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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

The excavation of the site of the medieval chapter house of St Albans Abbey took place in 1978 in response to the 
impending construction of a new chapter house, on the site of its medieval predecessor demolished following the 
suppression of the abbey in the sixteenth century.

The then dean of St Albans, Dr Peter Moore, and the Abbey Chapter had asked Andrew Anderson, the celebrated 
ecclesiastical architect, to design a new chapter house on the site of the previous building, but the site of the earlier 
chapter house and its burials and any earlier features had first to be fully investigated. Arrangements were made for 
an excavation which lasted from May into the autumn of 1978. As the then director of the Museum of the University 
of Pennsylvania, I oversaw the work along with my late wife, Birthe Kjølbye-Biddle, who wrote much of the present 
book. 

The creation of memorial churches over the graves of saints outside the walls of Roman cities is commonplace in 
the world of late antiquity. One has only to think of St Peter’s in Rome, or St Paul’s without the Walls, but in Britain, 
no single case is yet known, other than at St Albans. There is no reason to doubt that the late Roman cemetery 
immediately to the south of and extending under the nave of the present abbey church is the place where Alban was 
buried and that the nave of the present abbey stands on the site of his grave and of the burials of his contemporaries. 

Enigmatic finds had long revealed that this early Christian site on the hill, now dominated by the great mass of the 
Norman abbey church, is one of the most important to be studied for the history of early England. In just four short 
months our volunteers uncovered fragments of some of the decorated floor tiles of the Anglo-Saxon abbey and 
associated graves, along with the magnificent floor of relief-decorated tiles of the medieval chapter house, and the 
graves of sixteen known figures of the late eleventh-to fifteenth-century abbey, including eleven abbots.

I am particularly grateful to St Albans Cathedral for their unwavering support and to my co-editors, Megan 
Kirkpatrick and Francis Morris, for their unstinting help in seeing this volume through to publication. 

 

Martin Biddle
Summertown

15 February 2024
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