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INTRODUCTION: A CORNERSTONE
OF LEGAL HERITAGE

Nes t l ed  be tween  the  bus t l i ng
thoroughfares  of  Fleet  Street  and  the
serene banks of the River Thames lies
one  of  the  most  historically  significant
legal institutions in the English-speaking
world:  The  Honourable  Society  Of
The  Middle  Temple.  For  over  four

centuries, this esteemed Inn of Court has
stood  as  a  pillar  of  the  British  legal
system, shaping the careers of countless
barristers  and  judges  while  preserving
traditions that  date back to  the Tudor
era.  But  what  exactly  is  the  Middle
Temple,  and  why  does  it  continue  to
command such profound respect in the
legal profession and beyond?
The  Middle  Temple  is  not  merely  a
professional  association;  it  is  a  living,
breathing  community  that  combines
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rigorous  legal  education  with  a  rich
tapestry  of  history,  architecture,  and
culture. It is one of the four Inns of Court,
alongside  Lincoln's  Inn,  Inner  Temple,
and Gray's Inn, which hold the exclusive
right  to  call  students  to  the  Bar  of
England  and  Wales.  As  such,  The
Honourable  Society  Of  The  Middle
Temple  plays  a  pivotal  role  in  the
training,  governance,  and  identity  of
barristers,  both in the United Kingdom
and across the globe.
In this article, we will explore the origins,
traditions,  architectural  splendour,  and
modern-day  significance  of  the  Middle
Temple. Whether you are a law student,
a  history  enthusiast,  or  simply  curious
about one of  London's most venerable
institutions,  this  comprehensive  guide
will  illuminate the many facets  of  this

remarkable society.

THE HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF THE
MIDDLE TEMPLE

From Knights
Templar to Legal
Scholars
The story of The Honourable Society
Of The Middle Temple  begins in the
12th century,  long before it  became a
home for lawyers. The land on which the
Temple  now  stands  was  originally
granted  to  the  Knights  Templar,  a
medieval  Christian  military  order.  The
Templars  built  a  round  church—the



The Honourable Society Of The Middle Temple 3

3

Temple Church—which still stands today
and serves  as  a  poignant  reminder  of
this early history. After the dissolution of
the  Templar  order  in  the  early  14th
century,  the  property  passed  to  the
Knights Hospitaller, who leased parts of
it to lawyers and legal scholars.
By  the  14th  century,  the  area  had
become a hub for legal education, with
groups of lawyers gathering to study and
practice  the  common  law.  Over  time,
these informal groups coalesced into the
Inns  of  Court.  The  Middle  Temple
specifically emerged as a distinct society
in the 15th century, taking its name from
the medieval hall that sat between the
Inner  Temple  and  the  Outer  Temple.
Since  then,  it  has  maintained  an
unbroken  tradition  of  legal  education
and professional fellowship.

The Middle
Temple in the
Tudor and
Elizabethan Eras
The 16th century was a golden age for
the Middle Temple. Under the patronage
of  monarchs  such  as  Henry  VIII  and
Elizabeth I, the Inn flourished as a centre
of  legal  learning  and  culture.  It  was
during  this  period  that  the  magnificent
Middle Temple Hall  was constructed, a
building that would become the heart of
the society's social and ceremonial life.
Many of the traditions that endure today,
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such as the requirement for students to
dine in Hall  a certain number of times
before  being  called  to  the  Bar,  were
formalised during this era.
Importantly,  The Honourable Society
Of  The  Middle  Temple  was  not
isolated  from  the  broader  currents  of
English  history.  Its  members  included
prominent  figures  in  the  exploration  of
the  New  World,  the  drafting  of  legal
documents  that  shaped  the  British
E m p i r e ,  a n d  t h e  d e f e n c e  o f
parliamentary  sovereignty.  Sir  Walter
Raleigh,  for  instance,  was  a  member,
and the Middle Temple Hall is reputedly
where Shakespeare's Twelfth Night was
first performed in 1602.

ARCHITECTURE AND THE TEMPLE

PRECINCTS

The Magnificent
Middle Temple
Hall
No  discussion  of  the  Middle  Temple
would  be  complete  without  a  detailed
look at  its  architectural  treasures.  The
Middle Temple Hall, completed in 1570,
is  widely  regarded  as  one  of  the  finest
Elizabethan halls in London. Its hammer-
beam roof, intricately carved screen, and
long oak tables create an atmosphere of
timeless dignity. This hall is not merely a
tourist  attraction; it  remains a working
space where barristers dine, debate, and
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celebrate.  The  hall  also  houses  the
society's  renowned  collection  of
silverware  and  portraits  of  eminent
judges  and  benchers.
The  Hall  is  the  venue  for  the  annual
Grand Day, a formal dinner that brings
together  benchers,  barristers,  and
distinguished  guests.  It  is  also  where
students attend the required number of
qualifying  sessions—formerly  known as
dining terms—before they can be called
to the Bar. Sitting beneath the portraits
of  legal  luminaries  while  enjoying  a
formal  meal  is  an  experience  that
connects  modern  students  with
centuries  of  tradition.

The Temple
Church and
Gardens
Adjacent  to  the  Middle  Temple  is  the
Temple  Church ,  one  o f  the  few
remaining  round  churches  in  England.
This  12th-century  building,  with  its
distinctive  circular  nave  and  Gothic
chancel,  is  a  place  of  worship  and
historical  reflection.  The  church  houses
the  effigies  of  medieval  knights  and  is
the home of the Temple Church choir,
which is internationally renowned for its
liturgical music.
The  surrounding  gardens,  particularly



6

6 The Honourable Society Of The Middle Temple 2024-08-06

the  Middle  Temple  Gardens,  offer  a
peaceful  retreat  from  the  chaos  of
London.  These  gardens  have  been
immortalised  in  literature,  notably  by
Shakespeare in Henry VI, Part 1, where
the planting of red and white roses in the
Temple  Garden  is  dramatised  as  the
origin of the Wars of the Roses. Today,
visitors  can  strol l  through  these
immaculate  lawns  and  flowerbeds,
enjoying a quiet moment in the shadow
of legal history.

The Library and
Educational

Facilities
The Middle Temple Library is one of the
oldest  and  most  comprehensive  law
libraries in the world. Housing thousands
of  volumes,  including rare manuscripts
and incunabula, the library serves as an
invaluable  resource  for  barristers,
students, and researchers. The collection
spans English common law, international
law,  and  legal  history,  with  particular
strengths  in  constitutional  law  and
equity.
In  recent  years,  The  Honourable
Society  Of  The Middle  Temple  has
invested  significantly  in  modernising  its
educational facilities. The Inn now offers
state-of-the-art  lecture  theatres,  mock
courtrooms,  and  online  resources  that
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complement  its  historic  buildings.  This
blend of tradition and innovation ensures
that students receive a world-class legal
education  that  prepares  them  for  the
demands of the modern Bar.

THE EDUCATIONAL AND
PROFESSIONAL ROLE OF THE
MIDDLE TEMPLE

The Pathway to
the Bar
Becoming  a  barrister  in  England  and
Wales  is  a  r igorous  process,  and
membership in one of the four Inns of
Court is an essential step. For students
a s p i r i n g  t o  j o i n  t h e  B a r ,  The
Honourable  Society  Of  The  Middle

Temple provides a structured pathway
that includes academic study, vocational
training, and professional development.
The  Inn  offers  scholarships,  mentoring
programmes,  and  advocacy  workshops
to  support  students  from  diverse
backgrounds.
The  qualifying  sessions  that  students
must  attend  are  designed  to  foster
professional identity, ethical awareness,
and a sense of  belonging to the legal
community.  These  sessions  include
lectures,  debates,  and  practical
exercises,  as  well  as  the  traditional
formal  dinners.  The  combination  of
intellectual rigour and communal dining
is  unique  to  the  Inns  of  Court  and  is
considered essential for the formation of
a barrister's character.
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Supporting
Practising
Barristers
The  Middle  Temple  is  not  just  for
students.  It  also  provides  ongoing
support for practising barristers through
continuing  professional  development
(CPD) courses,  networking events,  and
access  to  its  extensive  library  and
facilities.  Benchers—senior  members
who govern the Inn—play an active role
in  mentoring  junior  barristers  and
uphold ing  the  standards  of  the
profession.
The Inn also maintains strong links with

the  judiciary,  the  legal  profession  in
other  common  law  jurisdictions,  and
international  organisations.  Through its
outreach  programmes,  the  Middle
Temple promotes the rule of law, access
to  justice,  and  legal  education  around
the world.

NOTABLE MEMBERS AND THEIR
CONTRIBUTIONS

Over its long history, The Honourable
Society  Of  The Middle  Temple  has
counted among its members some of the
most  influential  figures  in  law,  politics,
literature, and exploration. A brief survey
of these individuals reveals the breadth
of the Inn's impact on society.

Sir Walter Raleigh: Explorer,
courtier, and writer, Raleigh was a
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member of the Middle Temple and
is famously associated with the
introduction of tobacco to England.
His connection to the Inn is
commemorated in the Hall and in
the Temple Church.
John Selden: A jurist, legal
antiquary, and scholar, Selden was
one of the most learned men of
the 17th century. His work on the
history of English law and his
defence of parliamentary privilege
had a lasting influence on
constitutional thought.
William Blackstone: Although he
is more closely associated with All
Souls College, Oxford, Blackstone's
Commentaries on the Laws of
England—the foundation of
modern legal education—were

written while he was a member of
the Middle Temple. His systematic
approach to the common law
shaped legal thinking across the
English-speaking world.
Sir Thomas More: The saint,
philosopher, and Lord Chancellor
was also a member of the Middle
Temple. His life and writings
continue to inspire discussions
about conscience, law, and
governance.
Charles Dickens: While he never
practised law, Dickens worked as a
law clerk and was intimately
familiar with the Inns of Court. His
novels often feature the Temple
and its environs, capturing the
atmosphere of Victorian legal
London.
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Mahatma Gandhi: The great
leader of India's independence
movement studied law in London
and was called to the Bar by the
Inner Temple. However, his
connections to the broader Temple
community, including the Middle
Temple, are well documented.

In addition to these historical figures, the
Middle  Temple  continues  to  produce
distinguished  judges,  barristers,  and
legal  scholars  who  contribute  to  the
development  of  law  in  the  UK  and
internationally.

TRADITIONS AND CEREMONIES

Grand Day and
Other Feasts
One of the most cherished traditions of
The  Honourable  Society  Of  The
Middle  Temple  is  the  annual  Grand
Day,  a  formal  banquet  attended  by
benchers,  barristers,  judges,  and
distinguished  guests.  The  evening
begins with a reception in the Library,
followed by a procession into the Hall,
where a sumptuous dinner is served. The
Master  Treasurer  presides  over  the
proceedings, and toasts are made to the
monarch, the judiciary, and the Inn. The
atmosphere is one of solemnity, warmth,
and  celebration—a  testament  to  the
enduring bonds of the legal community.
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Other  feasts  include  the  Readership
Dinner,  which  honours  newly  elected
Readers  (senior  barristers  who  deliver
lectures),  and the Week of  Prayer and
Repentance,  a  quieter  occasion  for
reflection.

Call to the Bar
The  Call  to  the  Bar  ceremony  is  the
culmination  of  years  of  study  and
dedication  for  every  aspiring  barrister.
Held  in  the  Middle  Temple  Hall,  the
ceremony is a formal occasion in which
students  are  called  to  the  Bar  by  the
Treasurer  and  benchers,  becoming
barristers  at  law.  The  ceremony  is
steeped  in  tradition,  with  students
wearing  formal  academic  dress  and
receiving  their  certificates  in  the

presence  of  family,  friends,  and  legal
professionals. For many, this moment is
the proudest achievement of their legal
career.

Moots and
Debates
Mooting—the  simulation  of  appellate
court  proceedings—is a central  part  of
legal training at the Middle Temple. The
Inn hosts internal and external mooting
competitions,  attracting  participants
from  around  the  world.  These  events
sharpen  students'  advocacy  skills  and
foster a spirit of intellectual competition.
Debates on legal  and current  affairs  are
also  held  regularly,  continuing  the
tradition  of  robust  discourse  that  has
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defined the Inn for centuries.

THE MIDDLE TEMPLE IN THE
MODERN WORLD

Diversity and
Inclusion
Like  many  historic  institutions,  The
Honourable  Society  Of  The  Middle
Temple  has  worked  to  adapt  to  the
c h a n g i n g  d e m o g r a p h i c s  a n d
expectations  of  society.  In  recent
decades,  the  Inn  has  made  significant
strides  in  promoting  diversity  and
inclusion.  Scholarships  and  access
programmes are available for  students
from  underrepresented  backgrounds,
and  the  Inn  actively  supports  gender

equality and racial diversity at the Bar.
The Middle Temple also participates in
outreach  initiatives  that  introduce
schoolchildren and university students to
the legal profession. By demystifying the
Bar and providing role models, the Inn
helps to ensure that the next generation
of  barristers  reflects  the  society  it
serves.

International
Reach
The  Middle  Temple  has  a  strong
international  dimension.  It  maintains
formal  links  with  law  schools,  bar
associations,  and  judicial  bodies  in
Commonwealth  countries,  the  United
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States, and beyond. Many international
students and lawyers come to the Inn for
training,  scholarships,  or  exchanges,
enriching  the  community  with  diverse

perspectives.
Through its membership in the Inns of
Court Alliance and its involvement in


