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Sandham  Memorial Chapel & The Vyne  Tuesday 12th May 2020 

 
(What might have been!) 
 
The weather was fine and after a comfort break at Gillingham the coach proceeded without a 
hitch to the Sandham Memorial Chapel at Burghclere which is near Newbury in Berkshire.  The 
entrance to the Memorial Chapel is directly opposite the Carpenters Arms – a pub with plenty of 
inside and outside seating.  As the Chapel tour can only accommodate 20 people at a time 
some chose to have coffee in the pub and visit the gardens while waiting for their turn in to tour 
the Chapel. 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Entrance to the Chapel 

  
 

The Chapel, a Grade 1 listed decorated chapel consecrated as ‘The Oratory of All Saints’, 
was built in the 1920s and designed by Lionel Godfrey Pearson.  The chapel was built to 
accommodate a series of paintings by the English artist Stanley Spencer.  It was 
commissioned by Mary and Louis Behrend as a memorial to Mary's brother, Lieutenant 
Henry Willoughby Sandham who died at the end of the First World War.  The chapel is 
surrounded by lawns and orchards and is now run by the National Trust.  Constructed of 
brick, it took inspiration from the chapel in Padua but it is very much in the style of the 
period.  Spencer described it as his ‘Holy-Box’. 
 
The Chapel houses a series of 17 paintings inspired by Spencer’s experiences during the First 
World War, in which he served as an orderly with the Royal Army Medical Corps, firstly at 

Beaufort War Hospital in Bristol and then in Macedonia.  It was here that he was subsequently 

transferred to the infantry.  He was influenced by Giotto’s Arena Chapel murals in Padua and 

he wanted to paint murals too, but the environmental conditions were not appropriate.  The 
subsequent paintings were commissioned in 1923, with Spencer moving to Burghclere in 1926 

to work in-situ.  The series was completed in 1932.  It is dominated by the Resurrection scene 
behind the altar, in which dozens of British soldiers lay the white wooden crosses that marked 
their graves at the feet of a distant Christ.  The series chronicles Spencer's everyday 
experiences of the war rather than any scenes of action.  They are placed along the side of the 
chapel in the form of windows. 
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Figure 2 The interior of the Chapel showing the ‘Resurrection’ behind the altar 

 
Stanley Spencer studied at the Slade, in London, to which he travelled to by train each day from 
Cookham, a village on the Thames, where he lived for most of his adult life with Hilda, his wife. 
She, the surrounding countryside and the Thames river feature in many of his paintings.  He is 
considered by many as an eccentric for both his views on the world and artistic vision. 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Making a Fire-belt - one of the side panels in the chapel 
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Influenced by the pre-Raphaelites and Gauguin he identified himself as a ‘neo-primitive’. 
 
Many of his paintings centred on the everyday people carrying out everyday tasks.  In the 
side panels of the Chapel the paintings clearly illustrate this as they depict soldiers carrying 
out mundane tasks.  No one doubts his ability as draftsman but many find his vision of the 
human form difficult to follow. 
 
However, whatever view of Spencer is held it is now a fact that he occupies a major place in 
the Art of the first half of the Twentieth Century. 
 
Just after noon the coach departed for the 40 minute journey to The Vyne. 
  

 
 

Figure 4 The Vyne from the lake 

 
 
From the coach park there was a 600 yard walk through woodlands before reaching the 
house.  To the right before crossing a bridge over the Shir brook some of the extensive 
parkland came into view where some of the party had their picnics by the lake.  After the 
bridge to the left was the entrance to the walled garden and glasshouses.  it has an 
extensive collection of apple trees, varieties of sun flowers and vegetables.  Retracing 
ones steps out of the garden you go down the lime tree avenue to the summerhouse and 
the formal gardens behind which is the ‘Hundred Guineas Oak.  On the left is the organic 
orchard.  At 3.00 pm there was a guided tour of these gardens as well as the Graham 
Stuart herbaceous borders and wild meadow garden which lay behind the house. 
 

 
 

Figure 5 The Summerhouse and Hundred Guineas Oak 
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Before coming to the main entrance to the house the N Trust shop is passed on the left and to 
the right is the Brewhouse tea room which provides tea, cake and light lunches.  The path then 
meets the main drive and entrance to the house through the Corinthian portico designed by 
John Webb.  The Vyne was built in the 16th century for Lord Sandys, Henry VIII's Lord 
Chamberlain and then for the next 300 years it was the home of the Chute family.  It has been 
added to considerably over the years and there is little of the original building visible.  John 
Chute, a talented architect and friend of Robert Walpole, was responsible for creating a family 
house using ‘Strawberry Gothic’ to decorate some of the rooms.  In the 19th C William Chute 
carried out modernisation of the services. 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 6 The Library 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7 The Stone Gallery, an orangery, now used for weddings 
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The tour finished with the Chapel which was completed to impress Henry VIII and is the best 
example of a Tudor chapel outside of the Royal palaces. 
 

 
 

Figure 8 The Chapel 

 
 
After the chapel the visitor is taken through the kitchens where some of the rooms are used to 
house an extensive second-hand bookshop - one of the most profitable in the trust that 
achieves over £10,000 in sales per year. 
 
I hope that you have enjoyed this virtual tour and hopefully you will book for the 11th of May 
2021. 
 
Malcolm Thompson 


