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The imposing abbey remains sit on the headland overlooking the town and sea. With its long history and 
prominent location carefully selected by the Anglo-Saxons, Whitby later developed into a successful medieval 
monastery. Whitby Abbey offers the opportunity for historical and geographical studies. An inspiration for 
artists and authors over the centuries, the site also provides an excellent stimulus for creative writing and art 
and design projects.

HISTORICAL DESCRIPTION

The first monastery was founded by King Oswy of 
Northumbria. He made a vow to found 12 monasteries 
and give his baby daughter, Elfled, to religious life if he 
defeated Penda, King of Mercia. This he did at the Battle 
of Winwaed in 655, and two years later Hilda, Abbess 
of Hartlepool, took the young princess and established 
a monastery at Whitby for both men and women. This 
monastery soon achieved a high reputation and was 
chosen as the venue for the Synod of Whitby in 664. 
This was convened by King Oswy to reconcile Celtic 
and Roman differences and to determine the future 
direction of the English Church. This monastery was 
destroyed by the Danes in 867.

In 1078 the abbey was re-established by Aelflaed, one 
of William the Conqueror’s knights who became a 
monk. The first stone buildings went up in the late 11th 
or early 12th-century. A programme of rebuilding began 
in the early 13th-century, starting with the east – the 
most important end – followed by the north and south 
transepts, the central tower and, 20 years later, three 
bays of the nave. By then the cost of the work had 
driven the abbey into debt. The remainder of the nave 
was not completed until the 14th-century, and as such, 
its windows are clearly in a different style. The great 
west window was inserted in the 15th-century; its shape 
is indicative of an even later style.

In the 12th-century the number of monks reached just 
over 40 but, after the Black Death hit Whitby in 1349, 
numbers were reduced to approximately 20.

The abbey was surrendered to the King’s 
Commissioners on 14 December 1539, when there 
were 22 monks and domestic staff in residence.

In 1540 the abbey site was leased to Richard Cholmley. 
He bought it outright in 1555 and his family held it 
until the end of the 18th-century. Their home was 
rebuilt several times, using stones from the domestic 
buildings of the abbey. A fine new wing, the so-called 
Banqueting House, was added in the 1670s as a major 
modernisation of the house. Its fine, symmetrical façade 
still stands. The ruins of the church were probably left 
because they served as a landmark for sailors.



TIMELINE
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15th-century

16th-century

17th-century

18th-century

19th-century

20th-century

7th-century654–70  Oswy, King of Northumbria.
655  Oswy defeats Penda at Battle of Winwaed.
657  Hilda comes to Whitby and establishes 
double monastery.
664  Synod of Whitby.

1073  Reinfrid re-establishes monastery. New 
church built.

1349  Black Death comes to Whitby.

1633–36  Hugh Cholmley rebuilds house.
c.1670–72  Sir Hugh Cholmley II adds a new wing 
to the house. 

1830  Central tower collapses.
1866  Site passed to Sir Charles Strickland.
Extensive alterations. Much of Banqueting House 
demolished.

1539  Suppression of Whitby Abbey.
1540  Site leased to Richard Cholmley.
1583–93  Francis Cholmley builds timber-framed 
house.

c.1220  Rebuilding work starts with presbytery.
1220–60  Rebuilding of transepts and crossing.

867  Danes attack Whitby. Monastery abandoned.

1736  South transept collapses.
1762  Nave collapses.
1794  West front collapses.

1914  Church shelled by German warships.
1920  Abbey handed to the Office of Works, 
which then became part of the Ministry of Works. 
It subsequently became the Historic Buildings and 
Monuments Commission for England, and finally 
English Heritage in 1984.
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LOCATION

North Yorkshire YO22 4JT.
On the cliff top, east of Whitby.
OS Map 94, OL27: NZ903112.

HOW TO GET THERE

Bus Moorsbus M17, Esk Valley 27, X40, X56, 56,  
Arriva X93, 93, 95, Coastal & Country 26, 96, MDM 
99, Yorkshire Coastliner 840.
Rail Whitby station 0.5 mile.

FACILITIES

Parking Council-run car parks nearby (charge payable). 
The site entrance by the car park is seasonal (it is only 
open April to October at present). Between November 
and March visitors must use the north entrance.
Shop Guidebooks, souvenirs, etc.
Refreshments Tearoom (managed by Youth Hostel 
Association).
Toilets Available in car park, WC adapted for wheelchair 
users. These are public toilets owned and managed by 
Scarborough Borough Council.
Visitor centre Maximum 20 students at any one time in 
Cholmley’s House visitor centre. Subject to availability; 
pre-booking required.

LEARNERS GO FREE
Educational visits are free to English Heritage properties 
and should be booked at least 14 days in advance via 
the Education Bookings Team:
0370 333 0606
bookeducation@english-heritage.org.uk
www.english-heritage.org.uk/onlinebooking 

Limit on party number 80.

Required teacher/adult helper to pupil ratio 1:5 for 
KS1 and below, 1:8 for KS2, and 1:15 for KS3 and above. 
Pupils must be supervised at all times.

Please remember that you are responsible for 
completing your own risk assessment. Hazard 
information is available on the website when booking.

NEARBY AND RELATED SITES

Scarborough Castle, North Yorkshire YO11 1HY.
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THE NAVE

The three bays at the eastern end were built in the 
mid 13th-century and have lancet windows. The fourth 
and fifth bays were completed in the 14th-century and 
have more elaborate windows with ornate tracery. The 
doorway in the sixth bay is also decorated and was the 
main entrance into the church for visitors. Three arches 
from the nave have been reconstructed at the edge of 
the site and one of the nave columns was reconstructed 
in the 18th-century.

THE WEST WALL

This wall has the ceremonial doorway into the church. 
Above it are the remains of the great west window, 
inserted in the 15th-century in the Perpendicular style 
(flatter arches). On each side of the door are wall 
arches with modern stonework. This is repair work after 
damage caused by bombardment from the Imperial 
German Navy in the First World War. A doorway in the 
north corner leads to a spiral staircase. Above it  
is a diamond-shaped window with four quatrefoils  
(four-leafed lights).

THE TOWER

The only remains of this are the four pillars which 
supported it. They needed to be much larger than  
the pillars along the aisles due to the heavy weight  
of the tower.

THE NIGHT STAIRS

Only fragments remain. They led up to the dormitory 
which adjoined the south transept. Below the stairs is  
a large recess believed to be a book cupboard.

THE NORTH TRANSEPT

The north wall of the transept is similar to the east wall 
of the church but is more decorated. The columns have 
foliage capitals and there are leaves and flowers carved 
on the inside and the outside. The butresses (which 
support the outside wall) are more elaborate and have 
many niches with carved canopies. There are also more 
carved heads on the north wall. Unlike the east wall of 
the church the lancets of the top tier are all the same 
height, leaving space for a large rose window. Inside the 
transept is a doorway leading to a spiral staircase and 
there is an aumbry for storing sacred vessels.

THE LATE 11TH-CENTURY
CHURCH

The foundations of the east end of this church are 
exposed. Like many abbey churches built in the  
11th-century, the east end consisted of a central apse 
(semi-circular end wall) with a smaller apse on each 
side. This church also had chapels with apses in the 
transepts.

THE EAST WALL

Outside This has three tiers of lancet (tall and thin) 
windows, typical of the early Gothic period, many with 
dog-tooth decoration. The windows on the top tier  
are graduated to fill the gable. On either side are 
octagonal turrets.

Inside The square recesses on either side of the site of 
the altar are aumbries, where sacred vessels were kept. 
At the corner of the east wall there is another recess 
with a channel above it, which was a piscina or container 
for Holy Water. The windows are flanked by blind 
arcading (decorative arches placed against a solid wall).
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THE CHOIR

This was where the monks worshipped. The lay 
brothers used the nave.

THE SACRISTY

Only the foundations remain. It was used for storing 
the church’s devotional objects, vessels and furnishings.

THE PRESBYTERY

This contained the high altar and major shrines. It had 
aisles on either side. In the north aisle is a vaulted roof 
with bosses (where the ribs meet) carved with a lion 
and a serpent. The presbytery is divided into seven 
bays with three tiers of arches. The middle row is called 
the triforium. It has two pointed arches under one large 
round arch with dog-tooth ornament. The top row is 
called the clerestory. It has a single pointed window 
flanked by pairs of wall arches. There is also a walkway 
running around the clerestory.
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PREPARING FOR YOUR VISIT

To prepare your students for the visit they should:
n	 Know why monasteries were founded and where 

their income came from.
n	 Be familiar with the Rule of St Benedict and how this 

determined the life of a monk.
n	 Be able to identify architectural features and styles  

in a church.
n	 Understand the reasons for the Suppression of the 

Monasteries.

To do this your students could:
n	 Look at photographs and artists’ impressions to see 

how the interior of the church might have appeared.
n	 Analyse the layout of a typical Benedictine abbey to 

find out how many other buildings would have been 
there and how they were grouped in relation to the 
church.

n	 Study the ground plan of Whitby Abbey to 
distinguish between the remains of the 13th-century 
and 14th-century churches.

n	 Research the daily routine of a monk and then 
construct a daily timetable to follow on site.

n	 Learn the names of different parts of a church by 
making visual glossaries or labelling a photograph  
or site plan.

If your visit includes a geographic element it will help if 
students can recognise and explain geographic features 
which they will see around the abbey. Similarly, for a 
science focus it will be useful if students can explain why 
buildings decay, why historic buildings are conserved 
and the problems which this creates.

Take photographs during your planning visit for follow-
up work which can be used on interactive whiteboards, 

etc. Measuring equipment and cameras will help 
students record and interpret the physical remains.

ON-SITE AND FOLLOW-UP WORK

Many of the suggested activities have a clear historical 
emphasis but there are opportunities within them for 
cross-curricular work. All approaches will allow KS1 
and KS2 teachers to develop students’ literacy and 
numeracy skills.
n	 Look at the location of the abbey. Ask students to 

list the advantages and disadvantages of building an 
abbey on this site. Consider the seclusion of the site, 
access to a harbour, high vantage point, space for 
building, association with a past religious community, 
supply of food, availability of building materials (the 
local landscape would have been a lot different 
then). Relate students’ findings to a map of the area 
when you return to school.

n	 Draw attention to the sheer size of the church. 
Ask students why the monks wanted such a large 
church building. Was it for the glory of God, a place 
of pilgrimage, to accommodate large numbers of 
people for worship, to stage religious ceremonies or 
to compete with other abbeys?

n	 Find evidence to show how the design of the church 
reflects Christian traditions. Important points include 
its east–west alignment, its cross shape, tombs, space 
for altars and chapels, attention to cleanliness and 
sacrificial washing, the importance of ‘divine’ light 
flowing into the church, strong verticals and arches 
pointing to heaven, space for ceremonial processions 
and separation of the monks and lay people during 
worship (people deemed ‘purer’ could sit closer to 
God at the east end).
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n	 Devise an audio tour around the church for a 
visitor with visual impairment which explains what 
different parts of the church were used for. Give 
directions and count paces. Describe what features 
look like, indicate how big they are and suggest 
what visitors could touch. What sound effects might 
be appropriate for different parts of the church? 
Prepare a rough draft on site for working on back  
at school.

n	 Make drawings of different areas of the site for 
backdrops for role-play back at school. Drawings  
can be scanned and then used on an interactive 
whiteboard for instant scenery. Puppet shows are 
simple but creative means of telling a story and  
often involve group work. Develop stories around  
a fictitious event in the abbey or to illustrate the life 
of a monk.

n	 Ask students to find and draw examples of shapes 
(square, triangle, rectangle, circle, diamond, octagon, 
cross, arches, trefoil, quatrefoil). The design of the 
church has also created many examples of rotation, 
repetition and reflection. Get students to record 
examples of these transformations or photograph 
them yourself. Back at school use students’ own 
drawings of shapes on site to develop pattern-
making exercises. These could be applied to a range 
of decorative souvenirs.

ARCHITECTURAL RECORDING

Use the inserted A4 line drawing of the north front as 
a frame for developing students’ observation skills and 
to focus on significant details. Before you photocopy 
this drawing you could delete sections which students 
have to sketch in during their visit.

COMPARE AND CONTRAST

Give students enlarged photocopies of the Buck 
engraving made in 1711 and the print by F Gibson 
showing the abbey in 1789. On site, ask students to 
colour those parts of the abbey which have disappeared 
and, in another colour, those parts which still remain. 
These two prints, along with students’ own elevation 
drawings and detailed studies, will enable them to make 
a model of the church as it might have looked when it 
was complete.

COMMUNITY BUILDINGS

Compare the size of the abbey with buildings in 
Whitby which can be seen from the site. Make a note 
of the largest buildings and what their functions are. 
Follow this up back at school by comparing a plan of a 
complete abbey with your own town plan. Work out 
which buildings have medieval counterparts (hospital, 
churches, guest houses, eating places, memorials, 
production units, storehouses, transport facilities,  
leisure amenities or places of learning). Students may 
begin to appreciate how a monastic community aimed 
to provide for itself and could be seen as a microcosm 
of a much larger settlement.
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TALKING HEADS

Choose five words to describe moods, expressions 
or personalities. Ask students to go around the site 
deciding which carved head best fits each word. 
Afterwards, get students to select one head and think 
of five more words to describe it. Write these on 
cards and redistribute them to students, asking them 
to identify which head the descriptions refer to. Now, 
ask students to imagine that these heads have feelings 
and to suggest what they might feel about the present 
use of the site, the influx of tourists rather than pilgrims 
and worshippers. How do they feel about the present 
state of the abbey compared with its former use? These 
responses can be used to stimulate language work 
back at school such as poetry, storytelling and drama 
(especially meaningful if students can make masks to 
step into role).

ARCHITECTURAL ORNAMENT

The present church is much larger and more elaborate 
than its predecessor. Help students to appreciate this 
by focusing on the architectural detail of the east front 
and the north front. Ask students to compare them 
and, by identifying what is different and what is the 
same, you will encourage them to look closely. Answers 
can be recorded verbally (using MP3 recorders) or 
as annotated drawings. To give students a starting 
point, give them sheets with a pre-drawn outline or 
photocopies of the line drawings of the two elevations 
with sections deleted. Get them to look for ways in 
which the human form, animal forms and plants inspired 
decoration in the church (binoculars may be needed as 
some very good examples are in high positions). Site 
sketches can be used to inspire art work back at school.

MONASTIC MURDER

An excellent activity is to ask students to work in 
groups to devise a game about the murder of one of 
the monks at Whitby Abbey. This will refine students’ 
descriptive skills. Each group needs to supply a set of 
statements outlining where different monks were when 
the crime was committed and what they were doing. 
One statement in the group has to be incorrect. Give 
these sets of descriptions to other groups and ask them 
to work out whose statement is false.

INTERVIEWING A MONK

Ask students to imagine that the abbot has granted 
them an interview (TV, radio or newspaper) with one 
of the monks. Time will be short and students want 
the monk to convey as much information as possible. 
With adequate preparation beforehand about life in 
an abbey and the results of their on-site investigation, 
students should be able to devise informed questions 
to help the monk explain the layout of the church, the 
various functions of each area and what it is like to live 
only to serve God. Only ten questions are permitted so 
students must choose their questions carefully. Practise 
this on site by working in pairs, one partner being the 
monk and the other the interviewer.
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AN ENTERTAINING EVENT

As a group activity, get students to create an event 
which English Heritage could stage to enhance the 
visitor experience. To advertise the event students 
need to prepare text and adapt language for different 
formats. These include large posters intending to attract 
attention, leaflets providing more detailed information, 
short summaries for entries in a ‘What’s on’ column in 
the local press and scripts for radio adverts. Students 
could also consider site constraints such as wet weather 
contingency, basic conservation issues, visitor flow, etc.

DESIGNING A CAFÉ

This is an excellent cross-curricular exercise for groups 
of pupils. They use and adapt evidence recorded on site 
and then supplement it with research back at school. 
Tell your pupils that they are designers commissioned 
to create a café in a new building. Ask them to:
n	 Plan the layout of the café. They should take into 

account the needs of less mobile and visually 
impaired visitors and young children.

n	 Design the internal decoration in a monastic style. 
Pupils should pay particular attention to windows, 
floor surfaces, soft furnishings and decorative panels.

n	 Design furniture for it. Base this on drawings of 
architectural elements from the site.

n	 Devise a range of patterned crockery, table 
coverings, place mats and napkins.

n	 Research recipes of the time which could be part of 
the catering and then produce decorative menus.

BUILDING TECHNOLOGY

There are excellent examples of arches, vaulting 
and buttresses which students can investigate using 
annotated sketches. Look also at the size of the bases 
of the four columns at the crossing. Why are they so 
much larger than the bases of other columns? What 
does this evidence mean? Ask students to look for 
parts of the abbey where better quality stone and less 
‘finished’ stone was used. Can they explain why?
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View of the abbey at sunset from across the pond.

© Peter Dunn. Source: English Heritage Photo Library
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Top: Interior of the abbey from the west. Bottom: Sunrise view from the north-west.

© English Heritage Photo Library

© English Heritage Photo Library
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Evening sunlight on the west door looking along axis of church.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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Reconstruction drawing of the church presbytery (or choir) in 1500.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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The North View of Whitby Abbey in the North Riding of Yorkshire.
Engraving by Samuel Buck, 1711.

© English Heritage Photo Library

TEACHER’S KIT

WHITBY ABBEY

 6 OF 7



Print showing the abbey in 1789 by F Gibson.

© English Heritage Photo Library
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