








Historic Royal Palaces Podcast

A Space I Love – Series 2:
The Tower of London’s Chapel Royal with Alfred Hawkins


Show Notes
This week is the third part of our mini-series on spaces we love. We’ll be joining Assistant Curator Alfred Hawkins who has chosen to take us into the Chapel of St Peter Ad Vincula at the Tower of London.

As the burial place of Anne Boleyn, the Chapel Royal holds a special place to many history fans, but there is so much more to this community place of worship. Alfred reveals that the myths of history can be just as important as the truth.

Find out more on the Chapel of St Peter Ad Vincula.

Watch our mini documentary on the Downfall of Anne Boleyn.

Transcript
[bookmark: _heading=h.ko4eihgoqvy0]Lucy Worsley [00:00:08] 
[The podcast opening theme begins. It is light and steady. Lucy’s voice comes in on top. She speaks clearly, from the studio, with a measured pace and an excited tone.]

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.z4td1x6kalit]Alfred Hawkins [00:00:29] 
[The background sound and recording quality changes as Alfred speaks from outside the Beauchamp Tower. The sounds of cars can be heard, as well as church bells and the occasional raven. Alfred speaks with a Southern English accent. The theme music finishes and fades out as Alfred begins to speak.]

So, we are stood on the walkway towards The Beauchamp Tower in the inner ward of the Tower of London. And it is absolutely freezing [a bang from construction work] and slightly overcast, but it looks as though the clouds are going away, so it might actually be a nice day. And we're going to walk into my favourite place in the whole world, which is the Chapel Royal of St Peter ad Vincula, which is the Tower's parish church. So, I am Alfred Hawkins, and I am Assistant Curator of the Tower of London and the Banqueting House, Whitehall. So, it's my job to look after the historic buildings and archaeology of the site and advise on protection and sharing the stories of both of those wonderful places. 

So, it is about half eight in the morning, so the Tower is not open to the public. So, at this time of day, we usually just scurry around trying to get everything done, so that it's nice for our visitors when they arrive. So, you might hear ravens, but you might also hear builders and cars and leaf blowers and everything else. So, it's never quite quiet at the Tower because we're in the middle of the city and it is a working place, and a home for about 140 people, but it's as quiet as it ever gets. 

So, the place we're about to go into is special not only because it's the burial place of Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, but it's also the parish church of the Tower of London, and there's been a church in this location since before the White Tower existed, so its heritage spans about a thousand years. And it's an incredibly special place, so we'll head inside now, I think. 

[Alfred's footsteps can be heard as he walks toward the chapel.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.2gcyrsjt75kq]Alfred Hawkins [00:02:16] 
So, we're just outside the western entrance to the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula, so we have to go down a set of steps and then open the door in order to get in. 

[The sound of more footsteps and a large, heavy door opening is heard, after which the background sound becomes quieter. Alfred’s voice echoes in the high-ceilinged church. He speaks with quiet awe within the space.] 

We've just entered the Chapel Royal of St Peter ad Vincula, and as soon as you walk in, you are in the nave of the chapel, which leads to the sanctuary, and above your head is a beautiful Tudor chestnut roof, and it's also incredibly warm, which is quite a relief today! But with the lights on and before the Tower is open, it is just this kind of wonderfully peaceful and bright space, and particularly now at Christmas, because we have the Christmas tree in the corner. It is the most special place within the Tower of London and is definitely my favourite building. So, on your left as you walk in are a load of masonry arches, which are primary to the construction of this building. 

So, I should probably mention when this building was built, actually! [Laughs] So, the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula was built by Richard Cholmondeley between 1519 and 1520, but it is the fourth Chapel of St Peter to exist. So, the first one we think originated as a house church in the ninth century. So, before the White Tower existed, this was a place of worship, and subsequent kings, Henry I, Henry III, Edward I, all built or altered chapels in this location before it was burnt down. 

Edward I's chapel was burnt down in 1512, which left the Tower without a place of worship, and you have to remember that the Tower is a little village within London. It is the home of the Board of Ordnance, is the home of the Royal Mint, of the Yeoman Wardens, the Tower offices. So, it, at that point in time, required a place of worship, because religion was so key to everybody's lives –so, not having a chapel was a real issue. 

So, it didn't take very long for this building to be constructed and, uniquely for the Tower, which is one of the things that makes this place so special, is this has always been a chapel since 1519. It has never been used for any other purpose. All of the other buildings at the Tower have been storehouses, royal palaces, foundries, prisons, execution sites. The story of the Tower is the story of change and the story of, [speaking diplomatically] ‘we need this, so we're going to build a new one’, or ‘we're going to demolish this, to build a storehouse, because we need to fit more canons in it’. Whereas the chapel is the chapel and always has been and hopefully always will be. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.2zq151pdbxfd]Alfred Hawkins [00:05:14] 
[Alfred’s voice becomes stronger and less echoing as he enters the sanctuary. His approaching footsteps can be faintly heard.]  

[Solemnly] So now I'm just walking down the nave towards the sanctuary, which is where the memorial pavement is located, which memorialises the burials of Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard’s, Jane Grey, and other notable interments in the chapel, and to the left is an aisle, which is another walkway, to the North of the main nave. 

And all of the walls in here are painted white in the same fashion that you would usually expect in your kind of average parish church that you're walking around. But one of the interesting things about the chapel is, it looks quite unassuming in terms of the walls and the decoration, but it is also filled with absolutely spectacular monuments, and I've already mentioned the Tudor roof, which is an exceptional survival. 

So, it is very obviously an intricate and expensive, and high-status church, but it has the feel of a very intimate parish church. And even… even when it's bustling, you can kind of get lost within that sense of kind of contemplation. I can't quite put my finger on why I'm obsessed with this place! [Laughs] 

I just think a myth of the Chapel of St Peter ad Vincula is that it is a depository for the ‘traitorous,’ and that it's only people who were brutally executed, either on Tower Hill or within the walls of the Tower who are buried here but that is the punctuation in a much more interesting, I think, story of the ordinary men and women who lived and worked and died at the Tower and would have baptised their children in here and still do baptise their children in here, have marriages in here and still have marriages in here and were buried in here (although we don't do that latter bit anymore). It is absolutely a reflection of community within the Tower, which is something that people don't really ascribe to the fortress. They think of it as this place of terror and torture, and [mocking command] ‘you'll be brought in through Traitor's Gate and locked in the Bloody Tower, and they'll throw away the key, and then they'll miraculously find the key and then cut your head off!’ This is the much more touchy-feely aspect of the fortress that the myths don't do justice to. 

The myths of the Tower are important, and we have a saying that ‘we never let the truth get in the way of a good story.’ Because obviously, we are an independent charity, and we rely on visitors to come in. So, any way that people engage with history, I think, is a good thing. But particularly at the Tower, the myths and legends (although most of them started in the Victorian period, in the Tudor period), they get people excited about this place, and I don't think that's a bad thing. And you won't very often catch members of the curatorial department saying, ‘we can't say that because that's not entirely true.’ It's: ‘well that is a myth of the Tower, and it's a valuable aspect of its position within our national memory that makes this fortress so kind of unique’. It's ‘how can we use the engagement with that myth in order to build on it?’ And people come here because of Anne Boleyn, because of Catherine Howard, but it doesn't really matter why you come to the Tower. I think it matters how we take you on a journey in order to discover more about these places. And, at the chapel, I think that story is particularly moving because of all of the aspects I've just described, because it is this kind of wonderful example of the Tower as a community, not as torture and chaos. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.mit1hj1fysgd]Alfred Hawkins [00:09:21] 
[Alfred’s voice begins to echo once more as he moves back into the nave of the chapel.] 

So, I'm just going to move now from the end of the nave towards the sanctuary, which is where the royal pavement is located. So, at the moment I'm, I'm looking over the memorial pavement, which commemorates royal interments within the chapel and obviously the most famous of those are, Queen Anne Boleyn and Queen Catherine Howard, who were the wives of Henry VIII and were executed within the Tower for largely convoluted accusations of treason and various other quite obviously untrue things such as incest. [He sighs] But one of the things I think would be useful to talk about is the myths of burial places. 

So, one of the big reasons people come here is because of Anne Boleyn and the myth that she is located underneath her section of the Royal pavement. So again, this is fantastic from a point of view of engagement because when people arrive at the chapel, they'll immediately say, [impersonates excitedly] ‘Oh, where is Anne Boleyn?’ The Yeoman Warder will very helpfully point them down to the memorial pavement, and this is a useful way of kind of focusing people's remembrance, but also focusing their engagement with history and other things like that. 

The problem with it from a truthful aspect –and remember, ‘we don't let the truth get in the way of a good story!’ - is that we don't actually know where Queen Anne, or indeed, where anyone in the chapel is buried. So, as I mentioned, the chapel is the parish chapel for the Tower community, and there have been thousands of burials. We have registers from 1550 that prove there have been thousands of burials, both within the chapel and within the burial ground of the chapel, which stretches from the chapel all across Tower Green, towards the now King's House, and across the parade grounds to the North of the White Tower. 

But in the late 19th century, the quantity of interments –and think about the period of time we're talking about, so this building was built in 1519, and by 1870, there had been so many interments in this building that the floor had actually begun to move! So, it was not… it was not deemed to be stable enough to be used properly, and the then chaplain complained to the Office of Works (which was the body in charge of looking after buildings owned by the government and by the monarchy) in order to get it fixed, essentially. 

And the solution to that was to largely excavate the entire inside of the chapel and relay the floor, so the floor level that you currently walk across when you're walking in the chapel is not the floor level that the Tudors would have walked across, unfortunately. That work exhumed, certainly over a thousand individual burials. 

But they did try not to dig within the chancel, because when you're talking about burials in churches, it's often next to the altar that the most significant people are buried, because you are closer to Christ, and it is the holiest place. So, it's usually quite easy, in order to kind of delegate status by position of burial. So, during those works, they tried not to intrude within the chancel because they knew there were burials of royal people here, and they didn't want to disturb them. However, it was found that there was one of the more structurally unstable bits [he laughs] and so had to be excavated. So that work occurred in, I think, November in 1876 and the bones discovered there, of those bones, only one set were female and the doctor who was accompanying the excavations, Doctor Mouat, I think his name was, [he does an excited impression] at once pronounced these bones to be those of Anne Boleyn because of the delicate frame of her jaw, and because of the size of her vertebrae, which bore witness to the queen's little neck. And you have to remember again the myths of the Tower, it's that Anne Boleyn was worried that the executioner would miss her neck because it was little. 

So, in terms of modern archaeological, well, osteoarchaeological assessment, that is not [laughs] the kind of assessment that we look for, and obviously, I giggle, but the Victorians didn't have access to carbon dating or DNA testing. The mysteries of the helix were still yet to be unravelled, as it were. So a lot of the analysis they did was exceptional for the time in which it was done, but unfortunately, the time in which it was done still was based largely on phrenology and the measurements of bones and ‘you can tell how intelligent someone is from the skull’ and all of these kind of weird, weird things that we know are complete fallacies now. 

So, when looking back on it, if we were to conduct that excavation today, which we absolutely wouldn't, because you only intrude into a burial ground when there is no other way of doing the work that you want to do and when something in the surrounding area is unstable, you would look at the stratigraphy of the ground, which is the layers of soil which tell you roughly where you are in the past, the associated finds that are with that burial. So, if you find pottery or jewellery or anything like that, you can date that and give yourself more of a, more of an idea of what's going on. [Audio cracks briefly] The actual bones themselves, we would, [audio crackle] if in a similar vein to Richard III, if we thought they were of Anne Boleyn, we would probably do some sort of radiocarbon dating, isotope testing, DNA testing – any kind of analysis we could do in order to be certain, of course, which didn't exist in the 19th century, and we would actually look at the physicality of the bones themselves. So, apologies to squeamish viewers, but when a sword passes through your neck, you tend to get quite colossal damage occurring to the vertebrae, which means that when you are then excavated, it's fairly easy to tell: ‘this person died from this catastrophic injury’. 

So those are all the kinds of things that modern archaeologists would look for, and they would even, even at the end of that, there would still be doubts, because all of those means of analysis weren't possible. It means that we genuinely have no idea where she's buried, but the bones that are under the memorial pavement where Anne Boleyn's crest is, could very well be Anne, because they are in the most high-status part of the chapel, they are female bones. Those are two fairly good ticks in that direction, but we are continuously learning new things about all of the sites through new analysis, which either proves or disproves various myths across the site. 

And, unfortunately, it takes quite a few years for our work to be filtered down, whether they’re outputs through academic publications, which take years to write, or through interpretation, which may not take years to write, but takes years to get the funding to put in [sighs with amusement]. And so, trying to find ways to share all of these kinds of new developments and just deepen the understanding of the nuances around the myths, I think, is a valuable thing, and it's good to be able to do things like this podcast where I can just wander around and natter at will! [Laughs.]

[bookmark: _heading=h.s35zpgpvjees]Alfred Hawkins [00:17:55] 
[The audio quality changes as Alfred prepares to exit the chapel. Once again, his voice echoes throughout the space.]

For me, I don't, I don't think this space could ever be beaten by anywhere else, [excitedly] because it is, it is this fantastic representation of myth and legend and torture, death, punishment, but also love and reflection and peace and calm. It is… it is the story of community and the story of treason and everything in between. It is the representation of everything that the Tower’s myths mean, but also a lot of what the community and the quote-unquote ‘truth’ of the Tower is. 

So, for me, this is definitely one of the most important spaces in the world, and I would definitely recommend you visit. [Happily] But it's quite nice to do, to do something like this and to be able to just kind of, take stock and drag all of you with me to talk about my favourite place is quite a nice break from reality. 

[Alfred leaves the church; the sound of the heavy door unlocking is heard, and the sounds of cars in the distance return. The theme music builds. It is upbeat and gentle.] 

So, thank you for joining me as I natter about this wonderful place. But unfortunately, the Tower is about to open, and so we have to leave this wonderful space and go and start doing our actual jobs. 

[Alfred’s footsteps fade up the steps, as the door to the chapel clangs shut with a gentle thud.] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.swqvmr6njay1]Lee Prosser [00:19:32] 
[The audio changes, as Lee speaks from the studio.]

Thank you for listening to this episode. Join me, Lee Prosser, next time as I take you into the roof of the Banqueting House in Whitehall. 

[bookmark: _heading=h.dm1g2sfhy95q]Lucy Worsley [00:19:40] 
Thank you for listening to this mini-series. I really hope you've enjoyed it. [Enthusiastically] 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]








