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A WALL-PAINTING IN BABRAHAM CHURCH. 

By the Reverend T. D. GRAYS M.A. 

The picture' came into view quite unexpectedly. On the 
1st of January, 1905 (which was a Sunday) the rural congrega 
,tion meeting for worship were surprised' to 6bserve a shadowy 
looking figure facing them at the upper end of the North Aisle. 
No such object had been known to exist there previously. 
Several coats of whitewash and colour had been stripped from 
the walls some four years before, and the original plaster facing 
was believed to be exposed. This showed no decoration, arid 
was then overlaid with a coating of buff-coloured distemper. 
In the end of 1904 the Church had been closed for two months 
and a half, owing to the, paving of the Nave, and other work; 
and during this time it had been exposed to very rigorous 

• weather (frost and snow, as-well as rain); so that, when it was 
re-opened at Christmas, the walls had been thoroughly chilled. 
A new atid powerful stove, being put into use at that time, 
warmed the Church more effectually than ever before; and the 
contact of the heated air of the interior, with the very cold stone 
walls, had a remarkable result for weeks, ,in dampening all the 
stone work, also darkening it in parts, and bringing out black 
patches and spots all over the 'Church, especially where colour 
had been originally laid on. (This effect seems to hav been 
assisted by the action of sulphur fumes from the coke burnt.) 

The late Mr J. T. Micklethwaite, our Architect in the 
Church Restoration (whose lamented death has deprived me of 
kindly promised assistance in these notes) told me that the 
appearance of a CC  ghost picture" is not unusual 'at the first 

1 The reader may be reminded that the term "Fresco," as applied in popular - 
language 'to such pictorial decorations on the walls of old churches in England, 
is incorrect. Fresco painting was a 'process wherein the colour was laid on 
while the mortar, or plaster, was damp. 

The proper designation is Distemper or 'simply Wall Pictures. 
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warming of an old church when the walls begin to dry 'inwards. 
Certainly this spontaneous re-appearance of the long-buried 
work of a former age is somewhat strange, and seems to bring 
the old times near to us.. 

The position of the. picture is between the East window of 
the North Aisle and the end of the Nave Arcade.' The' Nave 
and Aisles of the Church are of the Perpendicular period, and I 
believe of the 15th century. Mr Micklethwaite wrote to me, 
that from the photograph, he should judge the work as early 
15th century; though. he was not sure if the walls were old 
enough for that.  

To come, to the picture itself. It is somewhat difficult to 
photograph; but I am told that the view shown is as good 'as 
possible. The figure stands 5' 1" from the present floor; it is 
4' 6" in height and 1' 5" wide; the whole wall space, from 
window 'to arcade, being 3' 4" wide. it would seem as if the 
picture had been covered over with a thin layer of plaster,. and 
that the damp has caused the work to show through this 
covering and the colour above; but only producing a dark 
shade. On attempting to peel off the plaster, very carefully, 
at the bottom, indication's of colour, in black,' red, and yellow, 
are found; but they drop off, in little flakes, the colours being 
only mixed with water or size. 

The face is vague, but seems to be shown in three-quarters 
or profile, turning to the right of the figure. There appears 
to be a beard, and possibly curly .hair behind. 

There is a ,head-dress, like a hat or crown, expanding 
uliwards, about' 3-" in height, ividth 5k" a t bottom and 8' at 
top. There are angular points to this on the top, at each side 
and also near the middle; as if the top were square. The front 

'seems to have some ornament br embroidery. 
The right hand is rather stiffly held forward,' knuckles 

downwards,, and slightly extended, almost as if in salutation, 
but the palm seems hollowed as if holding some small object. 
The left hand is covered, or hidden by the dark body; but it 
grasps a stalk or wand, 15 1" long, terminated at the top, by 
some wavy.,' three-pointed looking ornament., like a fleur de lys, 
or a flower. A long garment clothes the figure. to the feet, 
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which are not visible, and the material seems ermine, as it is 	. 
-spotted all over with triple dots. Over this there is a dark 
outer garment like a cloak, open at the front, but shewing 
darkest. over' the. shoulders and neck, as if folded over in a 
collar; it reaches to- the'ground on each side. 

There is a certain elegance and artistic conception about 
the whole figure. The skirt is swept gracefully back, at the 
ground. 

The costume does not appear to be that of -an ecclesiastic, 
and certainly the head-dress is not a mitre. This last is more 
like a 'crown; and, combined with the sceptre in he hand, it 
seems to denote a king; - - 

I do not. know anything in the local histOry which can 
• throw light on the figure. The Church of Babraham was 
appropriated to the Abbey of Waltham about A.D. 1196, by - 
Geoffrey de Scalariis the Patron, and Lord of Baberham. The 
last Rector, Brian us Clericus, advised the concession, and took 
the habit' of the Canons Regular of St Austin in the above 
Abbey.  

A Chauntry was founded in the Chapel of St Mary. of 
Badburgham, by Johannes de Scalariis, in the time of Hugh 
de Baishain, Bishop of Ely, i.e. 1257-86. - 

Cole mentions five coats of arms, in the North aisle, three 
of them being respectively those of Vere Earl of Oxford, 
De la Pole, and St George. In the West window were emblems 
of St Peter and St Paul. 

St Mary's Chapel was, 1 believe, in the South aisle. No 
piscina is found in the North aisle, thougit doubtless -there was - 
a side altar here. 	 . 	. 

If we decide that the figure represents a king, it is natural 
to enquire what royal personages would be likely to be depicted 
on a church wall in the Eastern Counties in the 1 5th century. 
Here we have considerable choice. According to Keyser, and 
Husenbeth (whose books I have consulted) it seems that the 
favourite subjects of this class were: The Three Kings of the . 
East, or Magi; St Edmund, K. and M.; St Edward ;  K. and M.; 
St Edward, K. and Confessor; and Henry VI. (Edward I. 
appears at Yarmouth); There also appear Henry VII., St 
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Oswald, K. and M.; St Wälstan (who is-represented as crowned); 
St Keneim, K. and M. • • . . 

With regard to the three kings, it seems impossible to find' 
room for the whole group, on the supposition that our figure 
stands for one of them, unless, indeed, two were inserted on 
the other side of the window. Again, St Edmund invariably 
appears holding one or more arrows, or pierced by these 
weapons; whereas no arrow c an be discovered here. St Ed-
ward generally is shown with a dagger or sword, neither of 
which is in evidence in this case. 

Edward the Confessor seems to be commonly drawn with a 
sceptre in his right hand, and holding a ring in' his left; but 

• sometimes with sceptre alone. Here the sceptre is in the left 
hand. No ring is seen, though possibly such a small object 
may have faded away. 

o 	I feel I am littlequalified to give an opinion. No doubt 
one who is familiar, with the portraits of mediaeval kings would 
be able to identify the picture; but, judging simply from the 
characters noted in the books, if I must hazard a guess, it 
would be that the figure may represent either Edward the' 
Confessor or Henry VI. 

But why either is placed here, or what is the meaning of' 
the picture, in this particular positioii, I cannot pretend to say. 
I should be exceedingly glad to hear an expert opinion on the 
matter. 

Was the figure put up simply from a fashion prevalent at 
the time? Is it going too far to think that the example of the 

• charity of the Royal Saint, as illustrated in the story of his 
relieving the beggar, was considered a suitable subject over the 
altar of a guild chapel, as inciting the members to similar 
benevolence? Or, if we are to come to the later times of 
Henry VI. may we imagine that the Abbey of Waltham desired 
to express special gratitude and respect to that monarch? 

I find that in 1489 one John Denton received a grant of 
• • certain lands in Babraham from Henry VII. Denton was a 

large landowner in the period, but I can hardly think that this 
picture was an expression of thanks for the royal favoui. 
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