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Introduction
The abbey remains at Kilwinning are very fragmented and confusing. This is partly due to later walls and
vaults (arches) being retained in the west range, and inaccurate sleeper walls laid in the cloister area in the
1960s to mark the supposed walls underneath. Also to contribute to this confusion, the Abbey had a
complicated rebuilding program.
The Abbey was started in about 1160, the first church being finished by about 1180. Within a hundred
years of the start, it was totally rebuilt in a different style. The west front appears to have been rebuilt
three times within this period, and once more again at a later date. Although it is not unusual for abbey
churches to be rebuilt, to have been rebuilt and altered so many times in such a short space of time
certainly is unusual.
There have been two architectural surveys done on the Abbey, the first in the late 1800s by William
Galloway. This was published in the Ayrshire & Wigtonshire Archaeological Journal Vol 1, and contains
many accurate scale drawings of the Nave area and Chapter House, but nothing on the South Transept.
The other survey by Phillip McAleer, published in 1995 by the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland Vol 125
Pt. 2, is an account and survey of the whole of the ruins.
These accounts are invaluable in trying to unravel the building sequences of the Abbey.

Interpretation
The earliest parts of the remains are the south Nave wall and the west wall of the South Transept built in
about 1165. The east end of monastic Churches was always built first, thus allowing the monks access to
the altar, so possibly the presbytery and transepts would have been completed by 1165, and work on the
nave started by the end of that year.
Two doorways of this period survive. Both lead from the church into the cloisters, and are plain and devoid
of any carved detail.
The measurement between the South Transept and the doorway on the west side of the cloisters is only
16 metres, meaning that the nave was probably only 20m long, quite a small abbey church.
There are few small Norman monastic churches in existence that remain more or less as they were built
to compare Kilwinning with, and the layouts of other Tironensian Abbeys are by no means identical. Kelso
and Arbroath are both bigger in area so can be discarded. Lindores is basically a medium-sized aisleless
monastic church.
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Lesmahagow Priory, with a foundation date of 1140, retains only the low walls of the southern half of the
cloister, which measures 20m east to west, slightly smaller than Kilwinning. Unfortunately the church has
been utterly destroyed, and a Victorian church built over the site.
Of the English and Welsh Tironensian monasteries, only three have any remains: Pill Priory, St. Dogmaels,
and Humberston. At Humberston Abbey in Lincolnshire, founded in 1160, only parts of the cloister survive
as low walls. Again, it was a small monastery, the cloister measuring 21m east to west. Sewer trenching has
exposed some of the church foundations, which appear to be aisleless. A Victorian church stands on the site
of the nave.
St Dogmael’s Abbey in Pembrokeshire, another small aisleless church, are extensive ruins in State care,
completed by 1150. Like Kilwinning, it has a complicated building history and the earliest phase is now no
higher than plinth level. An unusual feature is a crypt situated under the east of the presbytery built in the
13th C, replacing the original apse. Tradition says that Kilwinning also had a crypt but there is no definite
evidence to support this idea.
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St Dogmael’s Abbey

Pill Priory (below), a daughter house of St Dogmael’s, is also in Pembrokeshire. It has confusing remains,
consisting of the east Crossing Arch, the south wall of the South Transept, Chapter House and parts of the
Reredorter, or latrine. This church too was aisleless and was founded in the late 12th C.

Pill Priory

The remaining Tironensian Priories were cells with basic layouts.
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Although, as will be noted, several Tironensian monasteries were of similar size and age as Kilwinning, none
has survived, but a search of other monastic orders reveals a few which can be used to help build a picture of
the original church. Of the Benedictine order are Leonard Stanley Priory in Gloucestershire and Usk Priory in
Gwent.
Usk (below), although a parishioner’s church, was added to on the north side in the 13th C. Although the
transepts and presbytery were pulled down at the Dissolution, enough of it remains to give an impression of
its original state.

Although these two priories give us some idea of a small unaltered Norman monastery, they both have lost
parts and have been altered over the years.
The only other priory church that stands basically as it was, is the Augustinian Priory at Portchester,
Hampshire.
(See next page)
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This Priory was founded in 1133 and was completed before 1154. It was built within the old Roman fort next
to the great Norman castle on the banks of the Solent, an unusual place to site a monastery.
It remained unaltered over the years because the monastery was moved to a new site at Southwick, a few
miles north, soon after 1133. The Priory church was retained as a chapel for the Castle, but the monastic
buildings were removed, apart from the reredorter sluice channels, which discharged through the castle
walls into the river, a unique arrangement.
Unfortunately, due to the indifferent attitudes of the 1700s, the building was allowed to fall into disrepair,
and as a result, lost both the South Transept and North Transept apse chapel.

This drawing shows the priory on completion, and the reredorter channels discharging into the river.
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Temporary wooden accommodation
for the monks.

Fig. 1

Kilwinning Abbey, the first stage of building, c. 1160

Kilwinning
Fig.1 is a conjectural plan of what the first church might have looked like. The short transept arm and small
cloister points defiantly to an aisleless church. As already noted, the only architectural detail of the
surviving walls of this church is restricted to two plain Norman doorways with chamfered edges. The
transept chapels might have been square ended, but generally such chapels terminated in a rounded apse
as shown. The plan refers heavily to the three priories mentioned earlier.
The west front is not shown as it was normally the last part of the church to be built, being non essential
for day-to-day use by the monks. The western part of the nave was reserved for use by the parish, visitors
and lay-folk, etc.
The position of the processional doorway into the transept was an early idea, and by 1200, most of the
processional doorways into the monastic church were situated at the eastern end of the nave wall. As can
be noted here at Kilwinning, the transept doorway became redundant and a new door was cut in a new
position.
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Fig. 2

Kilwinning Abbey, the second stage of building, c. 1180

Between about 1160 and 1180, the East Range was built. (Fig. 2) The first room was the Sacristy, entered
from the South Transept. Accurate interpretation of the building date of the south west corner of the
transept is difficult, as three building phases are evident. The stair vice (or circular stair) doorway
appears to be the original build, intended for access to the intended dormitory above, and access to the
intended Sacristy.
The north wall of the Sacristy has a vertical joint a few feet in from the west wall, with a chamfer,
obviously a door opening. However, it appears that this was blocked up and a new entrance formed
from the cloister. The possible reason for blocking the doorway was to allow for a tunnel vault to be
built to carry the dormitory. The whole west wall of the East Range from the Transept to the Chapter
House is of the same date, pierced by the new Sacristy door and the Chapter House doorway with its
attendant windows.
The west front of the church was probably next to be built, with a large ornate doorway similar to the
one at Portchester, and possibly the same one that forms the processional doorway into the church, but
cut down to suit. (See Fig.7.) Also, the rooms of the west range could have been started within this
period.
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Fig. 3. Kilwinning Abbey, the third stage of building, c. 1230

The Abbey church had been completed for only thirty years when the decision was made to enlarge it in the
new Pointed Gothic style. As the services of the monks could not be disturbed, the extension and subsequent
partial demolition of the original monastic church was a complicated process. In all probability, and typical
of other similar instances, sections of the new build were first erected where there was no need for any
disturbance. At Kilwinning this would have been the new North Transept and part of the new Presbytery.
The layout of the transept shown in Fig. 3 above is based on the findings of William Galloway in his report in
the late 1800s. He alludes to the foundations of a large porch situated on the north wall of the new Transept,
an unusual feature to have in what was to be the monks’ domain. Usually, porches of this kind were to be
found on the north wall of the nave in an area away from the monks, and served as the usual entrance for
parishioners, visitors etc, leading into the nave, the public part of the church.
The west doorway was usually reserved as a processional route for the monks.
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Fig. 4

Kilwinning Abbey, fourth stage of building, c. 1235

Fig. 4 shows the continuing rebuilding process, with the original North Transept being demolished to allow
for the new transept to be completed, and a temporary wall being built within the north-crossing arch.
This enabled the north aisle and the north arcade of the monk’s Quire to be built, the north nave aisle also
being built at this stage.
The new west front is shown as completed at this stage. It can only be presumed that a west front existed
at this period, as it was again rebuilt within thirty years or so. How far the Nave projected westwards is not
known. Quite possibly it could have projected into the area now covered by the towers.
As so little is known about the other monastic buildings and the dates of their construction and possible
alterations, nothing can be shown and it can only be assumed that they remained in their original
condition as built in the late 12th century.
It is interesting to note that this continual building programme must have been a severe drain on the
Abbey’s resources, a legacy that the monastery struggled to overcome throughout its existence, not
helped by damaging raids by the English.
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Fig.5.

Kilwinning Abbey, the fifth stage of building, c. 1240

Fig 5 shows the probable continuation of the rebuild, now concentrated on the Presbytery and north
transept Chapels. While this work was going on the monks possibly had the use of the old nave for their
services, accessed through the west processional doorway.
Alternatively they might have temporarily used the Chapter House.
It is a shame that nothing of the North Transept is accessible, as, typical of similar gradual rebuilds, the
earliest part would show slight differences in detail as the ‘new’ style developed. This is noticeable in many
of our surviving monasteries, e.g. Dundrennan, Rievaulx, etc.
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Fig.6

Kilwinning Abbey, the sixth stage of building, c. 1245

Work now concentrates on the South Transept. The lower parts of the south wall were retained except the
stair vice, which appears to be mainly rebuilt. This is most noticeable on the west wall.
The gable end of the South Transept is now the most complete part of the Abbey Church. Viewed from the
south, the roofline of the east range is noticeable and can be seen cut into the stone, although subsequent
repairs have blocked the doorway from the dormitory. Below the eastern gable window is the remains of
where the east dormitory wall met the South Transept. However the roofline does not meet this wall. All a
bit odd!
Possibly the last part of the rebuild was to insert the ‘new’ processional doorway into the eastern end of the
nave wall. (See Fig. 7.)
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Fig.7.

The inserted and altered Processional doorway.

The top drawing is of the doorway as it is now. The bottom drawing depicts what it may have been like
originally. It appears to have been brought from elsewhere, as the chevron detail is not continuous at
the apex and the points of the orders do not line up at the apex. Also the style is more fitting to a late
Norman doorway rather than a pointed style. It was probably semicircular Norman, coming from the
original west front and was cut down to fit. Maybe money was running out at this time, hence the south
wall of the nave being retained.
The bottom drawing shows an approximate measurement of 16 feet outside to outside, a size which
corresponds to many similar doorways, e.g. Portchester, Arbroath etc.
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Fig. 8

Kilwinning Abbey, the eighth stage of building, c. 1255

This shows what was (as far as we know) the final building project for the Abbey Church, the building of
the two western towers. The fact that a period of only twenty five or thirty years had passed before
building recommenced on yet another west front is very unusual. Maybe the second west front was only
a temporary structure and an impressive west front was always planned, funds permitting.
Of the towers we have only drawings of the north one, which preceded the present one and unfortunately
is no more. The south one remains in part as a tall stump, and the rest stands to sill height. Enough
remains to see that it was a heavily built structure with large buttresses, not only at the corners but in the
middle of the walls too. Evidence of subsidence is noticeable at column base level, which was checked
further up, hence the need for strengthening with buttresses.
What these structures looked like and their fenestration detail is subject to conjecture, as only plain
lancets are depicted on the drawings. These are possibly 17th century repairs, as the lance was out of style
by the period that the tower tops were built.
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A conjectural drawing of the inside of the open north tower from the end of the nave, as the structure was
possibly intended. However due to a subsidence issue, the tower might not have been completed.
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The arch at the west end of the Nave, as existing

A drawing of the suggested nave arch.

Another interesting feature of the remains of the western end of the nave is the horseshoe-shaped arch,
forming a wall of the south tower. The only possible reason for its form is because the tower was larger than the
usual width of the nave aisle, necessitating a smaller arch. However the apex needed to be the same height as
the aisle to allow for the aisle arches to line up.
There would be two ways to overcome this: either put in an arch with a shallower arc or a larger radius therefore
forming an arch with an acute shape, or reuse one of the possibly redundant nave arches displaced by the
building of the tower. This would create an unusually shaped arch, only possible by using the whole of the
displaced arch with, as in the Processional doorway in Fig. 7, re-trimming of the apex and the rests on the
capitals, thus eliminating the need to carve a new arch with a different radius.
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The side of the piers or pillars facing into the Nave is a flat face, not a moulded pier rising up to take
an arch across as would be expected. The continuation of the base moulding from the pier shows that
this has always been the case. Thus, the two towers were only joined at the very end wall.
Whether the main area of the Nave was ever vaulted is not known. The main area of the South
Transept certainly wasn’t. If it had been, the extension into the West Transept, without a separating
arch, would have needed springing arches to span a much greater distance than in the Nave. Also, the
vault would not marry up to the tower arch as they both have different springing points.

A plan of the west end of the nave showing possible arches.

The west end of the Nave showing possible arches.
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Speculative drawing of the interior of the South Transept. Monks are depicted exiting the Night Stair.
The pitched roof of their upper floor dormitory can be see outside the lancet windows. These windows
of course would have been filled with stained glass.
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Speculative drawing of what the main church of Kilwinning Abbey may have looked like at the end of the
major building phases around the mid 1200s. Much of it of course is educated guesswork.
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