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Medieval monasteries
The best-preserved plan of a medieval monastery in Cornwall is that of the Augustinian priory of Launceston. The priory originally stood at St Stephen-by-Launceston but was moved to a new site, south of the present St Thomas church, in 1155. It was dissolved by Henry VIII in 1539, and the buildings were later demolished. The site was excavated between 1886 and 1893, and the footings of the walls were discovered over a wide area. This enabled the priory plan to be reconstructed as it was at the end of its history in the early 16th century. The model of the church is a conjectural one by Mr Arthur Wills, but it gives a good idea of what the church probably looked like.

The church consisted of a long narrow nave, to which a north aisle was added later; a choir with aisles; and a Lady Chapel at the east end of the building. South of the church were the domestic buildings of the priory. At their centre was the cloister – a rectangle of covered ways, one of which was probably used by the clergy for studying. Around the cloister stood the dormitory where the clergy slept and the refectory where they ate. Further out were a separate lodging for the prior, a hall for the feeding of servants, guests, and the poor, and accommodation for servants.

The clergy of the priory were technically known as Augustinian canons, but they lived a life similar to that of monks. Their life centred on the church, where they assembled in the choir to say eight daily services at intervals from midnight until the early evening. These services together took several hours, much of the material being said by heart because it was repeated from week to week. The nave was used for processions, and layfolk were allowed into it to pray or to listen to the services in the choir; a few privileged people may have been allowed into the choir itself.

Most of the rest of the canons’ time, apart from meals and sleep, was probably spent on administrative duties. All but the most junior held responsibilities, such the almoner (who organised the giving of food to the poor), the cellarer, chamberlain, and steward (all           concerned with finance and supplies), the precentor (who directed the choir), and the sacrist (custodian of the church goods). Prior and canons together had to supervise the priory’s estates and its business with the outside world. The entertainment of guests and travellers would have also have needed attention. Some studying was done but the Augustinians were not an especially learned order. Nor did they work with their hands, since they kept servants to do their manual tasks. 
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