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Work on the plaster of the upper walls in the great 
central tower, necessitating extensive scaffolding, dur-
ing 1951, enabled a close and critical examination of the 
paintings to be made. This disclosed certain facts of 
considerable interest, hitherto perhaps not fully realised, 
and it was these facts which also formed the basis for 
decisions taken in dealing with the paintings and 
influenced the eventual methods adopted. I have been 
asked to say something about these particular paintings, 
and of the new work which was done. 

T H E W A L L SHIELDS 

In the topmost storey of the tower, immediately 
below the painted timber ceiling, there is a painted 
coat of arms on the wall between each pair of windows. 
The shields are very large—between five and six feet 
in height—are heater-shaped, and are made to appear 
hanging from the under cornice of the ceiling by cords 
or straps. The arms are: 

1. East: gules three leopards passant guardant or 
2. West: gules a castle triple towered or, quartering 

argent a lion rampant purple. 
3. South: England, with a label of five points azure. 
4. North: argent a lion rampant gules crowned or in 

a border sable bezanty. 

The arms have hitherto been described as those of: 
1. East: England, for Edward I. 
2. West: Castile and Leon, for his wife Eleanor of 

Castile. 
3. South: Lancaster, for Edmund Crouchback, 1st 

Earl of Lancaster, his brother. 
4. North: Cornwall, for Richard, Earl of Cornwall, 

King of the Romans, his Uncle. 
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The form of the shields, and the general indications 
of the heraldry suggest a date between 1280 and 1300. 
But close inspection revealed that in 1951 little if any 
of the then existing work was medieval. Two of the 
shields were, in fact on entirely renewed (probably 
Victorian) plaster: also the painting of the others was 
largely a renewal or over-painting. Some outlines and 
tinctures of the originals were found. The heraldry 
itself therefore is suspect—indeed the purple of the 
Leon lion had become blue, and has now been returned 
to its correct tincture. 

I accordingly submitted the ascription of the arms to 
Mr. P. S. Spokes, F.S.A., of Oxford, who was kind 
enough to make the following observations. Crouchback 
always bore the leopards of England differenced with a 
label of France (i.e. with gold fleurs-de-lys on the 
points) and not a plain blue label. Edward, Prince of 
Wales ("of Caernarvon") afterwards Edward II, did, 
however, bear a plain blue label, and is therefore a more 
likely candidate for Shield 3. Also, since Richard, 
Earl of Cornwall, died in 1272, it seems more likely to 
Mr. Spokes that his son Edmund, the King's cousin, 
is represented by Shield 4. So Mr. Spokes would 
describe the Shields as follows: 

1. East: England, for Edward I. 
2. West: Castile and leon, for his wife Eleanor of 

Castile, who died in 1290. 
3. South: England with a label azure, for Edward of 

Caernarvon, Prince of Wales from 1300-1307, 
4. North: Cornwall, for Edmund, Earl of Cornwall, 

who died in 1300, the King's cousin. 
The accompanying pedigree, based on one prepared 

by Mr. Spokes, makes the matter clearer. 
It must be borne in mind that these shields may have 

been even more incorrectly re-painted in Victorian 
times. We have seen that the purple Leon lion was 
replaced by a blue one: and fleurs-de-lys on the blue 
label may well have been omitted in error. But the 
whole speculation is none the less of interest. The 
use of heraldry in wall decoration was becoming 
popular in the late 13th and early 14th century, not 
only for its historical use, but for its decorative quality. 
Thus, Peterborough Cathedral has, round the choir 
walls, a thirteenth century series of painted shields of 



1 0 0 ST. ALBANS AND HERTS ARCHITECTURAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

the arms of the Knights of the Peterborough Barony.1 

The great chamber at Longthorpe Tower is decorated 
with shields, two of which are painted as if hanging by 
their straps from a ring, c. 1330.2 The Church of 
Chalgrave, Beds., has a complete heraldic scheme, with 
shields of Loryng and his connections hanging from 
one of the painted borders, also fourteenth century.3 

THE TOWER CEILING 

The tower is ceiled above the second stage, with a 
medieval, flat wooden ceiling, painted. It is divided 
into sixteen panels, deeply recessed, by very heavily 
moulded cross timbers, with bosses at the inter-
sections. The date of this woodwork is probably 
about the third quarter of the fifteenth century.4 

The scheme of decoration consists of four shields of 
arms in the central panels, within wreaths, and having 
ornament in the corners, surrounded by twelve panels 
having alternate red and white roses in a similar setting. 
The painting has usually been described as sixteenth 
century. (Plate 1.) 

Inspection at close quarters revealed a bad state of 
affairs. The structural timbers were covered by a 
distemper in pastel shades of blue, pink and yellow, 
clearly Victorian. The "charming pastel tones and 
mellow appearance" of the rest of the work was due 
to the fact that actually about 30 per cent, of it had 
flaked off, and what one was looking at was largely 
bare wood with traces of medieval colour. The actual 
painting was executed in water paint in the crudest 
manner, a great part of it being already perished. 
There had been at least six re-paintings at various 
times, the latest being probably under a century ago; 
for a signature—T. & J. Williamson, Painters—was 
found on one panel, suggesting the work was done by 

1 The Knights of Peterborough Barony, by W. T. Mellows, and Notes on the 
Escutcheons of the Knights by W. H. H. Lord, in Ann. Report Peterborough 
N. H. S., 1925. 

2 III. Lond. News, Nov. 5, 1949. 
3 R.A.I. Journal, XCII , 1936. 
' The ceiling of the Monks' Choir: Archceologia, 51, pp. 427-446: Royal 

Commission on Historical Monuments, Hertfordshire, 186a; also Victoria County 
History of Hertfordshire, II, 198, etc. 

Central Tower, walls and ceiling: Royal Commission on Historical Monuments 
Hertfordshire, pp. 186a, 186b; Victoria County History of Hertfordshire, II, 
198; Transactions of the St. Albans and Hertfordshire Architectural and Archceo-
logical Society, 1930, pp. 56-64. 
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P L A T E I T H E COMPLETE CEILING BEFORE RESTORATION 

P L A T E 2 . T H E COMPLETE CEILING AFTER RESTORATION. 



P L A T E 3. AN OLD PANEL BEARING THE ARMS OF ST. ALB AN, A N D 
SHOWING, WHERE THE VICTORIAN PAINT HAS F L A K E D OFF, A N D 

E S P E C I A L L Y IN THE BOTTOM RIGHT-HAND CORNER, T R A C E S OF THE 

I 5 T H C E N T U R Y DESIGN. 

P L A T E 4. A N O T H E R OLD P A N E L BEARING A R E D ROSE, A N D ALSO 

SHOWING T R A C E S OF I 5 T H C E N T U R Y VINE FOLIAGE IN THE CORNERS. 
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P L A T E 5. S U G G E S T E D RECONSTRUCTION (FROM SURVIVING 

FRAGMENTS) OF THE COMPLETE ORIGINAL SCHEME OF DECORATION 

OF ONE PANEL. 

P L A T E 6. O N E OK THE NEW PANELS. 
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a local firm of decorators, probably in the sixties of 
the last century. 

The arms represented are: 
1. France (modern) and England, quarterly, for 

England. These Royal arms were in use over 
a long period, about 1405 to 1603. 

2. Azure, a cross patonce between 5 martlets or, for 
St. Edward the Confessor. 

3. Argent, a cross gules, for St. George. 
4. Azure, a saltire or, for St. Alban. 

St. Alban is, of course, the patron saint of the Abbey 
and protomartyr of England; but at one time both he 
and the Confessor had something of the status of 
national patron saints now enjoyed by St. George. 

The red and white rose decoration has been the 
subject of some controversy. It has been thought to 
be commemorative of the battle of St. Albans in 1461 
during the wars of the Roses: or to have reference to the 
Union of the Houses of Lancaster and York after 1485; 
while the ceiling of the nave, which is not unlike it 
in general design, is usually supposed to have a pre-
dominantly Lancastrian flavour. 

Careful tests in suitable areas revealed sufficient of 
the original fifteenth century design to make a partial 
reconstruction possible. This decoration consisted of 
somewhat spindly vine foliage in the corners: the 
wreaths were smaller and thinner than the present 
ones and had a more continuous twist as in the ceiling 
over the Monk's Choir. The grounds and super-
imposed decorations alternated in pinky red, and cream. 
The shields also were smaller. (Plates 3, 4, and 5). 

The boarding of the panels themselves was in a poor 
way, patched and renewed in pine as well as oak, and 
at various dates—so that not only was the original 
design largely destroyed, but even the latest re-
painting was sadly incomplete. 

This was the problem with which one was faced. 
The present work was hardly of sufficiently good 
quality to warrant elaborate steps being taken for its 
preservation, and it was barely 100 years old in any 
case. The original was far too fragmentary to expose, 
or even to provide sufficient evidence for a reliable 
complete reconstruction. Moreover, its design and 
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colouring seemed hardly telling enough at long range 
under modern conditions It was impossible to work 
on the panels in the state in which they were found. 
Yet one was reluctant to abandon or destroy all this 
evidence of the accumulated work of several centuries. 

In the end, it was decided to clean the main timbers, 
and after treating with insecticide and undercoating, 
to re-paint them in red, black and white, with some 
barber's poling much on the lines of some of the monks' 
choir ceiling—with which affinities have already been 
noted—and in general accordance with fifteenth 
century practice. The bosses it was decided to gild, 
with some red backgrounds in some cases. 

The. panels themselves were re-designed, closely 
following the original scheme; and were painted on 
specially prepared and re-inforced ply-wood. They 
were then placed over the original panels, with a small 
additional fillet round the edges. Some of the original 
panels were removed and one of them is now exhibited 
in the north presbytery aisle, to show their precise 
nature and condition. The balance remain, unaltered, 
behind the new work. In this way it is hoped to have 
made the best of two worlds. The brightness and 
freshness of the ceiling as it now appears, may offend 
some. But originally, medieval paintings were ex-
tremely bright, and executed in primary colours, 
especially the heraldry. I see no reason for imitating 
a dingy and "antique" appearance in professedly new 
work. If the monks' choir ceiling could be seen in its 
original colours of brilliant green, red, black, white and 
heraldic tinctures, and free from its present dullness 
due to age, dirt, and the killing, yellowing effect of 
wax, it would no doubt shock many by its "crudeness." 
Moreover, one must remember that the result has to be 
looked at from over 100 feet away: and it will all too 
soon become dirty. (Plates 2 and 6.) 

Opportunity was taken to make full photographic 
records of every panel of the old as well as the new 
ceiling, in addition to detailed drawings. 

In all this work, and in particular in the details of 
the new ply panels and in their fitting, Mr. Cecil 
Brown, the Surveyor to the fabric, exercised the 
guiding hand, and I gratefully acknowledge my 
pleasant co-operation with him. 
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