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Factsheet 
A history of Kensington Palace 
 

 

Kensington Palace has been home to some of Britain’s most famous 

kings and queens and the setting for many great events and dramas in 

royal history.  

 

The palace began life as a private country house called Nottingham 

House in about 1605. The Jacobean mansion was purchased by King 

William III and Queen Mary II in the summer of 1689 at a cost of 

£20,000.  Much of its appeal lay in its location – Kensington was a 

village that 'esteem'd a very good Air', an important consideration for 

the King as he suffered from chronic asthma, and the damp riverside 

location of Whitehall, the sovereign’s principal residence, threatened to 

weaken his already delicate health.  

 

William instructed Sir Christopher Wren, Surveyor of the King's Works 

from 1669 to 1718, to improve the house immediately, as the Queen was 

anxious to move in. In order to save time and money, the Jacobean 

house was left intact and Wren added blocks, or pavilions, to its four 

corners, to provide additional accommodation for the King and Queen 

and their court. Each pavilion comprised three storeys, with attics 

above.  On the north side of the courtyard were the kitchens and on the 

west, an archway surmounted by a clock tower, which still survives.  

 

The royal court took up residence at Kensington House, as it was 

known, shortly before Christmas 1689. The following year while William 

was away on military campaign, fighting and defeating James II in 

Ireland, Mary decided to launch a second round of improvements.  She 

extended her apartments by building the Queen’s Gallery. With its own 

staircase, the Queen’s Gallery also provided a separate block adjoining 

for her Maids of Honour.  

 

In November 1691, a fire that destroyed part of the southern range of 

the Great Court was made the occasion for a complete remodelling of 
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the approach to the royal apartments: the King's Staircase was rebuilt in 

marble and a finely decorated Guard Chamber was constructed, facing 

the foot of the stairs.  

 

The last addition to the palace in William's time was the South Front, 

built in 1695, probably by Hawksmoor. The main feature of the new 

building was a long gallery at first-floor level – the King's Gallery – in 

which William hung many works from his picture collection. 

 

In the early hours of Friday 28 December 1694 Mary died at Kensington 

Palace of smallpox, at the age of 32. In February 1702, on a visit to 

Hampton Court Palace, William fell from his horse while riding in the 

park. Despite a broken collarbone, the King insisted on returning to 

Kensington almost immediately. He lay ill at the palace from 22 

February until his death several weeks later. 

 

For the next 70 years the palace was at the centre of the life and 

government of the kingdom and played host to the courts of Queen 

Anne, George I and George II. However, when George III came to the 

throne in October 1760 he made Buckingham Palace his principal 

London home and Kensington ceased to serve as the seat of a reigning 

monarch. 

 

One of the best-known residents of Kensington Palace is Queen 

Victoria. On 24 May 1819 Princess Victoria was born at Kensington 

Palace and she was christened the following month in a private 

ceremony in the Cupola Room. Eighteen years later, the Princess was 

awakened at Kensington Palace early in the morning of 20 June 1837 

with news of her accession to the throne. Her first Privy Council was 

held in the Red Saloon on this day, before the young Queen moved 

permanently to Buckingham Palace with her mother. 

 

The private apartments at Kensington Palace continued to be used by 

members of the Royal Family throughout the 19th century; however, the 

State Apartments were sadly neglected and were used as stores for 

various paintings and furnishings from other palaces. It was only Queen 

Victoria’s love for the palace in which she had grown up that saved it: in 



 

Press Office, Waterloo Block, HM Tower of London, London EC3N 4AB 
Registered Charity No 1068852 www.hrp.org.uk 

 

April 1897, Parliament was persuaded to pay for the restoration of the 

State Apartments on condition they should be opened to the public. 

They were consequently opened to visitors on Queen Victoria’s 

birthday, 24 May 1899. 

 

Parts of Kensington Palace have remained private residences for 

members of the Royal Family, and the palace has been home in recent 

years to Princess Margaret, sister of Queen Elizabeth II, and Diana, 

Princess of Wales. 

 

Today, the lavishly decorated 17th century State Apartments (dating to 

the reign of William III and Mary II), are open daily to visitors, alongside 

displays of items from the Royal Ceremonial Dress Collection. Parts of 

Apartment 1a, the former private apartments of Princess Margaret, 

Queen Elizabeth II’s sister, are also accessible, and currently house the 

exhibition The Last Debutantes (until March 2010). 

 

Key events in the history of Kensington Palace 

1605  Completion of the first house on the site of Kensington Palace. It 

was built for Sir Walter Cope, a businessman and politician 

 

July 1689  William III and Mary II bought Nottingham House from the 

Earl of Nottingham for £20,000. This house would be transformed into 

Kensington Palace 

 

8 March 1702  William III dies at Kensington Palace following a riding 

accident at Hampton Court 

 

February 1722  The artist, William Kent submits his estimate for the 

decoration of George I’s new set of state rooms. He undercut the King’s 

Serjeant Painter, Sir James Thornhill to win the contract. 

 

Summer 1734  A delegation of Cherokee Indians visit George II and 

Queen Caroline. 

 

24 May 1819  Queen Victoria born at Kensington Palace 

 



 

Press Office, Waterloo Block, HM Tower of London, London EC3N 4AB 
Registered Charity No 1068852 www.hrp.org.uk 

 

20 June 1837  Queen Victoria receives the news from the Archbishop of 

Canterbury and the Lord Chamberlain that her uncle William IV had 

died and she was now queen.  

 

24 May 1899  The state apartments at Kensington Palace opened to the 

public for the first time  

 

October 1940  Incendiary bombs damage the Queen’s apartments at 

Kensington Palace  

 

7 September 1997  The funeral cortege of Diana, Princess of Wales 

leaves Kensington Palace for her funeral at Westminster Abbey.   


