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Fig. 1.  Site map based on the modern OS and annotated to show the main buiding elements
of the site referred to in this document.    Reproduced from Ordnance Survey Mapping on
behalf of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office.  Crown Copyright AL 10016500.
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Fig. 2.  Elevations of the principal palace buildings by J Ray Harrison (reduced to fit A4 format with
the S, shows the Beckington range to left, a section through the Jocelin block and the S face of
Beckington range, the W fronts of the Jocelin block and chapel and Burnell’s Great Hall.
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repeated elements in the centre of the drawings for easier readability).   The top drawing, from
the garderobe to right.  The drawing below, from the W, shows sections through the wings of
Copyright J Ray Harrison.
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3 – UNDERSTANDING THE PLACE

Summaries of each main historical
section are provided in italics for those
with limited reading time.
3.1  The Palace, the Cathedral and the
Settlement of Wells
The Bishop’s Palace at Wells lies on the
south side of the cathedral, just south of
the bubbling springs that bring the water
from the Mendips down into the city, feed
the Palace moat and, from 1451, provided
a controlled water supply to the town.
These wells are the raison d’etre of
settlement here and gave their name to the
place [Figs. 5, 6].  Although speculation,
it is likely that there was a shrine to a
Roman water cult at Wells (1) followed by
an early Christian site of some kind in the
8th century.

By the time the present Palace was first
built in the early 13th century, a building of
cathedral status, with a brief interruption
(2) had been in existence at Wells for
three hundred years and, before that, a
minster.  Previous bishops’ palaces existed
but their sites have not been determined
for certain.

Each medieval bishop had a house close
to his cathedral, which took its name from
his ‘cathedra’ or throne [Fig.7].  The
palaces were constructed and then en-
larged or updated by individual bishops
who used their own finances (derived
from the see estates and any other re-
sources they may have had) for the pur-
pose.  When one bishop was replaced by
another, a sum of money was passed on to
cover dilapidations on the episcopal
estate, including the palace.  At least one
bishop in the history of Wells left more
substantial funds (though these went
astray) intended to allow his successor to
improve estate property.  Inevitably, some
bishops were more interested in develop-
ing the architecture of the Palace than
others.

Fig.5.  The wells seen from the
Catehdral garden E of the cloisters
through the Camery wall.

In the earliest times the bishop and his
cathedral clergy lived in common and he
was their head.  As bishops began to
spend more time away from their cathe-
drals, the cathedral clergy, headed up by
the Dean, evolved into an independent
body.  By the 13th century, when the
Palace at Wells was built on its present
site, the Dean and Chapter had a measure
of independence from the Bishop.  They
had acquired their own income and
hierarchy and took most of the responsi-
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Fig.6.  Plan showing the principal watercourses flowing through Wells.
Reproduced with permission from Rodwell, 2001, Vol.1, 32.

Fig.7.  The cathedral seen looking N from the open space W  of the
Bishop’s Palacc complex.
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bility for the management of the cathedral
building and its precincts.  In theory, they
also elected the bishop, although in
practice the preferences of the Pope and
King carried real weight.  The bishop was
first in order of precedence within the
choir of the cathedral.  Since the Palace
was built there has been an architectural
link with the cathedral choir through the
east walk of the cloisters [Fig.8].  This
has been sustained through various phases
of completing the cathedral and rebuilding
the cloisters and takes the bishop into the
south transept aisle via a grand doorway
of the c.1180s (which functioned as the
main doorway to the cathedral until the
east nave and north porch were com-
pleted) with only a short route from there
to the choir through the south choir aisle.
On other ceremonial occasions – returning
after a period abroad, for instance – the
bishop entered the cathedral through the
west door.  Then he would have entered
through the predecessor of the existing
‘Penniless Porch’ which was known as the
‘Bishop’s Eye’ [Fig.9].  This title has
subsequently been shifted to the late 15th-
century gateway that now leads into

Palace Green.

A medieval bishop lived with a substantial
household, for whom he was responsible
and who would have worn his livery, so
that they could be identified.  In common
with any great secular lord he had admin-
istrative staff and clerks and a practical
staff including porters, cooks, butlers and
grooms.  Unlike a secular lord, he was not
allowed to be married and had no need of
household servants specifically for a wife
and children. However he needed a
chaplain and choristers to serve his
chapel.  The only period for which we
have a surviving household account for
Wells shows that the 14th-century Bishop
at the time was feeding an average of 83
people a day.  Many of these are likely to
have lived on site, going some way to
explain the scale of the medieval roofed
buildings.

On the other hand, by the 13th century any
bishop was likely to spend much of his
time away from the cathedral, either on
circuit round his diocese, his area of
responsibility, or in London:  ‘English
medieval bishops, indeed, seem rarely to
have been at their cathedrals, even for the
ceremonies and feasts in which they had
the right and duty to take the leading part’
(3).  Within the diocese the bishop would
deal with pastoral matters, visiting
churches to examine the clergy, to ensure
standards were being maintained, or
presiding over the rituals of confirmation
and ordination.  He would also, with the
assistance of staff, deal with his estates as
a great landlord.  In addition to Wells he
had his Palace at Bath as well as other,
smaller mansions in the diocese where he
could stay when travelling.  It is plain
from surviving Bishop’s Registers that
some bishops preferred their country
manors, and spent more time there than at
Wells.  In London, medieval bishops
functioned as courtiers and, sometimes,
significant men of state.  Those that were
diplomats might spend considerable
periods of their episcopate abroad.

Fig.8.  The doorway into the SE cloister
walk.
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Fig.9.  The Penniless Porch to left, leads to the  W  front of the Cathedral.  The  Bishop’s
Eye gatehouse, centre, leads to Palace Green and the Palace.

It has been argued that medieval bishops
had relatively little to do with the design
of the fabric of cathedrals (4).  Edwards
states that, at the secular cathedrals, it was
not the bishop, but the dean and chapter
who, with some exceptions, were patrons
of design and changes to it (5).  Documen-
tation from various cathedrals proves that
building work was managed through the
dean and chapter.  The bishop’s principal
involvement was most likely to be as the
wealthiest local patron with the power to
pay or fund-raise for the building.  Never-
theless, the architectural connections
between the Cathedral and Palace at Wells
during the episcopacies of some indi-
vidual bishops suggest that the building
histories of Palace and Cathedral and its
ancillary buildings are closely entwined.
Some of the bishops were chapter mem-
bers before they became bishop and may
have been directly involved with manag-
ing the cathedral buildings works.  Indi-
vidual bishops contributed funds for
building accommodation, e.g. for the
vicars choral.  Both the Bishop’s Palace
and the Cathedral show evidence of the
same building break in the 13th-century
during the Interdict against King John

when Bishop Jocelin was in France and
there are other architectural connections
between the two buildings suggesting, for
instance , that Bishop Burnell may have
brought fashionable elements of the
Gothic style from Westminster to both the
Cathedral and to the Palace.

Wells Cathedral is internationally impor-
tant in the history of the English early
Gothic style, with striking differences to
contemporary French work.  The present
cathedral was about half built when the
existing Palace was begun.  The Cathedral
was consecrated in 1239 but enlarged to
the east in the 14th century with the clois-
ters rebuilt in the 15th century.  The Cathe-
dral has been the subject of an unusually
detailed modern study by Warwick
Rodwell, Wells Cathedral: Excavations
and Structural Studies, 1978-93, published
in 2001 by English Heritage.  There has
been no detailed study of the early devel-
opment of the settlement of Wells to
match this.

The bishop was Lord of the Manor and
the settlement may have evolved when
cathedral status was reinstated in the early
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12th century.  Bishops granted the town
various rights but it did not acquire
independence as a borough until after the
Reformation.  As with the bishop’s rela-
tionship with the Cathedral, there was
sometimes friction with the town, wit-
nessed by the semi-defensive character of
the moat and curtain walls erected round
the Palace in the 14th century.  Bishop
Beckington was responsible for redevel-
oping the existing system of outer walls

and gatehouses that separated the
town from both the Palace and the
Cathedral, and also provided fine
new buildings in the market place
[Fig.10].  Any visitor walking
around Wells in 2006 will be con-
scious of the impact of the bishops
on the City, in the names of
almshouses, open spaces and streets.

Fig. 10.  These buildings in the market place, which is the principal route to both Wells
Cathedral and the Bishop’s Palace, were funded by Bishop Beckington in the 15th
Century.
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3.2 - The Medieval Palace

3.2.1 - The Thirteenth Century

Summary
Two contrasting building campaigns in the 13th century established two of the three blocks
of buildings that survive inside the moat today, but the curtain walls and moat were a later
addition.  Firstly, Bishop Jocelin (1206-1244) obtained charters to impark land to the south
of the Cathedral and then had erected a sophisticated building containing grand rooms
over a vaulted undercroft.  The principal block of his Palace, in the Early English style of
Gothic architecture, was probably laid out before 1207, with a break in building construc-
tion until at least 1213, and probably completed in the 1220s.  Jocelin is also documented
as having built at least one chapel and although the existing chapel is largely the work of
Bishop Burnell, some of its fabric may date from his episcopacy.

The second 13th- century building phase was for Bishop Burnell (1275-1293), Chancellor
of England under Edward I and with an eye, at one time, on the Archbishopric of Canter-
bury.  Burnell added an enormous great hall to Jocelin’s Palace.  Although ruinous, this
ranks as one of the most impressive surviving examples of a medieval open hall.  Burnell
also drastically re-modelled or wholly rebuilt the existing chapel on site, which is still in
use and an important example both of a Bishop’s chapel and of a major early Gothic
monument.  Architectural features suggest that Burnell may have introduced elements of
the Westminster court style to Wells, contributing to the transmission of Gothic architec-
tural style.

Bishop Jocelin (1206-1244)

Fig.11.  Bishop Jocelin from the
Chronica Maiora, C.C.C, MS 16, fo
52r.  Reproduced with the permission
of the Master and Fellows of Corpus
Christi College, Cambridge.

Bishop Jocelin [Fig. 11] was born and
educated in Wells and was a canon of the
Cathedral by 1200.  In 1202 he was in
service to King John, described only as a
clerk but clearly of considerable standing
as his signature appears as the witness to
charters and letters patent.  He was pro-
moted from canon to bishop in 1206
following the death of Bishop Savaric.

Jocelin was consecrated bishop of both
Bath and Glastonbury, Savaric, having
proclaimed himself Abbot of Glastonbury.
This claim was eventually given up by
Jocelin in 1218, in exchange for the
surrender of Glastonbury property and
patronages. From then on his title was
Bishop of Bath and Wells.

In 1208 he left England for France with
other bishops (including his brother,
Bishop Hugh of Lincoln) as a result of the
dispute between Pope and King about who
should become Archbishop of Canterbury.
In 1207 this caused an Interdict against
the King from the Pope, banning church
services in England except baptisms and
confessions, and the King’s excommuni-
cation in 1209.  Jocelin’s itinerary in
France, which might have been of interest
for architectural influences, is not known
beyond the reasonable assumption that he
attended his brother’s consecration in
Melun, on the Seine.  He is also known to
have visited St Martin de Garenne, on the
road between Rouen and Paris, where he
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was a witness to his brother’s will.  This
document shows that he was travelling in
the company of two canons of Wells and
also of Elias of Dereham, his steward and
one of the two craftsmen responsible for
the erection of Becket’s shrine at Canter-
bury (6).

Jocelin did not return to England until
after 1213 when the King accepted the
Pope’s choice of Archbishop.  In 1215 he
was present when John issued Magna
Carta.   In 1216 he played a role at the
coronation of Henry III at Gloucester, a
tradition inherited from Bishop Reginald
of Bath in 1189 and continued by the
Bishops of Bath and Wells ever since.  In
1219 the longstanding dispute with
Glastonbury Abbey that Jocelin inherited
from his predecessor was finally settled.
Jocelin continued to be an occasional
witness to government business after the
Interdict, acting as an arbitrator in church
disputes and witnessing the confirmation
of Magna Carta in 1237.

During Jocelin’s episcopacy he arranged
for improved endowments for the Cathe-
dral offices, developed the Cathedral’s
constitutional arrangements and he and his
brother, Hugh. founded St John’s Hospital
in Wells, fragments of which are thought
to be incorporated in the Priory, St John’s
Street,Wells.

When Jocelin was consecrated Bishop, the
new Cathedral at Wells, which had been
begun in the late 1170s, was under con-
struction.  It had been begun by Bishop
Reginald, who died in 1191.  It was built
from east to west.  Changes of stone type
used and breaks in the masonry identified
by Jerry Sampson provide a convincing
sequence of distinct building phases.  It
seems from this that the construction of

the east portion of the nave was under-
taken during the early years of Jocelin’s
long episcopacy, probably following an
established design and on foundations that
had been laid out before he was conse-
crated.  There is a clear structural break in
the cathedral masonry identified as a
cessation of work during the Interdict
period, i.e. from 1208 to about 1219,
when the dispute with Glastonbury Abbey
was finally settled.  Doulting stone em-
ployed before the Interdict is found as
small blocks, dressed with diagonal chisel
marks (7).  After the Interdict, the
Doulting stone used in the final stage of
the construction of the cathedral - the
completion of the western portion of the
nave, the west front and western towers in
c.1219-40 [Fig.12]- were larger blocks
characterised by vertical tooling.  Rodwell
argues that there is some structural evi-
dence for the foundations of the west front
having been laid out before the Interdict
and a change of west front design after-
wards.  Sampson links this with a particu-
lar master mason at Wells, Adam Lock,
succeeded in 1229 by Thomas Norreys.
Bishop Jocelin must surely have taken an
interest, at the very least, in the altered
design as the cathedral came to be com-
pleted.  After all, he had seen it under
construction since boyhood and as a canon
from 1200.  It was consecrated in his
episcopacy on 23rd October 1239.   It
would be equally surprising if Lock and

Fig. 12.  The western portion of the nave
completed 1219-40 is shown in plan form.
Reproduced from Rodwell, 2001, Vol.1,
142, after Sampson 1998.
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Norreys took no interest in the Palace, but
this remains to be proved.

Bishop Jocelin and the Palace
The Wells chronicle, the early 14th-
century Historia Minor states that Jocelin
built chapels and chambers both at Wells
and on the Bishop’s manor at Wookey.
Other documentation confirms that he
established the Palace on its existing site.
In 1207 he obtained two charters from
King John.  The first was a licence to
impark land on the south side of Wells
[Fig.13], to take timber for his own use
and to divert the road running through the
wood in the middle of the area.  The
second licence supplemented the first and
allowed the Bishop to include two roads
in the park (9).  These licences probably
represent the beginnings of the Bishop’s
Palace in its present location.  Jocelin’s
building was erected on rising ground,
south of the wells [Figs.14, 15].  These
lay in the Camery, a plot of land south east
of the cathedral and, by 1200, divided
between the bishop and the dean and
chapter by a wall (10), which still exists in
part [see Figs.45, 46].

There is evidence of a structural break in
Jocelin’s palace building similar to that at
the Cathedral.  The sizes of blocks of
stone and a mason’s marks (both observa-
tions by Sampson) suggest that his build-
ing was laid out before the Interdict, but
that its upper floor was not completed
until after the Bishop returned from
France, and given his difficulties with
Glastonbury resolved in 1219, perhaps not
until the c.1220s.

What survives is a west-facing 13th-
century building range of the highest
status [Fig.14].  It was built in the Early
English style.  The external walls were
Triassic sandstone rubble: this was quar-
ried less than a kilometre SE of the Pal-
ace.  The exterior was undoubtedly
plastered and continued to have a rendered
finish until the later 19th century.  The roof
covering may have been local Somerset
slate.  Like all early slate this would have
been laid in diminishing courses and fixed
with wooden pegs hung over laths.  The
interior is faced with Doulting stone,
quarried about 10km E of Wells near

Fig.13.  The deer park to S of the Palace, seen across the moat.
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Figs. 14, 15.  The Jocelin block in 2006, W elevation (top), E elevation below.
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Shepton Mallet.  Blue lias piers support
the vaulted stone undercroft.  This bluish
stone was not used at the Cathedral until
after 1200 and Rodwell suggests it may
have made its debut as an element in the
west doorways on the west front of the
Cathedral in 1220 (11).  If it were used
at the Palace at the same time, this
would give weight to the view that the
main building campaign of Bishop
Jocelin can be dated to the 1220s.  The
building had full-height buttresses with
set-offs and angle buttresses at the
corners (the existing buttresses on the
front elevation are replacements).

The plan of Jocelin’s buildings consisted
of two first floor principal rooms, open to
the roof timbers, raised over vaulted
undercrofts [Fig.16].  Both rooms were lit
from grand gable end windows, consisting
of two pairs of trefoil-headed lights under
quatrefoils with a larger quatrefoil in the
gable [Fig.17].  A one-room plan wing
projects to the E off the N end [Fig.18].
There is evidence that the pitch of the roof
was far steeper than it is today [Fig.19].
The plan is unusual in including an
original stone wall along the long axis.
This gives an arrangement, rare in the
medieval period, which is fully two rooms

Fig. 16.  The ground floor of the Jocelin block  (above) in the c.1790s based on John
Carter’s plan and first floor plan (below) in 2006.  By J R Harrison based on plans in the
Alan Thomas archive.
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Fig.17. The S end of the Jocelin
block .  The two large windows to
right and gable quatrefoil above
make up one vast window that
originally lit the principal room on
the first floor.

Fig. 18.  The E elevation of the Jocelin block showing the NE wing.  The oriel
window is a 19th-century addition.  The slit windows below ventilate a narrow,
(currently inaccessible) space which is thought to be a medieval garderobe pit.

Fig. 19.  Looking up at the junction between
the roof of the main block and the NE wing, a
surviving coping course indicates the steep
pitch of an earlier roof.
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deep.  The front series of rooms may have
been under a flat lead roof or perhaps
under an asymmetrical M roof [Fig. 20].

The front space is one bay wide along the
entrance front, with a two-bay wide space
behind.  On the ground floor there was an
off-centre entrance into the narrower
space, the gallery undercroft.  This is now
an uninterrupted passageway on the long
axis of the range, but was originally
divided into two or three rooms [Fig.21].
A staircase at the S end gave access to the
first floor and there was probably a second
stair at the N end – this has been replaced
by a large early 17th-century stair.  Oppo-
site the original entrance there was a good
quality doorway [Figs.22, 23] into the 2-
bay great undercroft, where the vaults are
supported on piers with moulded caps and
bases [Figs. 24, 25].

There also seems to have been a rear door
out through the range to the east, giving a
cross passage arrangement.  There are
lancet windows on the east side and south
end wall  In the late 19th century the
vaulting of the great undercroft was found
to have been painted with a masonry
pattern and studded with little rosettes
(12).  This was likely to have been origi-
nal, suggesting a superior use and cer-
tainly something grander than storage.  It
is not known whether this space originally

had a fireplace.  If not, it could have been
heated from braziers.  It might have
accommodated some of the bishop’s
retinue and/or guests.

On the first floor the narrower section
across the front of the building, now
called ‘the long gallery’ (13), was also
probably sub-divided [Fig.26].  It is lit
with windows that are largely 19th-
century, with evidence of having been
raised and interior window detail that
probably dates from the 1820s.  At the
south the long gallery gave access to a
large chamber behind it, five bays long.
The south end window overlooked the
Bishop’s deer park, and there was a row of
smaller windows on the east side.  This
was probably the Bishop’s ‘Great Cham-
ber’ a room for public business, eating and
gatherings.

At the north end there was a smaller
chamber, also open to the roof and lit by
an equally grand north end window which
would have looked out to the completed
east end and the construction site that was
the new cathedral in progress, across the
Bishop’s section of the Camery that
included the wells.  This room is likely to
have been the Bishop’s solar, where more
private meetings might have been con-
ducted and where the Bishop would have
slept.    Painted decoration surviving in

Fig. 20.  Cross sections through the Jocelin block by J Ray Harrison showing possible alter-
native medieval roof forms. Copyright J Ray Harrison.
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Fig. 21.  1834 image of the gallery undercroft, reduced, looking S, by J Buckler.  The Piggott
Collection, the Somerset Studies Library.  Reproduced with the permission of the Somerset
Natural History and Archaeological Society.

Fig. 22.  The doorway on the left of the
Buckler image above, in 2006.

Fig. 23.  A carved head decorating the
doorway.  This is the finest surviving
carved detail in the Jocelin block.
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Fig. 24.  The great undercroft in 2006.

Fig. 25.  The great undercroft in 1826 by Buckler.  The Pigott Collection, the Somerset
Studies Library.  Reproduced with the permission of the Somerset Archaeological and
Natural History Society.
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Fig. 26.  The long gallery, looking S, in 2006.

the roof space establishes that both rooms
were open to the roof timbers and reveals
a high quality of finish (14) [Fig.27].  It is
not known whether these rooms were
heated from chimney stacks (stacks are
shown on an early 18th-century image) or
from open hearth fires on the stone floor
supported by the great undercroft.

The NE wing is known to have been
added slightly later in the building se-
quence (information from Jerry Sampson
on the evidence of corbels in the roof
space) but there is nothing about its style
or details (e.g. the plinth) suggesting a
substantial time-lag between its construc-
tion and that of the main range.  There
have been various suggestions as to the
use of the upper room, which was accessi-
ble only from the solar.  It is considered
here to have been a ‘garderobe’ or lava-
tory room on the basis of what has been
identified as a walled-off garderobe pit at
its east end and it was accessible only
from the solar.  In this case the size of the
room suggests that it may also have
functioned as storage space for clothing.

Fig. 27.  Original painted decoration round
one of the gable end windows, now concealed
in the attic space.  Photograph by Jerry
Sampson held in the Palace Archives.
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What survives of Jocelin’s Palace is
plainly not complete.  There must have
been a  kitchen, presumably a detached
building.  Lesser service rooms, stabling,
a brewhouse, and accommodation for a
household of perhaps as many as one
hundred would also have been needed.
Where these buildings lay, or how they
were arranged, is not known.  Buckle
reckoned that the Beckington range had
evidence of 13th-century fabric visible
when he was studying the building in the
1880s and perhaps some of Jocelin’s
service buildings lay on this site.

Dr John Blair (15) has argued that the
planning of bishop’s palaces in the first
half of the 12th century was distinctive,
drawing on monastic claustral plans but
from 1170 onwards, tended to reflect a
simpler and more open courtyard arrange-
ment [Fig. 28].  Thompson argues that,
with some exceptions, they were arranged
much as any great aristocratic house
would be (16).

It is a matter of debate (with a wider
application than Wells) whether the
existing range contained all the principal
rooms that the Bishop intended, and
represents a superior example of first floor
domestic living, influenced by continental
models, or whether Jocelin had plans for a
large single-storey hall in addition.  It is
worth noting that the Palace was built on
what was evidently a boggy site giving a
practical reason for preferring upper floor
living. This is common for superior
buildings in wetland Somerset, e.g.
Glastonbury Abbey’s early 14th-century
Manor Farm at Meare.  Thompson has
argued that continental Europe was the
source for domestic living at first floor
level.  This arrangement did not require
the large single storey hall which was a
feature of nearly all medieval English
dwellings down to the level of prosperous
tenant farmer.  He considers the single
storey hall to be the ‘native’ English
tradition and sometimes added later to
sites with first floor halls, which were
then re-used as chamber blocks (17).  An

alternative view, presented by Blair, is that
2-storey blocks with principal first floor
rooms c.1150-1220 were intended to be
accompanied by open halls (18).  This
would suggest that Jocelin’s block was
built to contain rooms that gave a measure
of privacy and that he always planned to
include a great (single storey) hall as part
of the complex.

In looking for parallels at other bishop’s
palaces, two important examples of what
are considered to be first floor halls can be
found at Southwark and in Pembrokeshire.
The London home of the Bishops of
Winchester was sited next to the Thames
in Southwark (now Clink Street).  This
included a c.late 12th-century building
with a first floor hall with a fine rose
window added in the 14th century.  Most
of the building complex was destroyed by
fire in 1814, but part of the hall survives.
At St Davids, in Pembrokshire, Bishop
Thomas Bek (1280-1293) began a pro-
gramme of rebuilding the Palace including
a hall and private chamber aligned on the
first floor, carried on a series of barrel
vaults.  This survives as a ruin.  Neither of
these complexes seems to have had a
single-storey hall.  At St Davids a later
hall was built in the 14th century by Henry
of Gower, also over transverse vaults.

There is also evidence for bishops’ pal-
aces with single-storey great halls erected
at about the same time as Jocelin’s build-
ing campaign at Wells and the two tradi-
tions seem to have existed side by side.
Bishop Jocelin’s brother, Bishop Hugh of
Lincoln, is thought to have completed the
great hall of the Lincoln Palace, at great
cost.  This must have been known to
Jocelin.  It was a single-storey aisled
structure, 90ft x 60ft (27.43m x 18.29m).
This still had a central fire when it was
examined by the Commissioners at the
Dissolution.  The two great palaces of the
Archbishop of Canterbury at Canterbury
and Lambeth are both known to have had
early 13th-century aisled great halls. The
Canterbury great hall (probably finished
by 1220 in time for the celebrations
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associated with the translation of Becket’s
relics) was associated with a first floor
great chamber, 76ft x 21ft (23.16m x
6.4m), built over an undercroft.  At the
highest level of prestige, the great hall at
Winchester, built for Henry II was an
aisled single-storey building.

The Historia Minor refers to Jocelin
building a chapel at Wells and building
historians have suggested that the present
chapel is a conversion of one he built over
an undercroft.  In principle, a chapel

connected internally to the first floor
rooms, and therefore erected over an
undercroft, is likely.  There was one at
Lambeth Palace, built 1218-1228 (19) .
However the physical evidence that the
present ground floor chapel has been
converted from a 2-storey structure is by no
means clear-cut.

The setting of Jocelin’s Palace was radi-
cally different from today, without the moat
or curtain wall, although watercourses

Fig. 28.  Comparative plans of bishop’s palaces from Blair, 1993, 6. Reproduced with
permission.
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between Palace and Cathedral would have
required bridges.  There may have been
service buildings on land that is now
outside the moat to the west, where the
existing barn was built in the early 15th

century.  The wall that divided the Camery
between the Dean and Chapter and the
Bishop has been dated to c.1200 indicat-
ing that the springs have been part of the
Bishop’s territory and part of his garden
since the Palace was erected, although
they lie outside the moat.  Bishop Jocelin
died in 1242 and was buried in the middle
of the choir ‘as befitted a founder’ under a
marble tomb with a brass on it (20).

Four other 13th-century bishops followed
Jocelin but there is no record of building
activities by them at the Palace.  The next
major contributor to the Palace, according
to the Historia Minor, was Bishop Burnell
and the physical evidence bears this out.

Bishop Burnell (1275-1292)
The Burnell family gave its name to Acton
Burnell in Shropshire by 1198.  Robert
Burnell was in service to Edward when
Prince and then King Edward I, from
about 1254.  In 1266 he was given permis-
sion to impark land at Acton Burnell and
devoted funds and energy to consolidating
the family estates and developing build-
ings including Acton Burnell church, an
aisled barn and a 2-storey domestic
building [Fig.29] that is architecturally
connected, both in form and detail, to his
great hall at Wells.

 In 1270 Prince Edward tried to have
Burnell elected as Archbishop of Canter-
bury. The campaign was unsuccessful, as
was another in 1278, four years after
Edward was crowned.  It was said that the
Pope quashed both appointments after
inquiries into the Bishop’s morals.
Burnell was reputed to have had several
bastard children.  Nevertheless Edward’s
attempts reflect Burnell’s status as a close
and trusted advisor to the King.  By 1278
he was Chancellor and a leading figure in
the government, shaping the role of
Chancellor in a period of statute-making.

Fig. 29.  Acton Burnell hall from an illustration in
Hudson Turner, 1877 edn., opp. p.170.

In his lifetime he amassed 82 manors,
acquired in 19 counties.  He spent much
of his time with the King in London and
much on the Welsh front.  In 1283 a
meeting of parliament begun at Shrews-
bury was completed at Burnell’s own
home at Acton Burnell.  He was one of the
executors of Queen Eleanor, d.1290.

Burnell was consecrated Bishop of Bath
and Wells in January 1275.  Although his
public duties kept him away from Wells
for much of the year, he retired from court
to his diocese at the beginning of each
Lent (21) and left substantial architectural
works at Wells.  In 1285 he obtained a
royal licence to raise an embattled wall
round the cemetery of the canons and the
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precincts of their houses (22).  He was
also responsible for the now ruinous great
hall at the Bishop’s Palace, which was
erected at his own expense and he built, or
rebuilt, the chapel between the great hall
and Jocelin’s range.

Burnell died in 1292 at Berwick on Tweed
where he was with the King considering
claims to the Scottish Crown.

Bishop Burnell and the Palace
Burnell’s hall is at an obtuse angle to the
other Palace buildings and it seems likely
that a watercourse across the precinct of
the Palace prevented it from being built at
right angles to the Jocelin block (23).

Like Jocelin’s building, rising ground was
chosen for its site.  It is remarkable for its
architectural ambition, including its size,

115 ft x 59½  (35m x 18.14m) internally
[Figs.30-33].  This is smaller than the
colossal great hall at the Archbishop’s
Palace at Canterbury, which was begun by
Hubert Walter a few years after 1200 and
measured 168 ft x 64ft (51.21m  x
19.50m) (24) but considerably larger than
presumed dimensions of the Archbishop’s
early 13th-century great hall in his London
palace at Lambeth, which was  93ft  x 38ft
(28.35m x 11.58m)  (25).

Although now a ruin with its proportions
and original relationship to the ground
around it somewhat disguised by a 19th-
century rise in ground level, the imposing
size and impressive architecture of
Burnell’s hall can still be appreciated.  It
is embattled with tall traceried windows.
The size of the windows is clear evidence

Fig.30.  Section through Burnell’s great hall, with a conjectural reconstruction by J Ray
Harrison of the aisles and roofs to give an impression of the scale and grandeur of the
interior.  This shows one of several possible roof forms over the assumed aisles and ‘nave’ .
of the hall.  Copyright J Ray Harrison.
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Fig. 32.  Burnell’s great hall, the S elevation.  The S wall was partly demolished in the early
19th century.

Fig. 31.  Burnell’s great hall, the N elevation.  This survives relatively complete.
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Fig. 33.  The W end of Burnell’s great hall.

that the battlements were for show and not
for defence. Like the halls at Canterbury
and Lambeth, it was an aisled, church-like
structure, with arcades to support a roof.
The form of the roof over the open hall is
not known.  It may have been a triple roof
in order to span such  a great width
[Fig.30].  It is not known whether the
arcade posts were stone or wood (26).
The hall was entered directly from a 2-
storey porch, one of the earliest known
examples of this arrangement (27).

There was a 2-storey block at the west end
of the hall.  There is evidence that this
was separately roofed with a flat lead
roof.  On the ground floor this block
contained two service rooms: a buttery
(for storing butts, or barrels) and a pantry,
on either side of a central doorway which
probably led to a detached kitchen to the
W.  The first floor, which consisted of a
solar (a first floor principal bedchamber)
was accessed from a staircase connected
to the 2-storey porch on the N wall.
Given the accommodation in Jocelin’s
range, the solar here may have been
reserved for high status guests and, given
Burnell’s connections, was probably fit

for a king.  The flat roof of the solar and
access arrangements to it suggests that
visitors could use it to enjoy views, urban
and rurual.

The hall includes some nice surviving
detail demonstrating function and quality.
The chimney stack from the solar fire-
place is clearly visible on the W wall;
some of the shutter furniture of the win-
dows survives and the fine vaulted roof of
the garderobe (lavatory) shaft in the SW
turret illustrates the high quality of the
accommodation [Fig.34], see below.
Although the porch has been dismantled,
scars in the surviving masonry give an
idea of its scale and roof-line.  Fragments
of 2-colour floor tiles of Glastonbury
manufacture were found during a modest
excavation in 1970 [Fig. 35].  The tiles
can be dated to c.1290 (28) , suggesting
that the hall was completed by the end of
Burnell’s episcopacy.

 This is consistent with Morris’s opinion

that the hall windows relate to the 1280s
phase of the Cathedral chapter house (29).
As well as helping to establish the date of
the hall the tile fragments provide a
glimpse of its internal finish.

The chapel is also work for Burnell,
although it may represent a rebuilding of
an existing structure.  There are certainly
some anomalies, for example the west

Fig. 34.  The vaulted roof of the garderobe
shaft of Burnell’s hall.
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Fig. 35.  Tile fragments found during excavations
of the great hall in the 1970s.  Held in the Palace
Archives.

window does not sit in the centre of the
west wall and the south side windows
seem to be squeezed in between the
buttresses.  The details of the existing side
and east windows of the chapel are closely
related to the great hall.  Morris considers
that the chapel tracery is slightly later than
the hall (30) and it has been argued that
the junction between the two buildings
suggests that the chapel, or at least its
upper parts, was built afterwards.

As it stands today the chapel is a sumptu-
ous and extremely large example of a
bishop’s private chapel in the same early
Decorated style of Gothic as the hall
[Figs.36-41].  It required no nave, as there
was no need for accommodation for
laymen.  The medieval bishops’ house-
holds at Wells are known to have included
a chaplain, priests and chapel ‘boys’.
These latter were no doubt choristers who
exclusively serviced the chapel here and
in those in the bishop’s other houses.
There is documentation that the chapel
was sometimes used for ordination and
where bishops lay in state before burial if
they died at Wells (31).

The chapel’s great height and exception-
ally long windows give it prominence on
site.  The rise in ground level has reduced
the grandeur of the west door which has
had some of its cusping hacked off to give
more head room [Fig.37].  Inside, the
stone vaulting with naturalistic roof boss
carvings [Figs. 38, 39]  and exquisite
sedilia [Fig.40], close in spirit to the east

Fig. 36.  The chapel from the NW.
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end of the choir at Exeter Cathedral and
typical of the early Decorated style,
contrast with the relatively inferior re-
placement 19th-century carvings to the
vaulting and window shafts [Fig.41].

The building is an important surviving
element in the story of how architectural
innovation was transmitted from place to
place in the medieval period.   The earliest
English forms of the Decorated style of
Gothic architecture, developed at the end
of the 13th century, are known to have
been found in London buildings associ-
ated with court patronage and sourced
from court buildings in France.  Richard
Morris argues that some of the tracery
designs of the windows in the Bishop’s

Fig. 37.  The W door of the chapel showing the rise in ground level outside.  The
outer cusps have been removed from the arch to give better head room.

Palace derive ultimately from Old St
Pauls, and certain of the mouldings also
point to Westminster, ‘though much of the
execution is clearly local’ (32).  Bishop
Burnell himself is likely to have been a
key figure in bringing these Westminster
features to Wells.  There are also close
connections between the architectural
features of the Palace and those of the
Cathedral chapter house vestibule and
windows, designed at the same time. The
spherical triangle is used in the tracery
details of both vestibule, chapel and Acton
Burnell [Figs. 42-44], the Bishop’s family
home.  Morris also notes that the dimen-
sions of the window jambs at Acton
Burnell hall are identical to those of
Burnell’s great hall at Wells.  If the same
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Figs. 38, 39.  The vaulting of the chapel roof.
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Fig. 40.  The sedilia on the S wall of the chapel.

mason advised at both Wells and Acton
Burnell, which seems likely, this may help
to explain parallels with the aisles of
Hereford Cathedral, which could have
been visited en route (33).

Morris suggests that Bishop Burnell
initially hoped that Wells was a stepping
stone to greater preferment and only
embarked on the hall when it became clear
that he was not on his way to either the
more prestigious diocese of Winchester or
to Canterbury  (34).  He may have had
ideas of holding meetings of parliament
here, having already hosted one parlia-
mentary gathering at Acton Burnell.
Nathaniel Chyle, who wrote a history of
the Cathedral in the 17th century, com-
mented then that the hall represented
Burnell’s particular personal status, rather
than that of a Bishop of Bath and Wells:

‘The largeness of which building
bespeaks its founder a man of great
and hospitable soul; his public

honours and employment requiring
a large retinue, calling to him a
great influx of all sorts of people;
else much beyond what the
bishoprick could possibly require’
(35).

Fig. 41.  Carved detail in the chapel.  Some of
this is 19th-century restoration.
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Figs. 42-44.  The motif of the spherical
triangle used in the bishop’s chapel at Wells
(top), the chapter house doorway in the
cathedral (middle) and at Acton Burnell Hall,
the Bishop’s family home in Shropshire in a
drawing in Hudson Turner, 1877.
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3.2.2 - The Fourteenth Century

Summary
The Camery wall, the wall of the bishop’s garden to north of the Palace, was realigned
c.1319 to accommodate the eastward expansion of the cathedral when the Lady Chapel was
built.  The principal known phase of 14th-century works at the Palace dramatically altered
its setting and its relationship to both Cathedral and town.  This was the construction, for
Bishop Ralph of Shrewsbury (1329-1363), of a curtain wall and moat (fed from the wells)
with a gatehouse in c.1331, perhaps in preparation for a visit from King Edward III.
Although the arrangements provided some measure of defence for the Palace buildings,
there can be no doubt they were as much a statement of architectural prestige as providers
of protection.  The defences are a key to the modern sense of the Palace’s medieval identity
and its powerful Romantic appeal.

A Change to the Wall of the Bishop’s
Garden in the Camery to North
A change to the setting of the Palace
occurred c.1319, certainly before 1326,
when the Dean and Chapter constructed a
new east end Lady Chapel.  This extended
into what had been the Bishop’s portion of
the Camery, the land that lay north of the
Palace and had been divided by a wall
between Dean and Chapter and Bishop
c.1200-1220.  The wall had to be rea-
ligned to accommodate the greater length
of the Cathedral to east [Fig. 45].

The section rebuilt in the early 14th cen-
tury incorporated two doorways, both now
blocked [Fig. 46] and obstructing a
former connection between the Palace and
Cathedral grounds and the Cathedral and
the wells.

Fig. 45.  The amended course of the
Camery wall, rebuilt to curve out
round the extended east end of the
Cathedral.  From Rodwell, Vol. 1,
351.  Reproduced with permission.
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Ralph of Shrewsbury (1329-1363)
Bishop Ralph of Shrewsbury’s career was
less that of a politician and more that of a
scholar than either Bishop Jocelin or
Bishop Burnell.  He was probably edu-
cated at Shrewsbury Abbey and main-
tained connections with it throughout his
lifetime.  He graduated from Oxford with
an MA in 1308 and spent the next twenty
years of his life at the University as a
scholar and administrator.  He was ap-
pointed Chancellor of the University in
1328.  He became a canon of Wells in
1317 and was elected Bishop by the
Chapter in 1329.  Before his consecration
it became clear that his appointment
would be contested.  Royal letters were
sent to the Pope arguing for the appoint-
ment of the Queen’s secretary, Robert
Wyville.  Bishop Ralph’s appointment was
insecure for nearly a year, until Wyville
was consecrated Bishop of Salisbury.

Ralph is generally regarded as an exem-
plary and pious diocesan bishop for the 34
years of his episcopate.  He spent most of
his time in his diocese.  He made regular
formal visitations to parish churches to
check the quality of his clergy and sought
to improve clerical standards by granting
study leave to individual clerics.  During
the Black Death he arranged for lay
confessors to stand in for the clergy, so
that the sick could receive absolution.  He
was a notable benefactor to the Cathedral
and took a serious interest in the minor
clergy there.  He had the vicars’ hall and
vicars’ close built at his own expense, and
also built a house for the choristers.  He
also undertook building work on several
of the episcopal manors.  In his old age he
spent most of his time at his manor of
Wiveliscombe.

He was nearly 80 when he died and was
buried in front of the high altar under an
alabaster effigy, since moved into the

Fig. 46.  The Camery wall shown in more detail,
including two now-blocked doors that once
connected the territory of the Dean and Chapter
and that of the Bishop.  There is visual access to
St Andrew’s Well from the church Camery
through a lancet opening (see Fig.5).
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north choir aisle  [Fig.47].    For thirty
years after his death his tomb was a
popular place of veneration and a local
unofficial cult developed, no doubt a
reflection of his saintly reputation.

Bishop Ralph and the Palace
Bishop Ralph is credited with adding the
moat and curtain walls to the Palace (36)
[Fig.48].  In March 1340 he obtained a
licence which granted him permission to
build a wall round the churchyard and the
precinct of the houses of himself and the
canons, to crenellate and make towers and
posterns in it (37).  Dunning has suggested
that this might have been retrospective
permission for the construction of the
moat, gatehouse and curtain wall in
advance of the visit of Edward III, who
stayed at the Palace at Christmas in 1331.
There is support for this view in a docu-
ment in the Wiltshire and Swindon Record
Office of enigmatic date, but probably an
18th-century copy of an early 14th-century
original.  This attributes the creation of
the defences to Bishop Ralph in 1330
(38).

Bishop Ralph may have been moti-
vated in part by concern for his per-
sonal safety in a period of occasional
lawlessness and sometimes difficult
relationships between bishops and
seculars.  Attacks in Wells were re-
corded on members of the Chapter  and
on strangers in the Palace in about
1336 (39).  Licences to crenellate
precincts which included Bishops’
Palaces were granted to Exeter in 1322
(the same year that Bishop Stapleton of
Exeter was murdered by a London
mob) to Salisbury and Norwich in
1328 and Lincoln in 1329. The de-
fences of all these palaces undoubtedly
also served as an architectural fashion
statement, as they did for the mansions
of many important secular figures.

The moat was fed from the wells and,
with the curtain walls, arranged as an
irregular pentagon round the existing
Palace buildings [Fig. 49-51].  It
separated the Palace from the springs

Fig. 47.  Effigy of Bishop Ralph of Shrewsbury from his monument in Wells
Cathedral.
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in the Bishop’s Camery for the first time.
It may also have cut off some of the
Bishop’s service buildings from the
domestic accommodation.  The late
medieval bishop’s barn lies outside the
moat to the west, suggesting that this may
always have been an area for service
buildings and a coloured sketch plan in
the Lambeth Palace Archives, probably
early 18th century but perhaps copied from
an earlier document, shows service build-
ings west of the moat [Fig.51].

The H-plan gatehouse had guard rooms
with stone-vaulted roofs on either side of
an entrance which included a drawbridge
and portcullis [Figs. 52-55].  The central
room over the vaulted entrance must have
been used for winches for the portcullis
and drawbridge.  The gatehouse reveals a
surprisingly dramatic rise in the ground
level of the Palace and the level of water
in the moat, apparently before the 17th

century.  The fine medieval 2-leaf door
has been cut off just below the bottom
hinges to accommodate a rise in ground
level but the 17th-century wicket door has
its bottom style intact (40).  Looking into
the moat it is also possible to see coping
stones underwater, presumably reflecting
an earlier, lower water level in the moat.

The curtain walls have bastions at each
corner and one in the centre of the SE
side.  These have narrow wall walks.  The
NW bastion contains rooms.  It is not clear
what their purpose was before the c.early
19th century, when the upper room was
evidently used as a garden oratory.  The
bishop’s prison is sometimes stated to
have been housed here but was outside the
Palace walls.

The household roll (the domestic ac-
counts) of Bishop Ralph has survived for
the year 1337-1338.  This provides impor-
tant and rare detail of the workings of a
great 14th-century household (41) and
gives an insight into the uses of the Palace
buildings and the scale of hospitality
expected from a medieval bishop. The
clerk writing the roll divided the expenses

up between what were evidently five
different departments of expense: the
‘marshalsea’ (stable or farriery), the
buttery, the pantry, the hall and the
kitchen.  The household servants may also
have been grouped this way.

During the period of the household roll, an
average of 83 people were being fed daily
(42).  In November 1337 Ralph enter-
tained two royal commissioners, one of
whom was Thomas Lord Berkeley.  They
were visiting to deal with an important
issue on one of the episcopal estates and
were entertained handsomely, no doubt in
Burnell’s hall.  86 gallons of wine (20
gallons apparently made at the Bishop’s
house at Banwell) and 340 gallons of ale
were provided; the pantry made 672
loaves of bread and 30 loaves for the
horses and dogs.  The kitchen prepared a
banquet of salt and freshwater fish on
what was a fish day in the week.  Food
had to be found for the visitors’ pages,
who were exempt from the constraints of
the fish day (it is not clear why), and 39
horses had to be fed.  Horses were an
important and numerous item in a bishop’s
household.  On the 13th November, mak-
ing a short journey from Evercreech to
Curry Rivel and Somerton, food had to be
provided for 55 and 49 horses respec-
tively, and sometimes there were as many
as 70 horses in the Bishop’s stables (43).

The Later Fourteenth Century
The 1398 will of Bishop Erghum (1388-
1401) is of interest, providing information
about the make-up of his household.  After
listing gifts to his sisters and nephew (who
was in debt to him), he mentions associate
priests ‘of my house’.  His chaplain cross-
bearer at the time of his death was remem-
bered, as was Thomas Hanye ‘of the
chapel’ (clearly two different individuals)
and ‘each boy of my chapel’, presumably
choristers serving the private chapel.  He
also left a bequest to fund poor scholars at
Oxford stating that preference should be
given to any of his chapel boys and clerks
‘who are or who were of my household’ if
they wished to study and could not fund
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Fig. 48.  Sketch of the curtain wall and moat by Benjamin Ferrey, May 1836.  English Heritage/NMR
permission requested.

Fig. 49.  The W side of the moat and curtain wall, showing a water gate.
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Fig. 50.  The NW bastion from inside the curtain walls.

Fig. 51.  Extract from a probably 18th-century sketch plan which
shows ancillary palace buildings W (right) of the moat.  These are
labelled ‘prison, mill, brew house, stable, barn and gardens’. Lambeth
Palace Archives, MS4438 fo.36.  Reproduced with permission.
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Fig. 52.  The gatehouse seen from inside the moated site.

Fig. 53.  The gatehouse from Palace Green.
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Fig. 54.  The fine late medieval
door to the gatehouse.  This has
been reduced in length (note the
position of the bottom hinge) to
accommodate a rise in the level of
the moat and the ground.  The 17th-
century wicket door has not been
amended, indicating no drastic
changes in level since the date of
the door.

Fig. 55.  Original slit windows seen from the
interior of the gatehouse.

themselves.  A palfreyman (palfreys were
riding horses) and two charioteers were
remembered, a recognition of the impor-
tance of transport in the peripatetic life of
bishops.  Valets (attendants) ‘in my house’
received 40s each.  Each page ‘who sits at
my board and wears my livery’ was given
20s.  Specific sums of money were also
given to seventeen named servants including
Thomas ‘de la Boterye’, the Bishop’s
cellarer, and ‘Ralph of the kitchen’ (44).
Some of these household servants would
have accompanied the Bishop when travel-
ling but most, if not all, must have been
accommodated at the Palace when he was in
residence and a skeleton staff must have
looked after the Palace in his absence.
Bishop Erghum’s will is a valuable reminder
of how densely populated the Palace once
was and the likely existence of ancillary
buildings within the moated site.  Before
burial his body lay in the Palace chapel (45).
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3.2.3 - The Fifteenth Century

Summary
In the mid 15th-century the fourth known major medieval building phase was a new north
range added to the Palace for Bishop Beckington (1443-1465), a great builder at Wells
[Fig.56].  This range abutted the curtain wall on the north side of the complex.  The new
U-plan accommodation was compact and incorporated a 2-storey block at the E end
[Fig.57].  This included a ground floor hall with a ceiling, fashionable for its day, and
small chambers and a stair in a north east tower.  Two wings separated by a narrow court-
yard projected to the W.  These included a solar in the north wing and a large kitchen in
the south wing. Successive alterations of the 19th and 20th-century have changed many of
the interior partitions (horizontal as well as vertical) and removed virtually all the interior
finish but an exquisite painted head found in 2003 gives a glimpse of how lavish and
sophisticated the decoration of this range must have been.  Documentation also attributes a
now-missing cloister to Beckington.  This connected his new range to the chapel, creating
an inner courtyard.  Beckington also built a well house in the Camery as part of his gift of
running water to the town.  The arms of Bishop Oliver King (1495-1504) appear on the
bosses of the oriel windows which overlook the Camery and E end of the Cathedral from
Beckington’s range.

Early Fifteenth-Century Feasts
The menus for the funeral feast of Bishop
Bubwith (1424) and the consecration feast
(1425) of his successor, Bishop Stafford,
survive.  The feasts presumably took place
in Burnell’s great hall.  The consecration
feast is particularly interesting for includ-
ing a separate menu of only two, not three
courses, ‘pro inferiori parte Aule et in aliis
locis’ - ‘for those in the inferior part of the
hall and in other places’.  If the funeral
feast were held in Burnell’s great hall, this
indicates a clear distinction in the space,
probably made both by furnishings but
also by seating arrangements, between
superior and lesser guests.  The superior
menu included three ‘soteltes’ – designs in
paste relevant to the occasion.  Stafford’s
‘soteltes’ were ‘a man of law’, ‘an eagle’
and ‘St Andrew’.  The man of law must
have referred to Stafford’s status before
consecration, the eagle is the symbol for
St John the Evangelist and St Andrew is
the patron saint of the cathedral (46).

Bishop Beckington (1443-1465)
The next recorded great medieval builder
at the Palace after Bishop Ralph of
Shrewsbury was Bishop Beckington.  He
was born in Beckington in Somerset and

described by William of Worcester as the
son of a weaver (47).  He was educated
firstly at Winchester and then at New
College Oxford, founded by William of
Wykeham to educate churchmen who
would be competent to play an active part
in public life.  Beckington was one of a
circle of Wykehamists whose interest in a
range of classical studies contributed to
the English Renaissance.  He became one
of the leading lawyers/churchmen of his
age.  By 1422 he was a member of the
legal staff of Henry Chichele, Archbishop
of Canterbury and pursuing a career in the
church government.  In 1423 he became
the Chancellor of Humphry, Duke of
Gloucester and through the Duke’s patron-
age of Italian men of letters he came into
contact with Italian scholars, writers and
thinkers (48).

Like Burnell, Beckington became a
national figure through royal patronage.
He was described as Henry VI’s secretary
in 1438 and by 1440 was paid £100 per
year for this office.  He was intimately
involved in Henry VI’s establishment of
Eton College in 1441 and was one of the
officers appointed by the King to convert
the parish church of Eton into a collegiate
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Fig. 56.  Bishop Beckington shown in a
stylised representation of the Palace,
New College Oxford, Chaundler MS
288.  Reproduced with permission of
the Master and Fellows.

Fig. 57.  The Beckington range seen from the SW.
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church, which must have been valuable
experience in building matters.  He was
sent on diplomatic missions abroad and in
1442 was sent to France to treat for a
marriage between the King and a daughter
of the Count of Armagnac.  This was a
failure and it has been suggested that
Beckington may have lost standing at court
as a result (49).  In 1443 he became Keeper
of the Privy Seal, an officer of state who
examined all royal charters, pardons and
licences etc.

He was nominated to succeed Bishop
Stafford of Bath and Wells only after the
Bishop of Salisbury, Bishop Aiscough,
turned it down.  Beckington was conse-
crated Bishop at Eton on 13 October 1443
and celebrated his first mass as bishop in
the partly-built new church beside the
college buildings.  He was absent from his
diocese for some time after his consecra-
tion, delegating his powers in Wells.
However, this was only a temporary state
of affairs, and from 1444 he spent most of
the next twenty-one years in his diocese.
As Dunning notes, he surrounded himself
with distinguished Oxford scholars who
became his staff – there were 27 graduates

in his household - and were members of
the Cathedral chapter.

He proved to be a great builder, contribut-
ing to the secular settlement of Wells, to
Cathedral buildings and to the Palace.
His rebus (a beacon on a ‘tun’ a barrel)
can be found on a number of Wells
buildings [Fig.58].  He built a fine row of
houses, known as the ‘New Works’
fronting onto the Market Place [See Fig.
9].  These houses were much admired by
Leland, writing in 1542:

There be xij right exceeding fair
House al uniforme of Stone high
and fair windoad in the North side
and the Market Place, joining hard
to the North West part of the
Bishop’s Palace.  This cumly Peace
of Work was made by Bishop
Beckington, that mynded, yf he had
lyvid lengger, to have buildid other
xij on the South side of the Market
Steede, the which Work if he had
complished it had bene a spectable
to al Market Places in the West
Country…‘ (50)

Fig. 58.  Bishop Beckington’s rebus, a flaming beacon over a
‘tun’ or barrel, shown at the top in this detail of the vaulting
of the Bishop’s Eye gatehouse.



42

Beckington contributed to the Cathedral
as well as the town.  According to Leland,
he ‘made the west ende of the cloister
with the volte’ (though this work on the
west walk may have been completed after
his death by his executors) and also began
the existing S side of the cloister.  These
projects were reconstructions of earlier
cloisters on the same site.  Beckington
also built canons’ houses, at a cost £500,
with 3-storey bay windows with embattled
parapets.  At his expense the Chain Gate
between the Chapter House and the Vicars
Close was also constructed in 1459 at a
cost of  £333 33p so that the vicars could
go ‘to matins dryshod through a paved and
vaulted way’.

The Bishop also funded the re-building of
the porch between the Market Place and
Cathedral Green, and another at the NW
corner of the Green.  He also had a new
gatehouse built into the bishop’s domain
in 1453, cost £133 33p.  This gateway,
now known as the Bishop’s Eye, control-
led access from the town to the Palace
with a building that may have incorpo-
rated the Bishop’s Registry from an early
date. A concern to develop the walls and
gateways to the Palace and Cathedral
precincts may have been connected with
the anti-clericalism of Jack Cade’s rising
of 1450.  Although this mainly affected
Kent, the Bishops of Chichester and
Salisbury were both murdered by rebels
and Beckington had good reason for
reinforcing the security of the Cathedral
and Palace.

Beckington’s will of 1464  records his:
‘great costs and expenses on and about my
entry into the state of my benefice, about
the reparations and maintenance of the
same, 100li of money’, and his anger at
the disappearance of a substantial sum of
money and goods (estimated at 2,800
marks) bequeathed by Bishop Bubwith to
his successor (Bishop Stafford) to pay for
dilapidations and maintenance.  Stafford,
according to Beckington, spent nothing on
repairs in the 18 years he held the See but
nevertheless, no money was handed on

(51).  In fact the problem seems to have
been  of longer standing, Bishop Ralph of
Shrewsbury having left ‘considerable sums’
for the repair of the episcopal manors but
the four succeeding bishops having retained
the money and neglected the repairs (52).

Beckington’s monument in the N choir aisle
of the cathedral was made some years
before his death [Fig.59], see below.

Beckington and the Palace
William of Worcester, writing in 1480,
less than twenty years after Beckington’s
death and therefore likely to be reliable,
stated:

‘He also made, on the site of the
grove of trees on the north side of
the (arch)bishop’s Hall, a cloister,
parlour, chambers for visiting lords,
a very large kitchen, with conduits
of water to the kitchen and buttery,
cellar, bakehouse, and stewponds
for keeping fish, at a great cost of
over £1,000.’ (53)

This account can be supplemented by a
17th-century description by Nathaniel
Chyle, secretary of Bishop Piers.  He
records that the Bishop added:

‘a middle Tower or Gate, under
which is the passage, goeing from
the greate Gate to the House, as also
that Cloister, which heretofore
joyned thereunto, and reachd to the
end of the Greate Hall, as does and
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did appeare by his Coate of Armes
and Rebus thereon infix’t’.

The new range was U-plan with a block to
the east and two west wings separated by
a narrow courtyard.  The main entrance
into the new accommodation was in the
corner where it abutted the Jocelin’s block
[Fig.60].  This led into yet another great
room on the ground floor, but this time it

was not open to the roof timbers like the
principal spaces of Jocelin and Burnell’s
halls, but had a ceiling and, presumably, a
great chamber above, an arrangement in
the forefront of the fashion of the day
[Figs.61 & 62].

It must always have had a chimneystack
and the fine 15th-century chimney-piece
now in the Jocelin block gallery

The Hall

Oriel

The Hall

Hall Bay

Solar (on
first floor)

Courtyard

Kitchen

Fig. 60.  The probable ground floor arrangements
of the Beckington range when built.  Plan by J Ray
Harrison based on the Buckler plans and plans in
Alan Thomas’s archive.
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Fig. 61.  The E elevation of the hall in the
Beckington range.  This was originally two
stories but has had an additional floor inserted.
The E side  maintains evidence of the 2 original
tiers of windows.

undercroft may have originated here (54)
[Fig.63], but could be later.  This great
ground floor room is perhaps best under-
stood as the precursor of the modern
dining room.  A hall bay in the tower at
the north east end of the new wing  pro-
vided an intimate, well-lit space off this
large room.  This would have allowed the
Bishop to have more confidential conver-
sations with guests.  In 2003 an exquisite
painted panel of a lady in fashionable
clothing was found associated with the
window lighting this space [Fig. 64].
This suggests that there may be some
justice in the comment of a contemporary
of Beckington who claimed that his Palace
was ‘adorned with wonderful splendour’
(55).  The tower included a small upper
chamber and a stair turret.  There was a
great chamber on the first floor over the
dining room.  Of the two wings, the one
facing the courtyard contained a large
kitchen [Fig.65].  The rear wing, along
the curtain wall contained a solar.  Subse-
quent additions to this wing have given it
a spectacularly picturesque elevation over
the moat [Fig. 66].  By 1456 there was an
oratory in the Palace.

Fig. 63.  The chimneypiece now in the gallery
undercroft.

Fig. 62.  A conjectural cross section through
Beckington’s hall block, looking N, showing it
prior to the insertion of the additional floor.
Copyright J Ray Harrison.
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Fig. 64.  The painted head from the Beckington range,
illustrating the quality of the origjnal decorative finish.

The ‘cloister’, which no longer exists, is
generally understood to have extended
from the west end of Beckington’s range
to the west end of the chapel, creating an
inner courtyard in front of Jocelin’s block,
with a gatehouse in the cloister.  This
courtyard would have been bounded by
the chapel on the S side, Jocelin’s block
in the middle and the new accommodation
on the north.  Parker, writing in the 1860s,
records the 19th-century discovery of the
foundations of a cloister running along the
S front of the north  range (56). Presum-
ably this was also built in Beckington’s
time.  Parker also supposed a cloister
along the north side of the chapel, provid-
ing a space with claustral walks on three
sides and similarities in circulation to a
monastery cloister.  Buckle, writing in
1888, drew a plan which showed his
understanding of the cloister arrangement
within the whole site, incorporating the
work of Jocelin, Burnell, Ralph of
Shrewsbury and Beckington [Fig. 67].

The arrangement of a cloister across the
existing open space is confirmed by
surviving physical detail, including evi-
dence of a gatehouse that appears to be
shown at the west end of the north range in
the Nathaniel Buck engraving of 1733,
(see Fig. 76) and the stub wall of the
cloister attached to the chapel which
appears in a sketch as late as 1784 (see
Fig. 82).  The surviving information is not
quite enough to establish the exact ar-
rangement of cloister and gatehouse, as
Dunning points out.  Parker thought that a
‘middle tower or gate’ would mean one
more central to the cloister and drew his
plan accordingly.  The ‘middle Tower or
Gate’ might also apply to the gatehouse
associated with the moat.

Bearing in mind Beckington’s erection of
the gatehouse at the east end of the market,
the creation of an inner courtyard within
the moated walled site would have pro-
vided no less than three walled and gated
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Fig. 65.  The S elevation of Beckington’s kitchen, overlooking the courtyard.  The
existing windows are not original.

Fig. 66.  The spectacularly picturesque N elevation of the Beckington range seen
across the moat from the Camery.  The right hand (W) 2-storey building is an 1840s
addition
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Fig. 67.  Buckle’s plan of the
Palace in which he shows
conjectural (based on docu-
mentation) locations for the
cloister and cloister gatehouse
across the front of the Jocelin
block.  Buckle, 1881.

spaces, each with supervised entrance and
exit, through which any visitor to the
Palace would have had to pass.  Such an
arrangement clearly gave the bishop
increased status.  It left Burnell’s great
hall in an ‘outer’ courtyard, implying
perhaps that this was now, if not a white
elephant, a less important, or less used
element in the bishop’s life than it had
once been.  It may also have served to
remind visitors to the great hall that
another boundary lay between them and
Beckington’s circle of intimates.

In 1451 Beckington donated a supply of
running water to the City of Wells, build-
ing a well house for the purpose in the
Camery [Figs.68, 69].  The indenture he
made ensured that the supply to the city
did not compromise the supply to the
Palace, the Palace mill (west of the moat
and on the site of the present town hall) or
the means of scouring out the moat when
required (57).  The well house was square

on plan externally and round on plan
inside.  It is crowned with a very worn
finial, said to represent a Talbot, a type of
hunting dog.  It is a rare surviving medi-
eval building type and, in the context of
the survival of the water system in the
City of Wells, unique in England.  In
return for the water supply, Beckington
asked for the master and burgesses of
Wells and their successors to visit his
place of burial in the Cathedral and say
prayers for his soul.  Each visit they made
gave them 40 days indulgence.

All the works on the Wells Palace by
Beckington are particularly remarkable
given that William of Worcester implies
that he spent more time at the manor
house at Banwell, which he had: ‘repaired
anew and as Bishop lived there for the
most part, and made a very fine orchard of
various remarkable fruits’.
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Fig. 68.  Beckington’s well-house from the E.

Fig. 69. Plan and details of the well house, probably drawn in the 1840s,
published in Examples of Gothic Architecture by A and A W Pugin, Vol. 2,
1895 edn.
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Bishop Oliver King (1495-1503) and the
Palace.
Bishop Oliver King’s arms are carved on
the bosses of the oriel windows on the N
side of the north wing erected by
Beckington, overlooking the moat. [see
Figs. 66, 60].  Bishop King advanced in
royal service, functioning as a diplomat
with special expertise in French matters.
He was translated to Wells from Exeter in
1495 but seems to have delegated his
duties there for the first four years of his
episcopate.  He visited Wells, apparently
for the first time, with Henry VII in 1497.
Henry, by tradition, is said to have stayed
at the Deanery, implying that the Palace
was considered unfit to receive him.  The

Bishop began to spend time in his diocese
in 1499.  He was a great builder at Bath,
funding the rebuilding and vault of the
Abbey, inspired by a dream.  However, his
register provides evidence that he never
resided at Wells for more than a day or
two.  Buckle, writing in the 1880s, argued
that the windows at Wells were probably
added shortly before his death in 1503 and
that Bishop King decided to live at Wells
late in life, but died before he was able to
do so (58).  The windows indicate the
value placed on views of the Camery and
Cathedral from the Palace at the turn of
the 16th century and the abandonment of
any pretence of  the curtain wall and moat
functioning as a fully-encircling defence

Fig. 70.   The interior of Bishop King’s solar oriel in 2006.  It has been reduced
in height inside by the insertion of  a 19th-century floor.
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3.3 - The Sixteenth Century

Summary

The Reformation brought drastic changes to the status of bishops and their wealth.  In
1550 the Palace was annexed to the Duke of Somerset for a short time.  After Somerset’s
execution, some of the Bishop’s demesne was rented to a yeoman.  Sir John Gates is
documented as having robbed the Palace for building materials and removed lead and
timber from the roof of the great hall.  The Palace was repaired by Bishop Berkeley in the
1560s.

From the time of Bishop John Clerk
(1523-41) the power of  the bishops was
severely reduced.  National trends stripped
them of their patronage and estates and
reduced the status of the Bishopric against
others (59).  Some of the Tudor bishops of
Wells had little connection with the
Palace.  Whether the bishop were absent
or not, there were over 20 officers con-
nected with the running of the episcopal
estates in the period c.1540 to 1643.  The
Keeper of Wells Palace was paid the same
as the High Steward, £13 6s 8d per annum
(60), more than any other officers.  In the
Tudor period this post was usually held
with the post of Keeper of the Bishop’s
Prison (which was sited on Palace Green),
with accommodation thrown in, as well as
a stable, cloth, hay and firewood (61).

Bishop Clerk was a diplomat and, before
1530, delegated suffragen bishops and his
brother, Thomas Clerk ( who lived at the
Bishop’s house at Wookey), to undertake
his duties (62).  Clerk’s fall from royal
favour (he supported the case of Katherine
of Aragon against King Henry in the royal
divorce proceedings), proved expensive
for his diocese as he seems to have been
punished by being required to provide a
large sum of money (£100,000) to subsi-
dise the King in 1533. He  was personally
fined £700 for the escape of seven prison-
ers from the episcopal gaol (63).

Clerical marriages were sanctioned in
1547 and legalised by Parliament in 1549.
This in itself had a major impact on the
status of the position of bishop.  If bishops
were noble lords, as they had been in the
medieval period, how could they continue
to play that role when they could not pass
their wealth on to their families because

diocesan estates and property were passed
from bishop to bishop, not bishop to
heir?(64).  Clerical marriage was also
insecure in the 1550s, Mary repealing the
Edwardian Acts that permitted it.

The first married bishop at Wells is
generally reckoned to have been Bishop
Barlow (1548-1554), who was married by
1550 to a former nun.  This gave the
Palace at Wells a mistress for the first
time.  They had two sons and four daugh-
ters, some of whom must have been born
at Wells.  During Barlow’s episcopacy, he
was made to give up most of the endow-
ments of the See.  Of the 24 manors he
could boast in 1548, only three remained
untouched during his episcopacy (65).

In 1548 the Duke of Somerset, who was
building up a power base of estates in the
West, was granted the manor of Wells
itself.  Somerset was imprisoned in 1549
and it is presumed the bishop and his
family were then still in the Palace (66).
After Somerset’s release he demanded the
return of the Lordship of Wells and the
Palace, which was annexed to him in 1550
(67).  ‘On 2nd December the Wells Palace,
with its buildings, orchards, gardens,
ponds fishponds and grounds, and the
house for keeping convicted clerks, passed
into Somerset’s hands’ (68).  In exchange
the bishop received the Deanery, where it
is presumed he lived until 1552, when
Somerset was arrested, tried and executed
and his lands confiscated the day after his
execution.  In July of that year, in what
Hembry has called a ‘great reshuffle’ of
diocesan property, the Palace was returned
to Bishop Barlow.  He had limited success
in putting the episcopal estates back
together before going into exile in Mary’s
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reign.  The bishopric was vacant for the
winter of 1553-4.  On 14 December 1553-4
some of the Wells demesnes were leased by
the Crown to a yeoman, William Tarry (69).

After Somerset’s death, Sir John Gates,
Vice-Chamberlain to the King and Captain
of the Guard, acquired the Palace and ‘sold
the lead and timber to the almost ruin of all,
but totally of the great hall’ (70).  As far as
we know, the hall was never fully restored,
but its architectural shell, rather surpris-
ingly, was kept, perhaps simply out of
inertia.  It seems still to have had some
furniture in it in the 1630s.  By the early 19th

century it was prized as a Romantic ruin.
Gates also destroyed Bishop Stillington’s
Chapel at the Cathedral ‘so that there was
no part of it left’ (71).  As Rodwell notes,
documentation suggests a team of profes-
sional demolition men were at work there
(72).  The same gang may have worked on
the Palace.  Gates was subsequently be-
headed for joining Dudley, Duke of North-
umberland, against the Queen.

Bishop Bourne, who succeeded Barlow in
1554 was described as ‘frequently in Wells’
(73) after 1555.  His preference seems to
have been for his manor at Wiveliscombe
where he said to have ‘made his most
abiding’ (74).  He managed to retrieve the
manor of Banwell, which had been leased
away in 1552 but leased out episcopal
estates to relatives, for terms beyond his
own episcopacy, meaning that his successor,
Berkeley, was confined to the Palace at
Wells while Bourne’s relatives enjoyed the
rural properties.  As a catholic Bourne was
formally deprived of his See before 11
January 1560 and was sent to the Tower of
London.

Bourne’s successor, Bishop Berkeley, 1560-
1581 had a gross income of less than half
that of Bishop Clerk’s, only 20 years previ-
ously and, as his biographer comments,
‘less than half that of an average peer of the
realm’ (75).  Bishop Bourne’s leases to his
own brother meant that Berkeley had no
choice of where to live, but was restricted to
the Wells Palace, which he considered
unhealthy:

‘where there were of late days three
mansion houses for the Bishop to
repair unto there is now but only one
which is not very wholesome to dwell
in because it standeth low and in a
cold air, now worse than ever it was
because such wood as was for the
maintenance of the house and the help
of the whole township is now let out to
Richard Bourne…’ [brother of the
previous Bishop] (76).

Berkeley recorded that when he came to the
Palace he had found it ‘left rifled and ruinous
by his predecessor and had felled 61 trees for
its repair’.  This sounds as though both the
Jocelin block and Beckington range might
have needed re-roofing (77) after the turmoil
of the 1550s.  The Bishop’s grumbles about
the state of the See provides useful informa-
tion on the condition of the Palace when he
was installed.  William Tarry still had posses-
sion of the Palace brewhouse, barn yard and
a great garden (these were presumably all on
the plot of land W of the moat) and the
Bishop no longer had a carriageway to his
house (78).  Buckle attributes the timber
staircase and much other work to Berkeley
(79).

There was an episcopal vacancy from 1581-
1584.  Godwin 1584-1590, spent most of his
episcopacy living at Banwell.  The Wells
Palace was not only neglected, but is said to
have been robbed for building materials for
the refurbishment of the Banwell mansion,
which is known to have been luxuriously
furnished with upholstered chairs, cushions,
carpets and two feather beds to each bed-
stead (80).  After the Bishop’s death, it was
estimated that it would cost more than £100
to repair the tiling and plumbing of the Wells
Palace.

Godwin was followed by Bishop John Still,
1593-1608, who was married with a family.
Part of the buildings of the Palace were still
let out.  Records during Still’s episcopacy
give a glimpse of the cost and effort of
heating the Palace.  In 1599, 409 loads of
timber were brought into the palace i.e. more
than one per day (81).
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Buckle suggests that Montague may have
been responsible for the relatively plain W
window of the chapel  (82), which  was
apparently replaced by Ferrey in the 1840s
but following the previous design, and
argues that this bishop had a special
antiquarian interest in medieval Gothic.
His work on roofing the nave at Bath
Abbey was Perpendicular Gothic in style.
This means that work of uncertain date at
the Palace, notably the 2-light windows on
the S front of Beckington’s range, might
be his (83).  The existing porch into the
Beckington range, the oak screen to the
entrance lobby behind it and the timber
staircase now in Jocelin’s block are all
likely to be his on stylistic grounds [Figs.
71-73].  It is possible that the stair has
been moved from the entrance lobby to its
present position.  In his will Montague
excused bequests to his family on the
basis that he had spent over £5,000 on his
two bishoprics: Bath and Wells and
Winchester  (84).

Bishop Arthur Lake (1616-1626) had a
reputation for piety, leading a simple life
with regular fasting.  However, this did
not mean a reduced household and he is
reputed to have kept 50 household serv-
ants out of charity, to supply employment.
He seems never to have had the means,
even if he had had the inclination, to
patronise building work (85).

The next three bishops, as Dunning notes,
seem to have had little impact on the
Palace.  Bishop Laud never even visited
the diocese (86).  Two interesting pieces
of documentation survive from the episco-

3.4 - The Seventeenth Century

Summary
The porch to the Beckington range and screen inside and the staircase in the Jocelin block
may be the work of Bishop James Montague (1608-1616), although Buckle considered that
they were the work of Bishop Berkeley.  During the Civil War the Palace was robbed for
building materials and it seems likely that major repairs afterwards were paid for by Bishop
Piers (1632-1670).  Bishop Ken (1685-1691), who had spent time in the Hague, may have
been responsible for works to the grounds influenced by Dutch landscaping, including  the
terrace against the south wall of the moat and some refurbishment of the Beckington range.
In 1703 Bishop Kidder (1691-1703) and his wife were killed by chimneys which fell through
the Palace roof in a storm.

James Montague, who followed Still,
1608-1616 was another royal intimate.  He
attended King James I ‘constantly’ and
was considered to be one of the three most
influential servants in the royal household.
He was Dean of the Chapel Royal, an
office he maintained at his own request
when he became Bishop of Bath and
Wells.  In spite of his commitments to
court and the Chapel Royal, he was
annually resident in his diocese from July
to September each year.  He had experi-
ence of building works, having supervised
the construction of Sidney Sussex College
Cambridge, where he was the first Master.
Some of his wealth came from exploiting
the lead mines in the Mendips.  He spent
large sums of his own money roofing the
nave of Bath Abbey (work which has
since been replaced) and on the chapel of
the Bishop’s Palace.  Godwin, who, in the
17th century, wrote a history of the cathe-
dral stated that:

‘After he came to Wells he ex-
pended much money in restoring
and adorning episcopal property
as much at Banwell as at Wells.
At Wells indeed the chapel built
by Bishop Jocelin, but reduced to
poverty by the diocese, neglected
for years long since and collapsed
for sixty, he no doubt at great
expense made good, cleaning,
restoring and furnishing with a
musical organ, and other orna-
mentation, so that in beauty and
magnificence scarcely any Eng-
lish chapel can yield to it, to me at
least from those I have already
seen.’
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Fig. 71.  The 17th-centuiry screen in the Beckington range.

Fig 72.  Detail from the screen. Fig. 73.  The 17th-century stair (much
altered and perhaps relocated).
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pacy of Bishop Curll (1629-1632).
Firstly, there is a record of an argument in
the ‘cloister of the palace’ when Joan
Pope used ‘irreverent and unmannerly
words’ to the Bishop’s wife (87).  This
confirms the existence of a cloister,
presumably Beckington’s work.

A more important document is an inven-
tory produced in 1632 (88) when Curll
was succeeded by Bishop Piers (1632-
1670).  The importance of providing
hospitality is clear from the Bishop’s three
dining rooms, ‘the old great dining room’,
the ‘ordinary’ dining room and the ‘best’
dining room.   In addition he had a ‘crack-
ing’ or ‘chatting’ chamber, presumably for
private audiences.  The ‘long gallery’
seems to have functioned exactly as
newly-built examples did in Elizabethan
houses, as a place for displaying art (the
Palace gallery had 25 paintings in it) and
probably a place for exercise on wet days.
The Bishop’s secretary had his own
chamber, evidently with pigeon holes:
‘one little Cobard of Boxes for writings’.
The Bishop’s steward also had a chamber
(89), as did the chaplain.  There was a
room called the nursery, although Bishop
Still seems to have been the last bishop
before Piers who had a family at the
Palace.  There were two tables in the
pastry.  The larder had ‘three mead tubs
and two powdering tubs (barrels for
salting meat), a table board and a hanging
safe’, no doubt to keep vermin away from
stored food.  Utensils in the brewhouse,
which may have been on the other side of
the moat, are also listed.  These included a
‘greate Copper Furnace’, wooden vats and
a ‘greate troffe lined with Lead’.

Bishop Piers also listed all the Palace
rooms that had locks and keys shortly
after he arrived.  By this time there was an
upper as well as a lower nursery – perhaps
this was for relatives visiting or living at
the Palace.  The list of locks and keys is
particularly interesting in indicating that
service functions had leaked into (or had
always been associated with) the cloisters,
where there was a bottlehouse and a
butterhouse.  There was a lock and key to

the ‘old hall’ (presumably Burnell’s hall),
which had tables and  stocks in it.  The
chapel, which had tablets with the com-
mandments on them, also had a pair of
organs, a joyned table (presumably the
altar table) and a ‘bill’.  It is not clear
what this was, perhaps some sort of
document on the wall.  Piers supported
Laudian reform in the church.  He en-
forced the ruling that altars should be
placed against the E wall and railed in and
no doubt the Palace chapel was arranged
this way during his episcopate.

Piers was impeached and imprisoned in
1640 and re-imprisoned in 1641 with
eleven other bishops who had protested
about legislation being passed in the
House of Lords during the Short Parlia-
ment.  He was probably released in 1642
and retired, for the time being, to Sunbury
on the eve of the Civil War.  In 1643 the
office of Bishop was banned.  The ran-
sacking of the Cathedral and Palace in the
same year is noted on the title page of a
book in the Cathedral Library:

‘The captaines [?]…divers pictures
and crucifixes in the church and our
Lady chaple, likewise did plunder
the bishop’s palace, and broke all
such monuments or pictures they
espied, ether of religion, antiquity,
or the kinges of England, and made
havock, and sold for litle or
nothinge all the howshold stuffe’
(90).

Nathaniel Chyle’s 17th-century history
records Dr Cornelius Burges being made
Preacher in the Cathedral by Parliament
and he is described by Scrase as being
installed in the Palace.  He was probably
related to John Burges, Esq. who occupied
the Deanery (91).  Chyle, writing in about
1680 and likely to be reliable for events
close in date to his account, states that
Burges set to work on the Palace:

Pulling off not only the lead thereof,
but taking away also the Timber,
and making what money he could of
them, and what remained unsold he
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removed to the Deanery improving
that out of the Ruins of the palace,
leaving only bare Walls, excepting
the gate Houses, which he tenanted
out to some inferior people’ (92).

At the Restoration Bishop Piers returned
to his diocese.  Several commentators
have noted that his finances afterwards
were extremely healthy.  His reinstatement
provided opportunities for acquiring
revenues from re-establishing leases.  The
Bishop’s own bailiff reckoned that his
employer had spent in excess of £5,000 on
the restoration of the Wells Palace and the
manor of Banwell (93).  His will refers to
property that he held personally as well as
indicating a well-furnished Palace includ-
ing virginals, a harpsichord and an organ.

Bishop Ken (1685-1691) has been de-
scribed as ‘a man of genuine holiness
rooted in the practicalities of life’ (94).  As
chaplain to Mary, wife of the future
William III, Ken lived in the Hague in the
late 1670s before appointment as one of
the chaplains to Charles II in 1680.  Inevi-
tably he became embroiled in late 17th-
century politics.  He consistently and
courageously reminded his flock, whether
the unrefined inhabitants of Tangier,
where he was sent in 1683, or the King

himself, to turn away from vice.  He acted
nobly during the Monmouth rebellion,
saving several hundreds of prisoners from
death and visiting prisoners he could not
save from Judge Jeffreys.  As a non-juror
he was officially suspended from his
diocese in 1689 and deprived of the See in
1691.  He is known to have ordained
regularly in the Palace chapel, which must
have been in a good state of repair at the
time.  The south terrace in the garden with
the classical motif of the acanthus leaf on
the SW bastion is considered to be his
work [Fig.74] and it is possible that the
central bastion on the S side is a creation
for him.  This may reflect, with other
changes outside, usually attributed to him
(notably a canal feature), an interest in
Dutch formal gardens arising from the
time he spent at the Hague.  Ken may also
be responsible for the late 17th-century
work in the tower of the Beckington range
[Fig.75].

The last 17th-century bishop, Bishop
Kidder (1691-1703), and his wife came to
an unfortunate architectural end during a
storm on 26th November 1703.  This is
presumed to have been in the Beckington
range.  The following is from a contempo-
rary account:

Fig. 74.  The SW bastion where
the steps from the terrace walk
incorporate a classical bracket,
presumably for supporting an
ornament or pot.
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Fig. 75.  A decorated plaster ceiling in the tower in the Beckington range may be
work undertaken for Bishop Ken.

‘…the dismal accident of our late
Bishop and Lady, was most remark-
able, who was killed by the fall of
two chimney-stacks upon my Lord’s
bed, forced it quite through the next
floor, down into the hall, and buried
them in the rubbish’ (95).

In the 1840s Benjamin Ferrey claimed to
have found evidence of former buttresses
on the front to match those he still found
on the east elevation and he also consid-
ered the front battlementing to be ‘mod-
ern’.  If he was correct, major works to the
front of the Jocelin block were undertaken
before 1733 (the date of the Buck engrav-
ing, see Fig.76), probably in the 17th or
18th centuries, although it is not clear for
which bishop.
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3.5 - The Eighteenth Century

Sumary
Four Bishops cover the 18th century.  Plans and images from this century are the first
visual record of changes to its architecture and the appearance of the grounds and include
an important view of 1733 by the Buck brothers and a very fine plan of c.1795 by John
Carter.

Some elements of the medieval building
complex disappeared, e.g. the porch of
Burnell’s great hall and the remains of the
kitchen.  These were in existence in 1733,
when Samuel and Nathaniel Buck produced
an important engraving [Fig. 76], but had
gone by the 1790s when John Carter pro-
duced his important plan of the Cathedral
and Palace. The Buck view shows Burnell’s
hall fully-walled but missing its roof.  Its E
end bay on the N side is shown blind, so the
window there now is either rebuilt or has
been unblocked.  A large, gabled, barn-like
building is shown to W of the hall on the
presumed site of the medieval kitchen, lying
between the hall and curtain wall.  This
building is missing part of its roof and has a
Tudor arched doorway into it from the
courtyard.  It might be a stable on a grand
scale (96).   A two-storey tower is shown at
the west end of the Beckington range.  This
structure was presumably part of
Beckington’s cloister and gatehouse.  The
Simes view of 1735 is intriguing rather than
helpful with individual elements of the
Palace complex apparently incorrectly
located [Fig.77].

During the episcopacy of Charles Moss
(1774-1802), Carter made a plan of the
Cathedral and Palace, full of valuable detail
[Fig.78]  It clearly shows a cross passage
through the Jocelin block from an off-centre
doorway.  The undercroft is shown divided
into three.  The stair at the N end of the
range rises across the range, at ninety
degrees to the arrangement that exists in
2006.  The Beckington range has a substan-
tial walled service yard which encloses the
brewhouse (shown with two vats).  Fittings
in the chapel suggest that it had been
divided internally into a nave and chancel
and the remnant of the cloister that survived
at the W end is shown as a walled annexe to
the W end doorway.  The porch of Burnell’s

great hall has disappeared since the Buck
view, although a wide route into the medieval
doorway survives.  Some internal walls are
shown in the hall but the W end structure
shown clearly in the Buck view of 60 years
earlier has completely disappeared.  An image
by Hearne is important [Fig.79] as a record of
the N wing of the Beckington range in the
1790s.

There must have been a programme of repair
in the Beckington range following Kidder’s
accident and the surviving two-panel doors
(re-sited) may belong to this phase.  Bishop
Hooper (1704-1727) was involved in building
refurbishments in other places, at St Mary
Lambeth and Canterbury Cathedral, where he
was appointed Dean.  He had numerous
children but only two reached adulthood.  One
of these, Abigail spent part of her adult life at
Wells Palace.  Phelps states that the arms over
the fine Tudor chimney-piece (ex situ) in the
Jocelin block belong to Bishop Hooper.  This
suggests that it may have been moved in
Hooper’s episcopacy.

One of the 18th-century bishops (or perhaps
Bishop Beadon in the early 19th century) re-
windowed the upper floor of the garden front
and N end of Jocelin’s block with sash win-
dows, shown in images of 1825 and 1826
[Figs. 80, 81].  It is interesting that this
Georgianisation seems to have been concen-
trated on the elevations overlooking the
private garden, suggesting that it was under-
stood that the public face of the Palace had to
remain Gothic in style.  There may have been
some amendments to ground floor windows on
the front of the Jocelin block.  These appear to
be square-headed in the 1733 Buck engraving,
but are difficult to make out with certainty
[Fig. 76].  The panelling in the N end first
floor room in the Jocelin block may be late
18th-century.
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Fig. 76.  Extract from the Buck engraving of 1733,  Burnell’s great hall is shown roofless but
with its walls standing and porch complete.  A building, apparently partly-roofed, stands on
the presumed site of the kitchen to its W, but may be post-medieval.  The tower at the end of
the Beckington range (left of centre, foreground) is reckoned to be a gatehouse into the inner
courtyard formed by Beckington’s cloister. From a copy in the Palace Archives.

Fig. 77.  Extract from the Simes view of
Wells of 1735. From a copy in Wells Museum
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Fig. 78.  Extract from John Carter’s 1790s plan of Wells showing the Palace and its
grounds in detail.  The building W of Burnell’s great hall has disappeared since the 1733
Buck image but the walls of the hall remain intact, minus its porch.  Carter shows a
structure W of the chapel, the remnant of Beckington’s cloister that created an inner
courtyard.  The watercourses in the Camery were later altered by Bishop Law as part of
his landscaping campaign.  The grounds include a right-angled canal feature S of
Burnell’s hall.  This may have been introduced for Bishop Ken, influenced by Dutch
formal gardening.  Reproduced with the permission of the Society of Antiquaries.
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Fig. 79.  This 1790s image of the N side of the Beckington range by Thomas Hearne is a
useful view of an elevation which was partly rebuilt to the right (W) in the 1840s.  Valuable
detail shown includes finials on the gables, a hipped roof to the NE tower and a blocked
window adjacent to the nearest oriel.  A garderobe tower is shown off the solar wing and the
kitchen wing has a massive stack supported by a shouldered buttress. Print held in the Palace
Archives.
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Figs. 80 & 81.  Two Buckler images showing sash windows in the Palace before  replacement
or restoration of Gothic style windows.  The top Buckler image, of 1825, shows sash windows
on the E elevation of the Jocelin block.  The 1826 Buckler image below shows sash windows
in the N end wall of the Jocelin block.  The Pigott Collection, the Somerset Studies Library.
Reproduced with the permision of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society.
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3.6 - The Nineteenth Century

Summary
The 19th century saw the transfer of the Palace buildings from successive bishops to the
Ecclesiastical Commissioners in 1855, with the residence reserved for the bishop.  It also
saw the preservation of the Palace as a great Gothic monument.    At least three successive
phases of change (including demolition and addition) reflected changing attitudes to
Gothic. The introduction of an additional storey into the Beckington range is considered
here to be work for Bishop Beadon (1802-1824). The Beckington range was gradually
downgraded to a service building, accommodating an increasingly complex hierarchy of
servants.  The main entrance into the Jocelin block was re-positioned during Beadon’s
episcopacy  to provide a symmetrical front.   The most legible and best recorded 19th-
century  phases, for Bishop Law and then Bishop Bagot, show the contrast between pictur-
esque Gothic of the 1820s and 1830s, particularly relevant to the gardenesque style intro-
duced into the grounds, and the more scholarly and earnest Gothic style of the 1840s.

During the episcopacy of Bishop Law (1824-1845)  there were major interventions into the
Jocelin block, the chapel and Burnell’s great hall, which was partially demolished for
picturesque reasons.  Many of the changes undertaken for Law were recorded by the
topographical artist, John Buckler.  In 1846/7 Benjamin Ferrey added a storey to the
Jocelin block for Bishop Bagot (1845-1854), restored the chapel and re-built the stables.
Ferrey also seems to have designed a new kitchen in the north wing of the Beckington
range.  He returned to the Palace in c.1869 to convert the undercroft into a dining room.
During the 19th century the architectural importance of the Palace buildings was widely
recognised.  Two important articles analysing the Palace architecture were published.  A
number of architects and topographical artists made measured drawings.  Some of these
were published, providing sources and inspiration for architects designing new Gothic
Revival buildings.

Bishop Beadon (1802-1824) and the
Palace
Parts of the Palace seem to have been in a
poor state of repair in Bishop Beadon’s
episcopacy.  By 1811-1812, when T
Kerrich made sketches of the Palace, the
chapel was shabby and seems unlikely to
have been in use.  The internal window
shafts had disappeared, on the north side
at any rate, as had the wall shafts of the
vaulting.  Both the east and west windows
were blocked and the beautiful sedilia had
been covered up (97).

Two major analytical articles on the
Palace were written , one by Parker in
1861 (98) and another by Edmund Buckle
in 1888 (99).  Both writers attribute the
addition of an extra floor into the hall
block and solar wing of Bishop
Beckington’s range to Bishop Beadon.
Parker gives a date of c.1810 for the work.
The architectural evidence for the flooring
is complicated and different writers have
suggested wildly different dates for this

work (100).  One of the windows associ-
ated with the altered floor level has a
c.early 17th-century lintel.  This is presum-
ably re-used.  There is a suite of 2-panel
doors to the rooms associated with the
additional floor.  Stylistically they date
from c.1700 but could have been re-sited
from a previous refurbishment before the
additional floor was inserted.  Buckle
attributes the 2-light windows shown in
engravings on the S side of the
Beckington range to Beadon, but this is an
error as a 1784 drawing by Carter  shows
them in place then  [Fig. 82].

In the 20th century there are references, in
passing, to work in the Beckington range
in the early 19th century having been
carried out by ‘Wyatt’.  One source is the
architect W D Caroe, who was working on
the range in 1926.  He commented that
Wyatt introduced the floors in ‘about
1800’ (101).  There are also two photo-
graphs in the National Monuments Record
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Fig. 82.  An unsual view, looking W from the Jocelin block, by John Carter, drawn in 1784.
This shows a remnant of the Beckington cloister attached to the chapel on the left and what
appears to be the existing windows in the Beckington range to the right.  Somerset Studies
Library, the Braikenbridge Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of the Somerset
Studies Library.

which have annotations attributing ele-
ments of the Palace to Wyatt, including,
apparently, loopholes in the curtain wall.

If one of the Wyatt family did work on the
Palace for Bishop Beadon, James Wyatt,
an accomplished Gothic architect by the
standards of the day, is the most likely
candidate but no obvious evidence to
connect him with Wells has come to light.
There is no evidence that he worked at the
Cathedral, for instance.  However, it is
perfectly possible that Wyatt, as the best-
known architect of his day,  with a huge
architectural practice, worked for Beadon.
The Bishop might have known one of his
numerous different patrons or perhaps
knew him via Fonthill, on the outskirts of
Bath, where he worked for William
Beckford in 1796-1812.

Phelps, writing in1839 and closest of the
19th-century commentators in date to the

events he described, refers to work by
Beadon only in Jocelin’s block, stating
that the Bishop ‘repaired the palace and
made some judicious improvements by a
new doorway into the corridor, now
forming a handsome and the principal
entrance into the palace and the altera-
tion of the great staircase to communi-
cate with it’.

This would mean that the work to shift
the entrance into the Jocelin block one
bay to the south, to make the front
symmetrical and the rather ‘incorrect’
Gothick porch that preceded the existing
porch  was undertaken for Beadon in
1824, the year of his death [Fig.83].
The staircase seems from Phelps to have
been remodelled so that it rose, not
across the short axis of the block as
shown in the Carter plan, but on the long
axis, as it does today.
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Fig. 83.  An 1824 print of the front elevation showing work undertaken before Bishop
Law’s episcopacy.  There is a central entrance with a Gothick porch into the Jocelin block.
The two-light ground windows to left of the porch must date from the period when the
entrance was moved one bay to right (S). The Somerset Studies Library.  Reproduced with
ermission.
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Bishop Law (1824-1845)

Beadon’s successor, Bishop Law  was a
reforming Bishop when it came to pov-
erty, deeply concerned to improve the lot
of the industrial poor in his diocese of
Chester and then the rural poor in Bath
and Wells, who were provided with
allotments by him.  He was, however, a
conservative in other areas and vociferous
in the House of Lords against measures
designed to improve the status of Roman
Catholics and Dissenters.

Law was in the forefront of organised
diocesan movements to encourage the
rebuilding and restoration of neglected
and dilapidated churches (105).  He
supported the establishment of the Wells
Theological College in 1840.  He was an
enthusiast for many of the fashionable
interests of a gentleman of his day.  He
was a keen gardener in the ‘gardenesque’
mode.  His antiquarian interests encom-
passed archaeology and geology, as well
as Gothic architecture.    He was an early
and important collector of medieval
stained glass, having bought ‘a wagon-
load’ originating from a church in Rouen
demolished in the aftermath of the Revo-

lution ‘some of which he put in the Palace
chapel at Wells, some at Banwell in his
Palace there’ (106).  He employed
Willement, the leading glass-painter of the
day, to install the glass in the Palace.

In 1831, during the tumult over the Re-
form Bill and anti-episcopal feeling when
Bishops in the House of Lords voted
against it, he felt sufficiently vulnerable to
raise the drawbridge of the Palace for the
last time and later left his diocese for the
safety of Torquay.  The decade of reform
in the 1830s had its impact on works to
the Palace buildings.  The Ecclesiastical
Commission, first set up in 1835, became
a permanent fixture and rationalised the
income of bishops and the management of
their houses.  Works to maintain the
Palace as the home and place of work of
the bishop were thereafter funded by loans
that could be taken out of Queen Anne’s
Bounty, against the income of the See,
although bishops who had personal wealth
were able to undertake work at their own
expense, so long as it was acceptable to
the Ecclesiastical Commissioners’ archi-
tect.

Bishop Law (1761-1845) and the Palace
Bishop Law, who had four sons and five
daughters, undertook significant works on
the palace.  During his episcopacy, John
Buckler, one of the leading topographical
artists of the early 19th century and an
occasional architect, produced a number
of superb sketches and washes of the
Palace for the Bishop (107). It is some-
times said that Buckler (who did design a
small number of buildings) was Law’s
architect, but no evidence for this has
been identified and Law may have been
his own architect.  Buckler did provide
(undated) plans of the Jocelin block and
Beckington ranges [Figs.85a, b], but
these seem to be a record of room use, not
proposals, and in general he seems to have
functioned as a recorder of changes and
discoveries rather than a designer.

Fig. 84.  Bishop Law from a portrait in the Palace.
Photograph in the Palace Archives.
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Fig. 85a.  Buckler’s ground floor plan of the occupied Palace buildings,
undated but probably after 1828 and before 1846.  The ground floor of the
Beckington range is shown in use as a service wing.  British Library MS ADD
36402, fo.51.  Reproduced with permission.
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Fig. 85b.  Buckler’s first floor plan of the occupied Palace buildings, undated but after
1828 (it shows the oriel of that date in the Jocelin range) and before 1846 ( there is no
evidence of Ferrey’s work).  British Library MS ADD, 36402, fo.50.  Reproduced with
permission.
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Buckler’s earliest sketches for Bishop
Law are dated.1825 (108).  By this date
Law had already demolished the south and
east walls of Burnell’s great hall [Fig.86],
judging from a comparison with the Carter
plan, which shows all the walls upstand-
ing (109) (see Fig. 78).   Buckler’s sketch
of the N elevation of the Beckington range
from across the moat is also dated 1825
and shows what could be seen before later
alterations of the 19th century by Benjamin
Ferrey [Fig.87]  Another of Buckler’s

sketches shows the masonry of the front
of the Palace and chapel rendered, the
render looking slightly shabby [Fig.88].
In 1828 Law added a richly-ornamented
oriel window to the first floor of the rear
wing of Jocelin’s block made the room his
study [Fig.89].  The oriel was a striking
new Gothic feature on the E elevation of
the Palace, contrasting with the sash
windows which had been introduced into
the Jocelin block.

Fig. 86.  An 1825 Buckler image showing the ruination of the hall undertaken by Law to create a
picturesque effect. Somerset Studies Library, the Pigott Collection.  Reproduced with the permis-
sion of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society.

Law’s next major project seems to have
been a return to the ruinous great hall and
the gounds, which were probably worked
on in 1829-30.  The windows of Burnell’s
hall were blocked below transom level in
1825 (110), but by 1829 had been un-
blocked, extending the thrilling views of
the Cathedral through the ruinous N wall.
Phelps states that:

‘the ruined walls of the old hall
have been made subservient to an
alteration highly pleasing and
picturesque.  The dilapidated side
and end next the garden have been
partly taken down, leaving the turret
standing.  The area which was
before the stable yard is laid out in
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Fig. 87. 1825 pencil sketch by Buckler of Beckington’s range from NW, across the moat.
This shows  little change from Hearne’s view of the 1790s, see Fig. 79, although some
chimney stacks have been added.  British Library, ADD36384 fo. 124.  Reproduced with
permission.

Fig. 88.  Buckler image of 1825 showing the Jocelin block rendered. Somerset Studies Library,
Pigott Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural
History Society.
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Fig.  89.  A record drawing by Buckler of the new oriel window introduced by Bishop Law
into the garderobe wing of the Jocelin block in 1828. Somerset Studies Library, The Pigott
Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural
History Society.

parterres and walls, and the walls
clothed with climbing-plants.  The
removal of the hot houses and
kitchen-garden has extended the
lawn to the rampart on the west and
to the terrace on the south, and
added greatly to the extent and
pleasing character of the lawn’
(111).

At more or less the same time the Bishop
seems to have been working on converting
the great undercroft of the Jocelin block,
shown empty and neglected by Buckler in
1826, into the first museum in Wells [Fig.
90].  By 1830 it was laid out with objects
of antiquarian interest ranging from
furniture to fossils and it is known to have
had a print of the Bayeux tapestry which
ran the whole length of the west wall
(112)

Law’s next identifiable campaign seems to
have been the chapel.  In 1825, the W

window was still entirely blocked up, as
Kerrich had described it in 1811 (113).
Law restored the chapel in 1834, with
Buckler present.  Buckler himself found
the sedilia on June 20th of that year, as
he records on one of his drawings,
presumably when plaster was removed
from the south wall.  Several sketches
of the chapel were made in that month
showing the restored wall shafts to the
vaulting and the internal window shafts
which had been missing when Kerrich
drew the chapel in 1811. These shafts
were probably not blue lias, as they are
now, but wood or iron.  By 1839 the
chapel had been refurnished with a
communion-table, pulpit, and stalls for
the Bishop and his household [Figs.91-
92].  Over the communion table there
was a small sculptured representation
of the Last Supper, after the picture on
the staircase at Versailles, by Leonardo
da Vinci.  Law also placed two chairs in
the chapel, one said to be that in which
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Fig. 90.  The great undercroft developed by Bishop Law as the first museum in Wells.
Somerset Studies Library, the Braikenbridge Collection.  Reproduced with permission.

Abbot Whiting of Glastonbury sat during
his trial in Wells.  There was a W end
organ which had belonged to Bath Abbey
and was bought by Law when it was
replaced by a new one.  Law glazed both
E and W  windows of the chapel, employ-
ing his own collection of glass fragments
(114).  Some valuable interior views of the
domestic rooms of the Palace survive
[Fig.93].  One, showing the long gallery,
includes a series of portraits.  These may
be the core of the existing collection of
portraits of bishops, begun by Law.

Phelps gives some hints of Law’s restora-
tion work in rooms not illustrated by
Buckler:

‘The opening of the original win-
dows in the north and south gables
has produced a pleasing effect, both
in the exterior appearance of the
building, and much more so on the
interior.’

This explains some unconvincing stiff-leaf
carving on the north end window.  The
capitals of the windows in the long gallery
are better, but almost certainly the Law

phase, as they are associated with painted
limestone shafts, not the Purbeck marble
shafts used by Ferrey, who worked on the
Palace in the 1840s.  The long gallery
capitals have been painted,  which makes
it less easy to appreciate the detail but
comparison with stiff-leaf carving in the
Cathedral shows striking differences
[Figs. 94, 95].

Law’a alterations to the Camery estab-
lished the position of the pedestrian bridge
over the moat, which has been replaced
and altered since.

The diaries of John Skinner, Rector of
Camerton, give glimpses into domestic
life at the Palace.  Skinner sometimes
stayed at the Palace and accompanied the
Bishop on excursions or enjoyed a rubber
of whist with him.  In 1830, he records ‘a
musical meeting’ at the Palace in ‘the two
large drawing rooms which communicate
with each other, the organ being in that
farthest removed from the gallery, in
which an elegant supper was laid out,
extending nearly the whole length of the
noble apartment’.  There were more than
120 people present with music by Handel
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Fig. 91.  1834 Buckler image of the chapel, looking E, as restored by Bishop Law. The
Somerset Studies Library, the Pigott Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of
the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society.
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Fig. 92.  1834 Buckler image of the chapel, looking W, as restored by Bishop Law.  The
Somerset Studies Library, the Pigott Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of the
Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society.
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Fig. 93. 1835 pencil drawing by Buckler of the first floor S end room in the Jocelin block,
looking S.  British Library, MS 36384 fo.162. Reproduced with permission.

Fig. 94.  A 19th-century capital from one
of the internal window shafts in the long
gallery.

Fig. 95.  A 13th-century capital from
the cathedral nave showing more
complex stiff-leaf carving.
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and Haydn and professional singers from
Bath as well as amateurs.  On the follow-
ing morning the company attended prayers
in the chapel and then assembled in the
gallery for breakfast before another
musical session (115).

Skinner, along with another west country
antiquarian, Warner, helped to run the
museum in the undercroft.  He suggested
that the pillars and vaulting were coloured
in imitation of freestone (indicating that
they were plastered at the time) and he
filled the seven lancet windows with
stained glass (presumably fragments
collected by Law) of his own design with
Latin rhymes each creating a rebus on the
name of ‘Law’ (116).  In 1832, he visited
Wells with a party of young people:

‘I meant to have made my visit incog., but
it happened unfortunately that the bishop
had seen us approaching, and Mr Strachey
came down to say he wished to see me.  I
found the gallery filled with company, and
his Lordship in Pontificalibus, as he was
about to perform the ceremony of Baptism
on his great grandson, Strachey’s infant’
(117).  In 1832 Skinner records being
taken ill at a venison dinner at the Palace
but he recovered enough to act as Chaplain
for evening prayers in the chapel, as the
Archdeacon was away from home.  The
next day he accompanied the Bishop, who
was on horseback, to the Park and to look
at the sixty acres of potato grounds the
Bishop had let to the poor people of Wells,
before reading prayers in the chapel again
(118).

Buckler was not the only accomplished
artist to draw the Palace during Law’s
episcopate.  Its unique appeal, combining
surviving great Gothic architecture with all
the medieval romance of a moated site,
attracted other artist/architects.  The
buildings featured in the publication
Examples of Gothic Architecture, pro-
duced by the Pugin father and son and a
key publication in the Gothic Revival.
The work consisted of measured drawings
and plans and disseminated knowledge of
authentic Gothic forms and details to 19th-
century architects who could make use of

them when designing in a revived Gothic
style.  Some of the measured sketches,
including those of Burnell’s hall, were
drawn up by Benjamin Ferrey, a young
architect working in the office of the
younger Pugin from 1834.  Another fine
topographical artist turned architect,
Edward Blore, also produced, but did not
publish, fine drawings of the Palace which
can be dated to Law’s episcopacy.  These
are held in the British Library (119).  The
Palace must have been a magnet for artists
and more images are likely to exist in
private collections.

It is unlikely that any major work was
undertaken by Bishop Law at the Palace
after 1840.  He suffered from severe ill
health from then and spent most of the
remainder of his life at Banwell, the work
of the diocese being undertaken by arch-
deacons.

Bishop Bagot (1845-1854) and the
Palace
Bishop Bagot seems to have accepted the
Bishopric of Bath and Wells as an escape
from the tensions in the diocese of Ox-
ford, where the Tractarian movement
within the Anglican church was proving
divisive.  His biographer states that he
first satisfied himself ‘on the situation of
the episcopal residence and local climate’
before translation from Oxford.  However,
on arrival at Wells he had a complete
nervous collapse (120).   Under the
circumstances it seems odd that he lost no
time in commissioning another major
scheme of alteration, using Benjamin
Ferrey as his architect.  Ferrey had been
appointed Honorary Architect to the
Diocese of Bath and Wells in 1841.  His
work at the Palace in 1846/7 is a good
example of a well-educated approach to
Gothic, underpinned by a much closer
understanding of medieval Gothic forms
than the work for Law in the 1820s and
1830s (121).

His estimate for the Palace is dated March
11th 1846.  The bulk of his work was in
Jocelin’s block and the principal aim was
to add bedrooms in an attic storey, raising
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Figs. 96, 97.  The Jocelin block before and after Ferrey in two engravings by Buckler of  1825
and 1847.  Somerset Studies Library, The Pigott Collection.  Reproduced with the permission of
the Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society.
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and re-roofing the front portion of the
block.  The Church Commissioners
commented on Ferrey’s plans.  Their main
concern was structural security and
Ferrey’s use (or proposed use) of struc-
tural ironwork was mentioned.  Sadly, the
drawings that accompanied the specifica-
tion have disappeared.

 The only element of specified work
which may not have been undertaken is
‘new ashlaring to the whole front’, de-
pending on how this is interpreted.  If, by
this, Ferrey meant re-facing, it was not
done.  If, however, he meant render
blocked out in imitation of ashlar, this
may have been done and seems to be the
finish shown on the Buckler wash drawing
that shows Ferrey’s work complete. The
render has since disappeared, exposing the
sandstone rubble fabric that was never
meant to be seen.

Ferrey’s alterations had a dramatic impact
on the Palace re-casting or, as he perhaps
would have seen it, revealing the 13th-
century Gothic character of Jocelin’s
block [Figs.96, 97].  Pevsner is incorrect
in stating that Ferrey ‘evened out’ the
features of the front.  This already had a
matching set of regularly-spaced windows
and had been made symmetrical in
Beadon’s day by moving the entrance to a
central position.

The new second floor  was lit by three
gabled half dormers.  The design of these
may have been inspired by Stokesay
Castle, Shropshire.  Ferrey added front
stacks with tall paired shafts (since demol-
ished, (see Figs. 106 and 107) flanking
the central gable, which gave the block a
spiky silhouette and changed its propor-
tions and its relationship with the chapel,
which it now matched in height.  A well-
proportioned Gothic Revival porch re-
placed the rather skimpy predecessor.  The
vertical was accented by the new but-
tresses with set-offs and hoodmoulds.
These emphasised the vertical lines of
windows in each bay of the range. The

existing form of the first floor windows
was maintained but the sills were dropped.
The garden elevation was also re-
Gothicised with new windows to match
those on the front.  Ferrey also added a
new staircase to the south wall of the
garderobe, linking this room directly with
the entrance hall via the great undercroft.

Pevsner also complains that Ferrey’s
interiors lack charm or truthfulness.  It is
clear from his comments to Parker  (to
whom he loaned his drawings) in the
1860s, that the architect was neither
responsible for, nor did he approve of the
style of the internal fittings.  In Parker’s
words, these were undertaken by ‘An
ignorant upholsterer from Bath’ who ‘did
much mischief’ and was employed di-
rectly by Bishop Bagot (122).  This work
must be the cornices and door surrounds
in papier mache supplied by George
Jackson and Sons of London (123) and
probably the wood and plaster decorated
ceilings, too.  These decorations look
backwards to a less doctrinaire and more
frivolous Gothic than the scholarly work
of Ferrey [Figs.98, 99].

In 1847, the chapel, restored by Law only
13 years before, was judged to be in need
of repair.  Ferrey reported that the existing
roof, which did not extend across the
walltops, was in a bad state, the interior
masonry in need of repair, the west
window in need of replacement and
‘improperly used’ wood or iron for shafts
needed replacement in blue lias (124).
This work is recorded as costing £1,500.
It seems a likely date for th raising of the
chapel parapets to maintain consistency
with the raising of the Jocelin block.  The
scheme seems to have included a com-
plete re-fitting as ‘an incongruous and an
unsightly mass of carpentry’ (presumably
this refers to Law’s furnishings, become
unfashionable) were cleared out (125).
The two closely-spaced chapel restora-
tions are a reminder of the speed at which
the Gothic Revival developed.
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Fig. 98.  An example of the wood and plaster ceilings of the 1840s in the
Jocelin block , presumably supplied by the ‘upholsterer from Bath’, who fitted
out the block for Bishop Bagot.

Fig. 99.  Papier mache detailing of the 1840s on
one of the doorcases in the Jocelin block.
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Analysis of the Buildings in the Episco-
pate of Bishop Robert Eden, Baron
Auckland (1854-1869)
John Henry Parker wrote the first major
analytical article about the architecture of
the palace published in the Proceedings of
the Somerset Archaeological and Natural
History Society, 1861-2.  Parker was a
national expert and author on Gothic and
his article established the main phasing of
the palace as it is still understood.  Meas-
ured drawings of the palace were pub-
lished by F T Dollman and I R Jobbins in
An Analysis of Ancient Domestic Architec-
ture in Great Britain in 1863 [Fig.100].

a great sportsman and champion tennis
player.  In his day tennis was played on
the oval lawn in front of the Jocelin block.
He also had a serious interest in archaeol-
ogy and became president of the Royal
Archaeological Institution. Hervey led the
move to have a Cottage Hospital in Wells.
This was opened in 1876.  He was also
active in the opening of the recreation
ground west of the moat, in 1888, donat-
ing money for building Park Cottages for
the caretaker and gardener.

Hervey had the larger part of the great
undercroft converted to a dining room in
c.1870.    During his episcopacy, the
surveyor to the Bishop, who was responsi-
ble for general maintenance, was Mr
Edwin Maggs Hippisley of Wells, ap-
pointed in 1887, but the undercroft project
required proper architectural supervision.

Ferrey, who was working on the restora-
tion of the west front of the Cathedral at
the time, was recalled to the Palace as
architect.  Bishop Law’s museum had long
since disappeared and the whitewashed
undercroft was in use as a cellar and
lumber room with a brick wall built across
it.  When the wall was removed, it re-
vealed a painted masonry pattern, studded
with rosettes.  General repairs were
undertaken, making good damaged ma-
sonry.  The blue lias capitals and bases in
the central arcade were patched up and
slightly polished.  It is not clear what had
happened to the glass installed by Bishop
Law, but the windows were re-glazed with

Fig. 100.  Extract from Dollman, 1863.

Lord Arthur Hervey (1869-1894) and
the Palace
The next Bishop known to have made an
impact on the architecture of the Palace
was Lord John Hervey [Fig.101].  Hervey
was recommended to the See by
Gladstone, who was a personal friend.
The Bishop, who had twelve children, was

Fig. 101.  Bishop Hervey’s monument
in Wellls cathedral.
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coloured coats of arms in their heads, the
work done by Mr Charles Hudson of
London.  Hervey added the hefty hooded
chimney-piece, decorated with a mitre,
that survives on the W wall   The vaults
under the garderobe, which had been used
as beer and wine cellars, were converted
into a serving room and a combined hot
water and hot air apparatus was installed
(126).

The Ordnance Survey map 1:500 surveyed
in 1886 is particularly useful in showing

ancillary buildings and garden structures
that have since disappeared [Fig.102].  In
1894 the Palace drainage and water supply
were improved.  The scheme, with amend-
ments, cost £800 and was finally ap-
proved, using a loan from Queen Anne’s
Bounty.  The work was completed by
October 1896, but the works cost £1,069
and were finished only two days before
the Bishop died (127).  The shortfall had
to be made up by his successor, Bishop
Kennion.

Fig. 102.  The 1886 Ordnance Survey map, reduced.  A comparion with the Carter plan, see
Fig. 78, indicates the extensive landscaping works undertaken in the 19th Century, mostly by
Bishop Law, especially in the Camery, where the watercourses were altered.
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3.7 - The Twentieth Century

Summary
Records of work on the Palace in the first half of the 20th century are scanty.  W D Caroe
worked on the Palace from 1913, then Caroe and Passmore in the 1920s and 1930s and
then Passmore in the 1940s but, apart from modest repair works, there is no record of
major alterations.  During World War II the Palace accommodated a Bristol school for the
daughters of clergymen.  The altered economic climate after the war brought about
changes in responsibility for the buildings.  In 1943 ownership of all bishops’ houses
passed to the Church Commissioners.  In 1946 it was decided that the Beckington range
could be converted to a compact home for the Bishop and refurbishment was completed in
1956, designed by the architect to the Church Commissioners.  This left the Jocelin block
under-used.  In the 1960s Bishop Henderson led a move to refurbish it, make its rooms
available for hire and allow a measure of public access to the gardens.  The Church Com-
missioners contributed to a scheme of improvement in 1967 and in 1968 a Trust was
established, chaired by the Bishop, to run the hiring out of the block.

During Bishop Kennion’s episcopate
(1894-1921) Hippisley continued as
surveyor and a dilapidations survey of
1899 survives.  By this date some of the
Palace rooms had been named after
dioceses: ‘Western New York’, ‘Tasma-
nia’, ‘Canterbury’.  The chapel was
refurnished by the Bishop c.1903-1906.
He was impressed by the wood carving
classes which had started up in Somerset
as part of the Arts and Crafts movement
and incorporated choir stalls by a Miss A
Ardagh  (128) [Fig. 103].  In 1906 the
Bishop spearheaded a campaign to raise
funds for the purchase of Glastonbury
Abbey, then in private hands, for the
nation.  The Bishops of Bath and Wells
have been ex officio Trustees of the Abbey
ever since.

In November 1921 there was a sale of
Bishop Kennion’s property at the Palace.
Charabancs ran from Bath to Wells on the
viewing days.  The list of rooms shows
that Jocelin’s range still contained, on the
first floor, a dining room, drawing room
and library.  The long gallery was fur-
nished with twenty four chairs of different
kinds, a tiger skin rug and various games
including a ‘puff billiard board’.  The
undercroft (described as ‘the crypt’) was
evidently disused and contained only four
items including a mounted stag’s head and
seven sculls.  There was a ‘smoke room’
listed after the crypt.  This was a heated
room furnished with bookshelves and

containing desk quoits.  It may have been
the area below the garderobe (shown as a
smoking room on an undated plan in the
Alan Thomas archives) or perhaps the
south end of the ‘outer hall’, curtained off
from the rest with the ‘plushette portiere
curtain’.

St John Basil Wynne Wilson (1921-1937)
was a bishop with considerable personal
wealth and a letter from his nephew in the
Palace archives describes a grand way of
life.  The Bishop kept a chauffeur, with
whom he played golf, and his butler lived
in the gatehouse.  Members of the palace
staff were encouraged to play croquet on
the lawn and a sort of golf in and out of
the ruins.  Other activities in the grounds
included the use of the Burnell ruins as a
setting for Greek drama.

As a vulnerable ruin, the great hall re-
quired regular repair and W D Caroe was
working on it in 1913 and again, with
Passmore, in 1933, and Passmore was
undertaking repairs again in 1940.  There
were major repairs by W D Caroe to
Bishop Oliver King’s oriel window in
1927 (129).  In 1931-33 the moat was
dredged and associated repairs under-
taken.  This project cost almost double its
original estimate (130).

Bishop Underhill (1937-1943) did not
have his predecessor’s substantial per-
sonal resources ‘and has to depend en-



82

Fig. 103.  Arts and Crafts furnishings in the chapel chosen by Bishop Kennion include
choir stalls by Miss A Ardagh.

tirely upon his official stipend for the
upkeep of the Palace, and the staff neces-
sary for occupation of the property’.  In
1938 it was said that the Bishop ‘…partly
in consequence of the financial worries
attached to the upkeep of the Episcopal
Palace and its surroundings…had been
ordered a complete rest of at least three
months and has left Wells today’.  In 1939
he invited St Brandon’s School of Bristol,
for the daughters of the clergy, to use the
Palace to escape the danger of bombing in
the city.  About 115 girls used rooms in
the Jocelin block as classrooms and
dormitories, and the great undercroft as a
dining hall, and grew their own food on
allotments in Wells.  Photographs and
personal reminiscences, some in print and
some in the Palace archives, record this
period in the life of the building [Figs.
104, 105].  The Bishop himself retreated
to the service rooms in the Beckington
range.  The school remained installed until
1946.

After World War II it was recognised that
the upkeep of bishops’ houses was a
national problem for the church.  Rising
costs made it impossible for individual
bishops to meet all the staff, administra-
tive and building maintenance costs out of
their own endowment income.  In 1943
ownership of bishops’ houses was trans-
ferred to the Church Commissioners (a
body which included Queen Anne’s
Bounty and the Ecclesiastical Commis-
sioners), along with the endowments, and
in return, the Commissioners housed the
Bishop, met his administrative costs and
paid him a stipend.  Nineteen houses were
deemed to be unsuitable as See houses
under the new arrangements and were
replaced.  Wells was not one of them but
substantial changes were made to the
accommodation.

When Bishop Bradfield (1946-1960) came
to the Palace it was very run down.  The
school use had created wear and tear on
the fabric of the Jocelin block.  The
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Figs. 104 & 105.  The Palace used as
a school during World War II.  Photo-
graphs from the Palace Archives.

Commissioners considered that a perma-
nent compact home could be made for
successive bishops in the Beckington
range.  This had been downgraded to a
service range by the 1830s, but even a
Bishop was unlikely to have a large
household of servants after World War II.
It is not clear what the Commissioners’
intentions were for the Jocelin block when
it was abandoned as domestic accommo-
dation.

The process of upgrading the Beckington
range seems to have taken a long time.
The first 20th-century architects’ drawings

of the Palace are dated 1953 and stamped
the ‘Official Architect’s Department,
Church Commissioners.’  A photograph
album produced in 1957 to celebrate the
completion of the works shows extensive
internal and external works.  Two striking
external changes were re-roofing and the
addition of battlementing to the Beckinton
range tower and the demolition of Ferrey’s
chimneystacks on the Jocelin block (an
unfortunate loss).  Figs. 106-107.  The
new stair and bishop’s study still exist as
created in the 1950s [Figs. 108, 109].

The Chapel and gatehouse were restored
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Fig. 106.  An undated photgraph in the Palace Archives showing Ferrey’s chimney stacks which
were removed in the 1950s, see below.

Fig. 107.  A high quality photograph of 1957 shows new masonry bright against the old, e.g. the
embatttled paprapet  to the Beckington range.  From a photograph album created to celebrate the
completion of a major refurbishment.  Album held by Mrs Dee Price, the Bishop’s wife.
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Fig. 108.  The 1950s stair in the Beckington
range, refurbishment completed in 1957.
From a photograph album held by Dee
Price, the Bishop’s wife.

Fig. 109.  The 1950s bishop’s study
in the Beckington range, fitted out
in Queen Anne style.  This is still in
use. From a photograph album held
by Dee Price, the Bishop’s wife.
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at the same time, the gatehouse given a
new stair in its east portion.

When Bishop Henderson (1960-1975)
arrived in 1960 the Jocelin block was
underused and neglected.  The Bishop was
determined to see a new lease of life for
the building.  The objective was to pro-
vide a place of hospitality for diocesan
organisations and to share the beauty of
the grounds on certain days of the year.
Revenue-raising was not the motive for
the changes, but the activities in the block
were expected to make enough profit to
cover its maintenance.  The Church
Commissioners were unable to subsidise
facilities outside the portion of the Palace
actually occupied by the Bishop but
contributed to the necessary preliminary
alterations.

 In 1967 there was a major overhaul of the
Jocelin block, including toilets and the
provision of a simple food preparation
area with washing up facilities.  New
heating and lighting was installed.  This
work was followed in 1968 by a lease for
60 years to a newly-formed Trust in which
the Bishop played a key role.  The objects
of the trust were

‘to preserve the said property and to use it
for the following purposes.

i) For inspection by the public as a place
of historic and archaeological interest.

ii) For such charitable purposes as will
advance the religious and other charitable
work of the Church of England as shall be
decided from time to time by the Trustees
and approved by the Commissioners.

The Trust organised the letting of the
Jocelin block, which was renamed the
Henderson Rooms.  Wells was the first
Bishop’s Palace, still in use by a bishop,
to be regularly opened to visitors.

In 1978, during the episcopate of Bishop
Bickersteth (1975-1987) redecoration of
the southernmost room on the first floor of
the Jocelin block revealed some precious

fragments of 13th-century paintwork
around the embrasures of the blocked
windows on the east wall. These had
previously been concealed by bookcases.
Professor Baker, a paint conservation
specialist, was called in and established
that the medieval finish of the walls had
been an ochre-coloured limewash, blocked
out with red lines in imitation of masonry.
Along with painted detail that exists in the
attic round the gable end quatrefoil
windows, which were visible from the
first floor rooms in the 13th century, this
allows a  glimpse of the beauty of finish in
Jocelin’s original rooms.  A discovery
from a later age made at the same time
was some green flock wallpaper, dated to
1846 and therefore part of the scheme to
upgrade the Jocelin block for Bishop Law.

Bishop Carey (1987-1991), was translated
to be Archbishop of Canterbury after only
four years at Wells. During the episcopacy
of his successor, Bishop Jim Thompson,
(1991-2001), the facilities in the Jocelin
block were upgraded again.  A c. 1990s
photograph shows the N end window of
the gallery blocked.

Alan Thomas, the current architect,
designed a modestly-scaled new ticket
office, just inside the gatehouse.  This
very unassertive building was designed to
cause minimal intrusion into the ground or
visual character of the moated site [Fig.
110].

3.8 - The Twenty-First Century
In 2002 Bishop Peter Price, the present
Bishop, and his wife Dee arrived at the
Palace.  At their request, amendments
were made to the Beckington range which
separated the bishop’s living quarters
horizontally from the working area of the
See house, providing a clearer division
between private and working spaces.
Significant changes in management were
also carried out throughout the Palace.
The Trust which had been established in
1967 to manage the Henderson Rooms
decided to explore ways and means of
broadening access to the Palace, particu-
larly to the gardens.
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Fig. 110.  The ticket office inside the gatehouse, to the de-
signs of Alan Thomas.  The building is suspended off posts,
ensuring least disturbance to below-ground archaeology and
no damage to the roots of the yew tree which shades it.
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4 – CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

The identification of cultural significance in this section is an assessment based on the
recommendations in James Semple Kerr’s The Conservation Plan, 1996, and the general
guidelines in the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Conservation Plans for Historic Places, March
1998.  It tailors judgements of significance to a particular place.  These judgements are
broad-based and have developed out of an attempt at a thorough understanding of the place,
rather than by applying a formulaic check-list.  It is necessarily limited by the level of
understanding available at the time of writing.

The Purpose of Assessment
This is designed as an aide memoire to managers of the site and to help generate policies on
the conservation of the buildings, including identifying where constraints and opportunities
lie.  It has no legal weight and is not intended to supersede or challenge existing statutory
controls

Elements that detract from significance are noted.  Some can be removed or remedied.
Others may have to be lived with.

4.1 - The whole site of the Bishop’s Palace at Wells is culturally significant and of
European architectural importance

• As a great medieval house par excellence, complete with moat, curtain wall, four
identifiable medieval building phases and much of its medieval setting intact.  Some
individual strctures can be identified as more important than others, but the whole
ensemble is of European importance

This sheds light on less complete and lost examples of other great houses, not only in
England but also in continental Europe, including royal palaces and aristocratic
houses.  It is also an indication of the temporal power of medieval Christianity.

• As a key element in the surviving historic townscape of Wells.  This includes a
uniquely well-preserved concentration of interconnecting medieval buildings and
spaces, the major structures being the Cathedral and the Palace, the major natural
feature being the wells.  More modest medieval buildings adjacent are gatehouses
and walls, domestic buildings for the cathedral clergy and medieval commercial
secular buildings in the market place.  All these buildings are closely-linked
historically and can stand comparison with major European urban sites of medieval
origin.

• For continuity of use as the house of the bishop in the diocese for nearly 800 years.

The presence of the bishop is an important reminder that the palace complex
has always been a place of work and a base for the bishop’s mission in the
diocese.

• For the rarity of the survival (with different levels of alteration) of all the major
medieval buildings and absence of later structures: this makes possible a remarkably
clear appreciation of the medieval development of the site.
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The level of survival allows a real appreciation of the appearance of a medieval
residence on the grandest scale in an unspoiled setting.  The only medieval structure,
apart from service buildings, known to be missing is the cloister and probable
gatehouse that linked the chapel and Beckington range.

• For its spectacular Romantic appeal as a place secluded and protected from every
day public urban life by two gatehouses, a moat and a curtain wall.

The architecture creates a sequence of medieval spaces, each of different scale and
character, from outside the curtain wall and through to the wells.  These spaces are
more than the sum of their parts.  The overlays of later landscaping have not
overpowered the sense of medieval place until the Camery, where 19th-century
Romantic planting plays a key role.

• For its public accessibility which allows visitors to appreciate a whole medieval
environment, including buildings and landscape, of the first importance.

• For association with individual bishops who made major and well-documented
contributions to the physical and cultural development of the cathedral and the city.

Notable examples are:
Bishop Jocelin, who was bishop when the west portion of the present cathedral was
built and for its consecration.
Bishop Burnell, whose great hall at the palace was built contemporaneously with the
chapter house.
Bishop Beckington, who contributed extensive new structures to the cathedral
precinct and to the town as well as adding a new wing to the Palace.
Bishop Law, who extensively restored the Palace and also set up a diocesan church
building society to restore the parish churches of the diocese, developed the first
museum in Wells and established allotments for townspeople.

• For association with the biographies of individual bishops, some of whom  played
significant roles in national, as well as church history, as courtiers, diplomats,
politicians, scholars and theologians.

• For its potential as an archaeological resource below ground.  Further investigation
might provide evidence which would change our perception of the palace seem
today.

Structures that are known to have existed and may have left below ground remains
are:
The cloister between the chapel and the Beckington range, with at least one and
perhaps two gatehouses.
The reputed cloister along the front of the Beckington range.
The kitchen associated with Burnell’s Hall, reckoned to have stood W of the
surviving ruin.
The porch to Burnell’s hall.
Garden archaeology: features and layout of historic paths etc.
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Other structures may also have left below-ground remains.

• For displaying, in the sequence of medieval phases, some of the development of
medieval domestic planning.

The contrasting three principal rooms or ‘halls’: first floor (Jocelin’s); single storey
and aisled (Burnell’s) and floored (Beckington’s).  These represent three different
architectural solutions in the evolution of planning principal social rooms.  These
solutions can also be identified in the history of medieval domestic planning at a
lower social level.

• As an expression, on one site, of different versions of medieval and revived Gothic
architecture, with substantial medieval examples from the 13th Century (two phases:
Jocelin’s  range and Burnell’s chapel and hall); the 14th Century (Bishop Ralph’s
curtain wall and the core of the gatehouse), the 15th Century (The Beckington Range)
and three contrasting 19th-century phases (for Bishops Beadon, Law and Bagot).

• For connections between the historical development of the buildings/structures and
the grounds.
Examples are:
The medieval windows in the Beckington range which provided views over the
curtain wall across the Camery to the cathedral as early as the 16th century.
Bishop Ken’s terraced walk which allowed comfortable access to views of the
landscape of the deer park and Glastonbury Tor.
19th-century connections to the garden: the first external staircase from the south end
of the first floor of the Jocelin block to the garden, replaced by a more substantial
stair and conservatory in the later 19th century; the 1828 oriel window installed in the
garderobe which added architectural gothic quality to the garden to the east and
provided views of it; the absorption of the ruined great hall into the designed garden;
the site of the pedestrian bridge which gave access to the wells after Law had the
water-courses re-arranged.

• For the relationship between the buildings and theuir setting.  This creates a series of
spaces of great beauty and resonance (see Appendix Two) and numerous instrcutive
and delightful views, in and out of the site, including:
The moated site of the Palace from Palace Green.
The bishop’s entrance to the Cathedral from Palace Green through the east cloister
walk.
All the major buildings of the Palace viewed from the great courtyard.
The spectacularly picturesque N elevation of the Beckington range from the Camery.
The cathedral seen through the windows of Burnell’s Hall.
The bishop’s deer park seen from the terraced wall walk.
Glastonbury Tor and the church tower on it seen form the terraced wall walk.
Views of the Palace from Palace Fields, the Mendip Hills andTot Woods.

• For the Romance of the circuitous route to the wells, as the ancient origin of the
place, through the different spaces of the grounds/buildings.

• For different kinds of expression of the relationship between buildings and water
which helps to defines the Palace’s particular sense of space and place:
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The wells
The well house
The water wheel
The probability that the alignment of Burnell’s great hall (at an obtuse angle to
Jocelin’s range and the chapel) relates to a former watercourse on site.
The archaeological evidence in the curtain walls of watercourses across the site
undoubtedly for servicing the buildings.

• As a frequently-used source in 19th – and 20th-century published books of
architectural examples which influenced the progress of the Gothic Revival buildings
in England.

• For association with the Palace Archives which include primary and secondary
source material that sheds light on the buildings and their users.

• For the rarity of accessibility combined with a lack of commercial/heritage clutter.
This is crucial to its rare, natural-feeling appeal, but has drawbacks, see below.

4.2 - The Jocelin Block is culturally significant and ofEuropean  architectrual
importance

• As a rare example of a 13th-century domestic building of the first quality which is
still in use but intact enough for its original structure, plan and overall architectural
quality to be appreciated.
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• As an example of a particular form of medieval domestic planning – living at first
floor level.

• For the rarity of its medieval internal arrangement which divides both floors along
the long axis of the building providing two a two room deep plan.

• For the survival of small but telling remnants of decoration which give an idea of its
medieval finish.
(Some blocking out in imitation of masonry survives in one of the east side window
embrasures.  More elaborate decoration survives round the gable end windows, but is
now concealed in the modern roof space.)

• For the quality of the 15th-century chimney-piece on the ground floor and the early
17th-century staircase
(Although the chimney-piece is not in situ and the staircase may also have been
moved, they are both features that represent the high quality of palace architecture at
different dates.)

• For its history of use including as the first museum in Wells in 1830.

• For including a major building phase in the early Gothic style by a good Victorian
architect, Benjamin Ferrey who was also working on the west front of the cathedral
at the time.

• For links with the building history of the cathedral – an internationally important
monument in the history of the gothic style - that add to the understanding of each
building.
(The first phases of the palace were built at the same time as the west part of the
nave of the cathedral and both buildings appear to reveal a break in work during the
Interdict when Bishop Jocelin was in France.
Masons’ marks (observed by Jerry Sampson) indicate that the same workshop were
building both cathedral and Glastonbury Abbey at the same time)

4.3 - Burnell’s Hall is culturally significant and of European architectural
importance

• For its colossal size which reflects the power of medieval churchmen in general and
Bishop Burnell in particular as a leading statesman of the 13th century.
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The only hall to compare for size with this seems to be the earlier great hall at
the Archbishop’s palace at Canterbury, which was begun by Hubert Walter a
few years after 1200.

• For association with surviving documentary evidence of the 14th century, Bishop
Ralph’s household roll, which gives an insight into how the hall was used on grand
occasions.

• For the wealth of readable surviving evidence that helps to reconstruct the previous
form of the hall: the scar of the porch roof, the tracery in the windows; the fireplace
in the solar; the quality of the roof details in the garderobe; fittings for former
window shutters; survival (not in situ) of fragments of 2-colour tiles.

• For (with the chapel) playing a part in the understanding of architectural style and its
transmission in the medieval period.

R K Morris notes that the hall (along with the chapel) includes architectural features
that derive from the French Court style, popular in London in the 1250s.    A suite of
features including moulding details and tracery links the hall, chapel and Chapter
House stairs with Bishop Burnell’s family home in Acton Burnell (suggesting that
Burnell himself is a key figure in the process).  There is also a link with the Hereford
cathedral aisles

• As an example of the fascination of ruins in a building where enough survives to
appreciate that architectural ambition and quality on a grand scale has been
countered by circumstance and time.

• As one example of using ruins as part of picturesque garden design.

Elements that detract from significance or put it at risk
Changes in ground level have distorted, to some extent, the relationship between the
remains of the hall and the land around it.  The window sills are lower than they were
originally and the doorway into the kitchen has been reduced in height.

The level of fabric loss makes the hall more difficult to understand from inside the
garden than the more readable view from the gatehouse.  There is uncertainty about how
much reconstruction was undertaken in the 1820s – e.g. did Bishop Law rebuild the
section of S wall containing the S doorway of the hall?

4.4 – The chapel is culturally significant and of national architectural importance

• As an unusually grand and large example of an episcopal chapel.
As a bishop’s chapel, the building is planned without a nave.

• As a place of Christian worship on site



98

• As a premier quality example of a building in the early Decorated Gothic style,
complete with exceptionally tall traceried windows and fine carved detail in the
vaulting and the sedilia.

• For the interest of its medieval tracery details which are related not only to those of
the hall but to the chapter house of Wells Cathedral and Bishop Burnell’s family
home, Acton Burnell in Shropshire and derive from the French Court style.

• For its stained glass as a demonstration of the revived interest in medieval glass in
the 19th century.  The glass in the windows here is reputed to orignate from from
Rouen, acquired (perhaps in London) by Bishop Law who used the best-known
glazier of the day, Willement, to install it.

• For the local interest of early 20th century woodwork produced in Somerset.

Elements that detract from significance or put it at risk
Changes in ground level have left the west door of the chapel in a dip in the ground,
reducing its architectural grandeur and requiring the removal of the outer cusps of the
doorway.

Some of the 19th-century carved detail in the chapel is notably inferior to the fine
medieval carving of the vaulting bosses and the internal dripstone terminals to the W
door.

The original roofline (if it was visible) has been lost.

The number of restorations from the 19th-century onwards have confused, to some extent,
the picture of what is restored and what is medieval, e.g. there is documentary evidence
that the vaulting and window shafts were missing in 1811, replaced by Bishop Law in
iron and wood and then replaced by Ferrey in the 1840s.  There is a documentary
reference to the replacement of the west window in the 1840s.

4.5 - The Beckington Range is culturally significant and of national architectrual
importance

• As a good example of an up-to-date compact plan of the late medieval period,
including a floored hall (fashionable for its day), but see below.

• As the home of the Bishop of Bath and Wells and therefore the centre of the diocese.

• For evidence of former exquisite finish in the painted decoration found in the hall.
This is concealed by later alterations but can be appreciated in good quality
photographs.

• For the delightfully picturesque Gothic character of the N elevation, overlooking the
moat.

• For the fine early 17th-century oak screen.



99

• For incorporating the core of only medieval service building left on site,
Beckington’s kitchen.

• For including interesting and unusual examples of Gothic work that is post-medieval
but pre-dates the late 18th-century revival of the Gothic style.

4.6 - The curtain walls, gatehouse and moat are culturally significant and, in
context, of European architectural importance

• For defining a medieval moated site of the highest status.

• For creating a clearly-defined historic environment which is separated from the
outside world and therefore contributes to the peaceful character of the place.

• For providing, in an ostentatiously defended site, a glimpse of the occasionally
difficult relationship between the bishop and the townspeople.

• For archaeological evidence (relieving arches in the curtain wall over openings) of
former watercourses servicing the buildings.

• For views from the south terrace that relate the palace to medieval landscape features
and places historically connected with the bishops.  Their former deer park can be
seen, a reminder of the status of the medieval bishops.  The church tower on the Tor
at Glastonbury, is a marker for the location of Glastonbury Abbey.  The abbey was
claimed by bishop Savaric in the late 12th century.  Its last Abbot, Abbot Whiting,
was tried at Wells in November 1539, possibly in Burnell’s great hall, and hanged on
Glastonbury Tor. His body was quartered and displayed at Wells and three other
Somerset towns.  In 1906 Bishop Kennion spearheaded a campaign to purchase
Glastonbury Abbey, then in private hands, for the nation.  Ever since the bishops of
Bath and Wells have been ex officio Trustees of the Abbey.

• For instructive architectural detail: the reduced length of the fine medieval doors in
the gatehouse indicates the rise in the water level.  The Tudor window overlooking
the moat and cathedral, contrasting with the portcullis slot, reveals a change in
character from the defensive to the outward-looking.  The same abandonment of a
defensive character can be read in Beckington’s range where large oriel windows
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were introduced above the curtain wall. The south terrace walk appears to
incorporate a new bastion, presumably built for Bishop Ken.

4.7 - The Well House is culturally significant and of national architectrual
importance

• For its rarity as a complete example of a rare building type that must once have been
common in monasteries and towns.

• As the source of the water flowing in open gullies which is a distinctive and
attractive feature of the town.

• As one example of bishop Beckington’s contribution to Wells as a patron of building.

• For association with a surviving document establishing which both explains its
function and connects it specifically with Beckington’s monument in Wells
Cathedral.

4.8 - The Camery wall is culturally significant and has archaeological interest

• As a structure of c.1200 that contributes to the setting of both Cathedral and Palace.
• As a symbol of the separation of the territories of Dean and Chapter and the Bishop

in the 13th century, but see below.

4.9 – The footbridge over the moat is culturally significant and has modest
architectural interest

• As the access route to the wells established by Bishop Law, although the bridge itself
has been replaced since.

• For the picturesque qualities of its rustic construction.
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GAZETTEER OF SELECTED REFERENCES 

The following gazetteer lists selected primary and secondary references identified by 
Keystone in the course of drafting the 2006 Buildings Conservation Plan. Selection was 
determined by time available and a preference for material that covered the fabric of the 
palace and interventions to it over time.  There is a fuller list of images in Naomi Payne’s 
unpublished report, ‘Historic Landscape Desktop Study: The Precinct of the Bishop’s Palace, 
Wells, Somerset, A Study submitted for the MA in Landscape Archaeology, Bristol 
University 1998-1999’.  A copy of this is held by Alan Thomas, the Palace Architect.  

Each reference is sourced, with direct quotation preferred to glossing, so that readers can 
make up their own minds about reliability and see exactly what has been written.  Comments 
by Keystone are kept to a minimum and in square brackets.  In theory, the references are in 
date order of the period to which they refer, not when they were created.  In practice this rule 
has been abandoned in some cases and the longer 19th-century accounts of the medieval work 
have been placed in the 19th-century rather than the medieval period. 

.
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1207 Church, C M, Chapters in the Early History of Wells, 1894. 
Church conjectures that the palace was begun in 1207 on the evidence of two charters 
from King John obtained in that year by Bishop Jocelin.  Church describes the 
charters as follows: 

The first is dated 16 September from Harpetre.  It gave licence to impark land at the 
south side of the town of Wells, and all those woods being and growing on the south 
side of the town, with all the liberties and privileges belonging to parks, taking thence 
what timber he wanted for his own use, and to divert the way which runs through the 
wood in the middle of it. 

The second was a supplement to the above in November.  It grants leave to include 
two roads in the park: 

a) One running across the park under Tor Hill beacon towards Dullingcote,
which he diverted to its present line.

b) Another through Keward towards Coxley.
He was to give up land equivalent outside the park for the public road. 

Church says that the localities mentioned can be easily identified.  The charters gave 
the right of closing two roads at the two borders of the park, east and west, and 
through the midway, and established the complete privacy of the bishop’s demesne.   

Church states that in about 1221 the park was extended by exchanges of land at 
Stobery and Bevil and Horrington with the Lord of Glastonbury Manor of 
Downhead, for five acres of meadow in the valley on the south and towards Keward.  
The Close Rolls (5th Henry III; 15 Henry IV) show that at this time Jocelin was 
receiving charters giving him licence to cut timber and to stock his park with deer 
from the King’s forest at Cheddar and Selwood and that he was bringing into 
cultivation land on Mendip, and getting lead and making iron out of the ore which he 
had permission to dig (19 Henry III).  

1208- Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of Wells, 1213
1836, 83. 
Britton states that Bishop Joceline incurred the displeasure of King John by  
interdicting the nation as required by the pope and went into exile for five  
years. 

 Britton quotes Godwin on Jocelin: ‘Moreover, in building, he bestowed inestimable 
sums of money.  He built a stately chapel in his Pallace at Wels, and an other at 
Owky [Wookey], as also many edifices in the same houses.’ 

1274- Liber Albus, fol.296, written when Bishop Harewell was living and  
1292 therefore last quarter of the 14th century cited and translated in Notes and  

Queries, Vol.35, September 2001, Part 354, 52-55. 
‘Robert Burnell (1274-1292), at his own expense, built the Episcopal Hall at Wells…’ 

1285 Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1281-1291, 299, cited in Dunning, Robert W, ‘The 
Bishop’s Palace’ in Colchester, L S (ed.) Wells Cathedral, A History, 1996, 227-256, 
235. 
Bishop Burnell obtained a royal licence to raise an embattled wall round the cemetery 
of the canons and the precincts of their houses. [Not clear exactly how this relates to 
the wall round the Palace] 
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1329- Liber Albus, fol.296, written when Bishop Harewell was living and  
1363 therefore last quarter of the 14th century, cited and translated in Notes and Queries,  

Vol.35, September 2001, Part 354, 52-55. 
Radulphus de Salopia (1329 to 1363) enclosed the Episcopal Palace at Wells with a 
stone wall embattled and crenellated, and with a ditch’. 

c.1329 Phelps, Rev. W, The History and Antiquities of Somersetshire, 1839.
Phelps states that Bishop de Salopia (who he says came to Wells in 1329) had the 
defensive wall to the north built.  He states that a straight join establishes that this 
pre-dates the building here [presume he means Beckington’s range]. 

1330 ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and 
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol. 35, Part 354, 52-55. 
This document attributes the creation of the defences to Ralph of Shrewsbury in 1330.  
See entry for 1331 for comment on this. 

1331 Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and  
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
Scrase and Dunning suggest that the visit of Edward III at Christmas 1331 may have 
prompted the construction of wall to moat. 

1337 19 November. ‘Household Roll of Bishop Ralph’, ed. by J Armitage Robinson, in 
Collectanea I, Somerset Record Society, Vol.39, 1924, 102-104, translated from the 
Latin by Dr Anita Travers. 
This is the only Wells item in an account covering 12 months.  The bishop was 
entertaining two royal commissioners.  Queries and comments are in brackets. 

Stables.  For hay from the manor for 32 horses hired (?) at full livery and 7 hackneys 
hired at half livery price 19d.  For one quarter 6 bushels of oats bought for the same 
19d.  Quit.  Item 5 horseshoes with nails from stock.  Item hay from the manor of 
Wookey for 11 horses of Lord Berkeley’s, for the same 8d.  Quit.  For horsebread for 
the Lords T and M Berkeleye, P Wellesleye, R Somerton and others after watering (?) 
in morning food (actually breakfast) and oats 2s 4d. 
Total for the stables 6s 8d. 

Buttery.  For 60 gallons of wine in tuns price 20s.  Item for 20 gallons of Banwell 
wine in tuns price 3s 4d.  For 6 gallons of bought wine 3s.  For 14 score and 10 
gallons of good beer (290) 18s 1½d.  Item 60 gallons of beer of second (quality) 2s 
6d.  For cups 6d.  For yellow pots bought for 10d. (‘Luteis’ is supposed to mean 
saffron-yellow or rose-coloured.  Perhaps it relates to a local earthenware known by 
its colour.) 
Total for the buttery 48s 3½d. 

Pantry.  For 672 loaves of own providing, for 3 quarters of corn for the said baking, 
12s.  Item 30 loaves for horses and dogs of own providing, for 1 bishel of corn for the 
same price 6d and three loaves less. 
Total for pantry 12s 6d. 

Hall.  For 10lb of candles from stock price 15d, of which one to the lord’s chamber, 
one to the kitchen, one to Wookey for Lord Berkeley’s horse, one to Master J de 
Carleton’s chamber and one to the buttery. 
Total for the Hall 15d. 
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Kitchen.  For 20 conger eels from Compton price 8s 4d.  For 20 cod and ling 
previously bought from Compton price 5s.  For 18 pollocks from Compton price 3s.  
For 4 drysalted hakes bought 6d.  For 4 haddocks bought 20d.  For 1 dossel (a pannier 
load) of breams, gurnards and haddocks 7s. 
For 1 dossel and half of plaice 8s.  For 4 salmon bought 5s 6d.  For 12 stockfishes 2s 
6d.  For 3 stokfishes from the stock at Bristol price 5d.  Quit.  For 18 sticks of eels 
bought 6s.  For 3 great eels bought 2s 6d.  For 3 great eels from….Of the Abbot of 
Glastonbury price 12d.  For 6 breams and 1 luce from the gift of the said Abbot price 
4s 2d. 
For eggs 6d. 
For wastel bread 1½d.  For 1 capon 1½d.  Quit.  For 1 pickerel 2s.  For one sheep for 
the Lord Berkeley’s lads 6½d.  For a quarter of veal for the same 6d. (These youths in 
Berkeley’s household seem to be exempt from the fish day rule that everyone else is 
observing.) 
Total for the kitchen 61s 11d. 

Total for the day £6 10s 7½d of which from the coffers 67s ½d quite, and from stock 
63s 6½d. 

1340 March.  Calendar of Patent Rolls, 1338-1340, 466, cited in Dunning, R W, ‘The 
Bishop’s Palace’ in Colchester, L S (ed.) Wells Cathedral, A History, 1996, 227-256, 
235. 
Licence to Bishop Ralph to build a wall round the churchyard and the precinct of the 
houses of himself and the canons and to crenellate and make towers and posterns in it. 
Dunning points out that licences sometimes post-dated the actual work and other 
sources suggest that the date of the work to the palace might have been for the royal 
visit of Christmas 1331, see entries under 1330 and 1331. 

1340- Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and  
1342 Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55, citing document 

in the Wiltshire and Swindon RO, 161/142. 
Refers to a copy of a descriptive survey of the palace, dated 1340-1342, associated 
with a sketch ‘made to illustrate the survey but at a date much later than the original’. 
The authors reckon the written survey is authentic, but the date of the plan is between 
1733 and 1735. 
The survey (original in Latin) reads: 
Episcopal Palace at Wells anno 15 Edward III and in the year of Our Lord 1340. 

‘From an ancient memorandum book in the possession of Lady (Dominam) Prowse of 
Barkley in the county of Somerset. 

1. There is a capital messuage containing by estimation around 10 acres in which is
a little fortress (forticetum) built like a castle (ad modum castri constructum),
within which there is a hall and chapel; three chambers very decent, spacious and
suitable; a chamber over the hall entry; a turret over the common entry in which
there are private apartments and small chambers; and all aforesaid covered in
lead.

2. There are two separate and spacious buildings covered in stone, of which one for
kitchen, brewery and bakery, and the other for larder and other necessaries; and
one separate house for a barn; and one granary, covered with stone.

3. There are outside the little fortress a gateway towards the town, with a hall and
two chambers on one side and a hall and two chambers on the other, under one
roof; and other apartments covered in stone are adjoining: item a hall with
chambers and other apartments; and a house for a prison with apartments,
likewise covered in stone.
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Which aforesaid houses are set aside for visiting lords.  They are not extended on 
account of deductions. 

4. There are also outside the little fortress an oxshed, a hay house above, a
Barn, a cart house, suitable and spacious covered in stone; which easements are
worth on year 7s 8d.

Item the herbage in the garden, with herbage in other places within the said
messuage are worth year on year 20s, and fruits of the garden each year worth
6s.’

The authors note that the sketch shows a path between gatehouse and hall and
perhaps some indication of a range between chapel and the N wall.  Buildings
outside the moat mentioned in the survey and shown in the sketch are a gatehouse
to the market place; a prison, a mill, an oxshed and barn.  The mill is shown
driven by a watercourse W of the moat and by a stream called the Horse Pool,
which now runs underground.

The reasons for dating the sketch so much later than the survey are:
the indication of Beckington’s buildings;
the fact that the gatehouse looks like the present Bishop’s Eye.;
the millstream;
the prison.

The authors note that the Buck panorama of 1733 shows Beckington’s tower full
height and the oxshed had gone by the Symes map of 1735.

The document also includes a historical summary of the erection of the palace up
until 1661 – this is a hand of the earlier 18th century. The elements of this
summary are given in this gazetteer under the various dates allotted for
construction.

c.1375-  Liber Albus, fol.296, written when Bishop Harewell was living and therefore
1400 last quarter of  the 14th century, cited and translated in Notes and Queries, Vol.35,

September 2001, Part 354, 52-55.  This is the source for: 

‘Bishop Joceline (1205 to 1244) made chapels with chambers of noble construction at 
Wells and Woky…Robert Burnell (1274 to1292), at his own expense, built the 
Episcopal Hall at Wells…Radulphus de Salopia (1329 to 1363) enclosed the 
Episcopal Palace at Wells with a stone wall embattled and crenellated, and with a 
ditch’. 

This is translated from ‘Capellas cum cameras de Wellys et Woky nobiliter 
construxit…Robertus Burnell hic aulam episcopalem Wellensem sumptibus suis fieri 
fecit…Radulphus palacium episcopale Wellense muro lapideo batellato et carnallato 
cum fossatis claudere fecit’. 

1399- Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Documents of the Dean  
1400 and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 1914, 32, citing Accounts of Roger 

Mellis, the Escheator, from Michaelmas, 1399 to Michaelmas, 1400. 
Record that the body of Bishop Erghum lay in the chapel before burial. 

1443 William of Worcester, writing in 1480 and likely to be reliable, quoted in  
1463.  Harvey, John (ed.), William Worcestre Itineraries, 1969, 295. 
‘He also made, on the site of the grove of trees on the north side of the (arch)bishop’s 
Hall, a cloister, parlour, chambers for visiting lords, a very large kitchen, with 
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conduits of water to the kitchen and buttery, cellar, bakehouse, and stewponds for 
keeping fish, at a great cost of over £1,000.’ (William may have used the word 
‘archbishop’ because Beckington’s predecessor, Bishop Stafford, became Archbishop 
of Canterbury.)  

1443- Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of Wells, 1466
1836, 44-45. 
Britton states that Bishop Beckington expended 600 marks on repairing and 
beautifying the episcopal house in his diocese.  He left £100 in his will to his 
successor in lieu of dilapidations.   

Britton quotes a panegyric on William of Wickham by Thomas Chaundler, a 
contemporary of Bishop Beckington.  Chaundler sets out the panegyric as a dialogue 
between Panestrius and Ferrandus and Beckington is mentioned in it: 

‘PANESTRIUS: ….It [the cathedral] has also, adjoining to it, an extensive Palace, 
adorned with wonderful splendour, surrounded with flowing waters, and crowned 
with a fine row of turreted walls, in which dwells the most dignified and learned 
prelate, Thomas…This man, by his sole industry and disbursements, raised this city 
to its present state of splendour: - fortifying the church in the strongest manner with 
gates, towers and walls, and building the palace in which he lives, with other edifices 
in the most sumptuous style; so that he not only merits to be called the founder, but 
more deservedly the grace and ornament of the church’. 

Britton comments: ‘This is not entirely correct: the palace was repaired, not rebuilt by 
him and a new tower or gatehouse added, together with the cloister leading to the 
great hall: but these have long since been destroyed’.   

c.1450 ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
The document says that Thomas Bekynton built an inner gateway, kitchen and other 
buildings which cost 6000 marks. 

1451 20 September. Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Documents of the 
Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.1, 1907, 433-434, citing indenture. 
‘Writing indented, whereby Thomas de Bekyntona bishop of Bath and Wells, grants 
to William Vouell master of the city of borough of Wells, the burgesses thereof and 
their successors for ever, that they may have a head of water conduit with reservoirs, 
vents and other engines above and below ground, for taking and leading a portion of 
the bishop’s water springing within the precinct of his palace of Wells from a spring 
called Seynt Andrew welle, upon a spot appointed by the said bishop, whereon he has 
built such head at his own cost sufficient for lead pipes 12 inches in circumference, 
with dikes, trenches, ponds, cisterns, etc., as well within the said precinct as in the 
public streets of the city, and power to repair the same, break ground and lay pipes 
etc., so that the water may flow as far as the high cross on the city market and other 
places as they shall think fit, making good all damages; provided that the first head 
and reservoir to take all the said bishop’s water be round, of 10 feet diameter within 
the walls, built of stone, lime or other materials at his cost with one round cistern of 
lead 5 feet in depth and 4 feet in diameter, and pipes attached on either side of the 
reservoir or cistern at the cost of the city, half the water to be led towards the city, 
half to flow to and within divers parts of the palace, and the said head shall have one 
door and two keys, one to remain with the bishop, the other with the master and 
burgesses : provided also that when the moat surrounding the palace shall be scoured, 
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all the water may be turned thither until the same be refilled : covenants that the head 
or reservoir shall be opened, inspected and cleansed every six months at least, and 
that the waste water shall flow into the bishop’s great mill stream.  For this benefit the 
master and burgesses grant that they and their successors shall once a year visit the 
place where the said bishop is buried in the church of St Andrew to render prayers for 
his soul; and the said bishop (trusting in the mercy of God and the merits of the 
Virgin, St Peter, St Paul and St Andrew, his patrons) grants 40 days indulgence for 
every such visit.  Three parts, one to remain in the custody of the bishops, one in the 
archives of the dean and chapter, the third with the master and burgesses.  Dated 20 
September 1451.  Confirmed and sealed by Thomas Lacok, prior of Bath and the 
convent 27 September; and by Nicholas Carent dean of Wells and the chapter 27 
September, the same year.  R.III.ff.251d-253. 

c.1500 ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
The summary sates that c.1500 Oliver King built the hall, bakehouse and  chambers 
by the kitchen. 

1542 Hearne, Thomas, (ed.), Leland’s Collectanea in six volumes, 2nd edition, 1770,  
Vol.2 from Leland’s Itinerary, fol.40, fol.41. 
‘The Toune of Wells is sette yn the Rootes of mendepe Hile in a stony soile & ful of 
springes, whereof it hath the name.  The Chefest Spring is caullid Andres Welles, and 
risith in a Medow Plot not far above the Est End of the Cathedrale Chich, forst 
renning flat West and entering into Coscumb Water sumwhat by South. 

The toune of Welles is large.  I esteem it to lak litle of a 2 Miles in cumpace al for the 
most part buildid of Stone.  The Stream have streamelettes of Springes almost every 
one renning, and occupiyth making of Cloth…’ 

‘There is a Conduct in the Market Place derived from the Bishopes Conduct by the 
Licens of Thomas Bekington Bishop sumtyme of Bath for the which the Burgess ons 
a yere solemply visite his tumbe, and pray for his sowle.  There be xij right exceeding 
fair House al uniforme of Stone high and fair windoad in the North side and the 
Market Place, joining hard to the North West part of the Bishop’s Palace.  This cumly 
Peace of Work was made by Bishop Beckington [sic], that mynded, yf he had lyvid 
lengger, to have buildid other xij on the South side of the Market Steede, the which 
Work if he had complished it had bene a spectable to al Market Places in the West 
Country… 

The Area afore the Bishop’s Palace lyith Este of the Market stede and hath a fair high 
waul toward the Market Stede, and a right goodly Gate House yn it,  made of late by 
Bishop Beckington [sic], as it apperith by his Armes.  On the South side of this Area 
is the Bishop’s Palace dichid broadeley and waterid about by the water of St Andres 
Streame let into it.  This Palace ys strongely waullid and embatelid Castelle lyke; and 
hath in the first Front a godly Gate House yn the middle, and at eche ende of the 
Front a round Towr, and 2 other round Towers be lykelihod on the southside of the 
Palace, and then is there one at every Corner.  The Haul of the Palace is exceeding 
fayre.  The residew of the House is large and fair.  Many Bishops have been the 
makers of it, as it is now.’ 
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1546  ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and 
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
The summary states that Sir John Gates removed the great hall and chambers in 1546. 

1546 Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Documents of the Dean  
and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 1914, 262-263. 
Grant to Geoffrey Upton, keeper ‘of the prison within the palace formerly called The 
Cowehouse’.  Upton was to have two chambers above the prison ‘and another 
chamber in the New Work [name given to Beckington’s range in the Market Place] 
whose door is nearest the prison with a small stable adjacent…..’, [this seems to 
suggest that the prison was not, or not always, in the NW bastion, as is sometimes 
stated]. 

1548- Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of  
1554 Wells, 1836. 

Britton cites Harington’s account of the despoliation of the great hall in Nugae 
Antiquae, Vol.II, 147, during the episcopacy of Barlow, 1548-1554: 
‘Scarce were five years past after Bath’s ruins, but as fast went the axes and hammers 
to work at Wells.  The goodly hall, covered in lead (because the roof might seeme too 
low for so large a roome) was uncovered; and now this roofe reaches the sky’.  
Harington went on to describe other acts of vandalism at the cathedral ‘…such was 
their thirst after lead (I would they had drunke it scalding) that they tooke the dead 
bodies of the Bishops out of their leaden coffins, and cast abroad the carkases scarce 
though putrified’ . 

1550- Serel, Mr Thomas, ‘Notes to Mr Parker’s Paper on “The Ecclesiastical  
1552    Buildings of Wells”’, Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological and  

      Natural History Society, Vol.12, 1863, 36.  
Serel cites an old MS (‘indorsed Junij 1650’), in his possession: 
‘Bishop Barlow sold the Palace to the Duke of Somerset upon whose attainder it 
came to Sr John Gates, who sold the lead and timber to the almost ruin of all, but 
totally of the Great Hall.  He was a great puritan and afterwards beheaded for joining 
Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, against the Queen.  He destroyed an elegant 
Chaple, built by Bp. Stillington for his own monument, near the Cloysters, for the 
sake of the materials, so that there is no part of it left.  Cornelius Burgis, afterwards, 
in the time of the Rebellion, got possession and stripped it, sold the material of the 
whole except the Gatehouses, which he let out to poor people.  It continued in this 
ruinous state until the Restoration’. 

Serel states that the sale to the Duke was in 1550, and confirmed by the Dean and 
Chapter 29 December, 1550. ‘The Manors of Wells and Westbury, the Hundred of 
Wells and Wells Forum, and Westbury Park, were included in the sale.  There is an 
exception out of the grant of collations to dignities, prebends and other benefices, the 
gift of Canon’s houses and Close Hall.  The money paid by the Duke was £400, with 
a grant of the Deanery House for the Bishop’s residence.  It is said that the purchase 
money originally agreed to be paid by the Duke of Somerset to Bishop Barlow was 
£2,000, but the Duke cheated the Bishop out of £1,600, making it up, in part, by a 
grant of the Deanery House, etc.’ 

The sale, above is confirmed by the Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of 
the Documents of the Dean 1400 and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 
1914, 272, citing an indenture 10 December which covered the sale to Somerset of 
various manors and property in addition to the palace. 
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‘The 6th August, 6 ED VI., the Bishop recovered possession of the Palace, etc, and 
part of the arrangement was that the Bishop should give up the Deanery House, etc., 
and surrender a lease of Sharpham Park, etc.’ 

1552 ‘E.B.’ [possibly Edmund Buckle?] . Guide Book to the Bishop’s Palace, 1895. 
According to ‘E B’ Bishop Barlow obtained leave to take down the hall in 1552 
stating that there were ‘many fit places within the precinct of the house of Wells to 
make an hall of it for his hospitality’ and he had the roof taken off and sold.   

1562 Hembry, Phyllis M, The Bishops of Bath and Wells, 1540-1640, 1967, 148, citing 
PRO S.P.12/137/33. 
Hembry refers to a letter from Bishop Berkeley to the queen, written in 1580 stating 
that when he came to the palace he had found it ‘left rifled and ruinous by his 
predecessor and had felled 61 trees for its repair’.  Some of the remaining trees had 
been sold to tenants for repairs.  No trees from the estate had since been felled for any 
other purpose but needful repairs and he begged the queen not to remove timber as 
there would hardly be enough for repairs. 

1599 Hembry, Phyllis M, The Bishops of Bath and Wells, 1540-1640, 9. 
409 loads of timber were brought into the palace in 1599, i.e. more than one per day.  
[It is not clear whether any of this was building timber, or whether it was heating 
timber.  If the latter, some of the timber would have been used in the palace 
brewhouse.]  

1610 ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and 
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
The summary states that James Montague put up the inner gateway and chambers, 
finished the chapel and decorated the organ.   

1616 Buckle, E, ‘Wells Palace’, Proceedings of the Somerset Archaeological and Natural 
History Society, Vol.34, 1999, 54-97, 92-93, citing Godwin’s 1616 history of the 
cathedral. 
Welliam postquam venit, magnam insumpsit pecuniam in oedibus Episcopalibus 
reficiendis ornandisque tam Banwellensibus quam Wellensibus.  Ac Welliae quidem 
capellam illam a Jocelino Episcopo constructam, sed Episcopatu ad pauperbatem 
redacto, neglectam per annos jam collapses sexaginta, maximo haud dubie sumptu 
curavit purgandam, reficiendam, organis musicis aliisque ornamentis instruendam, sic 
pulchritudine et magnificentia paucissimis Angliae capellis hodie cedat, a me saltem 
hactenus visis’.   

1631- 2 January.  Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Documents of  
1632 the Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 1914, 394.  Evidence of  

existence of palace cloister. 
‘Joan Pope cited for using irreverent and unmannerly words to Mrs Curle, the  
bishop’s wife, in the cloister of the palace’ 

1632 Inventory of Wells Palace, Somerset RO, DD/CC 13324, 348-351. 
This was undertaken by Bishop Piers himself, according to Hembry, 1967, 232. 
 ‘In the Chappell 
 Imprimis one pre of Organs, one joyned 
 Table.  Two Tables of the Commandments  
 one longe forme. 
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 Item one Bill [?] 

In the long Gallery 
Item xxv ty Pictures 
Item one long cushion Forme 

In the little roome next and the roome adjoyninge called the Nussery 
Item two Court Cobards 
Item one square table 

In the other two Gallerys 
Item two Mapps 
Item two square Tables 

In the cracking Chamber 
Item Two Court Cobardes 

In the chamber within 
Item one half  headed bedsteede 

In the next chamber 
Item one side cobard 

In the chamber next the old greate dyning room 
Item one square table 
Item one side Cobard 

In the Chamber in the Gallery 
Item one halfe headed bedsteede 
Item one little table 

In the ordinary dyning roome 
Item One draweing table 
And two square tables 
Item one side Cobard 
Item one large map over the Chimney 

In the Chamber betweene  
the two dyning roomes 
Item one square table and two side cobards 

In the best dyning roome 
Item one drawing table, one square table and one side Coboard 
Item one long table lying agt the wall 

In the wardrop 
Item one Presse and one half headed 
Bedsteede 

In the Chamber next 
Item one half headed bedsteede 

In the little roome entering into the ordinary dyning room 
Item one mapp and one table 
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In the secretaries chamber 
Item in the Study, one little  
Cobard of Boxes for writings 
Item in the Chamber two tables 

In the Chamber next 
Item one Bedsteede with a Tester 

In the pantry 
Item one Bynne for Breade 
A Glasse Cobard, with two other Cobards 
Item one old Chest 

In the Chamber next to it 
One half headed Bedsteede 
And a table 
In the Chamber next to yt 
Item one half headed Bedsteede 
Item one flatt chest with with iron bars 

In the chamber over the porter’s lodge 
Item in the stewards chamber 
One square table one longe 
Cushion forme 
Item in the study there one 
Square table 
In the Audit chamber 
Item one tablebord 
In the Chamber next 
Item one side Cobarde and a rounde 
table 

In the Chamber over 
Item one halfe Bedsteede and a  
Round table 

In the Chamber over 
the stewards 
Item one half headed bedsteede 
and a table bord 

In the Chapplins Chamber 
Item one side Copard 

In the hall 
Item two long tables and a side table 
Item five formes 
Item a pare of Stocks 

In the Pastrey 
Item two pastrey tables 

In a ground Chamber 
neere the Kitchin 
Item one Table bord and a 
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Forme 

In the larder 
Item three meade Tubbs.  Two Powdringe Tubbs and a table  
Bord and a hanging safe? 

A noate wt Utences  
Belonging to the brewhouse 
Yn the cellar at Wells 

Imprimis one greate Copper Furnace 
Two greate wooden Fatts hoped 
One greate Leadden Cooker now 
Fore bord [?] 
Item one greate troffe lined wth 
Lead, wch received the first wort 
Item one wooden spoute 
Item one horse to sett the hogsheads on 

1633 Inventory of Keys 

Imprimis a lock & key to the Sudy [sic] door [ ? ] in the ordinary dyning roome. 
Item a lock & key to the roome entering into the dyning roome. 
Item to the ordinary dyning roome a lock & key. 
Item 2 locks & one key to the roome betweene the lobby, & the wardropp. 
Item a lock & key to the wardropp. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber betweene the dyning roomes. 
Item a lock & key to the best dyninge roome. 
Item a lock & key to the old dyninge roome. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber within that. 
Item a lock & key to the stone chamber. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber where George the Butler lay. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber over the lower nussery. 
Item a lock & key in the borde chamber. 
Item a lock & key to my Lord’s (?) chamber. 
Item a lock & key to the upper nussery. 
Item a lock & key to the Colesett [closet] within that. 
Item a lock & key to the malted gallery. 
Item a lock & key to the closet at the stewards head entering into my Lord’s chamber. 
Item a lock & key to Mr Crewes his chamber. 
Item a lock & key for his study door. 
Item a lock & key for Mr Barrowes chamber. 
Item a lock & key for a little roome in the Cloysters against the kitchin doore. 
Item a lock & key to the kitchin door. 
Item a lock & key to the Pastrey. 
Item a lock & key to the Meale house. 
Item a lock & key to a safe in the mealehouse. 
Item a lock & key to the lower Nursery & a lock for a door at the entrance there. 
Item a lock & key to the Bottle house in the Cloysters. 
Item a lock & key to the Butterhouse in the Cloysters. 
Item a lock & key to the Sellar doore. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber against the Sellar doore. 
Item a lock & key to the chamber by the pantry. 
Item a lock & key to the pantry. 
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Item a lock & key to the greate garden & a lock & key to a doore going through into 
the Camery. 

Item a lock & key to a doore going out of the Camery. 
Item a lock & key to the Chappell doore. 
Item a lock & key to the old hall. 
Item a lock & key to a doore in the garden. 
Item a lock & key to Mrs Curlss garden doore. 
Item a lock to a door entring into the ponyard? 
Item a lock & key for the chamber door by the hall. 
Item a lock to a doore going into the Chappell cort? 
Item a lock & key for the brewhouse. 
Item a lock & key for the lodge. 
Item another lock & key to a doore against the stayers going upp to the Stewards 

chamber. 

1640s Scrase, Tony, ‘The Inhabitants of Wells 1600-1649’, History Round Wells, 7, Spring 
2003, 3-22, 17. 
Dr Cornelius Burges was installed by Parliament as Preacher in the Cathedral and is 
described by Scrase as being installed in the Palace.  He was probably related to John 
Burges, Esq. who occupied the Deanery. 

1643 15 April.  Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Documents of the 
Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 1914, 427 citing MS on title 
page of Ludolphus, Vita Jesu Christi, Cathedral Library. 
‘The captaines [?]…divers pictures and crucifixes in the church and our Lady chaple, 
likewise did plunder the bishop’s palace, and broke all such monuments or pictures 
they espied, ether of religion, antiquity, or the kinges of England, and made havock, 
and sold for litle or nothinge all the howshold stuffe’. 

1661 ‘T.F.’ Historical summary of the erection of the palace down to 1661, Wiltshire and 
Swindon RO, 161/142, document probably written/copied in the earlier 18th century, 
cited in Scrase, A J and Dunning, R W, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells’, Somerset and 
Dorset Notes and Queries, September 2001, Vol.35, Part 354, 52-55. 
The summary states that Bishop William Piers began to restore damage in 1661 after 
1649 fanatics laid waste the site. 

1632-  After the Restoration.  Hembry, Phyllis M., The Bishops of Bath and Wells,  
1670    1540-1640, 1967, 250, citing Bodleian Library, Tanner MSS.cxl, fo.2. 

Bishop Piers’ bailiff, Christopher Clement, who had charge of the work, reckoned 
that Piers spent in excess of £5,000 on the Wells palace and Banwell after the 
Restoration. 

1675- Chyle, History of the Church, MS history of Wells cathedral, last quarter 
1700 of the 17th century, apparently reproduced in Rev. H E Reynolds, The  
            Foundation, Constitutional History, and Statutes of Wells Cathedral,  

1881, both cited in opening address from the President, Proceedings of the Somerset 
Archaeological and Natural History Society, Vol.34, 1888, 7-9, which quotes Chyle 
as follows: 
Chyle’s history said that the palace was begun by John de Villula: 
‘who on the site of the cloisters and other buildings erected by Bishop Giso for the 
use of the canons, raised for himself and his successors a stately Palace.  Afterwards 
comes Bishop Jocelyn to be bishop, who first obtains leave (of  King John) to impark 
some of the lands next adjoining the palace, making it thereby more august, and 
afterwards builds a private chapel, very sumptuous…(so that) for the height of the 
roof and breadth of its area, few exceed it – scarce that at Lambeth, not much 
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Whitehall itself.  The great hall within the Palace, now (i.e. in the last quarter of the 
17th century, in the episcopate of Peter Mew) ruined and lying open, was built by 
Robert Burnell, bishop in the time of King Edward I; a man in great favour with his 
Prince, being first Lord High Treasurer, the Lord Chancellor of England, and at the 
same time Lord President of Wales.  The largeness of which building bespeaks its 
founder a man of great and hospitable soul; his public honours and employment 
requiring a large retinue, calling to him a great influx of all sorts of people; else much 
beyond what the bishoprick could possibly require.  But all the time their palace lay 
open, without any mote or circumvallation, till Bishop Ralph’s time (1329 Edward 
III), who finding such a plenty of water issuing out from under the church, had a 
broad trench made round it, so as to receive this water, within which he also builds a 
high and very substantial stone wall, with battlements, and a terrace round it on the 
inside; with several redoubts and half moons therein, after the manner of 
fortifications.  These walls he joins together by a stately gate and gate-house, castle-
wise; making it not only serviceable and defensive against rogues, and any sudden 
assault, but likewise very magnificent and graceful to the beholder’. 

The PSANHS article then says that Bishop Ralph’s successors apparently did not 
keep up what had been so well begun.  For, when Bishop Beckington succeeded the 
See in 1443, he found the Palace much out of repair.  Chyle says: 
‘His predecessor, Bishop Stafford, having received of Bishop Bubwith, in money 
1600 marks and in mitre, jewels, and other precious things to the value of 1200 marks 
more, yet laid out nothing during his time, being eighteen years, but left all ruinated; 
selling that very timber which he had cut down for repairs, and putting the money 
into his own pockets’. 

In his will, the PSANHS article states, Bishop Beckington complains and says that 
instead of any redress or refunding he only got fair words and empty promises and he 
himself spent more than 6000 marks on the repairs of the different buildings of the 
See.  Chyle goes on to recite that John Gates ‘a great Puritan, episcopacy’s common 
enemy’ had sold the timber and lead of the palace, ‘to the ruin almost of the whole 
fabric, and totally of the great hall’ adds that he was beheaded less than two years 
after on 22 August in the first year of Queen Mary for joining the Duke of 
Northumberland’s attempt to place Lady Jane Grey on the throne. 

1683- 10 January.  Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the  
1684 Documents of the Dean and Chapter of Wells Cathedral, 2 vols, Vol.2, 1914, 453. 

Sealed letters dispensatory of the bishop giving Mr Sandys leave to pull down the 
canonical house on the west side of the palace, and to build a new house, fit for a 
canon residentiary, on different foundations.  fo 27d. [this could have been outside 
the moat?] 

1733 Samuel and Nathaniel Buck. 
Important engraving of the palace. 

1735 Simes, William,  Plan of the City of Wells 
Important map of the palace.  

1791 Collinson, Rev. John, The History and Antiquities of the County of Somerset, 
Vol.III, 1791, 284. 
Collinson describes the palace: 
‘Southward from the Cathedral is the Bishop’s Palace, a noble old structure, having 
an august and venerable appearance, and much resembling the mansions of the 
ancient military barons.  Its walls encompass seven acres of ground, and are flanked 
by redoubts and half-moons.  A deep moat supplied with water from St Andrew’s 
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well surrounds the whole, and over it on the north side is a bridge and stately gate-
house, serving as an entrance to the exterior court or ballium.  On the east side of this 
court is the dwelling-house, containing several large and handsome apartments, with 
a chapel.  One the south side of the court, nearly opposite the entrance, stood the great 
hall, now in ruins, having been demolished two centuries ago for the sale of the lead 
and other materials and never since re-edified.  Leland tells us that this apartment was 
exceeding fair.  Its length was one hundred and twenty feet, its breadth nearly 
seventy, and it had a handsome arched porch, with a vault and chamber over it.  Many 
bishops have been the makers of this palace as it is now’. 

c.1795 John Carter’s General Plan of the Monastical Buildings at Wells.
Original held by the Society of Antiquaries. 

c.1802 Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 2.  Letter of 14 December 1926
from W D Caroe re the condition of the oriel windows. 
In this letter Caroe states that Wyatt reconstructed the floors in this range, c.1800, 
causing damage to the oriel windows. This seems likely to be the work done for 
Bishop Beadon, mentioned by Phelps.  Beadon became Bishop in 1802. 

1802- Phelps, Rev. W, The History and Antiquities of Somersetshire, 1839. 
1824     Phelps states after repairs following the civil war: ‘No account is handed  

down of further additions or alterations during its successive prelates till the time of  
Bishop Beadon in 1802.  This Bishop repaired the palace and made some judicious  
improvements by a new doorway into the corridor, now  forming a handsome and the  
principal entrance into the palace and the alteration of the great staircase to  
communicate with it’. 

1809 Davis, John, A Concise History of the Cathedral Church of St Andrew in Wells, 1809, 
38. 
‘Since the present Bishop [Beadon] came to the See, the Palace has undergone 
considerable improvements, and may justly vie with any Episcopal Palace in the 
kingdom for the spaciousness of its apartments and tasteful decoration’. 

1824- Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of  
1845    Wells, 1847 reprint with additions of Britton’s work of 1824.   

‘The great improvements made by Bishop Law in the palace, and the restoration of its 
original parts to be seen particularly in the windows of the dining room and in the 
chapel, attest his judicious taste’. 

1825 Buckler sketch, British Library, Vol.XXIX (SU-WOOK), fol.127. 5.04.1825. 
The windows of the great hall are shown blocked below the transom.  Also shows 
criss-cross stair from S end of Jocelin’s block across E wall of chapel down into the 
garden. 

1826 Buckler sketch, British Library, Vol.XXIX (SU-WOOK), fol.144, 28.03.1826. 
Shows bridge across moat to gatehouse with turned balusters. [see 1834 entry, below] 

c.1826 Poole, Michael, ‘Follies and Fossils: Bishop Law and his Circle’, Wells Natural
History and Archaeological Society Report, 2001-2002, 16-31, 19. 
‘It was at Skinner’s suggestion that the pillars and vaulting of the Undercroft were 
coloured to imitate freestone’.  The Reverend Skinner was an antiquarian who helped 
to run the museum in the undercroft of Jocelin’s range. 



16 

1827 (Law’s episcopacy) ‘Portraits of the Bishops of Bath and Wells’, Proceedings of the 
Somerset Archaeological Society, 51, ii, 62-63. 
Includes a quote from Bishop Law’s son, writing in 1871. 
‘It is my persuasion that in 1827 the palace did not hold a single picture of a 
preceding occupant.  When my father converted the Passage Gallery into a family 
room, he saw that the proper decoration of the walls would be the Pictures of his 
Predecessors’. 

1828 The Piggot Collection of Drawings, Vol.VI, the Somerset Studies Library, 326. 
An 1828 pencil and wash drawing of the projecting east wing by John Buckler is 
annotated ‘The new window in Bishop Law’s Study at the palace at Wells’.  This 
clearly refers to the oriel window. 

1829 Neale, J P, Views of the Seats of Noblemen and Gentlemen, 1829. 
Text (mostly derived from Collinson) associated with a published engraving. 
‘Proceeding to the south side of the Court, are found the remains of the great hall, 
which Leland informs us, is exceeding fair.  It was demolished about the latter end of 
the fifteenth century by fanatic plunderers who carried off the lead and other valuable 
materials.  Its length was 120 feet in breadth, nearly 70, and it had a handsome arched 
porch, with a vault and chamber over it’. 
Neale also states ‘The accompanying plate presents a View of the exterior of  
this part of the noble Palace, the naked windows of which give it an  
appearance of architectural simplicity .  The crypt, which for some time had  
been used as a lumber-room, has been recently cleared out, and converted into  
a receptacle for articles in mineralogy & fossils, of which the present Lord  
Bishop has a choice collection’. 

1830 Phelps, Rev. W, The History and Antiquities of Somersetshire, 1839. 
‘Great improvements had been made in the garden in the time of Bishop Beadon, 
which have been much extended by the present prelate [Law]; and the ruined walls of 
the old hall have been made subservient to an alteration highly pleasing and 
picturesque.  The dilapidated side and end next the garden have been partly taken 
down, leaving the turret standing [footnote states ‘This was done by the present 
Bishop in 1830’].  The area which was before the stableyard is laid out in parterres 
and walls, and the walls clothed with climbing-plants.  The removal of the hot houses 
and kitchen-garden has extended the lawn to the rampart on the west and to the 
terrace on the south, and added greatly to the extent and pleasing character of the 
lawn’. 

1834 Buckler sketch, British Library, Vol.XXIX (SU-WOOK), fol.143, 21.06.1834. 
The turned balusters to the bridge no longer exist. [see 1826 entry, above] 

c.1836 Pugin, A W N, Examples of Gothic Architecture, Vol.2, f.p 1836, text accompanying
drawings made by Benjamin Ferrey in the 1820s, 1895 edn, 46-47.  (With ref to first 
floor windows in Jocelin’s range, W front.) 
‘This window is one of a series in the upper story of the buildings at the east end of 
the court, which appear to have been erected at an earlier period than the hall.  The 
external form of this window is remarkably simple’. 

1836 The Piggot Collection of Drawings, Vol VI, the Somerset Studies Library, 337 
An 1836 pencil and wash drawing by John Buckler of the sedilia in the interior of the 
chapel is annotated: ‘discovered June 20 by J Buckler’, indicating work in the chapel 
at this date and the previous concealing of the sedilia. 
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1839  Phelps, Rev. W, The History and Antiquities of Somersetshire, 1839, 88. 
‘…the only entrance is on the north side, over a fixed wooden bridge, which now 
supplies the place of the drawbridge.  A massy building forms the gateway, having on 
each side of the archway apartment for the porter, and over it other rooms.  The gate 
is strong and was protected by a portcullis, the grooves for which are visible, with a 
modern portcullis in it.  The groining of the archway is ornamented with orbs and 
sculptured figures; and a curious lantern-window is fixed on the wall, to hold the 
lamp which afforded light to the entrance.  

On passing the gateway the Ballium, or court, of considerable extent, presents itself, 
surrounded with the different buildings, and planted with trees and shrubs, which 
partly conceal the remains of the great hall, whose windows still retain the marks of 
their former elegance; the mullions and some of the tracery remain, and produce a 
pleasing and picturesque effect.  On the east side of this court the palace itself 
appears, flanked by the chapel on the left [sic], and the office and ancient portico 
entrance on the right.  It is a long range of buildings.  The central portion is of 
considerable extent, in two stories; the windows below are narrow and pointed, and 
indicate the early period of its erection; those above are of a larger character, having 
mullions with trefoiled heads, and large quatrefoil openings over them.  A neat stone 
porch has been recently added to the centre of this building, from whence an opening 
was made into the corridor or cloister, extending the whole length of the front, and is 
now the principal entrance’. 

Phelps then lists out those bishops he considers responsible for different parts of the 
palace:  Bishop John de Villula, 1088, said to have built a palace on the site of the 
houses of the cathedral priests.  Bishop Jocelin built the chapel, c.1236.  Burnell is 
known to have spent a lot of money on the palace and Phelps says he can be 
presumed to have built that part which adjoins the chapel and forms the eastern side, 
containing gallery, library, drawings and dining room with the Bishop’s study.  The 
basement storey resembles the crypt of the cathedral, built c.1243 by Burnell’s 
successor.  Great Hall is the work of Burnell, 1275.  Bishop de Salopia (arrived 1329) 
had the defensive walls built and the north portion of the palace which must pre-date 
the defensive walls as shown in a straight joint between the two.  In 1443 Bishop 
Beckington complained of dilapidations.  During the reign of Edward VI it was 
handed over by Bishop Barlow.  The king bestowed it on the Duke of Somerset and 
then it fell into the hands of Sir John Gates, who robbed the lead off the Great Hall 
roof.  Some repairs were done in 1608 by Bishop Montague.  During the Civil War 
the palace fell into the hands of Cornelius Burgess who stripped it of lead, timber and 
anything moveable, which was taken to the Deanery where he lived ‘leaving the 
palace roofless’ [but see entry 1640s].  Bishop Piers undertook some repairs.  Phelps 
goes on to say ‘No account is handed down of any further additions or alterations 
during its successive prelates till the time of Bishop Beadon in 1802.  This Bishop 
repaired the palace and made some judicious improvements, by a new doorway into 
the corridor, now forming a handsome porch and the principal entrance into the 
palace and the alteration of the great staircase to communicate with it’. 

‘The eastern front, towards the garden, is of a plain and heavy character, supported 
by many square buttresses, between which are lancet windows in the ground floor 
and above, modern square sashes.  Their original character was similar to those in the 
gallery, and at the south and north ends of this building, as appears by the remains of 
them, partly concealed by plaster.  A fine oriel window has been recently thrown out 
from the Bishop’s study, which is a building projecting beyond the line of the front, 
and gives a new feature to its appearance, highly ornamental.  The opening of the 
original windows in the north and south gables has produced a pleasing effect, both 
in the exterior appearance of the building, and much more so on the interior.  Great 
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improvements had been made in the garden in the time of Bishop Beadon, which 
have been much extended by the present prelate; and the ruined walls of the old hall 
have been made subservient to an alteration highly pleasing and picturesque.  The 
dilapidated side and end next the garden have been partly taken down, leaving the 
turret standing [footnote states ‘This was done by the present Bishop in 1830’].  The 
area which was before the stableyard is laid out in parterres and walls, and the walls 
clothed with climbing-plants.  The removal of the hot houses and kitchen-garden  has 
extended the lawn to the rampart on the west and to the terrace on the south, and 
added greatly to the extent and pleasing character of the lawn’. 

‘…Passing from the garden by the end of the chapel, a small door opens into the 
corridor, which exhibits a striking specimen of vaulting, heightened by the long 
perspective of the intersecting arches, 80 feet long and 14 feet wide.  A large 
chimney-piece, with a mantel-shelf richly ornamented with sculpture, bears the Arms 
of Bishop Hooper; and over it is a niche, having an ogee arch, with crockets etc.  A 
wide fireplace, with the necessary appendages for burning wood or coal, remains.  
Immediately to the left of the garden door is the entrance into the chapel. 

This is a fine building 52 feet long and 26 feet broad (a double cube), and displays 
the exquisite beauty of the style of architecture adopted at this early period.  Six lofty 
windows, three on each side, with a still larger window in six lights at each end, give 
light to the interior.  The roof is vaulted with cross-springers rising from columns on 
the sides, intersecting the groining.  The interior is neatly fitted-up with a 
communion-table, pulpit, and stalls on each side for the accommodation of the 
Bishop and his household.  In the south wall, near the altar, are four sedilia.  Over the 
table is a small sculptured representation of  the Last Supper, after the celebrated 
picture on the staircase at Versailles, by Leonardo da Vinci.  On the north side of the 
table is the curiously carved chair of the Abbot of Glastonbury, said to be the 
identical one in which Abbot Whiting sat during his trial in Wells, and on the other 
side a monk’s chair. 

At the West end a large organ, which belonged to the Abbey at Bath, and was 
purchased by Bishop Law when removed from thence to make room for a new one.  
There are some fine figures in oak attached to it, and it has a grand appearance. 

The east window was formerly closed up, and overgrown with a fine plant of the 
Virginia-Creeper.  This the present prelate has caused to be opened and glazed.  In 
the centre light are the Arms of the Bishop, and the tracery above is filled with 
fragments of painted glass fancifully arranged’. 

1845    Britton, John, The History and Antiquities of the Cathedral Church of Wells, 
1847 reprint with additions of Britton’s work of 1824.   
‘The great improvements made by Bishop Law in the palace, and the restoration of its 
original parts to be seen particularly in the windows of the dining room and in the 
chapel, attest his judicious taste’. 

1846 11 March.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 1.  Estimate signed by 
Benjamin Ferrey. 

‘Proposed Alterations and additions to the Episcopal Palace at Wells. 
It is proposed to build bed Rooms over the long Gallery of the West Front as shewn 
by the Plans, and to project a porch, and raise Gablets according to the accompanying 
Elevation.  There is no difficulty in obtaining convenient access, light and ventilation 
to these apartments and by removing the present modern parapets and raising the Hall 
3 feet there will be ample height in the chambers, and the new Roof will not then be 
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so high as the ridge of the main building so that rather an improved than injurious 
effect will be produced.  I estimate these additions together with new ashlaring to the 
whole front at   £1700. 

It is proposed to re-arrange some parts of the offices as shewn by the plan and to 
effect several other alterations at an estimated cost of  £390. 

It is proposed to make a direct communication from the Hall to the Bishops Room or 
Library (which is now only approachable through the Dining room) by an octangular 
Stair Turret in keeping with the architectural character of the S[?] Front estimate at  

£125. 

It is proposed to remove altogether the present stabling the same being extremely ill 
arranged and cramped, and to rebuild new Stables leaving the Ruins of the ancient 
Hall insulated the cost of these Stables is estimated at £950 

_____ 
£3165 

In the forgoing amounts no deduction has been made for the value of old materials 
which may be had from the old Stabling but it is calculated that the [?] from these 
materials will pay for some trifling alterations in different parts of the Palace which 
are not herein described, but which will be properly described in a future 
communication to the Board.’ 

Other documentation in the same file established that £3,000 was borrowed from 
Queen Anne’s Bounty, the Bishop undertaking to find the balance himself.  

1846 23 June.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 1.  Letter from Mr Railton 
to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners commenting on Ferrey’s proposals. 
Railton had some reservations re plans and specifications and required a plan ‘as 
was’.  He also suggested ‘proper examination of the foundations of the old walls 
before the superstruction be commenced and steps, if necessary, taken to render their 
security unquestionable.’ 
He suggested a rule that ‘all walls becoming in any part of their surface external walls 
should be not less than 14” in thickness and internal division walls (in the basement 
and ground stories especially) not less than one brick in thickness’. 
Railton refers to the use of cast iron beams to support the upper storey which required 
drawings because: ‘the peculiar qualities of cast iron seem to an unparalleled degree 
to demand that no uncertainty as to form, strength and weight should exist’. 

1846 5 July.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1.  Letter from Mr Railton 
to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners commenting on Ferrey’s proposals. 
Railton was satisfied that his suggestions had been attended to in Ferrey’s drawings. 

1846 11 December.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 1.  Bond between Mr 
Maurice Davies of Langport, builder and the Ecclesiastical Commissioners to 
undertake the work on the palace. 

1847 July 2. Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1.  Letter from Benjamin 
Ferrey of 1 Trinity Place, Charing X, to the Bishop. 

‘My Lord, 
I have carefully examined into the condition of the Chapel attached to the Palace at 
Wells, and I find much of the Building in a very defective state. 
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The construction and condition of the Timber Roof is very bad and the slates are in a 
decayed state.  The Chapel was originally covered with a leaded roof of higher pitch.  
This roof has been altered, and the present roof is in the clear of the walls, and the 
walls themselves are protected by a covering of pantiles, this covering is in a very 
imperfect state and admits ??uch in several places which penetrates the walls to the 
interior of the Chapel causing serious and increasing damage to the Fabric. 

I would advise the removal of the present Roof and the substitution of another 
spanning the whole building as the original roof did.  I have also made a careful 
examination of the masonry of the interior [?illegible] of which I find in a very 
dilapidated condition. 

I have estimated for cleaning and restoring the masonry of the groined ceiling, the 
scraping and restoring the stonework of the windows, the capitals and bases of the 
Columns, Corbels, stringcourses, Sedilia and all other masonry together with a new 
western Window (the present one being [? illegible] to be repaired) for ‘replacing’ the 
columns of Blue Lias stone where wood or iron improperly used &c &ec. and I 
calculate the cost of all these several works at the sum of one thousand pounds 
inclusive of the new Roofs.’ 

Palace Wells 
Original contract £1616.0 
Enlarging kitchen 14.0 
Addition of 4 new buttresses 100.0 
  to the North Front 
3 New Stone Windows ??Drawing Room 120.0 
Extras upon Stables 40.0 
Personal directions to the Builder 91.0 
upon various little matters 
Raising Passage archways 5.5 
Certain alterations to the back 25.0 
Stairs raising floors of Hall & Porch 25.0 
For Pastry Larder outer [drainage?] 60.0 

£2071.5 

Additional Works 
Bell Hanging £35.0 
Painting the whole House 
excepting the New Work [figure blotted but total suggests no figure 
or perhaps a mistake] 
Kitchen Range etc. 90.0 
Supplying the Palace with 110.0 
Water by means of machinery 
Gas lighting 260.0 
Forming Vestibule from the 150.0 
Crypt to the Stairs 

£645.0 

Altering Brewhouse etc. 50.0 
            [this last seems to be an addition] 
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1848 30 August.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 1.  Letter from Benjamin 
Ferrey to C K Murray Esq. 
 ‘…I beg to state that the extra works beyond those comprised in the specification and 
plans for which Mr Davis contracted, consist of additional operations found necessary 
to strengthen the walls and other portions of the building. 
 The necessity for these works could not be previously ascertained.  The rubble walls 
were thickly coated by repeated coats of plaster, entirely concealing all internal 
defects.  Upon such portions of the plaster being removed as were necessary to effect 
our alterations to the west front for instance, the wall was found to be in so shattered a 
state owing to the removal of some large buttresses at a former period, that it was 
deemed absolutely necessary to add new buttresses of massive masonry entailing an 
unexpected expense of £200. 
 Upon opening the wall on the north side of the palace to form a junction with the new 
rooms, defects of a like description were found, and it was then thought desirable by 
the Bishop that the ‘Rough Coating’ should be wholly removed from all exterior 
walls, and though this did not lay bare other defects equal to those I have described 
still the re-pointing throughout led to a further cost of £100. 
 The desire for other improvements not at first contemplated by the Bishop led to the 
removal of some unsightly casing round the beautiful staircase, and upon that being 
done, the rotten state of the timbers became apparent, and the restoration of these 
parts in the style of James Ist (the period of its erection) induced more outlay.  The 
Bishop further determined to remove the square headed windows in the east front, 
and to replace them by Early English windows with Purbeck marble shafts in keeping 
with those in other parts of the palace.  These alterations cost about £300. 
 In regard to other works not originally deemed necessary by me, and therefore not 
included in the contract, or incidental thereto, or that were executed by the 
contracting builder, I can give the Commissioners no information, as I was not 
previously consulted respecting them, nor have they been executed from my designs 
or under my superintendence.  I have no doubt, however, these works have cost the 
Bishop a very large sum. 
 As respects the fittings throughout the palace and the fixtures, they are numerous and 
expensive, as well as valuable and essential to the Residence.  I enjoin a list of them 
with the value I assign to them: 

Gas fittings with chandeliers £400 
Waterworks to supply water to the top of the house £300 
Heating apparatus £100 
Grates £100 
fittings throughout the Palace included in a schedule £200 

1849 Palace Archives.  Copy of front cover of a catalogue held in the Guildhall Library, 
1849. 
 Catalogue of George Jackson and Sons, 49-50 Rathbone Place, London, published by 
the authors at their works. 
 The firm provided ‘paper mache and carton pierre’ ornaments.  These could be 
produced at the ‘utmost speed’.  The list of places to which they had supplied their 
wares includes ‘The Palace at Wells’ [presumed to be the decoration on the doorcases 
and cornices in the gallery and some upper rooms of Jocelin’s range].  The list also 
includes Buckingham Palace and the Bank of England.  All the places are given the 
names of architects, except for the Palace at Wells. 

1855 28 February.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.  
An opinion on who is responsible for maintenance of the Bishop’s Eye includes a 
reprise of  legal changes and states that in 1855 the bulk of the See estates were 
transferred to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners by an Order in Council and the 
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episcopal residence and its appurtenances were reserved to the Bishop.  See entry 
under 1869. 

1869 28 February.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.  
An opinion on who is responsible for maintenance of the Bishop’s Eye includes a 
reprise of  legal changes and states that after the bulk of See property was transferred 
to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners by an Order in Council and the Episcopal 
residence and its appurtenances were reserved to the Bishop in 1855, in 1869 the 
remainder of the estates came over to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners under Section 
2 of the Act of 23 and 14 Victoria Chapter 124 on the resignation of the See by Lord 
Auckland. 

c.1870 The Builder, undated photocopy of article in Palace Archives. [Must be between 1869
and 1894]. 
An article described recent work to the undercroft to convert it into a dining  
room for Bishop Hervey.  Notes that the undercroft ‘had been coloured all  
over with whitewash and used as a cellar and lumber room’.  It ‘has been  
thoroughly cleansed from its griminess and substantially repaired.’  The  
ceiling was evidently originally painted with masonry pattern and studded  
with little rosettes.  This was visible when a brick wall, which had been  
erected in the undercroft, was removed.  It was proposed to reinstate the  
decoration at some future date.  Meanwhile, the walls had been plastered  
with ‘a rough stucco’.  ‘It has been found necessary in many parts to replace  
the defective masonry, which had been much knocked about.  This was more  
particularly the case with the blue lias capitals and bases in the central  
arcade…which have been pieced and slightly polished’. Lancets had been  
filled with ornamental lead quarry glazing and the heads decorated with  
coloured coats of arms etc.  A new 2-light window on the N [sic] side had  
been ‘inserted into the open archway which led into a conservatory put up  
some thirty years since.  This had been filled with a mixture of painted and  
white glass.  All the glazing had been done by Mr Charles Hudson of London.   
The concrete floor, which had been rough and irregular, had been covered  
with Portland cement.  On the W side a large and deep hooded chimney-piece had 
been added made of Doulting and blue lias. 2 new wainscot doors had been added 
with ornamental moulded panels’. 

Beyond the N side there were two vaulted chambers, one used for beer and the 
other for wine ‘the former has been repaired, cleansed and converted into a 
vestibule or serving room; and the wall which formerly cut up into its vaulting, 
has been removed.  Messrs Haden and Sons of Trowbridge have been employed for a 
combined hot water and hot air apparatus.   

The works have been carried out under the supervision of Mr Ferrey by Mr G  
P White of Vauxhall Bridge Road, contractor for the restoration of the W front  
of the cathedral’. 

1872 7 November.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1. 
Record of communication from the Bishop to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners 
stating that the timbers of a certain bridge crossing the moat around the Episcopal 
Palace were giving way and requesting a grant of £40 to replace the bridge with a 
stone arch.  This was refused on the grounds that it was the Bishop’s responsibility.   
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1877 12 April.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1. Minutes of the 
Ecclesiastical Commissioners.  
The Bishop had requested a mortgage of the revenues of the Bishopric to the 
governor of Queen Anne’s Bounty for the purpose of raising a sum of £234 to defray 
the cost: 

1) of laying on to the palace at Wells water from the local water company. This
measure was considered necessary in consequence of the contamination of the
wells from which the water supply had previously been derived.
2) Strengthening the banks of the springs or wells by stonework. [The
money allotted for this was later transferred to heating the chapel and the
Bishop paid for this item out of his own money.]
3) Completing the wall of the moat round the palace.  [This probably
refers to the retaining wall.]

10 May.  The Commissioners agreed to the above. 
18 October.  Ewan Christian (architect to the Commissioners) reported that the laying 
on of town water to the palace had been satisfactorily completed.  The building of the 
wall between the moat and the road [presume retaining wall] was well advanced.  
Suggested using the money allotted for strengthening the banks of the wells for 
heating the chapel. 

1887 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1.  Minutes of the Ecclesiastical 
Commissioners. 
Mr Edwin Maggs Hippisley of Wells was appointed surveyor to the Bishop.  He 
remained surveyor until at least 1899. 

1894- Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1. 
1896 Improvements to the palace drainage and water supply involved the submission of 

plans by Mr Walrond to Ewan Christian, architect to the Ecclesiastical 
Commissioners.  Christian wanted better plans and the removal of an ‘old brick drain 
under the kitchen floor’.  The new supply was proposed to serve both the interior of 
the house and fire hydrants.  Christian was not keen on the idea of replacing lead 
pipes with iron, reckoning lead was better.  He also disapproved of the proposed 
central heating system (which had a boiler separate from the kitchen boiler) on 
grounds of economy.  The scheme, with amendments, cost £800 and was finally 
approved, using a loan from Queen Anne’s Bounty.  The work was completed by 
October 1896, but the works cost £1,069 and were only finished two days before the 
Bishop (Hervey) died.  The shortfall had to be made up by his successor. 

1894- Bishop Kennion’s episcopate.  Dolman, Frederick, ‘The Right Rev. the Bishop 
1921 of Bath and Wells’ in the series ‘Great Preachers their Homes and Households’ in the 

Sunday Strand and Home Magazine, 1903, 397-403, 399. 
‘In a quaintly shaped room at the corner of the building, with small battlemented 
windows, which Dr Kennion has devoted to the pleasures of tobacco…’ 

1895 ‘E. B.’ [possibly Edmund Buckle?] . Guide Book to the Bishop’s Palace. 
E.B. suggests that the W end of the chapel was designed to be screened off as an ante 
chapel, so that the low side window in the S wall would come ‘in its usual place, 
close to the W end of the chapel proper’.  A W porch or narthex was carried on as a 
cloister which linked up with Beckington’s range. In 1552 Bishop Barlow obtained 
leave to take down the hall stating that there were ‘many fit places within the precinct 
of the house of Wells to make an hall of it for his hospitality’ and he had the roof 
taken off and sold. ‘The entrance front has been much changed in modern times; the 
porch, the buttresses and the top story are all new, and the old stonework has been to 
a great extent restored.’  
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‘…the windows of the first floor are reproductions of the old ones.  The ground floor 
windows were originally lancets; the present range appears to be imitation Gothic of 
the seventeenth-century.  The other sides of the building have, however, been less 
altered.  There the lancets remain on the ground floor, and the original buttresses, and 
the corbel course under the eaves; at both ends of the main roof the original quatrefoil 
remains in the gable, and at the north end one of the original first floor windows still 
remains unaltered’. 

1899  30 September.  Somerset RO, D/Dbbo 14, dilapidations survey by Mr E M  
Hippisley, 18-19. 
This is very detailed on minor works, e.g. repair of panes of glass, locks, easing 
windows etc.  Refers to the use of the NW bastion as a potato house. 
Repairs to the chapel included work to the E and W windows and generally making 
good the floor and fittings which had been destroyed by works in renewing the 
heating apparatus. 

States that the ‘staking’ of the banks of the moat was to be renewed in a similar 
fashion with hurdle wood where required and the bank made up to it. 

1903 Bishop Kennion’s episcopate.  Dolman, Frederick, ‘The Right Rev. the Bishop of 
Bath and Wells’ in the series ‘Great Preachers their Homes and Households’ in the 
Sunday Strand and Home Magazine, 1903, 397-403, 401-2. 
‘…the adjoining chapel has been well preserved, and Dr Kennion has recently begun 
to use it for the purpose – the worship of the Palace household, for which it was 
originally built …In refurnishing the chapel, Dr Kennion tells me, he has utilised the 
work of the wood carving classes which have lately been started in many of the 
villages of his diocese.  The people of Taunton and the district learned the art from 
the Flemish weavers who settled in their midst as a consequence of religious 
persecution, and the revival of an ancient craft, as a feature of the technical education 
movement of the day, has evidently given much gratification to the Bishop’. 

1906 Article in Arts and Crafts, Vol.IV, No 21, Feb. 1906, copy in Palace Archives.  
The choir stalls in the Bishop’s Chapel were designed and carved by Miss A Ardagh. 

1913 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 1. 
W D Caroe appointed as surveyor to the Bishop [this may have been a renewal of 
appointment]. 

1913 24 July. Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2, letter, W D Caroe to the 
Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
Explains the importance of the hall and notes that it was largely dismantled ‘about 
150 years ago’. 
‘…the portions remaining retain all their architectural features complete and are of 
great value and interest.  Ivy unfortunately has been allowed to grow up 
indiscriminately, and, in fear of some disaster, the Bishop has recently had this 
removed, to find that the upper parts of the wall have been seriously displaced by 
roots and stems and their condition is a source of serious alarm lest heavy stones 
should fall to the ground.  The necessary repairs is work outside the incidence of 
dilapidations.  The Bishop is most anxious that such a fine monument should be 
properly preserved and desires to borrow for the purpose’.  Caroe had surveyed the 
work and estimated the cost at £200. 
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1921 Sale Catalogue, Somerset RO, DD/SCL 23 C2426. 
 Sale catalogue of contents of the palace.  Includes inventory of books in the library 
and carpets/furniture etc. in different rooms. 

1921- Letter from nephew of Bishop Wynne-Willson, December 1957, Palace  
1937 Archives. 

States that the Bishop’s Study was a room backing onto the gallery (with an escape 
route into the garden if unwelcome visitors turned up) and the other rooms in the 
range were a great drawing room and a dining room. 
Also records that during his uncle’s time the staff were encouraged by the Bishop to 
play croquet on the lawn and a sort of golf in and out of the ruins.  The same letter 
reports that the Balliol players performed a Greek drama in the ruins. 

1926 9 March.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2.  Letter from the 
Bishop’s Registrar, Mr R Granville Harris, to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
Request for loan of £150 for renewal of footbridge across the moat from one part of 
the palace gardens to another.  This was ‘now in a dangerous condition and beyond 
repair’.   

1926 30 April. Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2. 
Loan for new bridge granted. 

1926 9 December.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2.  Letter from R 
Granville Harris, the Bishop’s Registrar to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
 Request from Bishop Basil Wynne-Willson for a loan ‘to defray the cost of repairing 
two beautiful oriel windows at the Palace which have been discovered to be in a 
dangerous state of decay’. 

1926 14 December.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2.  Letter 
from W D Caroe re the condition of the oriel windows.  This was  
accompanied by an old photograph. 
 ‘In reference to Mr Harris’ letter of the 9th December, I have just returned from 
further inspection of these Oriel windows.  The weakness in them is mainly due to the 
fact that the originally designed floor in regard to which they were constructed, was 
removed about 1800 by Wyatt and 2 floors inserted in its place.  The new floors were 
badly constructed and no assistance to the Oriels, and in the process of reconstruction 
considerable damage was done to them.  Steps have been taken to tie them in from 
time to time, but these have been ineffectual, and the time has now come when they 
threaten to collapse.  The photograph attached was taken many years ago, before the 
present weakness had developed. 

The 5-sided Oriel furthest in the picture was found only to be supported below the 
quatrefoils which were introduced by Wyatt, by elm beams, which were completely 
rotten.  The quatrefoils are split in all directions.  The window below it, as can be 
seen from the photograph, is pressing inwards from the transome, and the upper part 
of the Oriel going outwards.  The nearer Oriel has nothing to keep down the backs of 
the corbels which support it but some rotten woodwork.  The upper part is bonded 
together with many iron cramps in the stone, these are rusting and splitting the stone 
in all directions.  Both the Oriels are elaborately vaulted in stone, and the heavy stone 
vaults are giving way.  The nearer Oriel has no bond stones to hold it into the wall.  
They were both late 15th century introductions into 13th century walling. 

I estimate the total cost of doing the necessary reconstruction to make them secure, 
will amount to £300 including fees.’ 
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1927 20 January.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2. 
The scheme to replace the footbridge had been executed. 
The cost was £115 17s 6d.  Contractor was F W J Bray of Wells (also undertook the 
repair of the oriel windows in Beckington’s range).  Caroe’s fee (including the oriels) 
was £27. 

1927 20 January.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2. 
The scheme to repair the oriel windows is described as having been executed. 
The bill for the work on the oriels was £234 6s.  The contractor was F W J Bray of 
Wells, who also constructed the footbridge across the moat at the same time.  Caroe’s 
fees (which included the footbridge) were £27. 

1928 18 December. Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2, letter from Bishop 
Basil Wynne-Willson to Sir Stanford Downing asking if the surplus money from the 
repair of the oriel windows could be put to putting ‘a bathroom (by wooden partition) 
and bath and geyser in the entrance lodge where my butler lives.  There is no bath at 
all’. 

1931- Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 2 
1933 Following an issue about the repair of the plate of the hatch known as the miller’s 

hatch, and the silting up of the moat, the moat was dredged and associated repairs 
undertaken.  The work cost more (estimated £1,811 in 1931, cost had risen to 
anticipated £2,550 in 1933) and took more time than anticipated.  Unforeseen 
problems were: 
The decay of brushwood and stake piling to the moat walls and the walls of the island 
in the N section of the moat.  The brushwood and stake system was considered to 
predate the stone retaining walls which existed in places. Decay of the brushwood 
meant that sections of the moat banks (and the island) were at risk of falling into the 
moat. 
The need to re-point walling which was usually underwater and only exposed when 
the moat was dredged. 
The discovery of a 6” disused stoneware drain under the retaining wall of the path 
against the palace buildings.  This pre-dated the retaining wall, which was built on 
top of it and the pipe was thought to be part of the original sewerage scheme of the 
palace.  The pipe was removed and the retaining wall (15 to 20 feet collapsed) was 
rebuilt. 

1932 23 March.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2.  Letter from Caroe 
and Passmore to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
 The dredging of the moat had revealed that the bridge giving access to the Palace 
gateway was unsafe.  It was constructed of pitch pine beams and elm bearers with 
tarmac laid on them.  There had been repairs made by bolting on pieces of deal.  
Caroe suggested a single span reinforced concrete single-span bridge. 

1933 31 August. Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2, letter, Caroe & 
Passmore to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
 Settlement noted in the upper storey of the turret at the SE corner of the old dining 
hall: ‘and that, as far as could be judged from the ground, the upper walls were being 
forced outwards by the thrust of the stone vaulting’. 

1933 1 October.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 2, letter, Caroe & 
Passmore to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
Re the SE turret ‘The turret itself is in fair condition but the growth of shrubs and 
trees in the upper parts have dislodged the masonry of its parapets and battlements 
and these threaten to fall.  Falling stones have already displaced and fractured the 
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weatherings below and these require repair and the roof water must be prevented 
from flowing down the staircases and causing general attrition. 
Much the same is the case in regard to the N, W and SW turrets, though these are 
easier of access’. 

1938 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.  Letter from Harris and 
 Harris (Bishop’s Registrars) to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners stating that the 
Bishop was worried about the cost likely to arise from the forthcoming (1940) 
dilapidations survey. ‘…his Lordship [Bishop Francis Underhill] has practically no 
private means and has to depend entirely upon his official stipend for the upkeep of 
the palace, and the staff necessary for occupation of the property’.  In the same year 
Harris and Harris write again on another matter and state that the Bishop ‘…partly in 
consequence of the financial worries attached to the upkeep of the Episcopal Palace 
and its surroundings…had been ordered a complete rest of at least three months and 
has left Wells today’. 

1938 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.  Correspondence between Caroe 
and Passmore and the Ecclesiastical Commissioners. 
Heating (radiators, at least five) installed in the chapel, the old system having rusted 
into disuse and portable stoves having proved unsatisfactory.  The work involved 
removing what had been an iron grating over a channel across the chapel and 
replacing with a concrete slab and an access trap at each end of the trench.   Mortgage 
of £100 raised to pay for it.  The work was completed by August 1838. 

1939- Palace Archives and publication St Brandon’s School: 150 Years 1831-1981, 1946
1981. 
The palace was used by St Brandon’s School.  About 115 girls who were evacuated 
used the palace as classrooms and dormitories (there are photographs) and grew their 
own food on allotments [not sure where these were]. 

1940 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.  Dilapidations Report from 
surveyor (Mr Charles Rawlinson Wainwright of Shepton Mallet) on what needed 
doing to the bastion and boundary walls and urgent repairs to the walls of the ruins 
and banqueting hall. 
Schedule of repairs photocopied.  Mostly minor repairs but information about renewal 
of coping etc. to curtain walls and great hall.  It begins with spec for pointing – this 
seems to be general across all of the Palace building. 
Pointing required to be ‘fresh and well burnt blue lias lime from Evercreech to be 
composed of 1 part lias lime to 2 parts of coarse sand to which ONE TENTH of best 
Portland cement is to be added. 
All joints to be well raked out and well wetted before pointing and when nearly set 
the joints to be rubbed in with a stiff brush and left flush.   
No mortar to be smeared over the face of masonry. 
No mortar or concrete once set to be used up again. 
Sand.  To be approved coarse sharp pit or river, to be washed if needful. 
Concrete.  To be of 1 part cement and 5 parts clean gravel with a proportion of sand 
and waterproofed with Pudlow, as printed instructions issued by the Makers.’ 
Works to the great hall were to be: 
‘Repointing of 200 yards of the top portions of the battlemented wall and masonry 
under on both sides running from the chapel westwards and thence to the south as far 
as the Tool House. 
Repointing 50 yards of the W wall of the great hall on the stabling side. 
Pointing 28 yards of the open joints of the three Towers, also near the bases. 
 Cutting out and renewing Doulting moulded stone where perished on NW tower by 
stables. 
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Providing and fixing 20’ run of freestone cornice to upper walls, north and south. 
Rebuilding the defective masonry on the turret by the Bishop’s Chapel and providing 
and fixing 15’ concrete coping thereto. 
The single turret: pointing in part the walls on N and S sides near the ground level (6 
yards).’ 

1940- 6 May.  Church of England Record Centre, File 378 Part 3. 
1941 Passmore reports that dry rot has appeared in the boarded floor of the Morning  

Room [assume Beckington range here, but not sure which room], the level of 
which is approximately the same as the high water level in the moat. 

Proposal to remove the whole of the floor and substitute a solid floor of woodblocks 
on concrete.  Space under existing floor to be treated with corrosive sublimate (bi-
cholride of mercury) and walls with blowlamp to remove fungus.  Affected timber to 
be removed and burnt.  ‘Prufit’ suggested for waterproofing the concrete.  Breeze 
fixing blocks to be used for skirtings in place of wood.  Grounds and back of skirting 
to be treated with creosote.  Columbian pine blocks preferred to pitch pine. 

The work was completed by October 1941.  The contractor, Mr W J Dell of Union 
Street, Wells, had charged £74 12s.  Wainwrights and Heard had charged £8 6s 9d.  
The correspondence includes references to how difficult it was to find materials and 
labour during wartime. 

1943 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.   
Reference to the deterioration of the glass in the chapel windows since 1940 
‘as no Artisan can be found to undertake the work’. 

1943- Church of England Record Centre, File 378. Part 3.   
1945 Reference in 1943 to further dilapidations to ‘two turrets of the old Banqueting Hall’.  

Not clear whether this is the same work but in June 1945 payment is certified ‘for the 
refixing of the coping to the ruins of the Old Banqueting Hall’. 

1945 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3.   
Correspondence relating to collapse of the foundations under a bridge ‘immediately N 
of the Palace from the moat’.  To begin with there was some confusion about which 
bridge this was but it is clear from a plan that it is the footbridge over the moat, not 
the bridge to the gatehouse. 
Wainwright and Heard write to the Ecclesiastical Commissioners  
‘…in the watercourse between the Lake and the Moat, a portion of the masonry has 
fallen in, leaving the overflow water to find its way to an unknown spot, endangering 
one of the retaining walls of the bridge, and possibly doing serious damage if it is not 
rectified.  We understand from Mr Wheeler, the Clerk of Works, that in July 1941, a 
Report was made on the underground channel carrying this watercourse from the 
Lake to the Moat and that the Commissioners sent an expert to view the state of the 
culvert, but that no steps had been taken to make good the repairs needed. 
We should strongly recommend that the large fissure in the bed of the watercourse, 
near the Hatch, should be made good, and that the hole near the bridge, position 
shown on the enclosed plan [photocopied] carefully opened up, and the damage 
repaired by filling up these cavities with concrete and masonry…’ 
The Commissioners protested that they had no record of any expert looking at the 
underground channel. 
[The records have nothing further on this problem] 
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c.1946 Palace Archives, Letter to Pat Robinson, information re personal recollection of the
palace, 24/11/1990. 
Records that the pounding of the feet of the girls from St Brandon’s School who were 
evacuated to the Palace during World War II wore out the treads of the Jacobean 
staircase.  It proved very difficult to find wood to repair the staircase, eventually 
Spanish oak was used. 

1946 Palace Archives. 
Bishop Bradfield came to a Palace which was very run down.  The Church 
Commissioners decided to make the Bishop’s home the North wing.  [This seems to 
have taken about ten years to execute.]  When the school left in 1946, restoration 
followed. 

1946- Palace Archives, photographs with material on Bishop Bradfield. 
1956 Photographs show the library in Bishop Bradfield’s time, with book-cases where 

window recesses now are and a plain white [marble?] chimneypiece which no longer 
exists.  Note by Pat Robinson, the archivist, who wonders if this was removed in 
1978. 

Another photograph shows the garderobe fitted up as the warden’s office. 

1956 Palace Archives. 
The date at which there was a major re-organisation as a result of which the Bishop 
lived only in Bishop Beckington’s Lodgings. 

1962 Palace Archives. 
Jocelin block described as ‘standing idle’.  It was suggested that a flat might be 
created on the 2nd floor.  Use for storage of Diocesan archives was ruled out as they 
were being transferred to the Record Office.  Major roof repairs were needed.  The 
Church Commissioners were described as only responsible for the portion lived in by 
the bishop.  It was suggested that a car park might be created on the site of the 
allotments.  The Church Commissioners were not in favour of this. 

1963 17 April.  Palace Archives. 
The Palace grounds were opened to the public on 17 April.  Tea was served in the 
undercroft. 

1967 September. ‘The Palace Wells Centre Block, Alterations and Repairs Specification’, 
Unpublished report Palace Archive. 
This was a major overhaul of the Jocelin block including providing a kitchen in the 
undercroft; removing and replacing metal-framed windows (contractor Messrs John 
Hall & Sons Ltd of Bristol); revamping the lavatories; stripping, treating and 
replastering the walls of the undercroft (Contractor Messrs Damp Walls Ltd.)  Ceiling 
repairs to the decorated ceilings on the first floor and to the papier mache decorations 
were undertaken by Veronese Ltd of London.  The staircase was described as 
including ‘Carton-Pierre motifs on the newels and posts’.  It was to be painted the 
colour of light oak.  Courtier stoves in the long gallery fireplaces were to be removed 

1968 Palace Archives. 
Trust Deed of 14 June between Bishop Henderson and Trustees.  Lease for 60 years. 
The Objects of the Trust: 
‘…to preserve the said property and to sue if for the following purposes. 

i) For inspection by the public as a place of historic and archaeological
interest.
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ii) For such charitable purposes as will advance the religious and other
charitable work of the Church of England as shall be decided from time to  time

by the Trustees and approved by the Commissioners. 

1970 Palace Exhibition leaflet in the Palace Archives. 
Text by Bishop Henderson reports that a body of Trustees had been set up to decide 
what to do with the palace.  ‘It could provide a great amenity to the county and 
diocese if in some way it could be restored and equipped and made available for 
letting’.  

1975- Bickersteth’s episcopacy.  Bickersteth, John, Run O’ The mill Bishop, 2005,  
1987 222, 224. 

‘Furthermore, helped occasionally by our young, we pickled [sic] at least thirteen 
layers of white paint off the glossy white Tudor staircase.  It was very hard work and 
took us a year or so, at odd times, generally late at night’. 

‘We had three Tenants’ Dinners in the august surroundings of the Long Gallery 
during our twelve years: these were the men, with their wives, who rent Church 
Commissioners farms in the west of England…Those farmers’ evenings were a real 
joy; many of them churchwardens, all of them ‘backbone of England’ men, 
thoroughly enjoying themselves in an unfamiliar setting’ 

1978 26 January.  Wells Journal. 
Article reports uncovering of 13th century windows during works at the Palace.  
Previously these had been bricked up.  They were in a room that had been the 
Bishop’s library from c.1855 to 1955.  The windows had been ‘horribly mutilated’.  
The author of the article reports that Ferrey made entirely new windows for the 
drawing room though these might have been good copies and when he found these 
two as alcoves on the inside wall he covered them over to provide a plain wall. 

[It is possible that the 19th century chimney-piece in this room known to have existed 
in the time of Bishop Bradfield was removed in 1978, see entry under 1946-1956.] 

1983 Palace Archives. 
Wheelchair ramp installed in chapel. 

1983 Church of England Record Centre, File 378, Part 3. 
New gas main laid on S side of the moat. 

1984 Palace Archives. 
Staircase in Jocelin block redecorated, contractor John Dyer and Son. 

1984 12 July.  Country Life. 
By 1984 Wells was one of only four out of 43 bishop’s residences regularly open to 
the public, the others being Hartlebury Castle, Worcester; Farnham Castle (former 
seat of he bishop’s of Winchester and Guildford), and Auckland Castle in Durham.  
Wells at that date was said to receive 25-30,000 visitors a year.  Wells, like 
Hartlebury and Auckland, had received public money in the form of an Historic 
Buildings Council grant, which obliges the recipient to give some measure of public 
access.  In France, 14 (albeit largely former) bishops palaces are open to the public. 

2000 April.  Rodwell, Warwick, ‘The Bishop’s Palace, Wells: A Note on the Archaeology 
of the Chapel Floor’, 2000. 
Floor level in chapel appears to have been raised by about 30cm during the 19th 
century.  Three paving slabs were lifted and indicated that the 19th century blue lias 
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floor is laid on a widespread deposit of demolition rubble.  This seems to have been 
used as part of the scheme to raise the level of the floor. 

2000 October.  Report from the architect, Alan Thomas, to the Trustees , Palace Archives. 
Dr Rodwell’s investigation meant that the project to install underfloor heating could 
proceed. 

2003 20 May.  [Sampson].  ‘Wells Bishop’s Palace: The eastern ground floor chamber of 
the gatehouse.’  Copy in Alan Thomas Archive. 
Buildings analysis undertaken during works including some stripping of plaster.   

Last revised October 31st 2006 by Jo Cox of Keystone 
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