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ABSTRACT

A short programme of rescue excavation was conducted during April 1987 on the site of the 13th-
century Augustinian abbey of Inchaffray by the former Central Excavation Unit (Scotland), in
advance of a proposed private building development. The results of the excavation when viewed
alongside evidence from recent surveys, documentary sources, as well as the great range and volume
of artefacts retrieved from the site over many years, form the basis of a new assessment of this
important multiphase site. The project was funded by Historic Scotland (formerly SDD-HBM), who
also provided a grant towards the publication costs.

INTRODUCTION

LOCATION, TOPOGRAPHY & GEOLOGY (ILLUS 1, 2 & 16)

The site lies to the south of the A85, the main road between Crieff and Perth, and is bisected by the
road running from the A85 towards Madderty (NGR: NN 6536 2251). The site of the abbey of
Inchaffray occupies the highest point of a low, sandy knowe that rises some 5 m above the valley
floor of Strathearn. This area is known as the Inch and the land is drained by the slow-flowing Pow
Water which, although canalized, still floods. At such times, the abbey site remains one of the few
dry areas in the valley. The Inch is further subdivided on the west side by a field boundary which,
where it crosses the brow of the knowe, is built of dry stone. At this point it forms the boundary of
an L-shaped area of woodland. Within the trees, the fragmentary remains of the abbey church and
part of the reused west claustral range survive as the only upstanding architecture on the Inch. The
south-west quarter of the Inch, bounded by the field fence to the north, the road to the east and the
Pow on the south, is protected as a Scheduled Ancient Monument. The origins of the mound upon
which the abbey was built derive most probably from one of a series of gravel terraces which occur
in the Methven Depression and Crieff area and which formed part of the 'Main Perth Shoreline'.
Strathearn east of Crieff and the Methven Depression were largely deglaciated before the formation
of the 'Main Perth Shoreline' (possibly about 14000 BP; Browne 1980) which is the second in a series
of three terraces formed as sea-level fell. The geological context in the immediate vicinity of the site
can be summarized as residual glacial features, marine clays and alluvial gravel terraces, with the
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ILLUS 1 Location map. (Based on Ordnance Survey map © Crown Copyright)
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ILLUS 2 View of the site from the north

first two groups then sustaining a substantial peat accumulation. It is the Pow Water which constitutes
the single most significant natural factor in the monastic occupation of the Inch.

The Pow Water probably defined the east profile of the site, as reflected by the soil marks
(illus 16). The westward direction of its flow is due to an accident of gravity, some time after the
alluvial terraces were deposited, and is not a consequence of medieval or post medieval drainage. It
is true that the efficiency of the Pow affects the water table dramatically and repeated efforts by the
occupants of the site to maintain and excavate drainage channels is testament to this. Significantly,
despite the 18th-century documentary account of a well serving the site, it would be likely that wells,
sunk in clay, would be contaminated. It is also probable that the monastic water source was the Pow
itself. It is therefore probable that the 'reredorter' or latrine complex was located towards the south-
west of the site, downstream.

THE ORIGINS OF INCHAFFRAY

Alex Gibson & Lorna Ewan

The priory at Inchaffray was founded by Gilbert, Earl of Strathearn, as a house of Augustinian
canons regular. Its Great Charter of 1200 is still extant (Inchaffray Charters no 9, Lindsay et al
1908), and by it the Priory - dedicated to the Virgin Mary and St John the Evangelist - was endowed
by Gilbert with: 'the churches of St Cathan of Abruthven, St Ethernan of Madderty, St Patrick of
Strogeith, St Makkessog of Auchterarder, and St Bean of Kinkell. Likewise a tithe of all the earl's
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cains and rents, in wheat, meal, malt and cheese, and of all the foods which were yearly used in his
court, and a tithe of all fish which was brought to his kitchen; a tithe of all venison, and a tithe of
all the profits which came from his courts, and from other obventions (incidental or occasional
revenues) of every kind. Also leave to fish wherever they liked in the Pefferin [Pow Water]; and
leave to take from his woods, where it was most convenient to them, timber for the construction of
their buildings, for their utensils, and for their fires. Likewise the three acres of land nearest
Inchaffray towards the north, which he gave at the dedication of the chapel thereof.'

As the last clause indicates, this was neither the earliest ecclesiastical foundation at Inchaffray
nor the earliest endowment made by Gilbert, Earl of Strathearn, to further the cause of Christianity
at the site. In addition to the three acres of land which the Great Charter states to have been given
at the dedication of the chapel of Inchaffray - and which a document of about 1195 records as being
granted to 'the brethren serving God at Inchaffray' (Lindsay et al 1908, no 2 [c 1195]), Gilbert had
also already endowed the 'brethren' with the churches of Abruthven and Madderty and a tithe of his
'cains in wheat, meal, malt and cheese, and in all other things which pertain to provisions, and a
tithe of all the fish brought to his court'. Gilbert had also encouraged the Bishop of Dunkeld to grant
to 'the church of St John of Inchaffray and the brethren there serving' his lands in Madderty called
'Abthen'. The Great Charter was thus largely confirming to the priory possessions which already
pertained to the chapel and/(or?) the 'brethren' at Inchaffray. The priory established by Gilbert
therefore supplanted an existing ecclesiastical foundation. Being one of the more flexible of the
regular orders, the Augustinians were the natural choice when it came to replacing an existing com-
munity of brethren. This foundation comprised, in part, the chapel dedicated (and possibly erected)
by Gilbert in about 1195; but it also comprised a much older establishment implied by the presence
of the 'brethren' at Inchaffray.

The earliest known reference to such an establishment dates from about 1190, when Symon,
Bishop of Strathearn, granted and confirmed to 'Issac and all his successors' the church of St John
the Evangelist at Inchaffray, with all pertinents acquired or to be acquired (Lindsay et al 1908, no I
[c 1190]). By this charter he also granted the right of sepulture (ie of burial) at Inchaffray to all who
desired it, the dues of their own church having been paid. There is little doubt that the chapel erected
at Inchaffray was originally conceived by Gilbert as a family chapel. As the Great Charter narrates,
he and his wife Matilda 'hold the place in such affection that we have chosen in it a place of burial
for ourselves and our successors, and have already buried there our first-born son'. In this case it
seems that they chose a site with existing Christian associations rather than a place within, or adjacent
to, their principal residence. Gilbert may have viewed the subsequent foundation of the priory on the
site as a natural extension of this family chapel.

The sequence of events during the last decade of the 12th century appears, therefore, to have
been as follows:
1 Before 1195 - the presence of a church known as the church of St John the Evangelist at

Inchaffray, associated with which were a group of ecclesiastics known in contemporary docu-
ments as 'brethren'.

2 In or around 1195 - the dedication, and quite possibly the construction of a chapel for the use
of the family of the Earl of Strathearn and his successors.

3 In 1200 - the foundation of an Augustinian priory on the site. It was dedicated, as was the
church before it, to St John the Evangelist (illus 4).
The new priory was colonized by canons from Scone, but depending on the size of the earlier

community of 'brethren' and the number of canons brought to teach the rule of St Augustine, this
may not have required any new buildings Notwithstanding the lack of actual evidence, the various
endowments made by Gilbert subsequent to the Great Charter (many of which were also of 1200),
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and by various other individuals over the next few decades, would have greatly enhanced the income
and worth of the ecclesiastical foundation at Inchaffray. It seems highly likely that the foundation of
the priory - accompanied by such new-found wealth - would have been associated with some,
possibly quite considerable, development of the site.

The community of 'brethren

That the site already had ancient Christian associations by the end of the 12th century is unquestion-
able. The very name of the island upon which the chapel and priory were to stand - an island
surrounded not by water, but by the far more isolating marshes of northern Strathearn - bears witness
to this: Inis Aifreann or, in Latin, Insule Missarum, means 'isle of the masses'.

Nothing of substance can be said about the origin of these religious associations, though a
number of points regarding the history of the early Scottish Church are worthy of note. The earliest
known Christian presence in the region was at Abernethy, some 16 miles to the east. Here was one
of the Columban monasteries established in the century following the saint's death in 597. It became
an episcopal centre in the early eighth century, following the expulsion of Columban monks from
Pictland and the adoption of the organizational structure of the fast-expanding and missionary Roman
Church. Such a Columban origin has also been suggested with respect to the later episcopal centre
with its Culdee community at Muthill, 6 miles to the south-west of Inchaffray. Clearly, although
there is no hint of a Columban presence at Inchaffray, it lay within an area for which a Columban
tradition is well attested. Possibly significant, therefore, is the existence, directly to the south of
Inchaffray and probably adjacent to the site of the later priory, of a tract of land known as the
'Abthen' of Madderty. This place-name testifies to the presence of an abbot's thane, or ministerial
servant responsible for the management of an abbot's estate, but does not necessarily imply the
presence of an abbatial establishment at Inchaffray. In fact, such seems most unlikely as is shown
by the charter of c 1199 in which we first meet with these lands (Lindsay et al 1908, no 7 (c 1199)).
At this time the superiority clearly lay with the Abbot of Dunkeld and it is probable that it was his
predecessors' thanes who were commemorated in the name. Yet the close association between Dunk-
eld's 'Abthen' and the Inchaffray site is itself intriguing, and seems unlikely to have been coincid-
ental - though what it might signify can only be guessed at.

The documentary evidence for Inchaffray finally opens with the Culdees, although they are not
named; the pre-1200 documents refer instead to the 'brethren' of Inchaffray. The important question
is which of the two parallel traditions of the early Scottish Church were represented at Inchaffray:
the eremetical or the monastic. Individual Culdee communities might represent either of these tradi-
tions. On the one hand, there were those which had all the hallmarks of actual communities of secular
clergy. These were often found at episcopal centres such as St Andrews, Brechin or Dunkeld, or at
the older episcopal centres such as Abernethy and Muthill. On the other hand, there were those
establishments which by their very location appear to have been of a more eremetical character. This
group includes the Culdee establishments at both Loch Leven and Inchaffray (Cowan & Easson
1976). The evidence for Inchaffray is in fact more balanced than Cowan would suppose. Its location
is undoubtedly suggestive of an eremetical way of living - an isolated small island (comprising no
more than a few acres) in the midst of the Strathearn marshes. Also weighing in favour of this
interpretation is the description of Malise (head of the community which by the Great Charter was
transformed into a chapter of Augustinian canons) as 'presbyter and hermit' (Lindsay et al 1908, no
9 [1200]). Similarly, Issac, head of the community in 1190, was also described as 'hermit' (ibid, no
8 [4 December 1200]). However, given the esteem with which serving God as an anchorite was held,


