
 

Syon House teachers pre-visit pack 

This pack contains a variety of information for teachers use before a school visit to Syon House. This pack is 

comprised of logistical and historical information to be used as an aid in a pre-visit lesson or on the day of 

the visit.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



History 

Syon House is the spectacular London home of the Duke of Northumberland.  The house was built in the 

sixteenth century on the site of the Medieval Syon Abbey, and came to the family of the present owners in 

1594. Syon has many layers of history and has seen some profound changes over the centuries. 

 

Syon Park lies on the banks of the Thames some ten miles upstream of London.  Through prehistory the 

river would have undulated to create a mosaic of marshes, creeks and islands, and Syon House stands on one 

of these prehistoric islands. 

 

It is likely that the earliest hunters and fishermen would have exploited the potential of the river.  Fragments 

of stone tools and a quantity of Neolithic and Bronze Age artefacts have been discovered, including a 

fragment of a Late Bronze Age gold bracelet, and the soil profile shows signs indicative of deforestation and 

agriculture in the Iron Age. 

 

The river has always been a route of communication, but with the arrival of the Romans the main road west 

from London ran to the north of the Park and a straggling Romano-British settlement developed along the 

side of the road.  With the decline of centralised Roman power, this settlement was abandoned, but 

Brentford and Isleworth continued as settled communities. 

 

The great Abbey at Syon was the only Bridgettine house in England.  The foundation stone was laid by 

Henry V in 1415, and in little more than a century of existence it reached a position of unique influence and 

importance, with especially close links to the Tudor dynasty . 

  

The Bridgettines were a reforming order who placed great value on austerity and scholarship and Syon 

Abbey became a great centre of scholarship, with a very fine library.  It was a joint community of nuns and 

priests and a major site of pilgrimage, where huge congregations would take mass and listen to sermons in 

English. 

  

Recent archaeological exploration has identified the location of the huge Abbey church as under the 

meadows between Syon House and the Thames, surrounded by cloisters and outbuildings.  A series of 

courtyards stood on the site of the front lawn of Syon House, large enough to accommodate the considerable 

numbers of pilgrims who gathered on feast days to take mass and listen to sermons of the priests of Syon. 

  

The great palace of the Tudor dynasty was across the river at Richmond, and there were close links between 

the Abbey and Henry VIII, Catherine and Mary.  However, as the break with Rome gathered momentum, 

the determined orthodoxy of the priests and nuns of Syon proved a significant obstacle to the king’s 

plans.  One of the priests, Richard Reynolds, was executed for treason in 1535, and Syon was one of the last 

religious communities to be dissolved.  The community left in 1539, but, unusually, many of them chose to 

go into exile together.  Despite a brief return to Syon under Mary I, they maintained their identity and ritual 

as an English religious community in Holland and Portugal, before finally returning to England in the 

nineteenth century. 

 

On the dissolution of the Abbey, Syon reverted to royal control, and the funeral cortege of Henry VIII rested 

at Syon on the journey from London to Windsor, the bloated corpse famously exploding overnight.  Syon 

then passed to Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset who initiated the process of transforming the Abbey 

complex into a grand private house.  Gardens were laid out and a plant collection was developed by his 

physician, the radical botanist and equally radical theologian, William Turner. 

  

In 1594 Syon passed by marriage to Henry Percy, the 9th Earl of Northumberland.  By this time the House 

was essentially the building standing today, and Henry and his son Algernon surrounded it with grand 

formal gardens in the French style.  In 1605 the Earl was implicated in the Gunpowder Plot, and confined in 

the Tower for seventeen years, where he lived in some style and spent a considerable sum on the 

refurbishment of Syon. 

  

The Civil War passed Syon in 1642, as the royalist forces marched past on their way to the battle of 



Brentford, and there were skirmishes around the Park.  In 1647 the three younger royal children were kept at 

Syon, where they were visited by their father from his captivity at Hampton Court. 

  

On the death of the 11th Earl in 1670, the Percy estates passed to his daughter Elizabeth, the only child of 

Algernon,  the 7th Duke of Northumberland, who carried on the family name. She married Charles 

Seymour, 6th Duke of Somerset. They were both very active at Court, and Queen Anne gave birth while 

staying at Syon in 1692.  The House was decorated with gilt leather and damask hangings, while its 

surrounding landscape was dominated by a series of avenues of lime trees, as shown on the Fairchild map of 

1741.  

 

The 7th Duke of Somerset died in 1750, and Hugh and Elizabeth, who were to become the 1st Duke and 

Duchess of Northumberland, inherited the estates.  They were leading figures in contemporary society, and 

would have inherited a house with dated interiors, surrounded by an unfashionable formal 

landscape.  Gardens and House were both in a poor condition. 

  

The solution was a complete redesign of Syon.  In one of his first major commissions, the landscape 

architect Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown swept away the formal landscape to the south and west of the House, 

replacing it with the open views characteristic of the English Landscape movement.  Over the course of 

twenty years he extended this to the north and west, incorporating farmland to the west into the new park, 

and creating Pleasure Grounds to the north, both centred on large new ornamental lakes.  In the House the 

Scottish architect Robert Adam was commissioned to create a series of striking classical interiors, filled with 

antiquities shipped from Italy.  Adam was not able to change the interior layout of the House, and so used a 

number of architectural devices to create a suitable impression. 

 

In the nineteenth century the 3rd Duke of Northumberland started another series of major works at 

Syon.  Exceedingly wealthy from the proceeds of coal mining and shipping, he extensively reworked the 

exterior of the House, by cladding the entire structure in Bath stone and adding a Porte Cochere.  Domestic 

imperatives were addressed with a new range of kitchens and the construction of the Oak Passage.  Outside, 

the old service buildings were removed, and a fine new range of ornamental stables built, centred on the 

Riding School with its magnificent steel truss roof.  Equally modern technologies were applied to the design 

of the Great Conservatory, where the use of cast iron allowed for a very large area of glass, and a 

remarkably delicate structure. 

  

Exotic trees and shrubs started to arrive at Syon from North America in the late eighteenth century, and 

many of these original introductions still flourish today.  The rate of introduction accelerated as fresh areas 

were opened up by the growth of trade and the work of plant hunters.  New discoveries from the Himalayas 

and China were added to the collection, and in 1833 a German visitor was struck by “a multitude of gigantic 

exotic trees in the open air”. 

 

Through the second half of the nineteenth century Syon House was a private home, although used as a 

hospital during the First World War.  There was bomb damage in 1940, but by the mid-twentieth century 

Syon was still essentially a private country estate, although the city had long since spread on all 

sides.  Although remaining in private ownership, Syon, like many other great estates, sought to cover 

maintenance costs through a process of commercialisation.  The House was opened to the public and a major 

garden festival opened in 1968 to cater to the burgeoning interest in domestic gardening.  One of the first 

garden centres was opened and a series of show gardens, sponsored by magazines and nurseries, were 

installed throughout.  Most of these modern features have now been removed, leaving the essential Syon: a 

magnificent historic house with very important interiors set in a grand landscape of trees and meadows, of 

walks and vistas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Glossary of Terms for Syon House 

• Alchemy (Alchemist) – The medieval forerunner of chemistry, concerned with the transmutation of 

matter, in particular with attempts to convert base metals into gold or find a universal elixir. 

• Archaeology – The study of human history and prehistory through the excavation of sites and the 

analysis of artefacts and other physical remains. 

• Architecture – The art or practice of designing and constructing buildings. 

• Artefact – An object made by a human being, typically one of cultural or historical interest. 

• Century – A period of one hundred years. 

• Classics – A subject at school or university which involves the study of ancient Greek and Latin 

literature, philosophy, and history. 

• Culture - The arts and other manifestations of human intellectual achievement regarded collectively. 

The ideas, customs, and social behaviour of a particular people or society. 

• Era – A long and distinct period of history. 

• Historian – An expert in or student of history, especially that of a particular period, geographical 

region, or social phenomenon. 

• History – The study of past events, particularly in human affairs. 
• Literature – Written works, especially those considered of superior or lasting artistic merit. 

• Military History – The study of the role that armed forces played in past events. 

• Monarch – A sovereign head of state, especially a king, queen, or emperor. 

• The Grand Tour – A cultural tour of Europe formerly undertaken, especially in the 18th century, by 

a young man of the upper classes as a part of his education. 

• Timeline - A graphical representation of a period of time, on which important events are marked. 

 

Further reading about Syon House and the Percy Family 

• Syon Park Guide Book – Available from our Visitor Centre. 

• The Lions of the North – The Duke of Northumberland - Available from our Visitor Centre. 

• Brenan, Gerald, A History of the House of Percy, Volumes I and II, (Freemantle & Co, London, 

1902) Out of print. 

• DeFonblanque, Edward Barrington, The Annals of the House of Percy, Volumes I and II, 

(Richard Clay & Sons, London, 1887) Out of print. 

• Lomas, Richard A., A Power in the Land: The Percys, (Tuckwell Press Ltd, 1999) Out of print 

• Lomas, Richard A., The Fall of the House of Percy, (John Donald Publishers Ltd, 2007) ISBN 

978-0859766470 

• Rose, Alexander, Kings in the North, (Phoenix, 2003) ISBN 978-1842124857 

 



 


