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‘Whilst sauntering near the venerable ruins of 
the Abbey of Rushen, let us muse awhile on its 
history’  (Cumming 1848, 45) 
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Introduction to the volume and its scope
In May 1998 the Isle of Man Government purchased the 
site of Rushen Abbey and transferred ownership and 
responsibility for it to Manx National Heritage (MNH) 
with an instruction to open the site to the public in 
millennium year (fig 1.1). MNH asked the Centre for 
Manx Studies, University of Liverpool (CMS) to carry 
out exploratory excavations in 1998 and then in 1999 
to attempt to open up the entire area of the claustral 
buildings so that they could be displayed to the public 
from April 2000. Subsequently, each summer from 
2000 to 2008 CMS carried out teaching excavations in 
different parts of the site.

Objectives
There are three main aims for this monograph. First, to 
publish the main results of the 1998 to 2008 excavations, 
secondly, to provide a synthesis of the results of all previous 
excavations on the site and thirdly, to assess the national 
and international significance of the new knowledge.

Reporting
The results of the 1998 to 2008 excavations are reported 
on in two different ways. The printed text attempts an 
overview of the evidence, including a full assessment 
of the results of previous excavations on the site. It is 
supported online by more detailed reports on individual 
evidential types, together with the site narratives, 
matrix diagrams and excavation and post-excavation 
archive calendars.

Structure (see table of contents)
Following this initial introduction, the second chapter 
introduces the historical evidence for the site and gives 
a summary account of previous excavations and their 
results. The background, objectives and methodology 
of the 1998 to 2008 excavations are then summarised. 

Chapter 3 presents the main results of the excavations. 
It deals with each group of buildings and structures in 
succession and incorporates, where possible, the findings 
of all previous excavations for each area where they had 
taken place. It should be remembered that for parts of 
the site medieval foundations have been revealed on 
previous occasions, for others the CMS excavations are 
the only ones known to have occurred.  Towards the end 
it includes a section which considers the question ‘what 
were the abbey buildings like?’ This involves a summary 
review of the detailed reports on roof tiles, ridge tiles, 
window glass, lead cames, architectural fragments, wall 
plaster and floor tiles which have been placed online.

The text is predominantly descriptive with little 
discussion at this stage. A consideration of the wider 
issues raised by the excavations and field surveys may 
be found in chapters 6 and 7. 

Human remains were encountered in many areas of the 
site. Chapter 4 on the cemeteries  attempts to present 
and distil the complex history of the recovery of human 
burials from the site. It considers the geography, 
chronology and typology of the burials and includes an 
overview of recent undergraduate and post-graduate 
research on aspects of the osteology of the remains.

The material culture enjoyed by the monks at Rushen 
Abbey, especially in the final years, is considered in 
chapter 5 which attempts an overview of the evidence 
both from the 1998 to 2008 and from earlier excavations. 
This synthesis is based on detailed reports on the 
flintwork, vessel glass, pottery, coins and copper alloy, 
stone, lead, iron and bone artefacts and radio-carbon 
dates which have been placed online. The material 
culture demonstrated by the finds from Rushen Abbey 
is discussed thematically, according to the aspect of 
daily life that they represent. 

The abbey’s estates are the subject of chapter 6. During 
the teaching excavations students were involved in a 
survey of the local monastic landscape, especially the 
abbey demesne in Malew. Some fieldwork was also 
carried out in the Myroscough holding in Lezayre. More 
recently in 2018 a full study of the Malew estates was 
completed. 

Chapter 1

Preface

1 Preface

Figure 1.1: view of the east range from the south in the 
Spring of 1998, soon after the site had been purchased by the 

Isle of Man Government.

Figure 1.1: view of the east range from the south in the 
Spring of 1998.
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Figure 1.2: plan of Rushen Abbey to show the nomenclature adopted for this monograph. 
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1 Preface

The evidence presented so far includes some internal 
discussion within each chapter, such as that on the 
nature and dating of the cemeteries that have existed 
on the site, the chronology of the abbey buildings or the 
management of the farm holdings and their origins. In 
contrast, chapter 7 reviews the archaeological evidence 
for Rushen Abbey’s structures and finds in their Manx 
and wider context. It examines four broader issues 
suggested by the excavations and the research carried 
out for this monograph as a whole: the chronology of 
the Manx conversion to Christianity in an Irish Sea 
context, the status and function of Rushen compared 
with other Cistercian abbeys in Britain and Ireland, the 
processes of dissolution and the life of the abbey after 
1540. 

There follow four appendices which are essentially lists, 
each with an introduction, of items that are considered 
sufficiently important and interesting to the reader 
to be included here, rather than being available solely 
online. They are lists of abbots, coins, carbon dates and 
MNH accession numbers. 

Finally, there is a bibliography and index. The 
bibliography consists of primary, published primary 
and secondary sources and includes all references 
referred to in the monograph. A complete listing of 
references used throughout the study together with 
internal and unpublished external reports is available 
in the online archive https://isleofmanher.im/.

In addition to the longer supporting reports and 
bibliography, detailed site narratives and matrix 
diagrams for each separate excavation area are available 
online, together with calendars of both the physical and 
digital excavation archive which are retained within 
the Manx Museum (MS 15157).

Ideas about the function of the abbey buildings have 
changed over time and a range of terminologies is found 
in the literature. This subject is discussed further in the 
volume, but to avoid confusion a single nomenclature 
has been adopted throughout (fig 1.2).  For some of the 
buildings their function or changes of function remain 
in doubt.


