
Pershore Abbey

An amazing survivor

‘Pershore’s interior is superlative, 
one of the most beautiful in the county.’

Sir Simon Jenkins, England’s Thousand Best Churches

This church is the 
triumphant remnant of 
a much larger building, 
which was an important 
Benedictine monastery 
in medieval times. 
Evidence of the Abbey’s dramatic thousand 
year history can be seen throughout the 
building. It has survived fires, storms, an 
earthquake and even the Dissolution of 
the Monasteries in 1539, when much of the 
building was demolished. Each disaster was 
met with a determination that the Abbey 
should survive. Rebuilding, remodelling and 
repair have produced the fascinating mixture 
of Norman, Early English, Decorated Gothic 
and Victorian architecture we see today.

Pink stonework on the Abbey’s exterior is actually 
700 year old fire damage. The huge buttresses were 
added 100 years ago to stop the tower collapsing!Active conservation 

Repairs continue today, 
ensuring this grand old building 
continues to stand proud for 
the future. We are currently 
repairing timber and stonework 
in the roof of the north-east 
transept, to protect the famous 
medieval ‘ploughshare’ vaulting 
in the ceiling.

You can find 
out more about 
this work in 
the north-east 
transept, to the 
left of the altar. Above the stunning ceiling lurks a hidden 

headache of crumbling stone and rotting timber.

Pershore Abbey is famous for its unusual 
ploughshare vaulting in the ceilings. It gets its 
name from the shape of the stonework between 
the supporting ribs, which is the shape of the 
blade of a medieval plough.  



Pershore Abbey

Protecting the 
ploughshare vaulting
What’s the problem? 
This north-east corner of the Abbey 
is subsiding because the ground 
under the walls has gradually dried 
out over the centuries. The roots of 
the nearby Cedar trees have made 
the problem worse, as they’ve 
grown through the Abbey’s minimal 
foundations, taking even more 
moisture out of the ground. 

That sinking 
feeling 
As the ground has dried it has 
shrunk, making the walls drop 
down several millimetres. This 
has moved supporting roof 
timbers and started to pull the 
transept roof away from the 
rest of the Abbey. Rainwater 
has trickled into the transept 
roof space, rotting some of the 
timbers and the movement of 
the walls has also cracked one of 
the stone buttresses in the roof. 
This has put Pershore’s unique 
ploughshare vaulting at risk of 
being damaged. 

The solution 
Specialist heritage craftsmen from Treasure & Son are 
carefully removing part of the roof and replacing the 
rotten wood with new timbers. They’re also repairing 
the crack in one of the 
flying buttresses and 
re-pointing the 
damaged vaulting. 
When all the work is 
completed they will 
reroof the transept. 
These vital repairs 
were grant aided by 
the Heritage Lottery 
Fund.  

Press the buttons on the screen to see how the ploughshare ceiling was constructed and to hear 
the architect, structural engineer and stonemason explaining their vital conservation work. 
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An intriguing 
history
Stories from the bones 
Archaeological research undertaken during repair work 
in 2012 found 29 skeletons just outside the transept 
walls. They were nearly all male and it’s likely that many 
of them were monks from the monastery that was here 
in Saxon times, before the current Abbey was built. 

One of the skeletons was found beside the north wall. 
He was probably an important man associated with 
the monastery. Carbon dating revealed that fish had 
been part of his diet and that his ankle bones were 
worn, possibly because he spent a lot of time 
kneeling in prayer. 

A small school 
The north-east transept and the adjacent 
St John Chapel were used as schoolrooms 
in the 1600’s and 1700s. The two rooms 
were partitioned off from the rest of the 
Abbey and local children were taught 
here. The Abbot’s tomb, which is now in 
the south transept, was in the St John 
Chapel then and there was a fireplace in 
the north wall. 

Worcestershire historian Treadway Nash 
recorded in his 1782 publication that 
there ‘was a woman with her children by 
the fire-side’ and that they had made use 
of the the Abbot’s tomb to ‘lay their 
things on.’ 

The Abbot’s tomb was positioned here in the St John 
Chapel when the chapel was used as a schoolroom. 
You can still see graffiti scratched into the tomb by 
bored 17th and 18th Century schoolchildren!

A page from Collections for the History of 
Worcestershire, Treadway Nash, 1782. 


