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Christopher Taylor, who has died at the age of  
85, was the greatest landscape historian of  our 
age. The originality and solidity of  his scholarship 
stimulated new fields of  research and changed 
the direction of  others. That contribution was 
recognised in 1995 by his election to a Fellowship 
of  the British Academy, the highest academic 
honour in the arts and humanities in the United 
Kingdom and one rarely bestowed on anyone 
working outside higher education. He received 
an honorary doctorate from his alma mater, the 
University of  Keele, in 1997.
 Chris spent his entire career with the Royal 
Commission for Historic Monuments of  England. 
He first worked for the Commission as Desmond 
Bonney’s Summer Assistant during the vacations 
of  his undergraduate degree in 1957, 1958 and 
1959. In spring 1960 he was interviewed — 
and then appointed, as an Investigator for the 
Commission — by Stuart Piggott and Collin 
Bowen (then Head of  the Commission’s Salisbury 
office). Years later, Desmond Bonney told him 
that Bowen — whom Chris regarded as ‘perhaps 
the greatest analytical fieldworker ever’ — had 
ensured his appointment (2010c, p. 84). Chris 
became Head of  Archaeological Survey in 1980, 
a post he held to his retirement in 1993, alongside 
his appointment as Head of  the Cambridge office 
from 1981 to 1988.
 His immersion, through the Commission, in 
field archaeology gave him an unparalleled body 
of  knowledge. Over the course of  his career 

he visited, surveyed and/ or made detailed 
interpretations of  a huge range of  archaeological 
sites from causewayed enclosures, hillforts, rural 
settlements, barrows, linear ditches, field systems, 
deserted and shrunken villages, abandoned 
hamlets and farmsteads to mill sites, deer parks, 
fishponds, moats, castles, gardens, to list just a 
few. Any conversation with him showed that he 
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could remember all of  them, and was thus almost 
uniquely able among his peers to draw inferences 
from them and to set them within the context of  
other sites. Between 1960 and 1990 he completed 
— sometimes working alone, more often with 
colleagues — intensive studies, published in 
twelve volumes, of  archaeological monuments 
and landscapes across Dorset, Cambridgeshire, 
Northamptonshire, and Lincolnshire. They 
remain an essential reference for the identification 
and interpretation of  sites and landscapes of  all 
periods, together with his many other publications 
(see Appendix). 
 Beyond the Commission, he was generous 
with his time. He was a Fellow of  the Society of  
Antiquaries, assisted in setting up the Institute 
of  Field Archaeologists, was an influential 
member of  the Council for British Archaeology, 
and a Senior Member of  Wolfson College, 
Cambridge. He was a past president of  the 
Society for Landscape Studies and of  the 
Medieval Settlement Research Group. Believing 
that research should be widely available to 
the general public, he also supported county 
archaeological and historical societies by speaking 
at their conferences, undertaking field trips with 
their members and publishing his research in their 
journals, including (among others) the Dorset 
Natural History and Archaeology Society, the 
Wiltshire Archaeological and Natural History 
Society, the Cambridge Antiquarian Society, the 
Bedfordshire Architectural, Archaeological and 
Local History Society, the South Staffordshire 
Archaeological and Historical Society, and the 
Yorkshire Archaeological and Historical Society. 
 Chris was an intrinsically original, creative 
and reflective thinker. He was fascinated by 
historical process, sites, their interpretation, and 
the possibilities of  alternative explanations. He 
understood landscape synoptically, seeing that 
each component had meaning not only in its own 
terms but also in that of  its wider context. As he 
said, he saw ‘features in the landscape not as single 
period monuments, or sites, but merely as parts 
of  a total landscape that had always been, and 
still was dynamic’. That perception of  landscapes 
in continuous change, sometimes continuing to 

use what is already in place, sometimes adapting 
existing features, and sometimes introducing 
entirely new elements, was a radical departure 
from the more static, conventional, view of  
landscape as palimpsest: a series of  discrete 
layers which can be peeled away to reveal what is 
believed to be the distinctive land use of  different 
periods.
 Nor was Chris a dusty researcher. He loved 
being out of  doors and in the field, exploring 
and interpreting sites on the ground, preferably 
with colleagues. From the outset of  his work 
with the Commission he discovered a passion 
for the mapping, analysis and interpretation 
of  earthworks, explaining in 2005 that ‘to see 
how, gradually, as the days went by, the complex 
arrangements of  ramparts of  the hillfort and 
the interrupted ditched inner enclosure, began 
to form a complete and interpretable whole was 
intellectually satisfying. It was a satisfaction that 
has remained with me for all of  my professional 
life. Despite carrying out hundreds of  surveys 
at all scales and of  varying complexities on sites 
of  all periods, in every part of  England, on 
moors, downs, hill and fens, the excitement, the 
pleasure and mental stimulation from surveying 
earthworks has never gone away’. Reflecting on 
his work in Northamptonshire, where he worked 
on his own, sometimes with Tony Brown and 
their students, and with Fran Crowther from 
1973 to 1979, he wrote that ‘the best memory 
of  all is the remembered joy of  endlessly walking 
across the Northamptonshire landscape with time 
to look and learn’. Similarly, remembering his 
collaboration in the Commission’s Lincolnshire 
volume with Paul Everson and Chris Dunn, he 
said that nothing could be better than being ‘out 
in the field with two good friends and colleagues 
doing what I have always regarded as the best job 
in the world, surveying archaeological sites’. 
 Chris self-evidently enjoyed discussion and 
debate about all aspects of  landscape history 
and archaeology, developing and refining his 
ideas in conversation with colleagues, friends and 
students. During his work in Dorset (1961–6), 
he and Desmond Bonney spent pleasurable 
lunch hours in the latter’s office, where one wall 
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was covered with one-inch maps of  the whole 
of  central southern England. Chris described 
how ‘we would sit side-by-side with our feet 
up on his desk some twelve feet away from the 
map and discuss the patterns of  settlements, 
roads, woodland, etc.’, effectively (he said) 
teaching themselves landscape history. Those 
conversations were characteristic of  his life, both 
in and beyond the Commission, and extended 
into retirement when a steady stream of  friends 
and colleagues from the Commission — many 
now as eminent as he — and elsewhere came to 
Whittlesford and later Pampisford for convivial, 
stimulating discussions over coffee and biscuits. 
He really enjoyed debate, often saying that he 
considered it a failure if  one of  his publications 
had not generated criticism. His generosity in 
interacting with others, his enthusiasm for his 
subject, the sharpness and originality of  his 
mind, and the depth of  his scholarship and his 
experience made for an absorbing few hours. 
Time would fly by and visitors would have to 
remind themselves that it was already time to go 
when there was still so much more that might yet 
be discussed.

SCHOLARLY CONTRIBUTION

Chris was prolific in publishing his research, 
trenchant in his belief  that unpublished research 
does nothing to advance the field. Historians 
at Keele had taught him the importance of  
establishing premises and the proper structure 
of  arguments. He read his drafts aloud, whether 
lectures, papers or books, to ensure the flow of  
his elegant, precise, clear argument and prose. 
These precepts are visible in all his writing, from 
his early demonstration of  the medieval rather 
than prehistoric origins of  strip lynchets (1966) 
to his last, brilliant analysis of  medieval royal 
temporary camps (2019). ‘Still Looking at Cows’ 
is typical (2010d). The Introduction provides the 
objective and context: the value of  morphological 
analysis in interpreting settlement history. Taking 
the case study of  Little Wilbraham (Cambs) 
Chris goes on to describe different parts of  the 
settlement, seamlessly integrating the different 

forms of  evidence relevant in each subsection 
— layout, earthworks, primary documents and 
maps, lordship, vernacular architecture, and so 
on — ending with an interpretation of  each. 
His conclusion makes a serious contribution to 
debates about the value of  morphological analysis 
and about the origins of  planned settlement; 
it challenges the reader to test and critique 
his conclusions; and finally, includes some 
mischievous self-deprecation whose thoughtful 
playfulness was evident, too, in his lectures and 
conversation. In his writing for the public, Village 
and Farmstead (1983c) remains the most important, 
and best-written, introduction to landscape 
history and archaeology almost forty years after it 
was published. Readable and accessible, it offers a 
coherent, nuanced narrative located in the wider 
scholarship, is detailed enough to allow the reader 
to explore one or another period further, and 
so clearly outlines the methodologies on which 
his conclusions are based that the reader can 
experiment with them too. 
 The Appendix below demonstrates an 
astonishing output of  consistently high quality 
across an extraordinary range of  questions, too 
numerous to list here. (A draft list included nearly 
forty topics.) Each made a serious contribution 
to existing areas of  research, some changed the 
direction of  that research, and some stimulated 
entirely new fields of  study. I have chosen just 
two as illustrations:

medieval settlement 
Chris’s work on medieval settlement was the 
most complex and the most important of  his 
contributions to the discipline. His conclusions 
often led research into new directions and 
significantly advanced existing work, especially 
that of  the Medieval Villages Research Group 
of  which he was a leading member. Those that 
follow are just a few of  many examples.
 His quantifications of  settlement density from 
the Bronze Age into the Middle Ages established 
the principle that successive generations from 
prehistory onwards lived in landscapes already 
well occupied and exploited by past communities 
(e.g. RCHME 1979, pp. xxx–xlix; 1983c, pp. 52, 
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64, 83, 112–16). It was no longer possible to argue 
that the English landscape was formed by the 
gradual expansion of  settlements and fields into 
primeval forest under pressure of  population. 
And, as significantly, he showed that that pattern 
did not change substantially in the early medieval 
ages, in contradiction to the general (and still 
often-stated) conviction that there was a dramatic 
fall in fifth- and sixth-century population and, 
therefore, settlement (RCHME 1979, pp. xxx–
xlix). 
 His work on the origins of  medieval villages 
revealed that most early medieval and medieval 
settlements lay scattered, ‘dispersed’, in the 
landscape, and were not nucleated (that is, where 
all the inhabitants of  a community were gathered 
into a single village)’. He found no evidence in 
existing villages of  any settlement earlier than 
the tenth century (e.g. RCHME 1979, p. xlix; 
RCHME 1991, p. 12). It followed that settlement 
nucleation did not begin before the tenth century 
at the very earliest and that most nucleations were 
probably established in the eleventh or twelfth 
centuries. That conclusion has since been borne 
out by Carenza Lewis’ test-pitting programme in 
currently occupied settlements across East Anglia 
and the East Midlands which found little or no 
evidence for pre-Norman occupation (e.g. Lewis 
2017; 2019).
 The implication is, of  course, that medieval 
nucleated settlements must be later than the 
earlier dispersed settlements around them (e.g. 
1967d; RCHME 1970a, pp. 2, 299; 1970a, pp. 92–
3; 1989c). In Northamptonshire, for example, the 
medieval nucleated village of  Great Doddington 
was preceded by at least seven smaller, dispersed, 
early medieval settlements whose names have 
been completely lost (RCHME 1979, pp. xlx–l, 
fig.14). In other places, like Tyneham, Dorset, 
the modern parish of  Tyneham was made up in 
1086 of  four hamlets, each set within its own 
separate block of  land, each with its own fields, 
and each with its own ‘early attested’ place-name 
of  which Tyneham is just one, the others being 
Baltington, and North and South Egliston (EPNS 
https://epns.nottingham.ac.uk/; RCHME 1970a, 
pp. 299, 302; 1970a, pp. 60–4). And an early date 

of  dispersed hamlets and farmsteads relative to 
nucleated settlements, poses a substantial problem 
for place-name studies, as Chris remarked, since 
they assume the chronological primacy of  the 
latter (1967d). Alaric Hall’s research on the 
instability of  early medieval place-names lends 
some support to his critique (Hall 2010).
 Chris’s careful use of  morphological analysis 
of  village plans offered a new and highly nuanced 
approach to understanding the origins and 
complex evolution of  medieval settlements. First 
came the proposition that the layouts of  many 
medieval nucleated settlements were too regular 
to be the result of  accident or accretion over time 
— they must have begun as planned settlements 
(e.g. 1983c, pp. 131–48; RCHME 1991, pp. 13–
17). For example, the main street of  Grantchester, 
Cambs, which winds through the village in a 
series of  right angles, was the relic of  ‘a sub-
rectangular network of  [now suppressed] lanes 
between old closes’ (RCHME 1968, p. 118, my 
addition); and like the now-deserted settlement 
of  Bleasby, Lincs, was originally planned around 
‘three parallel roads linked by at least one cross 
lane’ (RCHME 1991, Legsby (2)). 
 However, he argued, once established, the 
layouts of  those initial nucleations were subject 
to continuous change (e.g. RCHME 1991, figs 24–
26). Some were left ‘shrunken’ as some areas of  
villages were abandoned: the original settlements 
at Isham, Northants, and Dry Drayton, Cambs, 
are, for example, only partly inhabited today 
(RCHME 1979, Isham (5); RCHME 1968, pp. 
80–1). In other places, settlements ‘shifted’ from 
their original site to another, whether forcibly 
or over time. Stainfield, Lincs, was moved to 
a new site in the twelfth century, only to be 
completely swept away five hundred years later 
(RCHME 1991, p.175), while at Caxton, Cambs, 
villagers moved from their settlement around the 
medieval church to rebuild their houses around 
a new market place laid out on Ermine Street in 
around 1247 (RCHME 1968, pp. 34–5; 1982a). In 
yet other places, morphological analysis revealed 
the addition of  planned extensions or, over time, 
unplanned accretions of  new plots (e.g. RCHME 
1991, p. 22, West Firsby (1); 1999c; 1983c, p.138, 
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fig. 48). Then, of  course, there were apparently 
cohesive settlements which, his careful analysis 
showed, did not have a single origin but were 
instead polyfocal, growing up around ‘two or 
more discrete units of  occupation’ which had 
eventually merged (RCHME 1991, p. 25; 1971a; 
1977b). At Duxford, Cambs, for instance, there 
were originally two small, distinct, planned 
settlements, each with a moated manorial site 
and its own church, and separated from each 
other by a green. The green was gradually been 
encroached upon until the modern settlement 
has the appearance of  originating as a single 
nucleation (1973b, p. 75; 1979a).
 My last example is Chris’s work on medieval 
moats whose conclusions were startling, which 
remain controversial today, and were instrumental 
in the formation of  the Moated Sites Research 
Group in 1971 (RCHME 1968, pp. xi–lxiii; 1972c; 
1978d; 1991c; 1991d). His field surveys suggested 
that most moats were not sited for drainage but 
deliberately placed simply so that they could be 
filled with water. Few were defensible: many 
moats did not entirely surround a site, their 
interior platforms were not necessarily elevated, 
the moats themselves were too narrow to form a 
barrier against attack, they were often crossed by 
permanent earthen causeways, and they failed to 
protect manorial assets like stock or barns. Chris 
argued that their purpose was ornamental rather 
than defensive, that they were created for status 
rather than protection (being imitations of  those 
around castles), and that many were significant 
features in medieval and post-medieval garden 
layouts (e.g. 1989a; 1990b; 1992c; 1998b). 

garden history

As Chris worked across Northamptonshire in 
the 1970s, he began to realise that many of  
the earthworks he was coming across were 
those of  abandoned post-medieval gardens. 
That revelation was deepened and extended 
in his work with Paul Everson and Chris 
Dunn in Lincolnshire. The Commission’s 
Northamptonshire volumes have numerous 
detailed plans and interpretations of  such sites. 
They include the almost intact survival of  the 

terraces, flower beds, raised walks, and ponds 
of  Sir Christopher Hatton’s stunning gardens at 
Holdenby, constructed between 1575 and 1587 
(RCHME 1981, Holdenby (4)); the beautifully-
preserved detail of  the early seventeenth-century 
garden at Wakerley (RCHME 1975b, Wakerley 
(4)); the palatial complexity of  Lady Margaret 
Beaufort’s late fifteenth-century gardens around 
her palace at Collyweston, (RCHME 1975b, 
Collyweston (8)); the wonderful seventeenth-
century ruined Italianate terraces rising above 
the manor-house at Harrington (RCHME 1979, 
Harrington (5) and (6)); and the complexity of  
the late seventeenth-century parterres, ponds, 
fountains, canals and paths of  the ‘outstandingly 
well-preserved gardens’ at Boughton. (RCHME 
1979, Weekley (11)). 
 Yet when he and Paul Everson collaborated 
on the Commission’s Lincolnshire volume, they 
began to understand that the remains of  medieval 
designed landscapes could as frequently be 
identified. Their realisation that earthworks 
around the episcopal palace at Nettleham 
were the remains of  the Bishops of  Lincoln’s 
fourteenth-century private gardens was a light-
bulb moment (RCHME 1991, Nettleham (1)). 
The broad ponds within a large-scale late twelfth-
century designed landscape around the Bishops’ 
palace at Stow was another (ibid., Stow (3)). Work 
further afield identified a late fourteenth-century 
faerie landscape of  elaborate gardens, terraces and 
water features around Bodiam Castle, Sussex 
(1990b), and the enormous twelfth-century 
landscape of  moats, flower beds, raised walks, 
moated arbours, ponds, and orchards around 
the Bishops of  Ely’s palace at Somersham, 
Cambs (1989a; see also 1992b). Revisiting his 
work in Dorset and Cambridgeshire revealed 
many other examples, like a small, enigmatic, 
ditched and banked enclosure containing four 
low mounds (locally called the ‘Asparagus Beds’) 
set 150 metres south-west of  a large homestead 
moat at Caxton (RCHME 1968, Caxton (19d)). 
Unexplained in 1960, Chris was able in the 1980s 
to reinterpret it as an enclosed medieval garden.
 In 1983 he published The Archaeology of  Gardens 
(1983a). In the same year the Commission set 
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up a ‘Register of  Parks and Gardens of  Special 
Historic Interest’ giving protected status to 
existing historic parks and gardens as well as many 
of  those that only survived as earthworks. The 
book had a profound effect. Garden history, until 
then largely dominated by historians and focusing 
on surviving gardens, documentary sources and 
illustrations, was revolutionised by the evidence 
from archaeological field survey, supported by 
Chris’s many subsequent publications in the 
field (see Appendix). Local, regional, national 
and international societies in garden history were 
set up. A new academic discipline emerged that 
generated a wide range of  specialisms, founded 
scholarly journals, and saw the establishment of  
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes in 
garden history. 

‘TOTAL’ LANDSCAPE HISTORY

Chris’s principal methodological contribution 
to landscape history was his holistic inter-
disciplinarity, what he called ‘total’ landscape 
history/ archaeology (1974d). He first set out 
his manifesto at a conference for tutors in adult 
education in 1972 (1974d). There he argued 
that landscape history ‘involves the study of  all 
aspects of  the natural and man-made landscape 
and their correlation’ with each other (1974d, 
p. 16). An early illustrative vindication of  his 
approach, and of  the significant contribution 
that archaeological field survey could make to 
landscape history, came when W. G. Hoskins 
visited his work in west Cambridgeshire in 
1960. In a story he was fond of  telling, Chris 
took Hoskins to Caxton and, standing on the 
‘Asparagus Beds’, explained the stratigraphy of  
the site, arguing that the earthworks must be 
medieval because they visibly overlay ridge and 
furrow. After a pause of  a few seconds, Hoskins 
asked “What ridge and furrow?” — oblivious to 
the stratigraphic understanding that was crucial 
to the interpretation of  the site. 
 ‘Total’ landscape history/ archaeology, Chris 
suggested, required three skills: first, the ability 
to note evidence beyond one’s own discipline in 
the landscape — geological, geomorphological, 

geographical, botanical, archaeological, historical, 
archival, architectural, and so on. Second, the 
historiographical background knowledge that 
enables the researcher to set his/ her observations 
into the wider context of  a period, and to establish 
whether or not it is typical. His third criterion was 
spatial awareness: ‘the ability to see and understand 
the relationship of  one feature or object to its 
companions or their relationship to a host of  
other objects and features which are the preserve 
of  other scholars… It involves the twin process 
of  recognising patterns and non-patterns’ (1974d, 
p. 20; see also, for example, 1974b and 1997c). 
 That programme was based on his own 
practice. For each site and landscape he worked 
on, he looked up the architecture of  the great 
houses, their layouts and their social place; he 
knew ‘who built and enlarged them, who their 
owners married and whence came the wealth 
that lay behind their creation’; the architecture 
and history of  the churches and their advowsons; 
evidence for industry and transport; population 
history; charters for markets and fairs; and so 
on. And most importantly, he located these data 
in the context of  wider scholarship in order to 
evaluate and interpret their significance. While 
some of  his publications focused specifically 
on analytical fieldwork, there are few in which 
methodology is not carefully explained. 

DEVELOPMENT OF A LANDSCAPE 
HISTORIAN

Chris’s approach was built on a range of  
experiences — and on his character. While his 
education was formative, he was precocious in 
testing that learning against his own experience. 
The possibility that visible evidence of  geological 
and geomorphological processes in the landscape 
can be identified was the revelation of  his A-level 
in Geography at King Edward vi School in 
Lichfield. He understood for the first time why, 
when he and his friends repeatedly created a 
1-metre high dam across a stream in ancient 
meadow outside the town, the bed of  the stream 
took a different course each time they released 
the water. 
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 That understanding of  geographical and 
geological process was deepened and extended 
by his undergraduate courses in Geography at 
Keele where he ‘listened to every word, bought, 
borrowed and read almost every recommended 
book’. His realisation that the English landscape 
is generally more unstable than it appears later 
enabled reinterpretations of  existing sites, 
contributing to the understanding of  medieval 
landscapes. ‘Two massive parallel landslips’ re-used 
as medieval open-field headlands were recognised 
at Edgecote, Northants, for example, where 
previously they had been identified as terracing 
(RCHME 1982, Edgecote (2)). In other places, 
the puzzling forms of  earthworks of  medieval 
settlements and fields made sense when he 
showed that they had been shifted downslope 
by more recent landslips (e.g. RCHME 1970a, p. 
ii, Worth Maltravers (9); RCHME 1991, Walesby 
(2)). And at Badby, Northants., he demonstrated 
that earthworks that had since at least the tenth 
century or earlier been identified as defensive 
fortifications were in fact mostly the result 
of  natural processes: landslips, augmented by 
cambering and valley bulging (RCHME 1981, 
Badby (2)).
 His courses at school and at Keele on medieval 
political, social and economic history were as 
important. The sequence of  medieval kings 
and the details of  specific acts of  Parliament 
he learned by rote at A-level gave him a solid 
grounding in the chronological framework of  
medieval history; and he often said one of  the 
most memorable things he learned at Keele 
was that the civil service had been invented by 
Henry ii — that is, that this was the first time 
that descriptions of  landscapes and events that 
might affect them were recorded in any detail. 
That lesson underlay his use of  national and 
local government records when researching a site. 
But overall, he said, the most significant thing he 
learned at Keele was the crucial importance of  
connecting the particular instance or viewpoint 
with the general understanding of  the period. 
The success of  that lesson depended as much 
on Chris’s ability as on the teacher’s skill. Every 
lecturer and tutor knows that, even though 

that principle can be learned, the underlying 
intellectual maturity necessary for understanding 
it is innate and cannot be taught. Work with 
the Commission stimulated, strengthened and 
built on those foundations. In his summer 
work with Desmond Bonney everything he had 
learned, he said, ‘began to be knitted together’ as 
‘overlong lunch hours were spent, lying on the 
sun-drenched ramparts [of  Scratchbury hillfort 
in Dorset] discussing such erudite matters as 
the location, actual or inferred, of  prehistoric 
settlements, the distribution of  woodland on the 
Chalk downland, and the patterning of  medieval 
settlements in the valley’. 
 It does Chris a disservice to suggest that 
this was a method entirely learned. While his 
education was important, it built on an awareness 
evident in his childhood that the landscape is a 
record of  geological and historical processes. It 
was stimulated and nurtured by his father, Richard 
Taylor, who had left school at 14 to be apprenticed 
to a millwright. Despite having had no further 
education he had an instinctive appreciation 
of  the stratigraphy of  the landscapes that he 
saw in his work and that the family explored at 
weekends. An agricultural engineer, he was in a 
reserved occupation during the Second World 
War and in the school holidays Chris would often 
accompany him on his visits to farms to repair 
machinery. Holidays were spent on the farm 
of  one of  his mother’s cousins at Weston, in 
south-west Northamptonshire. Taking tea to the 
farm workers stoking sheaves one August, Chris 
asked his uncle why the cart was going up and 
down across the field. His uncle lifted him off  
the cart and gave the 9-year old a masterclass in 
the form, function and layout of  medieval ridge 
and furrow. Forty years later, while working in 
the same parish, Chris found a sixteenth-century 
map in which ‘it was a joy to see that the ridge 
and furrow [in the same field] was once a set 
of  strips in furlong, exactly as my uncle had 
described it’ (my addition; RCHME 1982, Weston 
and Weedon (11)). His precocity can be seen too, 
from the observations Chris made during train 
journeys to Birmingham with his mother during 
the war. He was already noticing the differences 
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between nucleated and dispersed settlements, the 
differences between the architecture, layout and 
densities of  suburban and of  inner city housing, 
and the distinctive characteristics of  different 
industrial landscapes whether factories, foundries, 
gas works, maltings, or railways.
 That holistic, empiricist, experimental approach 
was an intrinsic aspect of  Chris’s personality; his 
education and his work in the field were based 
upon it, and flowered because of  it. He enjoyed 
telling the story of  his experience during fieldwork 
while on the Diploma in Western European 
Prehistory at the Institute of  Archaeology (1958–
60). Students had to participate in a departmental 
excavation each year and in 1960 the site selected 
was an called South Kite on Stapleford Down, 
Wilts, which O. G. S. Crawford and Alexander 
Keiller had had ‘no hesitation’ in attributing to 
the Romano-British period (1928, p. 254, also 
256). The Institute’s excavation aimed to test 
that conclusion, hypothesising the site might 
instead be prehistoric since it enclosed two or 

three Bronze Age barrows. Chris had, however, 
already noticed that the site overlay a prehistoric 
field system — that is, it could only have been 
constructed from the later Iron Age onwards. 
Bored by the process of  excavation, he ‘bunked 
off ’ one day to visit the Salisbury Diocesan 
Record Office. There he found the 1842 Tithe 
Map for the parish which listed the enclosure as a 
conegar, a medieval rabbit warren; the ‘tumuli’ were 
pillow mounds, specially constructed barrows 
for the rabbits to live in. He returned to the 
excavation in great excitement where his news 
was received, he said, ‘with disdain’. 
 An awareness of  the interdisciplinarity of  
sources available for research in landscape history 
was visible in all his work. His last publication, 
in 2019, was a typical tour de force: a substantial 
reconsideration of  the supposed Norman ‘motte’ 
constructed at the centre of  the enormous and 
substantially undamaged earthworks of  the 
Roman camp at Tomen-y-Mur, in north Wales 
in the wider context of  temporary (largely royal) 

Chris Taylor at Work in Dorset in the1960s, here matching topography to old maps (Photograph credit: Taylor family).
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medieval camps in Britain. Chris demonstrated 
how Edward manipulated the site during his 
victorious progress through Wales in May 1284 
to place himself  as the symbolic heir not only 
of  the Roman emperors in Britain, and but also 
of  the early medieval kings — especially Arthur. 
The argument is built on a formidable grasp 
of  the historiographies of  Roman camps; of  
medieval marching camps; of  Edward i’s Welsh 
campaigns and progresses; of  early medieval 
Welsh genealogies and literature; and on evidence 
for the topography, geography and archaeology 
of  Tomen-y-Mur itself. Building on this material, 
Chris was able to show that the supposed Roman 
‘amphitheatre’ is almost certainly a temporary 
camp built to accommodate the king, and that 
the motte had been heightened and provided with 
steps to provide a platform on which he could 
sit or from which he could speak — ‘illustrating 
the dominion of  Edward and his crown in 
Wales’ (2019, p. 53). Most exciting is Chris’s 
command of  this astonishing range of  material. 
Each section of  the paper is focused on the 
wider argument; it never gets lost on the detail. 
Step by delicate yet inexorable step, he places 
Edward and his imperial ambitions at the centre 
of  the medieval additions to Tomen-y-Mur, in 
a typically ground-breaking re-interpretation of  
post-Roman alterations to the earthworks. In 
the process he brings high medieval kingship 
vividly to life. Like all his other publications and 
lectures it showcases the complexity with which 
he was able to combine analysis, evaluation, 
interpretation and synthesis of  the data with 
creativity, passion and pleasure in explaining 
the history of  a landscape. It was a remarkable 
achievement, consistently demonstrated over a 
lifetime.

PRECEPTS AND OPINIONS

Conversations with Chris generally built on a 
number of  sometimes trenchantly expressed 
precepts. The first was a conscious avoidance in his 
work of  what he called ‘stamp-collecting’ — his 
perception that too much archaeology and history 
was narrowed ‘down to the nearest excavation 

trench or the most easily understood glebe terrier’ 
(1974d, p. 16). Instead, he advocated a distinctively 
wide-ranging approach, focused on widening the 
horizons of  his readers, listeners and students 
by setting sites and landscapes within the wider 
sweep of  history. That was one of  the reasons 
for his identification of  himself  as an historian 
rather than an archaeologist and the discipline 
in which he worked as landscape history rather 
than landscape archaeology, notwithstanding the 
designations of  his professional status and many 
of  the titles of  his papers. ‘This is because’, he 
explained, ‘history is a discipline and archaeology 
merely a technique. We are all trying, or should 
be trying, to write history or prehistory’ (2007b, 
p. 205). 
 Another was his deep scepticism about 
the deterministic influence of  the physical 
environment on man’s use of  the landscape. 
That view was at odds with the geography he 
had learned at A-level and at Keele, itself  largely 
formed by Cyril Fox’s conviction — still widely 
held — that prehistoric and early medieval 
communities settled on lighter, more easily 
worked soils, being forced onto heavier soils only 
by demographic pressures. But while employed 
during the university summer vacation of  1956 to 
copy all the Ordnance Survey Record Cards for 
Staffordshire, he realised that the find-spots of  
Bronze Age axes in the county were all on heavy 
claylands rather than on the light soils of  the river 
valleys where, he’d been taught, they ‘should’ 
have been. Testing his doubts by mapping the 
find-spots, he found he was right: the distribution 
was on the clays and so soil quality cannot have 
been a factor in their distribution. 
 That scepticism underlay his contributions 
to the debate about the origins of  medieval 
settlement nucleation (1992a; 2002a). Broadly, the 
dispute is between those who take a deterministic 
view — that nucleation was driven by the 
requirement for rapid access to heavy clay soils 
on the few days in the year when they are capable 
of  being ploughed — and others (like Chris) who 
consider that the development of  the landscape 
demands more complex explanation. The former 
view is based on the apparent dominance of  
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medieval nucleated settlements within a belt 
running across central England from Wiltshire 
to north-east Yorkshire. Chris was sceptical of  
that model for two reasons. First, while some 
medieval nucleations undoubtedly conform 
to explanations based on soil or lordship, the 
siting of  most, he argued, appears to defy all 
logical explanation (RCHME 1991, p. 10). His 
work in Northamptonshire, for instance, had 
shown no relationship in any period between 
settlement location and soils, sources of  water, 
or topography (e.g. RCHME 1975b, p. xxxiv; 
also fig. 9). Second, almost all his work for the 
Commission and elsewhere suggested that the 
earliest medieval settlements were dispersed 
— that nucleations were a later addition to the 
landscape and their significance had thus been 
overestimated (e.g. RCHME 1991, pp. 12–13; 
1999b).
 Chris was forceful, too, about the value of  
‘unique’ findings, arguing that ‘uniqueness is of  
little use to a landscape historian. Only repetition 
in the landscape is important’. He said, for 
example, that the discovery of  the stunning 
landscape around the Bishop of  Lincoln’s twelfth-
century moated palace at Stow, Lincs, designed 
on a scale no-one then imagined possible in 
the medieval period, only became interesting 
when it led to the identification of  new sites 
and a reconsideration of  others: then it became 
interesting because it could be seen within a wider 
pattern of  medieval elite ostentation (RCHME 
1991, Stow (3)).
 Keenly aware of  the idiosyncrasies and 
irrationalities of  human behaviour, he enjoyed 
taking aim at explanations that were restricted 
to the rational or functional. ‘It is easy to forget’, 
he wrote, ‘that the crude Saxon pot that will 
not fit our preconceived typological sequence 
may have been made by a woman who had 
quarrelled with her husband that morning; 
or that the ill-proportioned elevation of  an 
eighteenth-century house could be the result 
of  the incompetence of  a local builder’ (1974d, 
p. 16). Instead, he suggested that landscape 
historians and archaeologists should be mindful 
of  four principles: that human behaviour is 

complex and not necessarily rational; that past 
communities shared modern assumptions about 
which resources were valuable and which were 
not; that the landscape was not a tabula rasa for 
each generation; and that the past could not 
necessarily be interpreted in terms of  identifiable 
process, but that — like ‘the race to the swift’, 
and ‘the battle to the strong’ — ‘time and chance 
happeneth to them all’ (‘Ecclesiastes’, 9, 11). 

REFLECTIVENESS

What made Chris different from so many other 
scholars was his distinctive willingness to be 
reflective both in public and in print. Those 
attending his conference papers and lectures 
were often startled to hear him begin by saying 
that he had intended to offer one interpretation, 
frequently one that he had already published, “but 
I have changed my mind”. It was empowering for 
an audience to hear a leading scholar admit to what 
he called ‘the development of  a mind’, something 
that almost everyone can recognise in their own 
personal and professional lives. Yet while most 
scholars will, on occasion, publish corrections to 
errors of  fact or citation, accompanied by a ‘mea 
culpa’, they rarely say explicitly that their thinking 
has changed. 
 One of  the most brilliant expositions of  that 
characteristic is his account of  his explorations 
of  Whittlesford, Cambs (1989b). Chris began 
by explaining that the chapter was focused on 
his failure to create ‘a neat and convincing story’ 
of  the development of  a settlement over the 
previous twenty years. He then proceeded to 
lead the reader through the long sequence of  
his interpretations of  the village, each keeping 
pace with the development of  new ideas about 
the origins of  medieval settlement: Hoskins’ 
geographic determinism; the importance of  
communication routes; demographic variation 
and settlement mobility; polyfocality; planned 
greens and markets; the recognition of  late 
glacial ice hollows in south Cambridgeshire; 
settlement planning; that dispersed settlement 
pre-dated the nucleated village. In the end he 
simply concluded that ‘the Saxon origins of  the 
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village remain quite unknown. The later history 
seems to be marked by expansion, contraction, 
movement and planning, yet no order emerges 
from the fact’ (1989b, p. 226). That rethinking 
of  earlier positions and interpretations was the 
mark of  someone who knew his worth but who 
did not, as some others have, assume that that 
status brought infallibility with it.

TEACHING

Landscape history emerged as an academic 
discipline in part-time adult education from the 
1960s onwards (just as English Literature and 
Archaeology had done half  a century before). 
It flourished in classes for the WEA, in further 
education classes run by county councils, and 
in university part-time education. And it was 
fed by the dynamism of  the curriculum: each 
syllabus was developed or re-written for the next 
term’s teaching to keep pace with new evidence, 
questions, ideas and interpretations. 
 Chris championed the importance of  
disseminating research beyond the world of  
academic publication, and his commitment to 
bringing such work to the public, whether through 
his part-time teaching, his contributions to local 
societies or conferences, found a resonance in the 
sense of  vocation that imbued so much of  adult 
education in the period. He began teaching part-
time students in the 1960s and was an engaging 
speaker and teacher — interactive, rigorous, and 
encouraging. Over the following decades mostly 
taught for university extra-mural departments, 
particularly Southampton, Bristol, London 
(Birkbeck), Leicester, and Cambridge, as well as 
for the WEA. The most distinctive and longest-
running courses were the residential weeks or 
weekends on archaeological field survey that he 
developed and co-taught with Tony (A. E.) Brown 
(then Staff  Tutor in Archaeology at Vaughan 
College, University of  Leicester) (e.g. 1973a; 
1974e; 1975d; 1977c; 1978f; 1980h; 1987c). From 
time to time, extra-mural departments reminded 
him that he should keep to the syllabus he had 
designed. Chris however, disagreed, considering 
that he was there to teach students to think rather 

than just tell students about one or another aspect 
of  archaeology (a now-outdated view that still 
gladdens the heart of  many tutors and students).
 He much enjoyed the story of  a member of  
public who had attended one of  his lectures 
on medieval ridge and furrow. The gentleman 
explained that Chris had it entirely wrong: the 
purpose of  ridge and furrow was not to assist 
the drainage of  crops. It had been laid down by 
the fox-hunting classes to assist the chase. The 
fox, with its short legs, would be slowed down by 
having to run up and down the ridges, so that the 
horses, with their long legs, could catch it more 
easily, being able to jump from one ridge to the 
next. 
 Chris recognised, too, the significant con-
tributions to nascent research made by adult 
students, writing later that ‘many ideas that later 
appeared in articles, books and Commission 
volumes began life in discussions held in Dorset 
village halls or schools, crouched around a smoky 
stove on a cold winter’s evening’. Such classes 
were stranded through with mutuality between 
tutor and students. The concept of  polyfocal 
settlements (those with a number of  discrete foci) 
was developed with students at Great Shelford, 
Cambs, who were unable to explain the origins 
of  their village as either ‘nucleated’ or ‘dispersed’. 
It resulted in a ground-breaking paper in Medieval 
Archaeology (1977b; see also 1971a). That dynamic 
of  research-based teaching is exemplified in 
Chris’s early work in Northamptonshire in 1971 
and 1972. Because the Royal Commission wasn’t 
initially able to offer him any staff  to assist with 
the survey of  the county, he and Tony Brown 
developed a field survey course which focused on 
most of  the sites included in the Commission’s 
first Northamptonshire volume. Chris, Tony 
and the students began by recording earthworks 
and an unfinished building at Lyveden New 
Bield (Northants). The result was, of  course, 
the recognition of  the stunning, late sixteenth-
century water garden laid out there by Sir Thomas 
Tresham (1972e, pp. 154–60; see also RCHME 
1975b, pp. 6–8). The course continued to be 
offered for decades, later supporting research on 
the early origins of  medieval dispersed settlements 
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(1989c; 1999b); extending Chris’s earlier work 
on moats (1991c, 1991d); and exploring the 
relationship between settlement dispersal and 
nucleation (1995a).

RETIREMENT

Frustrated by increasing administrative burdens 
and the directive managerialism common to many 
institutions from the 1990s, Chris took early 
retirement in November 1993. He often said it 
was the best thing he had ever done, and how he 
wished he had done it earlier. 
 Demand for his expertise kept him in touch 
with the latest research through work with 
heritage organisations and through committee 
work with national and local organisations 
and societies like English Heritage Parks and 
Gardens Advisory Committee, Committee 
of  the University of  Cambridge Museum of  
Archaeology and Anthropology, Nene Valley 
Research Committee, and so on. He was also 
in demand as an external examiner for doctoral 
students. Contract work led to new research on 
(among others) the designed landscapes of  Leeds 
Castle (Kent), Fawsley Park (Northants), and the 
watermill and its leets at Hatfield which had been 
turned into a tree-lined canal. He continued to 
use the library of  the Society of  Antiquaries at 
Burlington House where, he said, he could find 
almost everything he needed for his research 
under one roof  and where there were often 
friends and colleagues to meet up with. His and 
Tony Brown’s courses in Northamptonshire 
began to attract professional archaeologists and 
county archaeological departments for whom 
Chris also sometimes ran bespoke field survey 
courses — like that for Northamptonshire 
County Council using the extraordinary house 
and gardens built by Thomas Cecil at Wothorpe 
(Northants) between 1615 and 1623 (1997a). 
 Landscape history was integral to almost 
everything he did. When he bought a cabin 
cruiser in the 1970s, he realised — he often 
said — that the only way to understand the 
fenland is from the water. Family trips along the 
rivers and dykes revealed the canals, cuts and 

wharves of  fen-edge settlements, evidence for 
the long history of  transport by water across 
the region (e.g. 1974a; 1995b; 2000a). He taught 
his grandchildren how to read Ordnance Survey 
maps and apply them to what they could see, 
starting with an exploration of  contours; and 
wrote a landscape history for his grand-daughter’s 
school in Oxfordshire. During family visits to 
Ontario, he was fascinated by the regularity of  
land allotments and townships laid out with no 
attention to geology or topography. While the 
chance find of  a book at Beaulieu set him off  
exploring the Abbey’s New Forest granges. He 
enjoyed demonstrating that none were assarts, as 
had been assumed. All were already in existence 
when they were granted to the Abbey in the early 
thirteenth century. 

FAMILY

Chris grew up in a close extended family and was 
devoted to his own. He and Angela Ballard met 
at Keele, where she had completed her degree in 
Geography and Geology. They were married in 
August 1961 and their children, first Jonathan and 
then Katy, were born in the next few years. Angela 
died in November 1983, shortly after receiving 
her Ph.D. in Geology. Her research had focused 
on hitherto unsuspected pingos on the low-lying 
Cambridgeshire claylands: damp or water-filled 
depressions resulting from the weight of  large 
lenses of  ice where water emerging from springs 
had frozen, thawed and frozen again in periglacal 
conditions. That work had a formative effect on 
Chris’s understanding of  settlement evolution, 
confirming his consistent observation that there 
was no correlation between settlement location 
and underlying geology (1971b; 2002a; 2008). 
He realised that although the initial settlement at 
Whittlesford, for example, had been located on a 
gravel outcrop, its planned extensions overlay the 
remains of  pingos; and that the earliest medieval 
settlement at Pampisford had grown up around 
the edges of  a similarly damp, marshy area (e.g. 
1989b; 2008). 
 Chris and Stephanie Ault were married in 
April 1985. Stephanie was a colleague in the 
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Cambridge office of  the Commission who had 
previously worked on architecture in York in the 
Commission’s office there. She had been involved 
in researching the architecture of  the stunning 
mansion at Apethorpe, Northants, remodelled to 
palatial state for the entertainment of  Elizabeth i 
and, later, for James i. On holidays around 
England they visited as many historic gardens as 
possible and Stephanie‘s expertise as a gardener 

gave Chris’s work on garden archaeology a new 
perspective. This was extended from the 1990s 
onwards by his stepdaughter, Alexandra’s,  studies 
in art history which sharpened and extended his 
interest in using the evidence in paintings for 
medieval and Renaissance gardens and designed 
landscapes (e.g. 1996b). 
 Stephanie, Jonathan, Katy and Alexandra, and 
six grandchildren survive him.
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