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You might be forgiven for thinking that the history of Southwark Cathedral is rather short as 

Southwark only became a Diocese with its own Cathedral in 1905. However it is known that there 

has probably been a Christian church on this site since the seventh century and there is mention of a 

minister here in the Domesday Book.  

Since the 1100’s the church building has had a rather varied history of ups and downs but there are 

signs of the different eras that still exist today.  

In the 14th century, a famous English poet, John Gower, lived in the Cathedral which was known at 

that time as the Priory of St Mary Overie. He was a good friend of Chaucer whose Canterbury Tales 

set out from Southwark. John Gower was buried in the Cathedral and his tomb is one of the 

remaining medieval monuments. 

 

 

The Shakespeare window. 

In the 16th century William Shakespeare was the most famous resident in the parish of what was 

then called St Savour’s church. It was at the centre of theatrical life. You can still see the ledger stone 

situated in the Cathedral choir for his brother Edmund who died at the age of 27.  

In the 17th century John Harvard was baptised at what was still called St Saviour’s church. He 

eventually settled in America where his influence resulted in establishing Harvard University. He is 

remembered in the Cathedral in the Harvard Chapel. 



It was from the tower of St Saviour's that the Czech artist Wenceslas Hollar drew his Long View of 

London from Bankside in 1647, a panorama which has become a definitive image of the city in the 

17th century. 

The 18th century started with the church in a sad state of disrepair which was followed by a series of 

odd alterations. For a while the roof was removed from the nave and later the walls were reduced to 

a height of just 7 feet. A new taller nave was built which was then demolished and replaced by yet 

another nave more in keeping with the original 13th century building, a few fragments of which still 

remain. Yet again there were plans to completely demolish the whole building in the 1850s to make 

room for the new railway line to Charing Cross. A compromise was worked out with the new line 

passing at a high level very close to the south east corner.  

 

 

The interior today 

At last in 1905 the church became a Cathedral. Although it suffered some bomb damage it is still 

thriving today. In 2008 a cat moved in Known as Doorkins Magnificat she was quite at home there 

and even presented to the Queen. There is now a successor to help keep the mice in order but you 

might need to hunt for him! 

 

Doorkins Magnificat by Peter Trimmings of Croyden 
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