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WALL PAINTINGS IN WYCLIF’S 
CHURCH: EVIDENCE OF A 

REFORMER’S LEGACY?
J. Patrick Hornbeck II

In the Leicestershire parish church of St Mary’s, Lutterworth, where the controversial 
Oxford philosopher and theologian John Wyclif served as rector from 1375 until 
his death in 1384, and where he resided full-time beginning in 1381, the walls 
are adorned by at least two paintings that date from the later middle ages. Both 
decorations were discovered by the noted Victorian architect Sir Gilbert Scott, who 
supervised the restoration of the church in the middle of the nineteenth century; 
they were further restored in the late twentieth century, as the parish prepared to 
celebrate the sixth centenary of Wyclif’s death.

The earlier of the paintings (Fig. 1), which appears above the north door of the 
church, has been dated to the fourteenth century and features three figures, in fine 
clothes, engaged in hunting with falcons. Although the extant painting was originally 
believed to be a depiction of three of Wyclif’s noble patrons – King Richard II, his 
wife Queen Anne of Bohemia and the royal duke, John of Gaunt – restoration work 
during the 1980s revealed that the present image is approximately half the size of 
the original. In the missing half, traces of the original were uncovered and can now 
be seen by the careful observer; three skeletons mirror the three figures dressed in 
finery. The painting is thus likely to be an image of the legend of the three living 
and the three dead, a meditation on mortality and the passing of temporal glory – a 
common subject for artwork in medieval churches.1 This image of the three living 
and three dead, however, is not the only painting to have graced the north wall of 
the church. The 1980s restoration work also revealed that the image as a whole had 
probably been painted atop an older scene. This lower layer included at least a set of 
two smaller figures, one dressed as a priest and the other as a cardinal: this has been 
restored and can be seen embedded in the lower right-hand corner of the present 
image.2

The history of these north door paintings presents a number of interesting 
questions, particularly when and why might the earlier images have been covered 
over? If the present painting was executed around the time of Wyclif’s rectorship, 
did the replacement of the older image have anything to do with the figures of the 

1 On this trope, see E. Clive Rouse, Medieval Wall Paintings, 66–7. Princes Risborough: Shire, 2010.
2 This discovery was anticipated by a number of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

commentators. In 1882, for instance, E. W. Thursby, who took the image of the three living and 
the three dead to have been commissioned by Wyclif himself, hypothesised that it had ‘replaced a 
still lower stratum of ornament, perhaps pictures representing some religious or superstitious subject, 
toward which the great Reformer was known to have had a rooted objection’. ‘A Wall Painting in 
Lutterworth Church’, TLAHS 5 (1882), 293–5, here p. 294. See also A. H. Dyson, Lutterworth: The 
Story of John Wycliffe’s Town, ed. Hugh Goodagre, 44. London: Methuen, 1913.
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priest and cardinal? Wyclif, as we know, regularly critiqued the cardinalate and its 
prerogatives in his writings.3

The present note, however, is concerned primarily with the second and larger 
of the medieval paintings in Wyclif’s former church, the one that appears over the 
main chancel arch, above where the rood screen would have been sited in pre-
Reformation times (Fig. 2). This image, which has been hypothesised to date from 
a fifteenth-century renovation that enhanced the overall decoration of the church, 
depicts Christ reigning in glory over the general resurrection – the raising of the dead 
that medieval Christians believed would precede the second, and final, judgment of 
souls for all eternity.4 Christ appears in the top half of the image, in colourful robes, 
seated on a rainbow surrounded by angels wearing white and carrying trumpets. In 
the bottom half, separated from Christ by a border, are the figures of at least 29 men 
and women, some skeletal, some still enfleshed, in various stages of rising from their 
graves. Some of these figures can be identified by their gender or social role; some 

3 See, for instance, John Wyclif, De potestate pape, ed. J. Loserth, 63–73. London: Wyclif Society, 1907.
4 For the date and the medieval renovation, see Dyson, as n. 2, pp. 47–9. Medieval Christians held that 

souls were judged first at death and then, a second time and forever, after the final consummation 
of the world. For the appearance of the first and second judgments in other medieval church art, see 
‘Medieval Art of Death and Resurrection’, Current Archaeology 209 (2007), pp. 34–40.

Fig. 1. Three Living and Three Dead, with restored figures of cardinal and priest,  
St Mary’s, Lutterworth, north aisle. The three skeletons of the dead are top right.
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wear women’s headdresses, and one sports a bishop’s or abbot’s mitre (Fig. 3).5 
Whilst the painting depicts the general resurrection, it differs from other medieval 
images of the same scene in as much as it does not also show the ensuing judgment 
of the dead by Christ. With regard to this idiosyncrasy, a guidebook to the church 
notes: ‘Traditionally doom paintings show people on the left rising to eternal life, 
and people on the right descending to hell. Here there is no obvious difference, and 
as the bishop is on the right, the emphasis of the painting in this case may be the 
future hope of eternal life in Christ.’6

As the guidebook observes, it is unusual for a late medieval painting to depict 
the general resurrection without also portraying the last judgment.7 Roger Rosewell 
has argued that by the fourteenth century, images related to death, resurrection and 
judgment ‘had evolved into an increasingly predictable two-tier scheme, usually 
painted on the east nave wall above the chancel arch’. Indeed, two-thirds of extant 
‘doom’ paintings appear in the same location as the Lutterworth image.8 The upper 
half of the painting in Wyclif’s church, with its depiction of Christ enthroned on a 

5 While the mitre is normally associated with bishops and, in the western church, has been worn by 
them since at least the middle of the tenth century, some abbots were also granted permission to wear 
the mitre. Thus the painting’s mitre-wearing figure need not necessarily be a bishop, though in this 
note I will follow local custom in referring to him as such.

6 St Mary’s Church, ‘Guide: St Mary’s Church Lutterworth’, 2. N.p., n.d.
7 Indeed, many scholarly treatments of the general resurrection and last judgment in medieval paintings 

do not envision the possibility of an image such as that at Lutterworth. See, for instance, Rouse, as n. 
1, 57–60. Leslie Ross, Medieval Art: A Topical Dictionary, 150–1, 245. London: Greenwood, 1996. 
Roger Rosewell, Medieval Wall Paintings in English and Welsh Churches, 24, pp. 72–7. Woodbridge: 
Boydell, 2008.

8 Rosewell, as n. 7, 73, 75.

Fig. 2. General resurrection, St Mary’s, Lutterworth, chancel arch.
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rainbow and surrounded by angels, is conventional, but the lower half lacks any of 
the characteristic features Rosewell describes:

[B]elow Christ, naked souls woken by angels clamber from their graves. To Christ’s 
right, some flock to where St Peter, holding the keys to Heaven, welcomes the saved 
at the Gates of the Holy City, while to His left, batches of distraught sinners are 
carried, dragged, prodded, or ferried in a handcart pulled by demons toward the 
flames of a fanged Hell Mouth.9

If it does not comply with medieval convention, then what should we make of the 
Lutterworth painting of the general resurrection? This image was painted in Wyclif’s 
church not more than a century after his death and at a time when suspicion of 
Wyclif and his associates raged not only in England but throughout Christendom, 
so it is possible, though by no means certain, that the artwork may have something 
to do with the legacy of the Oxford reformer. Indeed, there is some evidence that 
suggests that the painting reflects theological themes stressed by Wyclif in his work 
as parish priest in Lutterworth; it may therefore have been a form of indirect homage 
to the teachings of the controversial Oxford scholar.

By showing resurrection but not judgment, and by placing the figure of the bishop 
where it does, the painting may be revealing its debts to at least two potentially 
contentious theological ideas. First, just as the painting fails to depict judgment, 
it also fails to depict damnation. Unlike other medieval images of the end times, 
there are no devils waiting to drag unrepentant sinners down to hell, and the only 
flames in the painting are those erupting, inexplicably, from the foot of a single 
coffin whose occupant, portrayed in a headdress, possesses a bearing and facial 
expression hardly different from those of others. It does not necessarily follow that 
all of the risen figures will ultimately be saved, but it could be said that by depicting 

9 Ibid., 75.

Fig. 3. Mitred figure in chancel arch painting (detail).
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only the resurrection, the painting chooses to focus on the possibility of salvation 
for the resurrected, rather than on the coming judgment that will divide them into 
the saved and the damned. Second, as the church guidebook notes, the one figure 
who can be identified as a churchman, indeed almost certainly as a bishop, appears 
on the right-hand side of the painting, so if the painting had been conventionally 
divided between the saved and the damned, the bishop-figure would have fallen 
into the latter, unfortunate group. It is worth underscoring that there is nothing 
about the figure of the bishop that suggests that his life was anything but upright; 
nevertheless, the painting places him in a location that might prompt doubts about 
his eternal home, rather than on the left-hand side where a prelate would be thought 
to belong.10

Neither of the ideas sketched in the previous paragraph is overtly heterodox, 
that is, neither contradicts prima facie the teachings of the late medieval church. 
As we have already noted, not to depict judgment is not to deny that judgment will 
take place. Likewise, whilst medieval theology and ecclesiastical practice afforded 
bishops any number of privileges, the church did not claim that its senior leaders 
were immune from sin, nor that they were exempt from paying the ultimate price 
for unshriven sins. Nevertheless, if the Lutterworth wall painting does encourage its 
viewers to dwell on resurrection and grace, rather than on judgment, and if it offers 
an image of a bishop whose salvation is not necessarily secure, then perhaps it is no 
coincidence that these themes are not foreign to Wyclif’s theological and pastoral 
writings.

Let us consider, first, the tendency of the image to stress grace rather than 
judgment. In the centuries since his death, Wyclif has often been described as a 
proponent of highly stark, even arbitrary, doctrines of predestination. His medieval 
opponents ascribed to Wyclif the view that ‘all things that happen, happen from 
absolute necessity’, and both they and later scholars extrapolated from this 
metaphysical starting-point a predestinarian approach to the question of salvation 
that, had Wyclif actually held it, would have rivalled that of John Calvin in its 
rigor.11 Despite this caricature – one fuelled, in part, by the predestinarian imagery 
in Wyclif’s own writings – a chorus of twentieth- and twenty-first-century voices has 
called for a reassessment of Wyclif’s doctrine of salvation. Led by Ian Christopher 
Levy, these scholars have maintained that Wyclif employed a series of philosophical 
claims about contingency and necessity to defend the view that God’s omniscience 
does not in fact entail that all events are predetermined.12 Rather, according to these 

10 That this prelate is depicted as potentially damned is not unique in medieval church art; one of the 
bosses in Norwich Cathedral, for instance, portrays a pope on his way to hell.

11 For medieval claims about Wyclif’s supposed predestinarianism, see Decrees of the Ecumenical 
Councils, edited by Norman Tanner, 2 vols, II, 426. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 
1990. For the modern interpretations described here, see among others: John Stacey, ‘John Wyclif as 
Theologian’, Expository Times 101 (1990), 134–41; J. A. Robson, Wyclif and the Oxford Schools. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961; Samuel Harrison Thompson, ‘The Philosophical Basis 
of Wyclif’s Theology’, Journal of Religion 11 (1931), 86–116.

12 Especially Ian Christopher Levy, ‘Grace and Freedom in the Soteriology of John Wyclif’, Traditio 60 
(2005), pp. 279–337. The trend toward perceiving Wyclif as something less than a strict predestinarian 
was begun two decades ago, in Anthony Kenny’s slim monograph Wyclif, 31–41. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1985. See also Stephen E. Lahey, John Wyclif, 169–98. Oxford: Oxford University 
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revisionists, Wyclif maintained that God’s will is to save all people, that God makes 
grace available to all, and that those who accept God’s offer of grace can rightly be 
called the predestined. Levy has described Wyclif’s theology in strikingly optimistic 
terms:

Wyclif paints a picture of God knocking on the door of people’s hearts, even as some 
resist and refuse to let him in…. Thus, on the one hand, no one can be excused, since 
all people do have the capacity to receive God’s grace. On the other hand, one can 
be sure that Christ does assist those wayfarers who efficaciously will to be saved.13

Connected with Wyclif’s long-neglected description of God as one who offers grace 
to and desires the salvation of all was Wyclif’s reticence to issue pronouncements 
about the salvation or damnation of others. For earlier scholars, Wyclif’s hesitation 
to do so was a necessary concomitant of his doctrine of predestination: if God makes 
arbitrary decisions about who will be saved, then without a special revelation it is 
impossible for anyone to know whether they – or anyone else, for that matter – will 
be in heaven or hell.14 Taking the recent findings of Levy and others into account, 
a contrary explanation now appears more plausible. If, for Wyclif, salvation is 
determined by a person’s response to God’s offer of grace, and if that response is 
free and therefore changeable, then whether a person is saved or damned is a matter 
contingent upon the evolving course of their life. At the same time, for Wyclif, 
salvation is not a matter that depends on an individual’s social or ecclesiastical 
position: whilst he did not hesitate to denounce popes as antichrist, nor to compare 
them to such hated figures as the Jewish high priest Caiaphas and the emperor 
Nero, Wyclif did not refer to any specific bishop, abbot, friar, or other clergyman as 
praescitus, his term for one ‘foreknown’ by God to damnation.15

As we have already observed, these elements of Wyclif’s writings about grace and 
salvation run strongly contrary to the view of him that most of his antagonists held, 
and that most later scholars have consciously or unconsciously repeated. Yet, at the 
same time that careful analysis of Wyclif’s surviving theological texts has revealed 
that he held quite optimistic ideas about grace, new approaches to Wyclif as a 
spiritual and devotional writer have also shown him to have been eagerly interested 
in moral theology, Christian living and, indeed, love.16 Could it be that it was this, 
more pastoral, Wyclif whose ideas about the universality of God’s offer of grace 
struck a chord with his Leicestershire community? If so, and if the Lutterworth 
chancel arch painting indeed emphasises grace over judgment, as well as reminds the 
viewer of the inscrutability of the salvation of others, then we can hypothesise that 

Press, 2009. J. Patrick Hornbeck II, What Is a Lollard? Dissent and Belief in Late Medieval England, 
chapter 2. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.

13 Levy, as n. 12, p. 313. ‘Wayfarer’ (viator) is the traditional medieval term for a Christian making her 
or his way in the world.

14 This is the view, for instance, of Gordon Leff, Heresy in the Later Middle Ages: The Relation of 
Heterodoxy to Dissent, c. 1250–c. 1450, 2 vols, II, 531. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1967.

15 See Hornbeck, as n. 12, chapter 6.
16 For analysis of these themes in Wyclif’s and Wycliffite writings, see the introduction to Wycliffite 

Spirituality, ed. and trans. J. Patrick Hornbeck II, Stephen E. Lahey and Fiona Somerset. Mahwah, NJ: 
Paulist Press, 2013.
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the artisan (or artisans) who painted that resurrection scene may have left us a clue 
as to the kind of Christianity practised there in the fifteenth century.

Several caveats are immediately in order. That the painting on the Lutterworth 
chancel arch depicts its subject unconventionally is incontrovertible. That it must 
therefore owe something to Wyclif’s or to Wycliffite influence is, however, not nearly 
so certain: to claim otherwise would be to commit the logical fallacy post hoc, ergo 
propter hoc, ‘after this, therefore because of this’. Unfortunately, there is little in the 
way of external evidence that helps either to establish, or to disprove, a connection 
between Wyclif, his theology and the chancel arch painting. On the positive side 
of the ledger, we do know that Lutterworth was the scene, in 1428, of the violent 
exhumation and destruction of Wyclif’s bones ordered by the Council of Constance. 
There was, however, a lengthy gap between Constance’s decree in 1415 and its 
execution 13 years later by Richard Fleming, bishop of Lincoln, who in 1419 had 
succeeded to the see after the resignation of Wyclif’s one-time collaborator Philip 
Repingdon. Repingdon lived until 1424 and may have been responsible for delaying 
the implementation of the council’s judgment. Yet whether or not Repingdon was 
behind it, religious authorities did not immediately make Lutterworth a top priority, 
and this ecclesiopolitical context may have provided space for those sympathetic to 
Wyclif’s views to execute the chancel arch painting. This, however, must remain at 
the level of conjecture. Churchwardens’ accounts, which might permit us to date the 
painting more precisely or to uncover additional information as to the circumstances 
of its production, are not extant for St Mary’s, Lutterworth, until 1639; by that 
year, it is highly likely that the medieval painting had already been whitewashed, 
possibly in the course of what has been widely described as the ‘iconophobia’ of the 
Edwardian reformation.17

Evidence for or against the hypothesis that the painting and Wyclif are somehow 
connected might also come from prosopographical analysis of those who were in 
a position to influence the fifteenth-century renovation and redecoration of the 
church. Again, however, few of the extant resources are useful. Throughout the 
later middle ages, the living of St Mary’s, Lutterworth, was in the gift of the Ferrers 
family, Leicestershire, whose descendants became marquises of Dorset. In 1551, the 
then-marquess Henry Grey was created duke of Suffolk, but he was executed in 
1554 after taking part both in the attempt to install his daughter Lady Jane Grey 
on the throne, and in a plot to overthrow Queen Mary after she announced her 
forthcoming marriage to Philip of Spain. While Henry Grey was a strong proponent 
of evangelical theology, little is known of the religious inclinations of his ancestors, 
and the family seems to have been relatively inactive in the preferment of successive 
rectors of Lutterworth. About the rectors themselves, few details are likewise 
available to us, and the majority of the incumbents, like Wyclif prior to his exile 
from Oxford, appear not to have resided in the parish. Of the eight rectors who 
followed Wyclif in the living, at least three and possibly as many as five appear in 
the records of the universities of Oxford and Cambridge. Two were moderately 

17 For information on the Lutterworth churchwardens’ accounts, I am grateful to Jeanette Ovenden of 
the ROLLR: personal communication, 13 June 2012.
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prominent in the university and the church. John Forster, rector of Lutterworth from 
1411 to 1416, was senior proctor of Oxford in 1402, and held canonries in both 
Lincoln and York by the end of his career. Gilbert Kymer, rector from 1420 to 1422, 
later served as chancellor of Oxford, dean of Salisbury and physician to Humphrey, 
duke of Gloucester, whose bequest of manuscripts he secured for the university.18 
A later incumbent of St Mary’s, John Wymark (1460–77), donated a volume of 
sermons and theological tracts to Magdalen College, Oxford.19 Unfortunately for 
our purposes, none of these individuals seems to have played a visible role on any 
side of the Wycliffite controversies of the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
Regardless, given their involvement in ecclesiastical and academic affairs, only a few 
could possibly have been resident in Lutterworth during their terms of office.

In the absence of further evidence about the origins of the painting on the 
chancel arch of Wyclif’s former church, or about the theological predilections of 
the men who ministered there, or about the building projects undertaken by or on 
behalf of the women and men who worshipped there, a definitive interpretation 
of the painting’s idiosyncrasies must remain elusive. Nonetheless, the painting’s 
distinctive portrayal of the general resurrection – one that implies the inscrutability 
of divine judgment, withholds from the viewer conventional scenes of heaven and 
hell, yet hints at the possibility that a high-ranking ecclesiastic might be among the 
damned – cries out for explanation. If the painting’s theological emphases are of a 
piece with Wyclif’s views on grace and salvation, then it is possible that this artwork 
may testify to the quiet persistence in Lutterworth of some of the less controversial, 
indeed pastoral, elements of Wyclif’s theology. 

18 A. B. Emden, A Biographical Register of the University of Oxford to A.D. 1500, 3 vols, II, 708–9, 
1068–9. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957.

19 Ibid., II, 2119–20. The manuscript is now at Oxford, Magdalen College, MS Latin 68.




