




mosaic floor consists of more than 30,000 
pieces of porphyry, onyx and glass set in 
geometrical designs. For more than a century 
the pavement was kept covered for its own 
protection, but an extensive programme of 
cleaning and conservation means that it can 
now be permanently uncovered.

A gilded screen separates the High Altar 
from the Chapel of St. Edward the Confessor 
where the Abbey’s marriage registers will be 
signed at the end of the wedding service. In 
the centre of the chapel stands the Shrine of St. 
Edward, surrounded by the tombs of medieval 
kings who chose to be buried close by (Henry 
III, Edward I, Edward III, Richard II and Henry 
V). After Henry III’s death in 1272 work 
stopped for a century until later monarchs, 
notably King Richard II and King Henry V, 
gave their financial support to the completion 
of the work. The west end of the Nave was only 
finished in the early 1500s and 
the western towers remained 
unfinished for another two 
hundred and fifty years.

The early sixteenth 
century also saw the building 
of King Henry VII’s Chapel, 
the Abbey’s Lady Chapel, at 
the east end of the church. Its 
fan-vaulted interior is one of 
the architectural glories of the 
Abbey and is the burial place 
of Henry VII, Queen Elizabeth 
I and Mary Queen of Scots, together with 
many other members of the Tudor, Stuart and 
Hanoverian Royal houses.

Many of the Abbey’s medieval riches were 
lost when the monastery was dissolved in 1540. 
In May 1560 Queen Elizabeth I established 
the Abbey by Royal Charter as ‘the Collegiate 
Church of St. Peter’ under the governance 
of a Dean and Chapter. Like its monastic 
predecessor, this new foundation was exempt 
from Episcopal jurisdiction and was now (as it 
remains to this day) a ‘Royal Peculiar’, with the 
Sovereign as its Visitor.

In 1660 Sir Christopher Wren was appointed 
Surveyor of the Fabric and resolved to finish the 
two western towers. His designs were modified 
by his successor, Nicholas Hawksmoor, and the 
towers were completed in 1745.

The eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries were periods of relative stability 

for the Abbey, but there were major changes 
in the 1860s. Westminster School became 
independent of the Dean and Chapter (though 
a close association between the two institutions 
remains) and at about the same time legislation 
required the Dean and Chapter to hand over 
its lands and property to the Ecclesiastical 
Commissioners. This had serious financial 
consequences for the Abbey, which has never 
received regular funding from the Church, 
State or Crown.

Much of the nation’s history became reflected 
in the Abbey’s monuments and memorials. 
Today these seem to fill every available space in 
the church, but in monastic times burials were 
limited to royalty and to a few highly favoured 
nobles and churchmen. After the Reformation 
the side chapels began to fill with monuments. 
Large numbers of monuments were gradually 
erected in the transepts and the nave too, and 

a tradition developed of placing 
memorials to people who were in 
fact buried elsewhere. Today there 
are 600 such monuments, among 
the most recent being a floor stone 
commemorating the founders of 
The Royal Ballet. They add to the 
rich historical and artistic interest 
of the Abbey which is now also 
a leading visitor attraction, visited 
by more than one million people 
each year.

In the aftermath of the First 
World War, and particularly with the burial 
of the Unknown Warrior in November 1920, 
the Abbey acquired a wider role as the setting 
for occasions of national celebration or sorrow. 
Not least among these were the four twentieth-
century coronations with their pomp and 
pageantry; the weddings of Queen Elizabeth 
The Queen Mother, and of the present Queen; 
and a developing tradition of special services, 
some of which, such as the Commonwealth 
Observance and the Battle of Britain Service, 
are now a regular part of the Abbey’s calendar. 
Other services mark significant anniversaries or 
events, such as the visit of Pope Benedict XVI 
in September 2010.

This rich and varied mission, firmly 
rooted in the Abbey’s long history but always 
responding to changing and current needs, 
continues to place Westminster Abbey at the 
very centre of the nation’s life.
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‘The Abbey has 

been called “a 

House of Kings,” 

as the coronation 

church and burial 

place for monarchs’
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THE ROYAL
WEDDINGS

On Christmas Day in the year 1066, 
William The Conqueror was crowned 
King of England in Westminster Abbey. 
Over the years since, this ‘House of Kings’,  
as the Abbey is sometimes known, has been  
the cradle of Royal power and prestige in the 
land. The first Royal wedding to take place 
there was that of The Conqueror’s fourth 
son, later King Henry I, who chose his bride, 
a Scottish princess, for love as much as for 
dynastic advancement.  

Since the dawn of Anglo-Norman England, 
therefore, this holy place, which was the 
creation of St. Edward the Confessor, has 
been marked out not just as the site of the 
crowning of Kings and Queens of this Realm 
– and Realms beyond these shores – but also 
as the scene of countless acts of remembrance, 
thanksgiving for deliverance and celebration.

Across the sweep of history, however, 
Royal weddings at the Abbey have been 
relatively few – and, for the most part, 
relatively recent. The wedding of Prince 
William with Miss Catherine Middleton is 
only the fifteenth union to be celebrated there. 
Most of these took place in the twentieth 
century, including that of Princess Elizabeth 
and Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten, who  
were married in 1947, just two years after the  
end of the Second World War. It was an  
event which rallied and uplifted the spirit of 

Monarchs have celebrated in Westminster Abbey for  
more than a millennium – and recent weddings have  

captured the country’s imagination with their regal splendour 

our nation and those of the newly-created 
Commonwealth. Six years later, the eyes of 
the world turned once more to the House of 
Kings – this time through the new medium 
of television – to witness the young Princess 
crowned as Queen Elizabeth II.

The Queen’s parents, King George VI 
and Queen Elizabeth, were also married at 
Westminster Abbey, in 1923. It included a 
moment of spontaneity which has never been 
forgotten. The bride, then Lady Elizabeth 
Bowes-Lyon, placed her bridal bouquet 
on The Grave of the Unknown Warrior in 
remembrance of her brother, Fergus, and so 
many others who died in the Great War.

Royal weddings in the last century included 
three of King George V’s children, two of King 
George VI’s daughters, and two of The Queen’s 
four children, Princess Anne in 1973 and Prince 
Andrew in 1986. The first at the Abbey in the 
twentieth century was that of Princess Patricia 
of Connaught, one of Queen Victoria’s grand-
daughters, in 1919. Before that, there was a gap 
of more than five hundred years.

Today, Prince William and Miss Catherine 
Middleton make their vows where thirty-seven 
Sovereigns have been crowned. More than a  
millennium after the first William made his 
solemn oath, the Abbey hosts another William 
and his bride for a further moment of great 
solemnity, but one of great joy as well. 
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THE COATS 
OF ARMS

Presenting the heraldic devices representing Prince William 
and Miss Catherine Middleton at their historic wedding –  

and the fascinating stories behind the coats of arms

H.R.H. Prince William of Wales, K.G.

Prince William of Wales has The 
Royal Arms, made different with a white label 
of three points, repeated on the shield, the crest, 
and both supporting beasts. On the middle point, 
there is a single red escallop shell, which echoes 
the escallop shells evident on the Spencer family’s 
Coat of Arms, and which belonged to his mother, 
Diana, Princess of Wales. The coronet reflects 
his rank as a grandchild of the Sovereign and 
around the shield is the blue-buckled circlet of 
the Order of the Garter, founded by Edward III in 
1348. Prince William was appointed the 1,000th 
Knight of the Garter by The Queen in 2008. It 
bears the Order’s motto, “HONI SOIT qui MAL 
Y PENSE”, which roughly translates as “Shame 
to those that think evil of it”.

Miss Catherine Middleton

Miss catherine Middleton’s Coat 
of Arms, which she takes from her father’s, is 
displayed on a ‘lozenge’ as befits an unmarried 
daughter. The three gold acorns represent 
Michael and Carole Middleton’s three children, 
including Catherine, who were brought up in 
Berkshire where their home is surrounded by oak 
trees. The gold chevron, in the middle, represents 
Carole whose maiden name was Goldsmith. On 
either side are two smaller chevrons in white, 
alluding to hills and mountains where the 
family have enjoyed time together. The colours 
blue and red come from the Union Flag, and are 
divided down the middle, reflecting the heraldic 
tradition for puns, in this instance on the family 
name of ‘Middleton’.
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Profits from the sale of the Wedding Programme will go to benefit the 
Foundation of Prince William and Prince Harry.

The Foundation’s mission is to fund projects and organisations  
that create opportunities so all can achieve their full potential, 

especially those who are vulnerable or damaged by their 
circumstances or experiences. 

The Foundation aims to create lasting change in focus areas and 
geographies, based on need and the passions and interests of Prince 

William and Prince Harry. Early priorities for the Foundation are 
young people in society, sustainable development at home and 

overseas, and the welfare of veterans and their families. 

The Foundation of Prince William and Prince Harry also administers 
The Prince William and Miss Catherine Middleton Charitable Gift Fund.

Prince William and Miss Middleton wish to thank all those who have 
been so kind as to donate to the Gift Fund and, through it, to the 

charities they have chosen. For more details of the Gift Fund go to 
www.royalweddingcharityfund.org. 

THE FOUNDATION
OF PRINCE WILLIAM
AND PRINCE HARRY
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