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ABSTRACT

This thesis will argue that the most etftective way ot

understanding the physical development of medieval towns,
particularly the larger, more complex, towns and those

which lack extensive and detailed contemporary
documentation, is by a structured integration of the data
derived from the  archaeological 1investigation of
individual sites with detailed town-plan analyses
following the methodology introduced and developed by
conzen. This will be demonstrated by two case~studies,
designed to explore the interaction of the different
sources of evidence at two different scales of
investigation.

The first case-study 1s a detailed analysis of the plan
and development of the whole of a large medieval town
(Worcester), the second 1is a study of a single street
(Pride Hill 1in Shrewsbury. The analysis of Worcester
illuminates, i1in particular, the boundaries and internal
layout of the late Sth-century burh, suggesting that 1t
was an extension to the pre-existing Roman earthwork
circuit and incorporated an area subject to regular town
planning, possibly following Wessex models, and an area of
irregular settlement that 1included the Dbishop of

Worcester's haga recorded in 904. The detences were, {t is

argued, partly dismantled for the extension of urban

settlement.

The Shrewsbury case~study examines an unusually-
concentrated building pattern of halls behind the street
frontage, and sets this in its contemporary context by an
analysis of the contemporary plot-pattern, identified in

part by 1te  association with surveyed medieval

undercrofts. The earlier history of the area is explored



through further analysis of the plot-pattern which pre-
dates and is cut by the town wall., It 1is suggested that

the area in question was, 1like other sectors of the early

medieval wurban fringe, possibly subject to some type of

regular land-allotment for grazing and access to the

riverbank.
Issues, 1illustrating the mutually-illuminating

character of town plan analysis and urban archaeology,
arising from the two case-studies, are discussed. These
include the role of archaeoclogy 1n reconstructing
morphological change, the problems of the chronology of
urban extensions, archaeology and the interpretation of
cartographically-recorded features, and the role of plan-

analysis 1in establishing a contemporary spatial context

for individual and multiple archaeological investigations

in early medieval towns.
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1.1 Parallel threads: town plans and tenements in

historical and archaeological studies.

In 1967, Dr Urry wrote of Canterbury: 'within the walls
the modern ground-plan can be carried back into the
twelfth century. A few modest alleys have disappeared and

a new street (Guildhall Street) cut, but otherwise within

the walls the layout 1s much the same as in the reign of

King John' (Urry 1967, 185)., He had arrived at this
conclusion from his detsiled research, first of all on a
series of detailed Christchurch rentals dating from the
mid 12th century to the early 13th, and on charters
selected from more than five hundred that survived from
the 13th century and earlier, and secondly, by comparing
the information contained in these documents with the
well-known mid- 112th-century plan of the cathedral

waterworks, and with 17th-, 18th-century, and modern maps

(1967, 3-4, 185). The 1level of detail contained, 1in
particular, in the rentals, allowed Urry to assess with

great precision the correspondence between the modern and

{2th-century topography of particular areas: 'At the sale

a few years ago of property north of St Peter's church,
Canterbury, it was discovered that the vendors had no

documentary title to a strip of ground about six feet wide

running up the middle of the garden. It was quite easy to

account for this lack of title for the strip of ground was
none other than the old 'eastern lane' described on this
axis in Rental D at the end of the twelfth century'. He
continued: 'A remarkable fact emerging from the study of
the rentals 1is that not only has the general twelfth-
century plan of Canterbury survived largely unaltered to

this day, but in many instances the ground-plot occupied

by a citizen of 750 years ago has also survived, sometimes



in depth and sometimes in length, and occasionally both'
(Urry 1967, 191). However, this static picture was by no
means uniformly applicable throughout the town. Elsewhere

Urry noted 'burgess-holding in Canterbury, and no doubt in

all other ancient boroughs, is not a unity, unchanged and
unchanging from the earliest times, but has an organic
growth, can be broken up, added to, combined with adjacent
ground, and cut up again with no reference to its one-time
components, until all trace of any original arrangement
is completely obliterated' (1967, 150). He went on to
describe the development of the house of Jacob the Jew,
where three plots were amalgamated to form a single large
plot, later re-divided 'and part joined with vacant ground
nearby' (Urry 1967, 150-2).

Canterbury was not alone in having a town plan which,
when the modern 1landscape was conpared with detalled
medieval documentary evidence, showed a mixture of
continuity and change 1in the extent of 1individual
properties: the same picture 1is implicit in H.E, Salter's

Survey of Oxford (1960, 1968) and in his earlier Map of
Medieval Oxford (1834).

Continuity and change are equally evident 1in Winchester.
According to Keene 'It was probably in the most densely
occupied areas that physical boundaries were most stable,
at least near the street frontages. The reason for
this seems to have been primarily mechanical, for once the
frontages were fully built-up the standing bulldings, each
in separate tenure, defined a framework which the holders
of individual properties were obliged to respect when they
rebuilt their houses. Only in areas of decline and decay,
or as a result of royal intervention, or by the imposition

of a twentieth-century redevelopment programme, has this

ancient pattern been entirely swept away' (Keene 1985,



181). Once again, however, such  stability cannot be
assumed to be ubiquitous: 'The tenement histories
.+ »demonstrate that many medieval boundaries have survived

into modern times, although few of them can be traced with
any certainty earlier than ¢.1300. The histories also

show, however, that many property boundaries changed
during the later Middle Ages as a result not only of the
depopulation of the city but also of the continuous
operation of the property market®’ (Keene 1985, 180). The

author went on to note that the original properties laid
out as part of the planned layout of the late 9th century
were extremely large, becoming sub-divided into the more
familiar type of medieval plot by the late 11th century:
only a tiny proportion of any surviving boundaries would,
therefore, be original, Further, the docunents showed

extremely complex changes in the ownership and layout of
plots on street torners, and unpredictable changes in the

boundaries of garden plots at the rear of tenements (Keene

1985, 181).
A similar story has recently been demonstrated in Wells,

Somerset. Because of the relative frequency of the
survival of property records there in institutional hands,
Scrase (1989) was able to chart the evolution of a variety
of plots within the medieval period and later. He
identified a relatively small number of types of change:
major developments comprising either the laying-out of new
plots, the multiple sub-division of existing plots, or the
amalgamation of existing plots; simple mediation (the
longitudinal division of 8 plot into two or sometimes

three); the transfer of small parcels of land between

adjoining plots; and the expansion or creation of plots by

encroachment onto public open spaces (Scrase 1989, 353).

He went on to identify periods when particular processes



were prevalent, and further, to document the development
of a few individual plots in the greatest detail. From
these he established, as Keene had done before, that the
behaviour of plots on corners or small street-blocks was
utterly unpredictable without the fullest documentation.
Overall, his conclusion was that 'The complexities can be

mastered. But the evidence also cautions against too easy
an optimism. Often the records show that modern boundaries

are not medieval or only late medieval' (Scrase 1989,
363).

In the 19608 and 1970s, with the growth of urban rescue
archaeology, continuity between medieval and modern
landscapes began to be established by excavation. In Hull,
for example, excavations on the High Street were able to

demonstrate a striking correspondence between properties
listed in 14th-century rentals, excavated tenements, and

their modern successors (Kingston-upon-Hull Mus. Bull. 10,
1973, 4). In Gloucester, the medieval plot-pattern on the

east side of Berkeley Street, evident from a lease of 1275
and excavated buildings a century older, survived with
minor modifications until the late 1930s (Hurst 1972, 24-
7)., More than a decade before, Lawson and Smith's survey
plans of the rows of Chester demonstrated that the modern
property boundaries were at least as old as the late 13th
century (Lawson and Smith 1958). Three modern properties
excavated in Durham in 1974 (61-3 Saddler Street) proved
to have been delineated in the late 11th century (Carver
1979). The most dramatic demonstration along these lines
was, of course, the excavation of parts of four tenements

on Coppergate in York in 1976, These proved to have been
established simultaneously in the early 10th century, and

their boundaries perpetuated with some precision down to



the present day- or at least until the arrival of a

Victorian chocolate factory (Hall 1984).




1:2 Town-Plan Analysis

What 1s implicit in the histdrical and archaeological

case-studies referred to above is that the three major

components of the townscape - plan, building form, and
land-use - all respond at different rates to social and
economic change: 'Town plan, and, to a less extent,

building fabric are more conservative in this respect as

they tend to reflect the pattern of past landownership and
capital investment more tenaciously...Land utilisation
responds more easily to changing functional impulses and
therefore the historicity of 1its distribution pattern is
often weak. From the townscape as a whole, then, the town
plan emerges as the form category of greatest value to the
historian' (Conzen 1968, 117). This three-fold division of
the townscape, and the conclusion as to the relative
conservatism of each component, were but two conclusions
drawn by the geographer M. R.G.Conzen, from his analysis of
Alnwick, first published in 1960. Conzen, who had come

to Britain as a refugee from Nazi Germany in 1933, brought

with him a tradition of morphological analysis developed
by practioners 1in Germany from the end of the 19th

century on. In the later 30s and 40s he familiarised
himself with British towns, through field visits and
through his work as a professional town planner in the
north-west, before re-entering the academic world
(Whitehand 1987).

The eanalysis of Alnwick has long been regarded as a
milestone in the development of the methodology of town
plen analysis. In Conzen's words, it sought 'to establish
some basic concepts applicable to recurrent phenomena in
urban morphology and to lead to an explanation of the

arrangement and divereity of an urban area in terms of



plan types and resulting geographical regions' <(Conzen
1960, reprinted 1969, 4). A number of key components of

Conzen's approach can be identified as having particular

relevance to the wunderstanding of pre-modern urban

landscapes.

First, the recognition of the fundamental importance of
the burgage plot as the ‘'basic cell', the smallest

conmponent of the town plan. This attention to detail
instantly distinguishese the work of Conzen and his

successors from their forbears (and, unfortunately, most
archaeoclogists) whose analyses of town plans produce
hypotheses generated from and solely reliant on the
characteristics of street systems. Thies emphasis on the
importance of individual plots has the corollary that
large-scale cartography is an essential tool.

Secondly, the conceptualisation of processes and
features 1in the wurban landscape. For example, Conzen
introduced (it had a German prototype) the idea of the
burgage cycle: the recognition that plots in many towns
undergo  parallel evolutionary sequences, involving
building repletion - the 1increasing coverage ot their
tails or backlands by bulldings -~ reaching a climax phase
(generally c.1850~1900) characterised by almost complete
coverage, followed by a recessive phase as redundancy and
clearance follow, completed by a period of *urban fallow'
as the plot 1itself 1s 1left unoccupied and without
buildings. In the 1largest city centres, Conzen drew

attention to the more extreme form of this process ‘plot

met amorphosis’ whereby plot tails are developed,

alienated, and amalgamated, roads widened and inserted,
and large blocks redeveloped, leaving little if any trace

of the original pre-modern boundaries (Conzen 1969, 123-
131; 1941, 25-%53).



Thirdly, and perhaps most important of all in the
context of this thesis, was the recognition of the
composite character of the majority of town plans. Growth-
phase plans had 1long been a part of urban geography
(Carter 1976, 145-148) but the identification of the
extent of individual phases was generally 1imprecise, and

based on map-sequences rather than the analysis of

variations in the character of a given town plan and its

component parts. Conzen 1identified phenomena which he
termed 'plan-units’': 'Examination of the town plan shows
that the three element complexes of streets, plots and
buildinge enter 1into 1individualised combinations 1in
different areas of the town. Each combination derives
uniqueness from its site circumstances and establishes a
measure of morphological homogeneity or unity in some or
all respects over {ts area. It represents a plan-unit,

distinct from 1its neighbours' (Conzen 1969, 5). The

clearest 1illustration of this concept 1is the study of
Ludlow, published in 1968, and familiar to wurban

archaeologists through the description of 1t in Platt's
The English Medieval Town (1976). Conzen examined the town
plan, identified at an early date by St John Hope (19509)

as a 'planned town' on the bastide model, and noted the
different character of the types of streets and their

associated plots. He interpreted these wvariations as
evidence of more than a single phase of growth and went on

to propose a chronological sequence for the development of

the town (Conzen 1968),

Conzen's work has been developed in a number of

directions by other researchers, Of particular relevance

here 1is the work by Slater, concerned as 1t is wilh

medieval town plans. The plan-analyses published by Slater



suggest that there can be few medieval towns that, when

examined in detail, will not be tomd lo be of composite
character. Just as Conzen demonstrated Ludlow's origins in

several phases of planned, and unplanned settlement, so

Slater has shown that Lichfield, another planned town,
similarly has components of different dates within the
medieval built-up area (Slater 1984-5), In these plan-
analyses Slater has wused only the more conservative
townscape elements (streets and plots) in his plan-unit
definitions for the medieval period. In addition to adding
greatly to the list of towns examined with this approach
and so forming a growing database with increasing scope

for comparative studies, Slater has developed the

metrological techniques far beyond those employed in the
Alnwick study (Slater 1981, 1988), advocating direct field
measurement as against measurement from maps, and has
produced new insights into the practices of medieval town-

planners and surveyors (Slater 1987).
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1.3 The investigation of medieval towns: problems

and solutjons

Both urban archaeology and the Conzenian school of urban

historical geography offer ways of studying the origins
and physical growth of medieval towns, but each discipline

faces specific problems, generally wunique to each

discipline and its sources of evidence.

Urban archaeology has, of course, first to face the
problems 1inherent 1in the subject as a whole and not
confined to its practice in urban surroundings, beginning
with the small fraction of past activities that may leave
recoverable, comprehensible, physical evidence below or
above ground. The location of that physical evidence in an
urban context may bring additional problems stemming from
the likely intensity of the later use of a site and the
consequent damage to earlier deposits and structures. But
perhaps the greatest single problem facing urban
archaeologists attempting to understand the physical
development of a town i1s the scale at which investigations

are conducted 1in relation to the size of the town as a
whole — an inevitable consequence of the costs of deep

excavation, the sources of funding, and national and local

political priorities.
Urban rescue excavation has now (1990-1) been a

familiar, even widespread, prelude to urban redevelopment
for twenty years (Carver 1987, chapter VIII)., Several
hundred individual sites have been excavated on a large-
enough. scale for sequences of building construction and
replacement to be  readable (c.300 sites with

comprehensible structural sequences and whole or partial

building plans excavated by 1985), and artefact
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collections may soon outgrow warehouses in some of the
largest cities. And yet, even in the most intensively-
explored towns, only minute fractions of medieval built-
up areas have been sampled by excavation. By 1988, about
2% of the area of early medieval Ipswich, and only about
0.025% of early medieval York had been excavated (Wade
1988, 97; Hall 1988, 125).

These tiny samples are not likely to be significantly

increased in the forseeable future, 1f ever. In addition
to the large proportions of historic urban areas already
sterilised of pre-modern deposits by 19th- and 20th-
century redevelopment, the adoption of conservation area
policies (though welcome) has effectively rendered large

parts of many towns and «cities archaeologically

unapproachable through the fossilisation of the existing
building <cover. To this can be added the current
government policy of 'preservation <(of archaeological
deposits) 1In situ': excavation as the last resort. This
seeks to encourage the construction of new buildings
designed with foundations which will have the minimum
impact on buried strata, reducing the need for the prior

excavation of threatened deposits. In summary, samples of

towns explored by excavation are very small and will
remain s0. The capacity of excavated evidence, on its own,
to offer radical insights into the growth of the larger

early medieval towns must therefore be regarded as

extremely dubious.

Town-plan analysis, as developed by M. R. G.Conzen and his
successors, offers a way of modelling the stages in the
growth of a town by identifying the principal components

of its plan. As described above (section 1.2), it has been
successfully employed on 8 number of medieval case-
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studies, all of market-town size, or smaller. As a
technique, it too has problems, which 1increase 1in
proportion to the size and complexity of the town being
studied and the length of time over which it has been
occupled. These problems can be summarised under three
broad headings: chronology, superimposition, and land-use.

The first of these 1is perhaps the most immediately

obvious. Components of a town plan may be identified, and

may be interpreted as the result of distinct phases of
urban growth, but their absolute and even their relative
dates may not be immediately apparent. This is less of a
problem in investigations of medieval new towns, where a
foundation charter may disclose the date of a particular
layout, or where the scale of planned development may be
such that distinctive period characteristics are visible
(comparisons have been made, for example, between the
Broad Street/Mill Street plan-unit at Ludlow and bastides
in 13th-century Gascony: Conzen 1988, 267). However, where
components are smaller 1in scale and part of a town plan

of mainly pre-Conquest origin, documentary evidence will
in most cases be absent and even relative dating, from
plan evidence alone, may be extremely difficult. Outward
expansion from a single nucleus cannot be assumed,

particularly in view of the abundant evidence for
polyfocal development from towns like Norwich, and from
many continental towns (see chapter 2:6).

Further problems arise in the case of morphological
regions that have not ariesen from 'planned’ ur\ban
extensions taking place over a short period of time, but
instead owe their origin to site constraints acting on
settlement to produce @8 degree of morphological

homogenelity over unknown periods — possibly months,

possibly decades. In such circumstances, determining the
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chronology of urban growth from plan evidence alone may
well not be possible. Even 'planned’ urban extensions,
though laid-out over a short period of time, may actually
contain 3 hidden  chronology dependent on the rate of
take-up and settlement of the plots within.

The problem of superimposition is also readily apparent.

Redevelopment obscures earlier patterns, whether it 1s a

19th-century corn exchange or an 11th-century castle.

Town-plan analysts are at the mercy of their cartographic

source material: 1if it post-dates major landscape changes,
then the earlier appearance of those areas will generally
be beyond reconstruction.

Finally, town-plan analysis has arguably more to say
about the development of the framework for settlement than
about the settlement itself. For periods that pre-date the

earliest surviving buildings, land-use will only rarely be
apparent from town plan evidence alcne, though it may have
been of some significance in determining the morphology of

town-plan elemente and their evolution.

Aims and structure

The aim of this thesis 1s to demonstrate that the
structured integration of the methods and approaches of

the urban archaeologist with those of the historical

geographer offers an effective way of investigating the

physical development of the structural framework of towns
in the period ¢.900-1300, particularly the larger, more
complex towns and those — the majority in Lhis perjod -
that 1lack extensive contemporary documentation. More
specifically, 1t will be argued that some of the problems

inherent in each discipline can be solved, and much can be

learnt, both from the combination of data derived from
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the srchaeclogical investigation ot individual sites with
town-plan analyses following the methodology developed by

Conzen, and through the interpretation of archaeological

data in terms of its local cadastral framework.

Two case-studies are presented. The first (Chapter 2) is

a plan-analysis of the medieval city of Worcester. This

employs Conzen's methodology for the definition of the

major components of the town plan, but follows Slater's

subsequent studies (see 1.2, above) in using only the more

conservative plan elements (streets and plots) for the
definition of medieval 1landscape regions. Archaeological
evidence from recent excavations, the evidence of
ecclesiastical boundaries, and the very limited

documentary evidence for the period, are integrated with
the plan analysis to reconstruct the principal stages in

the development of the city between the late Roman period

and c. 1200.
Worcester is a pearticularly suitable test-case for

town-plan analysis. First, it 1s a county town, larger in
esize and possessing a more complex town plan than other
places so far subjected to a plan analysis. Second,
although subject to extensive (and notorious)
redevelopment in the mid 1960s, Worcester escaped heavy
redevelopment in the 19th century, and the large-scale
Ordnance Survey plans of the 1880s reflect a town plan
less disturbed by large-scale post-medieval change than
many other towns of comparable size. Third, the site is
relatively level and clearly defined by a gravel terrace,
the river Severn, and a minor watercourse, but not tightly
constrained by these features, As a result, the form of

early town-plan elements (streets, plots, buildings) may

reasonably be expected to reflect more than just the
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natural constraints — there is potentially the space for
‘ideal’ planned layouts, 1if on a small scale. Yet the
clear limits to the site demanded a response which can be
measured (for example: the date and scale of the expansion
of the built-up area off the gravel terrace). Fourth, the
site was occupied in the Roman period. Previous work on
parochial boundaries (Baker 1980a) demonstrated that
elements of the Roman landscape had 1influenced the
medieval plan, and therefore suggested that plan-analysis
might provide an opportunity for observing the
relationship between medieval components of the plan and
surviving man-made morphological constraints. Finally,
Worcester i{s historiographically attractive, in that some
indication of the success of a plan-analysis 1n

unravelling the development of the city might be gained

from 1its ability to locate the well-known, documented
pre-Conquest features: the defences of the late 9th-
century burh and the bishops' haga of 904 within its north
wall (Sawyer 1968, nos. 223 and 1280). These have so far

escaped identification by a number of investigators

working on archaeological evidence or street-patterns

alone (see Carver 1980, 4-5).

The second cese-study <(Chapter 3) also seeks to
integrate archaeological data with evidence that would
normally be considered the preserve of the historical
geographer, but at a different scale of investigation -
below that of the town-plan analysis. It 1s an
investigation of a single street, Pride Hill in
Shrewsbury, examining the development of a number of sites
in the context of the plot systems that contain themn.
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