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IN 1790 John Topham, Treasurer of the Society of 
Antiquaries of London, managed to acquire on the 
Society's behalf Part I of the Inventory of the 
possessions of King Henry VIII. Part I1 had been 
given to Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford, and was 
subsequently acquired by the British Museum in 
1753. Together the Inventories list some 18,ooo sepa- 
rate articles held in each of the royal houses on the 
death of Henry in 1547. The contents range from 
manuscri ts, maps and plans, pictures, books and 
plate to P urniture, carpets, glass, jewellery, naval 
ships and ordinance. This year, some 207 years after 
Topham's acquisition and exactly 450 since Henry's 
death, the Society of Antiquaries is finally publish- 
ing a transcript of the Inventory as Volume I in a 
three-part series of publications on the work.1 

The event is clearly cause for celebration and David 
Starkey and his team at the London School of 
Economics which has masterminded the project 
must be congratulated wholeheartedly for provid- 
ing us with access to this rich seam of information 
on life at the Tudor court. Nevertheless, the publi- 
cation of the Inventoriesserves to highlight a rather 
alarming archaeological dichotomy. The break- 
through in the documentary research contrasts 
sharply with the singular lack of progress on the 
material inventory of London's Tudor palaces. 
Despite some sixty years of excavations by national 
and regional bodies on these buildings (most of it 
generated for the King's Works volumes2), little of 
those investigations, and particularly of their 
byproducts -- the artefactual and environmental 
assemblages, has been brought through to full 
publication. Thus the opportunity to integrate 
quantified data on finds from palace sites with 
qualitative information on their context provided 
by the Inventory has been missed, at least for the 
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present. With a few exceptions (see below), the 
situation reflects the continuing lack of interest 
by archaeologists of the Middle Ages and early 
modern period in the material culture of monar- 
chy. Our preoccupation with the lives of town 
dwellers and the peasantry of the period naturally 
reflects late 20th century sociological interests 
andpreoccupations. If there has been an interest in 
the ruling class, it has been restricted almost en- 
tirely to the study of palace architecture, orna- 
ment and layout as symbols of power and as 
evidence for the political and administrative or- 
ganisation of the royal household? 
Despite the wealth of material now available from 
excavation, little, if anything, has been written 
about the monarchy as a consumer of domestic 
commodities. If we are to understand the extent 
of the influence of court fashions on the socially 
aspirant classes of Tudor England we must estab- 
lish, for instance, the range of imported or local 
pottery used in royal households, when these 
wares were first introduced, where they were used 
and in what numbers. By virtue of their ubiquity 
in the ground and their relatively short lifespan, 
ceramics form a highly sensitive index of change 
in the domestic sphere, even at court. Quantified 
assemblages, moreover, enable us to compare pat- 
terns of social and economic behaviour on an 
inter-site basis and across the social spectrum, and 
in this case to evaluate consumption in the royal 
household in relation to that of aristocratic, eccle- 
siastical, mercantile, artisanal and peasant house- 
holds.+ The adoption of European culture by the 
Tudor court is a subject of intensive study among 
early modern historians and art historians? How- 
ever, medallic portraits or Holbein drawings of 
courtiers provide only a snapshot of this process at 
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the very apex of the royal household, whereas 
finds of imported ceramlcs and glass along with 
their native imitations in palace kitchens, 
garderobes and moats represent a physical measure 
of this assimilation of Continental lif estyles among 
the wider court cornm~nity.~ 

In this year of anniversaries it is doubly ironic to 
note that it is now just over two decades since the 
London Archaeologist published an article by David 
Sturdy which brought critical attention to the 
post-excavation backlog afflicting London palace 
sites? Sadly, although advances have been made 
on some of the Tudor sites listed by Sturdy and 
reported first as as interims in the pages of this 
magazine, none of their finds assemblages has yet 
advanced to the publication stage, and this despite 
Philip Walker's stern riposte and promises to the 
contrary on behalf of the DOE.8 Sturdy listed all 
excavations at Tudor palaces in greater London 
which had taken place up to 1976 (including those 
at the Tower, Whitehall, Greenwich, Oatlands 
and at Nonsuch) and asked the whereabouts of 

only. By and large each of the excavation archives 
is stored independently by the agency which car- 
ried out the original investigations: the Ministry of 
Works (Department of the Environment, now 
English Heritage), the Museum of London, local 
authorities and individual excavators. In recent 
years the water has been mudied further with the 
transfer of some archives to the recently estab- 
lished Historic Royal Palaces Agency, and the emer- 
gence of contract archaeology in the London area 
which has seen units from Oxford and elsewhere 
digging on London palace sites (witness the current 
work in the Tower of London moat by the Oxford 
Unit). Consequently there seems to be much conf U- 

sion over the ownership and location of many 
backlog archives, particularly in the case of those 
belonging to English Heritage and Historic Royal 
Palaces. 

In several cases the archives from a single site are 
split between different (dare I say competing) insti- 
tutions. For instance, the archives and finds of the 
1960-62 excavations at the Cabinet Office and Treas- 

this enormous corpus of material and whether 1 ury site on the West side of Whitehall9 (Fig. I) are 
there were any plans for post-excavation and re= 
search. Despite his pleas, no coherent strategy for 
these sites has emerged over the past two decades. 
As we shall see, post-excavation has been resourced 
on an ad hoc, single-site basis without reference to 
other palaces in the London area. Little has been 
done in the way of comparative analysis. The time 
is now right to question this short-sighted ap- 
proach and to suggest the adoption of a new 
collective policy by which these assemblages could 
be made more meaningful to researchers and the 
results integrated into the presentation of indi- 
vidual sites. 
A major stumbling block, however, remains the 
state and administration of the London palaces 
archive. In point of fact this archive exists in name 

6. Gaimster & Nenk forthcoming, op cit fn  4 .  

7 .  D. Sturdy 'Mid pleasures and palaces: archaeological work at 
the Royal sites of  London' London Archaeol z no. 16 (1976) 
417-422. 

8. P. Walker 'London's royal palaces and public buildings: 
archaeological investigations' London Archaeol3 no. I (1976) 

9: 
9. H. J .  M .  Green &P. E. Curnow 'The Palace of  Whitehall and 

after: Tudor and later discoveries made during the recon- 
struction of  Downing Street and the Treasury, Pt.II, Illus- 
trated London News243 (1963) 14-18. A report on the architec- 
tural findings and ground plan of  the site has already 
appeared in H. J. M. Green & S. J. Thurley (ed. J. Turquet) 
'Excavations on the west side of  Whitehall 1960-62, Part I: 
From the Building of  the Tudor Palace to the construction 
of  the modern offices on the West side of  the State' Trans 
London Middlesex Archaeol Soc 38 (1987) 59-130. 

Fig. 1: Treasury site, Whitehall Palace, London (Site IV, 
Trench I - tiled floor to the north of  Tudor passage). 
Excavations by Michael Green and Peter Curnow 1961. 
Courtesy of  English Heritage (G %92/3). 



divided between the Museum of London (finds), 
English Heritage and Historic Royal Palaces (pa- 
per archive). Meanwhile material deriving from 
excavations on the East side of Whitehall (1938- 
39)'", including the site of Henry VIII's privy 
gallery, tennis court and cockpit and the 
Banquetting Hall site (mid-196os), is held by the 
Historic Royal Palaces Agency. Finds of the Tudor 
period recovered from many years of excavations 
on different areas of the Tower of London are 
now scattered to the four winds. MOLAS retain the 
material from the Postern Gate (1980)" for in- 
stance, while the Broad Arrow Tower (1980)~ ar- 
chive is split between the Museum of London 
(finds) and English Heritage (paper records). A 
curious case-study in curatorial management is 
provided by the fate of the Eltham Palace archive, 
the product of excavations by Humphrey Woods 
in 1975-79." Apparently the finds and paper archive 
are split between English Heritage storesat Atcham, 
Shropshire(!), and Dover Castle, Kent. The dis- 
memberment of excavation archives from single 
sites is also reflected in the partial coverage of the 
SMR record on royal palaces maintained by EH'S 
Greater London Archaeology Advisory Service. 
Over the years important single artefacts from 
royal sites have been lost and only recently reu- 
nited with their archive. The armorial stove-tiles 
from the 1939 excavations a t  Whitehall are a case in 
point (see below), and the early 16th-century im- 
ported maiolica vase painted in polychrome with 
the royal arms found in the Tower moat in the late 
1930~14 was only recently 'rediscovered' in a show- 
case in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Fig. 2). 

Thus, ifi view of the confusion caused by curato- 
rial divisions, it is more often than not both logis- 
tically and politically impossible to  reunite the 
finds and paper archives of individual excavations 
on royal palaces. Comparative analysis on an inter- 
site basis, moreover, remains the pipedream it was 
twenty years ago. 

A fresh look at the situation reveals continuing 
causes for concern in addition to a number of 
developments which offer reasons for hope. Pub- 
lication plans for a series of critical Tudor palace 

10. S. Thurley, op cit fn  3,55, fig.77. 
n. B. Richardson 'Excavation Round-up 1980' London Archaeol 

4 no. z (1981) 49-50; D. Whipp Excavatwnsat the Tower Postern 
Museum of London Archaeology Service archive report. 

IZ. S. M. Youngs & J. Clark 'Medieval Britain in 1980' Medieval 
Archaeol 25 (1981) 201. 

13. H. Woods 'Excavations at Eltham Palace, 19759' TransLondon 
Middlesex Archaeol Soc 33 (1982) 215-265. According to the 
report (p. 231), the levelling layers for the New Chapel built 
in 1518-28 contained a substantial assemblage of early 16th- 
century pottery. 

Fig. z: maiolica vases painted with the royal arms of 
England, c 1500. Left: excavated from the moat of the 
Tower of London in 1938; right: a comparable example 
from the City of London, now in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum. Chemical analysis of the earthenware body by 
the British Museum Department of Scientific Research 
indicates that the vessels were made in northern Italy for  
export abroad. 
Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum. 

assemblages remain moribund. Principal among 
these are late 15th to early 16th century pottery and 
artefact groups recovered during the 1972 excava- 
tions bv the Guildhall Museum a t  Bavnards Castle 
on theJcity waterfront.15 In the absehce of sealed 
assemblages of this date, it is particularly frustrat- 
ing that this group stored in the Museum of 
London archive is frequently cited by pottery 
researchers as key evidence for the study of the 
London ceramic market in the final decades of the 
15th century and for the transitional period as a 
14.B.Rackham 'A Netherlandsmaiolica vase from theTower of 

London' Antiq J 19 (1939) 285-290. 
15. P. Marsden 'BaynardsCastle' London Archaeol~ no. 14 (1972) 315- 

6; L. E. Webster & J. Cherry 'Medieval Britain in 1972' 
Medieval Archaeol17 (1973) 162-3. 

16. e.g. A. Vince 'The Saxon and Medieval pottery of London: a 
review' Medieval Archaeol29 (19%) 25-93, p. 85. 

17. P.Dixon 'Greenwich Palace Excavations 1970' London Archaeol 
I no. 10 (1971) 219-zzz; P. Dixon Excavations a t  Greenwich 
Palace 1970-1971. A n  Interim Report Greenwich and Lewi- 
sham Antiquarian Society (1972). 



whole.16 Likewise, no progress has been made on 
the post-excavation analysis of the late 15th to early 
16th-century finds excavated by Philip Dixon on 
the site of Greenwich Palace in 1971-72." AS with 
the Baynards Castle material, the late 15th-century 
artefact groups, which relate to Humphrey, Duke 
of Gloucester's and Queen Margaret of Anjou's 
manor house and which are sealed by Henry VII's 
new palace of 1499, provide vital information on 
the royal consumption of domestic goods during 
this period. According to  the excavator, discus- 
sions with English Heritage on the assessment and 
research this material have reached deadlock over 
the question of financial support. The finds re- 
main in store at Nottingham University with the 
excavator. The chances of bringing together con- 
temporary groups of pottery, tiles and glass from 
Bavnards Castle and Greenwich Palace for the 
pu;pose of comparative study appear as remote 
now as they did in 1976. 

In contrast the prospects of publication for a 
number of other Tudor houses sites look more 
promising. Simon Thurley, formerly Curator of 
Historic Royal Palaces, is currently preparing a 
monograph on the excavations conducted between 
the 1930s and 1960s on the east side of Whitehall 
Palace. The volume will include a full survey of 
finds including a report on the green-glazed armo- 
rial stove-tiles found in the vicinity of the King's 
bathroom or bayne located along the ground floor 
of the Privy Gallery range, first recorded in 1531. 
The tiles, made by the Surrey-Hampshire Border 
Ware industrya and moulded in relief with the 
arms of Henry V111 (d. 1547) and those of his son 
Edward, Prince of Wales (1537-47)' along with an 
extensive repertoire of Continental Renaissance 
ornament, form the largest single complex of their 
type from a single site in Britain (Fig.3).'9 Their 
discovery at Whitehall emphasises the elevated 
social status of closed ceramic stoves in early 16th- 
century England. Along with the figural stuccos 
from the facades of Nonsuch, the Whitehall stove- 

18. D. R. M. Gaimster 'Post-medieval ceramic stove-tiles bearing 
the royal arms: evidence for  their manufacture and use in 
southern Britain' Archaeol J145 (1988) 314-343. See Appendix 
I1 by MikeCowell(pp.338-340)on the BMneutron activation 
analysis programme which confirms the tiles as products of 
the Surrey-Hampshire Borderware industry. 

19. D. R. M. Gaimster, J. C. Thorn & M. R. Cowell 'The armorial 
stove-tiles f rom the King's Privy Gallery' in S. Thurley (ed.) 
Excavations on the East Side of Whitehall Palace Historic 
Royal Palaces, London (in preparati0n);Gaimster & Nenk op 
cit fn.4. 

20. N. Hawkes 'Henry's en suite bathroom cleans up the image 
of the unwashed Tudors' The Times(April16 1996) 4; see also 
British Archaeol (April 1996) 5. 

tiles have been lent to form the centrepiece of a 
display on the arrival of European Renaisance 
culture in England in the British Museum Europe: 
15th-18th Centuriesgallery. The archaeological asso- 
ciation of tiles and bathroom suggests that the 
stove was intended to  create the hot, steamy con- 
ditions necessary for a Turkish Bath, the fashion 
for which was spreading rapidly across the courts 
of Europe by the early 16th century. This discovery 
has recently made the national press after initial 
exposure in British Archae~logy.~ 

Michael Green's and Peter Curnow's draft report 
on the early 1960s excavations on the west side of 
Whitehall (see above Fig. I) is currently being re- 
assessed for publication by English Heritage. The 
manuscript contains a series of major specialist 
contributions, including a report on the pottery 
from the construction levels for Henry VIII's new 
palace of c 1532 which contain a wide of imported 
Rhenish stoneware, Italian and South Nether- 
landish maiolica as well as Spanish lu~t reware .~~ A 

Fig.3: green-glazed earthenware stove-tile moulded in 
relief with the crowned ostrich-feather badge of Prince 
Edward of Wales (1537-47) and rising phoenix badges of 
his mother Queen Jane Seymour (d. 1537). Pound in the 
vicinity of the King's bathroom or  bayne on  the ground- 
floor of the Privy Gallery a t  Whitehall Palace in  1939. 
Chemical analysis of the body confirms a source on  the 
Surrey-Hampshire border. Drawing by Jim Farrant and 
Jim Thorn, British Museum. 
Reproduced courtesy of the Historic Royal Palaces Agency. 



parallel exercise is being conducted for the late 
medieval floor-tiles and late 16th to early 17th- 
century finds from Oatlands Palace, Weybridge, 
Surrey, excavated by Alan Cook in 1968.~~ Mean- 
while the results Geoff Parnell's excavations in the 
Broad Arrow Tower, Tower of London, in 1980, 
are awaiting a slot in a forthcoming edition of the 
Transactions of the London and Middlesex Archaeo- 
logical Society.- The pottery re ort by Steve Nelson P illustrates a large group o early 16th-century 
Rhenish stoneware, other imports and London- 
area redwares from the basement levels of the 
Tower. However, the Museum of London Ar- 
chaeological Service have no plans at present to 
publish the finds from the Tower Postern Gate 
excavations (see above) which cover the same late 
15th to mid-16th-century spectrum. These sites are 
on1 a few of the many investigations conducted 
at t h e Tower since the 1950s with regard to which 
the Historic Royal Palaces Agenc has commis- 
sioned the Oxford Archaeologica l' Unit to pro- 
duce an inventory of existing archives. As for 
Nonsuch, Martin Biddle reports that his major 
reports on the Palace excavations (1959-60) will 
shortly be ublished by Oxbow Books. Finally the 
Grail itsel P : a volume on the extensive artefactual 
collection, which includes a discussion of the ac- 
tive curation of pottery and glass on the site over 
long periods of time and breaks in ownership, will 
appear as Volume I in the series.=4 

Thus a number of important palace excavation and 
finds reports appear tantalisingly close to the final 
product stage. Nevertheless, my original criticism 
of ad hoc, single-site publication, without the ben- 
efit of comparative analysis, still stands, The lack 
of a centralised archive for these sites, holding 
both artefact assemblages and paper records, must 
be held primarily responsible for this policy which 
continues to be of major concern to all researchers 
working on royal alaces or the material culture of R the Tudor monarc y. Surely theexile of the Eltham 
and Greenwich archives to Shropshire and Not- 
tingham respectively is a situation worthy of ur- 
gent review? With the closure of the Museum of 
London Archaeological Archive in April, I fear 

that scholarly and public access will be restricted 
still further. The prime curatorial role of English 
Heritage, with its Government Historic Buildings 
Advisory Unit (formerly Central Government and 
Palaces Team) and Greater London Archaeology 
Advisory Service, holds the key to rationalising 
and improving access to these collections. How- 
ever, such a proposal also depends on careful nego- 
tiation with the Historic Royal Palaces Agency 
and the Museum of London. Simon Thurley's 
recent appointment as Director of the Museum 
will be critical here. The creation of a single archive 
for royal palace excavations would make the single 
most important contribution to the study of ma- 
terial life at the Tudor court. Only with a major 
rationalisation in curatorial organisation will the 
subject develop. The Tudor palaces represent an 
important test for the capability of British post- 
medieval archaeology to integrate and cross-ana- 
lyse documentary and archaeological sources. Let 
us hope that when the next retrospect on London's 
Tudor palaces is written, we will be in a far better 
position to provide an archaeological perspective 
on Henry VIII's Inventories. 
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