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The recent revelation of fragmentary medieval wall painting in St Edmund’s Church, Castleton came 

as a surprise, raising hopes that a more extensive scheme might still survive beneath later layers of 

plaster. Sadly, this did not prove to be the case, though the scant remains tell us much about the 

changing function and survival of wall paintings in medieval churches. 

 

The power of monumental art in the English church has waxed and waned. During the early medieval 

period, when congregations were largely illiterate, compelling images painted on walls conveyed the 

Christian faith in unequivocal terms of salvation or damnation. In the later medieval period, they 

reflected the devotional needs of a more informed and participatory laity. At the Reformation, 

Protestant reformers obliterated these same images, viewing them as idolatrous. Much later, the 

Victorians revived ecclesiastical mural practice with all the technical advances of the industrial age, but 

in the process also destroyed medieval wall paintings that had escaped the Reformers’ iconoclasm. 

Survivals were rehabilitated through the effort of figures such as William Morris, though as objects of 

antiquarian interest rather than religious meaning. In more recent times, efforts to conserve damaged 

and disconnected wall paintings in churches and cathedrals have, regrettably, often led to their further 

marginalisation, both visually and with respect to their initial religious purpose. Reduced to 

discontinuous fragments, rendered opaque beneath darkened preservative coatings, their significance 

is often overlooked. 

 

Using the discovered painting at Castleton as a starting point, this presentation explores the complex 

journeys taken by English ecclesiastical wall paintings in almost a thousand years of their history, and 

tries to unravel their original meaning and intent from the tantalising fragments that now remain.  

 
Lisa Shekede and Stephen Rickerby are wall painting conservators who work internationally. Past and 

current projects include Byzantine churches in Cyprus, ancient tombs in Egypt, Buddhist caves and temples in 

China and Bhutan, and rock-cut churches in Ethiopia. They also work on a wide variety of wall paintings and 

decorative schemes in the UK, from the medieval to the modern period.  

 

 


