WESTMINSTER ABBEY, LONDON.
EARLY HISTORY

Westminster was formerly called "Thorney Island". Recent excavations under the floor of the
Museum show the area was inhabited during the Roman period. The 5th C Roman
sarcophagus, which was discovered in the grounds of the Abbey in 1869, was re-used for a
Christian burial during the Saxon period in the 8th or 9th C.
Around 1050 King Edward the Confessor built a palace nearby and then a church dedicated
to St Peter. From that time onwards Westminster Abbey has been a royal foundation.
The vaulted chamber in which you are standing was built in about 1060 and was originally
used by the monks as a communal room beneath their dormitory. It became a museum in
1908.
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CORONATIONS

William the Conqueror was crowned in Westminster Abbey on 25 December 1066. Every
monarch since then has been crowned in the Abbey except King Edward V and Edward VIII,
neither of whom was crowned.

In 1296 Edward | seized the Stone of Scone, the traditional coronation throne of the Kings of
Scotland. A ceremonial coronation chair was constructed to house it and his son, Edward I,
was the first to be crowned on it in 1308. A second coronation chair was made for Queen
Mary I, the wife of William IIl. This is the throne on display in the museum.

The regalia and crown jewels are today kept in the Jewel House in the Tower of London and
are only transferred to Westminster Abbey on the eve of a coronation. The replicas or
practice regalia on display in the museum are used for coronation rehearsals. Each piece
symbolises a significant moment in the coronation ceremony.
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ARMOUR, SCULPTURE & STAINED GLASS

Also in the museum are: the funerary armour of Henry V (died 1422) and General Monck
(died 1670); the oldest arrow yet found in England; examples of Roman, medieval and
renaissance sculpture; and two medieval stained glass windows (1250-1270) from the
Abbey in the time of Henry Il
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THE EFFIGIES

After the death of Henry Il in 1272, most of the Kings and Queens of England were buried in
the Abbey up to and including George Il in 1760. Royal funerals in England were based on
the ceremony of the French court in the late 13th century. They were dramatic ceremonial
events demonstrating the power and majesty of the monarchy and the court.
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Until the death of Edward | in 1307, the bodies of deceased monarchs were usually
embalmed, dressed in a funeral costume, adorned with the regalia and put on public display
for the funeral procession and service. Later, due to the time needed to prepare for the
ceremony, it became necessary to substitute a suitably prepared effigy and place it on the
coffin for the procession. This custom lasted for more than three centuries.
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After 1660 the effigy was no longer carried in the funeral procession. It was replaced by a
simple gold crown placed on a purple cushion, a tradition which survives to this day. The

effigies were used solely to mark the place of burial.

Not all the royal effigies have survived. Six have disappeared or been destroyed since the
18th century, including those of Edward | and James I. In 1839, the surviving effigies were
placed in the upper vault of the Islip Chapel. In 1908, they were moved to the undercroft




museum.
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Medieval effigies are unique examples of the very earliest portraits. They resemble as
closely as possible the people represented and, in the case of Edward Ill and Henry VII, may
have been modelled from their death masks. The effigy had to match the height and figure of
the monarch because they wore clothing from the royal wardrobe. There are only two
complete effigies in wood, those of Edward Il and Catherine of Valois. They were hollowed
out to save weight and were originally adorned with a wig.
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Effigies from the late middle ages had the hands and head made of wood with the arms, legs
and torso made of cloth or leather stuffed with straw and reinforced with a wooden frame.

The complete effigy of Henry VII survived until World War Il when all except the head was
destroyed. Traces of 12 species of plant were found in the straw stuffing of the torso.
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After 1660, the effigies had wax hands and heads. There are only five wax effigies of
monarchs, but all of them except Lord Nelson are of people buried in the Abbey. Most of
these effigies are dressed in clothes that belonged to those represented. Charles Il wore the
robes of the Order of the Garter. The Duchess of Richmond and Lennox and the Duchess of
Buckingham wore their coronation robes, but the clothes of Elizabeth |, William 11I, Mary ||
and Queen Anne were specially made for the effigies.
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The Westminster Abbey Retable

The Retable is a 13th C masterpiece. It was discovered in the Abbey in 1725 covered in grey

paint being used as the top of an effigy cupboard. It was subsequently displayed in the nave
of the Abbey. After recent extensive conservation, it returned to the Abbey in 2005. The




Retable depicts Christ, Mary and Peter with great symbolism and in exquisite detail. Note the
globe in Christ's hand depicting the sky, earth and sea with birds, animals and figures in a
boat.
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Benedictus que vencit ad nominae Dominae - Greetings to those who come in the name of
The Lord. This is the traditional salutation of the Benedictines, who founded the original
Abbey in 930 AD. We warmly welcome you to the museum and hope you will visit us again.
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