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Reprinted from Medieval Art and Architecture at Durham Cathedral
British Archaeological Association 1980 

Early Medieval Durham : the 
Archaeological Evidence 

By M. 0. H. CARVER 

INTRODUCTION 

The fame of the city of Durham as a centre of wide spiritual and military 
influence has justly persevered to the present day, when university colleges and 
departments share the precinct of the great cathedral and occupy the castle 
which once defended its peninsula. Such fame may, however, have partly ob­
scured the character of the settlement's early years, and even, as will be argued 
below, the true circumstances of its foundation in the late Saxon period. Recent 
excavation of a finely preserved deposit at Saddler Street, on the hillslope 
between the castle and the market-place, prompts a review of the archaeological 
evidence for the early medieval city as a whole. 1 There is some need, too, for an 
estimate of the independent value of this evidence for the historian, together 
with the implications for future research to be conducted with the trowel. 2 

DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE FOR THE EARLY MEDIEVAL CITY 

The Victoria County History (and some later writers) have argued the case for 
Elvet, on the east side of the River Wear, being the earliest settlement at 
Durham - earlier than the clearing of the peninsula reported by Simeon (see 
below), although still within the Saxon period. 3 This is based upon the attribu­
tion of the place-name Aelfet Ee, found in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a.762, 
and the large size of the coincident parish of St Oswald's, together with its 
circular churchyard (with connotations of the early Celtic church), and its dedi­
cation. 4 The idea appeared to receive some endorsement from an Anglo-Saxon 
cross-shaft recovered from the tower of St Oswald's church, 5 which Professor 
Cramp, however, considers as belonging to the later Saxon period and associated 
stylistically with the first monastic community. 6 This view would seem to make 
the insubstantial evidence for an early settlement at Elvet weaker still. Thus at 
present, in Elvet as elsewhere in the city area, there is no reliable evidence for 
Roman or post-Roman activity which can be dated securely before A.O. 995. 

This is the year in which, according to Simeon, the Community of St Cuthbert 
settled in Durham. They first cleared the peninsula, finding it: 'natura munitum, 
sed non facile habitabilem ... quoniam denissima undique silva totum occu­
paverat'; and Simeon continues: 'Tantum in media planities erat non grandis, 
quam arrando et seminando excolere consueverant'. 7 This last sentence has been 
asked to carry a heavy weight of inference about the unnamed people who were 
cultivating the small level clearing on this otherwise densely wooded but 
naturally fortified site. They do not have to be pre-monastic inhabitants resident 
at El vet (it could scarcely be less convenient), and the passage could surely, in 
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