Tewkesbury Abbey - Camera Cantorum roof repair – 2019

The Camera Cantorum, literally “song room”, is the room now used by the Abbey Choir and the
Tewkesbury Abbey Schola Cantorum. It hasn’t always had that function and in fact is surprisingly old.
It was built c.1220 as part of the first major change to the original Norman Abbey and at a time when
much of the Abbey looked quite different from how it looks today. In the early thirteenth century a
large chapel was built on the outside of the north transept, the transept itself at that time being a
mirror image of the present south transept. Almost certainly this addition was the Abbey’s

original Lady Chapel. The configuration of the north transept was again altered in the later
medieval period and a further chapel, dedicated to St James was built bridging the gap between the
old Lady Chapel and the Abbey. After the Dissolution the nave of the old Lady Chapel was
demolished leaving only its chancel which we see today.
Today the Abbey shop is located in St James Chapel, with the Camera Cantorum in the chancel of the
old Lady Chapel alongside it. There is no public access to the Camera Cantorum.
The north chapel was highly decorated from its outset but changes were made to it as fashions, and
techniques, changed. In the 14C the windows were altered to take stone tracery and the roof was
vaulted. It may well have been the extra weight added by this solid stone vaulting in the old Lady
Chapel that made it necessary to prop the chapel walls with buttresses, one of them being a flying
buttress on the north-east corner. This is the buttress many visitors to the Abbey pass under while
walking from the Abbey Lawn car park to the entrance
door.
This sketch shows what the interior of the Camera
Cantorum looked like when it was drawn by Roland Paul
in 1886.
So while it now may seem an odd addition to the north
transept this building predates all but the original
Norman church and so is historically important. It is
almost 800 years old and naturally at that age it needs
some help from time to time.
Like all parish churches, Tewkesbury Abbey has a full structural inspection every five years, its
quinquennial inspection. Both on the 2010 and the 2015 inspections the roof of Camera Cantorum
had been highlighted as being in need of attention. The inspections had revealed weaknesses in the
underlying timber structure and its connections to the gables. There had also been a number of tile
repairs necessary over time. In addition there was also worrying deterioration of the stonework
around the west-end gable and buttresses.
The only way to fully address these issues was to completely remove and relay the roof tiles. This
was going to require extensive scaffolding so would create a good opportunity to also perform some
remedial work to crumbling stonework.
Once the requirement for the repair had been identified, and the cost determined, funding was
needed and the Friends stepped forward to fully fund the programme of work.

In September 2019 the scaffolders started work. At one point it seemed the scaffolding was going to
cover the nave they were going so high but it soon became clear that the height was to
accommodate an impressive temporary roof and waterproof cover to protect the top of the vaulting
and the workers.

The covering, which may be seen to the
right of the main Abbey in this picture,
would certainly turn out to be necessary.
During the course of the work a series of
weather fronts would bring in winds and
heavy rain. One storm in particular caused
extensive flooding around Tewkesbury and
the Abbey as the River Severn overflowed its
banks once more.

Then the Friends banner was added...

With all the scaffolding in place the masonry and roofing
specialists started their work. The tiles were carefully
removed so that the undamaged ones could be reused. The
pictures show all tiles removed from the southern slope and
a good dry working environment under the cover!

Once stripped of tiles, the old battens and roofing felt were removed and discarded. At this stage the
top surface of the vaulting and the main roof timbers were exposed. Old loose material was cleaned
out and examined for any historical interest but nothing significant was found. Surface cracking on
the top surface of the vaulting, some of which can be seen below, was pointed with lime mortar.
Bracing was added to the main timbers and gables.

New battens were then attached to the main rafters. The newly repaired roof follows the original
practice of laying tiles with no underlying membrane and then “torching”. If this conjures up an
image of a process which would likely start a fire don’t worry. It’s the name given to the technique of
applying a lime mortar mixture to the back of the tiles. This securely holds the tiles in place and
prevents lifting during strong winds. Lime mortar is not as hard as that made from Portland cement
and is more compliant during temperature changes so it won’t cause the tiles to break. The mortar
also has the ability to absorb moisture if there is any slight ingress, and then release it again later
when conditions change. The torching process also provides a more benign environment for the tiles
and timbers than a felted roof. A roof laid in this way should be good for 75 - 100 years.

The new battens are made from split oak
rather than the sawn softwood usually found
in modern roofs. The oak will have a much
longer life and provide excellent support for
the heavy tiles.
This image, left, also shows some of the work
being carried out on the masonry. The northwest buttress here has been cleaned, pointed
and capped with new leading.

While the roof work was underway deteriorating old
stone work was being repointed or capped with lead
where necessary. It looks as though this work was
overdue for some of the stone. To the right is the
same buttress but below roof level. The entrance to
the Abbey is just visible in the distance at the top
right of the picture.

The Camera Cantorum has three 14C decorated windows.
The external stonework of these has some weather
damage and movement. This rotated picture shows the
beginning of a sand cast lead covering to one of the
deteriorating window headers and cornice rolls. The glass
has been covered to protect it. It is not shown here but
the crumbling west gable has been rendered to protect it.
The original tiles were nailed on to the new oak
battens using copper nails. No felt or membrane
but there is a lot of overlap with these old tiles.
A new leaded valley can just be seen at the
bottom right corner of this picture.

The tiles are
attached at
the bottom
of the slope first with successive rows going on top of the
previous and displaced by a half tile width to one side. In this
picture we can see how the tiles are accessed without walking
on them, risking damage to tile and woodwork! The slope is
complete and ridge work nearly done.

With the tiling finished the effort turned to the
underside. With all the tiles in place this is what it
looked like from the inner roof-space. The picture to
the right shows the old rafters, the main timbers,
running top to bottom with new oak battens going
left to right and then finally the underside of the
tiles. The lighter parts here are the battens.

To the left is what it looks like after torching. The lime
mortar has been applied to the tiles between the battens.
The mortar is white and reflects the light from the flash used
to take the picture in this unlit space.
With the roof repairs, and as much remedial work on the
masonry as possible, complete it’s time for the scaffolding to
come down. The removal of the temporary roof and
waterproof covering might be expected to reveal new work
but in this case there is little to see from the ground.
+ + +
So another Friends’ funded project comes to end. As is so often the case the result is virtually
invisible but now the Abbey’s Camera Cantorum has a repaired roof which should provide many
years of protection. Friends’ funded projects often repair and preserve parts of the Abbey like this,
playing an important but unseen part in helping to maintain this beautiful building. However, with
the approaching 900th anniversary of the consecration of the Abbey in 2021 the Friends have
launched an Appeal, which is to run from 2019 for two years, to allow some more visible work to be
carried out to mark this notable event and be a lasting token of the support provided by the Friends.
It is expected that this will take the form of improvements to the west end of the nave. A favoured
possibility is making the north porch entrance doorway brighter and more inviting. Full details of this
evolving project, and the Appeal, can be found on the Friends’ web-site. Look for 2021
www.friendsoftewkesburyabbey.org.uk
Ian White, November 2019
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