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Abbey, market and cemetery: topographical notes on
Coupar Angus in Perthshire, with a description of
archaeological excavations on glebe land by the
parish church

Jerry O’Sullivan*®
with contributions by Tanya O’Sullivan & Stephen Carter

ABSTRACT

A general review of the topography and archaeology of Coupar Angus in Perthshire attempts to
draw together several strands of information. The chief focus of interest is in the site of the former
Cistercian Abbey. The possibility of settlement in earlier periods is considered. The history of the
Abbey is briefly outlined. An evolution of the modern town is proposed, centred on a market place
at the Abbey gates. The final section describes identification of an early cemetery by recent
archaeological excavation on glebe land by the present parish church. Excavation and publication
were funded by Historic Scotland.

INTRODUCTION

The name Coupar is possibly derived from the Gaelic Cul-Bharr, or rear-of-the-ridge (Warden
1882, 129). The Cistercian Abbey of Coupar Angus was sited on a slight prominence in an area
which is generally low-lying and poorly drained. To the north, a long ridge rises from the modern
town to overlook the Isla river valley from its northern suburb at Beech Hill (illus 1).

Coupar Angus Abbey was the fifth house of the Cistercians in Scotland. It enjoyed a long
period of growth until the mid-14th century, and though its fortunes were more mixed thereafter, it
remained, until the Reformation, one of the wealthiest of Scottish monastic houses. In 16067, the
Abbey, with its estates and privileges, was established as a temporal lordship for James
Elphinstone, Lord Coupar. The modern town evolved in the Abbey’s environs and appears to be
centred on the site of the market cross which stood before the monastery’s main gate. The town has
grown, however, while the Abbey has long since disappeared. In the post-Reformation years the
material dissolution of the Abbey appears to have been gradual, but relentless, and almost nothing
remained of the church and conventual buildings by the late 18th century.

Today there is little evidence of the former monumental character of the site, and the ground
is occupied by a modern cemetery and Victorian parish church. These probably occupy the site of
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the original church and cloister. Immediately to the north of the parish church, the Glebe Field was
the subject of the recent archaeological assessment described below.

In contrast to the paucity of architectural evidence, numerous documents relating to the Abbey
survive. Charters, rentals and leases give an often detailed, though chronologically uneven account
of the foundation and fortunes of the convent over four centuries. The documents assembled by
Easson in his Charters of the Abbey of Coupar Angus are described by that editor as ‘an assemblage
of Cistercian writs ... second only to the volumes containing the Melrose charters’ (Charters 1, v).
A work of equal breadth is Rogers’s Register of Coupar Angus Abbey, containing a breviary of the
Abbey register, records of leases of lands and churches from 1443 to 1538, of feu charters from
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1538 to 1559 and rentals for the years 1542 and 1561-2. Rogers was justified in heralding the
publication of these documents as a remarkable ‘illustration of the condition of Scottish husbandry
and rural life in the century preceding the Reformation’ (Register 1, xxvi). In fact, these documents
are the principal source for Franklin’s classic study of monastic estate management in A History of
Scottish Farming (1952). Both Rogers’s (1880) and Franklin’s (1952) accounts are recommended
for descriptions of all aspects of the Abbey’s estate management: animal and plant husbandry, the
exclusion of pests, strategies for the enclosure, fertilizing and drainage of fields, the exploitation of
peat mosses, the carriage of goods, conditions of feu-tenure and even details of the stock, food,
furnishings and appurtenances of the monastic household itself. Easson’s ‘Introduction’ (1947)
offers an analytical history of the Abbey, whilst general histories have also been published by
Warden (1881, 91-123), Cochrane (1964) and Sievwright (1983) amongst others.

EARLY SETTLEMENT

PREHISTORIC AND ROMAN REMAINS

Little is known about the organization of the cultural landscape of Coupar Angus in any age or
period preceding its monastic years. A kerbed cairn of Bronze Age date was excavated at Beech
Hill, in the northern outskirts of the town, and, in remarking on other prehistoric burials in the
area, the excavator expressed regret that the whereabouts of a ‘Roman urn’ found thereabouts in
the 18th century were now unknown (Stevenson, this volume).

The designation ‘Roman urn’ is probably inspired by the tradition that Coupar Angus is the
site of a Roman camp. The present parish church and cemetery are centrally located within the
remains of a large, rectilinear earthwork (illus 1). Opinion is divided, however, as to whether this
feature delimited some part of the Cistercian precinct or is indeed a Roman camp which was
exploited by the Abbey’s founding convent. Maitland supplies the earliest detailed description of
the enclosure: “The military way running through Coupar Moor, passed on the northern side of the
beautiful Roman camp at the southern end of the town of Coupar of Angus, about nine miles from
Bertha. This camp, in which was situated the Abbey of Coupar, the remains of which are still to be
seen; this camp, I say, appears to have been an equilateral quadrangle of 400 yards, fortified with
two strong ramparts and large ditches, still to be seen on the eastern and southern side, and on part
of the northern; but the western, by agriculture, is demolished’ (Maitland 1757, 199). Crawford
verified the accuracy of Maitland’s measurements, though the intervening decades had levelled
almost all but the eastern rampart, but was cautious in his interpretation of the enclosure and
preferred to say that ‘the existing state of the remains is such that no opinion can be formed about
their age’ (Crawford 1949, 82). The Royal Commission comments that the earthwork may be of
either Cistercian or Roman construction, but observes that it compares well with Flavian-period
marching camps elsewhere in Strathmore (RCAHMS 1994, 86). Mechan & Burnett (1974, 53)
excavated a portion of the southern ditch and suggested that the enclosure resembled a Roman
camp of the Stracathro type. In favour of this interpretation, it should be pointed out that the half a
carucate described by William the Lion’s endowment of a site for the Abbey (Charters 1, 3) is
approximately twice the area of land that is contained by an enclosure of 400 yards square;
whether or not the earthwork is of Cistercian date, it cannot have enclosed the entire area of the
primary precinct. .

The question of a Roman presence at Coupar Angus can be directly addressed only by
further excavations within the enclosure. No identifiable Roman features were recorded by recent
excavations in the town (Rees & Duffy 1994; O’Sullivan 1993, and below). However, the absence
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of excavated features of Roman date does not constitute strong negative evidence in this case. The
interiors of Roman marching camps are notoriously unrewarding for field archaeology: pits and
peg-holes often being the sole dividends of excavation (Keppie 1986, 27).

PRE-MONASTIC MEDIEVAL SETTLEMENT

Whether some form of settlement more immediately predated the monastery at Coupar Angus is
also unclear. The Cistercian preference for Novalia, or unbroken ground, is enshrined in the
statutes of the order. Such sites would have afforded not only spiritual isolation, but the more
material benefit of freedom from parish tithes which might otherwise be incurred. Easson assumes
this general preference as a rule, and urges that, in reconstructing the landscape of 12th-century
Coupar Angus, it is necessary to imagine wild and uncultivated country (Charters 1, xxiv).
However, the historical evidence calls for a more guarded view, and the traditional view of the
Cistercians as pioneers or reclaimers of wastes is now widely challenged. According to Alfonso
(1991, 8), local studies reveal that Cistercian settlements in Europe ‘were almost entirely located
in previously inhabited areas’. In England, Walter Map, in about 1190, complained that the
Cistercians ‘raze villages and churches ... and level everything before the ploughshare’ (Donkin
1988, 39); of all recorded Cistercian granges in England and Wales, only 40% were established on
territories that were previously waste or marginal (ibid, 40). However, Cistercian colonization need
not have involved total displacement of existing populations, and it has been suggested (Platt
1969, 134; Franklin 1952, 51) that, on previously settled land, reorganization rather than expulsion
may have been the norm: ‘Here they were able to carry out their custom of acquiring all the rights
over the villages and land around them, then turning them into granges by collecting the bondmen
and their families there and pulling down their original cottages’ (Franklin 1952, 51-2).

The site assigned by Malcolm IV in 1159 for the projected foundation at Coupar Angus is
described as ‘the Royal Manor of Coupar in Gowrie’ (Cowan & Easson 1976, 72). Evidently then,
a settlement in the valley of the river Isla was already recognized by the name which it still bears.
The designation ‘Royal Manor’ suggests that some form of pre-existing agrarian community may
have been displaced to make way for the direct labour system preferred by the Cistercians in the
12th and 13th centuries.

Clear evidence for the existence of an earlier parish church or chapel in the neighbourhood of the
monastery would help to establish the case for pre-existing settlement. Unfortunately, the evidence is far
from clear. Cowan offers succinct and apparently forthright information in this regard: “The Bishop of St
Andrews surrendered any rights which he may have possessed in this church to the monks of Coupar
Angus on the foundation of their house by Malcolm IV (1161 x 1162)....[the] church was evidently
earlier than the Abbey, but thereafter its parochial existence was co-existent with it” (Cowan 1967, 36).
Unfortunately, it is not at all clear which church is the subject of Cowan’s statement. Easson’s
information in the matter is directly opposed to Cowan’s. Easson considers a purported bull of Celestine
III confirming the endowment of lands and a church at Coupar Grange, but dismisses both its details and
authenticity in the following terms: ‘Hitherto there had probably been no church in the area between
Bendochy to the north and Kettins to the south; and the mention of a church situated in the grange of
Coupar is in all likelihood a somewhat clumsy piece of ‘common form’. Such territory as that in which
the Cistercians made their colony was, ecclesiastically, a ‘no-man’s land’, not over-run by the
development of the parochial system and — unproductive and without inhabitants — as yet without the
incidence of teinds’ (Charters 1, 33). A solution tentatively advanced by the Royal Commission suggests
that an early parish church may have been located at Bendochy, the royal manor of Coupar Angus having
embraced a joint parochial area comprising both Bendochy and Coupar Angus (RCAHMS 1994, 127).
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More locally, the abbreviates of the Abbey register record the Bishop of Dunkeld’s
confirmation to the monks of a church at Keithick in 1211 x 1214 (Register 1, 351). The present-
day ‘Mains of Keithick’ lies within two kilometres of Coupar Angus to the south-west. In the early
13th century ‘Keithick’ probably designated a monastic grange and associated settlement in that
locality.

Clearly, though there is little positive evidence for pre-Cistercian medieval settlement in the
environs of Coupar Angus Abbey, the possibility should not be dismissed outright. Certainly
Easson’s depiction of a ‘wild and uninhabited country’ seems ill at odds with the likely density of
rural settlement in a fertile area which already supported a developing parochial system.

THE CISTERCIAN ABBEY

Unfortunately, the material remains of the Abbey are scarcely more in evidence than any
settlement which may have preceded it. The dispersal of known architectural fragments is
described by the Royal Commission (RCAHMS 1994, 128-30), a notable group being reused at
neighbouring Arthurstone Farm. In the south-west corner of the present graveyard, ¢ 60 m south-
west of the parish church, there is an impressive fragment of standing masonry (a plain arch in a
massive, angle-buttressed wall) known as the ‘gate-house’. From these meagre remains it is
difficult to imagine that the Abbey was once the dominant monumental feature in the medieval
landscape of Strathmore. The Abbey does have a monument none the less in the rich documentary
legacy from which its history has been traced by Easson (Charters), Rogers (Register) and others.

EARLY DECADES: PROSPERITY AND GROWTH

Coupar Angus was a daughter-house of Melrose. The Abbey was the fifth house of the Cistercians
in Scotland, following foundations at Newbattle (1140), Dundrennan (1142), Kinloss (1150) and
Melrose (1163). Coupar Angus may ultimately have been the wealthiest of these houses and
enjoyed considerable royal patronage in its early years. Waltheof, abbot of Melrose and an uncle of
Malcolm IV, is attributed with the ambition to establish a Cistercian house at Coupar Angus. He
died in 1159, only a few years before the ambition bore fruit, and Malcolm IV’s foundation
charters are generally assigned to the years 1161-2. These charters are not extant, but their
abbreviates describe the first as a confirmation to the monks of all the king’s lands at Coupar and
the second as a grant of privileges in the royal forests with charcoal (carbones) for their own use
(Register 1, 319-20).

The surviving endowment charters of William the Lion are more explicit. The first of these (1166
x 1170) bestowed lands in Aberbothrie to the north of Coupar and Campsie to the south-west (Charters
1, 1). William’s second donation (1171 x 1178) refers specifically to the half carucate provided as a site
for the Abbey as well as to rights in the forests and waste of the king’s chase at Campsie.

According to the Chronicle of Holyrood, a full convent was established at Coupar in 1164
(Charters 1, xxiv). It is not known how many pioneers there were in the company of Fulk, its first
abbot. A general statute of the order specifying that a new house would be established by 12
monks with their abbot (and an equivalent number of conversi) was not made until 1204 but may
reflect numbers which were already preferred in practice.

A charter of 1190 x 1214 confirms Peter Polloc’s grant to the Abbey of rights in his woods
and is attributed by Easson to the ongoing need during this period for building materials (Charters
1, 28). A charter of Malcolm, Earl of Atholl, grants construction timbers from his forests and
specifies that they will be used for that purpose (Register 1, 331).
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The church was dedicated to the Virgin in 1233 by the Bishop of Dunkeld, but had evidently
been in use by 1186. In that year, the Chronicle of Holyrood describes a disturbance in which an
outlaw was beheaded before the altar by the Duke of Atholl, and 58 others burned in the abbot’s
quarters (Charters 1, xxviii).

For the century and a half following its foundation, charters of donation measure the steady
growth of the Abbey’s wealth and prosperity. Donors included successive Scottish kings, and
amongst landed families the Hays of Errol and the earls of Atholl were notable benefactors.

Donations were of a variety of forms, the most common being (a) land and associated
privileges, such as rights to grazing, peat, water and fishings; (b) granting of rights of way and
similar non-portable benefits; (c) the patronage of churches and their revenues (though donations
of this form are more characteristic of a later period); (d) road-making facilities; and (e) occasional
donations of money.

Easson attributes the bounty of the Abbey’s patrons to a universal and earnest faith in the
efficacy of the monks’ petitions on behalf of souls in purgatory (Charters 1, xxx). Candlewax,
measured by the stone, is a constant item in the records of this period, and probably reflects these
devotional transactions as much as the more mundane need for light. Burial within the monastic
precinct was also perceived as a source of grace, and, although the ordinary laity were almost
certainly denied this privilege, wealthier patrons could purchase a posthumous fraternity in the
Abbey. Thomas of Lundy gifted a silver merk to the Abbey annually and was rewarded according
to his own preference in 1231 when he was buried ‘in the cloister before the door of the church, in
the spot I have chosen’ (Register 1, xv). Similarly, a charter of 1305 by William de Hay requested
that his body be brought for burial in the chapter house of the Abbey, regardless of ‘wherever on
the north side of the Forth Death shall have closed my last day’ (Charters 1, xxx).

Ultimately, through acumen and bounty combined, the monks of Coupar Angus came to
establish granges at Aberbothrie, Balbrogie, Carse Grange, Coupar Angus, Drimmie, Keithick and
Tullyfergus in Perthshire, and at Kincreich and Airlie in neighbouring Angus (RCAHMS 1994,
127) as well as sundry other endowments, both in these counties and in Aberdeenshire (Murthly)
and Banffshire (Alveth).

THE LATER MEDIEVAL PERIOD: STRAITENED CIRCUMSTANCES

From about the period of the reign of David II (1329-71) the Abbey began to experience more
uncertain fortunes. Straitened circumstances become the constant theme of grants and
supplications in the mid-14th century (Charters 1, xxxv). Amongst the charters, donations are
much less frequent from this time, and such benevolent grants as do occur are sometimes specific
responses to the material dilapidation of the monastery. In 1320 x 1328, Maurice, Bishop of
Dunblane, consented to the appropriation of a church in Fossaway because ‘we have observed with
the eyes of pious compassion that the monastery of Coupar ... through diverse hazards of wars and
other chance occurrences, will be very greatly bereft in its buildings and other things needful for
divine worship and this life’ (Charters 1, xlvii). A similar formula figures in the bull of Clement
VI in 1351, granting the church of Errol to the Abbey. Here it is described as ‘exceedingly
impoverished in its buildings without and within and in other things necessary for Divine worship
and human life and irretrievably deprived of many of its accustomed revenues’ (Charters 1, xlviii).
Several forces may have been at work to deplete the resources of the Abbey: the successive wars
of independence, weak government, plague, general lawlessness and, perhaps, too, the gradual
demise of the direct labour system throughout this period. Whatever the reasons, it is apparent that
the convent of Coupar Angus seems to have failed to maintain either the pattern of growth which






