CERNE ABBAS FROM EARLIEST TIMES
Why ‘Cerne Abbas’?
The name ‘Cerne’ is believed to be derived from the Celtic god
‘Cernunnos’ and now also is the name of the river on which
the village is situated. The Abbey which gave Cerne Abbas the
second part of its name was established in 987.

Kettle Bridge, 14th C, on the River Cerne

The Early Years
There is evidence of man’s activities round the village
since earliest times. Recent excavations in Simsay field
to the east of the village have found archaeological
evidence dating from the Iron Age (about 750 BC to
AD 43). The village was almost certainly a staging point
on the roads which crossed the ancient countryside.

A Roman Dagger Pommel

A Roman dagger pommel in the form of an eagle
holding a seed in its beak was discovered to the
south of the village. It dates from the 2nd century.
(R Lovett 2004)

The Roman Influence
A large Romano-British T-shaped drying or malting oven,
dating from about the 2nd century, was found in Simsay.
Close by was a single burial probably of the same date.
The burial was almost certainly non-Christian because of its
NW-SE orientation. A series of ditches located on the same
site are likely to be from Anglo-Saxon times, probably dating
from around the 10th century when the Abbey was founded.
A typical early Saxon burial

The Domesday Survey
The first authentic account of the ‘Manor’ of Cerne Abbas is from the
Domesday Book of 1086, in which is recorded that there was arable land
for 20 ploughs (each drawn by an eight-ox team), a mill and extensive
woodland. The population was stated as 26 villeins (villagers) and 32
bordars (smallholders). The Domesday Book also records that the Abbey
owned significant amounts of property around Dorset.

The Book of Cerne

The Abbey Porch

Foundation of the Abbey in the
th
10 Century
The defining moment in the history of
Cerne Abbas was the establish
ment of the Benedictine Abbey in 987,
but it is probable that a religious order
existed here at least a century earlier.
A full history of the Abbey can be seen under
the Abbots Porch in the grounds of Cerne
Abbey at the top of Abbey Street.

The Book of Cerne

A book of private prayers and devotions.
Shown here is the opening of the passage from
St Mark, facing the evangelist who appears in
a roundel above his symbol, the lion.
Aethelwald, Bishop of Lichfield from 818
to 830, was patron of the book, although
other earlier Aethelwalds have been suggested. The prayer book was later bound
with manuscripts from the Cerne Abbey
library. It is now to be found in the
Cambridge University Library.

