

Historic Royal Palaces Podcast
A Space I Love – The Wolsey Closet with Charles Farris 

Show Notes
This week is the third part of our mini-series on spaces we love. We’ll be joining curator Charles Farris who has chosen to take us on a gentle stroll into a small but rather special Tudor space, hidden away in the depths of Hampton Court Palace. Charles will help us imagine how this space may have witnessed some of the biggest moments in Henry VIII’s reign. 

To see the Wolsey Closet up close and find out more go to https://artsandculture.google.com/story/5AUxVfi6Al_lcg

Transcript
[The theme music builds in the background as Lucy speaks from the studio. It is upbeat and gentle].

[bookmark: _heading=h.67ycxfd5shxz]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. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.h2gz1999eivs]Charles Farris [00:00:33] 
[A pre-recorded audio track of Tudor palace atmosphere plays in the courtyard where Charles is standing. Carts, horses, footsteps, and muffled voices can be heard.]
So we are at Hampton Court Palace, it is a lovely day, there is the sun just peeping through the clouds, there are blue skies roughly all around, so yeah a rather lovely day to be here at Hampton Court Palace. We are in Base Court, whereas I'm going to start our journey today. This is of course one of the first great ranges of buildings built by Cardinal Wolsey for his Great Brick Palace in about 1515.
What would have been here in the past? Well there would have been possibly some of Wolsey's accommodation. There would have be accommodation for visitors, ambassadors, people like that and- also the wardrobe had offices here in Base Court as well! So a busy hub of space and you can probably hear some of our interpretation, sound effects in the background, some horses coming in and perhaps if we were here 500 odd years ago we would see a hunting party, returning from the hunt, of noble lords and ladies, possibly the King coming back from a day's hunting. But yes it would have been a busy space and a dramatic space as well.
So on with the show as they say. My name is Charles and I am a Curator here at Historic Royal Palaces. I'm usually actually based at the Tower of London, but it's wonderful to be here at Hampton Court Palace, where I actually began my career with Historic Royal Palaces and I'm going to be showing you today, one of my favourite rooms or spaces in all the palaces that we care for and it's a little room. It's a, you might- [a bell chimes] oh, that's the bell going! Because it's quarte past the hour, and yes it's a small room but a rather wonderful one and it's one that's easily missed I think by visitors, so that's what I want to talk about today. A room that is rather special to me for lots of different reasons but also one that I think is well worth a visit so I would want all our visitors to come and have a look when they visit.
[The interpretation background noise fades away. Footsteps on the flagstones. Charles’ voice echoes as he walks under a stone arch.]
So we're now going from Base Court under the Anne Boleyn Gateway into Clock Court and again it looks like a Tudor palace, no mistaking that. But if you look right there's a bit of a surprise really, there's this amazing sort of Baroque colonnade and this is a sort of trailer of what's about to happen, because of course Hampton Court Palace was rebuilt to an extent by Christopher Wren in the late 17th century for William and Mary. So there's a little sort of Baroque taster on your right before you go into these Baroque apartments.
But as we carry on now forwards into through Clock Court in front of us we can see a Tudor range of apartments built by Wolsey for Henry VIII. There would have been a suite of apartments on the ground floor for Princess Mary. On the first floor Henry VIII had his apartments and we're just passing underneath now so you might hear a slight change - [his voice begins to echo] and a bit of an echo and then on the first floor would have been the Queen's apartments, obviously that would have been Catherine of Aragon’s to begin with and then subsequent Queen's later.
So we're going up the Queen’s stairs and we're going through now towards what we call the Cumberland Art Gallery and this is where we're gonna find the space that I'm particularly interested to show you. 
[Jingling of keys.] Right, so I'm having to unlock this space because I don't know if I mentioned this earlier, but we're actually closed today. So very lucky to have this to myself. [The door is unlocked and creaks open.]
So we're now here coming into the Cumberland Art Gallery, but before we go into there, there's a little room on the left which you can almost miss as you walk through, but I would advise you not to. You go left and into it, you're suddenly entered into this amazing Renaissance space and, you know, it's really hard to describe exactly how it makes me feel really. It's a bit like, I mean, it smells really old, which is you know, [chuckles] a strange thing to say for someone who works in palaces, but it does, it has an old sort of like almost archive-y sort of smell and it's the same sort of feeling it gives me when I go into an archive, because there's a lot going on. There's lots of things I don't quite understand. [Chuckles.] But also, I desperately want to know more about it.
So I think how this room makes me feel it's a combination of excitement and awe and wonder and intrigue. It's quite a small space actually. I think it's about 14 feet long by about 12 foot wide, so not quite square, but you know, a quite small, intimate space. Got a big window on the left as you come in. It's got a fireplace ahead. That's like an original Tudor fireplace.
But it's the sort of decoration that's really intriguing. I should also say there's this tiny little room in the corner, [creaking footsteps. His voice becomes tinny as he walks into the small room], which is absolutely tiny, you know, a couple of feet by a couple a feet, it's the sort of thickness of the wall, and maybe it was a closet, there's a great big door hinge there, so presumably it was a strong room, could possibly have been a toilet or a wardrobe at one point – but can't be sure exactly! But again, that's part of the wonder of this amazing space, not quite sure how it hangs together and what it was for. And that's sort of where this story is going. It's an amazing space, but it's one full of mystery. We don't know exactly how it was used or what it was used for.
It is called the Wolsey Closet because of this association with Wolsey and we refer to it as a closet probably partly because of its size. Now closets are historically important little spaces but quite private spaces in palaces where often books or treasures are kept and they're sort of like spaces for quiet reflection in a large palace, or indulging one's hobbies or maybe having very private little conversations. [Creaking floorboards] and these closets, they often have a number of aspects they're often quite small they have a fireplace to keep it warm and well lit and also a very large window to help you observe the things that you want to look at while you're in there and this room seemingly has all of those which is probably why it's got that name ‘The Wolsey Closet.’
However it was once much larger, we think, and as you look at the decoration, you can see it's very rich, very elaborate, but it's not, doesn’t it all quite fit together in a way that you might expect and the room was probably double or perhaps four times the size originally. Original sort of plans of the building show that it had a little staircase in the, in the corner, and which isn't there anymore, sadly.
But one suggestion is that this was a little private intimate space where Wolsey could visit from his range of apartments on the south of the palace and come and visit Henry VIII for sort of private conversations and perhaps talk about the day's business and what else might have gone on that day –and you can imagine if that is the case, if this really was a sort of a private space for Wolsey and Henry VII to conspire and talk about all the things happening, They may well have planned some of those great events from the 1520s. Things like the Field of Cloth of Gold, the great festival in France, the tournament in France in 1520, maybe the divorce that Wolsey just wasn't quite able to deliver and also Henry's European ambitions, all sorts of wonderful things that might have been discussed in this little space.
But I suppose I should describe it for you because it really is amazing. It's a sort of, as I said, an explosion of Renaissance design. It has this rather beautiful linen fold panelling on the wall or drapery fold panelling. Actually, that is 16th century panelling, I'm led to believe, but it's not actually in situ. It was added later and some say that we don't know where it came from. Some say it actually came from a house in Hampton just up the road, but it wasn't added until the 19th century, but very much in keeping with a very high status room, which is probably why they put it in because what was here in the 19th century is probably a bit plainer.
Above that, so we're above head height. I'm not very tall, but you know, I can sort of just about reach to the top of the panelling and above that, we have this amazing series of panel paintings. Again, 16th century panel paintings, original, but probably not in their original space. What can we see? Well, we've got a Passion scene. So the Passion of the Christ on the left, so the first thing you see as you come in is the ‘Last Supper’. Then you move around, you've got the ‘Flagellation of Christ’. Then you move around, you've the ‘Bearing of the Cross by Christ’. There isn't a crucifixion scene, but it probably came from another space, so perhaps there was one at some point and then we've got the ‘Resurrection of Christ’ on the wall above the door and then there seems to be something a bit strange happening.
 You'll notice that the painting sort of seems to stop abruptly and then there seems to be another scene sort of spliced into it and that's because the whole painting scene other than the last supper scene actually was painted over an earlier late 15th or early 16th century painting and so actually what we've got is at least two possibly more different periods of painting. Believe it or not, this painting underneath wasn't uncovered until I think the 1960s. It was definitely the 20th century. So remarkably late – really quite terrifyingly, really!
But they did some X-ray, discovered there was a painting underneath and decided to reveal some of it. Probably, well, not something we would do today, but quite fascinating anyway. So you've got several schemes of painting and actually, if you look back into Tudor accounts, you do get these references to painters being paid for. Painting on top of old paintings or old boards for new painting schemes. Palaces were always in sort of flux. They were always changing schemes, moving decorations around, changing the purpose of rooms, and therefore not unusual. But an amazing selection of paintings dating from the 16th century and possibly a little bit earlier in places and they're quite beautiful as well. 
There's a nice sleeping soldier below the resurrection outside the tomb and he's got this very elaborate what we call ‘grotesque work’ or ‘antique work armour’ which really places it in this sort of like high status renaissance space because this is the sort of style that was really popular in the 16th century in the late 15th century, and it's sort of a like a little taster of what's above.
You look up to the ceiling and that really is, I mean that's my favourite part of the whole space to be honest. It's an amazing explosion of design. We have, at the lower border, we have Wolsey's motto in Latin. It's been chopped and changed a little bit. It says ‘Dominus mihi aujutor’, which means ‘the Lord is my judge’ or ‘the Lord my helper’. But, you know, a little hint that maybe this was a Wolsey space originally, or part of Wolsey's design scheme here at Hampton Court. Then above it we’ve got these sort of like panels and they are in what we call ‘antique work’. We've got Tudor roses intermingled with amazing antique work, the word ‘antique work’ or ‘grotesque work’ actually comes, they're ancient designs, they were discovered in the 15th century on Roman buildings that were sort of uncovered in the grottos underneath various places and they were covered in this amazing design which is where we get the word grotesque from and these grotesques patterns there's foliage there's horns there's flowers there's sort of mythological creatures the border are along the top of the wall you can see mermaids and strange creatures looks somewhere between a sort of shrimp and a seahorse. But yes, this amazing very fashionable antique pattern that was very popular at the time. The whole thing – I should have said, is predominantly gold and that's real gold as well. This is gilded with pure gold, gold leaf, and the backing colour is this amazing sort of azurite blue intermingled with these bosses in the middle which have either Tudor roses or flowers or there are these sort of sunbursts with the Prince of Wales feathers which has led some people to date this as a post Edward VI space, but actually we know that they were added later and the construction of this ceiling is actually really fascinating, it's something that we're learning a lot more about at the moment.
They're in sort of octagonal panels with squares in the middle, surrounded by these, how many sides is that, eight-sided lozenges, sort of squished lozenges shapes and they were put in in sections like that and nailed to the boards underneath, or on top should I say? and they're made –this used to be called, or we used to think these were called leather mache work. We thought that they were made from boiled up leather. However, recent analysis has shown that these are actually made from a sort of composite mould material made of sawdust predominantly with some brick dust and then kept together with a sort of protein glue (possibly an animal glue – maybe from boiling leather which is maybe where the word leather work came from but the majority saw dust) so this is actually a way of creating very high status decoration for a relatively cheaper amount of money really it is a way of mass production so it looks like it's gilt carved wood. But it's not, it's actually pressed into moulds, the carvings were made in the relief and then this ‘mache’ material, called ‘paste-work’ actually in the original accounts often, was pushed into it which would then set and it's much lighter than wood as well so it can be nailed to the ceiling quite happily and then painted afterwards. Actually we've got some of these panelling's from elsewhere in the palace, in our stores and when we've done analysis on those, not only we've learned the composition of it, made predominantly from wood, and you can imagine when they were building this palace, there would have been loads of sawdust, there would've been loads a brick dust.
So, I like to think that all the craftsmen had their own recipe for making the really good paste work. But you can just imagine they were just putting into what there was an awful lot of and then they came up with this amazing technology for reproducing this beautiful high status design and actually the ones that we've got in the store, from the back, as you turn them over, you can see that there are actual fingerprints where this material was pushed into the moulds, which is a really wonderful way of sort of like getting close to these craftsmen that built these amazing spaces.
So what do I really, you know, what's my favourite part of this room and I think it's imagining what it might have looked like. In the past which I've already said that this is the most incredible space anyway. It gives you such an amazing sort of glimpse into what a high status Tudor space might have looked like in the pass with the wonderful panelling and the paintings and the ceiling with this beautiful decoration. But then there's also what's missing. You know there would have been a fire roaring, and in fact there was this beautiful fireplace here. There's actually a nice iron fire back at the bottom. It's got Tudor arms on it I think possibly later, but you know an amazing Tudors fireplace here. I'm having a little glimpse up the fireplace. 
It looks very dark and slightly scary, but all part of the atmosphere! and you know there would have been a fire raging there would have been warmth and there would've been furnishings. There would've probably been a beautiful carpet and a wonderful imported carpet on the floor. There would probably been hangings as well and maybe tapestries and there would have been beautiful cushions and furniture and maybe a cloth of estate and all these wonderful things that this room probably would have had and we get a little glimpse you know just starting to imagine those extra layers on top.
Then the people as well! Henry VIII's little private space he might have met with Wolsey they might have talked about some of the most important moments in his reign in this very space so it's amazing about that as well but I just look at this space which, it's just remarkable. When you read through these accounts and you start trying to add these layers of texture and furnishings in your mind it really is quite a wonderful experience to do that and to try and recreate these spaces.
So thank you for joining me today for this wander through the palace and sharing in my little meander through these amazing spaces. It's been a real privilege actually, it reminds me how much I love these spaces and – I mean I've had it to myself as well. The palace is actually closed today and that's an incredible thing to have these amazing spaces all to yourself and to enjoy them and to look at them. But I hope that you'll visit as well and find them as miraculous and wonderful as I have.
Like so many of my colleagues I spend a lot of time at my desk. Answering emails and checking calendars and arranging meetings and doing bits of research, squirrelled away in my office or maybe in the library, which is probably not something you associate with curator's work a lot of the time. I think it's important to venture out into the palace as well every now and then, and to explore the space afresh and to think about why it is you love a space and why it's that you're so passionate about the history.
I hope that's come through a little bit and I hope it might've inspired some of you to come and have a look at these spaces as well and if you do come to Hampton Court and you're heading for the Cumberland Gallery to enjoy the wonderful works of art there, I hope that you will take a left and take a few moments to just breathe in this space, which I find so tantalising and intriguing and wonderful in many ways and I hope you will!
[The theme music builds. It is gentle and upbeat. Claudia speaks from the studio.]
[bookmark: _heading=h.xabo6x89f1q6]Claudia Alcot Williams [00:20:17] 
Thank you for listening to this episode of A Space I Love. I'm Claudia Acolt Williams and in our next episode, I'll be taking you into the heart of Kensington Palace to a dining room that just so happens to be where Queen Victoria was born. Don't miss the next episode with me to find out why. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.6px15n95vjcd]Lucy Worsley [00:20:36] 
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. 


[End of Episode] 
