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Show Notes
In the fourth part of this series, Curator Lee Prosser takes us into a hidden space at the Banqueting House, once part of the great Whitehall Palace.

It may not be the famous Rubens ceiling, but Lee will reveal how the roof space of the Banqueting House is a piece of living history, with a rich past and an important role for the future.

Information on visiting the Banqueting House.

Transcript
[Gentle theme music plays.]

Lucy Worsley [00:00:01] 
Hello listeners, welcome to this new mini-series on the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. I'm Lucy Worsley, Chief Curator. And in this six-part series, our curators' team will be venturing into some of our favourite spaces in the palaces. Now, my colleagues and I have chosen these spaces specially, in the hope that we can transport you to some of our favourite moments in history. So please get ready to escape to the past with us. 

Lee Prosser [00:00:31] 
Today I'm at the heart of government. We're in Whitehall, between the Houses of Parliament and Trafalgar Square. A street that's just a stone's throw from Number Ten Downing Street and Horse Guards Parade. And, the street today is lined with very impressive government ministries, government buildings, but one which is often overlooked is a very special building for us. 

It's one of the buildings that the Historic Royal Palaces manages, and it's known as the Banqueting House. So today I'm here at the Banqueting House, exploring one of Britain's great treasures and the Banqueting House today is the only substantial surviving fragment of the great royal Palace of Whitehall, which was largely burned down in 1698, and only this building really survived. 

And what we have today are essentially two big rooms: We have an underground grotto, a vaulted chamber, and then above us we have the original banqueting hall. But actually, I think there are three rooms because as well as the grotto and the banqueting hall, we also have something very special which very few people get to see, but which I absolutely love. And that is the roof that covers all of the building. So what we're going to do now is go up and explore the roof in a little bit more detail, and I hope I can bring some of what interests me to the wider public. 

[Lee's Footsteps can be heard scaling the large stone staircase]. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.t80ibjptb7ke]
As we go up the staircase, we pass a really lovely portrait of the Banqueting House’s most famous personality, which is King Charles I, who of course many people will know was actually executed outside the Banqueting House. And this is one of the reasons why this is a real hot spot for British history. At the top, you enter what must be one of the most gorgeous architectural spaces in the country. It's a very large columned hall with balconies on either side. But the real treasure is the acres and acres of ceiling paintings by, Peter Paul Rubens, the great Flemish artist, which was commissioned by Charles I and installed here in the Banqueting Hall in the 1630s and is one of the few great paintings of that period that still remains in the place where it was commissioned for. 

I should probably introduce myself at this point: I'm Lee Prosser, one of the curatorial team at Historic Royal Palaces. You may recognise my voice because I was on Series One of ‘A Space I Love’ when I visited Queen Charlotte's Cottage in the Royal Botanic Gardens in Series One, but I also have another space which is dear to my heart, and that's here at the Banqueting House. 

If you go back 400 years, in fact, exactly 400 years, Whitehall was part of a rambling royal palace, most of it Tudor, but with some later buildings and into this assortment of buildings, a famous architect called Inigo Jones built what was, at that time, a revolutionary building. It was really modern. Nothing like it had ever been seen in England before. It used motifs that you would normally see in the classical world or in Italy, in northern Italy at the time. So it was a real statement and that building was the Banqueting House. So it was a completely new and revolutionary building at that time. Inigo Jones was a genius; he built the Banqueting House, but the building we see today isn't really the building that he would recognise, because it was given a huge remodelling and a makeover in the 1820s by another great architect, Sir John Soane. 

The building was showing signs of falling down, there were lots of structural problems and so what Soane did was that he refaced the frontage of the building, copying it exactly, but refacing it in Portland stone and inside the Banqueting Hall, when you come in today, you see all of these white painted columns, a wonderful white painted coffered ceiling with lots of gold, which frame the Rubens paintings, which are the great treasure of the Banqueting House. But most of these colours, most of that gold, was all put on in Sir John Soane's time. 

Now I'm very interested to know whether any of Inigo Jones's roof structure survives over the building. When I first started working in Historic Royal Palaces many years ago, it was one of the first things I wanted to see, just to see whether there was anything left of Jones's roof. Because he wasn't only a precocious architect, he was also a great engineer and he imported roof forms, structural forms directly from Italy. So this would have been one of the first Italianate forms of roofs that we would have seen in England and so when I first started, I was on a mission. Go into the roof and see whether any of that roof survived! 

[Lee can be heard entering the main Banqueting Hall through a heavy door, and his voice becomes more echoed]. 

When you come through the doors into the main banqueting hall, you're faced with this very, very large space and directly opposite you at the end is the throne canopy where the throne would have sat –and that's no coincidence, it is a room that's designed to impress, and it's a room designed to be the setting for monarchy. 

When you look up, the thing that strikes you is the wonderful ceiling of heavy, gilded and painted coffering, which frames nine great canvases by the Flemish artist Peter Paul Rubens, which are the great treasure of the Banqueting House, one of the country's greatest treasures. So the whole room, the whole banqueting house was designed to give an impression of monarchy. The best place to view these is to come into the centre and have a look at the great central canvas. Occasionally I like to get down, lie on the floor and have a look at them properly, because then you get a real sense of them and right at the centre is a painting that we call the Apotheosis of James I. So Charles I, the king who was famously executed here at the Banqueting House, commissioned these paintings from Rubens. And they depict scenes of the life of his father, King James I and at the centre is his apotheosis, that is to say, his death, where the gods, the old pagan gods, carry the king up to join them in heaven. So we see James looking a bit fearful. 

We have lots of naked cherubs and other deities all carrying him to his fate. When we look up at these wonderful canvases and this great ceiling, nobody really thinks about what's going on above it, which is a wonderful roof space and that's primarily why we're here today. Although these canvases are absolutely wonderful, I'm very interested in the roof that lies above. So we're going to go outside, upstairs through some narrow openings, and we're going to get into that roof and have a good look at it. 

[The quality of the sound in the background as Lee enters the roof, and his voice becomes less echoed. ]

Well, to get onto the roof of the Banqueting House, we have to climb up a very narrow staircase, duck through several doors, clamber over parapets and various bits of ironwork that support one of the great weathervanes on the top of the building, and then clamber along the parapet and through another little hatch to get into the roof itself. But what we are rewarded with when we do that is a fantastic view down Whitehall. So we can see the newly cleaned up Elizabeth Clock Tower with Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament and back towards Trafalgar Square. So we get this absolutely wonderful, wonderful view and today is a very sunny day, so it's just glorious to be up here at the top of the building. 

Now, once we come inside the roof, what we're faced with is a forest of timber and this is what really interests me, and why I like roofs is because in historic buildings, very often, if you want to understand the building, you go into the roof, because often the roof is the least changed part of the building. It's the least modified and so you really see the bare bones of the structure that doesn't have any of the plaster or the wallpaper or any of those effects on it and we see just wonderful timber. [Bells in the distance.] I think what we can hear is the bell of Horse Guards. Oh, and there goes Big Ben in the distance as well –so we're getting all the effects today! 

So what we see here in the roof is a beautiful array of what we would call trusses, which are the large triangulated frames that hold the roof up and these need to be very strong. They need to be mathematically designed to hold the weight of the slate roof that's on top of this, which is very heavy indeed and also to support the ceiling below, which is also extensive and very wide spanned and so it is heavy –so you have this wonderful engineered system here to hold the roof and to tie the building together. 

Now earlier, I said that one of the first things I ever did was to come into this roof space to see whether anything of Inigo Jones's roof structure survived. But we know now that nothing has survived and in fact, Sir John Soane replaced this roof completely when he refurbished the building in 1828 to 1830. What he did was he replaced it with a really wonderful, innovative roof structure of his own –very, very unusual.

The first thing you notice when you come into the roof is the smell. And it has a really sweet, what I would call a sweet dry smell. It doesn't smell particularly of anything, and that's a good sign because it means there's no damp, there's no rot, it doesn't have a musty smell of rotting wood, and that means that the roof is in good condition and it's well maintained. It's floored throughout, so we're not clambering over pieces of timber, minding that we don't go through the floor because of course, we don't want to do that. 

There's a Rubens ceiling, which is absolutely priceless below us! But we have a series of floorboards and they do creak occasionally; you can hear that. [Floorboard Creaks]. What makes floorboards creak? People think it's the wood rubbing against other pieces of wood, but actually it's the nails that hold the wood down. They are what's causing the creaking sound. It's just something we have to put up with. 

Now, how do you replace a roof? We know that Sir John Soane did a big survey of the Banqueting House in 1828, after a piece of masonry fell from the building and narrowly missed somebody in the street below. So everybody panicked and they did a big survey, and he said the roof is absolutely beyond saving. It has to be replaced but how did he go about that with a Rubens ceiling below him? And we know because we have lots of documents, that he actually propped that ceiling up with scaffolding and took the roof off and put his new roof on, probably hoisting the great triangulated trusses into place.
It was all done very carefully, but in 1830, of course, they didn't have the benefit of very large cranes and the sorts of things that we have today. So it was sheer, sheer willpower and manpower that got these roof trusses up here, I think. Now, I've been studying this roof for a long time, and although you can't see this roof, what I'm looking at are immense pieces of timber, a mixture of oak and pine and softwood, which make up the structural members or the timbers of this roof. The great trusses –there are about five or six of these trusses, and they are stopped from racking or falling over by longitudinal pieces, so horizontal pieces in the pitch of the roof, which we call purlins.

 So everything is stiffened up, if you like, and what Soane also did was he used iron as well. So he used a mixture of timber and iron and what that does is it anticipates the industrial roof, that sort of roof that we would get in a railway station, for example, ten or twenty years later, where they had engineered these immense spans of roof, almost all in iron. In 1830, Soane is on the cusp of that, so he's using metal and timber in combination to make the strongest possible roof. Quite a lot of these timbers are huge, they're eight inches or  one square foot. So they're really immense timbers and they're made of a variety of oak, mostly for the vertical members and softwood for the rest. We don't grow softwood in this country, or we don't grow very good softwood. So much of this timber has to be imported. 

For me, what's interesting are other things that we see on the roof timbers. If we look up, we look in many places, we can see heavily scribed marks in the timber, which have been made with a special tool called a race knife, which is a kind of gouge and what they tell is their own story. We call those shipping marks, and they tell the story of the timber and its journey from the forests where it was cut down, to England and it's like a form of hieroglyphics, really, which I've been studying for many years. And one of the marks that I've identified is a port mark.

 So when the ship with or when the rafts with timber came into the ports, they would mark the port mark on the timber and the port mark that we have most commonly in the Banqueting House roof, is that for Gdańsk in Poland. So that tells us that quite a lot of the pine in this roof comes or came through modern day Gdańsk, which in the 19th century was called Danzig and was part of Prussia and that tells us also that this timber began life not in Gdańsk, but actually deep in the forests in what is today southern Poland and modern Belarus, where it was cut down and would take a year or two years to float on rafts down the rivers very slowly, with people living on the rafts guiding these immense rafts of logs to the ports where they would be loaded onto ships and sent around Europe. 

So for me, what I love about this roof and its timbers is that it's not just a piece of inanimate wood, but rather the timber tells a story. It tells me the story of how the raw materials for this building came from somewhere far away, very remote and the process and all the people who are involved in that process, bringing that timber down the river to the port, shipping it across the Baltic Sea, bringing it to London and then utilising it, as well as the people who cut the wood, who engineered the wood, who made sure that these great trusses were designed and built and hoisted into place. 

So there's a whole process that goes from that early day to the end product, which is this wonderful roof. What most people would think of if they were to see this roof was that it's done a great job over the last 200 years of protecting the building and also protecting the great Rubens ceiling below. It keeps everything dry and watertight, but for me, there's another story here, and it's that wonderful process of the original trees growing in a forest somewhere deep in remote Poland or Belarus and then being chopped down, floated on rafts down the river, taking years sometimes to do this, getting to the ports, being purchased, shipped over the Baltic Sea in great ships to London, and then being selected in London for use in this great building, being brought to site, being hewn and sawn and framed, and made to fit these wonderful designs, and then finally hoisted into place. 

There's a whole story there, and I think that most people, when they look at a roof would never appreciate that behind something so mundane as a roof space, there's this entire back story. Here's another fascinating fact. Quite a lot of this roof is, of course, made of pine, of softwood, which isn't as durable as oak. But when we look occasionally, we can see little tiny beads appearing on the surface and that's the resin that originally impregnated the tree. And even though these beams are two hundred years old every now and again, they still ooze little bits of resin and I can see one just above me, and I'm going to pick at it and crush it in my fingers and if you do that, you can still smell the wonderful pine fragrance. It's a really wonderful smell. But what it's doing, in fact, is the resin is impregnating the timber and it's preserving it. So these timbers will be good for another thousand years. 

So we have these immense trusses, these great sort of triangular pieces of construction. How were they made and where were they made? Well, we know that they were probably framed flat on their side, on the ground in what was called a framing yard somewhere possibly nearby or at Scotland Yard, which is where most of the timber came in for the government in the 18th century and that's only a stone's throw from here. So they had a sawing yard there, and they also probably made these trusses, measured them out, cut them, framed them up, then took them to pieces and brought them back to site, framed them up again, and hoisted them into place. 

Now, how did they know not to get the pieces mixed up? Well, one of the ways they would do that is to mark the timber with what we call assembly marks and I'm standing next to one at the I think I'm at the eastern end, and I can see at the base of one of the struts or one of the, the diagonal timbers, a number two in Roman numerals and that accords with the number that we see on the main king post or the main vertical timber, so that when they were putting the truss back together, they knew that number two went with number two, and they wouldn't make any mistakes. 

When they had that framed up, then they would hoist it into place and gingerly put it down in its final position. What we also have up here is a very strange arrangement of what we would call ‘tusk tenons’ and those are pieces of timber that seem to poke up out of the floor, which have little locking pieces through them and those are put there, because when we look at the Rubens ceiling from below, what looks like very, very solid pieces of timber framing, the paintings are in fact hollow coffers, we call them down stands, some people call them as well and to keep those in place, they nailed vertical timbers to them, which they brought up here into the roof space and they push these wedges or tusk tenons through the timbers and when the coffering looked like it was getting a bit loose, they would go round and they would tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, all of these little tusk tenons and that would help to tighten everything up and put it back into its, its proper place. 

When most people think of the Banqueting House in Whitehall, they think of two things; one is the great Rubens ceiling, which I've mentioned a bit about, the other is, of course, the execution of King Charles I, which most famously took place here on a very cold January day in 1649 and I'm often asked, which was the window he came through to be executed on his scaffold? And the truth of the matter is, we don't really know. We don't know if it was one of the front windows, or perhaps it was a window at the side of the building because the accounts conflict. 

But I don't want to talk too much about Charles I today, you can read that in the history books. What you can't read in the history books is anything about this wonderful roof, which I hope I've been able to bring to you in some measure today and to tell you why I feel that it's so important and so special to me. Above all, what it is, is a wonderful refuge. The public aren't allowed up here and in fact, many people who work for Historic Royal Palaces aren't allowed up here either. It's a very private, off limits space, and I'm very privileged to be able to draw the key and unlock the door and come in and get away from it all and just really enjoy this wonderful space, which, for me, is as good as the room downstairs. The Banqueting House is closed at the moment, but you do have an opportunity to come and visit on two Sundays in September: Sunday the 10th and 17th. For details, we've popped a note in our show notes.
 Well, thank you for coming along with me today and letting me show you one of my other special places. And even though it's off limits to most people, I hope that I've been able to bring some flavour of it to you. 

[Gentle theme music plays.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.hbv99coina3d]Polly Putnam [00:21:54] 
Thank you very much for listening to this episode. I'm Polly Putnam, and next time you can join me at Kew Palace, where we'll be learning a little bit about the Queen's Drawing Room. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.gd9ghsw46a04]
[bookmark: _heading=h.v5pbu2awr8rc]Lucy Worsley [00:22:04] 
Thank you for listening to this mini-series. I really hope you've enjoyed it. If you have, please tell us, rate and review our podcast so we know we're doing it right. Thank you so much for supporting us, loyal listeners. We really appreciate you. 








