
MSRG Winter Seminar 2014 – Abstracts  

 

Theme One – Landscape Organisation 

 

Graham Aldred – University of Leicester [Archaeology & Ancient History] – ‘Worth their place: 

tracing relationships between roads, borders, markets and Anglo-Saxon settlements incorporating 

the name element worth’ 

 

Anglo-Saxon naming of places in the landscape carried a level of specificity lost from modern English. 

Place-name studies have teased out some of this specificity and recently more nuanced multi-

disciplinary approaches have enabled more to be deduced about the form and function of 

settlements in the Anglo-Saxon landscape. This study of Mercian settlements incorporating the 

name element worth combines historical data, toponomy, topography and archaeology. Worths 

exhibit a surprising number of common features: they appear to survive to the present at a 

proportionally higher level than settlements with other name-types of the same period; and they 

exhibit consistent patterns of landscape placement, clustering near major historic and prehistoric 

boundaries, often coincident with the junctions of major route ways and other strategic locations. 

Potentially the important factors were the spaces between these locations, rather than the places 

themselves. One hypothesis is that these places evidence a layer of administrative control and 

management unseen to date, since, as with the organisation of some land divisions, their function 

may have been so generally accepted and well-understood in the period that their function and 

placement required no special explanation or mention. We can discern a very particular pattern of 

geographical relationships between groups of boundary worths and markets on the borders of 

Mercia: in south Leicestershire, north Nottinghamshire and along the River Thames. In each case, 

worths stand close to the ancient Saxon boundaries and major routes, exhibiting a clear relationship 

to the boundary market. This proposed paper will explore these and other relationships, seeking to 

determine what role these settlements might have played in the social, administrative and political 

landscape of Anglo-Saxon Mercia. 

 

Paula Aucott and Alastair Pearson – University of Portsmouth [Historical Geography] – ‘Markets, 

wealth and place in medieval East Anglia’ 

 

This paper presents an exploration of the spatial distribution of wealth in the medieval landscape 

following on from the work of Darby, Glasscock, Sheail and Versey (1979). Whilst scholars have 

previously examined both the national picture using county totals and very local areas through 

individual in-depth studies, this research seeks to evaluate the often overlooked intermediate 

regional level. It will utilise the spatial distribution of wealth in vills as portrayed in the 1334 lay 



subsidy (Glasscock, R. (ed.), 1975) in combination with market and fair details obtained from the 

Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs produced by the Centre for Metropolitan History and physical 

landscape attributes from the British Geological Survey. Modern GIS techniques such as 

geographically weighted regression, standard distance and clustering analysis will be applied to 

correlate and analyse these datasets for East Anglia. Overall this paper will examine the position of 

commercial centres within the broader context of the medieval landscape and settlement, to assess 

how far there was a discernible regional pattern from the economic perspective. 

 

Dr Ronan O’Donnell – University of Durham [Archaeology] – ‘Some interesting patterns in 

Leicestershire Ridge and Furrow’ 

 

Examination of published transcriptions of aerial photographs of part of Leicestershire (Hartley 1984, 

1987, 1989, 2008) has revealed large areas of quite regular blocks of ridge-and-furrow. These are 

also visible on eighteenth century maps of open fields. At their most best preserved they appear to 

form quite coherent field systems taking in several modern parishes. They are common across the 

northern two thirds of Leicestershire (the area for which data was available) and are somewhat 

similar to features mapped by Foard et al. (2009) in Rockingham Forest and by Harvey (1981, 1983) 

in Holderness, the Yorkshire Wolds and the Vale of York, suggesting that they may be a common 

feature of the central province. The features mapped here (and indeed those mapped by Foard et al. 

2009) often extend beyond parish boundaries suggesting that they are earlier than the late Saxon 

period. They also appear to predate the 8th century multiple estate at Market Bosworth. Beyond this 

however dating evidence is sparse. They bear quite close similarities to pre-historic field systems, 

especially those found by Williamson (2000) in Hertfordshire and Oosthuizen (2006) in 

Cambridgeshire, both of which are reasonably nearby. There is some evidence that the strips are 

later than the major boundaries of the field systems, allowing them to pre-date classic Midland 

open-fields. While it has not proven possible here to determine the exact date of the features the 

identification of them in Leicestershire, Northamptonshire, Yorkshire and perhaps Cambridgeshire 

suggests that they are a common and important aspect of open-fields of the central province. They 

therefore require further research through studies of open-field systems which reach beyond a 

single parish as this and Foard et al’s work has done. 

 

Rachel Swallow – University of Chester – ‘A paradigm shift in landscape continuity? : the eleventh 

century elite landscape of Nantwich Castle and Acton, Cheshire’ 

 

As part of a compact Norman lordship along the Welsh border, together with Shropshire and 

Herefordshire, Cheshire is considered important strategically, and yet no landscape study has been 



made of its castles and what this might tell us about their social, economic and ideological 

significance. My research addresses this significant omission in medieval studies, so that a more 

necessary and complete understanding of the transformation of the Anglo-Norman landscape in 

England is provided using Cheshire as a case study. Previous studies into individual castles within the 

county underlines the need for an holistic, multidisciplinary research method to further our 

understanding of the landscapes of Norman lordship and the Norman Conquest in general terms.  

Power of place and the dynamics of landscape manipulation are the focus of current research into 

the number, location and distribution of castles raised in Cheshire in the period of the Earldom of 

Chester, c.1066 – c. 1237. The examination of how builders’ personal power played a part in the 

choice of castle locations is one aspect of such a study, as well the extent to which those locations 

were influenced by builders’ desires to appropriate pre-Norman power centres and ancient locales 

in the landscape. This paper considers Nantwich castle in Cheshire within this area of enquiry: while 

a number of Cheshire’s castles were constructed at administrative centres of pre-existing and 

substantial Anglo-Saxon estates, the eleventh-century castle built at Nantwich in south east Cheshire 

appears to be one of the exceptions. The new Norman baron, William de Malbanc apparently 

ignored the pre-existing symbolic significance of the neighbouring township of Acton, thus shifting 

the power focus. While this paper highlights the importance of establishing power of place for each 

castle, equally it stresses the need for context in terms of the castle’s strategic role, as well as the 

builder’s overall distribution of landed holdings within and without Cheshire. 

 

Theme Two – Settlement 

 

Kathryn Catlin – Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois [Anthropology] – ‘An Anthropology of 

Medieval Settlement in the Dartmoor Landscape’ 

 

This paper brings an anthropological perspective to the archaeology of medieval peasant settlement 

on Dartmoor. Some studies of medieval settlement have been critiqued for an emphasis on 

classification over interpretation and detailed description of construction and form at the expense of 

social context. While descriptive analysis of settlement is important, such studies may obscure the 

experiences of the real people who inhabited and used these spaces in the past. Using previously 

published reports of several excavated medieval settlements on Dartmoor, I reconsider the material 

evidence to populate the household with active, gendered individuals over the course of its lifespan, 

from construction to excavation. Understanding deserted medieval settlements as the material 

correlate of active and diverse households embedded within broader social and environmental 

landscapes helps to move towards an appreciation for the individual histories, practices, and choices 



that gave each household its own unique character. A historically situated, anthropological approach 

to medieval Dartmoor settlement shows how dimensions of social difference, both within and 

between households, were contested, negotiated, and maintained within, on, and through the 

landscape. By understanding the deserted medieval settlements of Dartmoor as sites of household 

formation and maintenance over long periods of time, I show how the material evidence of everyday 

experience brings empirical depth to the connection between individual past lives and the broader 

social contexts. 

 

Sarah Kerr – Queen’s University Belfast [Archaeology & Palaeoecology] – ‘Late Medieval 

Settlement: the effect of bastard feudalism on the great houses of England’ 

 

The development of bastard feudalism greatly affected late medieval England. The Norman feudal 

system, which involved great lords granting land to lesser aristocrats in return for vassalage, was 

engrained in society, resulting in a clearly demarcated social structure. This structure was well 

defined and respected by society, however it grew less common during the high medieval centuries. 

The evolved system involved monetary payment in return for homage and fealty. It developed under 

the rule of Edward I but did not become commonplace until the 14th and 15th centuries. This bond 

between lord and follower, based on a financial agreement rather than land, has since been coined 

‘bastard feudalism’ implying it was arbitrary and morally corrupt.  

This paper examines the extent to which bastard feudalism affected settlements, in particular the 

great houses of England. Retainers, that is a lord’s private army, were a product of bastard 

feudalism. These groups of young men with the ability to bear arms are thought to have been unruly 

and selfish in nature, potentially purely motivated by financial gain. It has been suggested that the 

double-courtyard system was an attempt by the lord to distance himself from fickle supporters, lest 

they revolt. Self-contained towers may have built to protect the family from irrepressible livery-

wearers. Was this feudal change so significant that it caused a discernible change to medieval 

settlements? Using preliminary results from the survey of great houses, these potential effects of 

bastard feudalism on the construction, plan and day-to-day running of settlements will be discussed.  

 

Richard Gray – National University of Ireland, Galway [Geography & Archaeology] – ‘Cultural and 

functional distinctions at parish church settlements in later medieval Ireland’ 

This paper examines the evidence of small house clusters at parish churches in two case study 

regions and explores cultural and functional distinctions at these settlements in later medieval 



Ireland. Oughtmama, in the Ó Lochlainn lordship of Burren County Clare, is a region that was never 

colonised and remained culturally stable and Gaelic during the period 1200-1600 A. D. Tullaherin, by 

comparison is in the Anglo-Norman colony in the Liberty of Kilkenny, a region of cultural stability 

throughout the period. At Oughtmama the geography of the early monastic site influenced the 

layout of the later medieval settlement at the parish church. Traditional ecclesiastical families and 

hereditary stewards of early medieval monastic lands, known as erenaghs, continued to retain their 

hereditary lands throughout the later medieval period, but from 1210 their relationship to the 

bishop changed, they became his tenants, however their hereditary obligations of hospitality 

continued. The layout of houses within the settlement reveals that they did not encroach on sacred 

space of the earlier period, which continued to be respected. Tullaherin, in the colonial heartland, 

was an important monastery and school in the decades prior to the arrival of the Anglo-Normans, 

but, was rapidly absorbed into the colonial feudal world and emerged as the parish centre of an 

episcopal manor. Its monastic churchlands were transferred to the bishop, who held them as tenant 

in chief of the king. The revenues of the episcopal manor were used to provide a prebend, or 

stipend, for a senior cathedral dignitary. The archaeological evidence suggests limited colonial 

influence in the morphology of the settlement and the tradition of earlier sacred space, although 

weakened endured throughout the period. The descendants of erenagh families continued to live 

and farm the land at Tullaherin although their hereditary obligations ceased. 

 

Duncan Berryman – Queen’s University Belfast [Archaeology & Palaeoecology] – ‘In a green and 

pleasant land: how medieval manors adapted to their environment’ 

 

Landscape had a major influence on medieval manors, both their economy and buildings. It is 

impossible to study these complexes without considering their interaction with their landscape. This 

paper will look at the manors’ relationship with their hinterland, specifically how they used the 

resources available and how they were situated within the countryside. This research combines 

documentary research of the buildings with archaeological analysis of sites. The geographic focus of 

this research is southern England, with some examples from across the country to provide a 

comparison; specifically between Wiltshire, Sussex and East Anglia. This will provide new insights 

into how people in the Middle Ages responded to their environment and maintained their buildings. 

 

 

 


