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T h e  R o m a n e s q u e  
w e s t e r n  b a y s  o f  L i n c o l n 
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r e c o n s i d e r e d

I have known Malcolm since the 1980s when we first met. We have often travelled 
together looking at numerous buildings in many parts of England and Wales, 
including Lincoln Cathedral which is the subject of my paper. We toured 

Herefordshire extensively when he was compiling material for his book on the Hereford 
School of Romanesque Sculpture, looked at various sites in Wales, and worked together 
at Keynsham Abbey. We have published papers together on Selby Abbey and Dore Abbey.

In memory of Paul Barker 1953-2020
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The Romanesque cathedral of Lincoln 
was an entirely new structure as the first 
Norman bishop Remigius moved the see 

to Lincoln from Dorchester-on-Thames and built 
the new church. He died just as it was about to 
be consecrated in 1092 but, as Richard Gem dis-
cussed, this does not mean that the building was 
necessarily complete.1 

In his very astute 1986 analysis of the elev-
enth-century west front of Lincoln cathedral, 
which is all that now remains standing of the 
Romanesque fabric, Richard Gem suggested that 
it had been drastically remodeled in the 1140s by 
Bishop Alexander who demolished all of its eastern 
half, partially demolished parts of the superstruc-
ture, and then erected the two western towers we 
see today upon its remaining parts (fig. 1).2 The 
evidence for the possibly greater eastward extent 
of this part of the building lies in excavations car-
ried out by John Bilson which exposed part of the 
southern section and also by J. T. Smith the Clerk 
of Works in the late nineteenth century who exca-
vated on the north side, showing that it formerly 
extended further eastwards.3 There is also evidence 
in the standing fabric which indicates that both 
the north and south sections of the surviving west 
front have been reduced in length and remodeled 
on the east side. Gem put this evidence together 
for the first time and also pointed out the appar-
ent reduction in height of the original building as 
part of this process. His figure 1 plan summarized 
the archaeological evidence.4 In this paper, this has 
been revisited and drawn afresh to present the 

1 . Gem, Richard, 1986, “Lincoln Minster: Ecclesia Pulchra, Ecclesia Fortis,” Medieval art and architecture at Lincoln Cathedral, British Archaeological 
Association Conference Transactions, vol. VIII, p. 9-10.
2 . Idem, p. 9-28.
3 . Bilson, John, 1911, “The plan of the First Cathedral Church of Lincoln,” Archaeologia, vol. 62, p. 543-564; Smith, J.T., 1907, “Architectural drawings 
of Lincoln Cathedral in Norman times,” Associated Architectural Society Reports and Papers, vol. 28, p. 95-98.
4 . Gem, p. 9-28 and fig. 1.
5 . Largely based on John Bilson’s plans and additional measurements of the standing fabric. Remarkably, there is no modern digital plan of the cathedral 
and in that respect matters have not advanced since Bilson’s time. 
6 . Gem, p. 9, citing Henry of Huntingdon, 1879, Historia Anglorum, VI, 41, LXXIV, p. 212.

evidence in a similar reconstructed plan (fig. 2).5 
Gem then went on to question the internal arrange-
ments, such as the presence of arcades, vaults, and 
floors at different heights. Above all, he raised the 
issue, as suggested in the title of his article, of the 
possible fortification of the original structure with 
machicolations, a garderobe chamber, and small 
mural chambers built into the buttresses flanking 
the great mural arches of the front. 

At the core of this, Gem pointed out that 
Henry of Huntingdon had described the church as:

Mercatis igitur praediis, in ipso verice urbis ixuta 
castellum turibis fortissimos eminens, in loco 
forti fortem, pulchro pulchram. Virgini virginum 
construxit ecclesiam; quae et grata esset Deo 
servientibus et, ut pro tempore opotebat, invin-
cibilis hostibus.

Having, therefore, bought lands in the upper 
city itself, next to the castle which was distin-
guished by its very strong towers, he constructed 
a strong church in that strong place, a beautiful 
church in that beautiful place, dedicated it the 
Virgin of virgins; it was to be both agreeable to 
the servants of God and also, as suited the times, 
invincible to enemies.6

We may also perhaps reflect on the position 
of the cathedral opposite the castle which was a 
notable expression of Norman military power over 
Lincoln. The cathedral could be seen as an equally 
strong statement of the power of the Norman 
church over the country. It is after all visible for 
miles sitting on the ridge of the hill above Lincoln 
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and as such perhaps this was an intentional and 
calculated placement of the building by Remigius.

Peter Kidson, whose lecture about the 
Romanesque church at Lincoln Gem referred to, 
published a general history chapter on the archi-
tecture in 1994 as part of a larger volume on the 
history of the minster.7 His comments on the west 
end are illuminating, and he saw it as a western 
transept in conception but this does not take into 
account the possibly two bay depth of the struc-
ture overall, a subject he does not mention even 
as a possibility. He is also dismissive of the idea 
of serious fortification of the building and raised 
the subject of the so-called machicolations being 
used instead for the display of banners. His assess-
ments of the likely dating and construction of the 
high vaults and western towers are persuasive, 
preferring to see a fire in the 1120s, rather than 
the later fire in the 1140s, as the starting point for 
the high vaulting of the building and the raising 
of the towers and conversion of the west end in the 
1140s to 1160s. Yet in following his sequence, how 
one reconciles the present clerestory and high vault 
traces with the towers and other masonry that are 
clearly of the later period of the twelfth century is 
difficult to resolve.8 

Gem’s arguments were further expanded by 
David Stocker and Alan Vince who debated the 
issues in 1997 identifying two opposing strands 
consisting of what they termed ‘the church theory’ 
and ‘the castle theory.’9 Their analysis of the evi-
dence for the extent of the castle area in the elev-
enth century suggests that the area now known as 
the Bail included that occupied by the new cathe-
dral site. On the basis of apparently early detail 
of the capitals on the west front, they suggested 
that it had been built in advance of much of the 

7 . Kidson, Peter, 1994, “Architectural history,” in D. Owen (ed.), A history of Lincoln Minster, Cambridge, p. 14-46.
8 . Idem, p. 16-25.
9 . Stocker, David and Alan Vince, 1997, “The Early Norman castle at Lincoln and a re-evaluation of the original west tower of Lincoln Cathedral,” 
Medieval Archaeology, vol. 41, p. 223-233.

rest of the cathedral as a separate structure. They 
illustrated their idea of a keep-like structure that 
possibly originally stood separately from the rest 
of the cathedral with a schematic plan of how it 
may have worked in practice. They envisaged this 
tower as a residence for the bishop and also tried 
to relate this to other contemporary great towers 
in London and Colchester.

Eric Fernie, in his overview of Romanesque 
architecture in England, wrote in 2000 a balanced 

~ �Fig. 1. Lincoln Cathedral west front showing the  
Romanesque central section and the twelfth-century 
parts of the towers. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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and excellent piece summarizing the documen-
tary and physical evidence for the west front.10 
Subsequently the interpretation put forward 
by Stocker and Vince was explored further by 
Anthony Quiney in 2001 who, following Kidson, 
suggested that the so-called machicolations could 
have been simply used to hang banners rather than 
used or even designed as serious military features.11 
On the whole, however, his article tends to sup-
port the idea of a defensive structure and is more 
concerned with drawing a parallel with the arch of 
Constantine in Rome as a possible source for the 
appearance of the west elevation.

In 2009, Philip Dixon contributed a report 
to the Dean and Chapter about the blocking up of 
the passageway at the bottom of the great eleventh-
century staircase at the southwest corner of the 
front.12 In it, he speculated about where the blocked 
passageway might go and its purpose. This will be 
reviewed in detail below.

More recently, in 2011, David Taylor has 
advanced the arguments further in a preliminary 
publication of his detailed archaeological analysis 
of the west front.13 He has identified damage from a 
hitherto overlooked great fire, which demonstrably 
has a height horizon within the building that may 
suggest a conflagration during construction or 
the reduction of the building to that height and 
subsequent rebuilding above it. He convincingly 
demonstrated a two-phase construction sequence 
of before and after the fire and then a phase three, 
which he identifies as the period when the whole 
western structure was remodeled in the middle of 
the twelfth century. Notably, he also pointed out, 

10 . Fernie, Eric, 2000, The Architecture of Norman England, Oxford, p. 108-111.
11 . Quiney, Anthony, 2001, “In Hoc Signo: The west front of Lincoln Cathedral,” Architectural History, vol. 44, p. 162-171.
12 . Dixon, Philip, 2009, The blocking at the base of the Great Stair, unpublished report to the Dean and Chapter of Lincoln Cathedral dated May 26, 
2009. I have to thank David Taylor for providing me with a copy of this report. 
13 . Taylor, David, 2010, “The early west front of Lincoln Cathedral,” Archaeological Journal, vol. 167, no. 1, p. 134-164. Taylor’s paper is by far the most 
comprehensive analysis of the fabric yet attempted but it fails to explain or explore the possibility of a lost eastern half and its relationship to the surviving 
remains, nor does it address the subject of the changing access and circulation adequately. 

contrary to previously published analyses, that the 
small mural chambers set within the front but-
tresses do not give a good view of the doorways 
below and could not have been defensible features. 
In fact, it would be impossible to fire either a bow 
or crossbow out of them. The whole matter was 
confused initially by the later twelfth-century 
conversion of the block by Bishop Alexander and, 
as Taylor suggests, by his immediate successors 
carrying on the work he had started.

~ �Fig. 2. Reconstructed ground plan of the eleventh- 
century west end. STUART HARRISON
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Later twelfth-, thirteenth-, fourteenth- and 
eighteenth-century alterations and additions 
have confused the picture even further and today 
the front is a warren of superimposed chambers, 
staircases, vaults, and roofs, some of which are 
extremely difficult to access. One of the main 
problems has been the lack of detailed plans of 
the structure and understanding of the sequen-
ces of construction and alteration. Remarkably, 
John Bilson’s 1911 plan of the excavations of the 

14 . Bilson, plate LXXVII.
15 . Bilson proposed to make plans and elevations of the front and unfinished small-scale drawings survive in the Royal Institute of British Architects 
Drawings Collection. 
16 . Saxl, Fritz, 1946, “Lincoln Cathedral: The eleventh-century design of the west front,” Archaeological Journal, vol. CIIII, p. 105-118; McAleer, J. Philip, 
1984, “The eleventh-century façade of `Lincoln Cathedral: Saxl’s theory of Byzantine influence reconsidered,” Architectura, vol. 14, p. 1-19. I made a 
measured survey of all the chambers in 1989 but it is only in the last 20 years that these have been worked up into detailed plans. David Taylor’s work 
has been far more comprehensive; he submitted his Ph.D. for examination in 2018 and is currently making some recommended revisions to the text. 
Other than his published article, I have no detailed knowledge of his conclusions nor what evidence they are based upon, and likewise he of mine. 

Romanesque church still remains the best guide 
to what is known of the lost cathedral of Bishop 
Remigius (fig. 3).14 Bilson planned to do more but 
never seems to have progressed his proposed study 
of the west front.15 The situation was advanced later 
with a new study by Saxl, published in 1946, that 
included simple reconstruction drawings; Philip 
McAleer’s subsequent analysis in 1984, in which 
he disagreed with Saxl’s analysis on the possible 
sources he favoured, in particular San Marco in 
Venice; Gem’s analysis with a new reconstruc-
tion; the subsequent papers and commentaries, 
by Stocker and Vince, and Quiney; and notably 
the recent work of David Taylor and, in ongoing 
research terms, by my own measurements, plans, 
and study of the chambers and structure overall 
intermittently over the last 30 years.16 Yet what 
is still lacking is clarity on the actual physical 
evidence as opposed to speculation which has 
inevitably confused the situation. It is almost as if 
with each subsequent contribution to the debate, 
the picture becomes more obscured rather than 
clearer. 

The west front

We must therefore refrain from unjustified specu-
lations and examine the standing remains (fig. 1) 
in some detail to try and tease out the evidence 
for the sequences instead. Externally, the west 
wall has a recessed niche at each corner which is 
repeated on the north and south walls (fig. 2). At a 
higher level within the thirteenth-century mural 

~ �Fig. 3. Plan of the west front. John Bilson, Archaeologia 
LXII Plate LXXVI (1911). SOCIETY OF ANTIQUARIES
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passages of the extended wings of the west front, it 
is possible to see that the actual corner section was 
indented some distance between the two niches at 
a right angle and not stepped as some plans sug-
gest. There are three huge arches that have step-
ped recessed orders with shafts and capitals that 
seem to date back to the eleventh century. Each 
outer arch retains its plain squared arch orders 
and an open slot or machicolation set within the 
soffit. The central arch has been raised in height, 
but the extent of the surviving eleventh-century 
work shows that it was always higher than the two 
outer arches. Within their side reveals there are 
small square-headed loop windows that light small 
mural chambers set within the core of the two cen-
tral arch piers. These are set above the level of the 

central doorway. Above the eleventh-century work 
there are twelfth-century and then thirteenth-
century rows of blind arcading. The central arch 
has been replaced with a thirteenth-century one 
springing from a much higher level. The internal 
details of the small chambers show that originally 
small windows also opened within the jambs of the 
central arch, but these were blocked and hidden 
by the later insertion of the gallery of kings over 
the west doorway. The chambers are approached 
by passageways set at angles out onto the gallery 
in front of the west window and with additional 
passages to north and south from each one to the 
side aisles of later date (discussed in detail below) 
(fig. 4).

~ �Fig. 4. Interior of the chamber set within the west front 
northern buttress looking south. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON

~ �Fig. 5. The head of the great arch in the south wall of  
the west front. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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The southwest tower

In the south wall is another large arch, essentially 
identical to the great north and south arches in the 
west front. However, its presence is not obvious 
because it has been modified and walled up by the 
insertion of a spiral staircase and it is also now 
largely enclosed within the Ringers’ Chapel (fig. 3). 
Externally the arch is closed by a blocking wall 
set flush with the front face of the jamb buttresses 
supporting the mural arch. On the east side, the 
front and width of the eastern jamb buttress can be 
clearly seen as two vertical straight masonry joints. 
In several places on the eastern and western edges, 
the buttress stones have been removed to reveal an 
attached corner shaft. Gem’s reconsideration of the 
evidence suggested that there were originally two 
such great mural arches in this wall and the shaft 
on the eastern side of the buttress jamb appears 
to bear this out; the structure to the east having 
been demolished in the mid-twelfth century. In the 
roof space over the vaulting of the Ringers’ Chapel, 
the east face of the return wall can be seen; it has 
a shaft and capital on the southeast corner and a 
long stepped return to a second shaft that rises up 
and stops without a capital. On plan, it is clear that 
this is the west side of the demolished great arch 
which has simply been raised in height to form part 
of the east side of the remodeled twelfth-century 
structure. It is a mirror image of the east jamb of 
the surviving great arch. The fact that the second 
shaft does not have a capital and supports nothing 
suggests that the masons reached this stage and 
then simply abandoned it, revised the scheme, and 
continued to build upwards.

The extensive use of claw chisels to finish 
the stone precludes a mid-twelfth-century date in 

17 . Laxton, R. R., Clifford D. Litton, and Robert E. Howard, 2001, “Timber dendrochronology of roof timbers at Lincoln Cathedral,” English Heritage 
Research Transactions, 7, p. 54-57.
18 . The arch soffits are now rendered in modern plaster and bear an inscription of names on the east side: on the north C. Dodd, and on the south 
S. Brownlow, as well as the date Jan. 24, 1881, which may be the time it was done. 

a Lincoln context and shows that the inserted stair-
case dates to the thirteenth century. It must have 
been inserted before or during the construction 
of the Ringers’ Chapel and its vault, which spans 
across the front of the great arch whose head rises 
above the chapel wallplate and can be seen outside 
of the chapel roof. The chapel has a narrow base 
wall carrying the roof trusses which must rest on 
the upper sides of the vaulting. The springing of the 
great arch to east and west can be seen embedded 
in the back wall between the chapel roof trusses. It 
is clear that this arrangement could not have been 
built until the great arch was walled up by the 
insertion of the staircase. The roof timbers of the 
Ringers’ Chapel, retaining heartwood to sapwood 
on several timbers, are the most securely dated ele-
ment in the whole cathedral. Dendrochronological 
analysis shows that they were felled in 1230 and 
this securely dates the roof to construction after 
that date.17 

The inserted staircase rises to a lobby set well 
below the springing level of the head of the great 
arch where the arch orders and capitals can be seen 
(fig. 5). Notably, there is no trace of a machicolation 
slot in the arch soffit (fig. 3).18 The back of the arch 
is a plain wall with a blocked up round-headed 
window offset east of the arch centre and a blocked 
up rectangular opening, possibly a doorway with a 
square head on the west side. The window is simi-
lar in form to original windows in the west and 
north front (see below) and its off-centre position 
in relation to the great arch is best explained as 
relating to the internal bay spacing of the main 
nave arcade. Traces of another small rectangular 
blocking on the east side may have been a square-
headed loop window but which is not necessarily 
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an original eleventh-century feature as there is no 
lintel. 

In the eastern reveal of the arch, where 
stonework has been removed, there are traces of 
another vaulted mural chamber, similar to those 
set within the west front buttresses. This suggests a 
non-military function for these chambers as there 
was clearly no doorway below and no machicola-
tion in the adjacent arch. It is perhaps also worth 
noting that on the exterior, where the blocked out-
line of the head of the great mural arch is clearly 
visible, it has a moulded outer order, which is in 
marked contrast to the squared orders of the west-
ern arches. The second order of the arch is also 
moulded but the inner orders just squared. The 
arch moulding, which has a hollow on the face 
set between two quirks and a roll on the angle, is 
similar to mouldings on the niche arches seen at 
the corners of the front at ground level. 

The exit from the lobby at the top of the 
inserted staircase is via an angled passage forced 
through the west reveal of the arched recess and 
into a large original eleventh-century stair turret 
at the southwest corner of the front. This staircase 
starts at this upper level and at its base, there is a 
blocked passageway, going northwards.19 Evidence 
of fire reddening on the soffit of the staircase vault 
shows that flames were licking through the pas-
sageway head and burning the stonework. This 
seems to indicate that the blocked passageway 
and lowest section of the staircase vault formed a 
part of the primary phase of building identified in 
Taylor’s analysis of the great fire. 

In his 2009 report to the Dean and Chapter 
about the blocking up of the bottom of the great 
staircase, Philip Dixon speculated about where 
the staircase went and suggested that it possibly 
descended a few steps and, besides continuing 

19 . Some stones have been removed from the blocking and the doorway is usually covered by two large sheets of thin plywood. I understand the stones 
were removed by a previous master mason in the 1980s who was curious to see where the doorway led. I have to thank Mick O’Connor for this information.

northwards, also turned ninety degrees west-
wards to emerge at a now blocked up doorway in 
the face of the west front where the Daniel panel of 
the famous frieze is situated. In addition, he cited 
what he saw as evidence of blocked doorways in the 
window embrasures of the mural chamber in the 
next buttress to the north that suggested there was 
a timber gallery spanning between the buttresses. 
Though there are some irregularities in some of 
the jointing within both buttress chambers, the 
fact that the ceiling vaults within both of them are 
intact and original indicates that there could never 
have been such doorways. Externally there is also 
no evidence for alterations, lintels, or blockings 

~ �Fig. 6. Reconstructed plan of the eleventh-century  
west end at triforium gallery level and showing the wall 
passage across the front. STUART HARRISON
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that could relate to such features. The suggested 
north exit, as shown in Dixon’s graphics, from the 
passage onto the putative timber gallery is also 
on the wrong alignment, being too far west. The 
correct exit point is identified below.

As for the jointing above the Daniel panel, 
one should ask why it would relate to a blocked 
doorway?20 It is plausible to assume that a pas-
sage was provided on a temporary basis to allow 
the builders access to the great staircase as a way 
of getting to the upper levels of the scaffolding. 
Having recently closely examined this panel of the 
famous frieze, it is equally possible that it related 
to a different, taller panel arrangement which was 
replaced by the Daniel panel. There is notably no 
trace of a lintel to the head of the putative blocked 
opening, which one would expect if it was ever a 
doorway or window. The chamfered surround of 
the Daniel panel is also very odd with the straight 
top section which is not mitred at each end to align 
the chamfer with that on the vertical sides, the gaps 
being made up in mortar. Yet the bottom panel is 
correctly mitred at each corner to support the side 
sections. Despite the speculation about the func-
tion, unfortunately Dixon’s ideas do not seem to be 
supported by the fabric evidence as it is currently 
known. Indeed, he suggested that the blocking of 
the passageway be removed and further explored.

The blocked passageway, in fact, formerly 
gave access to a largely remodeled eleventh-century 
internal passageway across the west front of the 
church and presumably also into the internal space 
above the south and north aisle vaulting.21 In the 
southwest corner of the south aisle, the blocked up 

20 . The idea of a blocked doorway in this position was first suggested by Richard Gem (Gem, p.17, fig. 35). What was the purpose of this doorway? Yet 
there are doorways in the south walls of two upper first f loor chapels in the twelfth-century transepts at Trondheim Cathedral in Norway which can be 
classed as suicide doors as once opened, there is a sheer drop to the ground below. Notably, they also have small chambers in the corner angle turrets 
and at ground level which are very similar to those seen in the buttresses at Lincoln. At Trondheim, they may have been robing chambers for the priests 
officiating at the chapel altar. 
21 . Venables, Precentor, 1883, “The architectural history of Lincoln Cathedral,” Archaeological Journal, vol. 40, p. 171, no. 1, and p. 172. Venables attri-
buted the present interrupted form of the passageway to work by Bishop Welbourn in the fourteenth century. The current blocking of the doorway was 
no doubt done after Venables wrote his history. The style of masonry certainly suggests that it is relatively modern in date.

exit doorway dating back to the fourteenth century 
is clearly visible; it extends from the staircase onto 
the passage across the windowsill of the south aisle 
window. The passageway still traverses the whole of 
the west front but it has been substantially altered. 

Understanding the process by which this 
internal feature of the west front reached its 
present form is difficult for the informed expert, 
let alone the casual observer. Firstly, one must 
imagine exiting the great stair and emerging 
through a short passage onto the gallery level 

~ �Fig. 7. Reconstruction 3D model showing a cutaway slice 
through the front at the level of the passageway across 
it and with the triforium gallery floors restored. It shows 
the passages and chambers within the west and south 
front buttresses. STUART HARRISON
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of the eleventh-century building above the aisle 
vault (fig. 6). At the northwest corner, there was 
the entrance to a passageway behind the main 
arcade which went through into the main nave 
space. Much of this passageway which is angled 
towards the nave, with a side passage to the small 
buttress chamber, survives intact. Then there was, 
as now, a continuous level passage on a setback 
ledge extending across the central nave space into 
another identical angled passage with a side cham-
ber and access to the triforium space over the vault 
of the north aisle. From there, a doorway in the 
northwest corner gave entry to the first-floor room 
which it has been suggested was either a treasury 
or a garderobe chamber. This arrangement sur-
vived until the fourteenth century when the aisle 
vaults were removed and replaced with a lower-set 
ledge passage and revised and remodeled doorways 
and staircases across the aisle spaces (fig. 7, and 
see below). The passages that go behind the nave 
arcades have entrances that have small transverse 
round-headed arches and, Gem also noted, pos-
sible traces of another one at the north end within 
the entrance to the first-floor room, in the north-
west tower which is discussed at length below.22

This arrangement was perhaps first modified 
by the remodeling undertaken in the thirteenth 
century to the central section of the front when 
the new west window was inserted. This included 
new trellis pattern stonework applied above its 
level f lanking the sides of the then geometric 
tracery window. This could perhaps be regarded 
as a minor change to the situation but, in essence, 
the level run of the passageway remained intact. 
What we can deduce is that the passageway angles 
show that the original line has not changed where 
it crosses the central section of the west front and 
goes behind the arcades.

22 . Gem, p. 15.

What caused the greatest change was a four-
teenth-century remodeling which saw the lower 
parts of the whole front internally refaced with 
foiled arcading which also included new internal 
arches and framings for the jambs of the three 
western doorways (fig. 3). This work included the 
reduction of the window sill levels in the aisles and 
the provision of new perpendicular style tracery 
windows. The lower passage level then created 
across the reduced in height sills meant that the 
passage entrances were adapted with new lower-
set doorways on the outer faces and steep stair-
cases inside to cope with the changed levels. The 
presence of this altered and partly lost passageway 
does not seem to have been mentioned in any detail 
since Venables wrote about it, nor that it performed 
the function of providing access to the two small 
mural chambers, as well as the first floor chamber 
in the northwest tower. These will be discussed in 
more detail below.

The chambers over 
the great arches

The southwest corner staircase leads up to the 
base of the southwest tower set at the clerestory 
level of the Romanesque church. This level marks 
the top of the eleventh-century build of the great 
staircase above which the newel, dating back to 
the twelfth century, is reduced in size. Above this 
level, the staircase gives access via a straight side 
staircase eastwards to a small chamber set south of 
the tower itself above the south-facing great mural 
arch. This chamber and an equivalent one on the 
north side can be clearly seen externally as gabled 
projections covered with twelfth-century arcading; 
both are two storeyed, with an additional chamber 
above in the gable, itself accessed higher up from 
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the staircase. Above this side chamber entrance, 
another three quarter turn up the staircase, there is 
a wide exit going northwards to a chamber set over 
the southern great mural arch in the west front. It 
was within this chamber that removable slabs gave 
access to the so-called machicolation set within 
the arch head (fig. 8) but today the floor is made of 
modern concrete.23

From there, a northern doorway allows 
access via an initially straight-rising staircase and 
an angled passageway eastwards to the walkway 
known as Banks’ View over the great west window 
and then, once across, to another angled passage-
way westwards, then down northwards into the 
equivalent chamber over the northern mural arch 
of the west front. Both of these angled passage-
ways are part of the thirteenth-century alterations 
and heightening of the central arch but the initial 
straight section of staircase on each side dates from 
no earlier than the twelfth century. The largely 
twelfth-century dating seems to be confirmed by 
the fact that the walls and staircases of the pas-
sageways partly overlap the ends of the so-called 
machicolation slots and thus partly reduce them 
in length. 

In the south chamber, over the great arch, 
the north wall has a chamfered plinth. Straight 
joints in the staircase passage walls, where it dog-
legs eastwards to Banks’ View, clearly show that it 
formerly went straight up to a chamber over the 
higher central arch. A similar chamfered plinth 
adorns the south wall of the equivalent north-
ern chamber over the northern great arch, and 
the staircase ascending southwards has similar 
straight joints. Therefore, the evidence indicates 
that if not originally, at least by the twelfth cen-
tury, there was a straight north to south circulatory 
passage system at the higher level, over the three 
great arches. 

23 . Looking up the slots from below, one can see that they are capped by stone slabs.

The present dog-legged arrangement of pas-
sages was created to accommodate the higher-set 
thirteenth-century gable arch. It contains two 
other anomalies, one at each end of the straight 
passage or Banks’ View across the top of the west 
window and at the base of the great circular cusped 
oculus. The return corners of the passage at each 
end, extending westwards into the dog-legged 
passageways, have a vertical straight joint and a 
length of chamfered impost or stringcourse (fig. 9). 
The  tooling of the walling appears to be from the 

~ �Fig. 8. The chamber over the southern great arch  
which formerly had a series of floor slabs that could  
be removed to give access to the machicolation in the 
arch below. Note the staircase rising northwards and  
the chamfered plinth flanking the doorway arch.  
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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eleventh century. If this is in situ masonry of that 
date, it is the highest standing part of the original 
building given the height set above the level of the 
top of the twelfth-century clerestory. It may, of 
course, be simply reused stone and a part of the 
twelfth-century alterations that were altered again 
in the thirteenth century. It must be stated, how-
ever, that it is not easy to explain how this arrange-
ment of straight jointing came about, but it surely 
marks a significant change that occurred at some 
point in the building history.

The southwest tower chamber

Finally, as mentioned above, the southwest stair-
case also gives access to the base of the south tower 
itself. At this level, the big newel of the great stair-
case is discontinued and replaced by one which is 
100 mm smaller in diameter, indicating a change 
from eleventh- to twelfth-century build work. 
Here Gem correctly showed that within the base 
of the tower, on the Romanesque clerestory level, 
where as the lowest part of the south and west walls 
date from the eleventh-century, the north and east 
walls were built in the twelfth century (fig. 10). The 
difference between the two is evident from the 
use of a chamfered plinth course at the base of the 
eleventh-century work. This shows that when the 
front was remodeled to build the western towers it 
was not reduced to a uniform height: certain walls 
were kept higher than some others which either 
were lowered to the base of the clerestory level or 
were originally not much higher. Here it should 
be noted that the clerestory passage level of the 
twelfth-century church is below that of the sur-
viving chamfered plinths. In the case of the east 
wall, it was clearly in large part an entirely new 
construction because the eastern half of the ori-
ginal block had been demolished and the visible 
masonry below this level in the east wall confirms 

that it dates from the twelfth century. The details 
of the plinth in the southwest corner of the room 
suggest that there was always an opening at that 
point from the stair turret.

The northwest tower

The details of the exterior of the north side of 
the west front, now enclosed within the Morning 
Chapel, are distinctly different from the south 
side as there is only a relatively plain wall with 
an original wide low-set arch springing from the 

~�Fig. 9. The passage over the west window known as Banks’ 
View looking north to the return corner which shows a  
vertical straight joint and chamfered impost. The tooling of 
the masonry to the right and left of the vertical joint appears 
to be of eleventh-century date but could be reused stone. 
There is a similar arrangement with a longer impost on the 
south side. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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current ground level. This is now walled up with 
a later doorway pierced through into a rectan-
gular room. It is worth noting that the arch has 
a double ring of plain voussoirs with a chamfe-
red hoodmould, which led Taylor to suggest that 
it must have been an open arch as he went on to 
explore the arguments of its purpose in some detail 
(figs. 2 and 11).24 Yet even if it was once an open 
arch, it may have simply been closed by an iron 
grill to ensure that the room was ventilated but 
secure from intruders. The present floor level is 
too high for it to have functioned as an open arch 
through which someone could walk upright but 

24 . Taylor, p. 153-155. The present masonry closing the arch does not appear to date back to the eleventh-century but one wonders if it has been opened 
at some time and then walled up again. 

then we cannot be sure how much lower the exter-
nal ground level was in the eleventh century. It 
cannot have been substantially lower in relation 
to the arch because just to the east of it, there is 
a section of chamfered twelfth-century plinth. 
As Taylor pointed out, Precentor Venables, in 
the nineteenth century, believed it to be no more 
than ‘an arch of construction’ built over Roman 
walls with features including three steps, which he 

~ �Fig. 10. Reconstructed plan at clerestory level of the 
eleventh-century west end. STUART HARRISON

~ �Fig. 11. The blocked up low arch into the chamber 
thought to have possibly been a garderobe pit and 
showing the new angle shaft worked on the northeast 
corner in the twelfth century and the external plinth.  
The east wall at left overlaid with later thirteenth- 
century work. Note also the original window in the first-
floor chamber above right. Viewpoint from the northeast. 
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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described from an excavation.25 Beyond the arch, 
the north wall extends to a northeastern corner 
which has a coursed shaft on the angle (fig. 11) 
standing on a moulded base of late twelfth-century 
character. It is notably later in style than the bases 
used throughout the windows and arcading of the 
twelfth-century towers and suggests the possibility 
that this corner was rebuilt slightly later. 

There is another entrance to the room at the 
west end of the south wall which exhibits patch-
ing and irregularities. The external face and door 
frame are part of the fourteenth-century remodel-
ing of the lower parts of the tower base wall. Inside 
the room, the northwest corner jamb has been 
rebuilt with later claw-tooled masonry as well, but 

25 . Venables, p. 171.
26 . At the time of writing the room was inaccessible due to scaffolding blocking the doorway. I have not therefore been able to check the interior and its 
entrance passage in detail again. I have to thank David Taylor for providing me with some photographs which showed the entrance details.

between those and the door itself there is an area 
of what seems to be eleventh-century masonry 
together with a mortar render at the top. There 
is similar evidence on the east jamb, with more 
patching. If this masonry is in situ, then it must 
surely relate to an original entrance to the room.

Inside, there is a rectangular chamber with a 
high-set barrel vault that is divided into two bays 
by a plain wide transverse cross arch and that has 
two centrally sited rectangular holes with ashlar 
faced sides pierced through the crown of the vault. 
These are now closed with modern cast in situ con-
crete which has holes drilled through it for ventila-
tion. Various authors have associated these holes 
with garderobe shafts and this has to some extent 
reinforced the castle theory (figs. 12 and 13). The 
room was therefore considered to be a garderobe 
pit. One aspect of the vault that has gone unmen-
tioned is that in some areas, it retains the mortar 
bedding from over the original centring which has 
left plank impressions on it. Some small traces of 
this mortar seem to extend onto the edges of the 
stone framing of the vault openings (this is exam-
ined in more detail below). Most notably, the east 
wall appears to be an original feature, not rebuilt 
in the twelfth century.

At the first floor level, the so-called gar-
derobe chamber above the pit is today difficult of 
access and has a barrel-vaulted roof divided by a 
squared transverse rib supported by simple shallow 
rectangular pilasters (fig. 13).26 A chamfered plinth 
runs around the room at the base of the walls. In 
the twelfth, and probably the eleventh century 
as well, it was accessed from the southwest stair 
turret and via the passageway across the west front. 
Taylor’s measurements and my own observations 
confirm that it is at the same level as the base of 

~�Fig. 12. Looking up at the vault in the ground floor 
chamber in the north side of the west front showing the 
perforated cast in situ concrete slabs closing the two 
rectangular holes in the vault. Note the masonry framing 
around the edges and the areas of mortar facing with the 
impressions of the centring planks. In each case some 
small areas of mortar seem to overlap the masonry 
framing of the openings suggesting that they are original 
features. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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the southwest eleventh-century stair turret and, 
therefore, the passageway as well.27

On the south side of the chamber, several 
blocks of inserted reinforcement have been built 
and these tend to confuse the original plan. These 
blocks were added because the south wall is rela-
tively thin, but the twelfth-century tower wall 

27 . Taylor, p. 147, ill. 12.
28 . Gem, figure 2 shows R.S. Godfrey’s 1922 section drawing of the north-west tower which clearly shows the different wall thicknesses. 
29 . It is this window that is similar to that which is blocked up and visible at the top of the inserted staircase within the south great mural arch. Venables 
mentioned that it was open when he wrote his history. 
30 . Taylor, p. 156, ill. 17, shows his plan of the room. The cathedral works archive has a plan by J.L. Pearson which shows the room without the two 
modern buttresses, suggesting that they were either part of his reinforcements to the fabric or built later. See note 50 below.

above it is double its thickness and stands par-
tially on the vault.28 At the west end, the cham-
ber narrows as it is set within the corner buttress, 
and there is a massive inserted twelfth-century 
masonry base to support a staircase on the level 
above. It overlaps the entrance from the west front 
passageway and it was constructed with a barrel-
vaulted passage running through it. In the west 
wall, there is an original window which is now 
blocked up but retains glazing externally and a 
large iron grill.29 There are two windows in the 
north wall, one of which is blocked up because of 
the later Morning Chapel vaulting on the exter-
ior. The western example shows the same double 
recessed and stepped jambs seen in the other 
eleventh-century windows previously mentioned. 
The east wall dates back to the twelfth century 
and it has a deeply splayed blocked up window set 
towards the north end. At the northeast and south-
east corners, there are offsets for another pair of 
original pilasters and straight joints in the east wall 
butting to them (fig. 6). There are also two modern 
buttresses set against the south wall.30 From this 
evidence, we can suggest that the room formerly 
extended further eastwards.

As already mentioned, the entry to the room, 
which can be dated to the twelfth century at least, 
has always been from the gallery across the west 
front but, as noted above, the later alterations to 
the windows of the front interfered with the ori-
ginal walkway and therefore made access more dif-
ficult with a narrow, roughly made passage and 
timber ladder up to the entrance from the lower 
windowsill. In the doorway passage itself are sev-
eral straight joints that testify to the complexities 

~ �Fig. 13. Plans of the ground floor level, first floor 
chamber above it which is thought to have been a  
garderobe chamber but possibly a treasury in the twelfth 
century and the second floor in the north side of the 
west front. Note that the second-floor level is shown as 
wholly of twelfth-century date but the lower parts may 
be eleventh century in date. STUART HARRISON
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of the alterations in this area, but they related 
mainly to the insertion of the stairbase support 
mentioned above. It is possible that originally this 
room was always accessed through this doorway, 
but the former presence of another doorway in 
the lost eastern part of the room cannot be ruled 
out. Yet, as the surviving fabric shows, there was 
clearly no access from the eastern end following 
the remodeling of the eastern half of the west front 
block (fig. 13). This is an important point which 
will be elaborated upon below.

Above this room is another, flanking the 
north side of the base of the northwest tower 
(fig. 13). It is entered from a staircase on the west 
that descends from the chamber over the great 
mural arch on the north side of the west front. It 
was possibly the construction of this staircase that 
caused the insertion of the great masonry base in 
the room below it. Yet it might also be the case that 
the staircase was originally just supported by the 
vault it stands on, but the introduction of the tower 
above resulted in the installation of the reinforce-
ment in the floor below. The walls of the room have 
a chamfered base plinth which is continuous and 
therefore also forms the sill stone at the entrance 
from the stairway passage on the west side. Today, 
only the northern half of this sill is composed of 
a chamfered stone and the southern part of the 
sill has been replaced. Had the entrance been an 
original feature, one would expect that the chamfer 
would have stopped at the entrance jamb rather 
than continuing across as a sill. This raises the 
possibility that this room, or rather its eleventh-
century predecessor, was not accessed from the 
chamber over the northern mural arch and that the 
present staircase arrangement actually dates from 
the twelfth century. In figure 13, the date of this 

31 . Srawley, James Herbert, 1933, The story of Lincoln Minster, London, Paris, New York, Raphael Tuck & Sons, p. 33. Srawley mentions the exposure of 
the head of a staircase forty-five feet above the ground in the recent restorations. From this, we might suppose that the blocked-up staircase was appar-
ently discovered during the repairs of the west front in the 1920s. 

level is shown as wholly twelfth-century but, how-
ever unlikely, some elements, such as the plinth 
level, may possibly be from the eleventh century. 
This includes the east wall where the base plinth is 
interrupted at the southeast corner for the entrance 
to a staircase going downwards. The details sug-
gest that it may have been partially removed to 
create the doorway. In such an eleventh-century 
arrangement, the east wall must have stood upon 
the barrel vault of the room below.

In the southeast corner of the room, we 
see a blocked up twelfth-century staircase which 
descended from this level turning anti-clockwise 
and probably provided access from the ground 
floor (fig. 13).31 The reason why the staircase was 
abandoned and walled up solidly is easy to see: the 
exposed central newel is considerably tilted over 
from the vertical, in excess of four degrees east-
wards, and the entrance arch is also completely 
distorted in relation to its original shape (fig. 14). 
There has clearly been a serious structural failure 
which may have caused some external repairs 
as well as the complete filling in with stone and 
mortar to block it up; this may also have elimin-
ated any loop windows lighting the staircase as 
none are now visible. Here we may recall that at its 
base, the external northeast corner angle (fig. 11) 
appears to have been rebuilt later than the con-
struction of the towers and this may be connected 
with the failure of the stair turret.

Notably and importantly, the staircase did 
not communicate with the so-called garderobe 
chamber on the floor below, nor with the ground-
floor room below it, but its presence is reflected 
in the position of the blocked-up window in the 
east wall of that chamber which is notably offset to 
the north to avoid the staircase (fig. 13). The room 
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also has a large arch in its south wall into the base 
of the northwest tower at clerestory level, but it 
has been underbuilt and a smaller arched opening 
was made in it. The arrangement is similar to that 
on the south side but with a larger arch reaching 
down to floor level, giving access to the tower base 
chamber.

The tower base room at clerestory level 
appears to have a similar amount of surviving 
eleventh-century masonry to the south tower with 
a base plinth on the north and west walls; the south 
and east walls, on the other hand, clearly date from 
the twelfth century (fig. 10). Gem, however, sug-
gested that only the west wall can be traced back 
to the eleventh century and the north wall with its 
large arch opening to the twelfth century.32 This 
wall has a continuous chamfer on the south side 
upon which stands the large arch. On the north 
side of the wall, there is a chamfer as well, which 
turns the corners at the junction with the arch 
jambs. What then happened and how it related 
to the southern chamfer is obscured by the eight-
eenth century partial blocking of the arch. Like the 
southern tower chamber, this room has the same 
opening into the twelfth-century nave clerestory 
window and passageway. 

The nave western arcade bays

The elevations of the surviving western nave bays, 
to the north and south sides, have been signifi-
cantly altered by later interventions. The clerestory 
level remains largely intact and retains the window 
opening into the base of the western towers and 
the clerestory passageway. As Gem suggested, the 
clerestory on each side of the church is clearly 
from the twelfth century. Framing the clerestory 

32 . Gem, p. 17.

window, in each bay we can see the outline of a 
stilt ed round-arched scar for the lost twelfth-
century nave high vault (figs. 15 and 16) The bays 
are defined by large semicircular vault shafts that 
have been extended upwards to support the higher-
set thirteenth-century high vault. The clerestory 
base is marked by a chamfered stringcourse which 
stops short of the vault shafts and is aligned with 
the high vault scar. This suggests that the vault 
shafts were flanked by corbelled out shafts and 

~�Fig. 14. Entrance arch into the blocked up staircase on the 
second floor of the north side of the west front. Note the 
badly slipped and distorted head of the arch, the vertical 
shear and spreading of the internal wall and beyond it the 
lean upon the newel post which exceeds four degrees from 
the vertical. All evidence of massive structural failure within 
the shell of the turret. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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capitals to accommodate the diagonal vault ribs 
and that these were removed in the thirteenth cen-
tury.33 The stilted form of the vault abutment shows 
that the vault was built in the Anglo-Norman tra-
dition and it can be demonstrated, by a reconstruc-
ted vaulting diagram, that the transverse ribs were 
most likely round and the diagonal ribs segmental 
in design (fig. 17).

33 . These would surely have looked similar to the aisle vault supports in the nave of Kirkstall Abbey or, in an earlier Gothic style version, the transept 
high vault supports at Roche Abbey. Hope, William Henry St John and John Bilson, 1907, “Architectural description of Kirkstall Abbey,” Thoresby 
Society, p. 16, figure 76.

Below the clerestory can be seen the outline 
of a round-headed arch that must have formed the 
opening to the triforium gallery. In the southern 
bay, it descends on the east side to the outline of 
a chamfered impost that has been cut back on the 
face (fig. 15) These gallery arches were underbuilt 
and blocked up in the fourteenth century when 
larger Gothic basement arches and their responds 
were pierced through the arcade and this also 

~�Fig. 16. The twelfth-century clerestory on the north side 
of the nave. Note how fitting in the base stringcourse has 
meant partially slicing off the outer ring of voussoirs of the 
round triforium arch below it. The high vault scar is clearly 
visible and the stringcourse stops short of the vault shafts  
to accommodate the lost twelfth-century vault capitals. 
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON

~�Fig. 15. The twelfth-century clerestory on the south side of 
the nave. Note how the base stringcourse is level and stops 
short of the vault shafts to allow for the lost twelfth-century 
vault capitals. The outline of the lost high vaulting is visible 
as a wall scar. Note the distortion in the round arch of the 
triforium below the stringcourse. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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removed the arches of the Romanesque arcade at 
ground level. These inserted fourteenth-century 
arches were in turn blocked up in the eighteenth 
century and only their outline remains visible 
today.

Gem was undecided as to whether the trifor-
ium stage was from the eleventh or twelfth century 
basically because there is relatively little masonry 
left and it remains essential in the dating and form 
of the eleventh-century structure.34 What he seems 
to have missed is that there is an anomaly in the 

34 . Gem, p. 19.

bay spacing of the triforium arches that is apparent 
between the north and south elevations. On the 
north side, the arch fills the bay and on the east 
side of the eastern vault shaft, in the next bay to 
the east, we see an area of plain wall extending to 
a toothed joint and the start of the outline of the 
spandrel filler stones for the extrados of an arch, 
rising from west to east, forming part of the next 
triforium arch (fig. 18). It is perhaps of significance 
that the triforium arch on the north side has two 
rings of plain voussoirs just like the basement arch 

~�Fig. 18. Detail of the north side of the nave arcade with the 
triforium arch to the left and to the right of the twelfth-
century vaulting shaft the toothed joint where the triforium 
support has been cut back and rising higher the masonry 
starting to curve over to accommodate the removed  
voussoirs of the next arch. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON

~�Fig. 17. Vaulting diagram to show the arrangement of the 
quadripartite rib vaults over the nave. The wall abutment 
scar is stilted and the transverse arch was round with a 
segmental diagonal rib. This was a vault built in the classic 
Anglo-Norman tradition. STUART HARRISON
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in the north wall. The cut back coursing of the arch 
impost can also be seen. On the south side, the 
triforium arch reaches the western vault shaft, but 
on the east it stops well short of the eastern vault 
shaft. To the east of the shaft, in the next bay, there 
is a toothed butt joint and no trace of the next arch 
(fig. 15). This is evidence that the triforium arch 
spacings, and probably those of the arcade below 
them, were different on each side and that the vault 
shafts, in turn, did not centre up with the triforium 
arch supports. 

This is also borne out by the odd positioning 
of the high vault shafts which are actually a twelfth-
century addition to the fabric. The odd relationship 
of the eastern vault shaft to the triforium support 
on the north elevation was observed by J. T. Smith 
and recorded in his reconstruction drawing of 
the elevation in the Norman period although his 
published commentary makes no mention of it.35 
Importantly in this respect, an apparent stagger in 
the nave spacing from north to south was detected 
by Bilson in his excavations; it will be discussed 
further below.

Two important details seem to have been 
previously overlooked. First, on the west side of 
the south triforium, the arch is considerably flat-
tened and grossly deformed out of shape (fig. 15). 
Yet the line of the clerestory stringcourse above it 
is horizontal and this suggests that the deforma-
tion occurred before the twelfth-century clerestory 
was built. In other words, the triforium arch is not 
from the twelfth century but the eleventh century, 
as Gem posited but was unsure about. The second 
point is that the triforium arch on the north side 
has had the outer ring of voussoirs cut back in a 
horizontal line in order to put the clerestory string-
course in place at the right level (fig. 16). This also 

35 . Smith, J.T., 1907, “Architectural drawings of Lincoln Cathedral in Norman times,” Associated Architectural Society Reports and Papers, vol. 28, 
p. 95-98, plate IV
36 . Stocker and Vince, p. 229, no. 25.

shows that the arch was there before the present 
clerestory and must date back to the eleventh cen-
tury. In addition, the eleventh-century triforium 
stage must have been slightly higher in elevation, 
probably reduced in height to accommodate the 
later clerestory stringcourse and wall passage.

The principal authors of the idea of a free-
standing bishop’s residential fortified great tower 
that was later joined to the Norman church, David 
Stocker and Alan Vince, also raised the issue of the 
relationship between the nave arcade and its junc-
tion with the west wall, suggesting that the arcades 
may have been inserted and butted up to the west 
wall; they also argued that a full survey was needed 
in order to establish their exact relationship.36 My 
own observations on this aspect suggest that the 
arcades are part of the west wall and were not 
inserted. This is shown by the angled entrance 
passageways to the small chambers set within the 
western arch buttresses which are behind the ends 
of the arcades (fig. 6). Both of these have a small 
barrel-vaulted ceiling and it is clear that the vault-
ing is in situ from the entrance on the nave side 
through to the chambers with eleventh-century 
tooling throughout the passage walling. The pas-
sageways from the aisle side were all rebuilt in the 
fourteenth century to accommodate the window 
sill level, which was changed at that time. In total, 
these four points of evidence clearly indicate the 
eleventh-century date of the nave arcades below 
the clerestory level.

The Romanesque nave

Based on excavations of the foundations of the 
north and south aisle walls, Bilson noted in detail 
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the nave bay spacings to the east of the west front. 
He said that the eastern bay on the north side must 
have been narrower due to the crossing pier being 
larger from the crossing westwards, and posited 
an average bay width of 18 ft 5.5 in from the third 
bay to the eighth.37 At that point, his reasoning 
begins to break down because he was unaware 
that the west front structure likely extended two 
bays from west to east, not one bay, which we see 
today. He did, however, pick up an anomaly in the 
spacing between responds in the north and south 
aisle walls: “On the other hand, on the south side 
the side of the wall pier W’ (pl. LXXVI) seems to 
be about 1 ft 2 in further west than the side of the 
wall pier U’ on the north aisle wall, which seems 
to indicate that the second bay from the west on 
the south side was the same width as the other 
bays eastward” (figs. 2 and 3).38 This observation 
of Bilson’s seems to coincide with the differences 
observed above in the triforium spacings between 
the surviving north and southwestern bays. In 
other words, the nave arcades towards the west 
end of the church were not synchronized with each 
other but rather on a staggered axial alignment. 

Although Bilson excavated partial evidence 
of a possible two bay west front structure on the 
south side, he did not realize what he had found. 
This subject was explored in some detail by Gem 
but it is perhaps worth rehearsing Bilson’s first-
hand observations because it is fundamental to 
understanding the evidence for a two-bay deep 
structure.39 He found walls in excavations which 
he showed on his plan as Z'. He stated: “At Z’ (1 ft 
7 in west of Y') the wall shows a quoin returning 

37 . Bilson, p. 562-563.
38 . Idem, p. 562-563, plate LXXVI.
39 . Gem, p. 12-14 and summarized in fig. 1.
40 . Idem, p. 552, plate LXII.
41 . Smith, p. 97 and plates I and II. By the time these drawings were published, J.T. Smith had died so he was no longer available for Bilson to consult 
when he undertook his own excavations in the nave. Smith’s plan shows a complete outline footing, but it seems unlikely that he saw much evidence. 
Without re-excavation of the area, we have to take Smith’s evidence as presented but with the caveat that it may be somewhat suspect. 
42 . Bilson, p. 552, no. 1, plate LXXVI.

southward for a length of 3 ft 3 in and more. It is 
difficult to account for this return, unless it was 
an opening in the aisle wall (figs. 2 and 3).40 Bilson 
therefore assumed that the penultimate bay of the 
nave was a normal one, not part of a greater west 
front structure that is two bays deep. His mysteri-
ous Z’ feature seems to become explainable only 
in that context. It appears in fact to have been the 
western face of the east wall of a two-bay structure. 

It is also clear from his text that he had talked 
at length with the Clerk of Works, John Allan, and 
the Master Mason, Henry Davis, who told him 
about various excavations they had observed but 
seemingly not that which uncovered the evidence 
for the foundations of the second bay on the north 
side. On this subject, J.T. Smith said: “There was 
originally another like space to this one (see B 
on ground plan), but it was destroyed before the 
building was completed.”41 The Smith plan shows 
the north side of the west front extending to two 
bays depth with two ground floor chambers (fig. 2 
shown in green tint). Had Bilson known this, his 
conclusions might have been somewhat differ-
ent. As it was, he failed to find anything on the 
north side beyond the nave aisle respond, which 
he labelled U’ and blamed on the presence of grave 
cuts. Notably he did not excavate in the same area 
as Smith. He also noted that the features on the 
south side that he labelled Y’ and Z’ had been seen 
by Smith in excavations in 1903.42
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The later alterations to 
the structure of the west 
front and f irst nave bays

The evidence so far seems to indicate that the tri-
forium and main arcade of the eleventh-century 
church survived the twelfth-century alterations 
to the west end but that the clerestory dates from 
the twelfth century as do the bay dividing shafts 
which are clearly insertions on slightly different 
centres to the original bays. As mentioned above 
Gem speculated that this was a possibility but he 
was unable to cite evidence that this was actually 
the case; notably, the subject does not seem to have 
been explored beyond pure speculation by later 
commentators. The access to some areas such as 
the chambers within the western arch buttresses 
and the so-called garderobe room have never 
been considered in detail either and their access 
passages hardly mentioned but this has now been 

clearly identified and established. Earlier commen-
tators do not seem to have considered this evidence 
in detail or recognized its significance. Yet, it is a 
fundamental argument in the castle versus church 
debate. 

Similarly, in all the past discussions of the 
evidence, no one has addressed the fourteenth-
century alterations to the lower levels (fig.  3), 
mainly because they were partly cloaked over by 
eighteenth-century additions. It now seems clear 
that when the new nave was built in the thirteenth 
century the westernmost nave bays were left rela-
tively intact, except for the insertion of a higher-
level nave vault and extension upwards of the bay 
vault shafts to accommodate it. Additions were 
made to the east faces of the towers which were 
partly cased over at aisle level with the new nave 
arcade responds and decorative arcading in order 
to provide staircases from the existing western bay 
clerestory passages up to the higher clerestories of 
the new nave. It also seems likely that the retained 
first piers of the nave were modified in the twelfth 
century with additional masonry to support the 
new towers. The aisles of the western bays must 
have been relatively untouched with their original 
vaults intact. They must have looked distinctly 
odd ranged against the new nave arcade to the east 
especially when it is considered that the new arcade 
was as high as the arcade and triforium combined 
on the Romanesque nave and that the top of the 
twelfth-century clerestory was only as high as the 
new triforium of the thirteenth-century nave. They 
did not, however, range directly between each other 
as the new nave was wider and the new masonry 
abutments with the high-level stairs to reach the 
new clerestory from the old were set between them. 
The central axis of the new nave was also differ-
ent from the old nave so that the arcades meet the 
western towers in slightly different positions. 

It seems that it was only in the fourteenth 
century that it was decided to modify the aisles and 

~�Fig. 19. Jambs of the central doorway showing the twelfth-
century masonry extending to a joint with the vertical 
mouldings of the fourteenth-century wall arcading at each 
side and also showing the position of the original eleventh-
century drawbar with squared modern stone blocking of 
the sockets at each side. PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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main arcade of these bays. The lower walls were 
completely stripped of their facings and were clad 
with cinquefoiled arcading and the large arches 
already mentioned above were pierced through the 
main bay elevations, completely cutting out the old 
main arcade arches and encroaching deeply into 
the triforium arches. Similar transverse arches 
were made on the east sides to accommodate the 
west bays to the thirteenth-century nave aisles. 
Blind tracery paneling was introduced on the outer 
aisle wall surfaces together with new western aisle 
windows. The aisle bays were then crowned with 
high-set lierne vaults with very little curvature on 
the vault cells. Curiously, the new main arcade 
arches do not centre with the bay and they are 
eccentric in the extent of their arcs of curvature 
which indicates a very shallow respond against the 
west wall or even a corbelling off at the spring-
ing level (figs. 15 and 16). This might suggest a 
reinforcement of the first pier of the nave to sup-
port the new fourteenth-century tower additions.

We can perhaps still see evidence for the 
position of the original eleventh-century internal 
wall faces but to the casual observer its relative date 
would not be obvious. It exists in the form of the 
low chamfered base plinth upon which the inserted 
wall arcading bases stand (fig. 3 shown in the plan). 
The plinth looks decidedly earlier; in fact, where 
the tooling survives well on the face and chamfer, 
it shows an eleventh-century finish of diagonal 
axed dressing. If this dating is correct, then it is 
a good guide to the original width and position 
of the internal walls. In support of the idea is the 
fact that the door jambs show good, presumably 
twelfth-century masonry extending to where it is 
butted or joined to the added arcading.

All three west doorways retain blocked 
sockets in their jambs for drawbars to keep the 
doors securely closed. The best preserved and 
less repaired jambs are on the central doorway 
where the blocked-up sockets are very obvious 

(fig. 19). It should be noted that the same draw-
bars must have been present on the earlier door-
ways because drawbar sockets extend far into the 
wall core, undoubtedly installed when the wall was 
first constructed. Installing a new bar would have 
involved core excavation and rebuilding which 
would simply not have been worth the effort. This 
means that although the doorways were remodeled 
in the twelfth century, the position of the actual 
timber doors cannot have changed because of the 
retained drawbars. It also confirms that there were 
three eleventh-century doorways.

The twelfth-century alterations to the door-
ways might have deepened their aspect towards 
the west, particularly that of the central doorway 
which has six orders of shafts and decorative vous-
soirs (figs. 3 and 20). That this was to some extent 
the case is perhaps shown by the masonry above 
the doorway and the inserted gallery of kings. The 
gallery has a substantial sill behind it and actually 
stands much higher than the windowsill. At each 
side, the cutback Romanesque eleventh-century 
masonry jambs are overlaid from the west firstly by 
a single detached shaft in a return corner angle and 
then by the triple roll Purbeck marble moulded 
jambs of the main thirteenth-century window. 
Between those and the later inner fourteenth-
century window tracery jamb lies a plain strip 
of 200 mm-wide masonry. It looks Romanesque 
in date and also courses in bed height not with 
the moulded jambs that f lank it but with the 
Romanesque buttress. It may be that this is a vesti-
gial remnant of the original complete Romanesque 
jamb arrangement. Considering the width of both 
the internal passageway and the external sill, this 
shows that the west wall is extremely thick, in 
excess of 2.9 m (9.54'). We have noted above how 
the internal passageways flanking the nave arcades 
were angled to allow for the wider thickness of 
the central section of the nave so that the passage 
across it ran along its eastern edge. That passage 
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ledge is currently 900 mm wide and if this is the 
original width, it leaves some 2 m (6.68') for the 
original wall above the doorways. It was clearly 
never that thick. This suggests that the recession 
in depth of the central arch jambs was originally 
greater than it is now and similar to that seen in the 
two surviving outer arches. Even allowing for that 
circumstance with a doorway projecting less than 
it does now, one is left to wonder whether there 
was an external gallery above the west door in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries which could have 
been used for liturgical purposes during proces-
sions and at festivals (fig. 21). In this respect, the 
gallery of singers, proposed for the west fronts at 
Wells and Salisbury, springs to mind.

The aisle doorway arch recesses retain more 
of their original masonry jambs and do not seem to 

have been particularly recessed further than they 
are now. The remnants of the passageways across 
the interior and the original internal chamfered 
base plinth indicate that they were always much 
thinner walls than the central section of the west 
front, now around 1.8 m (5.92') thick, and that 
the original doorways are not likely to have been 
much thinner in depth. This seems to highlight the 
greater thickness of the central section of the front 
and support the idea of some special function in 
earlier centuries.

Returning to the consideration of the 
fourteenth-century works, the walls forming the 
backs of the wall arcades contain a large amount 
of reused Romanesque masonry and above the 
wall arcade level, the south wall of the south aisle 
can be mistaken for a Romanesque piece of facing 

~�Fig. 20. Reconstructed ground plan of the west end in the 
twelfth century. STUART HARRSION

~�Fig. 21. Reconstructed plan at triforium level in the twelfth 
century. STUART HARRISON
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work, overlaid with the later fourteenth-century 
blind tracery paneling. In fact, this cannot be the 
case; rather, the whole wall face must have been 
stripped and refaced with recycled ashlar blocks. 
In contrast, the north aisle wall is done in new 
stone facing showing an abundance of fourteenth-
century mason marks and claw tooling.43

As regards the presence of the twelfth-
century towers above these bays, it was a daring 
conversion of old fabric that had caused concern 
about its structural integrity before the eighteenth 
century when the arches were blocked up and new 
stone screens were erected across the nave and 
aisles to brace the supports (fig. 3). Aside from the 
obvious visible elements of this conversion, there 
is other important evidence for these alterations 

43 . This recycling of older ashlar blocks can be paralleled exactly in the construction of the Lady Chapel at York Minster where internally the aisle wall 
facings are built from recycled ashlars that are overlaid in exactly the same manner with tracery wall arcading.
44 . I have to thank John Phillips for his identification of these marks and drawing my attention to their significance. 

which can still be seen; it has been overlooked 
but it adds considerable structural and sequential 
information.

The tower basements at the clerestory level 
have wooden floors with trapdoors to access the 
top of the fourteenth-century vaults beneath them. 
The one on the south side is little more than a crawl 
space, but on the north, there is a more spacious 
chamber in which it is possible to stand upright. 
Within these spaces, above the vaults, can be seen 
segmental relieving arches and wall facing with 
prolific evidence of claw tooling in some areas and 
fourteenth-century mason marks which can be 
matched with those seen below.44 These, it seems, 
formed part of the campaign to insert the large 
basement arches and their associated aisle vaults 

~�Fig. 22. The 30-degree sloping cut in the east face of the 
north tower under the present aisle roof for the abutment 
of the twelfth-century roof at aisle level. It starts at bottom 
right from under the buttress weather moulding and runs 
for a short distance horizontally before rising southwards 
and cutting across a pre-existing relieving arch in the wall. 
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON

 

~�Fig. 23. The south wall relieving arch at clerestory level  
in the north tower of fourteenth-century date.  
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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into the towers. What they show is that the masons 
had to do considerable work besides inserting the 
basement arches and vaults. The walls above the 
arches had to be refaced with new masonry and 
this was most likely because the masons had to 
remove vaulting in the aisles and then found that 
the tower basements required underpinning to 
hold them up. In other words, the tower walls 
probably stood partly on the vaults covering the 
Romanesque aisle level, while casings applied to 
the triforium gallery in the western bays and their 
removal would surely have left an exposed rubble 
core requiring refacing. This observation makes 
sense of the evidence and begins to also tie in with 
what we have already examined.

In the south tower under floor chamber, 
there are segmental arches in both the north 
and south walls overhanging the wall face below. 
On the north side, the recess below the arch is 
400 mm deep and partly supports the twelfth-
century clerestory; on the south wall, it is 370 mm 
deep. Curiously, the arch simply abuts the original 
south wall and it is not structurally carrying any-
thing while the upper wall top can be seen in the 
chamber above level with the timber floor. 

In the north tower under floor chamber, 
the north wall does not have a relieving arch; it 
is bent and bulged with structural inward distor-
tion towards the eastern corner junction: perhaps 
notable in that it is adjoining the failed and blocked 
up stair turret discussed above. The east wall has 
a relieving arch flush with the wall face that can 
also be seen on the other side of the wall beneath 
the nave aisle roof (fig. 22). A similar relieving arch 
exists on the east wall of the south tower, but it 
can only be seen from the nave aisle roofspace. 
On the south wall of the north chamber, there is 
a 290 mm-deep segmental relieving arch (fig. 23) 
beneath the twelfth-century clerestory; on the west 
wall, what looks like another segmental-headed 
arch with a facing below it, projecting out 90 mm 

eastwards and, in front of that, a lower section of 
flat-topped wall projecting another 210 mm. There 
is much claw tooling to be seen in this area which 
confirms the rebuilding and repair.

This evidence confirms the earlier discus-
sion of an almost total removal or pairing down 
of the walls below the aisle vaults to introduce the 
new arches and tracery panelling together with 
their vaults, which would have also required the 
introduction of the segmental arches below the 
tower walls to ensure that they were adequately 
supported. It is also another indication that the 
original internal walls below this level were con-
siderably thicker in places than their present 
fourteenth-century appearance would indicate. 

The evidence for the original 
twelfth-century plan 

The stair turret inserted into the great arch of the 
south wall must have been installed to replace the 
twelfth-century blocked up staircase set within 
the eastern wall of the northwest tower discussed 
above. The height to which this inserted lower stair-
case rises corresponds with the base of the doorway 
into the original eleventh-century staircase at the 
southwest corner of the front. In terms of height, 
this level must correspond or be close to the top of 
the aisle vaults of the Romanesque nave and the base 
of the triforium gallery (figs. 6 and 21). 

One point of importance is that the present 
angled passage entrance to the upper eleventh-
century staircase from the inserted lower one 
has similar tooling to the tooling employed on 
the inserted staircase. While this might suggest 
that it may have been cut through the jamb of 
the great arch when the staircase was built in the 
1230s, it is also possible that it was actually done 
when the fourteenth-century alterations took 
place, prior to which the exit from the top of the 
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inserted staircase was through the now blocked 
square-headed doorway in the north wall. Gem 
suggested that this possible doorway at the top of 
the inserted staircase within the south great arch 
recess originally gave access from inside the build-
ing to a timber gallery set within the great mural 
arch but there is no other evidence that this was 
the case. Before the fourteenth-century alterations, 
this doorway surely gave access to the space above 
the Romanesque aisle vault. It is certain that there 
was a floor or passageway in the south wall in order 
to gain access to the third small mural chamber 
set in the intermediate buttress of the south wall. 
Removal of the aisle vaults and subsequent panel-
ing over the internal walls meant that it had to be 
blocked up and a new entrance had to be provided 
to the upper staircase.

Evidence for the twelfth-
century roofs on the east 
face of the towers

On the eastern face of the present western towers 
remain the angled lead flashing abutment cuts for 
the twelfth-century Romanesque nave aisle roofs 
and both sides are set at a 30-degree pitch. They are 
also set high enough to cover a vault at this level. 
There is less to be seen on the south side which 
seems to have been partially refaced at some point 
in time, but in the north nave aisle roofspace, it 
is notable that the line of the roof cuts across the 
voussoirs of a relieving arch spanning the aisle 
(fig. 22). This is the same relieving arch that can 
be seen inside the internal tower floor chamber. 
The fact that the twelfth-century roof cuts across it 
shows that it is an original part of the new recons-
tructed east wall of the reduced west front built by 
Bishop Alexander. 

45 . Saxl, p. 118.

It also seems significant that, for a short 
distance, the roof cut becomes horizontal at the 
bottom and then meets a buttress around which 
there is a horizontal east-west weather mould to 
cover the lead roof; on its eastern north return 
face, there is another short weather mould with 
a 30-degree downward angle. The overall wide 
extent of this roof cut was noted by Frankl who 
suggested that it may be of significance because it 
extends beyond the line of the Romanesque nave 
aisle wall foundations as shown by Bilson.45 In fact, 
what is visible today may not be the full extent of 
the roof abutment because it stops where it meets 
the thirteenth-century aisle wall which overlays 
any further extension to the north. The curious 
thing is the short horizontal section of the cut 
before it angles downwards again which presum-
ably formed a gutter valley around the buttress to 
direct the water away eastwards. 

Overall, the roof cutline is wider than the 
width of the Romanesque nave aisle wall as excav-
ated by Bilson (fig. 3) and this could indicate one 
of two circumstances. The evidence suggests that 
in the twelfth century, the eastern half of the west 
front block was extensively remodeled, new towers 
were constructed, and this left a one bay space to 
be filled in order to join the eleventh-century nave 
aisle walls to the reduced west front block. Had a 
new linking aisle wall been constructed and the 
existing nave aisle roof extended westwards, the 
roof abutment would have been wider than the 
aisle; that is if the existing aisle roofs were with-
out a parapet and oversailed the walltop. This is a 
common feature of Romanesque churches and the 
high roof at York Minster, for instance, oversailed 
the walls by around 900 mm. 

This might seem like a simple and logical 
explanation for the roofline, but it is somewhat 
countered by the archaeological evidence. In 
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excavations on both the north and south sides, 
Bilson was unable to find evidence for a straight 
linking foundation between the two structures 
and, as we have seen, he was indeed puzzled by 
it upon finding the evidence that he called Z’ and 
Y’ (figs. 2 and 3). Another explanation seems to be 
needed and one is drawn towards the conclusion 
that a new single-storey structure, wider than the 
eleventh-century nave aisle, was constructed upon 
the existing eleventh-century foundations. That 
would also account for the evidence of a wider roof 
against the east face of the north tower (fig. 20). 

What were these new structures that pos-
sibly replaced the original eastern halves of the 
western structure? The most likely answer is a pair 
of single-storey chapels, and the later presence of 
the much larger and unusually sited thirteenth-
century Ringers’ Chapel and Morning Chapel 
might suggest a continuity of purpose and usage 
from an earlier arrangement. In fact, Gem sug-
gested that the present chapel arrangement might 

46 . Gem, p. 19.

reflect that of chapels set somewhere within the 
original eleventh-century west front lateral aisle 
chambers.46 It was also in this period in the twelfth 
century that some great churches began to provide 
new sacristies, vestries, and treasuries either with 
new build structures or as part of conversions of 
existing parts of buildings; however, as we con-
sider in some detail below, Lincoln may already 
have been provided with a secure treasury within 
the northern side of the western structure, albeit 
reduced in size because of the loss if its eastern half 
during the remodeling. What this evidence shows 
is that the reconstruction of the western structure 
was perhaps more complex than was previously 
thought. In addition, although Frankl made his 
important observations about the rooflines as long 
ago as 1946, the significance thereof seems to have 
been overlooked in subsequent analyses. 

The bay spacings of the nave

The disparity between the triforium spacings and 
those of the inserted high vault shafts discussed 
above can be explained by the pier spacings of the 
nave and how they were changed to accommo-
date the two longer western bays. The nave bays 
were relatively regular in width, i.e., around 18’5” 
(5.61 m) according to Bilson. The respond of the 
third bay from the west seems to have been set 
closer to the east and possibly indicates a narrower 
bay. This was probably related to the east wall of 
the west end. Bilson noted that it was narrower, 
but he could not adequately explain the anomaly. 
What seems to have happened is when setting out 
the new shafts to support the twelfth-century high 
vault, they must have taken the distance from the 
west front to the third pier eastwards and divided 
it into three equal bays. Given that the arcades 

~�Fig. 24. A Romanesque pier respond base discovered 
reused under the nave north aisle floor towards the east 
end and now visible below a trapdoor set into the floor. 
PHOTO: STUART HARRISON
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already had a stagger in them between the north 
and south sides, doing the shafts in this way ine-
vitably led to them not being on centre with the 
existing bays. It was, however, the easiest way to 
set out the vaulting over the three western bays 
and would have enabled a single set of centring to 
be used repeatedly to erect the high vault bay by 
bay (fig. 20).

In terms of elevation, Bilson compared 
Lincoln to the nave of St Étienne in Caen as regards 
the form of the piers and, since his time, one of 
the aisle or pier respond bases has been discovered 
in the nave. It is not far below the pavement in 
the second bay of the north aisle and close to the 
thirteenth-century pier, and it can be seen below 
a trapdoor. Not in situ, it may in fact be part of a 
sleeper wall foundation on which the thirteenth-
century piers are stood. It shows a moulded base for 
a single half-shaft set against a straight pilaster or 
wallface, and it has simple mouldings and pointed 
spurs on the corners (fig. 24). Measurement of the 
base shows that it would fit with room to spare on 
the aisle responds excavated by Bilson. It fits very 

well with the format suggested by Bilson for the 
nave pier and respond articulation.

The height of the triforium arches and the 
level of the west front passage and staircase suggest 
a conventional two-storey arcade and triforium 
arrangement with a taller arcade than triforium. 
Given the form of the respond base, it is most likely 
that the nave had vaulted aisles. It also seems likely 
that there were no bay division shafts articulating 
the main arcade as new ones had to be inserted to 
carry the twelfth-century high vault. We cannot 
tell whether these shafts started from floor level 
or were corbelled off in the spandrels of the arcade 
arches. 

The clerestory, it seems, was dismantled or at 
least it was in the western bays to install the high 
vaults, and this may have been because, retrospect-
ively, the design was unsuitable to be fitted with 
high vaulting. In other words, it was most likely a 
light open arcade fronting a tall wall passage, prob-
ably similar to that seen at Cerisy-la-Forêt which 
has three tall open arches fronting the clerestory 
passage supported on tall slim shafts on the central 

~�Fig. 25. Reconstruction of the nave bay elevations in the twelfth century left and eleventh century right. STUART HARRISON



194

A  M E D I E V A L  L E G A C Y

opening (fig. 25) The trimming down of the surviv-
ing triforium arch in the north nave bay also shows 
that it was slightly reduced in height. 

The northern chambers 
reconsidered

We may also reconsider the northern chambers of 
the front since the interpretation of the first-floor 
chamber as a garderobe has lent considerable sup-
port to the castle theory (fig. 13). Firstly, the garde-
robe interpretation rests on the form of the lower 
chamber and the presence of the two rectangular 
holes in the vault. Notably, these are located in the 
middle of the vault whereas garderobe shafts are 
usually located against a wall (fig. 12). As single 
latrine shafts positioned in the middle of the room, 
and actually quite large for single latrine openings, 
they would be unusual, to say the least. At first floor 
level, the room is wider, and they are therefore set 
off-centre towards the northern half (fig. 13). In 
fact, it is difficult to find any sort of parallel with a 
similar eleventh-century garderobe, as pointed out 
by Taylor citing Pamela Marshall.47 Furthermore, 
it has always been assumed that they are primary 
features, yet they could be a later alteration. The 
tooling on the framing stones is largely diagonal 
but on some it shows an unusual criss-cross pat-
tern. Establishing the relationship of the framing 
stones to the mortar with the impressions of the 
centring boards adhering to the underside of the 
vault is difficult because it is incomplete. On the 
western opening, there is a small patch of mortar 
overlapping the middle edge of the framing on the 
northern edge, and on the eastern opening, a patch 

47 . Taylor, p. 155.
48 . Venables, p. 173; Taylor, p. 155.
49 . Taylor, p. 155.
50 . Lincoln Cathedral Archive WF446. I am grateful to the Lincoln Cathedral archivist David Wheelband for supplying a copy of this plan.

on the northeast corner (fig. 12). This suggests that 
the openings are original but it should be noted 
that they are observed from photographs and a 
close up examination would be needed in order to 
ascertain the relationship.

They may have had an alternative dual func-
tion: as holes for hauling bulky items up into the 
room and as ventilators, a point made by Venables 
and echoed by Taylor, although the current block-
ings are cast concrete with holes drilled through 
them.48 Notably, the blocked up twelfth-century 
staircase seen in the second floor chamber did not 
give access to this first floor room and must have 
started at ground level (fig. 13). Taylor’s assertion 
that the twelfth-century alterations cut the first 
floor chamber off from the rest of the west front 
is clearly incorrect.49 The late-nineteenth-century 
cathedral architect J.L. Pearson made a plan of 
the room describing it as a “Treasure chamber in 
the west front of Lincoln Cathedral.”50 Venables 
also thought of the chamber in those terms and 
observed that the two holes might be used for 
“drawing the treasures of the church up to a place 
of comparable safety.” We also cannot be sure that 
the present south entrance to the room is not an 
adaptation of a primary entrance.

Hauling up the treasures of the church aside, 
a treasury is a plausible explanation for the cham-
ber’s use, certainly in its twelfth-century form. 
Treasuries often had heavily barred windows, like 
the one at Canterbury Cathedral, and we should 
recall the strong iron bars on the blocked western 
window which must surely be later replacements 
of the original ironwork. The exterior face of the 
window in the north wall also has some evidence 
of the former presence of ironwork but not as 
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extensive, although repointing may have obliter-
ated some evidence.51 Notably the blocked window 
visible within the great south arch does not appear 
to have been barred, though again repointing may 
have removed evidence (fig. 5). Internally, the sur-
viving pilasters and transverse rib they support, 

51 . As noted above access to the room at the present time is not possible and the window in question can only partially be seen externally at a distance 
from the upper wall passage of the extended wing of the west front and the Morning Chapel.

as well as the remnants of those set within the 
twelfth-century east wall, indicate that the room 
had a series of formal bays extending eastwards. 
This can be reconstructed on plan as regular bays 
and predict the position of the original east wall. 
There would also be space in that area for a stair 

~�Fig. 26. Plan at second floor level showing the twelfth-cen-
tury tower bases. STUART HARRISON

~�Fig. 27.  Plan of the chambers and staircase over the 
great west front arches and down to the northwest tower 
clerestory level chambers. STUART HARRISON
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turret giving access to the aisle and upper levels of 
the original west front (fig. 6). 

Gem proposed that the west front may have 
housed a suite of superimposed chapels, which 
could have been possible on the ground, first, or 
second floors (figs. 13 and 26). On the north side, 
the twelfth-century revised access to the upper 
floors was via the now blocked up stair turret in 
the upper second floor chamber, which must have 
started at ground level, however, and was probably 
blocked up in the thirteenth century. Before the 
thirteenth-century insertion of the present stair-
case into the great south arch of the front, this 
northeastern stair turret was the only access to the 
upper levels. In fact, getting to the putative treas-
ury/garderobe would entail climbing the staircase 
to the second floor clerestory level, walking west-
wards and then up another staircase to the north-
west corner of the front, turning south and over the 
three great western arches to the southwest corner 
turret staircase, descending that to its lowest point 
and turning northwards along the whole west front 
internal passage back to the northwest corner 
where there was the entrance to the chamber. In 
other words, the treasury/garderobe lay at the end 
of a considerable trek up and down staircases and 
through numerous passageways (figs. 21 and 27). 
If it ever was a garderobe chamber, then that was 
hardly an easy access route; conversely, as a treas-
ury, it was right at the end of the long passageway 
and staircase system.

In the original two-bay block, there could 
have been stair turrets at the north and southeast 
corners giving access to each side of the block but 
we cannot be sure of this until more of the founda-
tions have been excavated (fig. 2). Nonetheless, it 
is possible that the later twelfth-century arrange-
ments simply replicated what had been there before 
and that the same long trek to get to the treas-
ury chamber or garderobe existed in the original 
design.

Finally, the castle theory 
revisited today

Here it might be of interest to note that the Castle 
Theory appears to have been well received in 
Lincoln and the volunteer guides touring visi-
tors around the upper parts of the west front 
inform them that this part of the cathedral was 
fortified. This is obviously a reference to Henry of 
Huntingdon’s history which, of course, the castle 
theory has exploited to its advantage. A modern 
stained glass window in the stairwell of the recently 
added extension on the north side of the cathedral 
depicts it as two separate buildings with a freestan-
ding western keep-like structure. It would appear 
that the castle theory is becoming ingrained to the 
extent of assuming the status of fact. 

Yet, as we have seen, the evidence of the 
western nave bays, though fragmentary, clearly 
indicates that the west front was never a freestand-
ing structure and far from being a freestanding 
fortified tower, it was simply a large and splendid 
western structure. Presented below is a some-
what fanciful reconstruction model of the whole 
Romanesque cathedral, seen from the southwest, 
to give a possible idea of what it may have looked 
like (fig. 28). It can be seen that it was after all 
nothing like any known fortified great tower and 
Saxl explored a variety of comparative buildings 
in various parts of Europe. Quiney tried to show 
how it was more akin to a Roman triumphal arch 
in design. Gem too surely, and quite rightly, related 
it to such buildings as St Étienne in Caen. Gem 
also speculated on how the west front structure 
was joined to the nave but was not able to work out 
the date of the nave arcade and it now seems clear 
that the arcades always carried through to the west 
wall and were always an integral part of the fabric. 
We will never know for sure what the structure’s 
overall appearance was in the eleventh century as 
the twelfth- and fourteenth-century remodellings 
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removed much of the evidence of its superstructure 
and the eastern half. It seems unlikely that there 
were any towers in the eleventh century.52 The evi-
dence also suggests a possible liturgical function 
of the main west doorway area with an external 
gallery above the doorway.

The only possible perceived military aspect 
of the site are the machicolations or slots in the 
two eleventh-century west front arches; however, 
it is hard to find parallels for them in an eleventh-
century military context and even they might have 
simply been used to hang banners during festivals. 
Lacking more significant evidence, the garderobe/
treasury question remains open for discussion and 
it is likely to remain so. Even if it was a garderobe, it 

52 . Gem, p. 20.

may have been provided to serve those participat-
ing in the liturgy carried out on the gallery above 
the west doorway and the small side chambers 
may have served as robing rooms. Faced with this 
analysis in which the main circulation systems are 
explained insofar as they can be properly recovered 
for the first time and alternative uses identified or 
resurrected from earlier commentators, the castle 
hypothesis, hardly supported by physical evidence, 
does not hold water.

Having said that, the idea of a system for the 
purpose of defending the principal doorways of 
the church from attack is an attractive one. All the 
more so since the great Anglo-Saxon cathedral at 
York had been damaged by fire in the late 1060s 

~�Fig. 28. 3D Model of the Romanesque cathedral seen from the southwest. Note that the upper parts of the west end are 
largely speculative. STUART HARRISON
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and replaced by a building that would have been 
difficult to attack on a casual basis and even gain 
forced entry into.53 York had not only suffered the 
‘Harrying of the North’ at the hands of William 
the Conqueror but also faced several Viking 
armies which sailed up the river Ouse. Lincoln 
was perhaps in a similar position in the turbulent 
years following the Norman Conquest and it too 
was sited upon a navigable river from the North 
Sea. If one looks at the situation in those terms, it 
does not take a lot to make a new build cathedral 
church relatively safe from casual attack and, in 
this respect, the doorways are the weakest points.

Here I use the term casual attack to dis-
tinguish it from a serious military assault which 
would gain entry through the cathedral doorways 
quite quickly with the right organization and some 
simple resources. We have seen primary eleventh-
century evidence for drawbars on the three present 
doorways in the west front which is a standard way  
of closing and holding fast shut church doors of 
their scale. And why would you provide the enemy 
wanting to invade your cathedral church or great  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

53 . The forthcoming volume The architectural history of York Minster, 1070-1220, by Stuart Harrison and Christopher Norton will discuss the possible 
defensible aspect of the west doorway of the eleventh-century minster.

tower with three potential entry points? Their pres-
ence alone is enough to invalidate the castle theory. 
Defense against casual attack is therefore, in my 
opinion, a far more plausible explanation for the 
doorways. In response to Henry of Huntingdon’s 
description of Lincoln Cathedral, and attractive 
though it may seem, the Castle Theory seems to 
be nothing more than guesswork.
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