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ABOUT THE BOOK

When Henry Tudor won the English throne in 1485, he inherited a network of residences, ranging from mighty castles, such as Pontefract and Dover, to elegant Thames-side retreats. These were houses like no other: places not merely to live in but to govern from. For English monarchs ruled both day and night – at the table, in the bath, in bed and in the saddle. Whichever house they chose to stay in had to serve as Cabinet room, nerve-centre of military operations and theatre of international diplomacy. As a result, these royal buildings developed in very particular ways.

During the century that followed, five Tudor kings and queens built, extended and refurbished an extraordinary number of houses. In understanding how these houses evolved, we gain a detailed picture of the private life, character and convictions of each sovereign, how their vast households operated, and how sixteenth-century England and Wales were governed.

Houses of Power is the result of thirty years of research. Simon Thurley has picked through architectural digs, and examined financial accounts, original plans and drawings to reconstruct what the great Tudor houses looked like, why they were built that way and what went on within their walls: how their inhabitants worshipped, entertained and ate; who slept where and with whom; and how courtiers coped when the monarch came to stay. The result is far more than simply an architectural history. A study of private life as well as politics, diplomacy and court, it gives a remarkable new insight into the Tudor world.
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For my mother, who gave me my love of history




INTRODUCTION

IN 1972, ON a family holiday in Brittany, I was taken to see the Château of Largoët deep in the woods of Elven near Vannes. Although it is now an ivy-covered ruin, the colossal soaring tower that still stands shows that it was once a powerful place. I didn’t know it at the time, but between 1474 and 1476 the five-storey Tour d’Elven was home to the Earl of Richmond, the future king Henry VII of England. Henry, confined in a stone chamber on the fifth floor, was the ‘guest’ of Francis II, Duke of Brittany. The seventeen-year-old Henry’s rather tenuous claims to the English throne through his mother and, less so, through his father, led to an attempt in 1483 to put him on the throne and, as a result, he became a magnet for disaffected Lancastrians and a target of intense hostility for the ruthless usurper King Richard III.

The Tour d’Elven shows just how unpromising Henry Richmond’s situation was in 1476. Spartan, secure and impossibly remote from London, it epitomized his isolation and political irrelevance. Few at the time, including Henry himself, could have predicted that this penniless young aristocrat would successfully bring to an end the Wars of the Roses, the dynastic squabbles that had dominated fifteenth-century England. But by the time of his death in 1509, when he handed the throne on to his teenage son, this is exactly what he had achieved.
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The Tour d’Elven at the Château of Largoët, where Henry, Earl of Richmond, the future Henry VII, was held for nearly two years.

When Henry VII won the throne in 1485 the English monarchy was 500 years old. As king, he inherited both a well-developed system of government and an extensive network of residences. These ranged from mighty castles such as Pontefract, Kenilworth and Dover to elegant riverside retreats such as Sheen and Greenwich. Royal houses differed from those of the aristocracy because it was from them that the king ruled. They were much like 10 Downing Street today, in that executive power was exercised in a domestic context, the private and political completely and inextricably mixed.

What was different from today was the all-pervading importance of etiquette, and not in the trivial sense of forbidding elbows on the table. By the Tudor period royal etiquette was a complex and subtle series of written rules and regulations governing the way people at the heart of power did things. This protocol affected the way royal buildings were designed and the way they were lived in. As a result, royal residences were a special type of building uniquely providing the setting for ceremonial and power.

Over the centuries royal buildings have been appreciated and admired in different ways: most often as supreme examples of this architectural style or that; but more recently people have begun to be interested in what royal buildings can tell us about monarchs’ lives. In 1984 I became fascinated by this interaction between power, protocol and architecture, by the way that royal buildings contained evidence which, if it could be unravelled, would reveal a great deal about the way kings and queens lived and governed.

The problem was that most Tudor royal houses were gone. A bit of Tudor Hampton Court survived and some of St James’s Palace; many royal castles still remained, ruined, but few of the parts where monarchs lived were still standing. So understanding royal houses first required a reconstruction of how they once were. In trying to do this there were two important tools: the first was archaeology, because many royal houses have been excavated over the years; the second was the financial accounts prepared for the building maintenance and furnishing as well as the occasional surviving plan or drawing. Using these tools I found that it was possible, in many instances, to draw accurate plans of what Tudor royal houses were once like.

Over the last thirty years I have had the chance to work on the archaeology of at least a dozen Tudor royal houses and have hunted down the documents that make sense of the jumble of brick walls and fragments of stone. For others, where everything has gone, or where digging has yet to happen, some good guesses can still be made based on the English obsession for bureaucracy. As a result, we now have a huge body of information on how Tudor royal houses looked and what went on inside them. But most of my work, and the work of others, has been published in obscure academic journals or in expensive monographs too heavy to hold in one hand; more importantly, nobody has put it all together and asked what does it mean, what does it tell us about our most famous reigning dynasty?

This book, for the first time, tells the story of the Tudors through what they built and where they lived. It is not just a catalogue of who built what, although it does do that; more importantly, it sets out to show that, as Tudor royal life changed so did the buildings that they inhabited. So, if you can work out the way that the buildings developed, you can, by deduction, tell the story of the Tudor monarchy from the inside.

My starting point is at the oldest royal house we still have standing, one founded by William the Conqueror, and a place I knew well for eight years as its curator: the Tower of London.
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♦ I ♦

A GRAND INHERITANCE
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THE ROYAL CROWN

THE TOWER OF London is of London but not in it. It actually sits outside the square mile and always has done. This is because, in the aftermath of the Norman Conquest, it was built to overawe and subdue Londoners, to terrify England’s richest and most populous town through its size and its might. It was always a fortress, a place where monarchs kept their military hardware and to which they retreated at times of great trouble or moment; but until the reign of Elizabeth I it was also a residence, with fine rooms with sophisticated decoration and luxurious facilities overlooking the river. As time went on, many other functions were attracted there: it became the headquarters of the Mint, of the Royal Observatory, of the Ordnance Survey – and of course for long periods it was used as a prison and a place of execution.

For eight years in the 1980s and 1990s I was the curator of the Tower and often experienced its cold walls out of hours. Somehow these hard stone faces seemed to have absorbed the essence of the events they had encircled and they radiated back to me both the misery and the magnificence of England’s past. There are many places in the Tower where that history is so thick that it takes little imagination to be transported back into it. Most powerful of all is the basement of the White Tower, the oldest part of the castle, where you can still visit the rooms once known as the Black Hall and the Black Chamber.

Utterly secure and lit only by the narrowest of slits, these were once part of the King’s Wardrobe – his repository of valuable chattels. They led to a third room, a small barrel-vaulted chamber with an apse at its east end and walls almost 15 feet thick. It was entered through a narrow opening barred by a door of massive thickness and with many locks. Without a lantern you could see nothing more than the bulky outlines of the enormous iron-bound chests that lined the walls. This room, sunk beneath the Chapel of St John above, contained the king’s most valued possessions. First amongst these were the crown, sword, sceptre, ritual comb, spoon and chalice, plus a collection of vestments, that made up the coronation regalia of the English monarchy. By legend many had belonged to Edward the Confessor, who reigned 1042–66, but in reality, apart from the crown itself, most were made subsequently. So valuable were these sacred relics, entombed in the depths of the kingdom’s safest chamber, that they rarely saw the light of day.

Kings needed to wear crowns as a symbol of their majesty and so, as well as the regalia, each monarch had his personal crown, which could be brought out and used at great religious feasts and on other state occasions. These were generally kept not at the Tower, but at the Palace of Westminster – in the Middle Ages the king’s principal residence – in a specially constructed safe-house known as the Jewel Tower.
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The Jewel Tower, Westminster Palace, one of the few remaining fragments of England’s most important medieval royal residence. Built in around 1365 to safeguard Edward III’s treasure, it was still in use as a jewel house in the fifteenth century.

This structure, one of the last surviving fragments of the once great palace, stands just to the west of the House of Lords near a patch of grass used today by television commentators for political interviews. The ground floor is a room of great architectural pretension, covered with a many-ribbed vault with carved bosses. This was the office of the ‘keeper of the jewels and gold and silver vessels’, who controlled access to the narrow stair that led to the two upper floors. The entrance to the second-floor room is through one of the original two massive iron-studded oak doors, behind which the king’s jewels were secured under heavy lock and key.1

It was from the Jewel Tower that, on 12 May 1485, the Yorkist King Richard III took his crown and a large amount of treasure as he left to direct the nation’s defences against Henry, Earl of Richmond, who was known to be preparing an invasion from France. Richard’s heavy baggage train made its way to Windsor, Berkhamsted Castle in Hertfordshire and then, via Nottingham Castle, to Leicester, where chests of coin, plate and the all-important crown were secured.2

Theatre is a fundamental ingredient of monarchy and Richard must have known that, win or lose, there would be a moment when wearing his crown would be essential. And indeed that moment came. In the heat of the Battle of Bosworth on 22 August, with his army deserting him, Richard called for his crown from its travelling chest. His helmet was designed so it could take the crown securely and, with the gold band glinting in the sun, Richard rose up amongst his troops and rode, with his elite knights, directly towards Henry. Richard would probably have been the victor had not Sir William Stanley, who had thus far committed to neither cause, joined on Henry’s side with 3,000 men. Richard’s inner circle were pushed sideways into a marsh, where the king was cut down and killed in the mud. His helm was retrieved and the crown placed on the head of the man who was now King Henry VII.3

Bosworth had been the closest-fought battle imaginable. But the transfer of the royal diadem from one man to another on a blood-soaked field was seen not only as the victory of might, but as the enactment of the will of God. As Henry gave thanks to his maker, so all the rights, powers and privileges of kingship passed to him, and with them the duties and responsibilities of the monarch before God.

The same crown that had left Leicester on King Richard’s head now returned to that city worn by King Henry. Leicester was the location of a great Lancastrian shrine, the College of the Annunciation in the Newarke, founded in 1330 by Henry, Earl of Lancaster as an act of piety and transformed in the 1350s under his son, also Henry, into a splendid family mausoleum. In the collegiate church the kin of the Lancastrian kings Henry IV and V were buried and to it had flowed bounty from the royal coffers. It might have been a relatively small building, but it was very lavish and Henry’s arrival at his ancestral vaults as the inheritor of the Lancastrian royal mantle was symbolic, if coincidental.4

A CAPITAL RECEPTION

Time, though, was precious. Henry needed to make his way to London, and soon. The City had been thrown into a state of anxiety by news of his victory and the Lord Mayor had imposed a curfew while preparations were made for the reception of the new king. Henry needed to consolidate his rule and show himself to the people of his capital. When he made his entry on 3 September, the streets were packed with citizens fighting to get a glimpse of their twenty-eight-year-old king. This was a man many had never heard of, let alone seen, and so he was an object of extreme curiosity. As he rode through the City Henry revealed himself as a tall, lean but strong man with dark, shoulder-length hair; he had blue eyes, and anyone close enough could see that while one wandered the other fixed its gaze on you.

The City of London was central to the successful exercise of kingship. As well as being the source of victuals, luxury goods, manpower and finance for the court, it was also the theatre of royal power and everyone expected showy pageantry. At its centre was old St Paul’s. More than a place of worship, it was the royal arena of the nation, the place where monarchs made public their triumphs in the sight of God and, more importantly, in front of the people. On this day Henry’s cavalcade made straight for the cathedral and, in front of the altar, he laid his three standards from Bosworth – great flags depicting the Cross of St George, the Dragon of Wales and the Dun Cow of Warwick, this last a symbol of the king’s descent from the Lancastrian line.

It might have been expected that from St Paul’s Henry would have made his way to the Tower of London. This, after all, was the great royal fortress bursting with arms, armour and supplies of gunpowder, and there the regalia was waiting to be claimed by the new king. From there Henry could have commanded his new capital, but for most Londoners in 1485 the Tower was tarnished by some of the most grisly and despicable events of the fifteenth-century struggle for the English Crown that we know as the Wars of the Roses. In here Henry VI had been murdered in 1471, as had been the sons of Edward IV, the Princes in the Tower, twelve years later. So Henry adopted an alternative strategy and remained at St Paul’s.

While the Tower of London sat low by the river to the east of the City, old St Paul’s was a hilltop citadel. Sited on Ludgate Hill, one of the two highest points in the City, it was completely enclosed by a high wall and entered through one of four stout gates. The precinct formed a city within a city (see map), with a population of 300 or more and, at its heart, the largest and most comfortable house in London – the house of the Bishop of London. This stood at the west end of the nave occupying most of the precinct’s north-west corner, and was linked, by a private door, to the north aisle of the cathedral.5

To stay here was a calculated choice: not only was it the best house in town, it was in the heart of the City, well protected but accessible to everyone, and basking in the daily endorsement of the Church. It was here that Henry VI, in moments of extreme crisis, had stayed to show himself to his people, and it was here that Henry VII now threw his first party, distributing largesse to all and publicly celebrating his God-given victory. After a few days, probably exhausted by his exertions, the king moved from the bishop’s house and established himself nearby at Baynard’s Castle, which had been prepared for him.

Medieval London – which was still crammed into a square mile enclosed by walls – was a city of precincts. Packed in amongst the tall, timber-framed houses of the citizens and merchants were the walled enclaves of over twenty monastic institutions. These were like mini cathedral closes, approached via gatehouses on the street and protected by tall walls on all sides. And just as the Church had enclaves in the City, so did the Crown – two of them. One was the Tower of London, perched just outside the City’s eastern administrative boundary, while in the west was another that included Baynard’s Castle, a large riverside mansion built by Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester in the late 1430s. From the street all that could be seen of this was a massive wall with a gatehouse at one end, but inside was a spacious courtyard and fine rooms overlooking the river. This was a place rich in symbolism for Henry, because in March 1453 the house had been granted to his father, Edmund Tudor, who was Henry VI’s half-brother.6

The grant of Baynard’s Castle can be said to have marked the founding of the Tudor dynasty, for that year Henry VI had ennobled his two half-brothers, Jasper as Earl of Pembroke and Edmund as Earl of Richmond. At an investiture at Greenwich they became the premier earls of England, a turn of events that nobody had expected. At the time the two brothers were virtually penniless and entirely dependent on the generosity of the king. This turned out to be very great – vast lands in Pembrokeshire came the way of Jasper, while the huge and valuable estates of Richmond in Yorkshire were given to Edmund. In London, Edmund was granted the fine residence at Baynard’s Castle to enable him to sustain his position at court.7

That position did not last long. In 1455, Henry VI was forced by parliament to withdraw most of the grants he had made since becoming king, so Baynard’s Castle was taken away from Edmund and soon became the property of Richard, Duke of York. From this moment the house became the unofficial London headquarters of the Yorkists – the place where the crown was offered to two of the Duke of York’s sons: in 1461 to Edward IV and then, in 1483, to Richard III.

Of the Baynard’s Castle occupied by Henry VII in those early days we know little, but we do know that it was part of a wider royal enclave in that part of the City. Immediately to its north was an aristocratic mansion converted in the 1360s to form the headquarters of the Great Wardrobe. This was quite different from the King’s Wardrobe, already mentioned, that stored goods in the White Tower. The Great Wardrobe was the supply department of the royal household; here everything, other than food, that a monarch could ever need was either purchased or made. It was deliberately near Cheapside, the main shopping street of the capital; here Great Wardrobe staff could easily purchase luxury goods, especially huge orders of textiles for royal clothes, the liveries of the household, bedding, table linen and furnishings, including tapestries. Outdoor equipment – such as horse trappings, dog collars and tents – was also bought and stored here.8

To the west of the Great Wardrobe, and connected to it by a long narrow gallery, was the London Blackfriars, one of the largest monasteries in the City. It had long enjoyed royal patronage and the chancel of the monastery church was full of the tombs of English royalty – including the heart of Edward II. The friary was frequently used by the royal family, parliament met there, high-status guests were lodged in its residential buildings and court events were staged in its great hall; I shall be mentioning it many times in this history.9

It was in this environment, then, on the edge of the City, close to a royal church and to the Great Wardrobe, that Henry first began to attend to the business of rule.

Up to this point Henry’s first-hand experience of kingship had been extremely limited. His father had died in his mid-twenties with Henry still in his mother’s womb and Henry became a ward of the Crown, the fate of young aristocrats who were minors when their fathers died. He lived deep in the English and Welsh provinces, mostly in south Wales, and his only exposure to the English court had been on a single trip to London as a thirteen-year-old in 1470. That year Henry’s mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, saw an opportunity to renegotiate the terms of her son’s wardship and decided to petition King Henry VI directly.

This was an unstable and anxious time in the capital and Henry VI’s court was fragile and precarious, presided over by a bewildered king. When, in 1421, he had come to the throne, only eight months old, he was the youngest monarch ever. Unfortunately he never became equal to the huge challenges he faced, and his naivety was compounded in 1453 by the onset of catatonic schizophrenia, which left him periodically incapable of governing. In 1459 civil war broke out and two years later Henry was deposed and Edward of York, a grandson of King Edward III, was declared king in his stead. Edward IV, as he became, was himself unseated and exiled in 1470 and, for a brief year, Henry VI returned to the throne. It was this moment of Lancastrian glory that Lady Margaret Beaufort seized to improve the prospects of her son.

The young Henry’s uncle, Jasper, brought him to London, where he joined his mother at her house in the City. On the morning of 27 October Henry was rowed to Westminster, where, for the first time, he entered the gates of an English royal palace; a few minutes later he was in the presence of King Henry VI.10 We do not know for how long Lady Margaret and Henry saw the king, or exactly where in the Palace of Westminster the meeting took place, or indeed what the outcome was, but this fleeting experience, and the dinner he had afterwards with the king’s chamberlain, Sir Richard Tunstall, was the sum total of Henry Tudor’s experience of the English court and, indeed, of London before he himself became king.

This atypical experience of monarchy was not his only one. In 1484, at the end of his fourteen-year exile, and in preparation for his assault on Richard III’s England, Henry had fled, with his small group of close supporters, from Brittany to France. The French king was the fourteen-year-old Charles VIII. He took Henry to Paris, where he and his companions were Charles’s guests for around a month in February 1485. In early March he moved with the French court first to Evreux and then to Rouen before sailing for England on 1 August. During his time with the court Henry certainly visited the Louvre, Charles’s principal residence in the centre of Paris, and he witnessed a number of royal events, including the French king’s formal entry into Rouen.11 It is likely that this brief time at the court of France, witnessing its operation and setting, made a greater and more lasting impression on him than the fleeting glimpse of Westminster Palace he had had as a young teenager.
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The City of London in 1500. This map shows the key public buildings and royal enclaves, including the Tower of London, St Paul’s precinct, Baynard’s Castle, Coldharbour, the Great Wardrobe and Blackfriars.

In 1485, now king and installed at Baynard’s Castle with virtually no knowledge or understanding of the workings of the English court, Henry had to take his first decisions. Hundreds of grants were made rewarding friends, supporters and kin, while writs were issued to call parliament. For parliament to meet he had to be crowned, so a date was set – Sunday, 30 October. Planning, however, was as far as Henry got before he was forced to leave London in a hurry. In the wake of his triumphant arrival had come a trail of vagabonds, mercenaries and hangers-on. Some of them carried the dreaded sweating sickness and soon London was in the grip of a terrible epidemic. Henry boarded his barge and travelled upriver, moving first to Guildford in Surrey then on to Sheen, modern-day Richmond upon Thames.12

TAKING STOCK

Henry’s arrival at Sheen, a place he had never been, was, again, laden with symbolism, for it was here that his predecessor Henry V had built a magnificent new house as the spiritual and dynastic home of the Lancastrians.

In the second half of the fourteenth century, Edward III expanded the Norman manor house of Sheen (or Shene), which had been used by both Edward I and Edward II, and made it into a royal residence that became a favourite retreat. The place was equally favoured by his successor, Richard II, but he hysterically razed it to the ground after his wife, Anne of Bohemia, died of plague there in 1394. Thus, when Henry V decided to build a riverside retreat at Sheen in 1414 he was making a clean start. Or almost. Edward III’s manor had sat within a moat and Henry V decided to build part of his new residence inside the moat too, around 100 feet from the river’s edge. This new enterprise was designed to be a home for the Lancastrian dynasty in the hour of its triumph – a ‘great work’, for the idea was to build a house around which would cluster three religious foundations dedicated to the king, his family and the nation. This was the most ambitious monastic foundation ever attempted by an English king, one that would put the monarchy at the heart of the spiritual life of the nation.13

On the south bank of the river, to the north of the new house, was to be a Carthusian charterhouse of thirty monks; opposite it on the north bank at Isleworth, and named Syon (or Zion), was to be a Bridgettine monastery designed for up to eighty-five monks and nuns; and a third monastery of Celestines was projected but never begun.14 These were to be powerhouses of prayer for the king and his family, past, present and future, rather like the College of the Annunciation in the Newarke in Leicester which he had also paid to complete. These foundations enveloped his new residence so that their bells could be heard from the royal house as they tolled the liturgical hours.
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Medieval Sheen and Isleworth in 1490 showing Henry V’s Sheen Park and Manor and the monasteries of Sheen and Syon. A third foundation was planned but never begun.

There were two parts to the manor of Sheen: a large, mainly timber-framed house with a great hall, a chapel and rooms for the king and queen. Near to this, but surrounded by its own moat, was what we would today call a castle. Measuring only around 140 × 123 feet, it was built of stone and had a small courtyard at its centre. An image of it, drawn much later, shows it in the reign of Elizabeth after domes had been added to the tops of the towers (see plate section). With these removed it can be seen for what it was – a pocket pleasure-castle, the perfect retreat for a warrior king, where he could withdraw from the main residence and be with his closest family and companions. But Henry V did not live to enjoy it: he died suddenly in 1422 and it was completed, in fits and starts, under his son, Henry VI.15

Masons at the courts of Henry V and VI were an international bunch; many had worked in France and some had seen the Louvre, as Henry V himself had. In the 1360s King Charles V of France had encrusted the royal lodgings there with turrets and towers and in the inner courtyard was the great circular drum tower, a separate residence soaring above all, crowned with a steep conical roof. Here again was a pocket palace, a small castle in its own moat, just as Sheen was to become (see plate section). Closer to home (though not much) was another example of a separate stone-built lodging tower – this was Warkworth Castle in Northumberland, where a separate tower of great elaboration was built for the Earl of Northumberland some time in the 1380s. This was not much smaller than the tower at Sheen, and as ingeniously planned.16

In the autumn of 1485 Henry VII spent four days at Sheen, and it is likely that he was joined there by his mother. For Lady Margaret Beaufort, her son’s victory at Bosworth and his arrival in London was the triumphant culmination of twenty years of plotting, and their reunion, after fifteen years of separation, must have been emotional. Apart from the coronation, the most pressing topic of conversation was no doubt Henry’s marriage, which his mother had promoted behind the scenes while he was in exile. His bride was to be Elizabeth, the eldest child of Edward IV and his queen, Elizabeth Woodville. This was a dynastic alliance, not a love match; the idea of the marriage was to bring together the blood lines of York and Lancaster, so ending their longstanding rivalry for the throne. Henry had never met Elizabeth and the priority was now to bring her to London and prepare her for marriage.

It was decided that Lady Margaret should be granted Coldharbour, Elizabeth Woodville’s former residence in the City. This was another great riverside mansion, not far from Baynard’s Castle and, like it, originally the home of a super-rich merchant. It could be approached from the street through a great gatehouse, or by barge via a landing stage on the riverfront. A chapel and a great hall overlooked the Thames and above there was a great chamber; near this was a chamber for Elizabeth of York and a wardrobe below for her possessions.17

Henry’s mother was a guiding light in those early years and was given semi-regal status. At many royal houses she had rooms adjacent to those of the king. But soon Henry was also to enjoy confidence in his wife. Elizabeth of York had been born at the Palace of Westminster and was daughter, sister, niece and wife to four successive monarchs – Edward IV, Edward V, Richard III and Henry VII. Both Henry’s mother and his wife thus had the courtly experience he lacked and brought into his circle some of Edward IV’s former courtiers.

WESTMINSTER PALACE

In early October 1485, a month after his arrival in the capital, Henry finally made his entry into Westminster Palace. This had been one of the most important royal houses since Saxon times, but had been transformed into England’s principal royal residence during the reign of Henry III. It was he who had decided, in 1245, to rebuild Westminster Abbey and establish the cult of the royal saint Edward the Confessor there. His reconstruction of Westminster Palace at the same time as the abbey transformed it into the premier house of the realm. Indeed it was the only royal house ever described at that time as a palace – Palatium regium. The term derived from the residence of the Roman emperors on the Palatine Hill in Rome and, as ‘palace’ meant principal residence, there could be only one of them. All the king’s other residences were known as houses, castles or, more usually, manors. In this book I shall follow the contemporary usage and not indiscriminately call all royal residences ‘palaces’.18

Westminster was a place of great antiquity and magnificence, and it was another enclave. A wall with gatehouses and bell towers completely enclosed what was, in effect, a gravel island next to the Thames. On this stood Westminster Abbey with all its ancillary buildings and, in an inner enclosure, the royal palace.

Westminster Palace was entered from King Street, modern Whitehall, through a great gatehouse that led into an outer court. Here, facing visitors, was the north front of Westminster Hall – an elevation that appeared as if it were the front of a cathedral, but in reality faced up the end of a colossal great hall built by William Rufus from 1097 and re-roofed in 1393–1401. This was the ceremonial hub of the kingdom, where great public events took place. It was here that Henry VII, like his predecessors, was to celebrate his coronation feast at a huge marble table set on a dais beneath giant carved and gilded oak angels that represented the heavens above his head.

Adjoining Westminster Hall to the south was a suite of smaller rooms, including the White Hall, which served as the everyday audience hall, and, at right angles to this, the king’s chamber, richly painted and gilded with murals and known as the Painted Chamber, which contained his bed in a curtained enclosure. Beyond this were the king’s chapel and the queen’s chamber and chapel. Under King Henry III this was the sum total of the accommodation, but in the early fourteenth century his grandson King Edward II added a third room, the Green Chamber, a new bedroom that looked over the river.19 This southern part of the palace, further extended by both Edward III and Edward IV, became the zone in which the royal family lived. Next to it was the privy palace, privy just meaning private. This contained a maze of smaller rooms for the king and queen, for which we have no evidence. The privy rooms looked out on to a garden and, in a tower at the south-west corner of this, as we have already seen, the king kept his jewels.
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Henry’s entrance to Westminster was a big moment, and not one to be thrown away. While he had been in the City of London and at Sheen, various branches of the royal household had been busy preparing the palace for him and setting up a ceremonial entry. There is no record of this momentous event, but a herald recorded his entry into the palace the following year and makes it clear that this was more or less a re-run of what had happened in 1485. Henry left Sheen for Westminster by barge and was met at Putney by the Lord Mayor, aldermen and all the livery companies aboard their barges. They escorted him to the palace landing stage, where they disembarked and, dressed in their robes and furs, lined his route through the palace precincts. The king was then greeted by the priests of the royal College of St Stephen, part of the royal palace, who escorted him in procession to his rooms.20

For Henry VII, who as we have seen had only ever been there for a couple of hours as a teenager, this was a lot to take in. But he was accompanied by expert guides – his mother and his wife-to-be, who not only showed him round the palace room by room but became his tutors in the all-important issues of court etiquette. Henry very quickly had to learn how to make his royal residences work for him and this meant understanding the arcane workings of the English court.21

THE ROYAL COURT

There is an important difference between a household and a court. The household was the organization that made possible the monarch’s existence, containing everything he needed for everyday life and for the normal business of ruling. The court is a more amorphous concept, because it had no static membership but contained the people who were, at that time, welcomed by the king as part of his daily round of life. They might be his friends, they were certainly his supporters and they were part of the setting of kingship – ornaments to the king’s power. So there was a sense of spectacle to the court, while the household was the machinery that made that spectacle possible.

A crucial component of a court is courtliness, a code of manners and behaviour to which its members subscribe. The early medieval kings simply didn’t have this; their closest attendants were usually tough soldiers geared to military action. The court of King Edward I, who reigned from 1239 to 1307, for example, was a business-like household, full of military men and administrators. Those who had the greatest status were his fifty household knights – the royal bodyguard, in effect a sort of elite standing army. Their friendship and loyalty had been forged in blood and battle and they set the militaristic tone of the king’s entourage. Everyone below them, from pages and grooms to cooks and tailors, had a military role to play when the household was at war. The camaraderie and bonhomie of the soldier brought an informality of tone in which the king and his subjects mixed freely during everyday exchanges and even on special occasions.22 During the fourteenth century, such royal war bands gradually became more interested in the arts – in tapestry, painting, poetry, sculpture and music. Macho aversion to such things gradually gave way to an appreciation of artistic accomplishment. At the same time, more women were admitted into the everyday mix of people surrounding the monarch.

Although some of these things can be discerned in England as early, perhaps, as the reign of Henry III (1216–39), all of them become a marked feature in the time of Richard II (1377–99). In fact, a royal court in a sense recognizable to us today begins to exist in England from his reign.23 Richard’s was a court that expressed an interest in culture, that comprised women to a much greater degree than previously, that could portray itself magnificently and that had a sense of hierarchy expressed in degrees of status and deference. Richard loved to wear his crown, presiding imperiously, and enthroned, over banquets, religious feasts and audiences. He was preoccupied by ceremony and his court festivities became more formalized and ceremonious. He loved expensive clothes, priceless personal jewellery, rich food and enjoyed having himself portrayed by painters.24

Richard II’s household was not alone in becoming less militaristic and more ceremonious in character. Royal households across Europe were growing more formalized, partly, perhaps, in reaction to waves of violent unrest across the continent. The most notable English expression of this was the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, which perhaps caused a stiffening in Richard’s determination to appear majestic. Richard’s upbringing and character were important too, as was his interest in the court of France and later his sense of rivalry with it.25 There were significant architectural implications in this shift from a household to a court and the foundations for this were in fact laid under Richard’s predecessor, his grandfather Edward III (1327–77).

Under Edward III some major architectural changes began to be introduced at Westminster. For his predecessors it had been enough to live in the White Hall, the Painted Chamber and the Green Chamber – the three great rooms of the palace. But Edward decided that he wanted more space for himself, his family and his closest companions. So on to the Green Chamber he added a two-storey block comprising two rooms – the White Chamber and an inner chamber – and these led, at their far end, to another building containing a private chapel. These rooms overlooked the river and had no windows on the landward side; this was because, unlike earlier royal rooms, which led into each other, these had a gallery at their rear so that they could be serviced and accessed discreetly when necessary. These were buildings for comfort and pleasure. The richly hung rooms had their own integral garderobes (WCs), while beneath the White Chamber was the royal bathroom and below the inner chamber the king’s wardrobe.

WINDSOR CASTLE

At Westminster, Edward III was adding to a pre-existing building; at Windsor, where some of his work actually survives, he started anew. Edward was born at Windsor Castle in 1312 but, as a young king, showed little interest in the place. In 1344, however, in an attempt to drum up knightly recruits for war against France, he decided to hold a great tournament there. After three days of combat the king and his team emerged as the victors and, in celebration, Edward announced that he would be founding an order of chivalry based on King Arthur and his knights of the round table. The order, he decided, would have its own circular building, 200 feet in diameter, which would contain a round table: not a disc, but a ring which the knights sat at facing inwards.26

The king lost interest in this extraordinary (and short-lived) structure, but the idea of a chivalric order based at Windsor lived on and, at another tournament in 1348, Edward founded the Order of the Garter. The order was to be supported, at Windsor, by a new college of priests attached to the existing chapel in the lower ward; at the same time a similar college was founded at Westminster Palace – the College of St Stephen.

Edward’s extraordinary military success in France, and in particular his capture of King John II, transformed his financial situation; the French king’s ransom alone, paid over a period of years, was worth more than £250,000. This wealth changed Edward’s ambitions for Windsor. From 1350 to 1368 he rebuilt much of the castle at a cost of £51,000. The most important part of this was the £44,000 he spent between 1357 and 1368 on building himself the largest and most magnificent residence yet constructed by any English monarch.

Edward swept away the timber buildings of his predecessors and embarked on constructing a heroic structure designed and executed in a single campaign. It had no precedent in English or French architecture in size, formality or plan. The building relied on proportion to impress: this wasn’t a fancy building; its impressiveness lay in its restraint and austerity – characteristics suitable for a great military hero.

The main façade was nearly 390 feet long and incorporated two gatehouses, one leading to the kitchens, the other to the king’s lodgings. These were dominated by a colossal great hall and a chapel nearly as large. They were approached by a long, wide, stone stair, large enough to ride a horse up.

As at Westminster, the great hall was a ceremonial space and the king’s own rooms were located at a little distance from it. The layout of his Windsor lodgings was directly copied from Westminster. Arranged in an ‘L’ shape, at their core was the Great Chamber, about the same size as the Painted Chamber at Westminster, off which was a private tower containing some smaller rooms for the king’s pleasure. Then came an audience chamber, later known as the presence chamber (where you were ushered into the sovereign’s presence). On the north front, partially within a large canted tower, was the king’s bedchamber looking out over the spectacular landscape of the Thames valley to Eton and beyond. Beyond the bedchamber was a private chapel with a closet in it where the king could hear Mass, a lesser bedchamber and a study. Meanwhile, preceding the Great Chamber was a sort of antechamber, presumably for people to wait in. We know that Edward’s queen, Philippa of Hainault, had a suite of rooms here too. Her outer chamber was called her Dancing Room, the next room was covered in mirrors and, like the king’s, her bedchamber had a little chapel next to it.27
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Edward III’s Windsor was an extraordinary building, entirely new in its architectural ambition, in its sophistication of planning and in the way the great rooms of state were juxtaposed with spaces for the leisured enjoyment of the monarch. It was built to respond to the changing requirements of Edward’s lifestyle.

In the fourteenth century the restless, peripatetic lives of English monarchs began to settle into a more sedate pattern. The royal household grew in size from perhaps only 150 to over 500 followers and this larger, more cumbersome organism moved less frequently between houses. Meanwhile, some of the routine administration that had always been executed from wherever the king happened to be staying was settled in Westminster, which, by 1350, had become the administrative headquarters of the realm. As Edward retired from the battlefield he grew more sedate and liked to spend time closeted away privately with his friends and family.28

These changes in royal behaviour underlay the architectural changes at both Westminster and Windsor. A larger household needed bigger houses, with more accommodation and larger kitchens. The king’s desire for more leisure meant increased private space, including a private bedroom and bathroom. These are the key features of Edward III’s and Richard II’s building works at Westminster, Windsor and elsewhere.

In the century following Richard II’s death, the size, splendour and influence of the English court waxed and waned depending on the character and preferences of the sovereign, his resources and circumstances.29 Edward IV set great store by the maintenance of a magnificent court, and visitors remarked upon the richness of the trappings of his houses and the formality and ceremoniousness of his courtiers.30 These were the expectations that Henry VII inherited, and those that he set out to fulfil. For Henry immediately laid great stress on the magnificence and formality of his court, on the lavish dispersal of hospitality and of court spectacle and ceremony. What we do not know is whether this was an instinctive reaction as a ruler; whether it was a consequence of his long, penniless exile; or whether his wife and mother schooled him in the arts of courtly magnificence. In reality, it was probably a blend of all three.
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THE LABOURS OF HERCULES
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MODUS VIVENDI

FOR A MAN who had been a virtual prisoner for his first twenty-eight years, Westminster and Windsor must have been bewildering in scale and blinding in magnificence. These were amongst the largest royal houses in northern Europe, and arranged quite unlike those of the French king that Henry had briefly experienced before Bosworth. There the king’s and queen’s rooms were stacked up in great towers, not spread out in a parade as in England. Access to the king of France was free and easy for all; in England, a more controlled and exclusive system operated. To gain access to the magnificent enfilade of state chambers you had to pass the scrutiny of the royal guards, who excluded people who were unknown or not important enough.1

Richard III never thought that he would lose his crown to the upstart Henry Tudor and, as he left Westminster and Windsor to dispose of this rebel, he had every reason to expect he would return victorious. So when Henry entered London the two great ancestral piles, which were now his, were still furnished with the personal possessions of Richard III. Though these great residences were, by the 1480s, a century old and, externally, may have looked old-fashioned, internally they contained furnishings collected by the Yorkist kings in the latest international taste.

Although perched on the northern periphery of Europe, England was no cultural backwater. From its eastern seaboard a network of trading relationships stretched across the North Sea to northern Europe and the Baltic. The Low Countries were a lot closer and more accessible to London than many parts of northern and western England, and huge quantities of imported goods flowed into the capital’s port. Hundreds of Flemings and other lowlanders came to work in London in the late fifteenth century. As the craft guilds had created a system of closed shops within the City itself, they settled on the periphery, in Westminster and Southwark, out of range of the City’s trade monopoly.2

The monarch sometimes bought furnishings directly from foreign merchants, sometimes from alien traders, but mainly procured goods through the Great Wardrobe in the City. The King’s Wardrobe of the Beds would order linen, the Wardrobe of the Robes, clothes for the king’s person; his Master of the Horse, saddles and horse harness; his librarian would get his books bound there; and the clerk of his chapel would obtain vestments and incense. When items were no longer in use they were returned to the Great Wardrobe where they were stored in specially made trunks, cupboards and drawers. There, in rooms swept, dusted and regularly fumigated with frankincense, the monarch’s goods were guarded by the keeper and his staff.3

A change of monarch meant a lot of work. Although Henry VII’s personal tastes were probably not very different from those of Richard III or Edward IV, in 1485 the royal houses and their furnishings were encrusted, at every turn, with the heraldic devices of the Yorkists. From the moment Henry arrived in London, painters and embroiderers from the Great Wardrobe worked overtime expunging the white roses and sunbursts of Edward IV, the boar of Richard III and the falcons and fetterlocks of their father, and replacing them with the double Tudor rose, the Beaufort portcullis and Henry’s heraldic supporters, the dragon and the greyhound. Instructions (called warrants) could be issued to the Great Wardrobe by only a few people, chief amongst these the monarch himself. So refurnishing the royal houses in the 1480s would have largely been ordered by the king.

Interior decoration was not the only thing on Henry VII’s mind in his first years in power; however, he knew, or had been taught, that the glue that stuck a monarch to the throne was magnificence. Magnificence was the art of being a king, the art of transmitting the confidence and power of monarchy through your physical surroundings. This included gargantuan houses furnished with rich textiles, with sideboards buckling under the weight of gold plate; but it also included the size and splendour of your stable, the sleekness of your barges, the stock in your parks, the flowers in your gardens, the size of your stags and the speed of your hounds. It included the breastplates of your bodyguard, the furs of your chamberlain and the liberality of a sensationally well-provisioned table. It embraced the music of your chapel, the numbers of friars who prayed for you and the quality of the masons building your mausoleum. So all these were concerns for Henry from his early days as king.
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We know that within weeks of ascending the throne he received one of the Grenier family in London. Pasquier Grenier was a merchant from Tournai who had become Europe’s leading tapestry merchant and taste-maker. He was not a weaver, but an impresario who seduced clients, procured designs, commissioned the work and took the money. In late 1486 Henry ordered an eleven-piece set depicting the story of the Trojan War. This was one of the grandest, most expensive and spectacular hundred yards of tapestry available in Europe at the time and work started on weaving it immediately. At Michaelmas 1488 the set arrived at court, personalized with the king’s badges and arms. The pieces graphically depicted the bloodthirsty wars of Troy with scenes familiar to those who had fought at Bosworth, but they also showed Henry as a scholar aware of the stories as told in French and Latin texts.4 This purchase was the first of many designed to establish him as a magnificent king.

The king who sat and discussed tapestry with Grenier was also the man who was myopically focused on securing his throne, and shopping, though important, had to take second place. The so-called Wars of the Roses had not ended on the field of Bosworth; pretenders to the throne seemingly sprang up everywhere, aristocrats plotted, subjects rose in rebellion: Henry could easily have become a footnote in history – and he knew it. So, at first, he travelled around England incessantly, showing himself to his subjects, moving against traitors and plotters, and anticipating invasions and uprisings.

This was a variation on a pattern long established by English kings. Since the early Middle Ages the royal year had been made up of a series of stays of varying lengths at royal houses and at the residences of the king’s subjects. In the winter the court stayed in the Thames valley close to Westminster, then travelled extensively across the country during the summer months. Clearly this pattern was dictated by weather and the condition of the roads, which made it impossible to travel long distances in winter. But other powerful factors were at work too.

First amongst these was quelling disturbance and disloyalty, coupled with the need for the king to observe his subjects and be observed by them, to dispense justice, grant favours and show pleasure or displeasure. Then there were the great religious feasts; Henry needed to stage these in places that could cope with the full weight of liturgy and secular display that accompanied them. There were also administrative functions that the king needed to perform, and these often needed to be undertaken in particular locations. Finally, there was pleasure. Almost all the king’s country seats were located in or near royal forests where he could hunt deer. Hunting was the principal recreation of the monarchy and aristocracy and, in the saddle, Henry not only enjoyed himself but created a bond with his companions.

Compiling the king’s annual movements was a complex task involving careful and long consultation between the king and senior courtiers. Each year in early spring he would agree the route for the summer progress. Although this was often varied later, once the principles were agreed messages were sent out to the sheriffs of counties and mayors of towns announcing the sovereign’s intentions. Aristocrats, abbots and bishops were also alerted to the likelihood of a royal visit so that preparations could be made.5

In the first few years after 1485, as Henry established himself and beat off his rivals, his itinerary was frequently interrupted by events outside his control, but by 1490 it had settled into a pattern that it was to retain into the early 1500s. Until fire destroyed the royal chapel at Sheen in 1497, Henry always celebrated Easter there. The progress could not start until this was done, but afterwards the court would set off, at some time in late March, April or May, for its annual perambulation. Some years the progress might be broken in midsummer to enjoy hunting at Windsor or to attend to business at Westminster or the Tower, but the longer progresses did not return until October or even November. Although they started from Sheen, Windsor or Greenwich, depending in which direction they were going, they almost always ended at Windsor, and the court’s arrival there marked the start of the winter season. Christmas was generally spent at Greenwich or at Westminster close to the royal abbey and the magnificent entertaining facilities that the king’s principal house had to offer.

Between 1485 and 1500 Henry probably moved location around a thousand times. Easily his most favoured place was Westminster and his average length of stay there was longer than anywhere else. Although there were lots of short stays in the winter, he could be in residence for a month before he had to move on to allow the palace to be cleaned. Next in order of preference was Sheen, where he would stay on average for around ten days, rarely for longer. Third was Greenwich and fourth was Windsor. These residences formed the spine of his existence.6

Outside London the monarchy owned perhaps as many as eighteen other residences, the largest and most splendid of which, like Woodstock in Oxfordshire or Kenilworth in Warwickshire, Henry would visit fairly regularly, perhaps ten times in fifteen years, staying for a total of 100–120 nights in each. Other royal houses, like Nottingham or Pontefract, might be visited only a handful of times for a few nights. Most of the summer progress was made up of visits to the houses of courtiers, bishops and abbots. Trips to Lincoln, Exeter, Worcester, Rochester, Reading and Dartford, for instance, saw prelates and monks turned out of their lodgings to make way for the king. Courtiers like Sir Thomas Lovell and Giles Daubeney likewise relinquished their houses for the royal party.

HARD TIMES

For the first fifteen years of his reign, Henry VII’s hold on the throne often seemed tenuous: he was surrounded by rival claimants, endured sporadic rebellions and was haunted by the betrayal of apparent allies. So vexatious and exhausting was all this that the blind court poet and royal biographer Bernard André composed a poem describing Henry’s first twelve years as king as the Labours of Hercules. The magnificent and outwardly confident royal court was, in fact, presided over by a monarch who was insecure, deeply suspicious and watchful.7

From the moment Henry left Bosworth Field his obsession with personal security was obvious. Within weeks he had created his own personal bodyguard – the Yeomen of the Guard. There had been royal guards before: Richard III had relied on a body of foot archers called Yeomen of the Crown as well as the traditional sergeants-at-arms. However, Henry’s yeomen were modelled on the example of the French court, where he had seen the impressive display made by a permanent royal bodyguard stationed in the king’s residences. So while the new yeomen were unquestionably armed and ready to defend their sovereign, they were also ornaments to his magnificence. Because this elite band, initially of around a hundred, operated within the boundaries of the royal residences, they were placed under the control of the king’s Lord Chamberlain, the man responsible for the security of the household. At night the yeomen, under their captain, slept on the floor of the outer rooms on pallets (straw-filled mattresses); as a result, in due course the first room in a royal residence became known as the guard chamber, or the watching chamber, after the yeomen who watched over the king’s safety. By day, dressed in their green-and-white livery (the Tudor colours), embroidered with a large Tudor rose back and front, they lined the galleries and chambers as the king moved about.8

So right from the start of the reign domestic security was a concern, but in 1493 Henry VII reached something of a watershed when two of his highest-ranking courtiers, Sir William Stanley, his Lord Chamberlain, and Lord Fitzwalter, his Lord Steward, were found to be implicated in a Yorkist plot. Stanley, the king’s step-uncle, who had handed him victory at Bosworth, was the biggest shock and, though spared hanging, drawing and quartering, he was beheaded on Tower Hill. This was a terrible development, the more so because, as Chamberlain, Stanley was in charge of the king’s safety.9

As Stanley was thrown into the Tower of London, so orders were given for a massive reconstruction of the Norman White Tower there. Originally its top floor was an echoing, double-height great hall designed by the early medieval kings for the most impressive entertaining. That had long ceased by the time Henry VII came to the throne and the room was mainly used for the storage of valuables and military hardware. In 1493, struck by the fickleness of his household and determined to arm himself against all eventualities, Henry ordered that the hall be divided horizontally, creating a huge new space for the storage of weapons. This massive extension of the Tower’s capacity as an arsenal was supervised by John de Vere, Earl of Oxford, one of the king’s closest companions, who had been in the thick of Bosworth at Henry’s side.10

It is very noticeable that Henry increasingly fell back on servants whom he knew he could trust, in particular those who, like Oxford, had been his companions in exile. In around 1495, this preference was institutionalized when the king created a new section in the royal household called the Privy or Secret Chamber. The term is confusing as it can be used to describe both a room and this new section or department at court – a group of servants (grooms) under their chief, the Groom of the Stool. To help ease the confusion, I am capitalizing the household department but keeping the room in lower case.11 By creating the Privy Chamber, the king’s personal wellbeing was removed from the ambitious and potentially treacherous upper classes who traditionally ran the household, and placed in the hands of grooms who were socially insignificant gentlemen who could be completely trusted.12

When in 1471 Edward IV had returned to the throne, he had commissioned some new regulations to control expenditure and ensure order in his household. To inform the new rules, research was done to understand how etiquette had worked in the households of Edward II and Edward III and a close look was taken at protocol in other courts.13 The document that survives from this process is known as the Black Book and divides the household into two parts: the Domus Regie Magnificencie (House of Magnificence), which was the upstairs world of the court that impressed by its magnificence, and the Domus Providencie (House of Provision), which was the downstairs machinery that supported it. The upstairs world was governed by the Lord Chamberlain and the downstairs by the Lord Steward. A third great household officer, the Master of the Horse, who looked after the stables, made up the triumvirate that ran the royal household.

Until the creation of the Privy Chamber, the Lord Chamberlain presided over the two upstairs zones of the royal houses that together made up the Domus Regie Magnificencie: the Hall and the Chamber – meaning the public great hall and audience or presence chamber – and the less public inner chambers and bedchamber. The Privy Chamber created a third zone, one outside the jurisdiction of the Lord Chamberlain. In a very small number of large houses like Westminster and Windsor there was already a room called the privy chamber and, in these places, the door of that room was henceforth barred to everyone but its new staff. Elsewhere, existing rooms were re-designated as privy chambers, or new ones were built.

Of the dozen or so privy chambers in Henry VII’s houses we know little; it would be fascinating, for instance, to know something about the privy tower Henry built at Westminster with a bedroom on the top floor, but other than a single ambiguous drawing we know nothing. However, remarkably, we know a good deal about the new privy chamber block he constructed at Windsor Castle between 1498 and 1501. The building survives to this day and is now occupied by the Royal Library, where the privileged visitor can still see the spaces occupied by Henry VII. These have now been altered but, when first built, they were exceptionally elegant in both plan and elevation. Probably designed by Robert Janyns, the master mason at Windsor, the building was an essay in both stylistic innovation and in smooth functionality.

Its external elevation was striking. To maintain security its lower parts had only the smallest windows and stoutest doors, so the elaborately faceted bay windows on the upper floors were balanced on massive plain buttresses below. Crowned roses and fleurs-de-lis were carved beneath the window sills and the string course below the crenellations was studded with royal heraldic beasts.

On the principal floor the tower contained two rooms: the first is likely to have been the king’s privy closet – a sort of multipurpose living room managed by his Privy Chamber staff; the second room was the king’s bedroom. From the bedchamber a stair led up to the top floor. Here were two rooms with big windows and fine views. We don’t know what they were used for: perhaps they contained further closets and, very likely, the king’s library. On the ground floor was the king’s Wardrobe of the Robes, conveniently linked to the rooms above by a service stair.
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The new tower was reached from the royal lodgings by a link made up of two parallel galleries: one was entered from the privy chamber; the other from the king’s old state bedchamber. This cunningly enabled these rooms to have independent access to the privy tower, allowing the king to come and go unobserved if he wished.

The privy closet had a large bay window with tremendous views towards Eton; another faced south with a view of the inner ward. There was a fine fireplace with a four-centred arch, above which was a bold carved frieze of quatrefoils containing portcullises, Tudor roses and fleurs-de-lis; a niche in its centre was reserved for a statue – perhaps of the Virgin Mary, to whom Henry was particularly devoted. The ceiling had a deeply moulded timber fret with more quatrefoils and roses at the intersections (see here). Hung with tapestries, and with its woodwork and stonework painted and gilded, this would have been a jewel-like chamber for the king.

Next door, the bedchamber had a smaller fireplace, square-headed with a similarly rich frieze and cornice; presumably the room had another lavish ceiling, though we have no record of it. However, there was only a south-facing window, leaving much more wall space. On the east wall opposite the fireplace stood the king’s bed. Its timber frame would have been invisible as its entire structure was richly hung with textiles and probably embroidered with a large crowned Tudor rose on the head and under the canopy. The textiles of the bed would have matched those that hung on the walls.14 In the west wall were two doors, one leading to a chamber with thick walls, a narrow door and two bow windows looking northwards – this was clearly a room for safekeeping objects of value, probably gold and silver as well as papers. The other door led to the king’s private garderobe and a privy stair leading up to the second floor and down to the outer court.

In January 1506 Philip of Burgundy, king of Castile and heir to the Hapsburg throne, was shipwrecked off the Dorset coast. Henry must have seen this as a gift from God, as Philip was the jailer of exiled Edmund de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, the most credible and dangerous claimant to the English throne. Philip was now, in effect, Henry’s prisoner, though in the language of international diplomacy nobody articulated this very obvious point. Henry decided to receive Philip at Windsor. The location must have been chosen specifically with security in mind: even if unspoken, it would have underlined the point that Philip, though a guest, was not free to leave even if he wished. Because of the exceptional nature of the occasion there are incredibly detailed reports of the etiquette observed during the visit.15

Housing two kings in a single building was a headache for everyone at court, not least because there had been no notice and no time to prepare or plan. Henry VII decided to set himself up in the queen’s lodgings, so when Philip arrived Henry presented his own lodgings, including his new privy tower, to his guest.

From the gushing descriptions of the festivities, it is clear that the king’s lodgings comprised a great chamber, a second chamber and the chamber of estate or dining chamber. In the first room waited knights and esquires; in the second barons and baronets; and, in the chamber of estate, replete with both a canopy of state and a symbolic state bed, were arrayed the bishops and earls. The fourth chamber was the privy chamber, hung most sumptuously with cloth of gold bordered with crimson velvet.

[image: An eighteenth-century drawing showing the beautiful ceiling of Henry VII’s privy closet at Windsor Castle, put up in around 1500 and now lost.]

An eighteenth-century drawing showing the beautiful ceiling of Henry VII’s privy closet at Windsor Castle, put up in around 1500 and now lost.

In the two suites of lodgings the two courts established themselves. On the first night the kings dined in their own rooms, apart, but later they took the chance to meet privately in one of Henry’s secret chambers. These movements round the castle were highly choreographed, as Philip was well aware that he was not only a guest but Henry’s captive – an impression probably reinforced by Henry’s generous disposition of a troop of his own Yeomen of the Guard in the chamber of estate. Over the next few days the kings continued to live under the same roof, going to chapel together, hunting and attending their own council meetings. On 7 February the two of them stood in the bay window in the king’s new tower and watched a horse being baited in the inner ward. The entertainments continued for many days, until Henry received word that the Earl of Suffolk had been handed over to his agents in Calais, at which point Philip was, at last, free to go.

Throughout the visit Henry had been extraordinarily proud of Windsor, but the culmination of Philip’s stay was not staged there, but at another house on the Thames, as we shall see.

SHEEN

In his long years of penniless exile, Henry had come to realize the supreme importance of cash. Cash bought magnificence and gave aristocrats and kings alike independence and power, two commodities of which Henry had been very short in his youth. In 1485 not only did he inherit all the hereditary lands of the English Crown, but he also came into his father’s extensive possessions in Yorkshire and all the personal lands and property of the Yorkist kings. A monarch who had been born to money might have sold or granted away much of this to his followers, but Henry VII held on to virtually everything. Eventually land was to make up 40 per cent of his income; the rest, carefully managed, came, as usual, from prerogative rights, customs, taxation and the profits of the judicial system.16 What is notable about Henry’s reign is that, instead of leaving financial administration to the Exchequer, as was traditional, within two years








[image: Anthonis van den Wyngaerde 1558, sketch of the inner court at Sheen showing the great hall to the right, chapel to the left.]

Anthonis van den Wyngaerde 1558, sketch of the inner court at Sheen showing the great hall to the right, chapel to the left.






[image: The royal manor of Richmond, as completed by Henry VII.]

The royal manor of Richmond, as completed by Henry VII.



[image: View of the royal manor of Richmond by Wenceslaus Hollar, done in 1638. Hollar shows the royal lodgings in the stone tower from the other side of the Thames. On the left-hand side the great hall can be seen peeping out from behind the stone tower and, to its left, is the pointed roof of the great kitchen.]

View of the royal manor of Richmond by Wenceslaus Hollar, done in 1638. Hollar shows the royal lodgings in the stone tower from the other side of the Thames. On the left-hand side the great hall can be seen peeping out from behind the stone tower and, to its left, is the pointed roof of the great kitchen.

THE QUEEN’S HOUSEHOLD






[image: Baynard’s Castle, as sketched by Anthonis van den Wyngaerde in 1544. The brick range with its fashionable bay windows is set between two stout towers with battlements and machicolations, both crowned with pointy turrets. Thus, the house of the queen was a mixture of ancient and modern, chivalry and luxury.]

Baynard’s Castle, as sketched by Anthonis van den Wyngaerde in 1544. The brick range with its fashionable bay windows is set between two stout towers with battlements and machicolations, both crowned with pointy turrets. Thus, the house of the queen was a mixture of ancient and modern, chivalry and luxury.
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[image: Wenceslaus Hollar, bird’s-eye view of Windsor Castle, published in 1672. Hollar brilliantly shows the configuration of Windsor, with St George’s Chapel dominating the lower ward (to the left), the old Norman keep in the middle and, in the upper ward, the royal lodgings.]

Wenceslaus Hollar, bird’s-eye view of Windsor Castle, published in 1672. Hollar brilliantly shows the configuration of Windsor, with St George’s Chapel dominating the lower ward (to the left), the old Norman keep in the middle and, in the upper ward, the royal lodgings.
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