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IF Leicester had been buried for the last 300 years, with all its 
histories and records, and had been just excavated under the 
auspices of your Architectural Society, some member would, 
doubtless, be requested to give such a history of its several 
churches as could be inferred from their remains; and with that 
happy tact in apportioning their burdens, which has enabled all 
similar societies to effect the greatest amount of work in the best 
possible manner, the choice would in this case assuredly fall on 
Mr. Sloman. And truly he had need be a cold-blooded animal if 
he were required to adhere rigidly to his metier. While Sir Visto 
was everywhere discovering and descanting on beauties and 
defects ; while Professor Crayon was lightly touching a gable or a 
turret; while Mr. Canon Orderly was explaining the ritual use or 
symbolical meaning of this or that foot-pace, angle, or recess, he, 
poor man, must examine, measure, and describe with at least as 
minute attention; but without indulging in a speculation on the 
use, or a single comment on the beauty or deformity, of any fabric 
or feature. He is concerned solely with the indications of positive 
or relative antiquity, with the wrinkles, crow's-feet, and grey hairs 
of the subjects of his study ; and after he has put every stone to 
the question, he will sometimes be obliged to confess that his 
scrutiny has ended only in conjecture, that his closest approxima 
tion to a date does but amount to a thereabouts. Yet notwith-

* It may be well to mention that the account of S. Mary's Church has been nearly 
re-written, but rather with a view to make it clearer than from any change in the 
opinions expressed.
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standing the want of apparent interest in his work, and of exactness 
in his conclusions, this must be said on his behalf;—that he will 
have added, indirectly at least, to the charm of every other view 
that may be taken of the remains which he has studied, and that 
almost all other sources of information are oftener and more widely 
at fault, than he will probably be, in their assertions.

In the present paper I shall from choice treat tKe Churches of 
Leicester in the way which I have in imagination imposed on the 
unfortunate Mr. Sloman. As documents were beyond his reach, 
and criticism beyond his province, so, for myself, I profess to have 
looked at the Churches of Leicester only for internal evidence of 
their history; and where I go beyond a mere examination of the 
fabric with this view, either to seek additional light from records, 
or to pass judgment on any architectural feature, I do more than I 
bid you to expect, though not more than I trust you will excuse.

When four out of the five ancient churches have Norman 
remains, while none have any pretensions to an earlier date, the 
choice of one with which to commence our survey must be some 
what arbitrary. There is one, however, which is accidentally 
associated with a very remote antiquity. Immediately to the east 
of some singular Roman remains is the church of S. NICHOLAS. 
The Roman materials thus close at hand have been freely used in 
its construction, the window arches being turned with Roman 
brick. It is, perhaps, the rudeness resulting from this circum 
stance, which, of course, involves flat unmoulded soffits to the 
arches, that has given rise to a general notion that this church is 
of Saxon date, but the earliest existing remains are clearly 
Norman.* The original fabric, so far as we can now determine 
its form, consisted of a nave with north and south aisles, a chancel, 
with a tower between the nave and chancel, and transepts north 
and south. The witnesses of this remote period still remaining 
are the tower and the north side of the nave. It is only, however, 
on the exterior that it appears that the north wall is from bottom 
to top, except the clerestory, which is Perpendicular, the old 
Norman wall, with the arches and other openings filled up. The 
transept, together with the north aisle, have quite disappeared, and 
the whole of the rest of the church has been rebuilt, with some 
extensions of the original plan, early in the Geometrical period, 
perhaps about 1280.

« It ought, however, to be mentioned, that on the visit of the Societies to this 
church after the meeting, it appeared that what I have called a Norman clerestory, 
was so near to the crown of the arch, which is certainly Norman, that the two could 
hardly have occupied their present relative positions in the original church. It was 
therefore suggested that the clerestory windows may be Saxon, the arches below 
Norman. I should rather, in the absence of any other Saxon remains, and of any 
distinctive Saxon characters, suppose that the two dates thus associated both fall 
within the Norman period.
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ALL SAINTS' retains a Norman entrance at the west end, the 
only witness of its right to be classed with the rest of the early 
churches in this town. At present it consists of nave and aisles, 
each with its compass roof, tower attached to the last bay east 
ward of the north aisle, and modern chancel. With the exception 
only of the Norman entrance and of the modern chancel, the 
whole of this church is Geometrical in style, and of about the 
same date with the second portion of S. Nicholas. The tower 
has in its outline some appearance of being earlier, but a string 
course in the basement is Geometrical. It is not at all improbable 
that the semicircular pilaster buttresses at the angles, which give 
the tower an earlier aspect, may have been formed of old mate 
rials from the Norman church. Precisely the same thing has 
happened at S. Peter's, Northampton, the tower of which was 
rebuilt long after the Norman period.

In the interior we may observe the good Perpendicular roof, 
coeval, or nearly so, with that of S. Mary's, to be referred here 
after to its proper date. We must also direct attention to the 
exceedingly good hexagonal pulpit; a perfect model for this 
portion of our church furniture, and one by the adoption of which, 
instead of some huge octagonal erection, done over, or overdone, 
which you will, with panels, tracery, cusps, and angels' heads, 
sufficient might be saved in many a church to supply an equally 
good font cover. Indeed, it may not be too much to say of this 
church, that it would afford more hints than all the rest of the 
churches in Leicester put together for a town church of moderate 
pretensions. I must be allowed to transgress my limits so far as 
to express a hope that it may speedily receive the restoration 
which its beauties, as well as its desolation, loudly call for, and 
that they may be executed under the advice of a real architect.

S. MARTIN'S was originally a cross church, with narrow aisles 
to the nave, north and south transepts, probably without aisles, 
and chancel, the arrangement of which does not appear. Of the 
Norman fabric, only the tower with its south-west stair turret 
remains, and the upper part of the tower is much more recent, 
probably Decorated, as I judge from the outline, but there are no 
distinctive details remaining. The narrowness of the church, and 
especially of its aisles, was felt as a great inconvenience at the 
close of the 13th century, and the course taken to remedy it was 
both singular and extremely judicious. Instead of rebuilding 
both the original aisles of a greater width, an additional south 
aisle was added, the former aisle being retained, and the separation 
between the nave and the original aisle, and also that between the 
original and the additional aisle being made by tall slender pillars. 
The original aisle still remaining extremely narrow is admirably 
contrasted with this spacious addition to the church, and it is to
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this arrangement that the interior owes its great superiority of 
effect, not only over the exterior of the same church, but also over 
the interior of S. Mary's, where a nearly equal enlargement was 
effected about the same time, in a less ingenious and satisfactory 
manner.

The chancel was rebuilt and an aisle was added to it late in 
the Perpendicular period. Of the transeptal arrangement there 
is a faint external indication on the north, but none on the south 
side. The clerestory of the nave and the western entrance are 
Perpendicular.

The north porch is of wood, and has been considerably enriched; 
at present it is in a wretched plight, but it ought to be restored, as 
it is perhaps the only existing wooden porch to a large town 
church in the kingdom.

I cannot leave this church without remarking that here, and at 
S. Nicholas, the very worst feature as respects internal effect and 
convenience, is the only one which has been retained of the 
Norman fabric. What can be more inconvenient and more ob 
structive than the low circular arches resting on heavy square piers 
which support the tower ? If S. Mary's church had a similar low 
Norman tower, we cannot seriously regret its loss.

Nichols, in his account of S. Martin's church, has some 
singular extracts from the churchwardens' accounts, and other 
sources; I must, however, be very sparing in the use of such 
materials.

In 1545, the church, particularly the nave, was repaired. Six 
loads of freestone were brought from the Freers, at 18s. a load. 
The chief workmen had 7d., and the ordinary ones 4d., per day.

In 1547, 1\ cwt. of brass was sold at 19s. per cwt. It is need 
less to add that many a monument must have been stripped to 
satisfy this aris sacra fames.

In the great window of the north transept occurred one of those 
little pieces of satire which the monastic clergy were so fond of 
levelling at the predicant friars. A fox was represented preaching 
to geese, from the text, Testis est mihi Deus quam cupiam vos 
omnes visceribus meis, which you will recognise as a cunning 
adaptation of the words of S. Paul to the Philippian converts, 
with a significant change in the last word: God is my witness how 
I long after you all in my bowels, instead of in the bowels of 
Christ.

We have now arrived at the church of S. MARY DE CASTRO, 
the only one in Leicester which affords what may be called an 
interesting architectural problem. Let us address ourselves to it 
with all courage.

Of its Norman fabric, S. Mary's retains large and important 
indications. We have the chancel and an arcade at the west
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tolerably entire (so that we have the limits of the church east and 
west); and, besides these, certain traces in the north and south 
walls of the nave, to which I shall presently call your attention. 
The north door, moreover, is in part the ancient Norman fabric, 
but the whole of this part of the church has been so seriously 
tampered with at various times, that it is difficult to decide 
whether this door occupies its original position. It is necessary 
to observe, also, that there are clearly three Norman dates indi 
cated by the existing remains. Careful examination and measure 
ment lead me to believe that the Norman church in its first form 
was as follows:

The nave was of six bays, there were no transepts, the chancel 
was of considerable length, but whether apsidal in its termination, 
or whether with aisles to any portion of it, does not appear. Of 
a Norman tower no trace occurs; but the changes in late Norman 
times were so great, that there may have been a central tower, of 
which every vestige was already swept away before the present 
tower and spire were erected.*

I have already observed that there are clearly three Norman 
dates before us. Of these the nave is the most ancient, and it is 
from this mainly that I have reconstructed the original church, 
the date of which is no doubt correctly given as 1107. The pre 
sent chancel is of much greater pretensions than the nave can 
ever have been in Norman times. It contains portions of two 
distinct works, altogether different in character from the nave, and 
singularly incongruous, not in style (for in this they are nearly 
identical), but in their relative proportions. To account for this, 
we must suppose that late in the Norman era the rebuilding of 
the chancel was commenced, on a scale which indicates an inten 
tion to enlarge the whole church; but that before the nave was 
touched, and even before the chancel was finished, the work was 
interrupted, and that by some means which forbad its immediate 
completion on the larger scale so lately adopted.

In accordance with this hypothesis, we find the following inci 
dents in the history of the town. In 1173, that is, about the 
time, when, I presume, that the new and enlarged Norman chancel 
might have approached completion, all the churches of Leicester 
were destroyed, together with the castle and a great portion of 
the town, by Richard de Lucy, High Justiciary of Henry II., in 
revenge for the part which the Earl of Leicester had taken against 
the crown. So utter was the destruction of Leicester, that the

* In the accompanying ground plans, the church is represented first as it pro 
bably existed at the conclusion of the Norman period, and secondly in its present 
form. It will be observed tbat the changes are not merely in the addition of aisles 
and chapels, but in the number also and position of the pillars, which, moreover, 
are not uniform on the two sides of the nave. The great peculiarities of the present 
plan are the width of the south aisle and the position of the tower.
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inhabitants were obliged to take refuge at S. Albans, at Bury 
S. Edmund's, and other towns. But there is no probability that 
the clergy were utterly annihilated or driven away; some service 
they must have had, and so the chancel was carried on after some 
little interval, though with less heart and spirit. But here they 
stopped, any enlargement or any effective repairs of the half- 
demolished church being abandoned for the present. We have 
now, therefore, a Norman church, the chancel of which still 
remains patched and disjointed, as I have just supposed, but of 
which the nave awaited its restoration under better auspices.

This original nave we have already reconstructed in its plan. 
We must now enquire what was its elevation. Fortunately, 
sufficient indications remain for us to do this with tolerable 
assurance.*

Standing at the west end of the nave, and looking at the south 
arcade, we have indeed not a single Norman arch, but we have a 
Norman clerestory, under which the arches must have been, and 
which gives the height of the original wall. Measuring from 
the western abutment to the extreme east of the nave, we have 
space for three clerestory windows, and for six arches beneath 
them. The north was, of course, uniform with the south arcade, 
and portions of that also, though not so considerable, remain.

We may fairly presume, that by the year 1200 the abbey had 
so far recovered from its desolation as to go on with the enlarg 
ing of their church; but now a new style had been introduced, 
and in that style we shall find considerable changes in the nave, 
all tending to increased space and height. First of all, a cleres 
tory was added on both sides over the original clerestory, which 
was now reduced to the place, though not to the office, of a 
triforium. This gave not only a higher roof to the nave, but 
also a higher start, and, therefore, a wider span to the aisle roof; 
and this was doubtless taken advantage of to extend the south 
aisle considerably, though not to nearly its present extent. As 
this Early English south aisle has perished, as well as its prede 
cessor, it might seem hazardous to assert its former existence, if 
its sedilia and piscina had not fortunately been preserved, though 
not in situ; they are thrown back into the south wall of the 
present aisle.

The wider aisle required, the loftier nave roof allowed, a series 
of taller and wider arches between the nave and aisles. The 
way in which these were supplied is abundantly manifest, and is 
represented in the accompanying Elevations II. and III., page 5. 
We must first follow the course pursued on the south side.

It will be seen that the arcade of six semicircular arches was
* In Elevation I., page 5, one side of the Norman nave is given entire; the 

clerestory is a simple addition, and merely requires to be removed to leave the 
Norman fabric entire.
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converted uito one of five pointed arches, of so much greater 
height that the points run up a good way into the original cle 
restory. The unceremonious way in which the clerestory was 
treated is most remarkable: you will see that it was under-built, 
cut away and blocked up, just as occasion served. It is impos 
sible to commend the process, though it has perpetuated, to a 
marvellous extent, indications of the original character of the 
church. The old clerestory is here reduced to a portion of the 
wall out of which the great arcade is cut; but the place of this 
clerestory is supplied by the addition of an entirely new one, 
of lancet windows, adding ten feet to the height of the nave. 
Here then you have a wall the lower part of which is Norman, 
and the upper part Early English, supported by pillars of the 
latter date.

It may seem hazardous to describe the order of the work of 
alteration, but I am persuaded that it did not commence, as would 
seem most natural, with the lower portions, but that the clerestory 
was first added, the lower arcade being still untouched, so that 
the whole retained, for some little time at least, the form repre 
sented in Elevation I. It was not till after the enlargement of 
the aisle that I conceive the Early English piers and arches to 
have been inserted in place of the old ones. Had the work 
commenced from below, no portion of the Norman work would 
have remained, for it would not have been worth while to pre 
serve the little fragments of a Norman clerestory, even though it 
could have been done without sacrifice of effect. Had it ever 
been other than an after thought, the work would have been made 
uniform at less cost of labour and ingenuity than it actually 
required. This is still more manifest in the treatment of the 
north arcade, to which we now proceed.

The north arcade, which is represented in its present state in 
Elevation III., is still more complicated in its dates than the south. 
On this side the Norman were not converted into pointed arches 
till a much later date, perhaps not till certain changes were made 
in the chapel of S. Anne, which now takes the place of a north 
transept; this may have been about 1280, and to this date belong 
other changes in the north aisle: but especially the pointed was 
now substituted for the Norman arcade, with still less respect 
than at the south, for the Norman clerestory. The Norman 
windows now almost entirely disappear, one little piece of one 
window only remaining of all the number, and Geometrical arches 
are carried up to within five feet of the top of the original cle 
restory. The Early English clerestory is not, however, affected 
by this change, so that we have Norman work between Early 
English above and Geometrical below.

The next changes in the plan and fabric are intimately con 
nected with the ecclesiastical position of the church. It had
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been originally, and still continued, a collegiate church; but it 
also became, at some ancient date, a parochial church; and 
whether or no from the first, yet certainly in course of time, the 
south aisle was used for the parish offices, while the original 
nave and chancel were retained by the abbey. To the necessity 
hence arising for a larger south aisle, we may refer the substitu 
tion of the present south aisle, of so very disproportionate dimen 
sions, for the Early English aisle, which had itself supplanted the 
original Norman aisle. This aisle was erected some time about 
the close of the thirteenth century, together with the tower, on 
which still remains the weather mould, showing the place of its 
original roof.

It will be observed, that I wholly repudiate the general per 
suasion that this aisle was built by John of Gaunt shortly before 
1400. But there are several changes in it, which may be referred 
to a period very shortly after 1400. At that date an important 
change took place in the ecclesiastical establishment. Hitherto, 
there had been a dean and seven canons, all instituted by the 
abbot, except one, who was called vicar of the parish, and who 
was instituted by the bishop. But in 1400, by the advice of 
Bishop Beaufort, and with the consent of the abbot, it was 
ordained that either the dean or the sacrist should be also the 
vicar of the parish. This, of course, brought again the conventual 
church (that is the nave and chancel) and the parish church 
(that is, the present south aisle) into closer relations; and about 
this time are several changes which tend to throw the two 
together, and to assimilate them in architectural character, as 
they had before been rendered as much as possible independent 
of each other: For the former purpose—that is, to facilitate 
community of services between them—the two arches out of the 
chancel into the aisle were opened; and as involving uniformity 
of character, as well as a more free communication, when roofs 
were needed both to the nave and to the south aisle, the high 
pitched roof of the aisle, the eaves of which would come down too 
low against the nave, was changed into a nearly flat roof, resting 
on a clerestory, built for that purpose over the original south wall 
of the aisle, and of course, in the Perpendicular style; and, at 
the same time, windows similar to these were inserted in part of 
the Early English clerestory of the nave, a roof of nearly identical 
character being supplied both to nave and aisle. Thus were the 
architectural features of the church of S. Mary de Castro, con 
ventual and parochial in one, fitted for its double use, and assimi 
lated with its ecclesiastical constitution.

The changes now made in the fabric are indicated in the several 
plans and elevations by the insertions shaded with perpendicular 
lines.* They are so visible in the church itself, that it is scarcely 
necessary to dwell farther on them.

* See especially the three windows thns distinguished in Elevation III.



ON {THE CHURCHES OF LEICESTER.. 9
v

It would be very easy to extend this notice of S. Mary's 
Church to ten times its present length, but I have said enough to 
indicate the heads of its architectural history, in which I do not 
include certain abominations, now happily obliterated, of the last 
generation. I should, however, affect brevity at the expense of 
justice if I did not call attention to the extensive, and, in many 
respects, very difficult restorations which have been lately effected,* 
and if I did not acknowledge the great and salutary efforts of a 
gentleman whose labours here, and their results, make one hesitate 
to perpetuate the term " Churchwarden's Gothic" as a note of 
reproach. If all Churchwardens were like Mr. Nevinson, one 
great part of the vocation of our architectural societies would be 
happily gone. I must add, too, as in private duty bound, that I 
am myself much indebted to the courtesies and help of the 
brothers of that name in Leicester, as on a former occasion to a 
third brother at Stamford, in the preparation of my paper.

We have been advancing throughout from churches of smaller 
to those of greater importance, architecturally considered, and we 
end with by far the finest church in the town: that of S. MAR 
GARET. Of this church, Leland, in his " Itinerary," writes: " S. 
Margaret's is thereby the fairest paroch chirch of Leircester, wher 
ons was cathedrale chirche, and thereby the Bishop of Lincoln 
had a palace, whereof a little yet standeth. John Penny, first 
Abbate of Leircester, then Bishop of Bangor and Cairluel, is here 
buried in an alabaster tumbe. This Penny made the new bricke 
workes of Leircester Abbey, and much of the bricke walls."

Thus summarily is this church dismissed by Leland. We have, 
of course, something to add on the history of the fabric. The 
most ancient portion at present remaining is the last bay eastward 
of the nave, which is Semi-Norman or Transition, and probably 
about 1200 in date. As this, though but a small part, is evi 
dently a part of a church of considerable pretensions, we may 
perhaps infer that, at that early date, S. Margaret's occupied 
about the same space and plan that it does now : if so, it consisted 
of nave and aisles, chancel and south porch: the vestry is, 
doubtless, an addition to the plan; and the tower, since it is 
engaged—that is, wholly enclosed—in the nave, does not alter 
the external limits of the church.

A great rebuilding took place early in the Geometrical period; 
so early, that the characteristic Lancet decoration of the nail head 
is retained in the south nave arcade, and in the south door: and 
to this rebuilding we assign the whole of the nave and aisles, 
except the bay of the nave next the chancel, before assigned to 
the Semi-Norman period. Thenceforward nothing that was done

* The part of these affecting the elevation of the south nave arcade is indicated 
by dots, in Elevation II.
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has left its trace behind, until the fifteenth century, when the 
chancel, the south porch, and the tower, were erected. Of the 
building of the latter we have distinct mention in Bishop Aln- 
wick's Register, which contains an episcopal commission to collect 
"Smoke farthing," or "Lincoln farthing," as it was otherwise 
called, an impost assigned to the use of the fabric of the cathedral, 
and to divert its application to the erection of a bell-tower to the 
church of S. Margaret, Leicester. The date of this commission 
is 1444. At the same time, also, the clerestory of the nave was 
rebuilt; and now S. Margaret's church had assumed the same 
proportions and character which it still retains in its fabric. I 
may add that, with the single exception of the tower being 
engaged, which is a loss both of interior space and of exterior 
effect, it would be difficult to conceive a better parish church, of 
large dimensions, for which it is as fair a model as All Saints' is 
for a smaller church.

At our visit to this church we shall not fail to observe the very 
good iron-work to the north door, and the well within the church, 
just west of the tower; a somewhat rare, but a very desirable 
addition to the church furniture.

I shall conclude this notice with a few extracts from tfye old 
churchwardens' accounts:

	 £. s. d. 
1565. To taking downe of the Roode-loft........ 0 0 8
For vii yardes of green say for my lorde's seat.... 0 9 4
1567. Layd forth for the Egle ................ 4 19 3
1568. Raod. for the Chales .................... 4 13 4
For a samon given to my Lord of Loughhorow.... 0 13 8
Received for the red velvet covering ............ 1 3 1
Reed, for the organ's casse .................... 0 10 0
Heed, for the organ pypes ...................... 1 8 1
Reed, of Mr. Newzamm for the Egle ............ 5 0 0

It appears that my lord's salmon cost the church more than 
was realized for the organ case.

We have now surveyed all the ancient churches still remaining 
in Leicester. You will at once perceive that I offer only a 
summary of my conclusious; a detailed enumeration of the 
grounds on which they rest would take a long time, and be very 
uninteresting. In the following table, I have reduced my conclu 
sions to a yet narrower compass, barely stating the relative ages 
of the several churches and their parts:
NORMAN.—S. Nicholas', tower, great portions of the N. wall of the nave, and one of 

the S. doors.
S. Martin's, tower.
S. Mary's, chancel, part of the nave.
All Saints', W. door.

TRANSITION.—S. Margaret's, one ba}', E. end of nave. 
EARLY ENGLISH.—S. Mary's, S. arcade, and N. and S. clerestory, nave.
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GEOMETBICAL.—All Saints', whole church.
S. Martin's, S. aisle, &c.
S. Mary's, S. aisle, &c.
S. Nicholas', S. aisle, <fcc.
S. Margaret's, nave. 

DECOBATED.—S. Martin's, belfry. 
PEKPENDICULAE.—St. Margaret's, chancel, porch, tower.

S. Martin's, chancel, W. door, &e.
S. Mary's, clerestory of S. aisle, &c. 

LATE.—S. Mary's and S. Martin's spires.

There seem, then, to have been two great eras of ecclesiastical 
work in this town. In the Norman period, all the churches which 
we have now mentioned, except S. Margaret's, were built; and 
in the Geometrical period all of them suffered great changes, or 
received large additions. Of the styles of the other periods we 
have singularly few remains. Of the Semi-Norman, only one bay 
of S. Margaret's. Of the Early English, only a few vestiges in 
S. Mary's. Of the Decorated, perhaps none at all. Of the Per 
pendicular, large portions of S. Margaret's; and smaller parts of 
S. Martin's and S. Mary's. Of Post-Reformation work worth 
noting there is none, until we come to a very recent date, except 
the rebuilding of the spires of S. Martin and S. Mary, both of 
which have been struck by lightning; and both, especially the 
latter, very well repaired for the date.

Until I received the programme of our meeting, I had hoped 
that some one else would take up the subject more at large ; but 
I must just add that, in your new Church now just finished, you 
have a worthy companion of any ancient church of like size and 
pretensions, and a goodly promise of the character of the churches 
that will be built, because built they must be, within the present 
half century, in the town of Leicester.




