Society of Antiquaries of London, Tercentenary Research Symposium
WESTMINSTER ABBEY CHAPTER HOUSE

Its History, Architecture and Context

4th–5th July 2008
Construction of the Westminster Abbey Chapter House was begun c. 1246, as part of an ambitious rebuilding programme by Henry III. By 1253 it was nearing completion, and the chronicler Matthew Paris described it as ‘a chapter house beyond compare’. It ranks as one of the spectacular achievements in Gothic architecture, and has an equally remarkable history. This building was not only the formal meeting place for the monks but also served occasionally for meetings of the Commons in the English Parliament.

The Chapter House is two-storied, and its vaulted undercroft (‘crypt’) contained a royal treasury, which also extended into an adjacent room known as the Pyx Chamber. That room dates from the mid-11th century and is itself of exceptional interest, being a survivor from Edward the Confessor’s abbey. The decorated tile pavement in the Chapter House, with its notable inscription, is the oldest and largest surviving in Britain. At the dissolution of the abbey in 1540, the Chapter House and Pyx Chamber were appropriated for use as a repository for government records, becoming the precursor of the Public Record Office, a use which continued until 1863. Following a major restoration by Sir Gilbert Scott, the building was opened to the public in 1872. The Pyx Chamber is so-named after its association with the annual ‘Trial of the Pyx’, when the King’s Remembrancer conducted an investigation into the purity of the English coinage.

Over the past decade, much research on the Chapter House and Pyx Chamber has been carried out, leading to some remarkable revelations, including dating a door in the vestibule to the reign of Edward the Confessor. This symposium will bring together the scholars involved, who will present the results of their unpublished researches and reassess current knowledge. The lectures will be held at the Society of Antiquaries, followed by visits to the Chapter House, Crypt and Pyx Chamber; the event will conclude with a reception in the Abbey Museum. The symposium is being co-hosted by the Society of Antiquaries and the Dean and Chapter of Westminster, with the collaboration of English Heritage.

The Society has long had an interest in the Abbey and Palace of Westminster, and there has been a steady stream of papers published in Archaeologia and Antiquaries Journal, and Paul Binski’s study, The Painted Chamber at Westminster appeared as Occasional Paper No. 9 (1986).
Draft Programme

FRIDAY 4th July

10.00
Assemble at Burlington House, Piccadilly


Welcome and introduction – Professor Eric Fernie (chairman of the


symposium)

10.10
Henry III and his Chapter House: the historical context – Professor David Carpenter

10.45
Henry III and his Chapter House: the architectural context – Professor Christopher Wilson

11.20
Coffee

11.40
Westminster, Wells and Lichfield: two-storied chapter houses and treasuries – Professor Warwick Rodwell
12.15
Westminster and Salisbury: architectural comparisons – Tim Tatton-Brown
12.50
Discussion

1.00
Lunch (provided)

2.00
Westminster Chapter House in the Middle Ages – Barbara Harvey
2.35
Chapter House and Pyx Chamber: the royal wardrobe – Dr Jeremy Ashbee
3.10
Tea

3.30
The Public Record Office at Westminster Abbey – Dr Elizabeth Hallam-Smith
4.05
Post-Medieval alterations and Sir Gilbert Scott’s restoration of the Chapter 
House – Dr Steven Brindle
4.40
Discussion

5.00
Close

SATURDAY 5th July

10.00 
Assemble at Burlington House

Sculptural decoration in the Chapter House and Vestibule – Dr Pamela Tudor-Craig (Lady Wedgwood)
10.35
Tile pavements in the Chapter House and Pyx Chamber – Laurence Keen
11.10
Coffee

11.30
Wall Paintings of the Chapter House – Professor Paul Binski and

Dr Helen Howard
12.05
Chapter House Glazing – Sarah Brown
12.40
Discussion

1.00
Lunch (provided)

2.00
Archaeology of the Pyx Chamber – Professor Warwick Rodwell
2.35
Doors and chests and their dating – Dr Dan Miles and Dr Martin Bridge
3.10
General Discussion

3.30
Tea

3.45 
Walk across St James’s Park to Westminster Abbey (or take public transport)

Visits to the Chapter House, Crypt and Pyx Chamber (led by Dr Richard Mortimer, Warwick Rodwell and other specialists)

6.00
Reception in Westminster Abbey Museum, hosted by the Dean and Chapter

7.30 Close

The cost for the two days will be £40.00, inclusive of light lunches, tea, coffee and the reception. Cost for one day only £20.00.
BOOKING FORM

(Also available on the Society’s web-site: www.sal.org.uk)
