  Casken,  David  Jones,  Chris  Jones, David  Allan,  Mike Jones,  Anne  Jones,  
Michael  Morton,  Jane  Watkins  and John  Steele.  Marc  Johnston, Jeanette Fielding and 
Peter Ryder carried out  additional site drawing and illustrative work, with Peter Ryder also 
contributing his interpretive thoughts and a reconstruction drawing of the site as it may have 
appeared in the 13th or 14th century.

1.2 Location

The village of Holystone is situated about 12 km west of the small market town of Rothbury 
in upper Coquetdale in west-central Northumberland, and lies on the eastern edge of the 
Northumberland National Park. Today Holystone comprises a settlement centred around the 
church, with the Holystone Burn running along the southern edge of the settlement towards 
the River Coquet a short distance to the east. A smaller stream, leading down from the 
evocative Lady Well to the north, joins a former mill race to flow through the village in a 
stone-lined channel. To the north and west, Holystone is overlooked by the afforested hills of 
Harbottle Wood, while to the south Holystone Common rises towards Harehaugh Hill and to 
the east, the River Coquet flows through central Northumberland towards the coastal plain.

The current investigation took place on the south side of the church which lies on the south 
side of the village.



Illus. 01: Extract from a plan of Farquhar’s Estate, Holystone by James
Robertson, December 1765 (PRO MPI 242 NRO 6247-1).

Illus. 02: The Church of St Mary shown on the Holystone Tithe plan of 1842.



Illus. 03: The Church of St Mary shown on the 1st edition
Ordnance Survey Plan, surveyed c.1855.

Illus. 04: 19th century view of the church partly obscured
by thatched cottages to the south.

Illus. 05: Collier’s photograph of the church, viewed from
the south-west in the 1930s.



Illus. 06: The Church of St Mary shown on a 1920s edition
of the Ordnance Survey Plan.

Illus. 07: The Church of St Mary shown on a 1970s edition
of the Ordnance Survey Plan.



1.3 Background to the Augustinian Priory of Holystone and Church of St Mary the 
Virgin

1.3.1 The Church of St Mary the Virgin

The Church of St Mary the Virgin was almost totally rebuilt in 1846-7, removing most of the 
earlier remains, however a little remains to provide some idea of likely development of the 
medieval church.  A detailed description of building and an account of its known history and 
that of the Augustinian Priory was provided in volume XV of the Northumberland County 
History and has been re-evaluated by Ryder in the Holystone Village Atlas of 2004. The 
earliest remains probably date to the early 12th century and may be contemporary with the 
foundation of the nunnery.  As well as serving the nunnery this building probably also served 
as the parish church.  

Illus. 08:
Honeyman’s Plan of the Church of St Mary based on fieldwork in the 1930s.

1.3.2 The Augustinian Priory of Holystone 
The nunnery was probably established during reign of David I of Scotland, by the 
Umfravilles, the lords of Redesdale. Throughout its life it seems to have remained a 
relatively poor institution and, as such was one of the minor religious houses targeted in the 
first of Henry VIII's acts of dissolution in the 1530s. Little apparently survives of the 
remainder of the conventual buildings - Dixon noted that large stones, evidently old 
foundations, were visible in some of the road surfaces in the village, particularly near the 
church, but didn't provide any further details. However the possible layout of the priory can 
be restored using various pieces of evidence.  

It is generally assumed that the church served both the Augustinian nuns and the parish, 
and was incorporated into the priory complex. Comparative evidence provided by the 
surviving remains of monasteries demonstrates that the main claustral ranges were usually 
attached to one of the long sides of the church (i.e. to the north or south), more commonly 
the south side.  At Holystone the north side of the church is occupied by the graveyard, 



which may well have seen continuous use, since monastic cemeteries were commonly 
positioned on the north side of the church. The recent discovery of a medieval grave slab at 
a depth of c. 1m during grave digging would tend to confirm the longevity of this burial place.

The recent works strongly suggest that the cloister was on the south of the church, although 
it is clear that only a limited area of level ground would have been available here. The 
position of a row of cottages present until the early 20th century, parallel to the axis of the 
church and some 20 m distant, suggests a possible site for a southern range of conventual 
buildings, with the intervening space forming the cloister garth. The cottages extend further 
west than the present church, which probably represented the nuns’ church; the nave of the
medieval church would probably have been in parochial use as a priory church and may 
have extended at least as far as the present western edge of the graveyard and perhaps as 
far as the road adjacent to Priory farm.

It is further noteworthy that Priory Farmhouse and the attached range of farm buildings, plus 
the cottage to the east, are also on a parallel alignment to the church, whilst the range of 
farm buildings on the west side of Priory Farm garden lie at 90Å to the church. The possibility 
that the core of Priory Farmhouse predates the visible 17th century features has been noted 
by Ryder and it is tempting, therefore, to envisage an outer courtyard in this area, to the 
north west of the priory church, forming another part of the overall ecclesiastical complex.  
This may have contained elements of the institution’s demesne farm, or grange, which would 
in turn imply a functional continuity on this site, with the grange becoming Priory Farm after 
the dissolution of the nunnery.  

Whether or not they occupy the actual position of medieval building ranges, at the very least 
it is likely that the layout of some of these later buildings was substantially influenced by 
elements of the priory complex. The fields to the west of the church certainly represent the 
close called Barne-yardes in the 1539 Account. The name of this field, with its reference to 
barn(s) suggests it was next to the priory’s demesne farm, or grange, and the most logical 
site for that is the present Priory Farm. The 1539 survey indicates there was a dovecote in 
the Barn Yards.  A dovecote-like symbol is shown in this field, to the north of Priory Farm 
and east of the Salmon Inn, on the 1765 map and it is logical to presume that this was the 
dovecote referred to in the survey. Archaeological remains of this structure may still survive 
in the field, although geophysical survey in this area failed to locate them.

In addition to the likelihood that substantial remains survive of the priory church and other 
monastic buildings, architectural fragments associated with the priory buildings have been 
found (and are still being found) at a number of locations around the village and can still be 
seen incorporated in the walls of much later structures, including the extended east end of 
the south wall of the current church (Illus. 9a&b, below). 



The churchyard wall west of the church incorporated several examples of such carved 
stonework, including a medieval gravestone and a fragment of 13th century stone panelling 
similar to that found at the Augustinian Priory of Hexham, with which the nunnery had strong 
links. Fragments of window surrounds, another cross slab and columns are now 
incorporated in the south wall of the house variously known as The Kennels and Mill House. 
These architectural fragments were dug up in 1929, along with a large millstone, from a 
depth of 2-3 ft on land approximately 30 m to the east. The kitchen window incorporates a 
14th century window-head with cusping and the base of a two-light window reused as the sill; 
the porch has part of a medieval grave-cover. Other architectural fragments presumed to 
have come from Holystone have recently been recorded at Harbottle Castle, having been 
transported there after the Dissolution for use in repairing the still-functioning military 
installation (Ryder 1999).

2. EXCAVATION

2.1 Scheme of Excavation Works

The programme of evaluation carried out between 16th and 20th March 2015 was considered 
sufficient to establish the character and quality of any surviving archaeological features, such 

Illus. 09a-d: Holystone medieval 
cross slab grave covers – top 
three built into the south side of 
the chancel of the present 
church; bottom left excavated 
from the graveyard in 2004; 
bottom right built into Holystone 
Mill.



as those identified above. Three trenches were excavated on the site in order to record 
significant archaeological features without disturbing or damaging them. All archaeological 
remains were recorded by written description, scaled drawing and photography, with a total 
station survey carried out to position the trenches and establish absolute heights for all 
significant remains encountered. Additional recording of architectural fragments recovered 
from the excavations and features observed within the fabric of the church walls was carried 
out subsequent to the completion of excavations with a view to a more nuanced 
interpretation of the site.

2.2 TRENCH 1

2.2.1 Dimensions and Location

Trench 1, 5 m in length and 1.5 m in width, was positioned at the west end of the site, its 
west end overlapping and extending south the south-west corner of the existing church. The 
trench was sited in order to examine geophysical anomalies which suggested a feature, or 
interrupted line of features, running NE-SW at an angle slightly oblique to the current south 
wall of the church. 

2.2.2 Observations

Excavation revealed made ground, comprising mixed topsoil and mortar-infused rubble, to a 
depth of 1.2 m at the north end of the trench where a silty-sand deposit, interpreted as 
natural, was reached at a depth of 1.3 m. Work in the south part of the trench was 
suspended at 0.6 m depth due to pressures of time and the likelihood, suggested by the 

Illus. 10: Survey of the 
excavation site with trench 
locations marked on the south 
side of the church.





geophysical technician, that the anomalies indicated by geophysical survey would have been 
located above that depth.

The significant remains uncovered in Trench 1 were restricted to those revealed in the nave 
wall below ground level, principally comprising the north side of a splayed door opening, 
comprised of three identical blocks with door rebate on the east side. The door sill, or 
threshold, had been removed as also had, it appeared, the corresponding south side of the 
doorway.

Illus. 12: The north side of a splayed door jamb revealed at the
north end of Trench 1.

An ad hoc surface of re-used stones, including part of a window mullion and door jamb, on 
the east side of the door opening but at a higher level than the removed sill, appeared 
secondary and unrelated to the finely-crafted doorway feature.

Illus. 13: Re-used masonry used to create a rough surface above
the level of the foot of the door jamb revealed in the south side of
the church at the north end of Trench 1.



2.2.3 Provisional Interpretation

The doorway, of which only the northern jamb was found, on the south side of the south-
west corner of the current nave must have opened to a room or passage to the east, running 
alongside the church. The doorway is likely to have been an internal feature, and to have 
opened either into the sacristry (where vestments, church furnishings, sacred vessels and 
parish records were kept) serving an altar on the south aisle of the lost nave, or,
alternatively, the doorway may have opened into a passage through the west range, or the 
north cloister walk, if indeed the cloister was situated in this position. 

2.3 TRENCH 2

2.3.1 Dimensions and Location

Trench 2, 5 m in length and up to 2 m in width, was positioned against the south wall of the 
church, its north end extending west from close to the east end of the current nave wall. The 
trench was sited in order to examine geophysical anomalies which suggested a wall-like 
feature running approximately parallel with the current south wall of the church. 

2.3.2 Observations

The removal of mixed topsoil and rubble from Trench 2 revealed four features of note.

Running north-south through the west side of the trench from a point 2.05 m south of the 
current nave wall was a wall of well-tooled sandstone ashlar, 0.52 m wide, and up to three
courses high, sitting directly upon a rough cobble foundation or levelling course. Though 
well-built with mortar-bonded tooled ashlar, the wall was poorly coursed and appeared to be 
made from reused blocks. At its north end was a westward return keyed into the main wall, 
but apparently made up of a single line of similarly well-dressed blocks some 0.28 m wide,
also three courses high. The westward return wall sat partially upon two fragments of 
flagstone, one of which was decorated with a pecked pattern.

On the north side of the westward return was a stone culvert, with its stone sleeper walls 
comprised of narrow flags set on edge, set on well-dressed (probably reused) flags with 
rougher capstones above. The culvert or drain descended on a slight gradient from east to 
west, running approximately parallel with and c. 1.7 m from the south wall of the present 
church; the width of its channel varied from 0.18m to 0.22m, with the width of the largest 
capstone uncovered being 0.37 m and its thickness, 0.13 m. A section of the drain was 
exposed for further examination and found to measure, from the top of the side-stones to 
channel floor, between 0.29 and 0.34m. The drain contained mixed deposits up to a depth of 
c. 0.15 m, primarily comprising a silty matrix with gravel and small rubble inclusions, a large 
sample of which was subjected to wet-sieving with no significant results. Whether 
deliberately or otherwise, the drain appeared structurally integrated to some extent with the 
west return of the wall discovered to the south and described above. The drain feature 
seemed to have impacted on the wall feature described above, but it is possible that the two 
features are contemporary and that the culvert supported (or was supported by) the
westward return of the north-south wall described above.

North of the drain feature, at the same depth as the floor of the culvert, was a cross slab 
grave cover, lying east-west slightly oblique to the orientation of the current church. Although 
the damaged east end of the slab remained under the baulk of the extended east section of 
the trench, it was possible to determine that its length was c. 2.15 m and that it was
between 0.38 – 0.46 m wide, with quite a broad incised cross shaft (95 mm wide). The foot 
of the slab could not be inspected and the head (to the west) had sadly been worn away by 









Illus. 17 : Trench 2 viewed from the south and (clockwise) junction
between N-S & E-W walls, Grave cover adjacent to blocked doorway; grave cover viewed
from the west, drain shown in the E-facing section & (nsert) internal view; vertical view from
the west of N-S wall; blocked doorway revealed in the south wall of the church.

a-g (clockwise from top left) 



heavy pedestrian traffic over the slab which has been set, whether in its original position or 
in a context of re-use, outside a blocked doorway in the current nave wall.

The blocked doorway in the nave wall is 1.15 m wide and its jambs survive to a height of 1.6 
m, its dressings being of grey sandstone ashlar and blocking of mixed rubble. A door sill 
forming the lower part of the blocking may be original, but appears somewhat incongruous. 
The doorway sits below but off-centre (to the east) of a blocked two-light window in the south 
wall of the church, which in turn has been supplanted by a round-arched 19th-century 
window of vaguely Romanesque character.

2.3.3 Provisional Interpretation

The features described above seem to represent different phases of activity but are 
otherwise difficult to interpret. The blocked doorway in the current nave wall is an early 
feature which predates a post-medieval reconstruction of the church (in which there were 
three two-light mullioned windows in the south wall of what is now the nave) and is likely to 
be contemporary with the doorway described in Trench 1. The broad cross shaft of the 
unusually long grave-cover suggests that it is of relatively early date, perhaps 12th century. 
The slab is set off-centre to the blocked doorway and has clearly been impacted by heavy 
pedestrian use of the doorway; it may have been set in the north walk of the monastic 
cloister, although there was no sign of any a made surface surrounding it. The position of the 
drain at a higher level than the grave-cover suggests it is a later feature; the dating of the 
wall is also considered likely to be later on the basis of its possible association with the drain, 
but the relative phasing of these features remains somewhat obscure. The north-south wall 
is, however, clearly part of a well-built structure, quite possibly associated with a later 
monastic phase of the site (it is absent from the earliest available, reliable plan of the site, 
the Tithe Plan of c.1840).

2.4 TRENCH 3

2.4.1 Dimensions and Location

Trench 3 was positioned at the east end of the site,  running south  from the south-east 
buttress of the chancel. Initially excavated to 4 m in length and 1.5 m in width, the trench 
was subsequently expanded to 7 m in length and up to 3 m width in order to examine 
particular features of interest revealed by excavation.

2.4.2 Observations

After removal of topsoil two wall features were revealed. The first [Wall ‘A’], running south 
from a point  2.6 m from the south face of the  buttress, was constructed of large blocks of 
tooled sandstone up to 0.78 m long and 0.25 m deep. The upper course of the wall was 0.90 
m wide, but stepped out, by a series of projecting plinth and foundation courses, up to 0.32 
m, making the foundation width of the wall c. 1.54 m wide. The wall survived up to 0.95 m 
deep (incl. its foundation courses). In order to inspect the east face of Wall ‘A’ a metre 
square extension to the trench was excavated on its east side. However, this revealed, at 
the level of the second course of stones of Wall ‘A’, a flagstone measuring 0.70 x 0.38 m x 
0.08 m thick, its long axis set against the east face of Wall ‘A’. This flagstone was bounded 
on either side by rounded stones of similar size which projected slightly above the level of 
the flag and appeared to frame it. 

Abutting the west side of Wall ‘A’ 4.8 m south of the buttress was a narrower wall (Wall ‘B’], 
0.59 m wide, comprised of well-tooled facing stones, four courses high with a narrow rubble 
core. This wall, although well-built, was poorly founded and, as a consequence, had 



slumped away slightly from the main north-south wall against which it was built. East of its 
joint with the main north-south wall [‘A’], wall [‘B’] continued south, apparently forming one 
side of a splayed window embrasure and/or alcove, but despite lengthening the trench 
southwards, a corresponding southern splay was not located and may yet lie further to the 
south. The floor of the presumed alcove was formed from amorphous flags, though its 
entrance – continuing the same line as the west side of Wall ‘A’ – included a rebated block, 
though whether deliberately shaped for that purpose of reused was unclear.

North of the faced north end of Wall A was a culvert, the rough sandstone capstones of 
which sat at the same level as the main projecting plinth of Wall A. The culvert was observed 
to curve gently to the north-east, as if respecting the south-east buttress of the chancel and 
projecting towards the east side of the chancel. The depth of the culvert was not determined 
at this point, since it had been established in Trench 2 to the west, but height measurements 
established that it was set to drain from east to west.

North of the culvert feature was another section of north-south wall – Wall C - of the same 
dimensions as Wall A, the east side of which appeared contiguous with, or at least on the 
same line as the west side of the buttress footings. The west side of the wall returned 
westwards to follow a course contiguous with the south wall of the nave of the present 
church.

2.4.3 Provisional Interpretation

The very substantial north-south wall is considered likely to be a southward continuation of 
the east end of the Priory Church, forming the external wall to an eastern claustral range –
as indicated by the presumed window opening. The abutting east-west appears a later 
addition, probably a remnant of the much later schoolhouse which is shown occupying this 
position on the Tithe plan, but was removed in 1846-7 when the present chancel was built, 
utilising, it now appears, the footings of the original east end wall of the medieval church. 
The main north-south wall was either re-used as a foundation for the schoolhouse, or may 
have survived long enough to have formed part of it. The culvert feature appears to respect 
a gap between two sections of the north-south wall and may be contemporary with them, 
passing through a doorway (perhaps access to the cemetery) in the claustral range, in which 
case its capstones may represent the level of an internal passageway. The flagstone 
uncovered on the east side of Wall ‘A’ looked like a step, but no sign of a doorway was 
apparent in the stonework of the adjacent wall, nor were any other steps located at a lower 
level on its east side. 

The short, north section of the main N-S wall and its westward return appear to follow the 
outline of the original east end of the monastic church, the 1846-7 chancel being somewhat 
narrower. 







Illus. 21   (clockwise from top left) View of Trench 3 from the south; Trench 3 from the north; 
detail of the north end of Trench 3 from the west, showing (in foreground) the probably west return
of the principal N-S wall; view from the north of a poorly-founded E-W wall abutting the main N-S wall;
The main N-S wall with projecting footings and foundations viewed from the west side, with abutting
E-W wall to right of view; vertical oblique view of the splayed window embrasure at the south end of 
the massive N-S wall  

a-f:



3. CONCLUSIONS

The excavations carried out in March 2015 have identified remains considered likely to be 
associated with the Augustinian Priory of Holystone, established by the Umfravilles, the lords 
of Redesdale, during the reign of David I of Scotland. A very substantial wall found running 
north-south on the line of the east end of the current church is interpreted as the east wall of 
an eastern claustral range, in line with the east end of the medieval church. A narrower, 
poorly-founded east-west wall abutting it to the west is likely associated with the 
schoolhouse building shown abutting the south side of the shortened church on the Tithe 
Plan of the 1840s; this evidence suggests that the very substantial north-south wall was also 
used as a foundation (or survived well enough to be incorporated in)  the schoolhouse. A 
drain feature found running beside the south wall of the current church is thought likely to be 
of later origin, but could be associated with a narrow east-west wall, possibly the sleeper wall 
for the north cloister walk, found in Trench 2 adjacent to the north end of the current nave. 
Another north-south wall found associated with the latter is more akin in character to the 
east-west wall found in Trench 3, but does not appear on the Tithe Plan so is likely to be 18th

century or earlier, perhaps associated with a post-medieval reconstruction of the church. The 
priory itself may have been remodelled late in the medieval period, as suggested by a 
substantial section of late medieval hollow-chamfered mullion found in Trench 1. 

Other features recorded in the in-situ medieval fabric of the lower walls of the present 
church, including a door jamb at its south-west corner and a blocked door further east, and 
will aid in reconstructing the form of the nunnery, in conjunction with further excavated 
evidence. Also significant are walls recorded during grave-digging on the north side of the 
church, which included what appears to be a northward continuation of the substantial wall 
revealed in Trench 3 during the current investigations, and an east-west wall parallel with the 
current chancel which returns south at its west end, in line with a straight joint close to the 
east end of the north wall of the present nave.

Features discovered or implied by excavation and other observations are shown transposed 
on a First Edition Ordnance Survey plan of the site (below). These suggest the presence of a 
Parochial nave, known (and previously suggested by Honeyman) from the extant eastern 
respond of its south aisle arcade at the south-west corner of the present church. In addition, 
walls known from grave-digging on the north side of the church, and appearing in the south-
facing bank on the north side of the 1846-7 chancel, suggest the former presence of a Lady 
Chapel in that position. In addition, it is now thought possible that a line of cottages south of 

Illus. 22: A wall uncovered during grave 
digging on the north side of the church in 
2009 (Photograph by Dave Robinson)



the church, demolished in the late 19th century, may represent the south claustral range of 
the nunnery (with a more-recently abandoned house on the north side of the row perhaps 
founded on remains of the Chapter House).

Based on this new information, an interpretive drawing of the Priory as it may have appeared 
in the 14th century is provided below, with the Parish church and its west tower at the west 
end of the complex, the Priory church east of it with Lady Chapel attached to its north side, 
and on its south side the cloister and conventual buildings. 

Illus. 24: Interpretive reconstruction drawing of the site by Peter Ryder -
based on information available up to April 2015.

Illus. 23: Features 
discovered or recorded 
during site investigations
in 2015 and transposed 
onto the First Edition 
Ordnance Survey Plan of 
the site. 



Other examples of churches divided between conventual and parish use include the 
following (based on Salter 2015):

Buingay (Benedictine). Nuns’ church (ruined) to east of parish church;
Easebourne (Benedictine). Parish church was the north aisle of the nuns’ nave;
Harrold (Arrousasian). Nuns’ church east of the parish church;
London St Helens Bishopsgate. Nuns’ church parallel on north side of parish church;
Minster in Sheppey (Augustinian nuns). Nuns’ church on the north side of the parish church;
Polesworth Abbey (Benedictine). Nuns’ church to east of parish church;
Swine (Cistercian). Nuns’ church to west of surviving parish church;
Wilberfoss Priory (Benedictine). Nuns’ church to east of surviving parish church;
Wix (Benedictine). Nuns’ church to east of the parish church;
Wroxall (Benedictine). Parish church was the north nave aisle of the nun’s church.

The excavations have provided sufficient evidence to warrant further sub-surface 
investigation, notably of the site formerly occupied by cottages on the south side of the 
church, now thought to be that of the claustral buildings, and of a garth on the site of the 
former aisled nave of the parochial section of the medieval church, between the west end of 
the current church and the Holystone Common road.
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APPENDIX 1: Lapidary Material from Holystone Priory Excavations in March 2015.

Illus. 25: Recording lapidary material at Holystone in April 2015.

All stones appeared to be of local medium-grained Carboniferous sandstone. 

Stones (1) – (10) were stored inside the church, the larger pieces (11)- (14) lying loose 
outside the south-west corner of the building. 

(1) Two joining fragments of the head medieval cross slab grave cover, not actually 
excavated but found lying in a pile of loose stones on the east of the site. Overall 400 by 290 
mm, and only 28 mm thick – this is extremely thin for a grave slab, suggesting the two 
pieces had spalled off from the original stone (although tier reverse faces were very smooth, 
almost as if cut). Design in low relief, the incised lines cut with a punch rather than a chisel. 
Straight-armed cross with bracelets with trefoil terminals; probably 13th century. 

(2) Moulding fragment, roll with square-ended fillet. 13th century? 110 x 830 x 620 mm. 13th 
century. 

(3) Moulding fragment, semi-circular section pilaster or shaft, with remains of white paint. 
112 x 110 x 72 mm. 12th/13th century. 

(4) Tracery fragment, with one cusp with sunk triangular panel. 130 x 125 x 100mm. 14th or 
15th century.

(5) Fragment with mouldings including roll and chamfer. 13th century? 220 x 120 x 90 mm.



(6) Fragment with mouldings, perhaps part of a string course, with a convex curve above 
and mouldings below including a half-roll and a hollow. 13th/14th century/ 140 x 123 x 98 
mm. 

(7) – (10) are representative roofing flags, each with a single drilled peghole, up to 300 x 190 
mm in size (not all are complete) and 20 – 30 mm in thickness. There are other similar 
pieces which were not drawn. 

(11) Section of window mullion, 930 mm long, 253 x 175 mm in section, all four angles 
hollow-chamfered, opposed glass grooves. Later medieval (15th/16th century?) 

(12) The capital or base of a small shaft, damaged, overall 340 x 230 x 190 mm, with a 
straight chamfer below a broader concave one. The cutting back of part of the lower chamfer 
on one side, and an additional rough chase on the bottom must relate to re-use at some 
time. 

(13) Rebated jamb with a single quite broad chamfer, stopped at one end, worn. 

(14) Small semi-octagonal pilaster with a damaged capital with a roll-moulding below,
damaged. Late medieval, 15th or 16th century. 



  



  



 



APPENDIX 2: A Recently-Discovered Cross Slab from Holystone.

Five cross slabs from Holystone are illustrated and recorded by Ryder (2003, 103 & 130); 
the top of another was found when a grave was being dug a few years later (and now lies in 
the churchyard) and a further slab was retrieved from a grave being dug in 2012. This is now 
inside the church, standing at the north-west corner of the nave.

The slab measures 106 m x 0.33 m by 0.20 
m, and is 0.13 m thick. It bears a cross 
formed of four broken circles within a disc, 
carved in low relief (And quite worn) within 
a sunk panel, the shaft below being incised. 
Thus far the design is fairly conventional, 
and would suggest a 12th century date. The 
lower part of the slab is however rather 
strange; it is less worn, its diagonal tooling 
being preserved, along with a medial 
setting-out line in the centre of the cross 
shaft. The deeply-incised cross shaft ends c 
0.14 m from the base of the stone, although 
faintly incised lines continue to the base, 
which might have been truncated. A 
stepped base seems to have been added at 
a higher level, the steps being carved in low 
relief within sunken panels flanking the 
lowest part of the deeply-incised portion of 
the shaft. Has an older monument been re-
used (perhaps after its original base was 
broken off?), or has the bottom of the slab 
been left more or less plain as it was 
intended to be buried, and the slab form an 
upright headstone rather than the 
recumbent slab that its overall form would 
suggest?

Peter Ryder 14 April 2015 



APPENDIX 3: 
Medieval Grave Stone on the north side of the chancel of the Parish Church.

The nave of Holystone Priory incorporates in its lower walls some remains of what is now 
thought to be the nuns’ church of the medieval Holystone Priory. The recent archaeological 
investigation suggests that the medieval building extended further east and included the site 
of the present chancel, built in 1848-9. The present east end appears to stand on medieval 
footings, which continue both to north and south; the continuing wall to the north may 
represent the east end of a Lady Chapel, the north and west sides of which have been seen 
when graves have been dug in recent years. A medieval grave stone within this chapel is 
partially exposed in the steep slope of the perimeter drain on the north of the present 
chancel (the general level of the churchyard to the north of the church is c 2m higher than its 
floor). All that is normally visible of this stone is its chamfered northern edge. A little judicious 
investigation on 9 4 2015 exposed enough of the stone for its dimensions to be taken, and to 
ascertain that no carved design survived.

The slab, of brown sandstone, is set east-west and seems likely to be in situ; its east end 
coms very close to the footings of the putative east wall of the chapel. It is 2.23 m long and 
seems to be slightly tapered (if symmetrical – only the edge of the northern chamfer was 
seen) its width would appear to be c 0.95 m at the head and c 0.85 m at the base. This 
includes a marginal chamfer 0.21 m wide at the sides and 0.18 m deep; the total thickness is 
0.30 m. The chamfered edges at top and bottom are only c 0.15 m wide.

The greater part of the top face of the stone was exposed, and, disappointingly, showed no 
features other than a number of irregular and rough diagonal grooves; the lower third of the 
stone seemed less weathered than the remainder.  This would suggest that at some time the 
slab has been exposed to the elements; it may have been damaged when at least part of the 
church was pulled down at the Dissolution to provide stone for Harbottle Castle. 

Peter Ryder



 


