
Bishop Oliver King was Bishop of Bath and Wells from 
1495 to 1504. He led the reconstruction of the Abbey from 
1499 after he visited and was shocked to find the old one 
falling down. Many of the most beautiful 
parts of the Abbey were built 
at this time.

There is a legend that Oliver King had a 
dream or vision. In it, he saw angels, an 
olive tree and a crown. He heard a voice 
saying, ‘Let an Olive establish a crown and let 
a King restore the Church.’ He decided that 
the word ‘King’ meant himself but also 
King Henry VII. He then got Henry VII’s 
support for his plan to build a new Abbey. 
Henry’s sculpture appears on the front of 
the Abbey, with his coat of arms below 
him (right).

There are a crown, olive tree, 
and bishop’s mitre (hat) on 
the West Front in honour
of Bishop Oliver King.
It is called a rebus which
is a sort of word puzzle about 
his name, can you work
out why?

(Answer at the bottom
of the page.)

The Abbey is famous for the angels that 
climb up and down a ladder to Heaven on 
the West Front. They are said to refer to the 
Bishop’s dream. There are 12 angels in total: 
2 are original; the others were replaced, due 
to wear, in 1900 and 1950.

Mitre = Bishop, Olive tree = Oliver, Crown = King
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Bishop King also decided to include fan 
vaulting. This is a stone ceiling, carefully 
carved to look like open fans. It was one 
of the first churches in England to have 
this design, which is difficult to create.
It is one of the most beautiful parts 
of the Abbey. It was designed by two 
brothers called William and Robert 
Vertue, master masons to the King.

Activity ideas
1. Design a rebus for your name – are there 

pictures which represent your name or 
perhaps things that are important to you? 
Can you put them together in a word 
puzzle, like Bishop King did?

2. If you were asked to design a new
angel for the ladder on the outside of
Bath Abbey, what would it look like?
You could draw and colour your
version below.

3. Bishop King felt it was his mission from 
God to build the Abbey. Do you have a 
passion for creating anything?

Perhaps you want to build something
too or maybe you have a talent you
want to develop. Bishop King persuaded 
Henry VII to support him. You could 
write a persuasive letter to someone 
important to try and get help for
your plan.

4. If you like measuring, try recreating one 
of the fans in the picture above. A ruler 
will be handy as it’s a real mathematical 
challenge to draw all the lines (called ribs) 
of the fan the same width apart!

Perhaps you want to build something
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