
This south chapel was built in 1847 after the 

excavation of the site of the Priory during the 

building of the Brighton to Lewes Railway in 

1845. The remains of William de Warenne 

and his wife Gundred (latinised as Gundrada) 

were found in small leaden caskets. These 

remains had been removed from their original 

resting place before the High Altar of the 

Priory Church, and re-interred in those 

caskets in the floor of the Chapter House 

when it was built in the  thirteenth century. 

These caskets are now in niches in the south 

wall of the Chapel, but the remains of William 

and Gundrada were buried again in the floor 

of the chapel, under the original grave slab of 

Gundrada. This had been found in the 

eighteenth century, face down in nearby 

Isfield Church. 

Gundrada Chapel 

The following is one of the many translations 

of the inscription: 

Illustrious branch of Ducal race 

brought into England's Church balsamic grace 

pious as Mary and as Martha kind  

to generous deeds she gave her virtuous mind. 

Though the cold tomb her Martha's part receives 

her Mary's better part forever lives.  

O Holy Pancras, keep with greater 

care a mother who has made her sons thy heir. 

On the sixth calends of June's fateful morn 

the marble frame by inward struggles torn 

freed the pure soul which upward bent its 

way to realms of love and seeds of endless joy. 

It was for many years thought that Gundrada 

was a daughter of William the Conqueror but 

this cannot now be sustained. She died in 

1085 at Castle Acre, Norfolk, apparently her 

favourite home. Her remains were brought 

back to Lewes to be buried in the Priory 

Church which she and her husband founded. 

The tomb slab is stylistically of the period of 

re-interment rather than of the original burial, 

and is considered to be an important piece of 

Romanesque art. There are other finds in the 

Chapel, including the damaged effigy of a 

knight also found during the railway work. 
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A message from the Rector 

Welcome to TRINITY Southover. 

For more than 700 years people from 

Southover and the surrounding area have 

worshipped God here.  Ordinary men and 

women have encountered Jesus Christ and 

have developed their faith through the 

ministry of the people of this church.   

The church in every generation is a living 

community who worship a living God.  So as 

you walk around you will see that the building 

has been continually adapted to the needs of 

that community as it reaches out to serve the 

world with God’s love.   

Buildings such as these speak of our history, 

but more importantly they point to Jesus 
whose constant presence, through the Holy 
Spirit, inspires the lives of countless people as 

they seek to know God more.  It is my prayer 

that all who visit this building will see beyond 

the stones to the possibility of a dynamic 

relationship with the living God through Jesus 

Christ. 

Revd. Anita Colpus

This booklet details the 

history of the Southover 

Church building. 

For information about the 

Church community, please 

see the TRINITY website
www.trinitylewes.org

The tower was built in stages between 1714 and 1738, after the collapse of the earlier tower with 

spire in 1698. This may have been caused by hanging a 'Great Bell' in the previous year, which 

proved too much for the earlier structure. The location of the earlier tower is not certainly known, 

but from what evidence is available probably stood where the Gundrada Chapel is built now. 

There are four carved stones set in the brickwork of the tower of which three may have been 

recovered from the earlier tower. One has the arms of the De Warenne family, Lords of the 

Barony of Lewes. One has a Tudor Rose with a Duke's Coronet above, which has not been 

satisfactorily explained and one (now much worn)  has the letters I.A.P.L. These have exercised the 

ingenuity of many historians, but the most probable explanation is that they identify John Ashdown, 

Prior of Lewes, who was the last Prior but one before the dissolution. He ceased to be Prior in 

1525. 

The fourth stone has the letters N.T.P. and the date 1714, and may refer to Nathaniel and 

Philadelphia Trayton, the son and daughter-in-law of the owner at that time of the Manor of 

Southover. 

In the tower that collapsed were four bells, and in the present tower there are ten. Southover 

Church is one of only five churches in east and west Sussex to have this number, the last two bells 

having been added in 1906. The top of the tower has brick merlons (battlements) and the octagonal 

cupola and the fine tall weathervane are additions of the 19th Century. The moving part of the vane 

seems to represent a basking shark. 

The Tower 

Much of the furnishing of the Church, and 

the windows in particular, dates from the 

major re�working of the building in 1884. 

The glass of the windows on the north side 

is said by Sir Nikolaus Pevsner (on no 

quoted authority) to be by Charles Earner 

Kempe. The second from the east window 

in the south aisle has Kempe's mark in the 

bottom right corner, and is of superior 

quality to the other work, which could well 

be by Henry Holiday. 

The westernmost window in the south aisle 

is by William Morris & Co. 

The east window was installed in 1930 

where before there had only been plain 

The Windows 

glass, as still remains in the windows flanking 

the Sanctuary. It is by Miss Jessie M Jacob. 

On the left, below the figure of St Pancras, is 

a scene of William and Gundrada de 

Warenne symbolically presenting the Priory 

to Dom Hugh, Abbot of Cluny. On the right, 

under St John the Baptist is St Benedict, the 

founder of the Benedictine Order. At the 

lower corners are the arms of the Town of 

Lewes and the Abbey of Cluny, while above 

the side lights are the arms of de Warenne 

and Fitzalan (the Fitzalans were lineal 

descendants of the de Warennes through 

the female line). The three centre lights 

represent the Ascension of our Lord, the 

City of God, and in the highest part, the 

Holy Spirit in the form of a Dove. 



An arcade of four arches separates the nave 

from the south aisle. It is supported on four 

substantial plain drum piers made of shaped 

stone blocks. The stone is Caen stone from 

Normandy.These drum piers are considered 

to be 12th Century work, although it is 

possible that they may be re-used material 

from the Priory itself. The arches of the 

arcade have been heavily encased in plaster, 

so it is not possible to see the original 

masonry. They are similar in shape to the 

plain arches in work of that period, which is 

still to be seen in the Priory ruins. 

It has been suggested that the arcade 

represents the dividing line between the 

male and female sides of the first Hospitium. 

As will be seen from outside, the south wall 

of this aisle is sixteenth century work, 

although the windows (which are modern 

replacements of those there before) are of 

15th century style. Therefore the south wall 

may be a rebuilding, using material either 

from the previous wall, or from elsewhere 

in the Priory. 

The wall at the west end of the south aisle is 

of the same period as the Tower, although 

once again the doorway is 14th century 

work, and has been re-used. The 1620 map 

referred to shows just such a door but in 

the south wall of the aisle, of which now no 

trace remains. An eighteenth century 

engraving shows a chimney in this corner, 

which shows that here was located the 

earlier vestry. 

Reverting to the arches of the arcade, the 

easternmost is a fifteenth century arch 

which spans over to a modern base in the 

organ enclosure. This too must have come 

from elsewhere, unless it shows an 

extension of the church eastwards at that 

time. 

South Aisle 

A suggestion that it originally spanned the 

south aisle cannot be ignored, although in 

that case the south aisle would have had to 

be wider than it is now. The most westerly 

pier, which is partly built into the eighteenth 

century tower, had suggested that the nave 

must have been longer at some time past 

than it is now. This was confirmed during 

the Chapter House excavations of 2008-9. 

The church of Southover originated as a 

'hospitium' or guest house to serve the 

nearby Priory of Saint Pancras. By about 

1330 AD a new guest house had been 

built, perhaps because the original had by 

then become too small. So, the first 

guest house was then available for the 

growing lay parish that had been growing 

up outside the great gates of the Priory, 

in the new 'suburb' of Lewes, south over 

the Winterbourne stream which 

separates Southover from Lewes. 

When William de Warenne and his wife 

founded the Priory of Saint Pancras in 

1077 AD, used a little chapel, once made 

of timber but which he had re-built in 

stone, to serve as a nucleus for the 

Priory. This old chapel had been 

dedicated to Saint Pancras 'o f  old', since 

it had been in existence before the 

Norman Conquest. 

By 1121 AD there is on record a 'Chapel 

of St John the Baptist with�in the Priory 

Cemetery'. In about 1260 AD there is 

the first evidence of the move of the 

Chapel from in�side the Priory to its 

present position 'outside the gate', and 

within four�teen more years the 'parish' is 

referred to as such for the first time. 

The Hospitium outside the gate is known 

from 1202 AD, and as late as 1802 the 

'Great Gate' beside which the Chapel 

stood, remained relat ively intact at the 

east end of the present Church. A few 

battered fragments remain. 

By 1320 AD the Chapel had become a 

Church, and by 1374 it is precisely 

described as 'the Parish Church of St 

John, near the gate of Lewes Priory'. 

A History of Southover Church 

Thus, from at least the twelfth century, a 

Chapel of St John the Baptist seems to 

have served the needs of the lay 

population of Southover. 

The right of presentation to the living of 

the church was given by the then Bishop of 

Chichester to the Prior and Chapter of the 

Priory, and there it remained until the 

dissolution of the Priory in 1537, part of 

the greater dissolution of the Monasteries 

under King Henry VIII. Then, along with all 

the other possessions of the Priory, it was 

given with the Manor of Southover to 

Thomas Cromwell. On his death, although 

the Manor of Southover and most of the 

rest of the Priory lands were settled on 

Henry Vlll's divorced wife Anne of Cleves, 

the right of presentation (the choice of 

cleric) remained with the Crown. Later the 

Lord Chancellor presented, and then the 

right passed into lay hands. In the 19th 

Century the right was bought by a Rector, 

and from him it passed to the present 

holders, the Church Pastoral Aid Society. 

Thus for over 850 years, the Church of St 

John the Baptist, Southover, Lewes has 

served the needs of its members, its 

parishioners, and of an increasingly 

widening body of wor�shippers, who now 

with the easier availability of transport 

come from a much greater area than the 

limits of the original parish. 



Little is known of the church as a building in 

its earliest days. The few facts that emerge 

must be treated with caution. There are 

references to  Chapels dedicated to Saint 

Katherine and to St Erasmus, to the building 

of a rood loft, a vestry, and there are several 

references to a Chancel. By 1620 a map of 

Lewes and parts of Southover shows an 

elevation entirely different from today, yet 

the map is known to be trustworthy. The 

tower has a spire and is at the east end. 

Between the tower and the Priory gate is a 

building, known from other sources to have 

been a house, which was perhaps the 

parsonage house. The house having gone, it 

was on the space it once occupied that the 

present Chancel was built. 

After the dissolution, with the particularly 

savage demolition of the Priory itself, 

Southover Church became the only building 

Evolution 

in the parish to retain its sacred purpose. By 

1560 the parishioners had started a 

programme of repair and redecoration, much 

of the work being paid for by the sale of 

vestments, fabrics, and the pre-dissolution 

altars. 

The building of a new tower at the west end in 

1714, the addition of the Gundrada Chapel in 

1847, a vestry and the building of the Chancel 

in 1884 were all steps along the road of 

achieving a better building as a place of 

worship. Recent  additions to facilitate 

worship and mission have included new 

lighting, sound systems, the re-ordering of the 

Chancel in 2008 and the long-awaited building 

of toilets and the multi-purpose room known 

as the Chapter House in 2009. These are 

situated south of the tower and are not shown 

on the plan opposite. 

Despite early references to a chancel, the 

present chancel continues what must have 

been the earliest arrangement, where there 

was no separate chancel structure, no heavy 

arch dividing it from the nave. Thus there 

continues what is and must always have 

been an important element in the 

architecture, the feeling of openness, a 

friendly welcoming embrace, a feeling which 

hopefully you will get as you enter the nave 

from the Tower.  

The doorway through which you enter is 

fourteenth century, as indeed is the whole 

of the left (north) wall of the nave as far as 

the pulpit. 

The wall has been much restored and 

altered, the windows are all restorations 

following the shape of those they replace 

and in some cases retaining pieces of the 

original tracery. The westernmost window, 

that nearest the tower, has a square head. It 

stands where the main door was until the 

last century, when the door into the tower, 

the one by which you now enter the church 

from the street, was inserted. 

Chancel & Nave 

The structure supporting the roof is a text-

book example of a south�eastern timber frame 

technique which was going out of use during 

the sixteenth century, and may be a re-roofing 

soon after the dissolution of the Priory, 

perhaps containing re�used material from the 

Priory buildings. 

Looking towards the chancel the change in 

roof style is at the start of the 1884 chancel, 

although a small part of the earlier east end 

was removed during the work. 

The pews in the nave, dating from 1884 were 

removed in 2012 and all were bought by 

members of the congregation. The additional 

space provided by the building of the chancel 

meant that the Choir (until then known as the 

'Psalm Singers') could be brought down from 

the gallery at the west end. They and the organ 

had been placed there when the gallery was 

built in 1764.  

The earlier organ was brought down at first, 

but it was replaced in 1904 by the present 

instrument, made in Lewes. 




