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An Anglo-Saxon Capital from Lancaster 

 

W.T.W.Potts and A. D. Shirras 

 

 A stone capital was recovered by the Lancaster Archaeological Unit from a watching brief 

for H.M. Prisons at Lancaster Castle in 1995.
1
 The capital is made of a fine grained sandstone. At 

the top is a damaged square abacus 40 cm wide and 7 cm deep. Below the abacus the capital is 

conical, tapering to a diameter of 23 cm but the bottom is incomplete (Fig. 1a). The cone has been 

turned on a lathe, and a square centring survives on the top (Fig. 1b). There is a narrow fillet 

moulding on the cone and there was probably another around the base. The height of the 

incomplete capital is 40 cm.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1a 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Large free-standing columns and capitals are rare in Anglo-Saxon buildings although small 

columnettes are more common. The nearest parallel to the Lancaster stone are the capitals from 

Reculver church (Fig. 2). For over a thousand years these supported three arches which separated 

the chancel from the nave of the church, which was built around 730 A.D.
2
  The church was 

wantonly destroyed in 1805 but the columns, after several adventures, are now preserved in the 

crypt of Canterbury cathedral.  Screens of three arches, supported on columns, were a feature of 

early churches. Evidence of fifth and sixth century examples survive in Algeria and at Parenzo in 

Italy, and a mosaic near Tunis (ca. 440 A. D.) contains a picture of one.
3
 The remains of such 

arcades have been found in England and can be seen at St. Pancras, Canterbury, Bradwell, Essex 

and Brixworth, and Rochester,
4
 as well as at Reculver but unfortunately none survive intact. The 

abaci of the Reculver capitals are rather larger than the Lancaster one, ca. 65 cm square, and stood 

on columns 60 cm diameter at the top, but at St. Pancras, Canterbury the lower portion of one of 

the columns surviving in situ, is only 30 cm in diameter, and allowing for the taper, the Lancaster 

capital would have fitted it nicely. 
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Four cylindrical capitals, 25 cm to 32 cm high, tapering from 50 cm to 39 cm still support the 

vault of the crypt at Repton, which was built in the eighth century as the mausoleum of the 

Mercian dynasty.
5
 The capitals are much cruder than that from Lancaster.  The Taylors describe 

them as “of remarkably irregular thickness and make no serious attempt to change the square 

plan of the vaulting ribs into 

the circular plan of the 

supporting columns.”
5
  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1b  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two rough columns, 45 cm 

in diameter, now stand in 

the church porch but their 

crude capitals are square. 

Rows of free-standing columns may have been used to subdivide the double aisles of St. Wilfrid’s 

church at Hexham, although the interpretation of the foundations, excavated at various times is 

not entirely certain.
6
 Eddius, a contempory monk refers to “the manifold building above ground, 

supported by various columns and many aisles”.
7
 The base of a very large column, a metre in 

diameter is preserved in Ripon cathedral and another is still buried in the foundations, though 

their original function is uncertain.
8 

 

The ability to turn a large hard stone on a lathe must have required powerful machinery and steel 

tools. The Anglo-Saxons used lathe-turned stones in many of their buildings. Even the sections of 

the Reculver columns were turned on a lathe as the centrings can be seen in the drawing of the 

church during demolition.
9
 Numerous smaller columns survive at Jarrow, Hexham and in many 

other churches. This strongly suggests that the Anglo-Saxons had an elaborate architecture based 

on wood rather than stone, which has vanished without trace. The wooden church at Greenstead 

in Essex is unornamented. The turned stone columns must be skeuomorphs of wooden 

predecessors. 

 

  The survival of numerous Anglo-Saxon stones, some with runic inscriptions, show that 

Lancaster was an important ecclesiastical centre in early Anglo-Saxon times. The date of the 

Anglo-Saxon occupation of this area is uncertain but it was contemporary with, or later than the 

conversion of the Northumbrian dynasties to Christianity. The presence of an Eccles place-name 

close to the administrative centre of most of the Lancashire hundreds
10

 suggests that there was 

some continuity of Christianity through the change of dynasties.  Early kings often eased their 

consciences after seizing new territories, by generously endowing the church. For example after 

Egbert’s conquest of Cornwall in 815, he endowed the church with a tenth of the land,
11

 though 

no doubt, some of this land had belonged to the church under its Cornish kings. The remarkable 

concentration of early Anglo-Saxon stones in the Lancaster area raises the possibility that much 
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of the land here was dedicated to the church in the same way. No doubt Anglo-Saxon clerics 

would have displaced the Celtic clergy in the more important posts, to strengthen Anglo-Saxon 

control, just as Normans replaced Anglo-Saxons after 1066, and in the decades that followed the 

increased endowments might have been used to build more splendid churches.   

 

While the capital could conceivably come from a domestic building, there is evidence of 

Anglo-Saxon stone halls at Cheddar and Northampton, there is as yet no evidence for the use of 

columns or capitals in such buildings. The capital is most likely to have come from a church, not 

necessarily on the site of St. Mary’s, because Anglo-Saxon monasteries often had more than one 

church. The size of the capital seems rather small to have supported a nave arcade, which would 

also have to support the roof above, but it would be sufficient to have supported a triple arcade 

and its gable, as at St. Pancras, Canterbury though there is no evidence of a triple arcade north of 

Brixworth near Northampton. Whatever its function, the capital is evidence of a sophisticated 

building at Lancaster in the eighth, or even the late seventh centuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2 

 
(Photograph from English 

Heritage) 
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