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The largely Romanesque Durham (left) and Salisbury
(right), in Early E Gothic style, are two of some
20 cathedrals that were built by the Normans after
1066. At 123m, Salisbury’s spire is the tallest in Britain




THERE IS NOTHING LIKE agood mysteryina
cathedral close. For nearly a century an astonishing collec-
tion of 27 architectural models of cathedrals, some British,
some Continental, has spent most of its time in the nether
regions of Canterbury Cathedral, including at one time the
wax chamber, where the vergers used to make candles. Here
yowll find the great ecclesiastical buildings of Canterbury
itself, Chester, Chichester, Durham, Ely, Exeter, Hereford,
Gloucester, Lichfield, Lincoln, Norwich, Peterborough,
Rochester, St Paul’s, Salisbury, Wells, Westminster Abbey,
Worcester, York, Amiens, Antwerp, Beauvais, Cologne,
Milan, Notre Dame, Rouen and St Peter’s in Rome. But how
did these miniature marvels come to exist?

The origins of the models are obscure. The only clue is
alabel on the base of one, that of Gloucester Cathedral. It
states: ‘Under the distinguished Patronage of Her Majesty
the Queen and His Royal Highness the Prince Albert. W.
GORRINGE, Architectural Modeller, 3 King Street, Oxford,
Begs to invite the attention of the Nobility, Clergy and Gents
to hislarge collection of Models, consisting of the whole of

the Cathedral Churches of England. .. [They] are highly fin-
ished and form a very striking effect, being made to one uni-
form scale, and so arranged that the observer can at one view
distinguish the different magnitude of each Sacred Edifice.
Castles, Country Seats, Villas etc modelled to any scale.’

What is certain is that the models were presented to the
dean and chapter of Canterbury Cathedral in 1916 by Edward
Murray Oakley in memory of hisbrother, Sir Herbert Oakley
(1830-1903), composer to Queen Victoria in Scotland, or-
ganistand Reid Professor of the theory of musicat Edinburgh
University. They were then exhibited in the crypt.

According to his brother Edward’s biography, published
in 1903, Oakley fell in love with Canterbury Cathedral when
as a young undergraduate he used to stay with the dean and
his wife, Mrs Lyall. ‘Entrusted with the Dean’skey,” Edward
wrote, ‘he loved to wander by moonlight through the glori-
ous building, from Becket’s crown to the west end.’

‘One of the marvels of the age’ is how an identical collec-
tion, then the subject of an exhibition in the Free Library at
Putney, was described in an interview with Sir Herbert in >

Dating from the late 17th century, St Paul’s was the first cathedral built specifically for the Anglican faith. It is therefore ironic that

Wren employed the architectural language of the Counter-Reformation - seen in the madel’s dome and Corinthian columns especially
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have very naturally trained his mind to matters connected
with churches and cathedrals the world over’. ‘For the pet-
rified music of architecture, indeed, [Oakley] had a pe-
culiar aptitude, evinced in his Christchurch days by his
beginning, whilst an undergraduate, to amass the unique
collection of English and foreign cathedral models.’
[tappears that William Gorringe made Sir Herbert’s ac-
quaintance at a very early stage of his undertaking the mod-
elling, in specially prepared cardboard, of the best-known
cathedrals of the world. This is where Sir Herbert’s assistance
came in; he amassed a fine collection of prints and paintings
pertaining to cathedrals, which he lent to Gorringe.
Atsome point in the models’ history, the architect Sir
Banister Fletcher came across them, as some are illustrated
in black-and-white photographs in his magisterial tome A
History of Architecture. And it is to Sir Banister that we must turn
again for the final twist in the story. John Burton, surveyor
to the fabric of Canterbury Cathedral, was at a dinner of the
Worshipful Company of Carpenters only recently when he
found himself using Banister Fletcher’s silver plate (tradition-

ally masters, as Fletcher had been, gave silver plates engraved
with their name). ‘It suddenly dawned on me that here was
a connection with the models,” says Burton, ‘particularly as
Sir Banister Fletcher was the driving force behind the Craft
College setup by the Carpentersin 1893.” Burton subsequent-
lyarranged for two of the models to be sent to the Carpenters’
Hall for their conservators to examine.

The resolution? A programme of conservation is now
planned for the models, one funded by model maker Hornby,
whose global headquarters are based in Margate, which falls
within the diocese of Canterbury. And with the miniature
cathedrals being exhibited - in London, then in Margate -
for the first time in over 30 years, though the mystery may
not have been completely solved, the shroud has certainly
been drawn aside m
‘The Petrified Music of Architecture: Sir Herbert Oakley’s Collection
of Cathedral Models’ runs at Sir John Soane’s Museum, Lincoln’s
[nn Fields, London WC2 (020 7440 4263; soane.org), 5 April-25
June. To makeadonation to the conservation of Canterbury Cathedral,
ring 01227 865346, or visit thecanterburygift.com

Immortalised by Chaucer, Canterbury Cathedral has been a major pilgrimage site since Thomas Becket’s murder in 1170. In the

model (shown inside the cloisters of the original) Gorringe drew the line at actempting to replicate the famous 12th-century stained glass



