
The Royal Portraits formerly at 
Kingston upon Thames 

by JOAN WAKEFORD 

The chapel of St Mary the Virgin' stood to the south of the south transept of the parish church of 
All Saints, Kingston upon Thames, so close that although originally a separate building, it was 
later made part of the church. It is now remembered for its dramatic collapse on 2 March 
1729/30, and for the six royal portraits (of five Saxon kings consecrated at Kingston, and of John, 
who gave the town its charter), said to have been in the chapel. The history of St Mary's, and Dr 
Finny's excavation of its site in 1926 have been the subject of earlier reports in the Collections. 2 

The portraits disappeared from the records when the chapel fell. They were not mentioned at 
the vestry meeting called to discuss emergency measures after the accident, nor later when the 
question of possible restoration of the chapel was considered. l During the following two 
centuries, they were referred to (sometimes as statues) in most traveller's guides and local 
histories. Because nothing was known about the origin of the pictures and they could no longer 
be seen, it may have seemed that they had been more ancient and more significant than was 
justified. 

Dr Finny's excavation had established that the chapel had been built on virgin soil. From the 
earliest floor tiles found, a date between 1030 and 1050 was suggested for the building;' this 
caused him to reject the tradition that it had been the scene of the 10th century royal 
consecrations at Kingston, recorded (without mention of a building or of the market place) in the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and later medieval chronicles. ' He concluded that there had been an 
earlier church, called All Hallows, in which they had taken place, that it had been on the same 
site as the present All Saints (which is a much-restored building of Norman origin, dedicated in 
1167),6 that it had probably been destroyed by the Danes in 1009, and finally that St Mary's had 
been built by Canute to replace it and was the church mentioned in Domesday Book.7 None of 
this is unlikely, but it must be said that there is still no evidence, archaeological or documentary, 
about the site or history of an earlier church at Kingston. Dr Finny, however, supported his 
conclusions with an interesting idea about the survival of the royal portraits. As his identification 
of the pictures with certain paintings in the possession of the Society of Antiquaries now seems to 
be incorrect, it is unnecessary to discuss his argument; the pictures in St Mary's chapel may be 
seen as irrelevant to the early history of both church and chapel. 

With two possible exceptions, the writers who mentioned the Kingston portraits took their 
information (and usually their phrases) from the first printed reference to them, which was in Dr 
Richard Rawlinson's 1719 edition of John Aubrey's previously unpublished notes on his 
perambulation of Surrey in 1673 and 1692.8 Fig 1 shows the relevant lines, which give almost the 
only facts which have been available about the pictures . A little more information is found in 
Cox's History of Surrey, published in 1730 but evidently written before the accident, which he 
does not mention. Cox replaces Aubrey's 'Anno 4--', under the portrait of 'Ethel red rather 
Eldred', with 'Anno 946' and 'Ethel red or Edred' (the king called Eadred in the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle). This suggests that he had seen the inscriptions, and although he clearly borrowed 
much from Aubrey's account of Kingston, there are some indications that Cox knew the town. 

The other writer who had evidently seen the portraits was a local man who published in 1731 
Woodward's Miscellany, or the Kingston Atalantis, beginning 

'Kingston, the fair, the celebrated Town 
I sing, which six great Saxon Kings did crown 
In days of Yore: their Pictures still are seen, 
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Ift St. Mar/s Chapel, which adjoins 
to the South Side of the Chancel, are 
the Piftures of the Saxon Kings crowned 
here.

3-

King Athclftanti

Anno 925! Crowned 
in the Market place 

in this Town.

K. Edw, the Martyr

Anno 975. Crowned 
in this Chapel of 
St. Mary,

King Ethtldred, 
rather Eldrcd.

Anno 4— Crowned 
in this Chapel of 

St.Mary the Virgin

King Etheldrcd.

Anno$-]2. Crowned 
in this Chapel of 
St. Mary.

King lufoi;?, whofe 
Scepter is broken.

Anno 955.Crowned 
in this Town.

6.

King John.

No Time named.

King John*s Pi&ure is fet up here, not as 
Crowned here* but as he made them firft 
a Corporation: They fay he gave the 
Charter.
Fig 1. From Rawlinson’s 1719 edition of Aubrey’s Surrey notes.

In that large Church, just at the Entrance in;
The Church full thirteen hundred Years has stood,
The Walls tho’ old, are tolerably good’.

As this was published soon after the fall of the chapel, Dr Finny supposed that the writer was 
saying that he could see some of the portraits on the north wall of the ruined building, and that 
others had been destroyed in the collapse of part of that wall. It is, however, clear from the local 
political satire in the Miscellany that it had been written in 1727-8, before the disaster. The last 
line quoted hardly suggests a ruin, nor is it likely that if Woodward had been writing in 1730-1, 
he would have failed to mention the drama of March 1730.
Woodward’s lines are relevant only because Dr Finny used them to support his theory that 
some of the portraits were still in existence. He identified them with three impressive (though 
mutilated) life-sized oil paintings on oak (representing two crowned kings and a young man 
wearing a coronet) which hang in the lecture-hall of the Society of Antiquaries in London. These 
paintings, with smaller pieces of other similar work, had been found in 1813 in use as makeshift 
panelling in the domestic quarters of Baston manor house, near Bromley, Kent. Drawings (by C 
H Stothard, FSA) of all the pieces were exhibited to the Society of Antiquaries by A J Kempe, 
FSA, in March 1830, and the paintings themselves in April; in a later report Mr Kempe included 
Mr Stothard’s suggestion that the work dated from the reign of Edward IV.9 A modern 
art-historian considers that it was an early Tudor painting, probably commissioned by Henry 
VII for Eltham Palace, and that it was not separate portraits, but a group (with other figures 
suggested by the smaller fragments) of which the centre was the seated king with its Latin 
inscription about Athelstan.10
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It would have been gratifying if these rich and sophisticated portraits could have been 
associated with Kingston, but such a group would not have fitted the published descriptions of 
the paintings in St Mary’s chapel. There might, however, be some difference between what 
Aubrey, the prime eye-witness, had recorded at Kingston and what was later printed. The 
source of the information on the portraits in St Mary’s chapel seems to be a page (in poor 
condition), originally numbered 24 and apparently taken from a notebook used on the spot (fig 2). 
It has been bound, with two similar pages about Kingston, among many notes collected by 
Rawlinson for the Natural history . . . of Surrey.11 Two omissions in the printed version serve to 
confirm that the Baston manor paintings are not the Kingston portraits. The more obvious of the 
differences between figs 1 and 2 is that the upright ovals are not printed; the other is the omission 
of the words ‘Modern work’ in line 3 of the Ms (inappropriate in the late 17th century for early 
Tudor work, but perhaps also regarded in 1718 as out of date for publication).
Aubrey often made sketches (which were not printed) among his notes, in particular 
representing armorial hearings which appeared on memorials. His sketched ovals are of the same 
type and must surely stand for the paintings themselves. In the fair copy of Aubrey’s notes the 
ovals are drawn horizontally, but there is a comment opposite, in a later hand and apparently in 
the ink used in selecting material from the notes for the 1719 publication, ‘Imagine these ovalls to 
be their Pictures but the ovalls should have been placed upright’.12 Richard and Thomas 
Rawlinson were in Kingston in 171713 and noted further memorials in the church;14 they probably 
saw the pictures. There can be little doubt that there were six separate portraits, not the group 
suggested by the Baston manor work (though it is not impossible that Aubrey’s arrangement of 
the names of the kings, the relatively small ovals, and the inscriptions indicate that all were on 
one canvas). If the portraits were oval, they are unlikely to have been painted before the 
Restoration of 1660,15 and this fits Aubrey’s description ‘Modern work’
The lines under the Athelstan portrait in the hall of the Society of Antiquaries are in Latin and 
are clearly different in content from those which Aubrey saw. His notes of the Kingston 
inscriptions are in English; they are not likely to have been translations, for he habitually 
recorded Latin and Greek memorials in those languages. The word ‘hie’ (‘here’) in the Latin 
inscription, which Dr Finny16 said ‘identifies the picture as having come from Kingston where 
Athelstan was crowned’, seems more likely to be a reference to the scene in the painting, perhaps 
Athelstan as overlord receiving other rulers. T he Kingston inscriptions could have carried little 
historical weight, whenever written, but may be of some interest as reflecting a local belief that 
the chapel of St Mary had royal associations - perhaps because of its evident age, perhaps because 
it really was, as Dr Finny thought, the church mentioned in Domesday Book as belonging to the 
royal estate at Kingston.
During the Civil War Kingston, usually considered to have been a Royalist town, was the 
headquarters of the County Committee, associated with the Crane near Clattern Bridge (which 
supplied its food and drink17), though its meeting place may have been the nearby house of the 
Parliamentarian Sackford Gonson or Gunson.18 There were political upheavals on Kingston 
corporation during the Commonwealth and readjustments at the Restoration.19 It may be that the 
royal portraits were a commemorative gift to the town at that time by a local Royalist, or even by 
the king.
In the first years of Queen Victoria’s reign, a sightseer visited Kingston and asked at the church 
to see the portraits of Saxon kings ‘upon the faith of guide-books which we had consulted. We 
ascertained, however, that our guides were not to be trusted, the portraits having been removed 
to Windsor Castle more than a century ago’20 - that is, soon after the fall of the chapel.21 An 
enquiry in 1982 to Sir Oliver Millar, Surveyor of the Queen’s Pictures, elicited the information 
that the portraits were never part of the royal collection. Presumably the ‘modern work’ of the 
late 17th century was merely old-fashioned in the 1730s, and not ot sufficient interest to be 
welcomed at Windsor. Perhaps the portraits may yet come to light in private hands; they would 
still be of interest in Kingston upon Thames.



Fig 1 is reproduced from the facsimile reprint (Kohler and Coombes 1975) of the 1719 edition. 
Fig 2 is reproduced from the Ms in the Bodleian Library, Oxford (see note 11), by permission of 
the Keeper of Western Manuscripts.
I am grateful to Mrs Robin Kenward, MA, FSA (then president of KUTAS), for showing me 
the paintings at the Society of Antiquaries and for introducing me there to Dr Pamela 
Tudor-Craig (now Lady Wedgwood), FSA, who very kindly discussed and corresponded with 
me about the possible identification with the Kingston portraits, and the form and dates of the 
paintings.
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