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Context and purpose
This Practical Information Leaflet (PIL) is primarily intended for owners, occupiers, building professionals,
and others who take responsibility for historic buildings.Within this leaflet, English Heritage provides
guidance on assessing the potential for the survival of historic painted decoration, the manner by which
their extent and location can be determined, and the sequence of steps that should be taken should wall
paintings be found to exist, in particular during works to an historic building. Most importantly, it is hoped
that this information will increase the awareness of wall paintings as an integral and unique component of
our nation’s heritage.

English Heritage has prepared this leaflet as one of a series of practical guides, aimed at
clarifying different aspects of the conservation process and improving standards within the
practice of wall painting conservation.

Others in the series include:
Heritage and Gowing 2002 Practical Information Leaflet 1 The production of wall painting conservation documents
Heritage and Gowing 2002 Practical Information Leaflet 2 Temporary protection of wall paintings during building works

English Heritage strongly supports the use of accredited conservators who have
obtained professional recognition through the Professional Accreditation of
Conservator-Restorers (PACR) system.Within the United Kingdom, this scheme
is operated through the Institute of Conservation.
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Using this leaflet
Before the 20th century, wall paintings were among the most common
forms of decoration in ecclesiastical and domestic buildings alike. Much of
this decoration still survives hidden beneath later covering layers, and it is
therefore vital that those living and working in these buildings are aware of
its potential existence.This leaflet provides an introduction to the issues
surrounding the discovery of historic painted decoration and its
subsequent care. It also offers a practical aid for identifying the key steps
to take following discovery, and the relevant contact sources for assistance
and support.
The leaflet contains a number of ‘checklists’, which offer a quick and easy means of assessing
each situation in a systematic manner, and ensure that all the necessary factors are
adequately considered.
Because of specific differences in the legislation and organisational provisions, as well as the
nature of both their use and care, specific information within the leaflet has been divided
into two main building groups:

The image illustrates the complex
combination of materials that can make
up a wall painting.The support for this
late medieval domestic decoration
consists of timber studs and wattle-anddaub infill panels. A thin limewash layer
has been applied to the plaster, forming
the ground for the painted decoration.

Places of worship

Secular buildings

Places of worship are those buildings
identified through the Ecclesiastical
Exemption (Listed Buildings and
Conservation Areas) Order 1994,
which includes the following
denominations: the Church of England,
the Roman Catholic Church in
England, the Methodist Church, the
United Reformed Church, and the
Baptist Union of Great Britain (when
acting in the capacity of trustees).

This term covers all domestic, civic, and
public buildings. In addition, it includes
those buildings used by all other
religious denominations and faith
groups that fall outside the Ecclesiastical
Exemption Order (see box, left). In
many cases, buildings may have changed
use, such as churches and chapels being
converted for domestic occupation, and
these are particularly vulnerable to
internal damage through lack of
awareness of their historic decoration.

© The Wall Paintings Workshop

Wall paintings found during archaeological excavation, and those already detached from
their structure, raise an additional range of issues that are outside the scope of this
document.

Definitions
Wall paintings may be defined as any deliberately painted design or composition applied
directly to the surfaces of a building. Ranging from simple decorative patterns, imitations of
other materials (such as stone or wood) to more complex figurative or even narrative
schemes, wall paintings form integral components of the building fabric. While some wall
paintings can be quite simple in both design and technique, the majority consist of a
combination of materials, often applied as a succession of layers.
4

93296 Eng Heritage

22/2/05

3:51 PM

Page 5

Anticipating and responding to the discovery of wall paintings Practical Information Leaflet No. 3

In most cases, these can be broken down into the following general categories, beginning
with the building itself:
■ support – the structural component of the building onto which the wall painting has
been applied; it can be a single construction material, such as stone, or a composite
structure, such as wattle-and-daub
■ substrate – a distinct intermediate layer which is often applied to the support, such as
plaster or wooden panelling, to provide a finished surface for the painting
■ paint layer(s) – comprising pigments, both natural and manufactured, mixed with binding
media, which can be aqueous, oil-based or of glue made from organic materials (both
plant and animal).The paint can be applied in a single layer, or succession of layers, and
can include additional materials, such as metal leaf or low relief attachments.
Wall paintings must be seen as part of an overall historic interior, which includes the
decorative treatment of architectural elements such as mouldings, panelling, railings, doors
and windows. Architectural paint research, which can greatly increase the understanding and
significance of the building and its decorative history, is a specialist discipline and is covered
by other English Heritage publications (see p 27 for details).
Covering materials and methods, within the context of this leaflet, refer to any actions
or changes within the building that have resulted in the visual obscuring or concealment of
the wall paintings. These can be divided into two main methods:
■ Direct covering denotes any materials applied directly onto the historic painted surface.
This can comprise additional paint and limewash layers – which may include further
applied painted decoration – later wallpapers (historic and modern), and may incorporate
the application of plaster or render. Where wall paintings were covered by direct methods,
this was often preceded by surface preparation (such as sanding or keying of the surface)
causing permanent and potentially irreparable damage to the original decoration.
Direct covering involves material
applied onto the original painted
surface. In this parish church, the wall
paintings have been covered in a
number of layers of later limewash. The
wall paintings have become visible only
through subsequent flaking and loss.

■ Indirect covering denotes any system of covering that does not involve significant direct
contact with the painting surface. Examples of indirect covering include forms of false lining
(for example stud and plaster walling and suspended ceilings), blocking of decorated
openings, wooden panelling and fixed furniture. In many of these cases, there may be direct
fixings into the wall resulting in localised damage.These areas will be particularly vulnerable
to further damage during any physical works.

© Tobit Curteis Associates

Indirect covering systems do make
significant contact with the painted
surface, as in this room, where late
medieval decoration was found behind
a stud wall and coved ceiling.
© English Heritage Building Conservation and Research Team

Building works include any site-related activity that involves the alteration, repair or treatment
of the building, both internally and externally. This work can range from surface cleaning,
redecoration or routine maintenance, to the renewal of fundamental components of the building
fabric, and the insertion or alteration of building services (such as plumbing and electrical).
5
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Introduction – important hidden treasures
The tradition of interior painted decoration can be traced back as far as
man’s need for shelter, from simple yet dramatic cave paintings, to grand
and elaborate painted palaces. Designed to adorn and enhance our
surroundings, wall paintings can offer a direct reflection of the way in
which we have lived and have defined space throughout history. They not
only offer invaluable insights into historical tastes and traditions, but they
also provide us with clues to inform our understanding of a building and
its past. Equally, wall paintings can be extremely beautiful and interesting
works of art in their own right.

‘In the world of
interior decoration
nothing is so fugitive
as paint and textiles
nor so ephemeral in
terms of fashion’
James Ayres, Domestic Interiors: the
British Tradition 1500 –1850, Yale
University Press, 2003, p 128

Why and how wall paintings have historically become
covered
Wall paintings form the visible surface ‘finish’ to a building, and are therefore directly exposed
to the effects of occupation and use. Physical adaptation by new owners, shifts in fashion,
religion and taste, can all result in their covering or partial destruction. Also, historic painted
decoration will have been subjected to general wear, as well as to damage through both
environmental and event-driven decay. This may have prompted covering and often
successive redecoration (in similar or different styles), and the frequency of these changes
can be extremely variable. As a result, the interior surface of a building can comprise a
complex sequence of layers and materials that provide an important and invaluable record
aiding the understanding of the building and its history.
Importantly, in all cases, the circumstances surrounding the covering of wall paintings will
have had a direct impact on their condition, the extent of their survival, and their
relationship to the present architectural context.

Locations and types of wall paintings
Places of worship
The majority of medieval church interiors in England were originally painted, frequently with
extensive figurative and decorative schemes. Imagery within the church provided spiritual
focus, and was used to express visual messages for those unable to read the Bible. These
paintings were subject to regular renovation and redecoration, often resulting in a complex
layering of decorative polychromy.

Even fairly recent religious wall
paintings can be subjected to covering.
This vibrant Victorian chapel decoration
shows areas of damage and loss, the
extent of which was not clear until the
entire wall had been carefully
uncovered and examined.
© Robert Gowing

6

Most ecclesiastical wall paintings were obliterated as a result of the Protestant Reformation in
the mid-16th century, a process repeated during the Civil War. Although many were physically
destroyed, it was also common to cover the earlier decoration with layers of limewash (or a
new application of plaster), onto which acceptable less ostensibly ‘idolatrous’ decoration was
applied. Though often much simpler in design, these post-Reformation paintings were equally
important elements within the church, and are of both historical and artistic significance.
While the stripping out of wall plasters during extensive campaigns of church restoration
throughout the 18th and 19th centuries further affected earlier interior decoration, the
vast majority of newly constructed churches during this period were subject to a revival
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Within historic buildings one can often
be faced with multiple phases of
decoration, as on the east wall of this
church, where one can discern at least
three different schemes of painted
decoration, as well as numerous undecorated plaster patches and repairs.
All of this material can contribute to
better understanding of the building
and its history, and needs proper
consideration.
© English Heritage Metric Survey Team

in elaborate painted decoration. These painted schemes reflected changing attitudes
towards the Gothic traditions and church liturgy. Many involved large firms of specialist
decorators, who provided patterns and ‘ready-made’ designs applied using either stencils,
or canvas paintings prepared in the artists’ studios. Changing tastes in the 20th century
saw these comprehensive and colourful schemes as too garish, also quite difficult and
costly to maintain. As a result (not unlike the actions of the iconoclasts some four
centuries earlier) many were covered over with simpler and more manageable
decoration, adding to the prevalence of covered wall paintings within church buildings
throughout England.
Secular buildings
While the existence of wall paintings in civic and other public buildings is reasonably well
documented, it is becoming increasingly apparent that there is an equally established
tradition for the use of painted decoration within domestic buildings of all types and
scales. Early medieval examples are extremely rare, and tend to be found within higher
status buildings, and those already recognised through statutory protection. Most surviving
wall paintings in more modest vernacular buildings tend to date from the late 15th
century onwards. Despite the increasingly widespread introduction of wallpapers in the
18th century (itself a significant form of historic decoration), the use of directly applied
painted decoration has continued right up to the present day, and can be of great
historical significance.
The appearance of domestic buildings can also be highly deceptive, with later alterations,
such as extensions and new ‘updated’ facades (which can encapsulate and conceal
substantially intact sections of the earlier construction) thus greatly disguising a building’s
true age and importance.
There is also a longstanding tradition for the adaptation of ecclesiastical buildings for private
use, such as monastic buildings that survived the Reformation, and more recently the
conversion of redundant churches into public centres and residential accommodation.
7
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The covering of wall paintings is often
linked with changes in use, and can
have a great impact on the extent of
survival and its relationship to the
surrounding architecture. This early
monastic building was decorated with
an elaborate scheme of religious wall
paintings, which were concealed when
the building was converted into a
private residence at the Reformation.
The physical impact of the alterations
is obvious in areas of loss.
© Crown Copyright NMR

In these instances, wall paintings are particularly vulnerable, since they are both hidden, and
no longer linked to the way the building is being used. Care and diligence are therefore
crucial in the early recognition of covered wall paintings, particularly when their presence
has not been suspected.

Evaluating dating and significance
Assessment of any discovered decoration includes the general evaluation of its possible date
and relative significance. Although specialist involvement and advice can prove most effective,
there are many pieces of information that can be readily collected to support the
preliminary assessment of historic wall paintings.
■ The building history – Any clarification of the date and significance of newly discovered
wall paintings must be considered as part of an overall assessment of the history of the
building. One must be careful however, since in many cases, the suggested date will have
been established on obvious visual evidence, often external only, and may not have taken
into account the possibility that previous structures had been incorporated.
■ The physical relationship between the painting and the building – Close visual examination
of the various surviving layers within the building may help to establish the sequence of
physical changes, which should then be compared to historic information on the building.
■ Specific decorative or stylistic clues – Certain designs, as well as the colour combinations
used, can be linked to specific historic periods. In addition to stylistic evaluation,
distinctive details such as costume, decorative motifs, and architectural elements can
assist in clarifying subject matter and dating.
8
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Anticipating the survival of wall paintings
New discoveries of painted decoration within historic properties occur
frequently across the country. In a large number of cases, the discovery is
purely accidental, the unanticipated outcome of works to the building, or
the result of specific events such as fire or flooding.
Lack of awareness of the potential for surviving historic decoration is largely to blame for
these ‘accidents of discovery’, and sadly can result in inadvertent damage and loss. Moreover,
when discoveries occur during building works, there are often both financial and scheduling
pressures placed on any decision-making, and this can impact on the long-term care of
surviving wall paintings.
Although the interior surfaces of a building will have accumulated a rich decorative history
which can form an important component in understanding their history, clearly not all
buildings retain hidden wall paintings. It is, however, always worth thinking carefully about the
possibility of their existence, and recognising those situations where covered wall paintings
are most likely to be found.
Small areas of painted decoration
frequently go unnoticed, especially in
buildings no longer in regular use.
These fragments, discovered in a 15th
century hall, which had been converted
to agricultural use, were found to form
part of an extensive medieval
decorative scheme. Early recognition is
essential to ensure that conservation
and repair of the building does not
result in inadvertent damage or loss to
any wall paintings.
© The Wall Paintings Workshop

Understanding the risks and the responsibilities
Before any building works or redecoration to a property, several key questions should be
addressed:
■ Is the building listed, or is it more than 50–60 years old?
■ Does the building already contain areas of visible historic decoration?
If the answer to either of these questions is yes, then the possibility that concealed painted
decoration still survives should be taken into consideration in advance of any physical
intervention.
9
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In the cases where buildings are protected through designation, any works that can
potentially affect their special architectural and historic interest will be subject to statutory
consent. Careful and early evaluation of the nature of any proposed works in consultation
with the appropriate authorities and relevant building professionals, such as architects,
surveyors, and conservators, can aid the production of a detailed risk or impact assessment.
When undertaken as part of the project development, it can help to anticipate areas of
concern, greatly reducing the chances of accidental damage, and the misallocation of often
limited time and resources.

Places of worship

Secular buildings

For the Church of England, the Faculty
Jurisdiction Rules (2000), read in
conjunction with the Care of Churches
and Ecclesiastical Jurisdiction Measure
(1991), helps to ensure parity between
ecclesiastical and secular controls over
listed buildings, and requires parishes
to provide

Listed Building Consent is required
for any alteration or extension to a
listed building that may affect its
character as a building; this includes
internal works. It is administered
through the local authority, often with
input and advice from English
Heritage. Government policy for
Listed Building Consent is detailed in
Planning Policy Guidance 15 (PPG15),
which provides details on the nature
and extent of information required
for any application, and includes
general guidance on the evaluation
and understanding of interiors
(Annex C, paragraphs 58–63), and
the need for careful assessment and
investigation, which should be
undertaken with advice from a
relevant building professional.

(a) a Statement of Significance,
summarising the historical
development of the church and
identifying important features
(b) a Statement of Need, which sets out
the justification for the works against
their potential impact on the building.
The other denominations covered by
the Ecclesiastical Exemption Order
have similar control systems for their
listed buildings.
The Faculty Jurisdiction Rules 2000 SI 2000 No. 2047.
HMSO 1991 Care of Churches and Ecclesiastical
Jurisdiction Measure.

Department of the Environment/Department of
National Heritage 1994, Planning Policy Guidance 15:
planning and the historic environment.

Gathering clues
Whether necessary for statutory consent, or as part of a general risk assessment for
potential building works, the first step in assessing a historic property is to check for any
existing information.This can be found in the form of written, graphic, and photographic
records, as well as informal anecdotal sources. Material relating to the property may be
obtained through the local record office, or public library. If the building is listed, ask for a
copy of the listing description (though these are often not exhaustive), and any other
available information from the local planning department. In addition, it is worth investigating
the National Monuments Record (NMR) collections at the English Heritage office in
Swindon for historic images of listed buildings.
It is worth noting that place and street names, and even county boundaries, may have
changed, so one may need to try a number of options for the property. In addition, it is also
useful to check if any other similar buildings in the area have extant historic wall paintings.

10
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Depending on the type of building, additional documentary information may be available
through other specialist groups:
Places of worship

Secular buildings

The records held within a church
should always be the first port of call,
as well as parishioners or previous
incumbents.

Throughout the country, there are
numerous local museums and archives
which may hold useful information on
buildings or local areas. Several
organisations are dedicated to the study
and recording of local vernacular
architecture, including historical societies
and local building preservation trusts.
The local authority conservation officer
as well as local librarians should be able
to assist in locating the relevant groups.

Additional information on the building
may be found through the local
diocesan office, which may be able to
identify other specialist interest
societies where relevant.

This preliminary documentary research need not be a costly exercise, though it can often
be quite time consuming, with mixed results. Should initial enquiries prove difficult or
disappointing, an approach to specialists in art historical and documentary research can be
more effective.

Looking for signs
Within the property, careful visual inspection can sometimes provide valuable clues to
suggest the presence of covered wall paintings. Importantly, these preliminary checks must
be non-invasive: this means that they should not involve any physical interference or contact
with the wall surface, as this could put underlying decoration at risk, or inadvertently cause
unnecessary damage to the building.
When looking carefully at the internal surfaces, the following indicators can assist in
determining the potential for hidden decoration:
■ Surface texture and topography
For plastered or rendered walls, an uneven or undulating surface may suggest older
material behind it; equally indicative are clear signs of multiple applications of surface
coatings (limewash or paint). Walls with visible areas of repair or patching, while
indicating some previous damage or loss, may also point towards specific areas where
fragments or portions of earlier painted plaster may survive.
■ Raking light
Shining a strong light at an oblique angle across the surface of the wall may reveal the
texture of underlying brushstrokes, or even the outline of a painted design.
Visual inspection can sometimes detect
valuable clues suggesting the existence
of covered wall paintings.Through
shining a strong light at an oblique
angle across the surface, it may be
possible, without the need for invasive
action, to see the texture of underlying
brushstrokes – even when covered by
thick acrylic paint layer(s).
© Paine and Stewart

■ Physical changes
Looking carefully at both the exterior and interior of the building will help to identify any
structural changes, such as extensions, or the blocking of doorways and windows. Any of
these interventions may have resulted in redecoration, which may have been applied
over earlier historic surfaces. Obvious changes in the function or layout within a building
are also likely to have affected internal decoration.They can be detected by visual clues
such as disrupted cornicing and skirting boards. Small cupboards or new dividing walls
may conceal and protect earlier surfaces, and wooden panelling can often be a later
insertion which may also have obscured underlying wall paintings.
11
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Going further – specialist evaluation
Where the likelihood of surviving historic decoration is assumed to be high – either because
of the type or status of building, or through investigative research – it may become desirable
or even necessary to obtain a more accurate evaluation from appropriate specialists.This
should be undertaken when a preliminary risk assessment identifies aspects of the works
that could damage internal surfaces, or when required as part of the statutory conditions for
consent.The commissioning of specialist involvement does require additional resources, and
it is always worth checking with the local authority for potential financial assistance.
Historic buildings pose specific challenges that call for input from a wide range of specialists,
including architects, engineers, surveyors, conservators, historians and scientists. When able
to work as a collaborative multi-disciplinary project team, they can collectively contribute to
a better understanding of the significance and conservation needs of the building, and can
ensure that appropriate decisions are made in a systematic and effective manner.
In most cases, however, these preliminary investigations will be undertaken or led by a wall
painting conservator, who will be able to evaluate further the evidence already gathered, and
may be able to suggest additional avenues of research. He/she will also carry out a detailed
visual inspection of the property, using a combination of non-invasive techniques (as
described above), as well as further specialist imaging techniques depending on the
circumstances of the project.
In some cases, even when painted
decoration is obvious, the full extent
may not always be clear, and additional
investigative techniques may be needed
to evaluate its nature and extent.
Here, illumination using infrared
reflectography is able to detect details
of the decoration not readily visible in
normal light.
© English Heritage Building Conservation and Research Team

On completion of the preliminary inspection, the conservator should produce a written
report of the findings, and provide detailed recommendations for further necessary action,
including the need for any additional investigations, and the longer-term conservation
requirements, following the guidelines set out in English Heritage Practical Information
Leaflet 1: the production of wall painting conservation documents (Heritage and Gowing
2002a). Based on the results of the investigation, and in discussion with the other
professionals involved, he/she can also assist in determining the impact of any proposed
building works, and suggest means of minimising risks to the painted decoration.
12
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Immediate actions to safeguard new
discoveries
While the discovery of a wall painting is undoubtedly exciting, it also
invests the building’s owners or those in charge with a responsibility for
its care. Despite the significant number of wall paintings discovered in
England, there remains surprisingly little awareness of the potential for
damage that accompanies their exposure, or the resource implications
for conservation and care.
The condition of a newly uncovered painting can be particularly precarious, its constituent
materials responding in complex and unpredictable ways to the changes in its environment,
and the condition of the building fabric. The removal of later covering layers to reveal a wall
painting not only means irrevocable loss of those layers, but may also expose the scheme
to further subsequent deterioration.
In the event of a discovery, and in order to ensure the painting’s preservation, it is extremely
important to adhere to the following guidelines.

Checklist
On discovery of any historic painted decoration, one
should…
■

Suspend any redecoration and other building work, especially
wet trades

■

Not persist in uncovering the painting

■

Record and collect any dislodged material (do not throw
anything away)

■

Notify the relevant authorities

■

Consult conservation professionals

13
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Suspend any works to the building
Ideally, when the presence of historic decoration has been established well in advance,
building works will have been organised to avoid potential damage. However, where the
discovery is the result of works, it is necessary to suspend activity on the site temporarily
until there is a detailed understanding of the nature and extent of surviving wall decoration.
It is extremely likely that if a wall painting survives in one location, it will extend to other
surfaces within the room, or even other parts of the building. Extreme caution should
therefore be taken because of the potential presence of further decoration throughout the
building. Even work which is not taking place in the immediate vicinity of the exposed wall
painting may need to be reduced, and the relevant areas isolated where possible, to lessen
the risk of exposing or damaging further areas of decoration.

Do not persist in uncovering the wall painting
Once historic decoration has been found it is essential that no further uncovering be
undertaken until professional advice has been sought. Although it is very tempting to
continue removing overlying layers to reveal the scheme, such an intervention can be
highly damaging, and can compromise options for treatment as well as increase costs for
necessary conservation.
In addition, the nature of the later covering layers should be established in order to assess
their own significance in the decorative history of the building, as these may merit
preservation in their own right.
New discoveries of painted decoration
within historic properties occur
frequently. Often the discovery is purely
accidental, or through localised loss of
the surface covering, such as the
exposure of these painted ceiling beams
following the partial collapse of the later
ceiling.When an area of wall painting is
discovered, it is essential to resist the
temptation for further uncovering until
advice is sought to determine the nature
and extent of the survival.
© The Perry Lithgow Partnership

Record and collect any dislodged or detached material
If the area has been damaged in the course of the building works, there may be detached
fragments of building material, such as fallen plaster or broken timber, much of which could
retain painted decoration. Detached material may hold important archaeological information
which will aid in the assessment and/or treatment of the painting, and it is possible that
much of it can be reinstated. It is therefore very important to record where the fragments
have come from, and to store them carefully for examination by the conservator and other
building professionals.
14
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Notify the relevant authorities
Any decisions regarding the treatment of newly discovered wall paintings will have a direct
impact on the fabric of the building. It is therefore vital that notification is made to the
appropriate authorities responsible for their protection. In the case of listed buildings, this
notification is essential as undertaking any works that affect wall paintings will require consent.
Early contact with the relevant bodies is not only necessary but can also be very useful.
They will be able to help with clarifying the relative significance of the decoration, can
sometimes provide specific conservation expertise, and can identify possible sources of
funding for its preservation.

Places of worship

Secular buildings

In the first instance, the parish
representatives should inform their
respective Diocesan offices.

The Conservation Officer for the
Local Planning Authority should be
notified as soon as possible.

For the Church of England churches, the
Diocesan Advisory Committees (DAC)
are responsible for advising on care and
preservation, and are supported at
national level by the Council for the
Care of Churches (CCC).The Catholic
Church operates 13 Historic Churches
Committees, who are accessed via their
local diocesan office.

Conservation Officers can assist in
determining any statutory
requirements associated with the
discovery, and the impact this may
have on any ongoing building works.
In addition, they may liaise with English
Heritage, who can offer additional
advice and support.

For Cathedrals, and for the other
denominations and faith groups included
under the Order see pp 22, 25 – 26.

Consult conservation professionals
In many cases, a number of building professionals, such as architects, surveyors and building
contractors, may already be involved in the works, and can assist in initial decision making
and planning.The extent to which one needs to enlist additional specialist support will
relate directly to specific circumstances of the building, and the associated works. In the
case of a newly discovered wall painting, a qualified wall painting conservator is essential, as
he/she will be able to assist in clarifying the extent and condition of the wall painting, offer
guidance on its relative significance, and provide recommendations for its conservation.
Many of the authorities discussed above can provide help with locating and commissioning
suitable specialists.
In addition, The Conservation Register is a national database maintained by the Institute of
Conservation containing details of independent practices which provide specialist
conservation services and support.The Register is designed to help potential clients to make
informed choices. It offers advice on choosing and working with a conservator, and is now
available as a free searchable database on its website (www.conservationregister.com).

15
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Conservation decisions for newly discovered
wall paintings
When wall paintings are discovered – and especially during a programme
of building works – clear assessment and evaluation is essential and must
include the following:
■

the extent and condition of the wall paintings, and their relative significance

■

the condition of the building and its environment

■

the impact on the wall paintings from any further physical intervention
to the site

■

the determination of conservation options.

In direct consultation with the relevant building professionals, this work should be led by the
wall painting conservator.The following section outlines the sequence and scope of actions
the conservator is likely to undertake when assisting in the coordinated evaluation of newly
discovered wall paintings, and the collaborative decision-making process needed for
determining their appropriate longer-term conservation and care.

Conservation strategy for newly discovered wall paintings
■ Establish the nature and extent of the wall paintings
■ Assess their current condition, and the causes of deterioration
■ Identify the need for any emergency remedial conservation, and any additional
investigations necessary to clarify and assess deterioration factors
■ Evaluate the conservation requirements of the site as a whole
■ Prepare conservation options, and evaluate against agreed objectives as part of
an integrated conservation programme
■ Implement agreed conservation measures
■ Agree future maintenance and management strategy
■ Ensure all associated documentation is complete and copies lodged with all
relevant parties

Preliminary assessment and condition survey
Initially, the wall painting conservator will need to be commissioned to assess the wall
paintings.This study should build upon the information and material already collected about
the building and its history, in conjunction with a more thorough on-site assessment of the
nature and extent of surviving decoration, and the evaluation of its condition. A quotation
from prospective conservators for the preliminary condition survey and conservation
proposals should be obtained (this is likely to require an initial site visit), and depending on
the circumstances of the discovery and the building, there may be scope for obtaining
financial assistance for this phase of the works.
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Preliminary examination
Non-invasive examination
The preliminary evaluation and condition assessment of newly discovered wall paintings is
best understood as an iterative process. Using professional judgement and experience, a
wall painting conservator should aim to focus initially on simple, non-invasive methods of
inspection to build up a better understanding of the situation, and identify those issues or
areas requiring more detailed investigations. Interpretation of the information gathered at
each stage, as well as discussion with others involved in the project, will help to prioritise
the nature of the work and the available resources, and gain a clearer understanding of
deterioration mechanisms and their root causes.
The discovery of even small elements of painting can often point to the presence of a far
more extensive scheme. It is therefore important to widen the visual inspection beyond the
area of exposed wall painting in order to establish its full extent, and present condition.
Invasive investigations
In certain cases, visual inspection may not be adequate to identify all areas of surviving wall
painting, and more direct investigations involving the limited removal of the covering
materials may be required. While potentially more revealing and informative, this approach
necessitates some damage to and destruction of historic building fabric, and must be based
on clearly defined objectives, and undertaken only with appropriate consent.
During the preliminary examination,
visual inspection may not be sufficient
to identify all areas of surviving wall
painting. Under clearly defined
objectives and with appropriate
consent, more direct investigations by a
wall painting conservator may involve
the limited removal of the covering
materials, as here where the entire wall
surface had been covered by a thick
modern black paint.The resulting ‘test
windows’ can cause significant visual
disturbance to the wall surface and the
loss of potentially important later paint
layers, and need to be considered as
part of an overall conservation strategy.
© Paine and Stewart

The project team needs to understand the implications of deliberately uncovering further
areas or ‘test windows’ in the covering materials. While it is clearly tempting to undertake
multiple tests in as many places as possible, this can result in significant visual disturbance to
the wall surface and the loss of potentially important later paint layers.Test uncovering,
which must only be carried out by a wall painting conservator, requires careful planning and
coordination, and the areas affected must be fully recorded.
Condition survey
The condition survey, which forms an integral component of the preliminary assessment,
needs to take into account the nature and condition of the building and the surrounding
environment. As far as circumstances allow, it should provide an objective description of the
decoration, its current condition, and identification of any factors that may be contributing to
its deterioration.
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Recording
In addition to those records made immediately after the finding of covered wall paintings,
the conservator should incorporate visual and graphic documentation as part of the
condition survey. Depending on the nature of the wall painting, it may be appropriate for
the conservator to undertake more extensive photographic and/or graphic documentation
of the scheme’s original technique and current condition. Additional specific recording is
essential should any invasive investigations be required.

Immediate/emergency conservation requirements
Emergency stabilisation

Newly discovered wall paintings can be
highly vulnerable, especially when they
are found during building works. In
certain cases, it may be necessary to
carry out temporary protective
measures, such as the application of
facing tissue, in advance of any
remedial conservation.
© English Heritage Building Conservation and Research Team

When wall paintings are exposed they invariably become more susceptible to further
damage.The uncovering process, especially when unintentional, can exert a great deal of
stress on a painting, and can itself be extremely damaging.To reduce the risk of additional
damage or loss, some short-term remedial measures may therefore be required, although
any intervention should be kept to the minimum necessary in advance of the determination
of longer-term conservation options.
All emergency measures should be based on a clear method statement produced by the
wall painting conservator. The work must be fully recorded, including all materials used, to
aid in the ongoing visual monitoring of the wall paintings, and to inform any future
treatment.
Temporary protective measures

This baroque wall painting was heavily
keyed before being covered by thick
plaster. Not only has this greatly
affected the legibility of the design, but
the exposed edges may be vulnerable
to ongoing deterioration.These factors
need to be carefully evaluated when
determining appropriate conservation
and care measures.
© The Perry Lithgow Partnership

While building works in the immediate vicinity of a painting should be temporarily
suspended to reduce the risk of further damage to the wall paintings, in some circumstances
it may be necessary for some works to continue elsewhere in the building. In these cases,
measures should be taken to minimise the risk to the paintings from any wet trades,
dramatic variations in temperature and humidity levels, vibration, damage from physical
contact, and the deposition of airborne dust and debris.
Potential risks should be assessed and appropriate protective measures implemented in
close consultation with a conservator. For further information, see Practical Information
Leaflet 2: temporary protection of wall paintings during building works (Heritage and
Gowing 2002b).

Conservation strategy and presentation options
The findings of the wall painting conservator, as presented in his/her report, should form the
basis for determining an agreed strategy for the conservation and care of any partly
revealed wall paintings. This must be fully integrated within an overall conservation
programme to ensure appropriate prioritisation of conservation needs for the building and
its environment. In almost all cases, there will be a number of potential choices, and it is the
role of the project team to assist those responsible for the building in making an informed
choice, and understanding the implications in terms of time, resources and future
maintenance requirements.
In most cases, the options for conservation can be divided into three main approaches.
However, it may be necessary to consider a combination of these approaches to suit the
specific circumstances of the site and its decoration.
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Stabilisation ‘as found’
As a minimum, it is essential that all exposed areas of wall painting are conserved to ensure
their physical stability without any further uncovering of the decoration. Equally important,
the building must be properly repaired and maintained to ensure the long-term preservation
and protection of all exposed areas of decoration.
The decision to conserve ‘as found’ is normally chosen where complex issues surrounding the
future of the site are yet to be resolved. It ensures that there are direct physical markers to
identify the survival of decoration, thereby minimising the risk of future inadvertent damage.
This approach may not offer the most aesthetically pleasing result, but allows for time to
consider additional intervention, establish clearer objectives, and obtain suitable resources.
The conservator must ensure that all areas where painted decoration survives are clearly
identified in the final conservation report, along with a clear description of the works
undertaken, and the materials employed in the conservation.
Partial or full uncovering
The discovery of historic wall paintings in a building does not automatically mean that they
should be fully uncovered and conserved. Any further uncovering of wall paintings will place
the underlying material at risk, and will clearly sacrifice overlying layers, which are a part of
the building’s decorative history. The conservator should advise on technical and ethical
considerations, such as the nature of the original and added materials and the potential
methods of uncovering.
Several factors may advocate further uncovering the paintings:
■ when it is clear that the covering materials are actively contributing to the deterioration
of the wall paintings
■ when the risks of inadvertent damage due to their concealment cannot be adequately
addressed
■ when the remaining covering materials can be safely and effectively removed with
minimal risk to the decoration, or where the extent of remaining material is limited
■ as an interim measure to enable the conservation and further evaluation of the scheme
and its condition prior to potential recovering
■ when the paintings present a special aesthetic or historic value.
During re-decoration of this parish
church, a number of areas of surviving
wall painting were discovered. Following
inspection and appraisal by a wall
painting conservator, and in
consultation with the Diocesan Advisory
Committee and English Heritage, it was
agreed that certain areas should be
partially revealed and left exposed.This
has not only added to the historical
interest of the church, but has also
ensured awareness of surviving
decoration, thereby reducing the risk of
inadvertent damage from future works.
© The Perry Lithgow Partnership
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These reasons must be viewed in the light of a series of problematic issues:
■ To what extent do the wall paintings actually survive? Extremely fragmentary and
discontinuous remains may not provide sufficient detail to allow for an understanding of
the decorative scheme, or may be so widely dispersed within the building that they
affect its general use.
■ How well – or badly – have they been preserved? Historically wall paintings may have
been rubbed down, abraded or hacked before being covered over. When they were
over-painted, this was often for a good reason, eg because they were in a derelict state,
or because the physical layout of the building might have been altered, affecting the
relative context for the scheme (such as the division of rooms, shift from ecclesiastical
to secular use). In some cases, it also marked changes in taste or fashion.
■ Are the current circumstances within the building appropriate for their exposure? In
many instances, there may be fundamental conservation issues relating to the building
structure and surrounding environment, as well as its use (both current and future).
Until these are addressed, their existing covering materials may better protect the wall
paintings, and there may even be the need to introduce additional protective measures.
The decision to uncover wall paintings raises additional ethical issues, particularly when the
covering layers themselves are of some significance, or when there are multiple phases of
decoration.
Equally important are considerations of costs, both immediate and in the longer term.
Uncovering can be a time consuming and expensive undertaking, and needs to be balanced
against the costs of preservation of the entire building or site, and the resources available for
future maintenance.
Recording and re-covering
In cases where further uncovering is deemed inappropriate, re-covering of the decoration
may be the most effective means of protecting it against further damage and/or
deterioration. Re-covering must only be undertaken by a wall painting conservator following
detailed recording of the areas. The methods used should aim to permit safe and effective
removal in the future, without placing the decorated surface at undue risk.
Within this manor house, the decision
was made to conceal earlier wall
paintings behind wooden panelling.
Following conservation and recording,
this approach can offer effective
protection of the decoration, and as
shown here, the incorporation of a
hinged access panel allows for
periodic visual inspection to assess
their condition.
© English Heritage Building Conservation and Research Team
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Where all areas of exposed decoration are to be concealed, it is essential that their
presence is made clear in all documentation relating to the site.The conservator should also
provide clear guidance to ensure that no activities occurring within the building place the
decoration at risk, and this information must be readily available to those responsible for
the property.

Longer-term monitoring and maintenance
Condition monitoring
Whether they are covered or exposed, wall paintings remain sensitive to their environment.
In most cases, the owner/occupier or those in charge of the site are the people best placed
to routinely review the condition of the wall paintings, and to monitor for any visible signs of
change, especially if modifications have been carried out in the building (such as changes to
the heating, or the use of the space). A good set of record photographs can be the most
effective means of checking condition, and these should ideally be incorporated by the wall
painting conservator into the conservation report, along with location plans clearly
identifying areas of surviving decoration. Using this information as a guide, some of the signs
to look out for include:
■ visible increases in areas of previous loss – eg there may be fallen material lying at the
base of the wall
■ visual changes, such as darkening of areas, alterations of colour
■ physical changes in the surface, such as bulging, cracking and flaking
■ accumulation of excessive surface dust and dirt (including such material as cobwebs).
Should any of these signs become evident, it is recommended that a wall painting
conservator be consulted.
Effective maintenance
Effective maintenance of the building is one of the most important factors in the
preservation of internal decorative surfaces. Regular checks for blocked rainwater goods, as
well as condition inspections of roofs, windows, and building services are essential to avoid
potentially catastrophic damage. Combining a routine inspection of the building with visual
monitoring of the wall paintings can help to establish an integrated site management plan,
which can help to preserve our cultural heritage for the future.
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Sources of further information and assistance
Several institutions are available for information and/or help, covering both places of worship and secular
buildings.The type of help ranges from offering simple general advice about historic buildings, to
providing information on technical, conservation, and planning issues as well as prospective funding
sources. It is by no means exhaustive.

Organisations with statutory responsibilities
Institution

Remit

Contact details

Local Authorities

Local authorities should be the first ports of call
for information and guidance on matters relating
to the conservation and care of historic buildings.

Details of all local government
web sites can be found through:
www.direct.gov.uk

English Heritage

English Heritage is the Government's statutory
adviser on the historic environment. Officially
known as the Historic Buildings and Monuments
Commission for England, English Heritage is an
Executive Non-Departmental Public Body
sponsored by the Department for Culture, Media
and Sport (DCMS).

Please see back cover for regional
and central offices
23 Savile Row, London W1S 2ET
Tel. 020 7973 3000
Fax 020 7973 3001
www.english-heritage.org.uk

Our powers and responsibilities are set out in
the National Heritage Act (1983, amended 2002)
and we report to Parliament through the
Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport.

22

Council for the Care
of Churches (CCC)

The Council for the Care of Churches has
national responsibility for advising and assisting in
the conservation of Church of England churches.
Within the CCC, the Paintings Committee
advises on cases involving wall paintings, and can
offer conservation grants. Additionally, the
Diocesan Advisory Committees for the Care of
Churches also advises local church communities
on the preservation of churches.

Fifth Floor, Church House,
Great Smith Street, London
SW1P 3NZ
Tel. 020 7898 1000
Fax 020 7898 1881
CCC E-mail:
enquiries@ccc.c-of-e.org.uk

Cathedrals Fabric
Commission for
England (CFCE)

The Cathedrals Fabric Commission for England
offer technical conservation advice for England’s
Cathedrals, and also has a statutory role in
conservation activities affecting the building fabric.

CFCE E-mail:
enquiries@cfce.c-of-e.org.uk
www.churchcare.co.uk

Historic Churches
Committee
(Liturgy Office)

The Liturgy Office is at the service of the Roman
Catholic Bishops’ Conference for England. It is
able to provide guidance on matters such as the
liturgical ordering of churches, care of their
furnishings and fabric, and the particular
arrangements in place concerning listed buildings.

Liturgy Office, 39 Eccleston
Square, London SW1V 1PL
Tel. 020 7821 0553
Fax 020 7630 5166
www.liturgy.demon.co.uk
www.catholic-ew.org.uk
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Professional institutions/sources of specialist conservation services
Institution

Remit

Contact details

Institute of
Conservation

The Institute of Conservation is the recently
amalgamated professional body representing
conservators in the British Isles who work in
both the public and private sectors.The Institute
exists to foster excellence in the provision of
conservation services, to raise awareness of the
importance of conservation skills, and to provide
information and advice to those requiring
conservation services.

Tel. 020 7721 8721
Fax 020 7721 8722
www.instituteofconservation.org.uk

The Institute implements an accreditation scheme
and accredited members use the acronym ACR
(Accredited Conservator-Restorer).
The Conservation
Register

The Institute also maintains the Conservation
Register: a national database containing details of
independent practices which provide specialist
conservation services and advice.

The Conservation Register
Tel. 020 7721 8246
E-mail:
info@conservationregister.com
www.conservationregister.com

Register of Architects
Accredited in Building
Conservation

The AABC Register provides details of registered
architects knowledgeable in the conservation of
historic buildings and demonstrating experience
in this field.

33 Macclesfield Road,Wilmslow,
Cheshire SK9 2AF
Tel. 01625 523784
Fax 01625 548328
E-mail: info@aabc-register.co.uk
www.aabc-register.co.uk

Accreditation is carried out by independent
specialists under the guidance of a committee
representing all the main conservation
organisations in the UK.
The Royal Institute of
Chartered Surveyors
(RICS)

The RICS Building Conservation Forum was
founded in 1987 to develop a forum for
chartered surveyors linked by a common interest
in conservation.The forum aims to produce
materials and services devoted to building
conservation issues, offer help and guidance to
governments, the public, and industry on building
conservation issues and create channels of
communication for professionals and other
bodies engaged in or committed to conservation.

Building Conservation Forum,
12 Great George Street, London
SW1P 3AD
Tel. 020 7222 7000
Fax 020 7222 9430
E-mail: contactrics@rics.org.uk
www.rics.org.uk

The forum runs an accreditation scheme for
surveyors in conservation, and publishes a regular
series of short guides on matters related to
historic buildings.
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Professional institutions and sources of specialist conservation services (continued)
Institution

Remit

Contact details

The Institute of
Historic Building
Conservation (IHBC)

Body representing professionals particularly
involved in the conservation of historic
buildings and gardens, and those in
specifications/planning departments. Its main
purpose is to set standards in historic building
conservation.

Jubilee House, High Street,Tisbury,
Wiltshire SP3 6HA
Tel. 01747 873133
Fax 01747 871718
E-mail: admin@ihbc.org.uk
www.ihbc.org.uk

The Society for the
Protection of Ancient
Buildings (SPAB)

Established by William Morris in 1877, the
SPAB is devoted to saving old buildings from
decay, demolition and damage.The Society
also provides guidance on technical aspects
of conservation.

37 Spital Square, London E1 6DY
Tel. 020 7377 1644
Fax 020 7247 5296
E-mail: info@spab.org.uk
www.spab.org.uk

Conservation of Wall
Painting Department,
Courtauld Institute
of Art
(University of London)

The Conservation of Wall Painting Department
provides the only specialist training in the UK
for conservators in this field. It also pursues
research on the techniques, conservation, and
art historical aspects of wall paintings, and
houses the National Survey of Medieval Wall
Painting.The Survey is the most comprehensive
collection of data on medieval wall paintings of all
types throughout Britain, and includes an
additional archive on domestic wall paintings
dating from before 1800.

Somerset House, Strand, London
WC2R 0RN
Tel. 020 7848 2871
Fax 020 7848 2878
E-mail: david.park@courtauld.ac.uk
www.courtauld.ac.uk

The Department welcomes information on new
discoveries in order to keep the archives up-todate, and can advise on the dating and
significance of such discoveries.
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Groups and societies

£

potential source of funding

i

provides information and advice
forum for architectural and/or art historical
studies (including conferences / lectures)

The Ancient Monuments Society

£ i
Architectural Heritage Fund
(funding for Building Preservation Trusts only)

£ i
The Baptist Building Fund

£

i

The Chapels Society

i i
The Churches Conservation Trust

i i
The Georgian Group

£ i
Heritage Lottery Fund

£

deals with secular buildings only

i

deals with ecclesiastical buildings only
produces regular publications relating to
historic buildings and their conservation

St Ann's Vestry Hall, 2 Church Entry, London EC4V 5HB
Tel. 020 7236 3934
Fax 020 7329 3677
www.ancientmonumentssociety.org.uk
www.friendsoffriendlesschurches.org.uk
Tel. 020 7925 0199
Fax 020 7930 0295
E-mail: ahf@ahfund.org.uk
www.ahfund.org.uk

11 Avening Close, Nailsea, Bristol BS48 4TB
Tel/Fax 01275 795344
www.baptist.org.uk

1 Newcastle Avenue, Beeston, Nottinghamshire NG9 1BT
Tel. 0115 922 4930
www.britarch.ac.uk/chapelsoc

1 West Smithfield, London EC1A 9EE
Tel. 020 7213 0660
Fax 020 7213 0678
E-mail: central@tcct.org.uk
www.visitchurches.org.uk
6 Fitzroy Square, London W1T 5DX
Tel. 020 7529 8920
Fax 020 7529 8939
E-mail: info@georgiangroup.org.uk
www.georgiangroup.org.uk
7 Holbein Place, London SW1W 8NR
Tel. 020 7951 6000
Fax 020 7591 6001
E-mail: enquiries@hlf.org.uk
www.hlf.org.uk
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Groups and societies (continued)
The Historic Chapels Trust

i i
Historic Churches Preservation Trust

£

i

Listed Places of Worship Grant Scheme
(for VAT rebates)

£

i

Methodist Church Property Committee

i i
The Twentieth Century Society

i
United Reformed Church

i i
Vernacular Architecture Group (VAG)

i
The Victorian Society

i

26

29 Thurloe Street, London SW7 2LQ
Tel. 020 7584 6072
Fax 020 7225 0607
E-mail: chapels@hct.org.uk
www.hct.org.uk
Tel. 020 7736 3054
Fax 020 7736 3880
E-mail: info@historicchurches.org.uk
www.historicchurches.org.uk
PO Box 609, Newport NP10 8QD
Tel. 0845 601 5945
www.lpwscheme.org.uk

Central Buildings, Oldham Street, Manchester M1 1JG
Tel. 0161 236 5149
Fax 0161 236 0752
E-mail: tech_cons@property.methodist.org.uk
70 Cowcross Street, London EC1M 6EJ
Tel. 020 7250 3857
Fax 020 7251 8985
E-mail: coordinator@c20society.org.uk
www.c20society.demon.co.uk
Church House, 86 Tavistock Place, London WC1H 9RT
Tel. 020 7916 2020
Fax 020 7916 2021
E-mail: urc@urc.org.uk
www.urc.org.uk
c/o Mrs Brenda Watkin, Ashley,Willows Green,
Great Leighs, Chelmsford, Essex CM3 1QD
Tel. 01245 361408
www.vag.org.uk
1 Priory Gardens, Bedford Park, London W4 1TT
Tel. 020 8994 1019
Fax 020 8995 4895
www.victorian-society.org.uk
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