
A SERIES OF EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY 
WALL-PAPERS FROM SCRAPTOFT 

HALL, LEICESTERSHIRE 
by 

J. A. DANIELL 

Early in 1962 work commenced on the internal demolition of Scraptoft Hall 
in preparation for a complete renovation scheme to provide residential accom
modation for the new Teachers' Training College. 

Although it was known that the Wigley family had resided at Scraptoft 
since the six:t,eenth oentury the site of their original house was uncertain. 
Demolition work revealed that when they re-built the Hall in its present form 
in 17231 they incorporated part of an older house which had existed on the 
same site. This was shown by the discovery of stone fireplaces and two large 
windows with stone mullions and transoms dating apparently from the late 
sixteenth or early seventeenth century. 

A preliminary examination of the partition and main walls had revealed 
the existence of many layers of wall-paper but it was noticed that the internal 
walls of the principal ground-floor rooms were partly papered over hessian 
screens attached to the brick.work by wooden battens. Great care was taken 
to preserve sections of the early wall-papers and thanks are due to Mr. and 
Mrs. Freebody and to the contractors, Messrs. Kellett, for their very kind 
assistance. 

The earliest wall-paper was discovered, not in the principal living rooms, 
but in a closet opening from a servant's bedroom on the third floor. It is 
certainly of early eighteenth-century date and was pasted directly on to the 
old horse-hair wall plaster. lit displays a blossom design in blue, mauve and 
purple, hand-painted over a background pattern previously stencilled in white 
plume and lattioe work. The foliage was block-printed in outline, the flowers 
being subsequently coloured by hand. It was edged by a border of block
printed floral strip incorporating Tudor Roses, pears and flowers subsequently 
hand-painted. This was moU11Jt,ed on a thicker strip of paper, the back of which 
appears to be the border of a block-printed floral paper probably of late 
seventeenth-century date. It is obvious that this wall-paper and its border 
strips were not originally associated. It seems probable that this fragment 
from the closet in the servant's bedroom was in fact a remnant, discarded when 
the principal living rooms were first papered soon after the re-building of the 
Hall in 1723. It must be remember,ed that in the eighteenth century wall
paper was an expensive luxury intended for a useful life of many years . . 

The next phase takes us into what may be termed the Chinoiserie and 
Early Adam periods of about 1760-1775. 
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A considerable quantity of inter,esting Chinese landscape wall-paper of 
c. 1760 was recovered intact on its hessian backing.2 The background is a 
pale grass-green apparently brush-painted on to the paper; upon this was 
roller-printed in black the outline of the design which consists of an Adam
style vertical cartouche incorporating scrolls, pendants and roundels. In the 
intervening space are grouped Chinese landscapes in which mandarins and 
their servants stand in gardens overhung by trees. Some hold long spear
shaped wands while their servants kneel in subservience behind them. 

When the roller-printing of the design had been completed the artist put 
the finishing touches to it by hand, painting in white the entire outline to make 
it stand out in relief. The result is quite pleasing and must have shown to 
advantage in a drawing-room of th,e mid-eighteenth century furnished in the 
contemporary Chinese Chippendale style. 

In contrast to the Chinese paper and apparently contemporary with it, 
as it overlaps and is attached to the same hessian backcloth, is the Adam-style 
"lyre" wall-paper. The design consists of a successton of vertical friezes 
composed of a series of candelabra-type pendants from which lyres are 
suspended. These repetirtive verticals are divided by alternating stripes and a 
narrow floral column. It is roller-printed in blue-green on a white back
ground with some details picked out in pale maroon. 

Assuming a useful life of abollit thirty years for an eighteenth-century 
wall-paper, we find in the adjoining sitting room a hessian-backed paper which 
must, even in its hey-day, have seemed drab in comparison to the papers 
previously described. Printed on a background of muddy grey is an overall 
design of tiny white dots which festoon monotonous rows of small dull white 
floral sprays. The back of this paper proved to be more intel'esting than the 
front due to the fortunate discovery by Mrs. Freebody of an Excise Duty 
Stamp which enabled it to be dated within a few years. 

At this period wall-paper was subject to a very heavy tax and it was 
customary for a government inspector to be presetlit in the factory in order to 
apply his stamp to the back of the rolls when Duty had been paid by the 
manufaoturer. In this case it consists of a Crown encircled by the inscription 
"FIRST ACCOUNT TAKEN" with the figure "20" below, this being the 
Inspector's number. This stamp can be darted to c. 17953, a date which 
suitably terminates this series of eighteenth-century wall-papers at Scraptoft 
Hall. 

In addition to the wall-papers described above several examples of papers 
dating apparently from the Regency and Early-Victorian periods were 
recovered for preservation by the Leicester Museum. 

NOTES 

1. The date 1723 and the initials L.W. on the rainwater heads at the back of the house 
may be taken to refer to the re-building of the present Hall by Letitia Wigley. 
Nichols, History of Leics., (1795-1815) II, pt. 2, 784. 

2 . For a discussion of Chinese wall-paper see Entwistle, E. A., The Book of Wall 
Paper, (London, 1954), 43-48. 

3. ibid., 59, Illustration "b" shows a similar Excise Stamp. 




