
VISIT TO WESTMINSTER ABBEY 

Report by Jenny Hargreaves, Catriona Stuart and a bit by Liz Simpson too! 

 

This was definitely a visit to remember. Several members of the group like me had been 

intending to visit Westminster Abbey for around thirty years!  

As usual our visit was marvellously well-organized by Liz, starting with coffee in ‘Wesley’s 

Café’ in the basement of Central Hall Westminster. This large, quiet, secluded café is the 

ideal place to start any visit to the Abbey, the Houses of Parliament or anywhere else in the 

vicinity. 

We sailed into the Abbey at the appointed time as Liz had firmly instructed us to book well 

in advance for the Abbey and the new gallery.  Once in the Abbey we all went our separate 

ways, so these are only my impressions and others should add theirs too. 

My first impression is that the building is actually on a really manageable scale, almost 

intimate. I was of course dismayed by the crowds of visitors – but I suppose they are just a 

fact of life. I was keen to see the tomb and shrine of Edward the Confessor who had rebuilt 

the priory church of St Peter’s as a royal burial church – and it was finished just in time for 

him to be buried in it.  You can only go into Edward the Confessor’s chapel twice a day – at 

11.00am and at 3.00pm. Luckily I caught the morning slot and went up the little wooden 

staircase to see his elevated tomb with the arcaded recesses below where pilgrims used to 

pray and touch the stone of the Saint’s tomb. 

I really wanted to see the various chapels where the Plantagenet kings are buried with 

effigies of themselves and their wives – many of these seemed rather homely and touching. 

However the crowds were ferocious, so I pressed on to the Lady Chapel with its beautiful 

vaulted ceiling and where Henry VII is buried in splendour with his descendants around him, 

including a side chapel which houses Elizabeth I and her half -sister, Mary. I also discovered 

to my surprise that Mary, Queen of Scots has a grand, imposing tomb elsewhere in the 

Abbey, built by her son, James I. 

I was keen to see Poet’s Corner, starting with Geoffrey Chaucer who was buried here 

because he actually worked for the Abbey. All the other poets and writer came in his wake, 

including, much to my surprise, Oscar Wilde, who was added rather recently! 

But all of us on the visit were looking forward to the brand new Queen’s Diamond Jubilee 

Galleries right up in the attics of the Abbey, on the level of the flying buttresses, with 

wonderful views down into the Abbey and over Parliament Square. There is a magical 

atmosphere up there, with plenty of space to display the interesting artefacts removed from 

the former Abbey Museum.  What I found most interesting were the wooden and wax 

effigies of the early kings which were dressed in the deceased monarch’s robes and made to 



stand on the coffin. There are even references to these figures in Shakespeare. But perhaps 

the most wonderful display of all was the late 13th-century Westminster Retable, England's 

oldest altarpiece, which was most probably designed for the High Altar of the Abbey. Its 

glowing colours look as fresh as if they had been painted yesterday. 

I urge everyone to visit these new galleries but with one proviso – do please take the lift as 

it is a very long way up by stairs and the lift does not stop on the way up! 

Jenny Hargreaves 

 

Westminster Abbey is an amazing triumph of architecture, human endeavour, history and 

beauty.  This is no dusty old place – it celebrates life from the complex and beautiful 11th 

century roof to the wonderful David Hockney designed ‘Queen’s Window’ added in 2018 (a 

spring vision of May trees in Yorkshire). 

The building itself has been constantly amended. The eastern triphorium (in modern terms – 

the loft) built in 1250 has been opened up. This enables close-up vistas of both inside and 

outside the Abbey.  It is well-worth visiting, but take the lift up and walk down the long 

stairs for the great views from the windows. 

 The Abbey is an active church as well as a tourist destination for visitors, and the few words 

spoken every hour by a cleric talk of world peace.  Not a Christian, I found the atmosphere 

considered and respectful of all. 

Catriona Stuart 

 

The reason I wanted to get our group into the Abbey, braving the massed crowds of visitors 

crocodiling their way round the building  following the audio-guide route, was to see the 

newly opened (2018) Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Gallery at the triforium level – and I think we 

all felt it was worth the effort. I don’t think anyone ‘sails’ into Westminster Abbey these 

days … but I think I might even go back! 

The Gallery now displays treasures from the Abbey’s collection, some of which had 

previously been displayed in the Museum off the cloisters. But it’s equally remarkable for 

the opportunity to see high-level architectural features inside the Abbey up close, and for 

the views down into the Abbey, the nave and Cosmati pavement. Climbing – or descending - 

the stairs one gets views across Westminster to Parliament and into the Abbey’s Chapter 

House.  The Weston Tower, which houses the stairs and lift to give access to the Gallery, has 

been squeezed into ‘Poet’s Corner Yard’ by the Abbey’s Surveyor of the Fabric, architect 

Ptolemy Dean.  



It’s a must-see for any iU3A members tempted back to the Abbey by our report  and 

Rachel’s blog linked to the ‘Exploring London’ web-page – and if you go, don’t miss the Pyx 

Chapel (the oldest part of the building) and the Chapter House with its fine mediaeval wall-

paintings currently being cleaned and restored. Thanks to the members of our group who 

made sure I didn’t miss these gems! 

Liz Simpson  

 

 

 

 


