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O
xfordshire-based furniture
designer Philip Koomen is
used to producing tables,
chairs and sideboards, but his
current project has a more

spiritual feel to it — a set of 12 new choir
stalls for Dorchester Abbey, commissioned
as part of the abbey’s ongoing
refurbishment programme.  

The stalls will replace the Victorian choir
stalls, which are in a bad state of repair and no
longer suitable for the modern, thriving Abbey
community.  

The 16th-century choir stalls, given to the
abbey by Abbot Bewfforeste, will be retained,
but will be relocated to their original position
near the high altar, making way for the new
choir stalls in the chancery.

For Philip, who has been running his own
bespoke furniture-making business at
Checkendon since the mid-1970s, this is a
dream project.

“There is something very special about
ecclesiastical commissions,” he said.  “I have
done some very interesting projects over the
years, and always found the public
commissions the most rewarding, because I
think it ticks all the boxes.

“The danger about our sort of work is that it
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is one-off, and is seen to be exclusive. You have
to have reasonable means to afford it. If you are
thinking about having some dining room
furniture you are going to have to spend
thousands. But putting something in the public
domain is more democratic — it is shared and
appreciated.”

The new choir stalls will be installed in time
for a forthcoming exhibition, John Piper and the
Church — nearly three years after Philip
received the original commission. During that
time, he estimates that he has invested around
100 hours in the design alone.  

“If you are doing a one-off, the design work is
always ongoing because you are making
decisions about the design all the time. The
first design was the prototype, but we made
mock-ups first for the committee to try out, and
that was quite protracted.”

Philip developed his original designs in
collaboration with a consultative team, headed
by artist Rebecca Hind, and then had to wait
for approval from the ecclesiastical authorities
before starting construction. This lengthy
process was due to the stalls needing to reflect
the abbey’s spiritual and architectural heritage,
as well as its current role as a place of worship.

“It is quite a complex brief,” Philip said.  “As
you can imagine, there are layers of history in
the abbey, and one of the stipulations was that
the stalls should reflect these levels of history
without being a pastiche of them — to be
inspired by them but not imitate them. And
they had to be contemporary. 

“The choir stalls are in a very central place,
but they should not dominate the high altar.
So they are made at a certain height.”

The stalls also needed to accommodate the
vibrant cultural life of the abbey, which now
hosts around 30 concerts a year. Unlike the
Victorian stalls they are replacing, the new
stalls will be fully portable.

“The Victorian ones are not really fit for
purpose,” explained Philip. “They are falling
apart, and are quite heavy and cumbersome.
Because the abbey has so many cultural events,
they need to clear that space in the chancery
area for concerts and putting up staging.  

“So it was an important consideration that
the new choir stalls could be moved fairly
easily, as well as being reconfigured.

“There are twelve of them, and they are
about two metres long, so they can sit parallel
facing each other, or they can be turned ninety
degrees to form  various configurations.”

Philip proudly displayed a set of carved
roundels, each destined for the ends of the
choir stalls, and reflecting different themes
from the abbey.

“I went round with Rebecca Hind, and
between us we identified a number of themes,”
he said. “The Bewfforeste choir stalls have a
stave in them, and then fishes in the shape of a
fern, so I took that theme. Then there was a
frieze on the high altar which had grapes and
wheat, representing the Eucharist.

“There was a stipulation of two musical
themes, so I picked out two musical
instruments. There was the new organ, and
that became the basis of one. Then there was a
harp and lute, which I found in one of the
Victorian stained glass windows.

“There are also two quotations from St John
— ‘In the beginning was the Word’ and ‘The light
shineth in darkness’.”

One of Philip’s trademarks is his

From page 81

commitment to sourcing local wood, and for
this project he is using Oxfordshire oak. Most of
his wood came from a single oak tree in
Abingdon, supplemented by oak grown on an
Oxfordshire estate.  

His concern for using locally-grown timber
began a couple of decades ago, and has
informed much of his work since. It also
became the basis for a touring exhibition in
2004, and he completed a PhD on the subject.

“As a craftsman, you don’t necessarily know
where your materials come from, because
forestry is so disassociated with the craft
process,” he said. 

“After the Earth Summit in 1992, it triggered
in me a concern that I wasn’t aware of where I
sourced my timber directly. I bought the odd
local tree over the years, but basically the
timber came on the back of a lorry!

“One of the things I really began to
appreciate was how diverse our own woods
were. There is not just oak, but brown oak, tiger
oak, burr oak — which is probably the most
diverse. Then there is ash — white ash, olive
ash. You have a whole palette of woods just on

your doorstep. But the problem is how you get
that timber, and it involves lots of people.
Forestry is whole science, and the felling and
drying of timber is a craft and a science.”

Meanwhile, he is excited about producing a
piece of work that reflects the abbey’s past,
present and future.

“There is a sense of renewal at the abbey — it
is not like a museum,” he said. “From the
historical perspective, the choir stalls are quite
unique, because they are part of the continuum
that goes back to the sixth century.  It has been
a place of worship for that long. The new choir
stalls, are likely to be around for 150 years or
more. We will be gone, but the stalls will still
be in use.”

! For more information about Philip’s work, visit
www.philipkoomen.co.uk. To find out more about the
One Oak Project, visit the website: www.sylva.org.uk
The John Piper and the Church exhibition is at
Dorchester Abbey until  June 10.  For more
information, visit the website: 
www.dorchester-abbey.org.uk.
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TO see other examples of Philip’s
work, visit his Workshop
Exhibition, on May 5-6, 
11am-5pm. As well as displays of
furniture, the exhibition will
feature the One Oak project, a
three-year project that has seen
hundreds of children and
craftspeople involved in creating
works of art from a 200-year-old
oak tree from the Blenheim
Palace estate. Some of these
artworks will be displayed at Art
in Action, Waterperry, in July,
before going on to Blenheim
Palace and Edinburgh Botanical
Gardens. 

Pictured, from left, are Steve
Salt, James Willis, Jody Koomen
(Philip’s son), Philip Koomen
and Linn Narane, an intern
from Rycotewood Furniture
Centre, Oxford


