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BISHOP’S PALACE BUILDINGS TOUR – GUIDES’ BRIEF 

 

 We know that each guide will bring to their role their own interests and their own love for the site, and that 

this will make each tour distinctive. We also know that visitors come with their own questions and priorities, 

and that a good guide will respond to these in delivering a tour. We know that every tour will be a little 

different and believe that this is art of delivering the best visitor experience we can.  

 

Some general notes: 

a. All guides have, of course, to be able to think on their feet, and must feel confident about altering 

the route when circumstances make this advisable: e.g. when your group includes people with 

limited mobility. 

b. The subjects listed in the ‘Additional Details’ column include some of the many other details that 

guides might include or use to be able to answer questions. Please refer also to the ‘Additional 

Details Handout’ under their reference, e.g. (see 01) etc. NB:  Not all subjects can be covered in 

a single Palace Buildings Tour (PBT) !  PBT should be no more than 30 mins in duration. 

Please take the group’s requirements and needs into account and adjust the tour content 

accordingly. 

c. You can choose a route for the PBT that suits you and your group. You may like to enter by the 

chapel and exit by the porch, it is entirely up to you. Please remember that there is a service 

in the chapel each Tuesday at noon so on those days the chapel needs to be done at the 

start of the tour. There may also be weddings, room bookings etc in the building so you will need 

on these occasions to be flexible. You could extend the introduction from the outside and include  

 

 



 

Bishop's Palace Wells 

PBT Guides Brief - Edition 1 Page 2 of 12 
 

 

The Great Hall possibly if you cannot enter the building. Always check the daily briefing sheet 

when you sign in at the shop, so you are aware of bookings and room closures. 

d. Our intention is to entertain, amuse, inform and enlighten.  You are a guide, not a lecturer.  

Lighten your talk with amusing anecdotes and smile.  Use short, simple words. Our visitors are on 

holiday or enjoying a day out.  Most people struggle to remember fine detail and to place dates.  

Keep things simple e.g about ‘600 years ago’ not ‘in the 14th century’. 

e. Talk about no more than two or three things (for two to three minutes) at each stopping point. 

f. Check that the group can hear.  Face the group (and not what you are talking about), ask for the 

group to let you know if they can’t hear.  Repeat any questions from the group before answering. 

g. Vary your eye contact around the group so everyone feels included.  If you don’t know the answer to 

a question, it’s OK to admit it!  Don’t guess or ‘blag’ an answer.  

h. Be friendly but assertive with your group.  Ask them to keep together or gather round but do this 

with humour and without ordering people around! 

i. Ask questions to engage the group.  This will also help you gain a level of knowledge about them.  

You cannot assume they will know about English history, Christianity, church terminology or 

gardening.   

j. Remember you are here for the visitors.  Think about what they might want, how they might 

be feeling and what they are expecting.  Keep an eye on their body language and be ready to adapt 

your style or tour accordingly.   

k. Thank you for sharing your love of this unique place with our visitors. 
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BISHOP’S PALACE BUILDINGS TOUR – GUIDES’ BRIEF 

 

Location 

 

Guides 

Information 
Key Details  Additional Details 

Lamp Post 

(between 

Black 

Walnuts & 

Chapel) 

Arrange group so 

that they are 

looking out across 

the lawn towards 

the Palace. 

1. Welcome & Introduce yourself 

2. Let the group know that the will take no 

more than 30 mins and that they can peel off at 

any point. 

 

Lamp Post 

 

 

Overview & 

Timeline 

 

 

1. Jocelyn’s Palace the early 1200s. 

2. Burnell’s Chapel & Great Hall late 1200s 

3. Ralph’s fortifications in the mid 1300s 

4. Bekynton’s North Wing & Tower mid 1400s. 

5. The Bishop’s Table (underfloor heating and 

solar panels) 

6. We are the only living and working 

Bishop’s Palace open to visitors in the 

country. 

1. The American Black Walnuts. (see  01) 

2. Forecourt lawn (tennis/croquet). (see 02) 

3. Bishop’s lock-up. (see  03) 

4. The Gatehouse etc. (see  04) 

5. The Bishop’s Table named in memory of 

Bishop Ken who would invite 12 poor 

people to dine at his table weekly in late 

1600s. 

Lamp Post 

 

 

Set the Scene 

 

 

 

1. Presence of water brought people to settle 

here. 

2. St Andrews stream flowing down the lawn. 

3. Picture how it was in 800 years ago when 

there was only Jocelyn’s Palace. 

 

 

1. Evidence of sporadic settlement in 

Wells from pre-historic times. (see 00) 
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Location 

 

Guides 

Information 
Key Details Additional Details 

Entrance 

Porch 

Get group to move 

down to the 

entrance porch to 

the palace 

This porch was built in 1846 when Bishop Bagot 

(1845 — 1854) employed a well-known Victorian 

architect, Benjamin Ferrey, to make changes to the 

building. These included the addition of the top 

storey and other alterations. (Get group to look up 

to top floor and notice change in colour of the stone . 

It was built with stone from The Great Hall after 

Bishop Law’s destruction of two of its walls some 20 

years or so before)  
 

Prior to 1846 this porch was positioned one bay to 

the left and it did not stand in the centre of the 

facade as it does today. The coat of arms above the 

entrance to the porch is that of the Diocese of Bath 

and Wells. The keys of Saint Peter and the sword 

of Saint Paul are the arms of Bath Abbey and the 

cross of Saint Andrew is the arms of Wells 

Cathedral.  
 

The bishop's mitre announces the building to be The 

Bishop’s Palace. The lanterns on either side of the 

entrance would have had lamps placed inside them. 

From the outside, look up to the drainpipe heads 

which show a pelican wounding its own breast to 

feed its young, a design taken from Bishop Piers 

(1632 — 1670) coat of arms. 

 

 

 

 

Notice that there are no steps up to the 

palace and indeed there are steps down 

to the chapel. This was because Bishop 

Law had 6ft of soil brought in to the site 

to improve the gardens in the early 

1800s. 

 

 

The heads on either side represent the 

church (bishop) and the state (king). 

 

To the right of the porch notice the 

mounting block. 
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Location 

 

Guides 

Information 
Key Details  Additional Details 

Entrance 

Hall 

Walk group into the 

Entrance Hall 

This hall and the parallel undercroft created the 

firm foundation for the first floor hall built for 

Bishop Jocelin (1206 — 1242). Using the red and 

yellow triassic limestone, the mason chose the 

finer doulting stone for the vaulting. Before the 

16th century fireplace was installed the space 

would have been heated with charcoal braziers.  

 

Point out the screen with the ‘God’s Eye’ view of 

the palace’s development over the last 800 years. 

 

The windows contain fragments of Rouen stained 

glass which Bishop Law (1824 — 1845) collected 

after the destruction of church windows during the 

French Revolution.  

 

The long refectory table where Bishop Ken shared 

meals with 12 poor men and women when he was in 

residence in late 1600s (the table top is not 

original). Our café is named ‘The Bishop’s Table’ 

in his memory. 

 

In the early 1600s one of the stone spiral stairs 

was replaced by the wooden Jacobean staircase 

you can see today. Note the Somerset dragons 

which were repainted in the 1970s. 

 

This glass along with pieces of 15th and 

19th century English glass decorate many 

of the Palace and Chapel windows. 

Spiral stone stairs at both ends of the 

hall provided access to the first floor Hall 

and Long Gallery.  

 

Bishop Bickersteth and his wife spent many 

hours removing the paint from the staircase 

in the 1970s. Quite a labour of love! 

 

When mentioning the Somerset Dragons 

you may like to tell the story of Bishop 

Jocelin and the dragon (in fact a wyvern as 

it had two feet). Legend has it that a dragon 

appeared from Worminster Sleight and 

began eating the local sheep and cattle, and 

some say children too. The locals begged 

Bishop Jocelin to slay the dragon which he 

did. Before it died the dragon warned that it 

would return every 50 years and if it had 

not been honoured it would come back to 

life. Invite visitors to stroll long the south 

side of the moat to see the mosaic made by 

local children in 2001. The tradition 

continues! Mention our dragon in the 

arboretum, especially if there are children 

in the group. 
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Location 

 

Guides 

Information 
Key Details  Additional Details 

Undercroft  

A visit to the Undercroft gives an opportunity to 

enjoy workmanship which dates back to the 13t" 

Century. Vaulted with doulting stone the pillars 

that support the state rooms above are blue lias 

stone which came from the Somerset Levels.  

The new floor is Purbeck Cap stone. The windows 

are very similar to their original appearance.  

In past centuries the undercroft was partitioned 

and used as a wine store, a buttery, pantries, a 

cellar for coal and firewood and as 

accommodation for servants. Bishop Law (1824 -

1845) displayed his collections of fossils and 

minerals here.  

Bishop Hervey (1869 – 1894), who had a large 

family, converted the Undercroft into a dining room. 

As the kitchen was some distance away food 

was kept warm by a 'hot steam and hot water 

apparatus', in the room which is today's modern 

kitchen. 

This was in recent times the café / restaurant but 

that is now located at The Bishop’s Table. 

Functions, including  weddings, still frequently use 

this wonderful space. 

 

 

 

• The painted stone shield is a rebus (a 

picture which alludes to a word/name) for 

Bishop Beckynton (1443 – 1466). A beacon 

above a tun or barrel is displayed. 

• The tapestries on either side of the fireplace 

were designed and woven by the Norwegian 

artist Mrs Molle-Cecilie Major. One shows 

the swans, trees and water of the Palace 

gardens and the other was inspired by the 

wild life on Exmoor 

• The coat of arms of Bishop Hervey (1869 – 

1894) is in the glass above the door which 

leads to the terrace and elements of the 

coat of arms appear in the glazing of the 

windows 

• The Victorian fireplace  

• The plug socket covers were kindly left 

by the crew who filmed ‘The Huntsman’ 

here in the summer of 2015 (see 51) 

• Bishop Law had a great interest in 

fossils found at Banwell Caves.  
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LOCATION GUIDES INFO KEY DETAILS ADDITIONAL DETAILS 

Long 

Gallery 
 

In medieval times a long gallery was an essential 

space for work and recreation and this space may 

have been divided into three rooms.  

 

During the civil war between King and 

Parliament 1641, the Royalist forces made their 

headquarters in the Palace. The Parliamentary 

forces damaged the Long Gallery with cannon 

fire from Tor Hill (now Tor Woods). When the 

Parliamentary troops entered Wells, the Palace was 

looted and portraits and an organ stolen. Following 

the Civil War the palace was neglected for several 

decades. By 1824 Bishop Law had turned it into 

a comfortable Georgian residence and began the 

present collection of portraits (see 52). 

 

The building of a storey over this Long Gallery 

by Bishop Bagot (1845 — 1854) enabled the 

architect Benjamin Ferrey to renovate the whole of 

this first floor. In the Long Gallery, windows were 

enlarged; plaster ceilings installed and the 

decorations carried out in Victorian Italian Gothic 

style. 

 

 

• The moulding, panelling and coving 

made from papier mâché to look like 

carved wood   

• The wallpaper is moden blocking of a 

Victorian design taken from a 

medieval fresco in a Norfolk church 

• Bishop Bagot's motto seen in 

mouldings below the windows is 

'Antiquam obtinens’ ('possessing 

antiquity') 

• The long table is one of three made for 

Bishop Hervey (1869 — 1894) not 

used here then (see image 1) 

•  It was also used by St Brandon’s 

School for daughters of the Clergy, 

Bristol during WW2 as a school room 

and dormitory. (see image 2 and 

amusing quote from Bishop Wand) 

• The accommodation above is now used 

by our head gardener and his family. 
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LOCATION GUIDES INFO 
KEY DETAILS 

ADDITIONAL DETAILS 

The 

Drawing 

room 

 

In the 13th century this room and the adjoining 

Conference Room were once Bishop Jocelin's Great 

Hall. The Hall was once open to the beams and 

rafters of the roof and painted stonework of the 

walls. It was untouched by the building work over 

the Long Gallery and the window in this room 

overlooked the deer park. In 1977 two of the 

original window embrasures were found behind 

Victorian bookcases. These spaces now contain 

the Glastonbury chair and Abbot's chair ( Feb 2016 

- currently in East Gallery but soon to return once 

Ornate and the Beautiful exhibition is  installed). 

 

In past centuries this room has been used as a 

nursery, a music room, a drawing room and lastly 

as Bishop Bradfield's study (1946 —1960). He later 

moved his office and family accommodation to 

the north wing of the Palace which had been 

built as servant's quarters by Bishop Beckynton 

(1443 — 1466 

 

• The Coronation Cope last worn by 

Bishop Bradfield at Her Majesty 

Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation (see 

53) 

• Ceiling installed by, Bishop Bagot 

(1845 – 1854) and decorated with his 

coat of arms 

• Elaborate papier maiche decorative work 

on doors and covings which were made to 

look like wood carving 

• The coat of arms is that of Bishop Piers 

(1632 – 1670) who was the longest serving 

Bishop of Bath and Wells. It is fashioned 

from a single ring of oak and was made to 

mark the restoration of Charles II in 1660. 

• Glastonbury Chair and Abbot's Chair 

(see 54) Feb 2016 - currently in East 

Gallery but soon to return to drawing 

room 

• The central table is one of 3 tables given 

to the Palace by Bishop Hervey's widow 

The clock was made in 1785 and belonged 

to the Skipwith family 
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Location 
Guides 

Information 
Key Details Additional Details 

Conference 

room 
 

 

Note the thin wall between the drawing room and 

this room. It would originally have been one large 

hall open to the rafters with a raised dais at the 

north end where the Bishop would have sat. In the 

space above the ceiling there still remains evidence 

of the medieval hall. 

 

It was Bishop Henderson who opened up to the 

palace to visitors in the 1970s and this room has 

been dedicated to his memory. It is now used for 

conferences and exhibitions.  

 

The Victorian Italian gothic style favoured by 

Bishop Bagot is seen in the fine delicate plaster 

work of the ceiling, the decorative fireplace and 

inner embrasures and the outer carved canopies of 

the sash windows. 

 

Benjamin Ferrey, the architect, distanced 

himself from much of the internal work 

which was carried by George Jackson & Sons 

ltd. Ferrey wrote a letter to the Bishop saying 

he considered himself only responsible for the 

masonry work.  

 

The arms of Bishop Bagot in the corner of the 

ceiling. 

 

In the mouldings of the ceiling are shields 

and mitres bearing Bishop Bagot’s arms and 

motto ‘Antiquam obtinens’ (possessing 

antiquity. 

 

During the Flower Festival in 2013, a long 

table took centre stage in this room and the 

flowers arranged on it perfectly reflected the 

ornate pattern from the ceiling. 

 

Invite your group to look out onto the formal 

gardens below. 
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Location 

 

Guides 

Information 
Key Details  Additional Details 

Panelled 

room 
 

This room was originally the ‘solar’ and the 

east gallery which adjoins it was the 

garderobe. These were private rooms for the 

Bishop away from the busy medieval hall.  

The wood and plaster panels date from the 

18th century and were not altered by Bishop 

Bagot’s extensive building work (1845 – 

1854).  

These rooms you have visited have formed 

the residence for Bishops from the early 13th 

century until the Second World War. After 

Bishop Underhill (1937 – 1943) moved to the 

north wing so that the pupils and staff of St 

Brandon’s School, Bristol, could be evacuated 

to a safe place.  

After the war in 1945, when there 

were shortages of all kinds and these 

rooms were in need of repair, the 

Church Commissioners took the 

decision to move Bishop Bradfield 

(1946 – 1960) to the north wing 

which had been servant’s quarters 

since the mid-15th century.  

It was left to Bishop Henderson 

(1960 – 1975) to restore and open the 

Palace to visitors.  

 

East Gallery 

Once 

finished in 

here return 

to entrance 

hall and 

enter the 

chapel by  

‘back door’ 

This was originally the bishop’s garderobe, 

possibly used to store his important 

documents, vestments and for personal use. 

It is now used as a gallery. 

There is a secret staircase behind the 

right panel of the south window, 

used originally to access the 

garderobe from the floor below. 

The cupboard in the south west 

corner now houses our archive. It is 

fairly sparse as many of the records 

are kept elsewhere eg, cathedral 

archive, Somerset Records Office. 
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Location 
Guides 

Information 
Key Details Additional details 

The 

Bishop’s 

Chapel 

 

Get group to sit in 

the pews preferably 

on the north side 

(right as you go in) 

Point out that this 

is still a place of 

worship and a very 

important part of 

the life here at The 

Bishop’s Palace. 

 

1. Explain: This is Bp. Peter’s private chapel 

where regular weekly services are held. 

2. The Chapel is dedicated to the Holy Trinity 

and St Mark. 

3. Built in the Decorated Gothic style by Bp. 

Burnell in the late 1200s. 

4. From the 1600s onwards there followed 

almost 200 years of neglect and stagnation. 

5. Bishop Law restored the East Window and 

the coloured glass are fragments from Rouen 

after the French Revolution. 

6.  Pews  

7. Bishop Peter Price (2001-2013) restored the 

pews, and installed the altar, president’s 

chair and icons. He also arranged for the 

painting of the ceiling bosses. 

 

1. Chapel build, lay-out and detail. 

      (see 39 to 50 and image 3) 

 

2. Feb 2016 – the new Pastoral Chaplain 

Rev. Anne Roberts is due in post at the 

end of March 2016. We look forward to 

her arrival. Her role is to provide 

pastoral and spiritual support to the 

staff, volunteers and visitors here. 

Lamp post Closing the walk 

1. Thank them for joining you 

2. Suggest they join the PGW later on.  

3. Suggest refreshments at The Bishop's Table; 

Souvenirs and information about 

membership/events from the shop 

4. The Bishops Palace Trust (a registered 

charity) relies on entrance income/donations 

etc. to look after the site so everyone can 

continue to enjoy it in the future 

1. Guided tours in the Cathedral  

Summer at 10.00, 11.00, 13.00, 

14.00, 15.00  

Winter at 11.00, 12.00, 14.00 

No entrance fee but a voluntary 

donation is suggested. 
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YOUR NOTES 


