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St Peter’s Church, Monkwearmouth 
 
Monkwearmouth Parish Church now stands alone in an extensive grassed area on the north 
bank of the Wear, between  Wearmouth Bridge to the west and the National Glass Centre to 
the east. The church consists of a four–bay nave with a west tower, and a north aisle, with 
north-west porch; this extends eastward, as the north chapel, to flank the chancel; this eastern 
section has a two-bay north aisle. The chancel has a shallow transept-like projection at the 
west end of its south wall, and the eastern section of the north aisle a broader one to the north; 
at the east end of the aisle is a lower vestry, and a link to the octagonal mid-20th century 
‘chapter house’ beyond. 
 
Description 
 
The Exterior 
 
The slender West Tower, a late Saxon heightening of an original western porch, is the most 
striking feature of the church. It is divided into four stages by string courses; in addition the 
taller lowest stage has an additional string course, or more properly a frieze, on its west side 
only. The lower part of the tower is constructed of coursed roughly-squared stone, passing 
into rubble in some areas, with substantial side-alternate quoins; there are some especially 
large quoins towards the top of the lowest stage. 

 
The west door (left), in the centre of the west face 
of the tower, has a semicircular arch made up of 
through stones; in section the voussoirs have a 
shallow step towards their extrados1. The arch 
springs from impost blocks that are chamfered on 
the intrados only; the upper parts of the jambs, set 
square to the wall without any rebate,  are formed 
by a pairs of turned baluster shafts set side-by-
side, and the lower by a ‘long’ stone set above an 
upright block, the inner faces of both being 
carved with a pair of interlaced dragons. There 
appears to be an infilled area directly above the 
head of the arch – it is possible that the central 
three  voussoirs are replacements. Above is a 
frieze of flat square section, that has originally 
carried a series of animals carved in relief; these 
were quite plainly visible in the 19th century (a 
photograph of 1910  in the church shows them 
clearly) but have been virtually erased by 20th-
century erosion. The last block to bear significant 

traces, the southernmost, has been removed for preservation inside the church, its 
replacement simply being roughly tooled. The central block of the frieze, now itself almost 
erased by weathering, was a 19th-century replacement that bore a sunk panel with cable 
mouldings above and below; at some stage the window above had been extended downwards 
to cut through the frieze.  

                                                           
1  The lowest voussoir on the south has a slot that looks very like a Roman lewis hole. 
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Above the frieze, which also forms a slight set-
back,  there is quite a broad round-arched window 
with a narrow chamfer to its surround;  its 
dressings do not look particularly ancient, and 
might be no older then the 19th century. 
 
At the foot of each side wall of the tower is a 
rather narrower round-arched doorway, originally 
opening out from the tower basement/porch into 
flanking porticus. Each has jambs, rebated 
internally, made up of an upright slab below a 
horizontal stone and arches –  the northern of 
eight  voussoirs and the southern of seven - of 
plain square section. Whilst the jambs are set 
square to the wall, the heads are splayed in 
section, like the west door and  early windows in 
the west end of the nave. At the foot of the 
external face of the south wall, just short of the 
south-western angle, is a large projecting block, 
perhaps part of the footing of the wall of the 
former porticus; there is a similar block on the 
north in the angle of the tower and nave walls.  
 
On the south there is an area of smaller and more 
rubble masonry in the eastern part of the wall 
above the round-arched doorway, which may 
indicate a blocked opening;  to the west of it are 
the apparent remains of a small window, with 
each jamb being formed by an upright slab; the 
form of its head is not clear. On the north there is 
a blocked square-headed doorway at this level, 
hard up against the nave wall, with each jamb 
made up of three upright blocks; it might be an 
insertion. 

 
The base of the second stage of the tower is formed by a string course, hollow-chamfered on 
its lower angle; on the west it is eroded almost flat in places, on the north its eastern half is 
very worn, but on the south it is better preserved.  
 
On the west face of the second  stage of the tower the outline of the gable of the original 
porch is till very clear; within this are remains of a larger standing figure formed from five 
large blocks; it has been seen as a crucifix but is perhaps more likely to have been a figure of 
St Peter. The lower three blocks have obviously been deliberately cut back, but the fourth, the 
head retains some element of the original relief, whilst the fifth seems to be intended as a 
projecting canopy or perhaps a halo or some headgear.  There appear to have been smaller 
figures to either side; rough corbels survive just above the string course, and disturbed areas 
of walling above are apparent in oblique sunlight. Above the original gable line the later 
masonry is of rather larger roughly-squared stone, with more irregular quoins. At the east 
ends of the side walls at this level are the narrow square-headed  openings exposing the two 
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windows in the west wall of the original nave; the northern has a heavy lintel. 
 
Between the second and third stages is a string course of bold square section, perhaps 
rounded on its lower angle2 once again most heavily eroded on the west. On the north its 
eastern block looks to have been deliberately cut back. On the south the string is interrupted 
by a crude window, each jamb being formed by an upright block that stands proud of the wall 
face to an even greater extent than the string. 
 
The fourth stage of the tower has a monolithic window set fairly high up on its west side, a 
rectangular block pierced by a round-headed opening that ‘leans’ slightly to the north. Below 
it, just above the string, is some obvious patching. The south side of this stage W has some 
reddened blocks that may be re-used material; there is a possible break in build two or three 
courses below the upper string course. At this level on the north there appears to be a small 
drain-like opening, formed by cutting out sections of two adjacent stones, and now blocked.  
 
The fourth stage of the tower is the belfry, with openings on all sides but the east, where the 
featureless wall  is partly covered by the nave roof. The three  belfry openings are all very 
similar, and of a typical late Saxon type. Two round-arched lights, their heads cut into a 
common lintel, are divided by a mid-wall shaft; the imposts of the jambs and the capital are 
all hollow-chamfered on their lower angles. The lights are enclosed in an outer arch formed 
by a square-edged frame of stripwork, with raised impost blocks. On the west the whole of 
the arch, except for the two stones on each side above the imposts, is 19th-century restoration; 
an old photograph shows a large circular opening, for a clock-face, here3. On the north the 
east jamb of the opening looks like 19th-century stonework, and even the inner lintel looks as 
if it might be a replacement.  It seems likely that much of the walling of this stage was at least 
re-refaced in the 1860s; this is especially evident on the north, where more neatly-squared 
masonry (with some unusually elongate blocks) extends right down to the base of the belfry 
to the east of the opening.  High above each belfry opening, just below the slightly-projecting 
coping of the plain parapet, is a small circular opening or oculus with a chamfered surround, 
cut from two superimposed blocks; these look like Pre-Victorian features re-set in rebuilt 
walling.  
 
The only pre-19th century fabric to survive in the external walls of the Nave is in its tall and 
narrow west gable, exposed on either side of the tower; its basic building fabric is coursed 
rubble/roughly squared stone with the occasional course laid diagonally. There are substantial 
angle quoins laid in side-alternate fashion; those at the north-west angle are largely original 
(being both heavily weathered and apparently fire-reddened in parts) whilst those to the 
south-west are 19th-century replacements, except for two or three at the very base. Quite high 
up in the gable are a pair of fairly broad round-arched window, almost covered by the tower; 
their external openings are only exposed by means of skewed openings cut through the 
eastern angles of the tower; substantial side-alternate angle quoins all at SW angle 
replacement except for very base. Each has a monolithic head (somewhat damaged) and 
jambs made up of an upright block with horizontal ones above and below. The gable is 
capped by stepped ashlar blocks, carrying a coping  chamfered on its lower angle; all this is 
plainly of 19th-century date. 
 
The tall south wall of the nave is constructed of roughly-coursed and roughly-squared stone 
of a variety of colours –yellow, brown, grey and pink. It is devoid of any features except for 
                                                           
2  This section is best seen on a large block at the south-west angle, but this may be a replacement. 
3This is still visible internally. 
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four windows  (the eastern two set closer together),  each of three trefoiled ogee lights with 
simple reticulated tracery, hollow chamfered surround moulded hood. The east end of the 
wall is overlapped by the southern projection of the chancel, and so its quoins are not 
exposed; the east gable of the nave, above the chancel roof, has a 19th-century coping like the 
west ende, and an eight-armed  cross fleury finial. 
 
The north side of the chancel is largely overlapped by the north aisle, and there is a rather odd 
projection, like a shallow transept, at the west end of its south side; despite its positioning, 
reminiscent of a Saxon porticus, this seems to be entirely Victorian. This projection is of 
similar fabric to the south wall of the nave, except that its angle quoins are if two distinct 
types – plain sandstone and tooled ashlar – and may re-use older material. The west wall of 
the projection, although styled to appear as if it overlaps and incorporates a stepped buttress, 
is all of one build. On the south is a three-light window with simple tracery in a 14th-century 
style; the upper part of the gable is crossed by a horizontal string course, with a pair of 
square-headed vents above.  
 

The Chancel itself is built of roughly coursed 
whitish Magnesian Limestone rubble, and has 
no plinth; there is a ragged column of 
secondary fabric,  no more than 0.6 m wide, at 
its west end. The wall has two square-headed 
windows, each of two trefoiled ogee-headed 
lights with simple reticulated tracery; although 
superficially similar, they have significant 
differences.  The western one has a simple 
chamfered surround, its mullion flush with the 
external face of the wall, and a monolithic 
head, with evidence of a cut-back hoodmould, 
with turned-back ends. The jambs look 
medieval (albeit patched); the fate of the head 
is less clear. The eastern window has a double-
chamfered surround, and a composite head. 
Only the badly-decayed west jamb and sill look 
pre-Victorian, and there is no sign of there ever 

having been any hoodmould.  
 
The east end of the chancel has a pair of rather unusual buttresses, which are in part ancient. 
From north and south these appear are standard clasping buttresses, rising to two-thirds of the 
height of the wall, but on the east the wall between them is recessed further, so their inner 
faces rise to its full height. The east wall has a chamfered off-set c 2.5 m above the ground, 
with below it, and set a little south of centre, a two-stepped buttress that again appears 
ancient. Above the off-set is the five-light east window with flowing tracery and a moulded 
hood.  Its jambs, with quite elaborate mouldings, and the inner order of its arched head 
appear medieval, but its other stonework, including the moulded hood with terminals left as 
uncarved blocks, seems all restoration. The upper part of the gable seems all Victorian, with a 
small trefoil-headed light under a square head, and a coping like that of the nave gables, 
topped by an eight-armed cross fleury finial. 
 
The short section of the north wall of the chancel exposed externally, above the vestry roof, is 
of snecked stone, and looks of 19th-century date. 
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The North Aisle in its present form is entirely of mid-19th century date; it is of a similar 
width to the nave, with a parallel steeply-gabled roof, and is constructed of yellowish 
sandstone, in quite elongate blocks, laid in regular courses that vary a little in height, with 
tooled ashlar dressings.  It has a chamfered plinth, stepped buttresses (a pair at the north-west 
corner and other set between the four bays of the north wall), and an oversailing chamfered 
course at eaves level.  The west wall is set a few cm back from that of the nave, and contains 
a three-light window in a 14th-century style with reticulated tracery under a hoodmould with 
turned-back ends; in the gable above is small quatrefoil light within a square frame; the gable 
has an ashlar coping. like those of the nave and chancel, topped by a simple roll moulding. 
 
The porch occupies the western of the four bays of the north wall of the aisle; the other three 
each have a three-light window like that at the west end.  
 
The North Chapel. The chapel forms an eastward continuation of the aisle, and has a 
projecting north aisle with twin gables; this part, unlike the nave aisle, has a moulded string at 
window sill level, carried up as a hoodmould over the two-centred chamfered doorway on the 
western return (which has square blocks, left uncarved, as its terminals). Beneath each gable 
is a square-headed three-light window with reticulated tracery and a flat-arched lintel, with a 
big stepped buttress between them. Above is an oversailing chamfered course, and then the 
gables, each with a square-headed loop, and an ashlar coping with moulded footstones and 
trefoil finials.  
 
The east end of the chapel has a two-centred window of two cinquefoil-headed lights with a 
quatrefoil in the spandrel, under a hoodmould with turned-back ends, set high in the gable, 
above the vestry roof; the coped gable has a simple roll-moulding at its apex. 
 
The Porch has a plinth like that of the aisle, and diagonal buttresses at its outer angles, 
flanking a four-centred archway of two continuous orders, the inner hollow-chamfered and 
the outer with a sunk wave moulding. Above is a moulded string (returned at eaves level on 
the side walls), then a square-headed two-light window with simple reticulated tracery. An 
upper string course crosses the gable and is stepped up to form a hoodmould above the 
window; the coped gable has trefoil cusping at its apex, and the base of a missing finial.. 
Projecting to the east of the North Chapel is the L-plan Vestry; its northern part is gabled 
east-west, and its southern has a pent roof against the end of the aisle.  It has a chamfered 
plinth, and a moulded string a little below the eaves The north wall has a two-centred 
chamfered doorway with a simple moulded hood. The string is returned horizontally across 
the east-facing gable, which is largely concealed by the 1973 extension, but has a pair of 
square-headed loops in the gable, which has an ashlar coping, and is topped by a stack with a 
brattished cap. The southern pent-roofed section has a square-headed window of five ogee-
headed trefoiled lights in its east wall. 
 
The 1973 Extension is built of brown rough-faced stone with smooth grey ashlar dressings, 
and has a chamfered plinth; it consists of a flat-roofed link, with a projection housing a three-
light window on each side, linking the Victorian vestry with an octagonal hall (‘the Chapter 
House’) that has simple buttresses at each angle and two tall square-headed lights in each 
side, except for that facing east which has a pair of double doors in a square-headed opening; 
it has a pyramidal door with an octagonal slatted louvre at the apex. 
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The Interior  
 
At the base of the Tower, the porch is covered by a simple east-west barrel vault, slightly 
asymmetrical in section. Low in the north wall are some blocks with distinctive Roman 
broached tooling. The west door of the nave is of very similar form to the two doorways in 
the side walls, with an arched head of eight voussoirs, the central ‘keystone’ somewhat 
dropped.  Above the doorway  Gilbert (1947) identified the outline of an earlier round-arched 
opening, somewhat taller than the present one, and displaced slightly to the south4. The 
splayed rear arch of the doorway has been cut into to accommodate an opened door. 
 

The upper stages of the tower 
are reached by taking a ladder 
to the small round-arched 
doorway above the internal 
face of the west door. Towards 
the nave this has ashlar 
dressings of no great age, and 
a continuous narrower 
chamfer; the west face of the 
opening, towards the tower, is 
unrestored, and is of 
considerable interest. The head 
is cut into a large rectangular 
slab (which later seems to 
have split at the apex, with a 
splay broken by a mortar-
infilled groove; it is not clear 
whether this is an infilled 
rebate, or a joint between two 
slabs, set parallel to the wall 
face. As the other early 
windows in the church are 
simply splayed internally, it 
would seem most likely that 
this opening was originally a 
window formed to give light 
to the first-floor chamber in 
the tower from the nave. 
 

The floor of the first-floor chamber is formed by the extrados of the vault of the western 
porch; this cuts across the square-headed doorway on the north, so that only its upper half is 
visible internally; the slab forming its lintel has an odd drilled hole 60mm across and c 
100mm deep. To the west of the blocked door, 0.85 m from the west end of the wall, is an 
odd vertical cut or chase rising for 0.89 m above the present floor. On the west is the inner 
face of the restored window above the carved frieze; this too is ancient internally, and has a 
slightly-splayed head cut in two slabs, and a single upright block in each jamb, the angles of 
the splay worked with a delicate roll that seems to have carried a cable moulding like that 
                                                           
4Subsequent authorities (Taylor & Taylor, Pevnser etc) have followed him in this, but it requires a vivid 
imagination to see the outline of an arch in the irregular rubble of the wall; in any case there is absolutely no 
sign of it in the internal wall face. 
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which borders the external frieze. At the base of each upright jamb stone is a small block 
which never seems to have carried the moulding, and may represent the ends of the original 
sill before this was cut down. Directly above the head of this window are two blocks, a short 
one and above that a much longer one, with their faces oddly recessed from the adjacent 
walling. On the south the internal jambs of the blocked window visible externally are seen 
just above floor level; higher up the internal opening of the window that interrupts the second 
string course has a horizontal stone at the top of each jamb and an upright one below. 
 
The present first-floor is a lofty one, and the transition from coursed rubble of the early two-
storeyed porch to the rather larger and better-squared stone of the tower is visible on all three 
external walls, although the outline of the porch gable is not as clearly seen as in the external 
wall face. The east wall, ie the west face of the gable end of the nave, is particularly 
interesting. Above the window/doorway into the nave, the inner jambs of the pair of high-
level windows are just visible at the ends of the wall; directly above the southern is an 
obvious blocked opening, like the window below possible partly covered by the south wall; 
its north jamb is formed by a series of upright blocks.  Above this is a projecting string course 
with a bold hollow chamfer on its lower angle. Some distance below the string the fabric 
changes from coursed rubble to larger squared stone; the rubble extends higher in the centre 
of the wall, presumably reflecting the gabled roof of the two-storeyed porch5 Above the 
string there are possible traces of a blocked opening set roughly central to the tower. 
 
The second floor of the tower is gained by a ladder,; its floor is carried by five north-south 
beams, roughly-shaped and of some age. This floor is lit by the small monolithic window on 
the west, although its internal splay is of more conventional form, roughly formed in coursed 
stonework. Just above floor level there are odd projecting stones west-of-centre in both north 
and south walls,. With a metre or so above that on the south an odd worked or worn 
hollow/socket in the wall. In the centre of the east wall, just below the belfry floor, is a slab 
with a small relief-carved cross, thought to be a dedication stone (see ‘Carved Stones’ 
section). 
 
A further short ladder leads to the belfry, carried on four east-west beams given additional 
support by 19th or 20th century timbers below, one on the internal face of the west wall and 
the other set roughly centrally but at a rather oblique angle. 
 
 In the belfry itself the beams that support the bells partly obscure the internal faces of the 
openings. On the north several stones express the line of the external stripwork ‘hoodmould’ 
of the opening, but on the south there is only coursed rubble walling. On the west the short-
lived circular opening made for the Victorian clock face, bordered and infilled in brick, is still 
apparent although there is now no sign of it in the external wall face. 
 
The west wall of the Nave is of roughly-coursed rubble, with a few courses of pitched stones; 
the remainder of the interior of the church is plastered and whitewashed, except for exposed 
ashlar dressings.  The  doorway to the first floor of the tower has already been described. 
Higher up are the two original windows that externally are largely concealed by the tower; 
each has a steeply-sloping internal sill, and a splayed rear arch made up of three blocks. The 

                                                           
5Gilbert (1947) saw this better-squared stonework as a band crossing the full width of the gable, with the 
hollow-chamfered string (now cut back outside the tower) at its centre; band and string were interpreted as a 
repair following the removal of the pent roof of western porticus.  On the external face of the wall neither the 
discreet band of better-squared stone nor the cut-back string are as clear as his account and the Taylors’ drawing 
(1965,434) imply. 
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internal jambs are of especial interest; the lower third of each is formed by a turned baluster 
shaft, above which is a large upright block, with a thin horizontal block at the head. 
 
Between and above these windows are traces of a blocked opening with either a thin slab or 
possibly a timber as its lintel, and also the sloping line of the 1805 low-pitched roof that 
covered both nave and aisle in a single gabled span. A 19th-century corbel supports a brace to 
the collar purlin of the present Victorian roof. 
 
The north arcade is entirely of 1875. It is of four bays, with a short length of wall at its west 
end. The piers are cylindrical, with moulded caps and bases, and the semicircular western 
respond has similar detail; at the east end the respond is formed by a semi-octagonal corbel. 
The tall two-centred arches are each of two chamfered orders, with a moulded hood. One the 
south of the nave, the four large windows each have segmental-pointed rear arches, with 
chamfers to their heads only, and level sills with a chamfer on the front edge. 
 
The rear arches of the four windows in the main section of the North Aisle are similar but not 
identical in detail. The north door, now opening inside the north-west porch, is a good 13th-
century piece re-set, with a two-centred arch and continuous mouldings of four rolls with 
fillets, under a moulded hood with a bishop’s head as the western stop and a king’s as the 
eastern. The rear arch has another continuous roll moulding with a fillet. 
 
The eastern part of the aisle, flanking the chancel, has been altered in the later 20th century, 
and an organ loft and upper floor inserted, partly concealing the two-bay arcade to the 
northern projection. This has two-centred arches of two chamfered orders, carried on a 
cylindrical pier with a moulded capital and base, and responds in which the inner order 
springs from a semi-octagonal corbel and the outer is continued down the jamb. The short 
length of wall at each end of the arcade is pierced by a shoulder-arched doorway. There is a 
second similar doorway in the east wall, adjacent to the arcade, giving access to the vestry, at 
the foot of a recent stair, set against the wall, giving access to the new upper rooms. The two 
windows in the north wall of the projection have segmental rear arches with chamfers to the 
head only, and the doorway in the west wall a similar rear arch that is moulded rather than 
chamfered. The lower level of the eastern part of the aisle is now used as a display area for 
various historical artefacts etc; a glazed panel in the floor allows the foundations of a Pre-
Conquest porticus to be seen, and part of a medieval lead coffin. 
 
Inside the Vestry, a passage runs east to link with the 1973 Extension; a shoulder-arched 
doorway on the south at its west end gives access to the vestry proper, with a short passage 
opposite to the north door. 
 
The Chancel is entered under a tall two-centred arch or two orders with broad chamfers, 
under a moulded hood with carved stops. The jambs are each made up of three half-shafts, 
the inner one in the plane of the arch and the outer two facing east and west, with moulded 
caps and bases All this is Victorian ashlar, except for the lower two-thirds of the southern 
respond which is generally thought to be of late 11th century date; the upper part of the base, 
with bold inflated roll mouldings at the base of the half shafts, is ancient, but the square lower 
part with a chamfered plinth is all restoration. On the west side of the south respond the wall 
face steps outward c 0.60 m below the capital, but the moulded ashlar of the offset is all 19th 
century.  
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On the north of the chancel is a two-bay arcade to the aisle, with detail very like that of the 
nave arcade, except that its hood has carved stops like those of the chancel arch. On the south 
the arch to the transept-like projection is again of two chamfered orders, but springs from big 
semi-octagonal corbels with nailhead. Its west jamb is oddly stepped back on a big off-set 
with hollow chamfers, whilst on the east the chamfer of the outer order is continued down the 
jamb, but changes in section from straight to concave. The south window of the projection 
has a segmental-pointed rear arch with a chamfer to its head only. The two windows further 
east have shallow segmental rear arches, again with chamfers only to the heads; the inner 
splay of the western looks largely medieval, whilst the internal east jamb of the eastern is 
partly restoration. At the east end of the wall is a recess with a trefoiled arch bearing a narrow 

chamfer; it was probably a piscina, 
but no trace of any bowl remains, the 
present sill being 19th-century work. 
 
The roofs of nave and north aisle are 
of 1875. That of the nave, of four 
bays, is of crown-post form, with 
ashlaring, and boarding; there is an 
oversailing chamfered ashlar course at 
the wall-head. The north aisle has a 
four-bay hammer-beam roof, again 
with ashlaring, carried on wall-posts 
rising from stone corbels, with simpler 
intermediate trusses springing from 
the moulded timber wall-plate..  
 
The chancel roof is a recent one, 
constructed after the 1984 fire; its 
brightly-painted panels with the 
Sacred Monogram and Crossed Keys 
follow the design of he previous 
Victorian ceiling, one smoke-damaged 
panel of which is preserved in a frame 
on the east wall of the southern 
projection. 

 
              The south jamb of the chancel arch 
 
 
Fittings and Furnishings 
 
The Font stands at the west end of the north aisle, and is of 1875, given by  Colonel W H 
Allison 1875. It is of Frosterley marble, and has an octagonal bowl with concave faces, 
resting on one central shaft with four smaller ones around it. The simple octagonal bowl of a 
medieval font,  pierced from drain, lies against the north wall of the aisle. 
 
The Stained Glass is largely of 20th century date; several windows (including the 1969 east 
window of St Peter with SS Aidan,  Cuthbert, Paulinus and the Venerable Bede, and north 
aisle windows with Benedict Biscop, Ceolfrith and Hilda) are by L C Evetts; the east window 
replaces a series of saints by Kempe, which were damaged in World War II. .Rather older 
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glass survives in the World War I memorial window (Christ in Majesty with SS Michael and 
George) at the west end of the north aisle. A brass plate on the internal east jamb of the 
easternmost window  in the south wall of the chancel dedicates the window to the  Rev 
Benjamin Rennicott (curate) d1866,  must relate to previous glass. 
 
Most of the fittings and furnishings in the church are of late 19th or 20th century date. The 
Pulpit   is of late 19th or early 20th century character, and has open traceried panels, carried on 
a stone base with a series of black marble shafts. The Benches in the nave seem roughly 
contemporary; they now have no fronts; the seats have traceried panels at the ends, with 
painted numbers. The chancel floor has a 20th-century mosaic modelled on the carved snakes 
on the jambs of the west porch doorway.. 
 
The two Bells, now ‘hung dead for chiming’ are both of 1903, by Mears & Stainbank 
(Clopuston|& Elphick 1979, 12) 
 
Sepulchral Monuments 
 
The church has a good collection of medieval cross slab grave covers (Ryder 1985, 107-8 
and plate 46).  Eleven are now set in a recess in the internal face of the west wall of the 
vestry, just inside the north door, whilst two more lie in the west porch. What is known as the 
‘Ampohisboena stone’, now in a display cabinet set against the east wall of the north aisle, is 
probably the base of a high-status cross slab of 12th or 13th century date; it bears a high-relief 
carving of a dragon with two heads, the larger biting (or being impaled by) the base of the 
cross shaft and the smaller snapping at the blade of a sword on the r. of the shaft. 
 
There are two medieval effigies. On the north side of the chancel, beneath the eastern arch of 
the arcade, is a canopied tomb containing a rather damaged effigy  conjectured to be Sir 
William Hylton, builder of Hylton Castle. Hunter Blair (1929, 27-8) dates the effigy to 
c1380-90 but the tomb itself to the 15th century.  The table tomb on which the effigy rests has 
a panelled front to the north, with shields (now blank) within quatrefoils; this seems 
contemporary with the effigy, but the  superstructure, which has a four-centred arch and rich 
panelling on the sides and arch soffit, and is surmounted by a moulded frieze with square 
flowers and a brattished top, looks largely restoration. 
 
In the north aisle is a very worn and damaged effigy of an ecclesiastic, identified as a ‘Master 
of Wearmouth’, thought to be of the 14th century (ibid, 48). 
 
Most of the Post-Medieval Monuments have been gathered together on the walls of the 
Northern Chapel. On the west wall is a good marble tablet to  Dame Dorothy Williamson d 
1699 (with a  memorandum tablet beneath giving details of her benefactions) and on the east 
wall opposite one to her husband Dr Thomas Williamson d.1703, with a Latin inscription. 
Adjacent to this on the north wall is a smaller marble tablet to Mary Lee, daughter of Peeter 
(sic) Delaval, d.1617 , with a damaged recumbent figure at the bottom. There are simpler 
other late 18th and early 19th tablets. 
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Carved Stones 
 
The earliest carved stone is a block identified as a Roman altar, now displayed in the north 
aisle. 
The church has an important collection of Pre-Conquest carved stones. The following list is 
summarised from Cramp (1984,I, 122-134, 153 & 155), with their present locations; it 
includes sculptured pieces that are still in situ in the standing fabric.. 
 
1.  Fragment of cross-arm, found in 1966 excavation. Early 8th century (Sunderland 

Museum) 
2. Corner of cross-arm or base, found in 1966 excavation. Possibly 8th century 

(Sunderland Museum) 
3 Lower part of grave-marker, in two joining pieces with Runic inscription, found in 

1893 c 20 feet from south side of church. First half of 10th century (British Museum) 
inscription. 

4. Incomplete grave-marker, found in 1966 excavation. 7th to first quarter of 8th century 
(Sunderland Museum). 

5 Grave-marker or cover, with inscription to Herebericht stone, found 1866 in west 
porch.  First quarter of 8th century (in church) 

6. Part of impost, cross-shaft or piece of furniture, found in 1866. 8th century (in church) 
7. Part of panel or frieze, found in 1866. 9th century (in church) 
8a-b  Carved jambs of west porch door. Last quarter of 7th century (in situ) 
9  Incomplete panel (one corner of an elaborately decorated piece), found 1866. Last 

quarter of 7th to first quarter of 8th century (in church). 
10  Four joining fragments of capital, found in 1966 excavation.  Late 7th to early 8th 

century (University of Durham Department of Archaeology) 
11  Architectural sculpture of standing figure on west porch, of uncertain date, in situ 
12a-c  String course on west side of porch, last quarter of 7th century (in situ) 
13  Carved surround of internal face of west window of first floor of tower, last quarter of 

7th century (in situ) 
14 a – ai Thirty five baluster shafts, last quarter of 7th century. 

a-b, found 1829-30 in tower (Durham Cathedral Monks’ Dormitory) 
c-f,  first noticed 1866   in West end and tower (in situ).  
g-u and w – ac found in excavations 1962-1964 (Bede Monastery Museum, Jarrow 
Hall). 
ad (Sunderland Museum) 
ae-ai , found in excavations 1962-1964) (Durham University Department of 
Archaeology) 

 
15a-b  Pair of carved lions, possibly the arms of a throne, found 1866. c674 (in church) 
16  Animal head terminal  in church, found 1969. 8th century (in church) 
17  Architectural fragment found in 1966 excavations. Last quarter of 7th century (in 

church). 
18  Fragment found in 1964 excavation, last quarter of 7th century (Sunderland Museum)  
19  Fragment found in 1966 excavation, last quarter of 7th century (in church) 
20  Fragment found in 1966 excavation, last quarter of 7th century (Sunderland Museum) 
21  Fragment found in 1966 excavation, last quarter of 7th century (Durham University 

Department of Archaeology) 



 12 

22  Fragment found in 1959 excavation. Last quarter of 9th to first quarter of 10th century 
(Sunderland Museum) 

23  Fragment found in 1962 excavation, 7th to 9th century (Sunderland Museum) 
24  Fragment found in 1966 excavation, 7th to 9th century (Sunderland Museum)  
25  Fragment found in 1967 excavation, late 7th ro mid-8th century (Durham University 

Department of Archaeology) 
26  Corner fragment found in 1966 excavation, 7th to 9th century (Sunderland Museum)  
27  End fragment of curving strip found in 1966 excavation, late 7th to early 8th century 

(Sunderland Museum) 
28  Architectural feature (possible dedication stone), either late 7th or 11th century (in situ, 

in west gable of nave) 
29  Architectural feature (identical cross to (28) (in church) 
30  Grave- or coffin-cover found under chancel floor in 1969, probably 11th century (in 

church, lying against west wall of nave) 
31  Roman stone in north wall of west porch, outside. 
32  Roman stone, in north wall of west porch, inside. 
 
In the south-west corner of the western porch is a triangular block, perhaps from the top of a 
gable, with trefoiled cusping and a standing figure carved in relief, possibly of 14th century 
date. 
 
Historical Notes 
 
c673  Benedict Biscop, a Northumbrian noble, received 50 hides of land (later 

augmented to 70) from King Ecgfrith to build a new monastery. Building 
began in 674 and in the next year Gaulish stone masons were brought in, to 
build a church ‘after the manner of the Romans’ (dedicated to St Peter) within 
a year.  A second church, dedicated to St Mary, and various oratories were 
later built.  Documentary records tell of the paintings, relics and furniture 
which adorned the building. These churches formed parts of the double 
monastery of Monkwearmouth/Jarrow. 

 
685  Abbot Easterwine died and was buried in what Bede described as the ‘porticus 

ingressus’ which presumably means the western porch. 
 
793  The Vikings raid Monkwearmuth, which is abandoned by its monastic 

community, although it is probable that the church continued in use. 
 
1070  There is a reference, open to some doubt., of Monkwearmouth church being 

burned by Malcolm, King of Scotland. 
  
c1072   Aldwine, prior of Winchcombe, revived monastic life amongst the ruined 

buildings, but in 1083 he and his monks moved to Durham. Monwearmouth 
continued, like Jarrow, as a small monastic cell of Durham, until the 
Dissolution. 

 
c1540  The east and south ranges of the medieval priory buildings were converted 

into Monkwearmouth Hall, burned down in the 18th century. 
 
1787  The Durham historian Hutchinson (II, 506) provides the earliest description of 
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the church: ‘There are several remains of the monastic buildings, which form 
three sides of a square, with the church; but none of the offices can be 
ascertained from the edifice now standing.  The present church consists only 
of the nave and north aisle, the south aisle having been totally destroyed: The 
tower is most ancient, and probably has stood from the eleventh century, being 
supported on heavy and low arches, and the chancel is divided from the nave 
by a heavy circular arch, much like the arches of Jarrow in form, but more 
lofty and extended: The north aile is formed by two round pillars and three 
pointed arches, and the east window of the chancel is under a pointed arch, 
and formed of five lights. The nave is remarkably narrow in proportion to its 
length, being little more than five paces wide, and twenty-two long; the aile is 
also five paces wide. On the north wall of the chancel is a monument of the 
Hilton family (footnote – Arms: Hilton quartering Musgrave); and in the 
adjoining porch, is the mutilated effigy of a man in a coat of mail, with 
elevated hands, and a sword sheathed at his left side, which appears to have 
belonged to the monument before noted. 

 
1820  Surtees (II, 10) describes the church after the 1805 alterations: ‘The ancient 

Church of Wearmouth, now a mutilated and irregular building, still exhibits 
partial traces of high antiquity, particularly in the structure of its tower. …the 
aisle is now thrown into the nave; but one heavy round semi-pillar with an 
octagonal capital remains, attached to the wall at the West end of the nave. 
The tower rises from four heavy round arches, and has round-headed Saxon 
lights. The interior of the Church is entirely modernised: a gallery runs round 
three sides of the nave, supported on slight wooden pillars; the lights, as well 
in chancel as in nave, are modern, a mixture of square sashes and pointed 
arches; the old pointed arch of the East window closed up in the wall is still 
distinguishable, springing from corbeils of human heads. The chief entrance is 
through a small North Porch, under a pointed arch. A modern vestry is 
attached to the North wall of the chancel.’.....’ The face of an altar tomb, 
decorate with alternate quatrefoils and double niches, projects from the South 
wall within the vestry; the knightly effigy which Hutchinson saw in an 
adjoining Porch, and which probably belonged to this tomb, is removed or 
destroyed. There can be little doubt in assigning the monument to the family 
of Hilton, who probably had a burial porch on the North of the chancel’...’In 
1808, some workmen employed in lowering the footpath near the North West 
Porch, discovered the effigy of a Benedictine monk….the figure now lies in 
the chancel’. 

 
1834  Mackenzie and Ross (I, 290) state that the church ‘is now undergoing a 

complete repair, and is being coated with lime and roughcast. In clearing away 
the stones and rubbish that disfigured the exterior, it is discovered that part of 
the chancel is built with clay instead of mortar; and two well-executed heads 
have been exposed at the east end of the chancel, and two old windows on the 
north side. On the south side a portion of old stained glass was discovered in 
an old, disused light, and which is perhaps part of what was manufactured 
under Benedict, the founder of the monastry...’ ‘...an ugly brick bone-house, 
covered with red tiles, was attached to the north side of the tower, but this 
unseemly erection is now removed’. 
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1857  Fordyce (II,  440-441) provides some additional information…..an illuminated 
dial was encased in the tower 1852'...‘.in 1852 the decayed parts of the 
exterior of the church were repaired….gallery repainted and varnished, the 
pillars ‘burnished anew’ and modern chandeliers introduced. The altar space 
was considerably improved by the removal of the old rails, the lessening of the 
space in front, and the formation of a row of seats on each side; and a 
magnificent crimson altar-cover, richly emblazoned, was added’. 

 
Faculties and Other Records of Structural Work 
 
Date  Faculty No.  Works 
 
1805  3/98   ‘Taking off the roof, selling the lead, and erecting new 

pews’. The roof is described as ruinous and decayed, 
and the arcade ‘unnecessary’. The stairs leading to the 
east gallery and the present entry to the vestry were 
inconvenient – their removal would allow room for new 
pews. It was intended to  wall up the present vestry door 
and make a new one, enlarge the windows in the north 
wall and to rebuild or repair the church walls where 
necessary. The new roof was to be of Westmorland slate 

 
1866                                                   The church was beginning to attract antiquarian attention 

and the tower was restored, with the removal of a clock 
face inserted in 1852. 

 
1872   3/189   Restoring, enlarging, altering and reseating church’ 

These works were carried out in 1875, Austin and 
Johnson being the architects.  The faculty includes a full 
set of drawings of the church ‘as is’; one or two minor 
details of the plan were not carried out, notably the big 
buttresses at the west end, and the short pyramidal spire 
capping the tower. 

 
1913  3/647   Insertion of new window in the former organ chamber 

on the south side of the chancel; T.R.Milburn was the 
architect 

 
1950  3/3294   Laying out of churchyard as an open space 
 
1964  3/4705   Extensive repairs and renovations. There were plans to 

reinforce the tower with concrete columns at the corner 
and a series of ring beams, but antiquarian concerns 
were raised; it appears little of this work was actually 
carried out. 

 
c1962-9    A major programme of archaeological excavations and 

investigations were carried out both at 
Moinkwearmouth and Jarrow, under Professor 
Rosemary Cramp of the University of Durham. 
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Extensive remains of both Saxon and medieval 
monastic buildings were found south of the church; 
only very limited work was carried out in the church 
itself. Full publication of this work is imminent, but a 
number of interim accounts are available eg Cramp 
1969 and Cramp 1976 

 
1972  3/5363   Restoration of vestries etc. The present ‘chapter house’ 

was built by S.W.Milburn and partners. 
 
1983                                                  A major fire destroyed the chancel roof, and the  
                                                           fine Father Willis organ.     
 
The Churchyard 
 
The church now stands in an extensive grassed area now more or less devoid of monuments 
except for a few headstone leaning against the old stone wall to the north-east of the church; 
the whole of the area to the south of the church was built over until the mi-20th century, the 
churchyard then being wholly to the north of the building. Minor irregularities in the ground 
surface in this southern section are the result of slight settlement over the archaeological 
trenches excavated in the 1960s. 
 
Structural Interpretation  
 
The importance and antiquity of the west end of the nave and tower have been realised from 
the early 19th century; it has long been recognised that the tower is raised on an earlier two-
storeyed porch, and that there is a butt joint between the masonry of that porch and the nave 
wall behind. However, throughout the 20th century successive observations of more minor 
structural features (and some controversial interpretations), along with reasoning based on 
positions of openings etc, have led to an increasingly complex and multi-stage development 
of the Pre-Conquest building being postulated . This is not the place to follow every detail of 
antiquarian argument; the basic outline is: 
 
(1) The nave was built by Benedict Biscop c674. It seems to have been of the present 

length, and to have had porticus overlapping its junction with the chancel (a fragment 
of the northern one has been found); nothing concrete is known of the Saxon chancel, 
although it has been conjectured that, as at Jarrow, it has its origins in a once-separate 
eastern church. 

 
(1) A two-storeyed west porch was added; it is not bonded in to the original west wall. 

Some workers have argued that there are traces of an earlier west door blocked when 
the porch was added, but these are unconvincing. The porch had flanking chambers, 
probably in the form of a single-storeyed corridor running across the west front, 
possibly linking to narrow aisles on the north and south of the nave. It has been 
argued that this corridor received an upper storey, later removed, but the evidence is 
not really very clear. 

 
(1) The porch was raised into a tower in the 11th century, either before or shortly after the 

Norman Conquest. At the same time, or possibly later, a barrel vault was inserted in 
the lower stage, cutting across the original first-floor oorway on the north. 
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(1) The surviving south jamb of the chancel arch is generally dated to the late 11th century 

when the monastic cell was refounded by Aldwin 
 
(1) A north aisle was added to the nave, perhaps in the 13th century, to judge from the 

surviving north door, although it may have been widened and rebuilt at some later 
medieval date. Hutchinson clearly states that the arcade was of three bays, although 
its 19th-century successor is of four. 

 
(1) The chancel seems to have been remodelled in the 14th century. Possibly at the same 

time the south wall of the nave seems to have been rebuilt a little inside its original 
line; the 1872 faculty drawings show remains of 14th-century windows of the same 
type as those of the chancel in this wall. 

 
(1) The early 15th-century Hylton tomb seems to have been set between the chancel and a 

north chapel, probably a Hylton family chantry, which could have been added at this 
period. Bielby’s 1787 drawing seems to show the north aisle and eastern chapel as a 
single build, with large windows of 14th or 15th century character. 

 
(1) Various post-medieval changes to the fabric have been erased by 19th-century 

restoration. Bielby’s drawing shows two small windows just beneath the eaves of the 
aisle, suggesting that a gallery had been inserted, confirmed by Grimm’s west view of 
around the same time which shows an external gallery stair at the west end of the 
aisle, rising to the south to the west window of the aisle which had a pointed Gothick 
arch beneath the hoodmould of a square-headed late medieval predecessor.. 

 
(1) In 1805  came the first of the two great 19th-century remodellings; the church was in 

effect remodelled as a preaching box, with galleries on three sides of the nave facing 
onto a pulpit set against the centre of the south wall; the medieval arcade was 
removed. The ‘as is’ drawings accompanying the 1872 faculty gave a valuable and 
detailed record of the church after these works. 

 
(1) In 1875 the church was completely remodelled again, and returned to a pseudo-

medieval form. The south wall of the nave was rebuilt, back on the original Saxon 
line; most medieval features such as could be retrieved were saved, although the 
whole north aisle and north chapel were completely rebuilt, the latter being enlarged 
to the north. 

 
(1) The only significant  alterations since 1875 have been the insertion of the organ 

chamber window in 1913, new church hall or ‘chapter house’ in 1972, and the repairs 
after the 1983 fire when a new gallery was constructed in the former north chapel. 

 
 
Archaeological  Assessment 
 
This is a site of such historical  and architectural importance that it is needless to stress the 
importance of  concealed structures and deposits from an archaeological point of view. The 
surviving above-ground fabric has received a great deal of attention, and the west wall and 
tower have been recorded in considerable detail. The only other medieval work is in the 
chancel, and as this seems – with the exception of the late 11th century south jamb of the 
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chancel arch – of 14th century date, it has attracted less attention; a detailed record of its 
fabric would be useful. Any works entailing disturbance of the plaster on the internal walls of 
the chancel should  be preceded by an investigation; it is not known whether earlier plasters 
survived the 19th-century restoration works, although this is theoretically possible. 
 
There has been little under-floor investigation within the church; any ground works will  of 
course require full archaeological monitoring, and any interventions of any size preliminary 
excavation. There will of course have been disturbance from the usual causes, such as under-
floor heating systems and generations of burial; the present floors throughout the church are 
relatively modern. This also goes for the area of the churchyard round about the church. The 
1960s excavations showed that extensive remains of the Saxon and medieval monasteries 
survived, despite intensive later use of the site; any works here should be preceded by a full 
consultation of the existing archaeological records.  
 
 

 
Peter F Ryder 

March 2005 
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