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For many years, I've wanted to visit 
Durham Cathedral but somehow 
never managed it.  I think it's fair to 
say we've all heard of this outstand-
ing jewel of the north, and so, hotel 
booked, steering wheel in hand, we 
finally set out to experience this histori-
cal and architectural gem.

You pretty quickly, when arriving at 
Durham, get the feeling that some-
thing's going on with the river.  I spent a 
fair while on the wrong side of the river, 
and only upon speaking to a friendly 

local, did we to manage divert our path 
to the inner horseshoe side of the river 
where the cathedral and castle loftily 
perch themselves above the river Wear.  
Thankfully, Durham's a verdant, pretty 
and relatively small city, so you're 
not overwhelmed.  At 
the time we'd planned 
a whistle-stop tour of 
northern England, so 
hadn't factored in a stay, 
something that I intend 
to rectify in the future.  

Durham Cathedral is an 
awe inspiring building 
from any angle.  Its large square towers 
project up into the sky at astonishing 
height and when you enter the cathe-
dral through the main door, you're 

presented with enormous stone pillars, 
capped with semi circular arches. Once 
you're in the centre of the aisle, you 
can let your eye wander to the stone 
vaulted ceiling, apparently the earliest 
surviving stone vault of such scale 

in the world. And as if the majesty 
of the building isn't enough for you, 
there's  St Cuthbert's Shrine, the tomb 
of The Venerable Bede, an amazing 

Astronomical Clock and to cap it all, 
they're hosting a new world-class 
exhibition called Open Treasure, which 
has received 10 million pounds of 
lottery funding to help achieve their 
goal of having a rolling exhibition that 

will enable Durham Cathe-
dral to generate money for 
maintenance and repairs 
into the future.  Entry to the 
cathedral remains free - the 
Dean decided entry to the 
cathedral should be open 
to all, although a ticket 
needs to be purchased for 
access to Open Treasure.  

Many thanks to Catherine Hodgson for 
patiently showing us round for over 3 
hours - gratefully appreciated - Editor                   
photos ©  Nigel Jones

"I don't know of any place that is more 
glorious to be in, more delightful to 

behold, more lifting to the spirits, than 
Durham Cathedral"

Bill Bryson

There's much to explore in our fine country, and now the pound's down to 1.17 euros, the opportunity to spend patriotically 
whilst furthering our knowledge of England's rich heritage and landscape is compelling.  The Editor of Devonshire 
magazine visits this fabulous Romanesque cathedral that houses the Shrine of St Cuthbert amongst other treasures.

Durham Cathedral
Historic Visits in England
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The semi circular arches and stout pillars tell you it's early Norman Romanesque.  Construction began in 
1093 and although since that time there have been major additions, the greater park of the structure remains 
true to the original Norman design.  In the flesh, the scale and height is astounding.

Below - the Butte de Warlen-
court Battlefield Crosses, which 
were erected at the site of the 
Battle of the Somme.  Three 
wooden crosses were erected on 
the Butte in 1916, in memory of 
the 6th, 8th and 9th Battalion 
Durham Light Infantry soldiers 
who fought there.  In 1926 the 
crosses were brought home.  See 
three (below centre and right).

The cloisters, remarkably good condition

Above - Durham Castle is 
situated on the opposite side of 
the green to the cathedral and 
is now wholly occupied by the 
University College.  The castle 
and cathedral stand perched 
on top of a hill at the side of 
the river Wear.  The castle was 
built in the 11th century and the 
Bishop of Durham was uniquely 
appointed by the King to 
exercise royal authority on his 
behalf (due to the great distance 
between Durham and London), 
the castle being the Prince-
Bishop's seat.
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The black line (of Frosterley marble) was there to show 
women the limit of their entry - women weren't allowed past 
it because the church belonged to an all male Benedictine 
community.

The Black LineThe Galilee Chapel

The Lady Chapel is one of the most exquisite parts of the building, 
it's partly a chapel, partly a porch - very common in Romanesque 
churches in France apparently.  The Lady Chapel also houses the 
tomb of the Venerable Bede (right).

Saint Cuthbert was a monk, bishop, hermit, 
associated with the monasteries of Melrose 
and Lindisfarne.  After death, he became an 
important saint, with a cult centred around 
his tomb at Durham Cathedral.  Initially, St 
Cuthbert's body had been buried at Lindisfarne, 
but the threat of Vikings necessitated moving the 
body to Ripon in 995.  On opening the coffin in 
readiness for the move, the monks found the body 
undecayed - evidence of Cuthbert's great holiness.
Whilst travelling to Ripon, the body became 
too heavy to move and through a vision that 
one of the community experienced, St Cuthbert 
made it known he wished to be moved to the 
rocky, uninhabited peninsula above the river at 
Durham.  By 1104, the building had been made 
ready to receive St Cuthbert's body.

In the photo (left), you can see St Cuthbert's lost 
his head - the shrine was desecrated at the time of 
the dissolution of the monasteries, although many 
of his relics survived, it's thought that the monks 
had removed his body and replaced it with one 
of their brothers previous to the destructive visit - 
that great thug, Henry VIII!

The Shrine of St Cuthbert

St Cuthbert's shrine was not 
only a place of pilgrimage, 
but also a refuge for those 
seeking sanctuary.  Touching 
the ring on the door gave 37 
days' protection from the law 
before choosing to face trial 
or go into exile.  This right 
continued until 1624.
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The tomb of Bede the Venerable The Astronomical Clock

The tomb of The Venerable (Saint) Bede (672-735AD) - an English 
monk and scholar, his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum (The 
Ecclesiastical History of the English People) gained him the title of 
'The Father of English History'.

Prior Castell's Astronomical Clock - placed in the cathedral 
during the tenure of Prior Thomas Castell between 1494 and 
1519.  It's the cathedral's only wooden object to have survived 
the English Civil War.  Originally it had one hand only.

The cloister is impressive and relatively well preserved, although the 
12th century construction was remodelled in the fifteenth century to 

their present form.  Note the access holes to wells on the green.

Mediaeval paintings uncovered in the 
Lady Chapel.  You can see a chap hanging 
from his feet on the right, 

Worship has continued at 
Durham for at least a millenia
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More ancient crosses! - it's to my regret that all exhibits weren't on 
display when I visited (still under construction), what you see on these 
pages are just part of this truly exceptional exhibition.

Hogback grave covers - Anglo-Scandinavian grave marker 
sculptures from Scotland and England (10-12th century), 
with concentrations in Cumbria and Yorkshire.  Generally 
taking the form of recumbent figures, they're frequently 

Above - hogback grave covers, all early 10th century and from North Yorkshire.  
Bears at each end seem to be a common theme.

Much of the exhibition is set in the old 14th century monks dormitary 
which has a fabulous original roof.

Durham Cathedral

1
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2  - The Ruthwell Cross (cast) - 7 or 8th century, Ruthwell, Dumfriesshire.
3   - The Bewcastle Cross (cast) - 7 or 8th century, Bewcastle, Cumbria.

Note - the casts are extremely valuable as they preserve detail that particularly 
on the Ruthwell Cross, has been eroded further.

Foreground - lots of Roman monuments are on display.

Three Roman altars:
4   Altar to Mars - 3rd or 4th century, Lanchester.
5   Altar to Fortune - 3rd or 4th century, Lanchester.
6   Altar to Fortune - 3rd or 4th century, Chesterholm (Vindolanda).

OPEN TREASURE

Open Treasure is a golden opportunity to 
view unique historic artefacts, many of which 

have never been on display before. 
Miss it at your peril!

Whether you've visited Durham Cathedral or not, the exhibition 
being hosted is of world-class importance and should not be missed, 
particularly if you're interested in early English history.  At the time of 
my visit, the work on the Open Treasure exhibition was in progress, 
so many of the artefacts were not available to view.  By the time you 
read this, all the displays will be fully completed and open.  

See:   www.durhamcathedral.co.uk

found with roof shingles carved (see 1  above), so it's presumed 
that they're stylised houses for the dead. This monument type 
was though to have been invented in around 920AD.
 - all the above are from North Yorkshire and early 10th century. 
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