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Plant lovers have their country house gardens, picture 

lovers their art galleries, historians their museums, and 

geologists have their public buildings, of which Worcester 

Cathedral is a notable example.  Country house gardens, art 

galleries and museums are all repositories of things that are 

considered to be excellent in a particular sphere of interest, 

and public buildings, for those interested in geology, are 

frequently repositories of fine examples of different rock 

types whose features 

are explored and 

presented to perfection. 

 

Worcester Cathedral is 

certainly a repository of 

many different rock 

types, whose features 

and characteristics have 

been skilfully chosen to 

inspire awe, wonder 

and beauty in the eye of 

the beholder. 

 

In celebratory buildings of this kind, stone is used 

structurally to instil a sense of grandeur, awe and wonder in 

the observer, but perhaps what was emphasised most by 

our guide, Chris Guy, Cathedral Archaeologist, during the 

Geology Group’s visit, is the way in which the natural colour 

of the stone is exploited to grand effect – after all, the 

purpose of this building is to offer glory to God in the best 

ways possible – so only the best is good enough! 

 

So, taking colour as a theme, green is represented by the 

building blocks of 

Highley Sandstone, a 

local Carboniferous 

rock, visible in the 

massive pillars of the 

Nave and the walls of 

the Chapter House, 

and the green of the 

Serpentine, Alpine 

rock from Italy, is to be found in the columns of the Pulpit 

in the Nave and the plinths of the decorative tombs of 

Lords Dudley and Lyttleton in the Lady Chapel. 

 

                                               

 

 

The ornate Nave 

Pulpit, constructed 

during the great 

period of refurbish-

ment during the late 

Victorian period, 

comprises four 

different rock types, 

each possessing a 

striking colour. The 

soft, honey-coloured 

Alabaster in which 

are carved the most 

intricate forms and 

figures; the red of the Cork Marble (Devonian) plinth at the 

base of the Pulpit floor; the green of the Serpentine 

columns supporting the Pulpit, resting in turn on a dark 

coloured Carboniferous Limestone base. 

 

The softer, butter-

coloured, Oolitic 

Limestone of the 

Jurassic period, is 

used to striking 

effect in the many 

pillared Crypt, 

evoking a reverential 

atmosphere. Each 

pillar appearing to 

have its own 

uniquely shaped 

capital, with several 

displaying the bed-

ding plane of the rock from which it was quarried, some 

with either vertical or nearly vertical bedding planes 

showing the effects of wear, even damage, as layers of the 

rock have worn away 

either through age, 

damage or weakness in 

the structure, as the 

picture on the right 

demonstrates. (Most of 

the vertical shaft of the 

column has broken away 

along its bedding plane). 

 

Above the Crypt, is the 

richly sculptured white 

Oolitic Limestone of Prince 

Arthur’s Chantry.  The 



Contributions welcomed from group members 
Email Mike Carter mjcarter44@btinternet.com 

structure and texture of the stone lends itself to the 

production of intricate sculpture. 

 

Worcester Cathedral contains the first stone effigy of an 

English  monarch, 

namely that of 

King John, who 

died in 1216, and 

whose wish it was 

to be buried in the 

cathedral.  The 

effigy is carved 

from a single block 

of Purbeck Marble, a Jurassic rock.  Yellow discolouration at 

each end of the effigy, indicate weathering of the stone 

before its carving, showing that this was a single block of 

stone.  Originally the effigy would have rested on the floor, 

but it is now displayed on a raised plinth, also of Purbeck 

Marble. 

Purbeck Marble can be seen in its natural, creamy form in 

the supporting columns 

of the South entrance 

archway into the 

Cloisters, and in its 

coloured form, (stained 

brown), in the columns of 

the Lady Chapel. 

Having visited the 

Cathedral many times 

over the past years, 

I have walked over 

the black and white 

tiled floor without 

really noticing the 

odd white marks 

that are apparent in 

the black tiles, 

thinking that these 

marks were paint splashes or damage sustained over the 

course of time. To my surprise, and probably to the surprise 

of others, we found that these white marks were fossil 

shells and corals deposited in the black Carboniferous 

Limestone from which these tiles are made. The white tiles 

are of Carrara Marble, a metamorphosed rock from Italy. 

The final part of our visit was to the stonemasons’ yard. The 

stonemasons’ work, 

in the cathedral, is 

never done. There is 

a constant process of 

repairing damaged 

stonework, or 

replacing stones that 

have been adversely 

weathered over the years. We learnt the meaning of 

‘ringing true’ – the result gained from tapping a block of 

stone with a metal tool to see if the stone contains internal 

faults or fractures – if the tone of the sound ‘rings’, then 

the stone is free of faults, if the tone is dull or flat, then the 

stone is likely to have a fault or fracture and cannot be used 

in structural situations. 

The cathedral is truly a 

wonderful place, a 

geological treasure 

house, for not only is 

rock used in a skilful 

way to produce 

graceful architectural 

forms and shapes, its 

colours and textures 

are used creatively to 

add to the overall 

effect of beauty and 

tranquillity  

Mike Carter 

 
With thanks to Chris Guy, Cathedral Archaeologist and the Hereford & 

Worcester Earth Heritage Trust guide: Explore Worcester Cathedral 

Building Stones Trail 


