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For immediate release
Grave find at Torre Abbey 

A 15th Century grave slab believed to be one of the best surviving examples of its kind has been surprisingly uncovered at Torre Abbey.  

The grave slab was uncovered during a three-week excavation of the cloister by the Museum of London archaeology service.  The aim of this excavation was to determine the floor levels of the original cloister to help in the planning of a new contemporary design as part of Torbay Council's Torre Abbey restoration project.

The Mayor of Torbay, Nick Bye, said:  "Torre Abbey represents the heart of Torbay's heritage and its restoration is a very exciting time for all concerned.  It is finds like this, however, that make the project truly special and unique and I am sure that there are more surprises to come!"

The cloister walks were used as a burial place for members of the abbey community.  The positions of around 30 graves have been discovered, and there may be even more below them.  Some of the graves were lined with plaster before the body was placed inside.  On the east side of the cloister, right in front of the doorway into the sacristy, an original grave slab remained in position.  It was presumably left in situ because it was so heavy.  Special lifting gear had to be used to remove it to a place of safety.  

The grave slab is made of slate and has a boldly engraved design, incorporating a Celtic-style cross standing on a plinth.  This has been dated to the 15th Century by Barney Sloane of English Heritage.  Closely similar designs have been found in Dorset, which is where the stone carver who made the grave slab was possibly based.  

The excavation revealed that the original 12th Century cloister was rebuilt on at least one and perhaps two occasions.  The earliest cloister was the widest and the later cloisters were narrower and had higher roofs.  The floor levels of the cloister also changed in medieval times.  The earliest cloister had a series of steps towards the south-east corner and in later medieval times the floors were levelled up.  The positions of the doorways and steps that led to and from the cloister were also uncovered and plotted.  A sophisticated series of drains were installed before the cloister was built, and these remained in use long after the medieval monastery had been destroyed.  

The removal of the grave slab was carried out by StoneCo of Torquay, building contractors specialising in stonework restoration. 

Ends

A photo is attached showing the careful lifting of the grave slab by StoneCo.

For further information please contact: Nicola Moorhouse, Communications Officer on 01803 208850
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