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Where ‘architecture aims at 
eternity’
The perpetual challenge of access at St Paul’s

Ten years ago, discussions began to make St Paul’s Cathedral in London more accessible to 
its many visitors. Today, Sir Christopher Wren’s monument has been transformed, allowing 
more people than ever to delve into the heart of this magnificent structure. However, as 
Martin Stancliffe, Brenda Wallman and John Penton MBE explain, access will always be 
very much a work in progress

Architect’s Account
by Martin Stancliffe, Surveyor to 
the Fabric, St Paul’s
Senior partner, Purcell Miller Triton

St Paul’s Cathedral presents a number of barriers 
to universal access: the main entrance to the 
cathedral is up a wide, long and very exposed 

flight of external steps; the main facilities, such as 
the toilets, refectory, shop and so on, are in the 
crypt at a different level from the church floor; 
some of the most famous parts of the cathedral, 
the Whispering Gallery and the Golden Gallery, 
are only accessible up very narrow winding 
staircases; and the cathedral’s acoustics are 
challenging even to those with good hearing. 
Meeting the requirements of the Disability 
Discrimination Act has therefore presented a 
considerable challenge.

The cathedral viewed from Millennium Bridge
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Consultation and decision-making

Over the past ten years, a considerable amount 
of work has been done to address these issues. 
There have been two elements to this: not only 
the physical measures intended to address the 
requirements of the Act, but also the complex 
and time-consuming decision-making process 
which preceded the implementation. The 
consultation process at all stages of the project 
has been stimulating, informative and creative; 
St Paul’s owes a great debt to all those who 
contributed their views and advice.

The review of access requirements was galvanised 
when John Penton was appointed as the 
cathedral’s expert advisor. The access audit 
report he prepared in 2001 was the first of a 
series of documents, informed by contributions 
from a significant number of individuals, which 
chart the progress of the decisions. Following the 
audit, I prepared a document entitled Access: 
Understanding, Interpretation and Education. 
This sought to integrate different aspects of 
access into a wider understanding of what 
creative solutions might be possible, extending 
beyond the specific requirements of the Act. 
Hence, while much of the attention of this 
document was focused on movement into and 
around the cathedral, it also drew attention to 
the need for understanding and interpretation to 
be considered alongside matters of physical 
access. This helped to ensure that the needs of 
many different people were considered.

Next, a policy document was created, and was 
formally adopted by the Dean and Chapter in 
November 2002. It drew on the various proposals 
made, and set out a realistic assessment of what 
limitations the historic building placed on 
expectations that all public parts of the building 
would be fully accessible to all. St Paul’s is of 
course a Grade I listed historic building, and the 
fabric itself imposes certain limits on what can 
reasonably be achieved. The policy document 
sought to establish a definition of what 
‘reasonable’ could be held to signify.

A series of seminars held throughout 2002 also 
made an important contribution to the decision-
making process. The latest of these, in September 
2002, was attended by representatives of the 
Chapter, the St Paul’s Fabric Advisory Committee, 
the Cathedrals Fabric Commission for England, 
English Heritage, the Heritage Lottery Fund, the 
Corporation of London, and a number of 
architects and others with particular interest and 
experience in this field. The objective of this 

seminar was to present the Dean and Chapter’s 
policy and test the proposals in a wider forum, 
with a view to obtaining guidance and support 
at a national level.

The complete series of documents, together with 
the Cathedral Conservation Plan, provides a 
paper trail that has been of great importance 
in charting the cathedral’s decision-making 
processes and in explaining how and why the 
decisions, which led to the drafting of definitive 
proposals, have been made.

Access challenges and solutions

In physical terms the initial problem was how to 
arrange an appropriate entrance to the building. 
The whole west front was designed by Wren to 
be inviting, and forms an obvious ‘front door’; 
yet the great flight of steps presents a formidable 
obstacle to anyone who cannot easily manage 
steps. In fact there is only one door which opens 
into the cathedral at pavement level, and this 
was situated in a corner, hidden behind bushes: 
difficult to find, unwelcoming and requiring 
cleaning, indeed disinfecting, every morning. 
And even this entrance was two or three steps 
above the normal pavement level.

A solution was found by proposing the 
re-landscaping of the South Churchyard. This may 
seem like an extravagant way of solving a minor 

The imposing flight of steps at the western 
entrance
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entrance to the building had to be devised. 
A scaffolding and plywood ramp was constructed 
outside the north transept door, and this enabled 
the Dean and Chapter to host a number of events 
and services which were attended by large 
numbers of wheelchair users. This was a 
wonderful way for the cathedral to extend its 
welcome not just to the relatively small number 
of wheelchairs users who visit the cathedral 
under normal circumstances, but to much larger 
groups for specific events. Indeed, it was so 
successful that measures are now being taken to 
see whether some more permanent solution may 

problem; but in reality the problem was far from 
minor: on its proper solution depended the 
whole issue of how mobility impaired visitors 
could gain entrance into the cathedral. There 
had long been an aspiration to reinstate Wren’s 
original iron railings, which had been removed 
some 25 years before, to this part of the 
churchyard. This area was also known to cover 
the archaeological remains of the only part of 
the pre-fire cathedral to have survived the 
construction of Wren’s great building. 

So an exciting opportunity presented itself to 
help all visitors to understand the historic 
development of the site, and in the process to 
form a worthy entrance for all. The new layout of 
the garden follows the setting out of the original 
medieval cloister, which lies four feet beneath 
the surface, and uses it to make an interesting 
and pleasant place to visit, incorporating a ramp 
which resolves the different external pavement 
levels, and allowing step-free access to the 
entrance door. The railings have also been 
reinstated.

But this external layout did not entirely solve the 
problem: inside the cathedral’s entrance was 
another flight of stairs. A lift had been installed 
here 30 years previously, but this had been sized 
to take fire fighters to the cathedral’s higher 
levels in the event of an emergency, rather than 
to transport wheelchairs, and the lift car was not 
big enough for a wheelchair to turn within it. 
However, the lift was now at the end of its useful 
life, and the opportunity was taken to enlarge 
the lift shaft to its maximum possible dimensions, 
and to design a special new lift car which would 
take advantage of every bit of space. An 
electronic fob system was also installed to allow 
people to use the lift without assistance.

While the lift shaft was out of use, a temporary 
way of allowing wheelchair users to gain 

Re-landscaping the South Churchyard has 
allowed wheelchair access to the cathedral
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Phase 1a: 30 July 2007 – 10 August 2007 Phase 1b: 13 August 2007 – 28 March 2008

The sequence of access, lighting and decoration works to the crypt, phase by phase
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be able to replicate this facility, although this is a 
monumental challenge.

Once inside the main part of the cathedral, 
wheelchair users can access nearly all parts of the 
floor, as there are no steps. The quire and 
sacrarium has a small chairlift, which allows 
low-key access. But the routes through the crypt 
have been more of a challenge. Here John 
Penton helpfully suggested that the adoption of 
a particular nosing detail, which draws attention 
to the edges of the stair treads, could form a 
pattern which would enable visitors almost 
subconsciously to follow a route through the 
crypt; a pattern of small brass studs set into the 
edges of the steps has therefore been adopted 
and seems to work well.

Several other measures have been added, such as 
improved lighting, the installation of an audio 
loop throughout the cathedral, better signage, 
an audio guide and better on-line information. 
But what has become clear is that improvements 
in accessibility need to be constantly refined and 
increased. Consequently the Cathedral 
Accessibility Advisory Group continues to meet 
on a regular basis to review both the physical 
measures and, which is at least as important, 
their management. We can never feel that we 
have done enough to provide universal access.

Access Offi cer’s Account
by Brenda Wallman, Head 
of Access, City of London 
Corporation

I joined the City of London Corporation as Access 
Officer in June 2004, taking over the role from 
Julie Fleck OBE, who has since become Principal 
Adviser on Access and Inclusion at the Greater 
London Authority. Julie had been working with 

the cathedral authorities for some time, looking 
at ways to improve the accessibility for disabled 
people. The cathedral authorities involved the 
Access Officer in these discussions from the start, 
but it was acknowledged that an access 
consultant would need to be appointed to 
oversee all the various issues around access and 
inclusion. Consequently John Penton was 
appointed in 2001 to carry out an access audit, 
from which any improvements required could be 
identified. The audit and subsequent accessibility 
policy were discussed at a number of meetings, 
which, as Martin has indicated, included 
representatives from the National Lottery and 
English Heritage as well as the Access Officer.

In 2004, an Accessibility Advisory Group was set 
up to bring together members of Cathedral staff, 
including the Registrar, Head Steward and Clerk 
of Works, together with the Architect, the City of 
London’s Access Officer and the Chairman of the 
City of London Access Group who would 
represent the views of disabled people. My 
arrival as Head of Access in the City coincided 
with the inaugural meeting of this group, and we 
have been meeting ever since. The improvements 
made were debated at length at these meetings, 
and on site visits, and included the views of other 
disabled people who used their personal 
experience of disability to guide the group 
towards a solution when looking at particular 
issues.

The accessibility improvement project is still a 
work in progress. The experience for disabled 
visitors is much improved from ten years ago due 
to the belief of all concerned that an inclusive 
experience for everyone is a high priority. There 
is wide recognition that there are a number of 
issues still to be resolved, and the work of the 
Accessibility Advisory Group continues to develop 
plans towards achieving our aim of an inclusive 
and accessible cathedral.

Phase 2: 7 January 2008 – 1 February 2008

North ramp

Phase 3: 4 February 2008 – 29 February 2008

Nelson 
ramp
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Access Consultant’s 
Account
by John Penton MBE, Architect 
and Access Consultant 

The presence of the building

St Paul’s has been famously referred to as ‘the 
nation’s parish church’. Unlike Westminster 
Abbey, where the great events of state are 
celebrated, St Paul’s is where the events of the 
people and the life of Londoners are celebrated. 
Few buildings in the world have greater iconic 
power; the rhythm of its daily routines reflect the 
pulse of life for many organisations connected in 
some way with London, for travellers and visitors, 
very many from overseas, and for those who 
work or even live in its vicinity.

Arguably, no building has a more enduring 
identity as a great survivor; for that reason alone 
it is truly a place of pilgrimage. Every day, for 
instance, a steady stream of Americans, many of 
them now older people, visit the American 
Memorial Chapel at the cathedral. There, a book 
of remembrance records every US, Canadian and 
British man and woman serving with the US 
forces in Europe and based in the UK who was 
killed on duty during World War II. Perhaps for 
that reason alone access for everyone is of 
paramount importance.

Wren and accessibility

It is intriguing to be reminded that, much to the 
irritation of his paymasters, Wren was insistent 
that people should have access to all parts of the 
building. Thus it is that visitors can climb to the 
top of the dome, or wonder at the skill of the 
masons who constructed the vaulting of the 
chancel. It may still not be possible to reach these 

places in a wheelchair, but the spirit of Wren’s 
purpose is increasingly being fulfilled through 
making more and more of the building accessible 
to everyone, including removing barriers to 
mobility impaired visitors. 

It is now possible to move independently around 
and between the churchyard, the crypt, and the 
cathedral floor, and to get up to the triforium at 
the upper level by special arrangement. Where 
access to some remaining areas will continue to 
present an insurmountable obstacle for some 
people, the possibility of a virtual visit in the 
form of a film is being developed, which could be 
viewed from an accessible facility in the crypt. 
It should also soon be possible for anyone to 
have a virtual tour inside the Great Model of 
Wren’s original proposal for the design of the 
cathedral. Wherever challenges to accessibility 
arise, the principle applied in seeking how to 
overcome them has been to try to convert them 
into opportunities and add value to everyone’s 
experience.

Purposes and priorities

However, making such an iconic building 
accessible to all visitors can be complicated. More 
than two million people visit the cathedral each 
year, and ensuring that they can all gain as much 
as possible from the experience means 
reconciling conflicting priorities and points of 
view. A case in point is the black granite steps 
rising to the western entrance, which had 
become uneven and were in need of re-bedding. 
As part of the conservation works, the 
opportunity was taken to insert bronze discs into 
the nosings, in line with the approach to the 
entrance doorways under the towers. This 
defined the edges, making them visible whatever 
the weather or time of day. 

It was also agreed that handrail provision was 
essential, particularly to assist people who feel 
unsteady when descending the steps. The original 

Phase 4: 3 March 2008 – 28 March 2008 

Aisle to 
west of 
Nelson 
Chamber 

Phase 5: 31 March 2008 – 20 June 2008

Wellington 
Chamber 
and 
Displaced 
Monuments 
aisle
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proposal was to install freestanding double 
handrails leading directly from the doorways, but 
a counter proposal, preferring the provision of 
single handrails to the side of the steps, was 
powerfully advocated as more effective for 
visually impaired people. The latter view 
prevailed, but practical experience has since 
suggested that the handrails in this position are 
often impeded, and visitors must traverse 
simultaneously across and down to use them.

While this example indicates some of the 
conflicting priorities in any access improvements, 
it also demonstrates the intensive level of 
consultation and review marking each step 
needed to improve the accessibility of the 
cathedral. This consultation is ongoing, and has 
informed each task as the building finally 
emerges from the massive cleaning and 
conservation exercise of the last ten years. 
Integrating provision for accessibility into such a 
holistic programme means that it continues to 
evolve, generating both solutions and new 
opportunities.

Time and continuity

The original accessibility report identified the 
need for work to the north and east churchyard 

which is currently being assessed; ongoing access 
proposals will now include serious appraisal of 
ramped access to the north transept. Work is also 
to be undertaken to the Chapter House with its 
subterranean link to the cathedral below the 
churchyard. Few people realise that a masons’ 
yard, where stone is cut and shaped for the 
cathedral, is located there, which can be accessed 
from under the new Paternoster Square. It is now 
thought that it may also offer scope for secure, 
dry access to the building for disabled people 
directly from a vehicle.

Work at the cathedral never stops: a two 
hundred year view is strategic; a twenty-year 
view is tactical; even ‘temporary’ may mean 
‘up to five years’. Temporary is not preferred and 
continuity is imperative. The recent work to 
transform the crypt, where accessible toilets are 
located, demonstrates the principles well. As 
well as the shop and the café there is now an 
attractive restaurant, a conference and seminar 
suite an education centre. The Nelson and 
Wellington Chambers, which are visited by tens 
of thousands of people, have been reordered 
and relit. The Chapel of the Order of the British 
Empire has now been brought into full use, and 
is accessible at last to all guests at weddings and 
memorial services.

The crypt is now accessible to wheelchair users, 
with direct lift access to both the street level and 
the cathedral floor. Achieving this has meant 
re-positioning five main steps, altering the pitch 
and finish of the stairs to the dome and cutting 
out its core to accommodate the new lift. New 
shallow ramps have required the removal of 
memorials and of a burial. There is new lighting 
and new signage. All of this was done in 
nineteen stages to ensure that maximum possible 
continuity of use and accessibility were 
maintained throughout the process.

An enormous amount of work has taken place in 
ten years, with the opportunity to improve and 
achieve accessibility grasped at every stage. Even 
so, it remains very much a ‘work in progress’.

Phase 6: 23 June 2008 – 12 September 2008

South crypt
stair

Phase 7: 15 September 2008 – 24 October 2008

North 
crypt to 
church 
floor stairs

Bronze discs provide nosings on the stairs to the 
crypt [above] and external steps to the entrance 
[below]
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