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A project of the National Association of Decorative and Fine Arts Societies is under way to record the 
furnishings of initially, Anglican Churches in England. Currently, churches in Wales are being recorded, 
and Non-Conformist chapels in England and Wales.

The National Association of Decorative and Fine Arts Societies (NADFAS) was founded 
in 1968 with the objective of increasing the enjoyment, knowledge and care of the arts and 
to stimulate interest in the preservation of our national heritage. There are over 200 
member Societies throughout the country, with a total membership of over 40,000. The 
idea of a volunteer workforce to catalogue accurately the furnishings of churches was the 
result of an exhibition held at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1971 entitled Victorian 
Church Art. Whilst the exhibition was being collated it was soon realised that some 
incumbents and church wardens were unaware of the historic or artistic value of the 
furnishings under their jurisdiction, and, in a few instances, of exactly what their church 
did possess. By Canon Law, each church has a Terrier and Inventory (revised in 1983) 
but these lists are not always kept up to date and are not always accurate. Another problem 
is their brevity: how is ‘a silver chalice’ or ‘a wooden chest’ interpreted if either of these 
objects is stolen or mislaid?
It was because of these discrepancies that it was suggested that NADFAS might provide 
a volunteer taskforce to produce comprehensive and up to date inventories of the Anglican 
churches. A pilot scheme was undertaken in Buckinghamshire in 1972, which was approved 
in principle by Sir John Pope-Hennessey, then Director of the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
In 1973 the ‘Church Recorders’ was officially formed. In 1983 a Thanksgiving Service 
was held in St Paul’s Cathedral at which the Dean preached. The service sheet included 
an appreciation of the Recorders’ work by the Archbishop of Canterbury, and he referred 
to the Recorders as the ‘shock troops of conservation’. He also crystallised the essence of 
church recording: “It is not possible to conserve what we don’t know about”. There are 
now 118 groups recording in most dioceses. To date, approximately 340 churches have 
been recorded. In Surrey there are nine groups and fourteen churches have so far been 
recorded.
The brief of the Church Recorders is to catalogue every item of furnishing within a 
church. Furnishings include metalwork, stonework, woodwork, textiles, documents and 
registers, paintings (including hatchments), stained and plain glass, organs, monuments 
and memorials. Details of the history, age, designer or manufacturer, material, and donor 
are researched using the libraries of the Council for the Care of Churches, the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, and local diocesan archives and parish records. All references and 
other sources are noted. The items are measured (where practical), and weighed in the 
case of silver. The state of preservation is noted and the more important items photographed 
or drawn. The position in the church or vicarage or bank - or even under the church
warden’s bed - is also recorded. Altars in particular have had a somewhat peripatetic 
history - especially since the Reformation. Valuable paintings, prints, plans and photo
graphs have been discovered in vestment drawers, and behind vestry cupboards. Old 
stamps and envelopes are another surprising, yet lucrative, find.
To record any church, permission is obtained on three levels: the Bishop of the diocese, 
the Archdeacon and the incumbent and parish church council. The recorders are urged to 
exercise discretion when working in a church and to remember it is a place for peace and 
worship at all times.



Primarily these records are for the church - there are approximately 17,000 Anglican 
churches in England and Wales, some 10,000 of which are of medieval foundation, and 
no two churches are alike! - but they are not solely for the church. They are an ecclesiastical 
and social record of the parish. A list of the names mentioned is at the beginning of each 
record to facilitate genealogical and family history societies with their research. They 
include both secular and ecclesiastic art, and a classified list of artists and craftsmen is 
compiled, and is used by social, art and ecclesiastical historians. Details of funerary armour 
are sent to the Tower of London, and of portrait memorials and photographs to the 
National Portrait Gallery - details and photographs of memorials to seamen are sent to 
the National Maritime Museum, and window marks to the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
If possible, a group liaises with a local family history or similar society, to transcribe the 
gravestones, thus providing a complete record of the church.
Security is of paramount importance. The completed records, which are lodged at the 
appropriate Diocesan Archives, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Council for the 
Care of Churches, can only be studied by bona fide students. The records are obviously 
invaluable to the police and insurance companies when necessary.

THE TRAINING OF THE CHURCH RECORDERS

The consistent high standard of the recorders, who are all amateur volunteers, is dependent 
on several factors - and upon the awareness that mistakes can be, and are, made by the 
over-zealous or incorrectly trained person. A standardised, detailed and up to date work 
manual is provided for each volunteer, and a mutual respect must develop between the 
amateur volunteer and the professional bodies for whom the work is being performed.

Fig 1. St Michael, Mickleham, interior of the church showing items to be recorded: woodwork, stonework, 
windows, textiles, memorials, library (including hymn and prayer books and registers), metalwork, 
hatchments and paintings. (Photograph George Pollock)



Fig 2. St Michael, Mickleham, oak faldstool or litany desk carved by the widow of a captain in the Dragoon 
Guards who died in 1878. Height 46cm. Note carved dragon on the side panels. (Photograph George 
Pollock)

Recognised training and study courses, workshops and seminars, are organised, and vital 
factors are efficient and reliable local leadership, in addition to overall organisation to 
ensure continuity and maintenance of standards.
The Church Recorders Manual has been compiled from practical experience and with 
professional advice from the Council for the Care of Churches and the Victoria and Albert 
Museum. The manual includes instructions on how to form a group (ideally 12-15), how 
to obtain the necessary ecclesiastic authority, where to find the information required for 
the recorded objects, and an updated bibliography.
Mutual respect between amateur and professional is essential if the full potential of a 
volunteer taskforce is to be realised. It does, however, immediately pose the question: 
'What qualifications are needed by a volunteer?’ In the case of the Church Recorders a 
relevant academic qualification is the exception rather than the rule. The average volunteer 
is someone with not only the willingness and interest to learn, but often fulfilling a latent 
desire for knowledge in a particular field. Too often a potential source of help is lost on 
the assumption that it is not possible, or there is no time to teach an eager though untrained 
volunteer. The more trained volunteers there are, and can be encouraged in the field of 
conservation, the more the general public is made aware of the need for conservation and 
its attendant problems. A trained volunteer can be an invaluable asset to the professional 
historian or conservator in performing the time-consuming and pedestrian tasks which 
would be prohibitively expensive if professional assistance was used.
Training and study courses are arranged to cover all the subjects needed for the records, 
including plate and base metals, wood and stonework, textiles, stained glass, heraldry and 
photography. The courses are organised in conjunction with museums with educational 
facilities, University Extra Mural Departments, and Adult Education Institutions. One of 
the main difficulties initially experienced lies in giving an objective description of an object



Fig 3. St Michael, Mickleham, one of four carved heads on the inside of the supporting beams of the lych 
gate. (Photograph George Pollock)

instead of a personal quality judgement. A close liaison is encouraged with local museum, 
library and university staff. All sources of reference, whether verbal or otherwise, are 
quoted in full for each recorded subject.
The need for reliable local leaders is obvious for a national project, not only for general 
co-ordination, but for the maintenance of recruitment and momentum, and also for local 
ecclesiastical and educational liaison. It is important to ensure that the time limit for the 
work - usually 18 months to 2 years - is adhered to. The average time spent in a church 
by the recorders, who always work in pairs, is up to two hours per fortnight - after two 
hours concentration begins to flag.
The need for overall leadership is again obvious: for day-to-day administration and 
continuity; for organising workshops, seminars, training and study courses; for maintenance 
of standards; to co-ordinate and liaise with organisations with similar aims and interests; 
and perhaps most important, to stimulate the formation of new groups from the NADFAS 
societies. All recorders must be members, or associate members of NADFAS.



Fig 4. St Michael, Mickleham, 19th century carved limewood statue, height 117cm. Origin not known. 
(Photograph George Pollock)

CHURCH RECORDING IN SURREY

NADFAS Church Recorders have been active in Surrey since 1975, and to date the 
following churches have been recorded:

Year Church
1977 St John the Baptist, Wonersh
1979 St Peter the Apostle, Walton on the Hill

St Mary the Virgin, Guildford
1980 St Mary the Virgin, Frensham
1981 Christ Church, Esher
1982 St George, Esher (now redundant)

St Nicholas, Compton
1983 St George, West End, Esher

Mickleham, 19th century carved limewood statue, height 117cm. Origin 
George Pollock)



Fig 5. St Michael, Mickleham, one of four oak panels depicting the life of Christ. This one shows the adoration 
of the kings. 42cm x 25cm. They are posssibly of Bohemian origin but no date has been traced. 
(Photograph George Pollock)

1984 St Nicholas, Thames Ditton
1986 St Andrew, Cobham
1987 St John, Wotton
1988 St Thomas of Canterbury, East Clandon

St Mary, Stoke D’Abernon
St Michael, Mickleham (of which representative photographs
accompany this paper)

1989 St Peter & St Paul, West Clandon

Churches currently being recorded are: St Mary, Walton-on-Thames; St Giles, Ashtead: 
St Michael, Betchworth; All Saints, Sanderstead; St James, Shere; St Katharine, Merstham.
The last overall inventory of Church 'goods and ornaments’ was compiled by the 
Commissioners of King Edward VI, 1553 (see Daniel-Tyssen 1869). Sadly, most of the 
goods and ornaments were destroyed, although the records remain.



Fig 6. St Michael, Mickleham, quatrefoil with angel from oak pulpit of 1840. Carved by two craftsmen sent by 
the incumbent to learn woodcarving during the Victorian restoration of the church. (Photograph George 
Pollock)

"It is not possible to conserve what we don’t know about”, and the parish church is 
usually the central depository of local ecclesiastical, cultural and historical treasures. 
NADFAS recorders are performing a herculean task, and the validity and necessity of the 
records is recognised by the General Synod of the Church of England, but more practical 
help and support must be forthcoming if the momentum is to be maintained, and before 
more treasures are lost when churches are vandalised or are closed and become redundant.

REFERENCE
Daniel-Tyssen, J R, 1869 Inventories of the goods and ornaments of the churches of Surrey in the reign of King 

Edward the Sixth, SyAC, 4, 1-189




