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Project Brief: 

A site visit was made to the church of St Mary the Virgin, Buckland in Oxfordshire, on 17th 

July 2018, to examine three hatchments. The visit was made at the request of Mr Andrew 

Townsend of Andrew Townsend Architects, the church architects, and facilitated by Mr John 

Bauers, site foreman of the contractors Ward & Co (Building Conservation Ltd), who are 

currently carrying out the re-roofing of the nave and north transept. The paintings were 

examined at ground level in the church. The inspection was carried out in available light with 

the aid of a hand torch and low magnification.  

The purpose of the visit was to prepare a condition report, with treatment proposals and 

estimates for carrying out the recommended conservation work to stabilise the framed 

hatchments so that they can be re-displayed in the church. Spot readings of temperature and 

relative humidity (RH) were taken with a sling hygrometer.  

Description and history of the building: 

The church of St Mary the Virgin is in the Diocese of Oxford. The parish was formerly included 

in the county of Berkshire until 1974. The building is in limestone. The nave, chancel, tower, 

vestry and organ chamber roofs all have lead roofing. The other roofs have limestone stone 

slates. The nave is largely twelfth century, with thirteenth century transepts, tower and chancel. 

The windows were rebuilt in the late eighteenth century. The building is Grade 1 listed by 

Historic England. The list entry notes the poor condition of the stone slate roofs to the north 

and south transepts, and that repair work is due to be completed in 20181. 

                                                           
1 Historic England List Entry no 1181905 https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1181905 and 

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/heritage-at-risk/search-register/list-entry/10093 accessed 7th August 2018. 

See also Pevsner, N The Buildings of England, Berkshire, Penguin Books Ltd, 1966, pp. 103-105, and 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460 accessed 7th August 2018 

https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1181905
https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/heritage-at-risk/search-register/list-entry/10093%20accessed%207th%20August%202018
https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460
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Fig. 1 St Mary the Virgin, Buckland, south elevation, July 2018 

 

 

Fig. 2 Ground Plan of St Mary the Virgin, Buckland2 

 

                                                           
2 https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460 accessed 7th August 2018 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460
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Description, history and significance of the objects: 

The three hatchments, all on canvas, are listed in Volume 4 of Hatchments in Britain3. They 

date from 1791, 1819 and 1825. The hatchments commemorate members of the 

Throckmorton family, who were lords of the manor from 1690 to 19104. The hatchments 

were previously attached with screws or nails through the frames to the exposed roof purlins 

of the north transept roof. The hatchments were photographed in situ by Mr Bauers before 

removal. It is intended to re-display them in the same location on completion of the building 

work. All the hatchments are in poor condition. Only one of the hatchments, the oldest, for 

Robert Throckmorton, shows any evidence of previous repairs.  

    

Fig 3 a) General into the north transept5. The hatchment of John Courtenay Throckmorton is visible upper left. 

b) view into the north transept, July 2018 

 

                                                           
3 Summers, P. Hatchments in Britain, Vol 4 Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire and 

Wiltshire, Phillimore & Co. Ltd., 1983, pp. 30-31 
4 https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460 accessed 7th August 2018 
5 Andrew Townsend Architects, unpublished condition report, December 2017, Job no 1123 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/berks/vol4/pp453-460
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Fig. 4 The hatchments of Robert Throckmorton and John Courtenay Throckmorton in situ on the west roof of 

the north transept. Photo: Mr John Bauers 

 

 

Fig. 5 The hatchment of John Courtenay Throckmorton in situ. Photo: Mr John Bauers 
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Fig. 6 Hatchment of Sir Robert Throckmorton, d. 1791 

 

PROPERTY : St Mary, Buckland 

ARTIST : unknown 

Ref. No : BC.1801 

SUBJECT/TITLE : Hatchment of Sir Robert Throckmorton  

DATE : 1791 

SHAPE : Lozenge 

DIMENSIONS : h 1100 x w 1100 mm, 1080 x 1080 mm sight 

OVERALL DIMENSIONS : h 1325 x w 1325 mm  

MEDIUM/SUPPORT : Oil and oil gilding on canvas 

INSCRIPTIONS etc. : Motto ‘Virtus Sola Nobilitas’ 

Handwritten paper nailed to upper end of upper left strainer 

member ‘No 3 | Left hand’ 
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Condition: 

The canvas painting support is stretched onto a softwood auxiliary support. Expansion keys 

appear to be present in the mortise and tenon joints, but the joints have been fixed in place with 

nails. The joints have been expanded considerably at all four corners. The whole structure is 

distorted under the tension of the stretched canvas. 

The canvas is coarse and loosely woven, approximately 8 x 8 threads per cm in both directions. 

There are numerous holes and tears in the canvas. The largest tear, near the centre of the canvas, 

covers a total area of approximately 500 x 300mm. It has been repaired on the reverse with a 

double layer of a very open-weave textile or scrim. The patch is approximately 560 x 600 mm, 

with a smaller rectangle of the same fabric applied over it. Four holes approximately 1cm in 

diameter have been caused by corroded nails in the strainer. Canvas has been lost from a tear 

approximately 20 x 10mm, in the dexter mantling, and the canvas is creased over the upper 

stretcher joint. Other tears are located in the sinister half of the shield (‘L’ shaped, 

approximately 100 x 60 mm), in the Hand of Ulster (30mm), in the ‘V’ of ‘Virtus’ (‘L’ shaped, 

approximately 100 x 100 mm), and in the base of the shield (approximately 60mm). 

The canvas has been prepared for painting with a commercially applied priming layer. The 

paint layers are thinly applied and painting may be unvarnished. There are fine drying cracks 

in the red paint, but the paint layer appears stable. Apart from the large patch on the reverse, 

there does not seem to have been any attempt at restoration on the front of the painting. There 

are losses of paint and ground associated with the damages in the canvas, raised brittle cracking 

and incipient flaking in the paint and ground layers throughout. There is a very heavy coating 

of surface dirt and cobwebs, especially on the reverse. There is an accumulation of solid debris, 

including lumps of plaster, in the lower corner of the stretcher. The front of the painting is 

marked by bird droppings and brown splashes of dried liquid. Clumps of dark brown material 

in the form of spots were not identified. They could consist of old fungal growth. 

The hatchment is framed in a flat, black painted wooden moulding with a bevelled, gold-

painted or oil gilded sight edge. The corners are mortise and tenon joints with a masons mitre 

on the bevelled sight edge. Softwood battens have been attached to the reverse of the frame 

with slotted screws around the frame opening to create a rebate. This was presumably carried 

out when the canvas was repaired and stretched onto the wooden strainer. The traditional 

construction for a hatchment would have been for the canvas originally to have been attached 

directly to the back of the frame, which also functioned as a strainer. 
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All the joints are open and insecure. There are wood losses and loose splinters associated with 

previous fixings. The remains of corroded metal nails, surrounded by liquid staining, are 

embedded in the front of the frame at more or less regular intervals. The painting is secured in 

the frame with nails. The nails are corroded. 

 

Fig. 7 Detail of left corner, reverse showing construction. 

 

 

 

Fig. 8 Detail of left corner showing damages 
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Fig. 9 Detail of upper corner, raking light showing planar deformations, canvas damages and raised cracking in 

paint and ground layers 

 

 

Fig. 10 Detail of helm, showing part of the large repaired tear 
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Fig. 11 Detail of motto, showing unrepaired tears 

 

 

Fig. 12 Detail of shield showing brittle cracking, drying cracks and brown spotting.  
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Fig. 13 Hatchment of Sir John Courtenay Throckmorton, d. 1819 

 

ARTIST : unknown 

CATALOGUE No : BC.1802 

SUBJECT/TITLE : Hatchment of Sir John Courtenay Throckmorton 

DATE : 1819 

SHAPE : Lozenge 

DIMENSIONS : h 1400 x w 1400 mm, h 1265 x w 1265 mm sight 

OVERALL DIMENSIONS : h 1445 x w 1445 x d 20 mm 

MEDIUM/SUPPORT : Oil and oil gilding on commercially primed canvas  

INSCRIPTIONS etc. : Motto ‘Virtus Sola Nobilitas’ 
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Condition: 

The canvas is tacked onto the back of the frame moulding. This is the traditional construction 

for a hatchment on canvas. It is a survival of an earlier method of stretching a canvas for 

painting, before the introduction of expandable stretchers. A double row of tacks has been used. 

A minimum border of 70mm width of canvas is concealed behind the frame outside the sight 

opening. The canvas overlaps almost the whole of the reverse of the frame moulding, extending 

to within 5mm of the edge of the frame. 

The canvas has become detached from the frame along almost the whole length of the upper 

right side and also for a shorter distance along the upper left side of the frame. Eight tears in 

the canvas were noted, the longest of which is approximately 100mm, running through the ‘SO’ 

of ‘Sola’. The canvas fibres are frayed and distorted around the tears. 

 

Fig. 14 Detail of detached, unpainted tacking edge, graphite registration line and tear in canvas 

 

The canvas has a commercially applied priming layer. Graphite lines and painted register marks 

are visible around the sight edges. The paint layers are thinly applied and the painting may be 

unvarnished. There does not appear to be any evidence of previous restoration. There are 

numerous light-coloured stains from dried liquid drops, and white bird droppings. There is a 

thick layer of surface dirt and cobwebs. 

The frame, which also serves as the auxiliary canvas support, is a flat, black painted wooden 

moulding with an oil-gilded ogee sight edge. The corner joints are half-lapped on the flat 

section, mitred on the ogee moulding. There are holes in the frame from previous screw fixings, 



Ruth Bubb Conservation of Paintings - 12 - August 2018 

and other damages from nails.. The corner joints are insecure, with fractures, splits and wood-

losses. The whole structure is distorted by the tension of the canvas. 

 

Fig. 15 Detail of upper corner, showing canvas detached from the frame, unpainted border and registration marks. 

 

 

Fig. 16 Detail of upper corner, reverse showing damage to frame. The canvas and three corroded tacks are visible 

at the lower left 
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Fig. 17 Hatchment of Mary Thockmorton, d. 1825 

 

ARTIST : unknown 

CATALOGUE No : BC.1803 

SUBJECT/TITLE : Hatchment of Mary Thockmorton  

DATE : 1825 

SHAPE : Lozenge 

DIMENSIONS : h 1267 x w 1267 mm sight 

OVERALL DIMENSIONS : h 1445 x w 1445 x d 20 mm 

MEDIUM/SUPPORT : Oil and oil gilding on commercially primed canvas  

INSCRIPTIONS etc. : Motto ‘In Coelo Quies’ 

Paper nailed to upper right corner of frame - illegible 
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Condition: 

The canvas appears to be intact except for a dent and puncture damage approximately 1cm in 

diameter at the left side. The canvas is tacked onto the back of the frame moulding in the 

traditional manner for a hatchment. The dimensions of the canvas, not including the folded 

over edges, are approximately 1380 x 1380 mm. Approximately 20mm has been folded back 

on all four sides to provide a firmer tacking edge and reduce fraying. The tacks are corroded 

and the whole structure is severely distorted by the tension of the stretched canvas. The canvas 

appears to be intact except for a puncture damage and dent at the left side in the mantling. 

The canvas has been prepared for painting with a commercially applied priming layer. A 

graphite line is visible inside the left sight edge. Other black markings around the mantling 

could represent preliminary sketching out of the forms, but the surface is too soiled to be 

certain. 

 

Fig. 18 Detail of left corner showing graphite lines inside sight edge 

 

The paint layers are thinly applied and painting may be unvarnished. The paint and ground 

layers appear to be intact for the most part, except for a loss in the paint and ground 

approximately 20mm long in the ‘L’ of ‘Coelo’ and a smaller one in the white background. 

There does not appear to be any evidence of previous restoration. There are numerous light-

coloured stains from dried liquid drops, and white bird droppings. Scattered dark brown spots 

may consist of old fungal growth. The paint surface has a blanched appearance, but it is not 
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clear whether this is caused by disruption of the paint medium, or simply the thickness of dust 

on the surface. There is a thick deposit of surface dirt and cobwebs. White drips on the reverse 

of the canvas may be plaster or lime-wash. There are also fragments of dried plaster or paint 

embedded in the cobwebs. 

 

Fig. 19 Detail showing blanched appearance of paint, and brown spotting, possibly old fungal growth 

 

The frame pattern is similar to that of BC.1802. The corner joints are damaged and insecure. 

The metal fixings are corroded, and there is evidence, in the form of dents, splinters and losses 

in the wood, of force having been used to lever some of them out. The whole frame, like the 

rest of the object, is extremely dirty. There are numerous small dark brown globules with a 

resinous appearance on the gilded section of the frame. These could consist of resin exuded 

from the wood, or material associated with the gilding that has contracted. 
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Fig. 20 a) Detail of right corner showing damage to frame b) Resinous spots on the oil-gilded sight edge 

 

 

Fig. 21 Detail of left corner, reverse showing attachment of the canvas and damage to frame 
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Condition of the building and impacts to the objects: 

The last Quinquennial inspection was carried out by Andrew Townsend in 20176. It records 

that part of the south transept ceiling collapsed in 2015, and that this was repaired in 2016. A 

major programme of re-roofing and associated works to the nave and north transept, grant-

aided by the Heritage Lottery Fund Grants for Places of Worship, and others, is now in 

progress. Further work to external masonry and possible re-roofing of the tower and chancel 

are envisaged within the next ten to fifteen years. 

Apart from the deteriorated stone slates, defects noted in the inspection of the north transept 

mostly relate to fractures in the stonework around the windows and green staining on the 

exterior stonework probably associated with leaking or overflowing rainwater goods. Signs of 

water ingress around the windows were also noted. Other interior defects, such as flaking 

paintwork and surface decay of the roof timbers are also associated with high moisture content 

in the building materials, and generally elevated humidity. The lead-lined timber box gutters 

to the north transept roof are due to be replaced and remedial works carried out to below-ground 

drainage on the north side of the nave in 2018.  

A spot reading of temperature and relative humidity was taken with a sling hygrometer. This 

gave a reading of 61% RH at 22.5°C inside the church and 60% RH at 21°C outside. Whilst 

this is within museum guidelines for wooden artefacts and paintings, it does not convey the 

range of conditions in the church over a longer period of time. This is likely to reflect outside 

conditions with a time lag and elimination of extremes due to the buffering effect of the 

building envelope. The underside of the roof is likely to experience the greatest extremes and 

most rapid fluctuations, depending how much, if any insulation is present.  

The body of the church is heated by means of overhead radiant heaters and electric panel 

heaters in the pews, two high-level radiant heaters in the chancel and one at the tower crossing. 

The effect of this heating on the environment in the church is likely to be minimal and short-

lived. It is not likely to lower the relative humidity significantly when in use because of the 

large volume of air enclosed by the building. Outline proposals for improvements to the heating 

of the church are currently in the process of being developed. This, and the ongoing building 

repairs should contribute to lowering the relative humidity overall. Bats are known to frequent 

the interior of the building. 

  

                                                           
6 Unpublished condition report, December 2017, Job no 1123, pp. 1-2 
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Causes of deterioration: 

All three hatchments are in poor condition and structurally unstable. This may to some extent 

be associated with the custom of displaying hatchments on the outside of the home of the 

deceased after the funeral. This custom seems to have related only to a period of mourning, 

after which the hatchment would be removed, often to the estate church, although ‘there does 

not appear to have been any obligation upon a clergyman either to permit their erection, or to 

allow them to remain for any specified period’7. According to Friar, ‘it is uncertain how long 

a hatchment would remain outside a house: exposure to the weather would have caused rapid 

deterioration of the flimsy fabric’. It is certainly true that hatchments are frequently presented 

to conservators in an extremely poor state of repair. The deepest formal mourning period in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries appears to have lasted between six months and one 

year, depending on the closeness of the relation, so it would seem that hatchments would not 

normally have been displayed out of doors for longer than this. 

 

Fig. 22 Kew Palace in 1835, showing the funeral hatchment of Queen Charlotte displayed on the façade
8
. 

 

The poor state of the roofing in the north transept has clearly contributed to the deterioration 

of the hatchments. Corrosion of metal fixings, resulting in the instability of the frames and 

detachment of the canvas from the auxiliary support are obviously related to high relative 

humidity. Splashes and staining are most likely caused by liquid water ingress, and there is 

some evidence of old mould growth, although this does not appear to be active. Some of the 

                                                           
7 Fox-Davies, AC, A Complete Guide to Heraldry TC and EC Jack Ltd, London, 1925, p. 609 
8 Thomas Dugdale's Curiosities of Great Britain (1835), accessible online at 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kew_Palace See also Friar, S, The Sutton Companion to Heraldry Sutton 

Publishing, 2004, p. 145 and https://www.theheraldrysociety.com/articles/hatchments/ accessed 8th August 2018 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kew_Palace
https://www.theheraldrysociety.com/articles/hatchments/
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larger white splashes on the surface may have been caused by birds or bats, but while the 

backs of the hatchments have heavy accretions of surface dirt, the fronts are protected to 

some extent by being fixed to the sloping underside of the roof. For the same reason, light is 

unlikely to be a major agent of deterioration. 

Recommendations for conservation: 

The best long-term consolidation of the structure of the paintings would be achieved by lining 

them. It is suggested that ‘BEVA 371’ (ethylene vinyl acetate co-polymer) heatseal adhesive 

would be the most suitable since it is not as hygroscopic as natural materials such as glue-paste 

and therefore less responsive to an uncontrolled environment.  

Before lining, surface dirt and old restorations, including canvas patches, should be removed 

in order to avoid carrying these unwanted accretions further into the structure of the painting 

by the heat and vacuum pressure used in the lining process. Loose dust and debris are removed 

from the reverse of the canvas by brushing and vacuuming. Vulcanised rubber ‘smoke sponges’ 

may also be used. Dirt may be removed from painted surfaces with low concentrations of a 

reagent such as tri-ammonium citrate in water, cleared with water, or with deionised water 

alone.  

Cleaning methods for problematic or easily soluble pictorial layers may require a range of 

techniques, including solvent emulsions, gels and innovative application methods through 

absorbent sheet materials. Removal of these layers would also enhance the appearance of the 

painting. It will probably be necessary to carry out some preliminary consolidation of flaking 

paint and ground, especially around tears in the canvas supports, to enable cleaning to take 

place without dislodging more original material. The temporary consolidant should be chosen 

to be compatible with the selected lining adhesive.  

The lined canvasses should be stretched onto new wooden stretchers with provision for 

expansion keys to allow for tensioning the canvas in the future. The canvasses should be 

attached to the stretchers with copper tacks and the expansion keys should be secured in their 

slots with nylon line. 

After cleaning and stabilising the structure, a thin isolating varnish should be applied. While it 

is desirable not to apply varnish to paintings that were intentionally left unvarnished, a thin 

film of a stable and reversible coating should protect and re-saturate the colours, without 

significantly altering the surface gloss. The isolating varnish marks the boundary between 

original materials and those used to restore the appearance of the painting. Provided that the 
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pictorial layers are not sensitive to solvents for the resin, this usually consists of a solution at 

low concentration of ‘Paraloid B72’ acrylic resin, designated a ‘Class A’ conservation material. 

Losses in the paint and ground layers should be filled and retouched invisibly with stable and 

reversible materials. A commercial filler bound in a butyl methacrylate dispersion is preferable 

in this context to the alternative of chalk bound in animal glue. As much retouching as possible 

is carried out with dry pigments bound in a solution of ‘Paraloid B72’. Final glazes may be 

applied with dry pigments bound in ‘Laropal A 81’ low molecular weight aldehyde resin for 

greater colour saturation.  

The frames should be surface cleaned, most likely with water with the possible addition of a 

surfactant such as ‘Synperonic A7’ alcohol ethoxylate. The structural splits and open joins 

should be consolidated with ‘WS3978’ reversible poly vinyl acetate dispersion. The damage is 

unlikely to be undetectable after repair, but it is preferable for the original frame to be retained. 

It is proposed to apply a protective coating of ‘Renaissance’ microcrystalline wax to the 

repaired frame. It is not proposed to remove superfluous ironwork unless it poses a threat to 

the structure or would be a possible cause of deterioration to the frame, since the process could 

damage the surrounding timber. Also, the redundant nails offer evidence about the earlier 

history of the object. In order to refit the lined and re-stretched canvasses into the repaired 

frames, it will be necessary to attach a softwood build-up to the reverse to create a rebate. The 

crude build-up on the frame to 1801 should be removed and replaced. 

The paintings should be re-fitted in the frames to conservation standards: the frame rebate 

should be lined with gummed brown paper tape and polyester felt to cushion the painted 

surface. The painting should be spaced in the frame with balsa wood spacers and secured with 

screwed brass plates or strips. As a further conservation measure, a lightweight backing of 

‘Tyvek’ spun bonded polyethylene should be attached to the frame to protect the lined canvas 

from dirt and the effects of a fluctuating environment. ‘Tyvek’ is impermeable to liquid water 

and mould spores, but slightly permeable to water vapour.  

It is recommended that, rather than fixing the hatchments to the purlins by screwing directly 

through the frames, brass mirror plates attached to the reverse of the frames should be used. It 

will be necessary to mount the plates on wooden blocks, the same depth as the frame build-up, 

attached to the back of the frame with screws. The placement of the mirror plates will depend 

on the spacing of the beams. The plates may be painted to blend with the wooden beams. It is 

further recommended that plate hooks are also screwed to the back of the frame. These should 

be hooked onto two lengths of flat chain attached to the rafters, to provide additional points of 
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attachment to the roof, since the combined weight of the lined canvas, new stretcher and built-

up frame will be greater than the hatchments in their present state. 


