The Medieval Palace Audio Tour 
The Tower of London

Overview

Step inside the luxurious rooms of two medieval kings and discover the lost Medieval Palace.

Stop 1 The Palace Entrance


Narrator:
To begin this tour, go to the bottom of the stairs leading up to the Medieval Palace – they’re to the right of Traitors’ Gate. 

[Medieval Music]

You are about to enter the world of Henry III and Edward I, two medieval kings whose ambitious building programmes did much to give the Tower the appearance it has today. 
When you’re ready to begin, play the next track.

Stop 2 Introduction


Narrator:
Life in the Middle Ages wasn’t all warfare and siege weapons. When Henry III and his son Edward I expanded the Tower’s defences in the 13th century, they also added a new, luxurious palace. For hundreds of years to come, Kings and Queens stayed in these rooms. 
Little remains of their sumptuous interiors. But we’ll nevertheless find clues to the splendour of the Tower’s medieval past.

In a moment, we’re going to go up the stairs into the first room, the Hall of St Thomas’s Tower. There’s a film playing there, so I’ll tell you a little bit more about it before we go in.
St Thomas’s Tower was built by Edward I in the late 1270s. Edward didn’t stay at the Tower very often, but on his rare visits he would have used the room you’re about to see to meet important visitors and conduct business in front of the huge fireplace.

Since then, Edward I’s hall has been used as a storehouse, officials’ lodgings, a military barracks and the family home of the Deputy Governor and Jewel House Keeper, and it bears the marks of all these occupants throughout the centuries. As you walk in, for example, look out for the not-very-medieval wallpaper on the left-hand wall. And in the hall itself, look at the ceiling to see the incredibly strong roof timbers which were inserted in the 16th century, by Henry VIII’s master carpenter, in order to take the weight of cannon on the roof.

Walk up the stairs now and take your time to watch the film. It tells you more about Edward I, and about his father Henry III - the two kings who built this part of the Tower.

Stop 3 The King’s Furnishings 


Narrator:
Behind the film panel, on the right, you’ll find a small room containing fabric samples. Go in and touch them to feel the luxury of the king’s furnishings!
All of the furniture and wall hangings were portable, as they had to be transported around the kingdom while the King travelled from one castle to another. Edward I had many castles and lodgings and only stayed in the Tower of London for a total of 53 days. Up to 700 people moved with him, and with them, all their furniture. It’s no surprise then that they would only travel about 15 miles a day. 

Now walk on into the next room. 


Stop 4 Edward I’s Bedchamber 

Narrator:
You are now stepping back in time to the year 1294. King Edward I is in residence and you are standing in his bedchamber. Jane Spooner:

Jane Spooner:
We know that a bed comprising timber boards and sawn panels was installed in his bedchamber at the Tower of London. We’ve recreated this bed based on this evidence and also the evidence of soft furnishings from the beds of his wife at other castles.

Edward I didn’t stay at the Tower of London very often, but when he did come and stay it was usually to supervise building works or to check up on weapon supplies and to await money from Parliament in readiness for new campaigns against his enemies in Wales, Scotland and France.

We’ve painted the walls in a rose and pointing decoration that we know Edward’s mother’s apartments at the Tower were painted in. And, of course, you also have to try and imagine that there would have been stained glass windows and also a tiled floor. So go and look at the tiled floor in the chapel.

[WHISPERED PRAYERS IN LATIN)]

Narrator:
….and you can hear whispers of Edward I praying in his tiny chapel.

Now walk on into the next room. We’re about to go back to the time of Edward I’s father, Henry III. 

As you leave this room, you’ll also leave St Thomas’s Tower, which Edward built, and step into the Wakefield Tower, built by his father some 40 years earlier. The room you’re about to see was probably his Council Chamber and as you enter, you’ll see a reconstructed throne.

But do also have a look at the chapel you’ll see behind a painted screen on the right. On the 21st May 1471, 250 years after Henry III built the Wakefield Tower, King Henry VI died in mysterious circumstances at the Tower of London. Officially, he was said to have died of melancholy, but when his body was laid out for display, a chronicler reported that it was seen to bleed. 

Male Voice [John Warkworth Quote]:
And on the morrow he was put in a coffin, and his face was open so that every man might see him; and in his lying he bled on the pavement there.

Narrator:
And some say that he was stabbed in the Wakefield Tower, while praying in his private chapel.

To continue, play the next track.


Stop 5 The South Battlements

Narrator:
We’ll now step outside. Keep going, up the stairs, until you’re outside. Move along the wall a little. Remember you can pause your player until you’re ready to continue. 

From here, you have a wonderful view of the first - and largest - building to be completed on site: William the Conqueror’s White Tower. But if you’d been a visitor in Henry III’s or Edward I’s day, you wouldn’t have been able to see it. For right in front of it stood a large building, the roof of which would have come up almost to where we’re standing now. Jane Spooner:

Jane Spooner:
If you look down in front of you, this now rather empty area once teemed with life. In the thirteenth century the Great Hall was just in front of you. There would have been kitchens and smaller subsidiary buildings and also there were royal lodgings here which were set aside for the King and the Queen. So you’ve got to try and imagine something much, much livelier than you can see today.

Narrator:
On the panel here, you can see a reconstruction drawing of this now vanished part of the Medieval Palace.

As well as fantastic feasts, the Great Hall was also used for judicial matters. And on the 15th May 1536, the trial of Anne Boleyn was held here.


Stop 6 Anne Boleyn’s Trial

Narrator:
On the 2nd May 1536, Anne Boleyn, the second wife of Henry VIII, was arrested on charges of adultery, incest and plotting to murder the King. She was taken to the Tower of London by boat, only three years after making the same journey to prepare for her coronation. 
After two weeks of imprisonment, she was put on trial in the Great Hall. Some 2,000 people attended and heard her denying all charges. 

Male Voice [Contemporary Witness]:
She made so wise and discreet answers to all things laid against her, excusing herself with her words so clearly as though she had never been fault to the same.

Narrator:
But she could not prove her innocence, and was found guilty. She was sentenced to death by beheading or burning, a fate to be decided by the King.

Anne was beheaded on the 19th May 1536. The next day, Henry VIII was betrothed to his third wife, Jane Seymour. By the end of the month, they were married. 


Stop 7 London’s River

Narrator:
If you now turn around, you’ll face the river Thames. Feel free to walk a little bit further down. Sally Dixon-Smith:

Sally Dixon-Smith:
Standing here on the Inner Curtain Wall, you can also see the defences out towards the river. You can see how the Tower dominates the river and this was very important in how the Tower was built. It was partly built to control river traffic, and the Constable, the man in charge of the Castle, had the right to a certain cut of all produce being brought up the Thames. You have to imagine, when the Tower was first built, that London Bridge was the only bridge across the river, so this whole part of the river was free. 

Narrator:
Although you can’t see it from here, London Bridge lies to your right. The bridge you can see on your left, Tower Bridge, was only built at the end of the 19th century, so there would have been no access across the river from that side.
When the wall on which we’re standing was first built in the 13th century, the water would have come right up to the edge of the wall. Then, some 50 years later, this area was filled in and an additional defensive wall built. This is the Outer Curtain wall that you can see in front of you with the siege catapult defending it.

Sally Dixon-Smith:
And if you look, you can see the inner curtain wall is much higher, so that defenders on that would be able to shoot out over the lower curtain wall to defend the castle.

Narrator:
Walk on now, and enter the Lanthorn Tower. 


Stop 8 Medieval Life

Narrator:
In this room, you can see objects dating from the time of Edward I and Henry III. We’re going to look at the second case from the left.

This jug may not look particularly spectacular, but pottery like this was highly prized in the 13th century.

Jane Spooner:
The jug was manufactured in Saintonge, in the South-West of France. Because the King and Queen were nobility, were aristocratic and had plenty of money, luxury goods were not a difficulty for them to acquire. They could afford to have luxury goods exported from Europe and elsewhere, further afield.

The Saintonge jug is displayed next to a piece of Spanish lusterware and you can see the difference in the different types of finishes. The Spanish lusterware may well have been used in England by Edward I’s Spanish wife, Eleanor of Castille, and it’s known that she brought many examples of pottery and textiles and also fruit and food stuffs over from the hot climate of Spain to make her feel more at home in this country.

Narrator:
Walk on now into the next room.


Stop 9 Children at Court

Jane Spooner:
In the corner you can see one of my favourite pieces on display and this is a rather battered lead toy knight dating from about 1300. And I particularly like this piece because it just reminds us of the fact that the Tower of London wasn’t just a place where Kings and Queens were and where tough soldiers were. It’s also a place where children were. A community lived here, and children would have played here. And, of course, even the monarchs brought their children here on the rare occasions when they needed to seek refuge in the Tower of London. 

We know that Edward I’s children had little toys which were actually replicas of real things that they would have seen every day. For example his children had a replica siege engine, and a little toy cart, and also a little toy castle. So when I look at this tiny knight, it makes me think of those wonderful toys that no longer survive.

Narrator:
Now look at the object in the display case immediately to the right.

Jane Spooner:
There was, of course, a more serious side to court life and like everybody else in the Middle Ages, the royal family had regular patterns of religious worship. Of course they were privileged members of society and so they had their own little portable altars which they carried around with them from castle to castle, hunting lodge to apartment, and this is a little tiny ivory exquisitely carved private portable altarpiece, and this is an example of the kind of thing that would have been carried around with the royal household.

Narrator:
Step outside now, and play the next track when you’re ready.

Stop 10 More to see

[Medieval Music]
Narrator:
We’ve come to the end of our tour of the Medieval Palace. But there is much more to see up here.

Sally Dixon-Smith:
If you carry on walking along the Inner Wall, you will come across exhibitions on the Tower as a prison, the Tower as a fortress, and finally the Crowns and Diamonds exhibition giving much of the background to the Crown Jewels here at the Tower.

Narrator:
Alternatively, you can go down the stairs here, back to ground level, and choose another tour from the “Audio tours” menu.  


[End of Tour]
