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1 Summary 
An archaeological evaluation (three trial-trenches) was carried out at St Mary’s Church, 
Rivenhall in advance of re-opening an area of the churchyard for new burials. A Scheduled 
Monument (NHLE 1013831) to the north of the church includes a Roman villa, as well as the 
remains of an Anglo-Saxon church and cemetery, and church itself has its origins in the 
medieval period. Some 24 burials – mostly of children and infants and likely dating to the 
medieval or post-medieval period – were recorded during the evaluation and left in situ. 
 
 

2  Introduction (Fig 1) 
This is the report for an archaeological evaluation carried out by Colchester Archaeological Trust 
(CAT) at St Mary’s Church, Rivenhall during 17th-19th April 2024. The work was commissioned 
by Oliver Clarke on behalf of Rivenhall & Silver End PCC as part of an investigation to define 
and record any surviving burials in a specified area, ahead of opening up the area for new 
burials. 

  
In response to consultation with the Diocesan Archaeological Adviser (DAA) for the DAC 
(Diocesan Advisory Committee for the Care of Churches) it was advised that, to establish the 
archaeological implications of this application, the applicant should be required to commission a 
scheme of archaeological investigation to safeguard archaeological assets within the approved 
development boundary. 
 
All archaeological work was carried out in accordance with a written scheme of investigation 
(WSI) prepared by CAT in response to consultation with and agreed with the DAA (CAT 2024a). 
 
In addition to the WSI, all fieldwork and reporting was undertaken in accordance with: 

 Management of Research Projects in the Historic Environment (MoRPHE) (Historic 
England 2015),  

 Professional standards of the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA), including its 
Code of Conduct (CIfA 2020a-b, 2022, 2023a-b), 

 The Advisory Panel on the Archaeology of Burials in England (APABE) guidelines on 
excavating human remains in Christian burial grounds (Mays 2017), 

 East of England standards and frameworks published by East Anglian Archaeology 
(Brown & Glazebrook 2000, Gurney 2003, Medlycott 2011) and the recent review 
updates on https://researchframeworks.org/eoe/ 

 Relevant health and safety guidelines and requirements (CAT 2024b). 
 
 

3 Archaeological background 
The following archaeological background includes extracts of CAT Report 128 and information 
from the Essex Historic Environment Records (EHER) held at Essex County Council, County 
Hall, Chelmsford, Essex (accessed via http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk).  
 
The archaeological landscape of Rivenhall is dominated by St Mary and All Saints Church and 
the underlying Roman villa (EHER 19117). The villa, which is a scheduled ancient monument 
(NHLE 1013821), consists of at least four major Roman buildings and a variety of associated 
structures and features, the only surface trace of which is the platform upon which the east end 
of the church is built. The site has been known for some years from crop, soil and parchmarks 
and various investigations. The Roman Essex Society undertook fieldwalking and 
archaeological excavations there in 1950 and 1951, and the Essex Society for Archaeology and 
History excavated part of the site in advance of a sewer trench in 1971. However, the villa and 
church site are synonymous with Warwick and Kirsty Rodwell, who conducted excavations there 
in 1972-3, publishing the results in two volumes of CBA Research. 
 
The Rodwell’s excavations indicated that the main villa building measured approximately 60m 
by 25m, that it lay on the west side of the complex and that it is aligned north to south with its 
southern rooms underlying the church. To the north-east is a building which was possibly 
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domestic in use, arranged around a courtyard and leading to a bath complex. Another building 
to the south-east of the main villa building was probably a timber-aisled barn. Between these 
buildings and surrounding them are several metalled areas and an east-west road. Smaller 
details include a T-shaped ‘corn drier’ (i.e. a malting oven) and a possible mill (Rodwell & 
Rodwell 1986 & 1993). 
 
Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Bronze Age material has also been encountered at this site. This 
includes in situ material from a buried soil horizon (EHER 8080). Cropmarks indicate the 
presence of field systems associated with a Late Iron Age farmstead located to the south of the 
villa, which may be the original location of this farmstead. 
 
A post-built hall located at the centre of the site dates to the Anglo-Saxon period. An Anglo-
Saxon cemetery was also located on the villa site, and this is undoubtedly connected with a 
small timber church which was the precursor of the medieval church of St Mary and All Saints 
(EHER 8085). 
 
In 1873, a large number of tesserae were uncovered during the construction of an extension at 
the adjacent Rivenhall Church of England Primary School (EHCR 19100). However, no 
archaeological deposits were observed during a watching brief carried out at the school in 1995 
(Heppell 1995). In 2001, CAT carried out an evaluation, followed by a watching brief, at the 
school. The excavations revealed no structural remains associated with the adjacent Roman 
villa site, although Roman brick, tile and pottery were found in later contexts (CAT Reports 128 
& 150). 
 
For a general background of the Rivenhall area see the Braintree Historic Environment 
Characterisation project (ECC 2010, 164-166). 
 
 

4 Aims 
The aims of the archaeological evaluation were to record the extent, depth and character of any 
graves and other archaeological remains. 
 
 

5       Results (Figs 2-4) 
Three trial-trenches were machine-excavated under the supervision of a CAT archaeologist. All 
trenches were 5m long and 1m wide. 
 
Trench 1 was cut through modern topsoil (L1, c 0.28-0.3m thick) and a post-medieval 
accumulation layer (L4, c 0.39-0.41m thick) onto L3 (encountered at a depth of c 0.69-0.7m 
below current ground level [bcgl]). Trenches T2 and T3 were cut through topsoil (L1, c 0.19-
0.39m thick) and subsoil (L2, c 0.11-0.26m thick) onto natural (L3, encountered at a depth of 
0.38-0.57m bcgl).  
 
A full context list with soil descriptions can be found in Appendix 1. 
 
Trench 1 
From north to south, graves F24, F23, F22, F17, F21, F18, F19 and F20 were uncovered. All 
were aligned east/west. The graves were cut through L3 and sealed by L1 and L4. None 
appeared to intercut. The graves were encountered at a depth of 37.18m AOD. F17 and F24 
were excavated, revealing human remains. All human remains were recorded in situ and left, 
and all disarticulated remains were immediately reburied on site. 
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Photograph 1  T1 trench shot – looking south 
 
 
Trench 2 
Six graves, cut into L2 and L3 and sealed by L1, were uncovered in this trench. The graves 
started to be encountered at 37.70m AOD. Graves F3 and F4 lay at the northern end of the 
trench. Both were aligned east/west. 
 
Two further east/west oriented graves, F5 and F6, were situated slightly to the south of the two 
abovementioned features, the former cutting the latter. Both were excavated, revealing human 
remains. 
 
Graves F1 and F2 were located at the southern end of the trench. Both features were oriented 
east/west. Neither feature was excavated, but a small section of a right femoral shaft was 
exposed during surface cleaning of F1. 
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Photograph 2  T2 trench shot – looking south 
 
Trench 3 
Ten graves were uncovered in this trench, all cut into L2 and L3 and sealed by L1. Graves were 
encountered starting at a depth of 37.32m AOD. At the northern end of the trench were graves 
F11 and F10. The southern edge of F10 was cut by grave F16, which cut the northern edge of 
grave F9. Both F9 and F16 were excavated. All four graves were orientated east-west. 
 
The southern edge of F9 cut the northern edge of grave F12, which was cut at its southern edge 
by grave F8. The southern edge of F8 cut grave F14. To the east, both F8 and F12 were cut by 
grave F13, which may also have cut F14. All of the graves were orientated east-west. 
 
At the southern end of the trench, east/west oriented graves F7 and F15 were uncovered. The 
two features interacted but their relationship was unclear. Both features were cut by F14. 
 
Graves F8, F9, F13 and F16 were excavated, but no human remains were revealed. 
 




