GUIDANCE FROM THE CHURCH BUILDINGS COUNCIL

Seating in Churches


History

The earliest churches in England had no fixed congregational seating. In a limited number of churches, there were stone benches running around the north, south and west walls, or even around the pillars. The weakest people would therefore have gone to the wall, and the remainder either stood or sat on mats or stools.

Seating was increasingly introduced from the late thirteenth century, a process accelerated by the Reformation and the consequent shift in emphasis from altar to pulpit, until churches became fully pewed. Allocation of seating in churches was originally according to criteria such as gender and social status. From the end of the sixteenth century rights to a particular pew could be acquired either through the grant of a faculty, by payment of rent, or by prescription (continuous long use). Bodies such as Corporations were allotted seats in churches. The numbering of pews - and even their locking - was a necessity for the purpose of appropriation or systematic allotment. The provision of galleries in churches was an effect of the appropriation of pews. 

In terms of design, pews were originally simple in form, being benches with backs and ends. The allotment of pews led to more sophisticated design, for instance higher sides for greater privacy and comfort in the Jacobean period. Private pews were well furnished, with cushions and mats or straw, but additional comfort was also provided for the parishioners. During nineteenth-century restoration of churches, many churches were re-seated. Considerable efforts were also made by bodies such as the Incorporated Church Building Society to ensure a certain amount of free seating in churches, as well as to make certain that the design of pews steered an acceptable course between the conflicting needs of comfort, space to perform devotions, and the accommodation of as large a congregation as possible. In the late twentieth century and up to the present time, there has been a desire for increased flexibility and comfort, as well as to allow different seating patterns for modern styles of worship.
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Law

Under Canon F7, it is the duty of the churchwardens to allocate seats in the nave of a church, subject to the rights of any person to a seat or to allocate seats by faculty, prescription or statutory authority. Although private rights to pews are not now common, they still exist, and must be discovered in any proposal to re-seat a church. Local knowledge, as well as research in parish archives, will be essential.

Canon F13 requires that churches should be decently kept, with the contents maintained in an orderly and decent fashion as best becomes the House of God. This is particularly relevant in the case of seating: whereas fixed pews are naturally orderly, piles of stacking chairs such as might be found in the corner of a school or village hall are inappropriate. Even good-quality chairs have the potential to produce disorder and clutter.

Any application for faculty permission will require the petitioners to pass the test that there is a strong presumption against change that will adversely affect the character of the church as a building of special architectural or historic interest. In order to rebut that presumption, there must be evidence of sufficient weight to show a necessity for change.

  

Changes to Seating 

Many churches have been refurnished through the centuries, and parishes will rightly wish to consider whether their existing furnishings are suitable for their needs. But changes to seating will make a significant alteration to a church and will need careful thinking through to make sure that the best solution is reached. The first step should always be to analyse carefully, and objectively, through a Statement of Significance and a Statement of Need (see guidance), how significant the present seating is, why the present seating is considered inadequate and what needs the parish wish to meet through their seating, bringing the DAC and the parish inspecting architect into the discussions at an early stage. This first step may seem time-consuming, but in fact it is the most important step to get right: and experience of the Church Buildings Council (CBC) and many DACs is that time spent at this stage pays dividends later. Removal of all the pews may sometimes seem like an attractive option to enable flexibility of use and comfort, but in practice most buildings work best in a particular way and moving chairs around for different services may seem less attractive when someone has to take responsibility for organising it. Some people may also find pews more comfortable than modern upholstered chairs.

So the issues to be considered include:

· Why are the parish considering a change at all? What would reseating enable a parish to do that it cannot do at present? 

· How significant are the existing pews within the building and how far do they contribute to its character? (See also below.) Are they pews which deserve every effort to keep them, or are they genuinely of little significance? 

· If a change is proposed for liturgical reasons, how would it work within the building? 

· If the assessment of significance shows that there is scope for change to the pews, is there also scope, as an alternative to removal, for altering or shortening them without detriment to their historic importance? Is there scope for removing the pew platforms without archaeological damage, and making the pews more movable on a new hard floor surface? 

· Do some sections of the congregation (e.g. parents with very young children) prefer the existing seating? What benefits does the present seating have? 

· Would a change diminish the number of seats available? 

· Can new seating fulfil health and safety requirements? 

· As chairs will not last as long as pews, how will the parish arrange for their replacement in due course? How will this affect the finances of the future congregation? 
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Assessment of pews

Linked to the Statement of Need should be the Statement of Significance, which summarises the historical development of the church and identifies important features. As part of this it is important to assess the history of the pews (date, link to restoration programme etc.), and in particular their contribution to the overall character of a church. Many churches contain nineteenth-century pews that are not of great artistic merit in themselves, but nevertheless contribute greatly to the overall character of the church (particularly if part of a Victorian restoration), and the case for their retention is that much stronger. Where the pews are of great historic interest, for instance with carved ends and poppy heads, the case for retention may be overwhelming.

  

Guidelines 

The following criteria have been approved by the CBC for dealing with requests for advice:

a) a Statement of Significance and Statement of Need including a historical assessment of the pews is essential from the outset in all cases, together with an archaeological evaluation and mitigation strategy where necessary;

b) there is an overwhelming presumption against the removal or alteration of all pre-Reformation pews, without the strongest justification;

c) there is a similar overwhelming presumption against the removal or alteration of pre-Victorian pews, in particular box pews;

d) strong justification is needed for the removal or alteration of pews that are contemporary with a major nineteenth or twentieth-century reordering, or which, whatever their age, are otherwise of good quality and contribute to the character of a church;

e) subject to f) and g) below, more flexibility be given in other cases;

f) in all cases proper justification must be made;

g) good quality replacements and proper treatment of floors are essential.
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Development of proposals 

Proposals for the removal of pews need to be considered along with the floor on which they stand. Where pews stand on timber platforms, consideration will need to be given to the future of the floor, i.e. its level, surface finish etc. Archaeological implications of removing the pew platforms should also be considered. Where work is needed to the floor, an archaeological evaluation and mitigation strategy should be commissioned. In order that the character of a church is not adversely affected, the replacement of a floor will require a suitably high-quality finish, i.e. a good quality hard floor surface in stone or wood, rather than carpet. Acoustics are also important in the design process: a change from a wooden floor to carpet would radically alter the acoustics of a church, having an effect on the music and congregational singing.

The long-term costs of proposals should be carefully considered. PCCs receive little from the sale of pews compared with the price of new chairs. Pews have a very long lifespan and require little repair. Chairs have a considerably shorter lifespan; as their joints become weak and any upholstery becomes worn. Therefore parishes considering replacement of pews with chairs should be aware that future generations are being committed to a cycle of replacement. 

Where a case is made for new furnishings, the choice of new furniture will be crucial to the success of the scheme. The advice of the DAC and architect/surveyor will be essential. Parishes are encouraged to look at the possibilities of furniture (either chairs or new short pews or stacking benches) made by independent craftspeople, and whose work would impart considerable character to a reordered church, rather than catalogue chairs. They should also be encouraged to visit other churches where different solutions have been tried, to gain some feel of how these have worked in practice.

 

Chancels 

Chancels often contain pews set collegiate-wise, often nineteenth-century and of good quality. Where there is no choir, the pews may be rarely used. Retention of chancel furniture is however often desirable, in view of its position in the architecture of the church. The pews can be used for smaller and mid-week services, and many churches find this positively conducive to the atmosphere for such worship.
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The Methodist Property Office - Resourcing Mission

Removal of Pews from Historic Chapels

Permission is needed for the removal of any pews from chapels which are listed buildings.

Historic chapel interiors are exceedingly fragile and frequently rely upon their fittings to give them their architectural, historic and liturgical character. Fixed seating is often a very significant feature in most historic chapels. Its layout and quality can be important indicators of the way the building was originally and subsequently planned and used. It can define the character of the interior, making a major contribution to the spatial qualities and also the overall colour scheme. Even minor alterations to pews can therefore have a major impact on the character of a chapel interior. 

Changing liturgical and social patterns such as the desire for increased flexibility, and more people involved in leading worship, often mean that the removal of a small number of pews from the front or back of chapels can be justified. But the comprehensive removal of all the pews from a historic chapel (or from any one level in a galleried chapel) needs to be considered even more carefully. In

the case of chapels which are listed as being of special architectural or historic importance, there is a general presumption in favour of the preservation of pews.

Pews have some advantages over chairs: they are unlikely be stolen, if fixed they don’t fall over, they accommodate more people and they may minimise draughts. The replacement of pews by chairs is usually proposed on the grounds of flexibility and comfort. Pews can sometimes be improved by the addition of cushions, but some pews are unreasonably uncomfortable and may even deter or prevent some people from attending. They may also create difficulties for  ambulant disabled people and wheelchair users.

Each scheme involving the removal of pews from historic chapels will be considered on its merits by the connexional Property Committee. The following questions will, however, need to be addressed and managing trustees are advised to seek appropriate advice before applying for the necessary consents:

1. Why is the removal of pews being considered? Are they defective in some way, if so what remedial action has been taken? Is it just to follow a fashion or will real flexibility and comfort be gained that could not be achieved in any other way?

2. Can some or all of the pews be modified to make them more comfortable or shortened to provide space for wheelchair users?

3. Are the pews of architectural merit? Were they designed to match other internal fittings as part of an overall scheme? Are they of a particular period or style? What is it about their design which implies that they should be retained?

4. Are the pews of particular historic interest? Are they original to the building or part of a later re-fitting of the interior? Would the removal of the pews adversely affect the appearance of the interior? Are the pews important as a whole group to the interior of the chapel? Would the architectural integrity of the interior be spoiled by the removal of some or all of the pews?

5. Are the pews an integral part of the fabric? Are they built in to the wall panelling or floor, or are they just stood in place (screwed in position)? What would be the effect of the removal of pews on the floor levels, the floor materials, and any wall panelling? Would there have to be alterations to the heating system? 

6. Are the proposed replacement chairs of an appropriate design and solid construction? Are they of sufficient quality to enhance the character of the interior?

7. Can the pews be relocated or stored elsewhere in the building in case they are required again in the future?

8. Do any members of the congregation prefer the existing seating, for example the elderly or parents with very young children?

9. If chairs are preferred, where will they be stored and will there be sufficient volunteers to set them out and put them away on a regular basis?

10. The long term costs of the proposals should be evaluated carefully. Pews need little or no maintenance and have a long lifespan. Chairs have a considerably shorter lifespan; their joints weaken and the upholstery becomes worn. Future generations will therefore be committed to a cycle of replacement.

11. The introduction of carpeting (which often accompanies the introduction of upholstered chairs) will change the acoustic qualities of the building noticeably and have an effect on the music and congregational singing. It may also increase or create problems of damp. Where consent is granted for the removal of pews, conditions will normally be imposed as appropriate in respect of the retention of sample pews, the sale or disposal for use elsewhere of surplus pews and the creation of a photographic and/or drawn record of the pews in situ prior to their removal.
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Permission is required for the removal of any pews from churches and other places of worship
which are listed buildings.

Introduction

Historic church interiors are very fragile and frequently rely upon their internal fittings to give
them their architectural, historic and liturgical character. Fixed seating is often a very
important feature in most listed churches. The layout and quality of the pews can be
important indicators of the way the building was originally planned and used. The pews
often define the character of the interior, making a major contribution to the spatial qualities
and also the overall colour scheme. Even minor alterations to pews can therefore have a
major impact on the character of the church interior.

Changing liturgical and social patterns such as the desire for increased flexibility, together
with more people becoming involved in both leading worship and providing musical input,
often means that the removal of a small number of pews from the front or back of churches
can be justified. This justification often extends to the removal or alteration to the layout of a
limited number of pews to allow access, etc. for wheelchairs. But the complete or substantial
removal of pews from a listed church (or from one of the levels of a galleried church) needs to
be considered even more carefully. In the case of churches which are listed as being of
special architectural or historic importance, there is a basic view in favour of the preservation

of pews.

Pews have some advantages over loose chairs: they are unlikely to be stolen or damaged,
fixed pews do not fall over, they accommodate more people and they minimise draughts and
often contain or support the church heating system. The replacement of pews by chairs is
usually proposed on the grounds of flexibility and comfort. Pews can be improved by the:
addition of cushions, but it is also true to say that some pews are unreasonably uncomfortable
and may even deter or prevent some people from attending. Pews can create difficulties for
ambulant disabled people and wheelchair users, although families with young children may
find the confinement provided by pews an advantage.

Each scheme involving the removal of pews from listed churches will be considered on its
merits by the Listed Buildings Advisory Committee. The questions set out on the attached
questionnaire will, however, need to be addressed when applying for Listed Buildings
Consent. The Elders, in their role as Managing Trustees, are advised to seek appropriate
advice to enable these matters to be resolved by the Listed Building Advisory Committee.
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The following questions will be considered by the Listed Buildings Advisory Committee and
the church is invited to provide any comments they consider would be of assistance to the
committee in dealing with this aspect of the application.
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Why is the removal of pews being considered? We propose to remove only a small
number of pews. We want to create an area in which we can welcome visitors;
display and exhibit news and information; those attending meetings or services can
meet and talk.

Are they defective in any way, if so what remedial action has been taken? NO

Will real flexibility and comfort be gained that could not be achleved in some other
way? YES

Could the layout of the existing pews be altered to suit the proposed layout? NO
Could the pews be modified to make them more comfortable? N/A

Could the pews be shortened to provide more circulation space or for wheelchair
users? N/A \

Are the pews of architectural merit? NO

Were the pews designed to match other internal fittings as part of the overall design of
the building? NO

A

Do the pews have doors and/or divisions or have these been removed? YES,
door/divisions

Is there any design feature that would imply that the pews should be retained? NO

Will any examples of the pews be retained if removal was approved? YES only a few
pews are involved in this proposal-the majority of pews will be retained.

Are the pews original to the building or part of a later re-fitting of the interior?
Possibly original, but they were later refitted.

Would the removal of the pews adversely affect the appearance of the interior? NO

Would the architectural integrity of the interior be spoiled by the removal of some or
all of the pews? NO

Are the pews fixed to or built into the floor or wall cladding? YES dowelled to floor
and at side aisle recessed to wall cladding.

If so, how would any damage be dealt with? Floor to be renewed to the same level as
the existing aisles. Wall cladding made good.
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Is there a raised floor between the pews? NO pews are on a raised plinth.
If so, how will this be dealt with? Please refer to 5.2

Would the removal of the pews affect the provision of heating within the building?
NO

If so, how is it proposed to deal with this?

Are the proposed replacement chairs of an appropriate design and of solid
construction? N/A

Will the proposed chairs be of a good quality to enhance the character of the interior?
N/A

Will the colour of proposed chairs, (both the frame and upholstery), reflect the
existing or proposed colour scheme? N/A

Will the proposed chairs be linked and has consideration been given to the space
restrictions imposed by linked chairs? N/A

Could the pews be relocated or stored elsewhere in the building in case they were
required again in the future? NO

In proposing to remove the pews and introduce chairs have the views of the
congregation been taken into account, particularly the elderly and parents with very
young children? N/A

In proposing to remove the pews and introduce chairs to improve flexibility has
consideration been given to the location and safe storage of the chairs when not in use
and the availability of volunteers to set them out and put them away on a regular
basis? N/A

In proposing to remove the pews and introduce chairs has consideration been given to
the long term costs? Pews need little or no maintenance, but chairs have a relative
short lifespan and will require replacement when the joints weaken and the upholstery
becomes worn. Future generations will therefore be committed to a cycle of
replacement. N/A

Is it proposed to carpet the church and has consideration been given to the noticeable
effect of carpeting and soft furnishings on the acoustic qualities of the building? The
deadening effect of carpets and soft furnishings on the acoustic of the church may
make congregational singing more difficult and less enjoyable. If the church
considers that increasing the flexibility extends to holding concerts, musical or choral,
this could be an important factor. The church is already carpeted except between pews




