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THE LIFE AND WORKS OF JAMES PIERS ST AUBYN, ARCHITECT (1815 -1895) 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

J. P. St Aubyn was a successful nineteenth century architect whose career spanned much of 

the nineteenth century. Much of his work was ecclesiastical, but he also designed a large 

number of other buildings ranging from country houses to a prison and including many  

edifices in the naval town of Devonport, Plymouth, which was developed by his aristocratic 

and land-owning family. Deemed to be a successful architect in his time (he designed nearly 

four hundred buildings and other structures), in the twentieth century he was vilified for 

adopting what was perceived to be a heavy-handed approach to the restoration and repair of 

historic churches. His most notable critic was Sir John Betjeman who particularly criticised 

St Aubynôs large canon of work restoring churches in Cornwall, but others also criticised St 

Aubyn for a lack of originality. This thesis explores St Aubynôs career and the development 

of his design abilities, analysing the nature of his work and the extent to which the extensive 

criticism can be justified. In so doing it provides an insight into the development of the 

architectural profession during the nineteenth century. 

 

Despite strenuous efforts, including discussions with his family (the St Aubyns of St 

Michaelôs Mount), St Aubynôs practice records have not been found. The approach adopted 

was, therefore, to build as complete a catalogue as possible of St Aubynôs work so as to be 

able to carry out an objective assessment of his output. The catalogue has been developed 

from archival and published sources and lists nearly four hundred designs.  

 

To assess St Aubynôs work objectively, the extent to which it met his clientsô expectations 

and needs and how it was regarded by his contemporaries has been considered. His work has 
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been assessed against contemporary statements of good design principles such as those 

produced for churches by The Ecclesiological Society or for domestic architecture by Robert 

Kerr in The Gentlemanôs House and contemporaneous assessments have been extracted from 

published material of St Aubynôs time. Many of his surviving buildings have been visited to 

enable an examination of the designs and an assessment of their impact. 

 

The conclusions reached are that St Aubyn has been harshly judged, that his architecture has 

considerable merit and that where his ecclesiastical restorations or repairs were rigorous or 

extensive, there were good reasons, including the wish of the churchôs officers to return their 

churches to what they saw as a ótrueô version of the compete mediaeval church or practical 

considerations such as severe fabric failure. Too much of the criticism that has been levelled 

at St Aubyn ignores the standards and design principles of the time. Much of the criticism 

also fails to take account of the repair and restoration methods and technology available to St 

Aubyn and his contemporaries, which was much more limited than techniques available 

today. St Aubynôs work showed diversity and he was capable of originality, although budgets 

often limited the extent of variety that could be introduced.  

 

St Aubynôs apparent contemporary popularity has been decried by some modern writers on 

the grounds that he was successful largely because of connections of his aristocratic family. 

Whilst he did a lot of work for his family, particularly in the building of Devonport, there is 

little evidence that family connections or reputation generated much work for him. His work 

was spread throughout the south and midlands and was commissioned by a large number of 

clients, few of whom were connected to the St Aubyn family. 
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A balanced assessment of St Aubynôs life and work shows that, whilst not in the league of 

Pugin or Scott, he was an architect of merit and deserves to be better regarded and his work 

better valued.  
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Fig. 4.100  Dawlish Church ï St Aubynôs rebuilding of the east end - Author. 

Fig. 4.101  Dawlish Church ï showing St Aubynôs (transept and chancel) and Pateyôs 

nave - Author. 

Fig. 4.102  Stretham Church ï approach from south east - Author. 

Fig. 4.103  Stretham Church ï plan after St Aubynôs restoration showing new 

symmetrical layout with side aisles and transepts - ICBS Archive Lambeth. 

Fig. 4.104  Stretham Church ï new south aisle and new clerestory and nave - Author. 

Fig. 4.105  Stretham Church ï interior looking west showing new side aisles - Author. 

Fig. 4.106  St Helen, Ashby-de-la-Zouche ï nineteenth-century photograph of interior 

showing galleries, box pews and over large pulpit ï St Helenôs PCC. 

Fig. 4.107  St Helen, Ashby-de-la-Zouche ï St Aubynôs plan, showing the additional side 

aisles - ICBS Archive Lambeth. 

Fig. 4.108  St Helen, Ashby-de-la-Zouche ï showing the nave and chancel after St 

Aubynôs re-ordering - Author. 

Fig. 4.109  St Helen, Ashby-de-la-Zouche ï showing the visual effect of the multiple 

arcades - Author. 

Fig. 4.110  St Alkmund ï Plan before re-ordering showing chaotic layout - ICBS Archive 

Lambeth. 

Fig. 4.111  St Alkmund ï Plan showing St Aubynôs re-ordering applying Ecclesiological 

principles - ICBS Archive Lambeth. 

Fig. 4.112  Whitwick Church - The Reverend Francis Mereweather ï Thringstone School. 

Fig. 4.113  Whitwick Church ï exterior views - Author. 

Fig. 4.114  Whitwick Church ï Interior showing St Aubynôs new chancel arch ï 

Whitwick PCC. 

Fig. 4.115  Whitwick Church ï historical views - Author. 

Fig. 4.116  Whitwick Church ï new chancel detail (the chimney is a later addition) - 

Author. 

Fig. 4.117  Appleby Magna ï a fine fourteenth-century church - Author. 

Fig. 4.118  Appleby Magna ï interior showing galleries, box pews and plaster vaults - 

Author. 

Fig. 4.119  Appleby Magna ï interior view showing St Aubynôs modifications of the 

chancel - Author. 

Fig. 4.120  St Luke, Southampton ï plan showing addition of new chancel and vestry - 

ICBS Archive Lambeth. 

Fig. 4.121  St Luke, Southampton ï external view showing the west end of the church and 

St Aubynôs chancel and chancel aisle, differing from the plan - Author. 

Fig. 4.122  St Aubyn, Devonport ï west end of the church - Author. 

Fig. 4.123  St Aubyn, Devonport ï J.P. St Aubynôs plan of the new chancel - Plymouth 

and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 4.124  St Aubyn, Devonport ï chancel as extended by J.P. St Aubyn - Author. 

Fig. 4.125  Werrington Church tower and west end screen. ï Author. 

Fig. 4.126  Werrington Church ï St Aubynôs chancel, reordering the Gothick church to a 

mediaeval form - Author. 
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Chapter V. Country Houses and Parsonages  

 

Fig. 5.1  Bere Ferrers Parsonage design drawing ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.2  Crowan Parsonage (now Trenoweth House) Entrance Front detail - Author. 

Fig. 5.3  Crowan Parsonage (now Trenoweth House) Garden Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.4  Crowan Parsonage (now Trenoweth House) Garden Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.5  Crowan Parsonage, wooden plate lock and slide bar - Author. 

Fig. 5.6  Crowan Parsonage, datestone showing 1844 in archaic form - Author. 

Fig. 5.7  Coalpit Heath Rectory designed by William Butterfield - Historic England 

Red Boxes, Westerleigh 121/10. 

Fig. 5.8  Stoke Canon Parsonage - Historic England, IOE01/09625/17. 

Fig. 5.9  Stoke Canon Parsonage, brick strapwork on chimney - Author. 

Fig. 5.10  St Stephenôs Vicarage, Devonport - Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery. 

Fig. 5.11  Plans of St James the Great Vicarage, 1901 - West Devon Record Office.  

Fig. 5.12  Lanherne, oriel window - Author. 

Fig. 5.13  Halsetown Parsonage, Sydney Mortimer Laurence ï Kresen Kernow 

Fig. 5.14  Nostell Parsonage  - Building News 14 April 1876. 

Fig. 5.15  Delamore, watercolour by J.P. St Aubyn showing the house as first planned - 

Original watercolour at Delamore, Gavin Dollard. 

Fig. 5.16  Delamore Entrance Front (the geodesic dome was a temporary installation) - 

Author. 

Fig. 5.17  Delamore, cross wing gable and main entrance - Author. 

Fig. 5.18  Delamore, Morning Room chimneypiece with window over - Author. 

Fig. 5.19  Delamore, entrance Front before completion of East Wing - Plymouth and 

West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 5.20  Delamore Chapel - Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 5.21  Delamore, Main Entrance ï Author. 

Fig. 5.22  Delamore, Garden Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.23  Delamore, Window detail - Author. 

Fig. 5.24  Delamore, Offices and Kitchen - Author. 

Fig. 5.25  Delamore, Kitchen Roof - Author. 

Fig. 5.26  Delamore, East Front, after 1906 fire - Author. 

Fig. 5.27  Delamore, Ground Floor Plan ï Author and Building News 14 April 1876. 

Fig. 5.28  Delamore, ceiling detail - Author. 

Fig. 5.29  Delamore, free Gothic chimneypiece - Author. 

Fig. 5.30  Midelney Place, Entrance Front - Somerset Heritage Centre. 

Fig. 5.31  Midelney Place, Garden Front -  The Builder, 14 November 1868. 

Fig. 5.32  Midelney Place, Ground Floor Plan - The Builder, 14 November 1868. 

Fig. 5.33  Anstie Grange, Surrey - Mrs Sheila Howells. 

Fig. 5.34  Ditcheat Priory, Somerset - Author. 

Fig. 5.35  Almondsbury Parsonage, Gloucestershire - Gloucestershire Heritage Hub. 

Fig. 5.36  Almondsbury Parsonage design detail - Glebe House Care Home, 

Almondsbury. 

Fig. 5.37  Hardwicke Parsonage, Gloucestershire - Author. 

Fig. 5.38  Floor plan of Grenehurst, Surrey - The Builder 14 October 1871. 

Fig. 5.39  Grenehurst, Entrance Front - The Building News 31 July 1874. 

Fig. 5.40  Grenehurst, Entrance Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.41  Grenehurst, Garden Front ï Surrey History Centre. 

Fig. 5.42  Grenehurst, Staircase and Entrance Hall ï Surrey History Centre.  

Fig. 5.43  Sir Henry Drydenôs 1863 plan of Rousham - Northamptonshire Library. 
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Fig. 5.44  Rousham, Garden Front prior to St Aubynôs additions - Northamptonshire 

Library. 

Fig. 5.45  Rousham, contemporary aerial view showing St Aubyn additions projecting 

north of the central cupola - Microsoft Maps, accessed 23 April 2020. 

Fig. 5.46  Fig. 5.46 Rousham, Entrance Front showing St Aubynôs órestorationô of the 

fenestration - Author. 

Fig. 5.47  Fig. 5.47 Rousham, Garden Front showing the connection of additions to the 

original house - Author. 

Fig. 5.48  Fig. 5.48 Rousham, Garden Front showing St Aubynôs original soaring, 

spindly chimneys ï Old Postcard, unknown publisher.  

Fig. 5.49  Basil, South Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.50  Basil, Entrance Front - Author. 

Fig. 5.51  Basil, Entrance Passage - Author. 

Fig. 5.52  Basil, St Aubyn fireplace in Great Hall - Author. 

Fig. 5.53  Basil, West front - Author. 

Fig. 5.54  Basil, West Wing, Courtyard façade - Author. 

Fig. 5.55  Basil, St Aubynôs Staircase Tower - Author. 

Fig. 5.56  The original Muntham House, prior to rebuild by St Aubyn British Museum. 

MS 5673. 

Fig. 5.57  Muntham House, Entrance Front and Plan - Building News 13 April 1883. 

Fig. 5.58  Muntham House, East Front - https://muntham-house.webnode.com/the-

history/, accessed 3 October 2019. 

Fig. 5.59  Clowance, South Front before the 1843 fire - Ackermanôs Repository of Arts, 

No. 49, 31 January 1827 ï Author. Drawing at Pencarrow House - Lady 

Molesworth-St Aubyn.  

Fig. 5.60  Clowance, south front and rear wings before 1837 fire - South front ï Lord St 

Levan, Rear Wing - William Borlase, Natural History of Cornwall ï Author.  

Fig. 5.61 Clowance, south and west fronts after J.P. St Aubynôs rebuilding - Kresen 

Kernow. 

Fig. 5.62  Clowance, South Front (with modern additions to the right) - Author. 

Fig. 5.63  Pentre, Pembrokeshire, J.P. St Aubyn Entrance Front and aerial view - 

National Museum of Wales, Tom Mathias Collection. Royal Commission on 

the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Wales, Coflein C888926. 

Fig. 5.64  Trevince, original house and house as rebuilt by St Aubyn ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.65  Chalcot House - Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre.  

Fig. 5.66  Chalcot House, 1934 Plan - Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre. 

Fig. 5.67  Chalcot House, South-West Front, showing St Aubynôs additions from the 

canted bay to the left - Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre. 

Fig. 5.68  Chalcot House, South-West and South-East Fronts - Wiltshire and Swindon 

History Centre. 

Fig. 5.69  Chalcot House, North-West Entrance Front, mostly St Aubynôs work - 

Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre. 

Fig. 5.70  Chalcot House, Service Court, all by St Aubyn - Wiltshire and Swindon 

History Centre. 

Fig. 5.71  Chalcot House, Entrance Hall Chimneypiece - Wiltshire and Swindon History 

Centre. 

Fig. 5.72  Correspondence between St Aubyn and Charles Phipps re Kitchen ventilation, 

together with working drawing - Wiltshire and Swindon History Centre. 

https://muntham-house.webnode.com/the-history/
https://muntham-house.webnode.com/the-history/
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Fig. 5.73  Mersham-le-Hatch before St Aubynôs alterations - Reverend F.O. Morris, A 

Series of Picturesque Views of Seats, (London: William Mackenzie, 1880) - 

Author. 

Fig. 5.74  Mersham-le-Hatch, St Aubynôs loggia H. Avray Tipping, English Homes, 

(London: Country Life, 1926) - Author. 

Fig. 5.75  Mersham-le-Hatch, new Library created by St Aubyn from two former rooms 

H. Avray Tipping, English Homes, (London: Country Life, 1926) - Author. 

Fig. 5.76  Trelissick, original house - C.S. Gilbert. An Historical Survey of the County of 

Cornwall. (Plymouth-Dock: J. Congdon,1820) - Author.  

Fig. 5.77  Trelissick, P.F. Robinsonôs house as built - J. Britton and E.W. Brayley. 

Cornwall Illustrated. Del. T. Allom. (London: H. Fisher, R. Fisher and P. 

Jackson, 1832) - Author.  

Fig. 5.78  Trelissick, P.F. Robinsonôs elaborated design (unbuilt) - P.F. Robinson, 

Designs for Ornamental Villas. (London: Henry G. Bohn, 1853) - Author. 

Fig. 5.79  Trelissick, as altered by St Aubyn - Author. 

Fig. 5.80  Trelissick, Entrance Front as altered by St Aubyn - Author. 

Fig. 5.81  Trelissick, St Aubynôs Billiard Room - National Trust. 

Fig. 5.82  Trelissick, Water Tower - Author. 

Fig. 5.83  Pencalenick, St Aubyn drawing for South Front ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.84  Pencalenick, South Front as built - Author. 

Fig. 5.85  Pencalenick, from the South-East, with Servantsô Quarters to the rear -  

  Author. 

Fig. 5.86  Pencalenick, Entrance Front, St Aubyn drawing and as built - Kresen Kernow 

and Author. 

Fig. 5.87  Pencalenick, Ground Floor Plan, St Aubyn drawing ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.88  Pencalenick, Staircase, St Aubyn drawing ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.89  Pencalenick, Ground Floor Plan, St Aubyn drawing, detail of the Business 

Room and related area - Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.90  Pencalenick, window detail drawing ï Kresen Kernow. 

Fig. 5.91  Trengwainton, entrance front of Rose Priceôs house 1830s engraving. Origin 

unknown - Author. 

Fig. 5.92  Trengwainton as remodelled by St Aubyn - Author. 

Fig. 5.93  Trengwainton, St Aubyn Entrance and Garden fronts Historic England NMR 

BB98/02062 and Western Morning News. 

Fig. 5.94  Abberley Tower, Worcestershire - Building News, 15 October 1886.  

Fig. 5.95  Abberley Tower - Author. 

Fig. 5.96  St Michaelôs Mount, the principal floor before alteration by St Aubyn - The 

British Architect and Author. 

Fig. 5.97  St Michaelôs Mount, the two principal floors after J.P. St Aubynôs alterations 

The British Architect and Author. 

Fig. 5.98  St Michaelôs Mount, St Aubynôs new East Wing (centre) Building News, 30 

November 1874. 

Fig. 5.99  St Michaelôs Mount, St Aubynôs East Wing from ground level ï Kresen 

Kernow. 

Fig. 5.100  St Michaelôs Mount, Kitchen Tunnel - National Trust. 

Fig. 5.101 St Michaelôs Mount, the West Front before alteration ï St Aubyn drawing 

(1861) ï National Trust. 

Fig. 5.102  St Michaelôs Mount, the West Front after alteration by St Aubyn - Author. 

Fig. 5.103  St Michaelôs Mount, St Aubynôs Entrance Gateway - Author. 

Fig. 5.104  St Michaelôs Mount, the Dairy - Author. 
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Fig. 5.105  The interior of the Church showing the wagon roof and plastered walls left 

untouched by St Aubyn ï National Trust. 

Fig. 5.106  St Michaelôs Mount, Grand Stair Turret ï National Trust. . 

Fig. 5.107  Kitchen Stair Belvedere - Author. 

Fig. 5.108  Kitchen Stair - Author. 

 

 

Chapter VI. Other Buildings 

 

Fig. 6.1  Devonport Dockyard in the early nineteenth century ï Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.2  St Aubynôs survey of Keyham Bridge and surroundings 1846 ï Plymouth and 

West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.3  Keyham Master Plan 1846 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.3  Keyham Master Plan 1846 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.4  Master Plan for part of Saltash Road, Keyham, adjacent to the Royal Naval 

Steam Yard 1848 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.5  Drawings and specification for sewer, Haddington Street, Devonport 1861 - 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.6   Specification of Boundary Fence Detail in Haddington Street, Stoke Damerel 

1865 

Fig. 6.7  Block plan for two houses for Mr Freeth, Wilton Street, Stoke Damerel ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.8  Designs for a pair of cottages and a single house in the Tudor Gothic style to 

be built in Stoke ï plan and elevations 1848 ï Plymouth and West Devon 

Record Office. 

Fig. 6.9  Six Tudor Gothic cottages adjacent to St Levan Road, Keyham 1848 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.10  Detailed Drawings for the Keyham Cottages, showing the cottages configured 

as private houses or houses incorporating a shop 1848 ï Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.11  Site plans for two pairs of houses at Berkeley Cottages, South Hill, Stoke 

Damerel (note hints in pencil of possible garden border designs) 1850 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.12  Detailed drawings of Berkeley Cottages boundary walls and entrances 1850 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.13  Numbers One and Two Berkeley Cottages ï front and rear elevations 1852 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.14  Numbers One and Two Berkeley Cottages ï ground floor plan 1852 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.15  Numbers Three and Four Berkeley Cottages ï front and rear elevations 1852 ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.16  Numbers Three and Four Berkeley Cottages ï basement and ground floor 

plans 1852 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.17  Berkeley Cottages ï door detail 1852 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record 

Office. 

Fig. 6.18  Numbers Three and Four Berkeley Cottages (contemporary images) - Author. 

Fig. 6.19  Haddington Road/ Street - design for terraced houses with note to builders 

about variations 1857 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 
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Fig. 6.20  Haddington Street - elevations for terraced houses 1860 ï Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.21  Haddington Street - elevations for terraced houses 1857 ï Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.22  Haddington Street ï detailed design of windows, doorcase, door and garden 

walls 1861 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.23   Haddington Street Houses ï sadly mutilated - Author. 

Fig. 6.24  Detailed St Aubyn designs for houses in Keyham ï Plymouth and West Devon 

Record Office. 

Fig. 6.25  Doorcase and chimney designs for houses in Keyham ï Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office.  

Fig. 6.26  Foulstonôs Devonport Civic Buildings - Author.  

Fig. 6.27  Original Temperance Hall plan with circular staircase and final, simpler plan ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.28  Devonport Temperance Hall, street elevation and internal view of back wall 

giving an indication of the decorative scheme for the first floor Hall ï 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.29  A rare photograph of the Devonport Prison ï Plymouth and West Devon 

Record Office. 

Fig. 6.30  Devonport Prison - Plan 1851 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.31  Devonport Prison - plans for conversion of the Governorôs and Officersô 

Block 1881 ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.32  Devonport Prison - the Governorôs and Officersô Block today - Author. 

Fig. 6.33  Design for mass housing and shops in Wake Street on the site of Devonport 

Prison ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.34  Surviving mass housing and former shop in Wake Street on the site of 

Devonport Prison ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.35  The remains of the Devonport Market Complex (Market Hall and Tower) seen 

from Cumberland Street ï Le Page Architects. 

Fig. 6.36  Benjamin Donnôs 1765 Map of Devonport, showing the grid pattern layout 

and the location of the original Market to the south of the main street (Fore 

Street) ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.37  Stoke Damerel Tithe Map of 1842, showing the proposed site for the new 

Market Complex ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.38  Billingsgate Market, architect J.B. Bunning ï Author. 

Fig. 6.39  Truro Town Hall and Market, Christopher Eales and Ashburton Market 

House, Alfred Norman ï Author. 

Fig. 6.40   Extract from 1862 1:500 Ordnance Survey Map, showing the layout of the 

Market Complex ï Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.41  Early design for the entrance to the Devonport Market Complex seen from 

Cumberland Street ï C. Robinson.  

Fig. 6.42  The Market complex from Cumberland Street - Plymouth and West Devon 

Record Office. 

Fig. 6.43  Detailing of the lead work at the foot of the weathervane atop the Tower, 

showing lead dragonsô heads - Author. 

Fig. 6.44  The bomb-damaged remains of the Devonport Market Complex (gutted Office 

Block and Tower) seen from Tavistock Street - Plymouth and West Devon 

Record Office. 

Fig. 6.45  Slender braced roof trusses in the Market Hall and palm leafed capitals of 

supporting columns ï Author. 
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Fig. 6.46  The Market Hall Imperial stair - Author. 

Fig. 6.47  The Market Hall (centre) in the cleared site of the old South Dockyard, before 

restoration of the historical street pattern. Visualisation of the restored and 

extended Market Hall ï Le Page Architects and En Aim Architectural 

Visualisations. 

Fig. 6.48  Lodging House/Temperance Hotel ï elevations, first design - Plymouth and 

West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.49  Lodging House/Temperance Hotel ï plans, first design - Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.50  Lodging House/Temperance Hotel ï plan and elevations, second design - 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.51  Lodging House/Temperance Hotel ï elevations, third design - Plymouth and 

West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.52  Elevations for the Rising Sun on part of the site of the proposed Temperance 

Hotel - Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.53  Range of shops, numbers nine to twelve Fore Street - Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.54  Range of shops, numbers nine to twelve Fore Street - Plymouth and West 

Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.55  Number 115 Fore Street, a more flamboyant contribution to the streetscape - 

Plymouth and West Devon Record Office. 

Fig. 6.56  Crowan School, Cornwall 1844 - Author. 

Fig. 6.57  Marazion School, Cornwall 1861 - Author. 

Fig. 6.58  All Saints School, Downshire Square, Reading 1866 - Author. 

Fig. 6.59  Long Ditton School ï plan 1873 - Surrey History Centre. 

Fig. 6.60  Long Ditton School ï principal elevations 1873 - Surrey History Centre. 

Fig. 6.61  Stretham School, Cambridgeshire 1871 - Author. 

Fig. 6.62  Arrington School, Cambridgeshire, adjacent to Wimpole Hall 1878 - Author. 

Fig. 6.63  Ely Theological College (now part of Kingôs School) ï Author. 

Fig. 6.64  Goldsmith Building, Middle Temple - Author. 

Fig. 6.65  Temple Gardens, Middle Temple - Author. 

Fig. 6.66  33 Essex Street ï St Aubynôs take on late seventeenth-century domestic 

architecture - Author. 

Fig. 6.67  Four Brick Court ï original design and as built ï Author. 

Fig 6.68  Garden Court, Middle Temple - Author. 

Fig. 6.69  East Wheal Rose and Tregurtha Downs Engine Houses - Author. 
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CHAPTER I  

 

J.P. ST AUBYN - A SUMMARY OF HIS LIFE AND CAREER  

 

 

1.1 Origins and Early Years 

St Aubyn was born into the upper echelons of British society on 6 April 1815. His father, the 

Reverend Robert Thomas St Aubyn, was a parson and son of Sir John St Aubyn, 5th Baronet 

of Clowance in Cornwall. The St Aubyns were an old landed Cornish family with extensive 

landholdings in Cornwall and Devon.1 The family believed that it had Norman origins and 

came to Britain as one of the Conquerorôs supporters, although it does not feature in the 

Battle Abbey Roll and there is no tangible evidence for this claim.2  

 

The Heraldsô Visitations of Cornwall of 1530, 1573 and 1620 suggested that the family could 

trace its roots to Mauger de Sancto Albino, born in Devon during the reign of Henry III.3 

However, Burkeôs Peerage prefers to limit itself to descent from Geoffrey St Aubyn who 

lived in the reign of Henry IV and who married Elizabeth, daughter and heiress of Piers 

Kymyl of Clowance in Cornwall, Clowance becoming the familyôs primary seat.4  

 

Although the St Aubyn family had established itself as one of Cornwallôs most significant 

landed families by the seventeenth century, the family was to exhibit unconventional, 

sometimes contrarian views and behaviours over the next few centuries.5  

 
1 John Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (London: Harrison, 1883), p. 392 gives the 

familyôs landholdings in Devon and Cornwall as 6,555 acres, to which should be added the acreage of the 

Clowance Estate of c2,000 acres (per sales particulars for the estate dated 1921). 
2 Diana Hartley, The St Aubyns of Cornwall 1200-1977 (Chesham: Barracuda Books, 1977), p. 10. 
3 Ibid., p. 27. 
4 Burkeôs Peerage, Baronetage & Knightage, ed. Charles Mosley, 107th edn (Delaware, USA: Burkeôs Peerage 

& Gentry LLC, 2003), p. 3495.  
5 In the English Civil War when the majority of Cornish gentlemen sided with the Crown, the then head of the 

family, John St Aubyn (c1609-1684), joined the Parliamentarian cause, being appointed Captain of St Michaelôs 

Mount in Cornwall having captured it from the Kingôs side. He then purchased the Mount in 1657 from the 

Royalist Francis Basset, ruined in the aftermath of the Civil War. 
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In 1725 the 3rd Baronet married Catherine, daughter of Sir Nicholas Morice and co-heiress of 

Sir William Morice of Werrington in North Devon. Catherine brought significant wealth to 

the St Aubyn family, including the manor of Stoke Damerel in Devon, which would add 

greatly to the familyôs wealth in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when it was 

developed as Devonport, Morice Town and Stoke, suburbs of Plymouth, and home to the 

great Naval Dockyard.6   

 

The St Aubyns apparently relentless rise through British society suffered a setback in the first 

half of the nineteenth century when the 5th Baronet, yet another Sir John (1758-1839), a 

brilliant but loose living and highly unconventional man, fathered fifteen illegitimate children 

by three mistresses. His second mistress, Martha Nicholls was the daughter of John Nicholls, 

a landscape designer and disciple of Capability Brown. John Nicholls carried out extensive 

works in the park of Clowance in the eighteenth century. The cause and effect of the romantic 

and design relationships is not recorded.7 Sir Johnôs third mistress was Juliana Vinicombe, 

the daughter of a yeoman farmer or minor squire of Marazion, across the water from St 

Michaelôs Mount. Sir John married her in 1822, some ten years after the birth of their last 

child.8  

 

 
John St Aubynôs son, also John (1645-1699), was rewarded for his loyalty to Charles II by being created 

Baronet in 1671 in recognition of having maintained a troop of thirty foot soldiers for three years at his own 

expense in defence of the Royal Plantation of Ulster. Contrarianism returned in the eighteenth century as the 

family rose to greater political prominence when Sir John St Aubyn (1700-44), 3rd Baronet, as an M.P. for 

Cornwall, led the Opposition to Sir Robert Walpole. Sir John St Aubyn earned Walpoleôs respect for his 

independence of mind and integrity, Walpole, saying of his opponents óAll these men have their price except the 

little Cornish Baronetô. However, there was a darker side to Sir Johnôs opposition as he also consorted with 

Jacobin opponents of the Hanoverian monarchy, even offering to lead troops in support of the Pretender. 

Perhaps fortuitously for the fortunes of the family, Sir John died shortly before the ô45 Revolution. 
6 Hartley, p. 30. 
7 Douglas Ellory Pett, The Parks and Gardens of Cornwall (Penzance, Cornwall: Alison Hodge, 1998), p. 61. 
8 Hartley, p. 33. 



 18 

Notwithstanding his unorthodox approach to marriage, the 5th Baronet played a useful part in 

public life, becoming High Sheriff of Cornwall at the age of twenty-three, M.P. for Penryn 

and Helston from 1807 to 1812, a Fellow of the Royal Society, the Linnean Society, the 

Society of Antiquaries and the Society of Arts. He was also a keen collector of engravings 

and etchings and a patron of John Opie, the portrait painter, whom he commissioned to paint 

a number of members of his family including Martha Nicholls and Juliana Vinicombe.  

 

The 5th Baronetôs children all took the name St Aubyn and were educated and treated by Sir 

John as if they were his legitimate children, most of them receiving an income under his will. 

Although illegitimacy was against the accepted mores of the times, most of the children 

achieved respectable positions in society, one son being created Baronet in due course. 

However, the illegitimacy of the children was not just an issue of social acceptance. Under 

the terms of the 4th Baronetôs will, Clowance and its associated estate was entailed in the 

legitimate line. Consequently, the entailed estate passed to a son of his sister, Catherine, who 

had married the Reverend John Molesworth of Pencarrow in north Cornwall.  

 

Fortunately for the 5th Baronetôs illegitimate children, St Michaelôs Mount, the manor of 

Stoke Damerel and other lands in Devon and Cornwall were not entailed and he was able to 

leave the bulk of his estate to his eldest son James St Aubyn (1783-1862), but James had only 

daughters and under the terms of his fatherôs will, the estate had to pass to a male 

descendant.9 Logically, this would have been the Reverend Robert Thomas St Aubyn (1786-

1875), James St Aubynôs next younger brother and father of J.P. St Aubyn. For some 

undocumented reason, the 5th Baronet had chosen Edward St Aubyn (1799-1817), third 

 
9 The Dictionary of National Biography, ed. by Sir Leslie Stephen and Sir Sidney Lee, (Oxford University 

Press: London, 1922), XVII, p. 610. 
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surviving son of Julianna Vinicombe, to receive the reversionary interest. This decision was 

to cause bitterness to the Reverend Robert Thomas St Aubyn and his elder son Commander 

Robert John St Aubyn (1814-1879), J.P. St Aubynôs older brother, who expended a 

considerable amount of effort trying to prove that the 5th Baronet had married Martha 

Nicholls, his grandmother, and that the entail male should, therefore, have delivered 

Clowance and its related estates to the Reverend Robert Thomas.10 Although the question of 

succession exercised his older brother, there is no evidence that J.P. St Aubyn was overly 

concerned. He remained on good terms with his uncles and cousins, some of whom were to 

become clients in due course. What is perhaps more significant in terms of J.P. St Aubynôs 

development is whether or not he felt that any stigma attached to his family as a result of his 

fatherôs illegitimacy. 

 

The St Aubyn family soon re-established itself in society, Edward St Aubyn becoming a 

barrister and the 1st Baronet St Aubyn of St Michaelôs Mount in 1866.11 His son, Sir John St 

Aubyn was created Lord St Levan in 1887, the title taken from an early family land holding 

in far west Cornwall.12 His descendant, the fifth Lord St Levan, also named James Piers St 

Aubyn, and his family still reside at the Mount although it was given to the National Trust in 

1978. 

 

The Reverend Robert Thomas St Aubyn, J.P. St Aubynôs father, was born in 1786. He was 

educated at Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford and ordained as a deacon of the 

Church of England on 23 September 1810 in Exeter Cathedral. The following day he was 

licensed as a curate at St Breock church in Cornwall where he remained until 1814 when he 

 
10 Hartley, p. 32. 
11 Mosley, p. 3495. 
12 Ibid. p. 3496. 
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became the Rector of Ruan Minor, a small parish located close to the southern tip of the 

Lizard Peninsula in Cornwall.13 In January 1813 Robert Thomas had married Frances 

Fleming St John, daughter of the Reverend John St John, Rector of Powick, Worcestershire 

and sometime Prebendary of Worcester, grandson of the Tenth Baron St John of Bletso and 

son of Andrew St John, Dean of Worcester. The Reverend John St John had married Frances 

Fleming, granddaughter of the antiquary William Stuckley.  

 

 

Fig. 1.1 Powick Church, 2018. 

In 1814, Robert Thomas was appointed curate of Powick and it may be presumed that this 

appointment was arranged by his father-in-law.14 Whether Robert Thomas played any active 

part in the life of the parish or whether the curacy was a sinecure and an example of plurality 

 
13 C. Cox, The Clergy List for 1841 (London: Ecclesiastical Gazette Office, 1841), p. 163. 
14 Edmund Lodge, The Peerage of the British Empire as Presently Existing (London: Saunders and Otley, 

1848), p. 472. 
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is unclear although a number of his children were christened at Powick, Frances presumably 

having returned to her motherôs house for delivery of the children. James Piers (sometimes 

spelt Pearse) St Aubyn was the second son of Robert Thomas and Frances and was baptised 

at Powick on 21 May 1815.15  

 

On 1 August 1825 Robert Thomas was also licensed as curate at Perranuthnoe in south west 

Cornwall, a parish at the opposite (northern) end of the Lizard Peninsula to Ruan Minor.16 He 

was directed to live in the Parsonage, presumably to discourage plurality of livings, but an 

1826 list of subscribers to The Incorporated Society for the Propagation of the Bible in 

Foreign Parts, lists him as Rector of Ruan Minor, a role that he was still holding in 1841.17 

He is also listed as a voter in a list of electors for Knights of the Shire in Ruan Minor in 1834, 

qualified to vote by virtue of being the Rector, although his abode is given as Lords Hotel, 

New Street, Covent Garden.18 This suggests that he may have separated from his wife, 

corroborating a comment made in Diana Hartleyôs St Aubyn family history that the marriage 

was not happy.19 

 

The 1841 Census shows Frances residing in Hanover Square, London, with no mention of 

Robert Thomas. The 1851 Census gives her as the head of household at 107 Chase Side, 

Enfield, living with her son Geoffrey (age 33) and daughter Zenobia (age 34) (both younger 

siblings of J. P. St Aubyn) and two young granddaughters, Frances and Winifred (both 

daughters of J. P. St Aubynôs older brother Commander Robert John St Aubyn, whose wife 

had died in 1847 and who may well have been away at sea). Three servants are also recorded 

 
15 Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, (1895), p. 653. 
16 http://theclergydatabase.org.uk accessed 5 January 2021. 
17 The Report of the Incorporated Society for the Propagation of the Bible in Foreign Parts (London: 1826), p. 

262. and The Clergy List for 1841, (London: C. Cox, Ecclesiastical Gazette Office, 1841), p. 163. 
18 http://opc-cornwall.org.uk accessed 5 January 2021. 
19 Hartley, p. 44. 

http://theclergydatabase.org.uk/
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as living at the house, the site of which is, today, a builderôs yard, although the neighbouring 

103 Chase Side survives as a modest, but handsome, double fronted eighteenth-century 

house, giving some idea of the St Aubyn house. The 1861 Census shows her living at 164 

Victoria Square in the parish of St Giles, Reading with her nineteen-year-old granddaughter 

Frances and two servants but, again, no mention of Robert Thomas. Censuses only capture 

occupancy on a specific day, but the fact that Frances was not living in Cornwall in 1841, 

1851 and 1861 and that there was no mention of Robert Thomas in the relevant censuses is 

consistent with separation. Francesôs establishments were modest, but she was evidently 

reasonably comfortable, being able to afford a small domestic staff and it would seem that, 

notwithstanding separation from her husband, she remained close to her children. 

 

Frances died on March 1863 and was buried at Earley St Peter, Reading.20 Following her 

death, on 7 August 1866, Robert Thomas St Aubyn married Ann Catherine Russell at Milton-

next-Gravesend in Kent, but it appears that Robert Thomas had a relationship with Ann 

Russell before his first wifeôs death, conceiving a son, Edmund Charles, in 1853.21 It seems 

that the 5th Baronetôs disregard for nineteenth-century convention had passed to the next 

generation. 

 

Aside from the unhappiness of his parentsô marriage, little is recorded of J.P. St Aubynôs 

childhood or upbringing. Based on the evidence of an old arithmetic book in the possession 

of the St Aubyn family, J.P. St Aubyn followed his older brother Robert John St Aubyn to 

Penzance Grammar School.22 The records of the Old Grammar School at Penzance have not 

 
20 https://www.findagrave.com accessed 5 January 2021. 
21 Hartley, p. 45. 
22 Ibid., p. 44. 

https://www.findagrave.com/
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survived so, beyond attendance at what was a respectable, but not front-rank educational 

establishment, St Aubynôs academic prowess or nature as a child and adolescent is unknown.  

 

There are a number of aspects of St Aubynôs upbringing that suggest that he could have 

emerged as a somewhat challenged child. On the one hand, he came from a distinguished 

family, members of which had made a significant contribution to Cornish and British society. 

Despite the split of the family fortune, St Aubyn had wealthy relatives and, although his 

father was not overtly affluent, it is unlikely that St Aubyn grew up in economic hardship. On 

the other hand, the illegitimacy of his fatherôs generation, combined with his parentsô 

unhappy marriage and the contested inheritance question brought instability to his 

background. Also, it would only be natural for him to have felt envious that he had not fared 

as well as his father in his education. It is almost certainly the case that, despite being a 

member of a high-status family, he had to work for his living and it is possible that his 

complex background gave him a sense of drive and purpose that was a major factor in his 

success as a prolific architect.  

 

1.2 Becoming an Architect    

Whilst the St Aubyn family became good clients of J.P. St Aubyn, it would be wrong to 

imply, as some writers have, that family connections gave him a particular advantage, as will 

be illustrated by an examination of his work.23 Although, even if family connections did not 

amount to nepotism, it is interesting to examine if  coming from an elevated position in a 

formal, hierarchical society gave St Aubyn advantage over his competitors.  

 

 
23 Peter Beacham and Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England: Cornwall (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2014), p. 76.  
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In the absence of any personal records, J.P. St Aubynôs reasons for becoming an architect can 

only be the subject of conjecture. The profession was growing quickly during the early 

nineteenth century. Following the end of the Napoleonic Wars, a number of factors combined 

to increase dramatically demand for architects. An expanding population, a rapidly 

industrialising economy, fast growing towns and cities, religious revival, increasing personal 

wealth and expanding public services and armed forces all contributed to a significant surge 

in building activity. New housing, new churches, restoration of churches, new commercial 

building and new Government buildings all meant many architectural commissions. The 

profession was also becoming formal, culminating in the formation of the Architectural 

Society in 1831 which evolved into the Institute of British Architects, receiving its royal 

charter of incorporation in 1837.24 St Aubynôs interest in drawing and in fine art, as 

evidenced by his later membership of the Anastatic Drawing Society and the Arundel 

Society, suggests that he had artistic leanings and may have felt, given the increasing demand 

for architects, that the profession of architecture was a potentially lucrative and respectable 

way of exploiting his artistic talents.25   

 

The question of respectability of the architectural profession in the first half of the nineteenth 

century, is an interesting issue. Whilst it was acceptable for younger sons of gentlemen to 

enter the established professions (the church and the law), in the early nineteenth century, 

architecture as a profession was nascent and not necessarily respectable. As Professor Joe 

Mordaunt Crook noted of the end of the Regency period: óThe practice of architecture had  

 

 
24 Howard Colvin, A Biographical Dictionary of British Architects 1600-1840, 4th edn (New Haven and London: 

Yale University Press, 2008), pp. 34-5. 
25 Hartley, p. 60.  
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ceased to be a trade and had not yet become a profession.ô26 However, by the end of the 

Regency and into the 1830s things started to change. As Howard Colvin noted in the 

introductory essay to his Biographical Dictionary of British Architects, from the 1840s 

onwards the architect  

gained in social status and respectability: for henceforth he would rank as a 

gentleman, a scholar and an artist, clearly distinguished from the ómechanicô who 

called himself a builder.27  

 

In the 1850s and 1860s the architectural profession became more robust and acquired even 

greater credibility.28 Mordaunt Crook noted that:  

 

The social status of architects rose dramatically during the early nineteenth century. 

Accurate figures are hard to come by. It has been estimated, however, that recruitment 

from the upper class rose from six per cent in the period 1790-1819 to sixteen per cent 

in the period 1820-49, as against a drop in working-class recruitment from twenty-

seven per cent to six per cent, middle-class recruitment making up the balance.29  

 

So it would seem that, although St Aubyn was in a significant minority of upper class joiners 

to the architectural profession, the profession was becoming socially more acceptable. It is 

interesting that of seventeen notable contemporary architects (including St Aubyn), the 

majority came from the middle or upper middle classes, fathersô occupations being;- 

 
26 J. Mordaunt Crook, óThe Pre-Victorian Architect: Professionalism & Patronageô, Architectural History, 12 

(1969), pp. 62-78, (p. 63). 
27 Colvin, p. 37. 
28 Michael Brooks, óThe Builder in the 1840s: The Making of a Magazine, the Shaping of a Professionô, 

Victorian Periodicals Review, 14, No. 3 (Fall, 1981), pp. 86-93. 
29 Ibid., pp. 68-9. 
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Landed  1 

Lawyer  1 

Engineer  1 

Medicine  2 

Military   1 

Clergyman  3 

Education  1 

Architect  1 

Creative Arts  2 

Trade   4 

            17  (For supporting data see Appendix 2).  

 

To train as an architect, St Aubyn was articled to the Gloucester based architect Thomas 

Fulljames (1808-74).30 Fulljames had good architectural credentials having been apprenticed 

to Thomas Rickman (1776-1841), a highly successful pre-Victorian Gothic Revival architect 

who was, not unusually for a Regency architect, equally happy designing in the classical 

style.31 Rickman is  probably best known as the developer of the commonly accepted 

classification of British Gothic architecture into the periods Early English, Decorated and 

Perpendicular in his 1817 treatise An Attempt to Discriminate the styles of English 

Architecture from the Conquest to the Reformation.32 From Rickman, Fulljames learnt to 

design in Gothic idioms with confidence as well as the ability to design in other styles. 

Although through Rickman, Fulljames was in direct line of succession to the scholarly root of 

the study of historical Gothic architecture, his (Fulljamesôs) Gothic Revival work was 

 
30 óJ.P. St Aubyn Obituaryô, Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 1895, p. 653. 
31 Canon B.G. Carne, óThomas Fulljames, 1808-74: Surveyor, Architect and Civil Engineerô, Transactions of 

the Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaeological Society, 1995, 113, pp . 7-20 (p. 8). 
32 Colvin, p. 863. 



 27 

picturesque rather than archaeologically correct, but the results were not unpleasing as 

evidenced by his Probate Court in Gloucester of 1858. 

 

Fig. 1.2 Probate Court, Gloucester, designed by T. Fulljames, 2017. 

 

His classical style, as visible in the surviving former Albion Hotel in Gloucester of 1831, 

drew on the Greek Revival and was severe and very spare in detailing, in line with the 

contemporary Regency classical architecture that he would have seen in Birmingham, 

Cheltenham and Gloucester. 

 

Fulljamesôs practice was mostly focused on Gloucestershire and the surrounding area and 

was architecturally diverse, the latter approach followed by St Aubyn. A significant 

proportion of his work was ecclesiastical, but he also designed country houses and 

commercial and municipal buildings.33 His work included churches at Twigworth, High 

Orchard, Down Hatherley, Almondsbury and Sandhurst, all in Gloucestershire, hospitals such 

as The Royal Infirmary in Gloucestershire, the Probate Court in Gloucester, parsonages at 

Hartpury, Haresfield, Stinchcombe and Lydiard Millicent and private houses at Great Tew in 

 
33 Carne, pp. 10-17. 
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Oxfordshire and Foscombe in Gloucestershire, the latter for himself.  Further diversity of 

work came from Fulljames also working as a surveyor, following the profession of his father 

and his uncle who had acted as Fulljamesôs guardian from the age of twelve. Fulljames was 

appointed County Surveyor for Gloucestershire in 1831 and Diocesan Surveyor in 1832.34 As 

County Surveyor, Fulljames found himself examining and repairing workhouses, prisons and 

other municipal buildings and even developed early elaborate proposals for a crossing of the 

River Severn, which comprised a combined barrage and railway bridge.35  

 

 

Fig. 1.3 Fulljamesôs proposal for a combined barrage and rail crossing, River Severn, 1849. 

 

As Diocesan Surveyor, Fulljames was called in to survey numerous churches and often to be 

the architect for repairs and improvements.36 He also undertook a range of municipal projects 

outside the Diocese, such as a major asylum at Denbigh. 

 
34 Ibid., p. 9. 
35 Ibid., pp. 10, 11, 17. 
36 Ibid., pp. 12-13. 
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Fig. 1.4 Fulljamesôs design for Denbigh Asylum for the Insane, 1845. 

 

How St Aubyn came to be articled to Fulljames is unknown. It may be that the connection 

came through St Aubynôs maternal grandfather The Reverend John St John, although 

Fulljames does not appear to have carried out much work in Worcestershire (The Buildings of 

England: Worcestershire  lists only one building). The age at which St Aubyn started his 

articles is also unknown. Fulljames opened his office in Gloucester around 1830 and St 

Aubynôs name appears on drawings from the Fulljames office by the mid 1830s, so it would 

seem likely that St Aubyn was in his late teens or early twenties when he joined Fulljames.37 

The training programme for an architect was not highly formalised at this time. Fulljames had 

been apprenticed to Rickman at the age of thirteen in 1821 and had established himself in his 

own practice at the relatively early age of 22.38 Looking at St Aubynôs contemporaries who 

came to the profession a few years after Fulljames, a typical starting age was in the range of 

sixteen to early twenties (see Appendix 2 for data on St Aubynôs contemporaries), which is 

consistent with St Aubyn starting his articles in his late teens or early twenties.  

 
37 Gloucestershire Record Office D2593/2/18 Almondsbury Church (1836-7) and D2593/2/24 Cam Church 

(1837) ï drawings bearing St Aubynôs signature. 
38 Carne, pp. 8-9. 
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The diversity of Fulljamesôs practice was to provide a broad architectural foundation for St 

Aubyn who developed into an architect capable of designing across the spectrum of building 

types. Drawings carried out by St Aubyn exist in the Fulljames Archive including, inter alia, 

Cam Church, dated 26 May 1837 and Almondsbury Church (both in Gloucestershire) where 

Fulljames carried out major rebuilding programmes in 1836-7. At Cam, St Aubyn produced 

meticulous drawings recording the measurements of the existing structure, from which he 

produced plans and elevations.39 

 

Fig. 1.5 Cam Church measured drawing by St Aubyn, 1837. 

 

Plainly, by this point he was a competent architectural draughtsman. At Almondsbury 

Church, Fulljames was evidently the lead designer, carrying out a major reconstruction of the 

nave of the church, giving it a new arcade and hammer beam roof. St Aubyn produced 

drawings detailing designs for parts of the reconstruction, including pews and corbels for the 

 
39 Gloucestershire Record Office D2593/2/24 Cam Church measured drawing (1837). 



 31 

chancel roof vault.40 These drawings show St Aubyn learning the skills of an architect, 

working collaboratively with Fulljames. 

         

Fig. 1.6 Almondsbury Church, St Aubyn design for corbel head, 1837, and actual figure, 2018.  

 

St Aubyn was still working for Fulljames in 1838-40 when he acted as Clerk of the Works on 

the construction of Edwards College, a long Tudor Gothic range of almshouses for clergy 

widows endowed by Ann Edwards and designed by Fulljames.41 

 

 

Fig. 1.7 Edwards College, South Cerney, 2017. 

 
40 Gloucestershire Record Office D2593/2/18 ï St Aubyn drawings for the reconstruction of Almondsbury 

Church (1836-7). 
41 David Verey and Alan Brooks, The Buildings of England: Gloucestershire, The Cotswolds (London: Penguin 

Books, 1999), p. 619. 
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Whether or not St Aubyn had a hand in the design of Edwards College is unclear, although 

the Gothic style is relatively calm for Fulljames who, in his secular buildings, tended to be 

more flamboyant, and there are similarities between the detail of Edwards College and 

Berkeley Cottages in Stoke Damerel, Plymouth, designed by St Aubyn in 1847, suggesting 

that St Aubyn may well have contributed to the design. 

 

There is no evidence in the Fulljames archive of St Aubyn working with Fulljames after the 

completion of Edwards College, although as the archive does not contain drawings of all the 

buildings known to have been designed by Fulljames, it is almost certainly not complete, and 

St Aubyn may have still been working with him. In the 1840s St Aubyn started working on 

his own account. Despite extensive and rigorous searching, the office records of St Aubynôs 

architectural practice have not been found. Enquiries of the St Aubyn family drew a blank, 

the present Lord St Levan confirming a view expressed in a letter to Canon Michael Warner, 

dated 8 July 1990 from his uncle, the 4th Lord St Levan, that there is no trace of St Aubynôs 

records in the family archives. Lord St Levan noted that many of the records relating to the 

Manor of Stoke Damerel, where St Aubyn maintained an office, were destroyed in Second 

World War bombing and that it is possible that such architectural practice records as existed 

there were lost. Other searches, including the archives of the Middle Temple have revealed 

nothing. It is interesting to note that the Biographical file maintained by the RIBA contains 

correspondence referring to the absence of any office records. It is quite possible the 

practiceôs  records were destroyed after the death in 1918 of Henry Wadling, who succeeded 

to the practice after St Aubynôs demise in 1895. To attempt to remedy this loss, a Catalogue 

Raisonné has been completed during research to build as complete a picture as possible of St 

Aubynôs work. 

 



 33 

The earliest building designed by St Aubyn in his own right, and datable with certainty is the 

parsonage at Crowan, Cornwall, the estate village of the St Aubyn familyôs original seat, 

Clowance.  As noted earlier, the Clowance estate passed out of the St Aubyn family in 1839 

to cousins in the Molesworth family. The new owner of Clowance, The Reverend John 

Molesworth-St Aubyn, commissioned St Aubyn to survey the old parsonage at Clowance. St 

Aubyn found that the building was in poor condition and designed a new house in a Tudor 

Gothic style for Molesworth, which bears a datestone of 1844. Other work followed quickly, 

including a new church at Illogan, Cornwall (1844) for the Basset family (cousins of the St 

Aubyns), restoration of Daglingworth Church, Gloucestershire (1845), a new church at 

Cerney Wick, Gloucestershire (1847) and a row of houses (Berkeley Cottages) in Stoke 

Damerel, Devon (1848), for the St Aubyn family estate.  

 

Fig. 1.8. Berkeley Cottages, Stoke Damerel. Early St Aubyn design, 1848. 

 

A major commission for a young and inexperienced architect, which also came in this period, 

was the rebuilding for the Molesworths of the mansion at Clowance, which had been badly 

damaged by fire in 1837 and 1843.42  

 
42 Building News, 31 January 1890 ï summary of St Aubynôs work. 
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A pattern is evident in the early work, in that it mostly comes from connections St Aubyn 

established in Gloucestershire when working for Fulljames, or perhaps referrals from 

Fulljames, and from family connections in Cornwall. The family connections were certainly 

helpful in supplying St Aubyn with a stream of work in his early days and it is unlikely, for 

example, that an architect as inexperienced as St Aubyn would have secured the job to 

rebuild a mansion on the scale of Clowance, were it not for a family connection. However, as 

will be seen in later chapters, it was not the case that St Aubynôs success came only from his 

wealthy family. What is harder to discern is whether or not St Aubynôs social status helped to 

secure work from non-family clients, although it cannot have hindered him.  

 

Although not of the scale of Clowance, the design of Berkeley Cottages was also a significant 

milestone in St Aubynôs career as this marked the start of a forty-year association with the St 

Aubyn estate, developing the Manor of Stoke Damerel. As the Naval Dockyard at Devonport, 

which was partly in Stoke Damerel, expanded, so the St Aubyn family were able to exploit 

their landholdings by developing the new settlements of Morice Town, Keyham and parts of 

Devonport. As will be explored in the chapters on new churches and other buildings, St 

Aubyn designed seven churches, including the unexecuted  major rebuild of Stoke Damerel 

Parish Church (on a scale which earned the plan the epithet of óa Cathedral for Devonportô), a 

Market Hall, a Temperance Hall, numerous houses, shops and a prison for the St Aubyn 

estate as well as carrying out master planning for the layout of parts of the development. 
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Fig. 1.9 Early St Aubyn plan for laying out housing development in Keyham, part of the Stoke Damerel estate, 

1846. 

 

By the end of the 1840s, St Aubynôs practice was thriving with four significant new churches 

(St Illogan; St Paulôs, Devonport; St James-the-Great, Keyham; St John the Baptist, 

Godolphin Cross), a major church restoration at St Agnes in Cornwall and parsonages in 

Gloucestershire, Cornwall and Devon. 

 

1.3 The Development of St Aubynôs Career 

St Aubyn became a member of the Institute of British Architects whilst still working for 

Fulljames, being accepted as an Associate in 1837, two years after the Instituteôs first 

meeting. His proposers were distinguished contemporaries Edward Blore, George Basevi and 

William Railton (the designer of Nelsonôs Column), which suggests that he might have been 

drawing on contacts of Fulljames to gain support for joining the nascent Institute as it seems 

unlikely that he would have established a sufficient professional network at such an early 

stage of his career to attract the support of men as well established as his sponsors.43 In 1856 

 
43 Ed. A. Brodie, A. Felstead, J. Franklin, L. Pinfield, J. Oldfield, Directory of British Architects, 2 vols (London 

and New York: Continuum, 2001), 2, p. 525. 
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he progressed to being a Fellow of what had become the RIBA, with at least two even more 

august proposers, George Gilbert Scott and Benjamin Ferrey. The lesser-known Francis 

Penrose was his third proposer.44 By this stage of his career St Aubyn would have been much 

better known, if only for his work in the Middle Temple, and it is likely that he would have 

become acquainted with architects such as Scott and Ferrey as they probably competed 

against each other for work. St Aubyn served on the Council of the RIBA in 1858-60 and 

1870-72, suggesting that he was committed to the wider development of his profession.   

 

Although much of St Aubynôs work was in the west country, from an early stage, he 

established himself as a national architect based in London, working initially from his home 

at 51 Furnivalôs Inn, an early nineteenth-century apartment block mostly inhabited by 

professional men, before moving to Lambe Buildings in the Middle Temple when he was 

appointed Surveyor in 1851, a post that he held until he moved to Cornwall in 1885.45  

  
 

Fig. 1.10 Lambe Buildings, Middle Temple, built in 1667 after the Great Fire, date unknown - pre-Second 

World War. 

 

 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
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During his career he secured commissions across England, Wales and Ireland as well as two 

overseas commissions (in Germany and Myanmar). A table in Appendix 1 shows the 

geographical distribution of St Aubynôs work. As is evident from the table, over sixty per 

cent of his work took place in the West Country (including thirty-five per cent in Cornwall, 

seventeen per cent in Devon and five per cent in Somerset) whilst London and the Home 

Counties accounted for seventeen per cent and East Anglia for ten per cent. The rest of his 

work was scattered across the Midlands with small presences in the North and Wales.    

 

St Aubyn embodied the nineteenth-century professional model described by Sir Howard 

Colvin in his essay on the architectural profession óThe Practice of Architecture 1600-1840: 

  

The new professional architect, while retaining his London office, could personally 

supervise the erection of half a dozen buildings in a way that had been quite 

impossible for his eighteenth-century predecessor.46   

 

St Aubynôs practice continued to grow rapidly in the 1850s, with a majority of the work 

being ecclesiastical. However, St Aubyn also received a steady stream of commissions for 

country houses and other buildings, a pattern which was followed for the next three decades. 

The profile of his career and some idea of the diversity of work which he undertook is shown 

in the following table: 

 

 

 
46 Colvin, p. 36. 
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 New 

Churches 

Church 

Restorations 

Country 

Houses  

Parsonages Other 

Secular 

Buildings 

Total 

1840s 5 6 1 4 11 27 

1850s 11 12 2 7 14 46 

1860s 14 47 6 3 17 87 

1870s 16 63 10 5 13 107 

1880s 19 52 6 0 21 98 

1890s 1 11 0 0 0 12 

Total 66 191 25 19 76 377 

   

Significant commissions in the 1850s included three more churches in Devonport (St Mary, 

St Stephen and St James-the-Less), a Market Hall for Devonport, new servantsô quarters and 

offices wing for St Michaelôs Mount and Delamore House for the Parker family in Devon. 

Commissions also came in from other parts of the country, including St John, Enfield and 

Christ Church, Latchingdon, Middlesex. Whereas St Aubynôs ecclesiastical work in the 

1840s and early 1850s had been quite experimental, by the late 1850s a formula started to 

emerge which will be explored in Chapter III , of two main types of church ï a small single 

aisle Early English style chapel for small country parishes or mission churches and a large 

central aisled with clerestory and lower side aisles church, with or without a tower, for large 

urban parishes. That is not to say that St Aubyn was not capable of designing in other forms, 

his very simple Higher Stennack church showing a sculptural simplicity reminiscent of 

Butterfield, whilst private chapels at Maristow, Plymouth and Trelawne, Liskeard were 

individual designs with interiors of an exuberance seldom seen in St Aubynôs normal church 

work. 
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Fig.1.11 St John-in-the-Fields, Higher Stennack, 2018 and Trelawne Chapel roof, 2017.  

 

In the 1860s and 1870s the work flooded into St Aubynôs office in line with the great 

building surge of mid to late Victorian Britain. Many ecclesiastical commissions came in 

Cornwall, but church work also widened out across the Home Counties with projects in 

Sussex, Kent, Essex and Middlesex and also work as far afield as Leicestershire, Suffolk, 

Hampshire, Somerset and Derbyshire. The country house practice continued with new houses 

or major alterations in Oxfordshire (Rousham), Wiltshire (Chalcot), Somerset (Midelney 

Place), Surrey (Anstie Grange and Grenehurst), Pembrokeshire (Pentre) and Cornwall 

(Trevince and St Michaelôs Mount). St Aubynôs country house work has been criticised as 

uninspiring and dull, but an examination of the range of his work, confidently designed in 

Classical, Gothic or Tudor Revival styles, shows an accomplished designer capable of 

covering the full diversity of the eclectic middle and later Victorian periods. 

 

During this time St Aubyn was also discharging his responsibilities as Surveyor to the Middle 

Temple where he designed the Goldsmith office building, in a simple Italianate style, as well 
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as undertaking in the early 1860s a high-profile restoration of the Temple Church. St Aubynôs 

approach to the Temple Church restoration was typical of his general approach to restoration 

of churches ï believing that it was more important to return a church to something nearer to 

its original form than to respect all of the alterations made to the church since it was built. At 

Temple Church the work involved putting back a conical roof on the round nave which, 

although only carried out after careful and detailed investigations of the surviving fabric, 

provoked considerable controversy at the time. This comprehensive approach to church 

restoration put St Aubyn at the heart of the óscrape versus anti scrapeô controversy and, as the 

literature review in Chapter II shows, led to St Aubyn attracting much criticism for his 

restorations from the likes of Sir John Betjeman and Charles Henderson, the Cornish 

historian: so much, in fact, that St Aubynôs reputation has largely been ruined and he has 

become a byword, certainly in Cornwall, for the wanton destruction of historic fabric. 

 

Chapter IV examines St Aubynôs approach to church restoration and challenges the view that 

he was a reckless destroyer. It is significant that he took a relatively scholarly approach to 

restoration. He was a member of the Ecclesiological Society and submitted his designs for 

review by the Society. Whilst he was one of the more favoured architects of the Society, 

receiving favourable comment on some of his designs, he did receive a certain amount of 

criticism on points of detail.   

 

St Aubyn was still working in his late sixties and early seventies in the 1880s, which was 

another productive decade for him. Projects included three significant office buildings in the 

Middle Temple, several major country houses including Pencalenick, the last major country 

house to be built in Cornwall, numerous churches, including one of his most decorated, St 

Peter, Noss Mayo, for Lord Revelstoke, a theological college at Ely and one of St Aubynôs 
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most delightfully eccentric and flamboyant buildings, an immense Gothic clock tower at  

Abberley Hall, Worcestershire. The tower showed a playful side to St Aubyn and that he 

could design florid high Gothic if the occasion and budget permitted. It is a matter of some 

regret, as will be explored in the Chapters III and IV, that many of his church projects simply 

did not have the budgets to enable buildings as spectacular as this one.   

 

Throughout his career, particularly where he was building a new church, or restoring an old 

one, St Aubyn designed numerous church or village schools and parsonages. It is not always 

possible to identify these lesser buildings, many of which were built from relatively simple 

drawings, a lot of which have not survived. Where documentary evidence exists or where St 

Aubyn was working in the vicinity and a stylistic attribution is possible, the building has been 

included in the Catalogue Raisonné (Appendix 1). Schools are dealt with in Chapter VI and 

parsonages in Chapter V with Country Houses as, although some are relatively modest, in 

nature, the houses often exhibit the characteristics of lesser country houses. 

 

Fig. 1.12 Long Ditton School, Surrey, a typical St Aubyn school project, 1873. 

 

In 1885 St Aubyn retired to Marazion, settling in a house overlooking the sea and St 

Michaelôs Mount. Even then at the age of seventy, he did not stop working.  
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St Aubyn employed a number of assistants during his career. Henry Wadling, joined his 

office in 1858, rising to be managing clerk before being taken into partnership in 1885 when 

the firm took the name St Aubyn and Wadling.47 St Aubynôs nephew, Francis (Frank) St 

Aubyn, who had been articled to J.F. Bentley, also joined the firm in 1875 whilst Leonard 

Stokes worked for the St Aubyn for a brief period in the late 1870s.48  Although Wadling 

seems to have taken on most of the work after 1885, J.P. St Aubynôs name still appears on 

some drawings and in some correspondence. H. J. (Henry) Luff joined St Aubyn as a clerk in 

the office which St Aubyn set up in the Stoke Damerel Manor Office and gradually took on 

more of the work in Stoke Damerel on behalf of St Aubyn, particularly the more modest 

houses.   

 

1.4 St Aubynôs Personal and Wider Professional Life 

Unlike his contemporaries, St Aubyn did not publish works which revealed his architectural 

and design philosophy such as an autobiography, as did Scott, or polemics on architecture as 

did Street, Rickman and Pugin. However, he did leave some published writings which give us 

an insight into his thinking. A lecture delivered to the RIBA on 16 May 1864, titled óAn 

Account of the Repairs Lately Effected at the Temple Church, Londonô on the restoration of 

Temple Church, published in the Journal of the RIBA sets out clearly his approach to that 

restoration and the pains that he took to ensure that it was as faithful as possible to the 

original design.49 A paper on the restoration of Fowey Church in Cornwall published in 1871 

explained his restoration philosophy for that project as did a paper written in 1861 by the 

 
47 Brodie, Felstead, Franklin, Pinfield and Oldfield, vol 2, p. 525 and p. 882. 
48 Ibid., p. 525, Hartley, pp. 63-4 and Jan Ward, The Leonard Stokes Directory: Architect in a Dressing Gown 

(UK: Jan Ward, 2009), p. 13. 
49 J.P. St Aubyn, óAn Account of the Repairs Lately Effected at the Temple Church, Londonô, RIBA 

Proceedings (1864), p. 153. 
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Vicar of Callington on the restoration of that church, which drew heavily on St Aubynôs 

notes.50 St Aubynôs restoration philosophy is explored in Chapter IV on church restorations. 

 

 

Fig. 1.13 Title page of The Reverend A.B. Hutchisonôs monograph on Callington, Cornwall church, 1861. 

 

 

St Aubyn showed a wider interest in art and art history as part of his personal interests. He 

was a member of the Anastatic Drawing Society, a society founded in 1854 to óDelineate 

remains of Antiquity; e.g. ancient Ecclesiastical, Military, and Domestic Edifices, Sepulchral 

Monuments, Fonts, Brasses, Stained Glass, Tiles, Armour, Dress, Jewellery, Plate 

Embroidery, Furniture, Carvings, Illuminations of ancient MSS, Copies of rare Prints, 

Portraits, Seals, Coins, Heraldry, &c., &c., illustrative of the early and middle ages.ô The 

model operated by the Society was that members contributed drawings of interesting 

historical buildings or artefacts which were then turned into prints using the Anastatic process 

(a method of producing printable drawings), copies of which were then sent to all members in 

return for a subscription of 10s 6d. The Society was run by The Reverend John Gresley of 

Ashby-de-la-Zouche in Leicestershire. It is possibly not a coincidence that St Aubyn became 

 
50 The Reverend Aeneas B. Hutchinson, A Monograph on the History and Restoration of the Parish Church of 

St Mary, Callington, (London: J. Masters. Plymouth: G.H. Lidstone, 1861). 
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involved in the Anastatic Drawing Society run from Ashby-de-la-Zouche and then worked on 

two churches in the town, Holy Trinity where he added a chancel in 1866 and St Helen which 

he rebuilt in 1878. It would seem likely that Gresley may have introduced St Aubyn to the 

jobs.  

 

St Aubyn contributed a number of drawings to the Society which were published in the years 

1859 and the 1860s.51 He submitted drawings in 1859 of Gloucester Cathedral, the first 

featuring a finely detailed piscina in the North Transept and the second a series of late 

medieval inscriptions documented by Leland and rediscovered on the walls of the Chapter 

House during nineteenth-century restoration, probably under Fulljamesôs direction. The 

inscriptions survive today in reasonable condition, although the area in which they are sited is 

unfortunately used as a Cathedral shop.  

 

      

Fig. 1.14 Gloucester Cathedral, inscriptions in the Chapter House, illustrated for the Anastatic Drawing Society 

by St Aubyn, 1859, contemporary image 2017.  

 

 
51 Anastatic Drawing Society Yearbook (1859), p. 10. 
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The inscriptions record the nearby burial within the Chapter House of five men, one of whom 

is Robert Curtus, whom St Aubyn speculates in his accompanying write up of the drawings 

might have been Robert Curthose, otherwise Robert, Duke of Normandy, son of the 

Conqueror, whose effigy in wood was said to have stood before the Cathedralôs High Altar 

until its destruction by Parliamentarian soldiers.      

 

St Aubynôs interest in the history of art was also illustrated by his membership of the Arundel 

Society, which operated on a similar basis to the Anastatic Drawing Society, circulating to 

members fine art prints, in this case of old masters. The membership list of 1871 shows St 

Aubyn as a member and Hartley notes that when St Aubyn died, he left a good collection of 

the prints, some of which she turned into a triptych which she left to West Clandon church in 

Surrey in memory of her father.52   

 

Ashby-de-la-Zouche also features in an unexplained aspect of St Aubynôs life, his 

membership of the Ferrers and Ivanhoe Lodge of the Freemasons which was based in the 

town and which he joined in 1860. It was not particularly unusual for a nineteenth-century 

architect to be a Freemason, but it was odd that the London based St Aubyn should join a 

Lodge based in Leicestershire. There is no evidence that he had family connections in the 

county or any reason other than work and the Anastatic Drawing Society to be there, but his 

first project in the town was not completed until 1866. It is possible that he joined the Lodge 

as a result of a connection through the Anastatic Drawing Society and that the Ashby church 

projects came through his membership of the Lodge. He remained a member of the Lodge 

 
52 Hartley, p. 63. 
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from 1860 until his death, which is recorded in the Lodgeôs register.53 What is not recorded is 

the frequency of his attendance.  

 

In 1852 St Aubyn married Eliza Phillott, a thirty-five-year-old widow of 7 Trafalgar Row, 

Stoke Damerel, Devon who had been born in Sri Lanka and who was married to Lieutenant 

(later Commander) William Phillott, a naval officer, until his death in 1843.54 At the time of 

the marriage Eliza had an eight-year old daughter, Cecelia, who subsequently became a nun 

and rose to a senior role in the order of the All Saints Sisters of the Poor, an Anglican 

Sisterhood founded in 1845 by Harriet Brownlow, which grew to some 400 sisters by 1900. 

Cecilia became a member of the Council of the Sisterhood (its governing body). In 1870 she 

showed considerable courage and selflessness when she went with a number of other Sisters 

to nurse in the Franco-Prussian War.55 

 

After their marriage, St Aubyn and Eliza moved to 35 John Street, a pleasant three bay four 

storied red brick late eighteenth-century town house, close to the Grays Inn Road, later 

moving to 108 Cambridge Street, Hanover Square, close to where his mother had been living 

in 1841, which no longer exists. The St Aubyns lived in reasonable comfort with a small 

domestic staff of Cook, Ladyôs Maid, Parlour Maid and other Maid.56 There is little record of 

Eliza and the marriage, although in correspondence with his cousin, The Reverend William 

St Aubyn in 1872, J.P. St Aubyn comments on Elizaôs ongoing illness. Eliza died in 1881 and 

was buried in the Brompton Cemetery. 

 
53 Register of the Ferrers and Ivanhoe Lodge of the Freemasons. 
54 William died on board his ship, HMS Howe, at Sheerness on 23 July 1843 ï Kentish Gazette (1 August 1843), 

p. 3. His and Elizaôs daughter, Cecilia, was born posthumously on (11 March 1844) ï Berkshire Chronicle 23 

March 1844, p. 4. 
55 Susan Mumm, All Saints Sisters of the Poor (London: Church of England Records Society, 2001), pp. xiii-

xiv, 158 and 208. 
56 1861 Census. 
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Although relatively little is known of St Aubynôs personal life, the picture that emerges from 

published sources, such as they are, is of a responsible member of the developing 

architectural profession, who took a serious interest in professional matters as well as his own 

work and in the study of historic architecture and fine arts. Although St Aubynôs personal and 

office papers have not been found, despite extensive and strenuous searching, some slight 

indications of the man can be gleaned from surviving letters to clients and from his obituary 

in the RIBA Journal and, although in some letters dealing with difficult contractors, he is 

brusque and firm, in others he shows a warm and kind nature. In a letter to Charles Phipps, 

his client for the extension of Chalcot House in Wiltshire, dealing with revisions to the plans 

for the kitchen, St Aubyn notes in a postscript that he is including some melon seed, óI send 

herewith a few Melon Seeds which I recollect I promised some time since ï the fruit is said 

to be very good.ô57 In a letter to The Reverend William St Aubyn, his cousin, on 30 

December 1871, part of a lengthy correspondence written during the refurbishment of Stoke 

Fleming church in Devon, St Aubyn diverges from discussions about restoration of the 

church to describe a desk that he is procuring for his cousin, including a drawing of the desk 

with its dimensions and in a separate letter a week later, details of the leather top and gold 

detailing that he has specified.58  

 
57 Letter from J.P. St Aubyn to his cousin the Reverend William St Aubyn, dated 22 March 1875, Wiltshire and 

Swindon Archives 540/181. 
58 Letters from J.P. St Aubyn to his cousin the Reverend William St Aubyn, dated 30 December 1871 and 6 

January 1872, Devon Heritage Centre, 1342A/PW 962 and 1342A/959. 
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Fig. 1.15 Letter from J.P. St Aubyn to his cousin, The Reverend William St Aubyn, describing a desk he is 

procuring for William, 1871. 

 

 

Throughout the Stoke Fleming correspondence, St Aubyn passes on news to William of his 

(Williamôs) brothers and father, whom he meets periodically in London, Devonport and 

Cornwall.  

 

A further insight into St Aubynôs nature is given by a delightful codicil to his obituary in the 

RIBA Journal by Robert Williams, who worked for St Aubyn as a clerk. Williams described 

St Aubynôs practical approach to architecture:  

 

The great charm of working for Mr St Aubyn lay in the fact that he himself knew his 

work - blacksmiths, masons, bricklayers, carpenters, &c., often bore testimony to this. 

He was as much at home when taking up three tiles and putting them in position to 

explain ñlapò and ñmarginò as he would be in arranging the details of a hammer-beam 

roof, and explaining why, for an optical reason, the beam should have a slightly 

upward inclination from the wall.59  

 
59 Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects (1895), p. 654. 
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Williamsôs testament paints a picture of an architect who had gained his professional skill by 

working alongside building tradesmen. This experience is borne out in St Aubynôs 

considerable attention to practical detail as illustrated in many of his surviving drawings.  

 

Williams also describes a kind and humane man, noting how St Aubyn helped him to start 

training as an architect also commenting how:  

 

During a severe illness, I saw another and a pleasing side of my old masterôs 

character. Unable to be at my post, he would come to my bedside, when his kindness 

and cheery talk about the work did more to help me get well than whole jorums of 

doctorôs stuff. é I was drawn to Mr St Aubyn because he was strong enough and far 

enough above pride to repel all that was of a mere professionalism.60  

 

Williamsôs anecdote suggests a decent man who cared for people. Taken with the glimpses of 

his kindnesses to his clients, a picture emerges of a very likable person. 

 

Fig. 1.16 J.P. St Aubyn in later life, 1890. 

 
60 Ibid. 
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1.5 St Aubynôs Death 

In 1885 St Aubyn retired to a house adjacent to the church in Marazion, just across the water 

from St Michaelôs Mount, called Chy-an-Eglos. His signature on some surviving drawings 

suggest that he retained an involvement with the work of his old practice which was now 

named óSt Aubyn and Wadlingô, contributing to some projects, particularly in the West 

Country. His contribution was more than symbolic as illustrated by a letter written to the Earl 

of St Germans two years before St Aubynôs death in which St Aubyn answers detailed 

questions about work ln St Germans Priory and says that he will visit the site as soon as he is 

well enough to travel.61 

 

Chy-an-Eglos was an eighteenth-century house which belonged to the St Aubyn estate It has 

an entrance front which faces directly on to the main street of Marazion with a much grander 

garden front facing the sea, which features an unusual arrangement of three Venetian windows 

in a row on the first floor. St Aubyn almost certainly added the extension to the right with the 

characteristic full height canted bay. 

 

  

Fig. 1.17 Chy-an-Eglos, Marazion ï garden and road fronts, 2019. 

 
61 Kresen Kernow DDP 68/28/49 ï Letter from J.P. St Aubyn to the Earl of St Germans dated 17 August 1893. 
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It has been suggested that John Wood the Younger of Bath may have carried out work in 

Marazion (he worked at neighbouring St Ives and possibly nearby Prussia Cove) and that 

Chy-an-Eglos may have been his design.62 It seems a little unlikely that Wood would have 

designed a house as modest as Chy-an-Eglos so far from his home, although the motif of a 

run of Venetian windows can be seen in Woodôs home town).    

 

      

Fig. 1.18 Sequential Venetian windows, Old Bond Street, Bath, 2020. 

St Aubyn died on 7 May 1895 at Chy-an-Eglos. He was buried on St Michaelôs Mount and 

commemorated by a fine memorial window in Marazion church and a brass plate in the 

chapel atop the Mount, recording his extensive association with the Mount. 

 
62 Nicholas Cahill,  óñWhen first I took a plan of the groundò ï cautionary lessons on distinctiveness.ô in The 

Distinctiveness of Cornish Buildings, ed. By Paul Holden (Donington: Shaun Tyas, 2023), pp. 96-114, (pp. 113-

4). 
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Fig. 1.19 J.P. St Aubyn memorial window in Marazion Church and brass plate in St Michaelôs Mount Chapel, 

2016. 

 

In accordance with his wishes, St Aubynôs coffin was carried from Marazion across the tidal 

causeway to the Mount by eight carpenters and eight masons in relays of four of each trade, 

which may be taken as an indication of St Aubynôs affinity for the craftsmen with whom he 

worked for so many years. On the Mount he was laid to rest amongst his distinguished 

forebears and relatives in the family churchyard, entered through an archway of his design.  

 

Fig. 1.20 Archway to the St Michaelôs Mount burial ground, designed by J.P. St Aubyn, 2016. 

 

Henry Wadling carried on the practice after the latterôs death trading as St Aubyn & Wadling 

and later as St Aubynôs, until his death in 1918. 
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CHAPTER II  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW - THE TRADUCING OF A REPUTATION  

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction  

 

If time and architectural history had stopped in the nineteenth century, St Aubyn would today 

be well regarded as a significant Victorian architect, capable of producing thoughtful and 

engaging buildings. Unfortunately for him, with the coming of the twentieth century a series 

of more or less informed critics attacked his work and decimated his reputation. In recent 

times the critical tide has shown signs of turning, but there is still some way to go before St 

Aubyn and his work are viewed objectively.  

 

2.2 The Contemporary View  

 

It all started so well. Although not widely written about during his working life, when St 

Aubynôs work was commented on during the nineteenth century, the comments were mostly 

praiseworthy. Charles Eastlake, seldom an easy man to please, spoke favourably of St 

Aubynôs work on the Temple Church: óIt would of course be invidious to compare the earlier 

portion of the repairs executed with the later and more scholar like renovations of Mr. St 

Aubynô.63 He also evidently approved of St Aubynôs church work in Devonport: óMr. St 

Aubynôs Devonport churches were confessed to be models of excellenceô.64 An 1861 

monograph on the restoration of Callington church in Cornwall described St Aubyn, who had 

overseen the work as an architect:  

 

 
63 Charles Eastlake (Edited with an introduction by Professor J. Mordaunt Crook), A History of the Gothic 

Revival, (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1970 ï originally published 1872), p. 201.  
64 Eastlake, p. 296. 
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[W]hose fame for skill in his profession has been so well established in this Diocese 

[Exeter], by numerous most successful restorations, and more especially by the four 

new Churches built from his designs at Devonport.65  

 

 

The Ecclesiologist, another often harsh critic, reviewed forty-four of St Aubynôs 

ecclesiastical projects. As was its wont, it did not hesitate to criticise aspects of the designs, 

but it also frequently commented favourably on St Aubynôs work, the spire of St James, 

Stoke Damerel attracting the comment: óThis [the spire] is not unpleasing, from its fair 

outline and great simplicityô66 Marazion School was praised: óMr. St Aubyn has successfully 

avoided the mere domestic effect in this building.ô67 St Aubynôs four new Devonport 

churches, although criticised on a considerable number of matters of detail, overall merited 

favourable comment, an early review of the first church, St. Stephenôs, concluding with: óWe 

hope to meet with other works by Mr. St Aubyn.ô68 Whilst a later collective review of the 

four Devonport churches included the comment: óIt is a matter of great satisfaction that the 

Peel districts of Devonport have fallen into such good hands as Mr. St Aubyn.ô69 St Aubynôs 

work on the Devonport churches was also praised in the round for his clever use of difficult 

sites|:  

 

The sites of at least three of these churches were limited and intractable. Mr. St 

Aubyn has, upon the whole, dealt with these difficulties very skilfully, and has also 

 
65 The Reverend Aeneas B. Hutchinson, A Monograph on the History and Restoration of Callington Church, 

Cornwall, (London: J. Master, Plymouth: G. H. Lidstone, 1861), p. 6. 
66 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 232, critique of St James, Stoke Damerel.   
67 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 435, critique of Marazion School.   
68 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 296, critique of, St Stephen, Devonport. 
69 The Ecclesiologist, 14, 1853, p. 210, critique of St Aubynôs four Devonport churches.     
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availed himself successfully of the advantages, as to picturesque effect, afforded by 

the unusual difference of levels of the respective sites.70 

 

St Stephenôs, Devonport additionally received the praise: óThe arrangement is very correct 

throughoutô and óthere is a great deal of merit in the designô.71 St Maryôs, Devonport was also 

individually praised in various ways: óThe outline [of the tower and spire] is certainly very 

pleasingô.72 Also:  

 

The level, too, [of the site] is so quick a rise from the west to the east end, that there is 

room for spacious schools beneath the western part of the nave, and this irregularity 

of ground has given Mr. St Aubyn scope for some effectual architectural 

combinations.73  

 

Other individual churches not in the Devonport group also received praise from The 

Ecclesiologist. St John, Godolphin Cross was praised: óAn exceedingly good effect is 

produced by the great breadth of the roof; for the nave roof is extended in one sweep over the 

aisles, at a different and less steep angleô74 St John, Halsetown, St Ives merited:  

 

The internal arrangements are quite correct [é] The roofs are all of good pitch. [é] 

Internally, there is an excellent rise of steps to the altar [é] We can congratulate Mr 

St Aubyn on his success in this design.75  

 

 
70 The Ecclesiologist, 14, 1853, p. 208, critique of St Aubynôs four Devonport churches.        
71 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 68, critique of St Stephen, Devonport. 
72 The Ecclesiologist, 14, 1853, p. 210, critique of St Mary, Devonport. 
73 The Ecclesiologist, 14, 1853, p. 209, critique of. St Mary, Devonport 
74 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 430, critique of St John, Godolphin Cross. 
75 The Ecclesiologist, 15, 1854, p. 213, critique of St John Halsetown, St Ives.     
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Outside the West Country, St John the Baptist, Enfield was praised for various aspects of its 

design:  

 

Inside, we are glad to see constructional polychrome; the walls being of brick, 

unplaistered [sic], and in patterns and bands [é] The windows are good: the chancel-

arch is corbelled and is very well treated as to colour. The ritual arrangements are 

good; and this church shows a real progress. The pulpit is a bold innovation, being 

made of brick, white and red in patterns.76  

 

Given The Ecclesiologistôs usual hyper critical tones, these words can be interpreted as 

suggesting an architect well regarded by his contemporaries for his originality and technical 

skill.  

 

St Aubynôs capacity for innovation is also noted in The Ecclesiologist in 1855, his unbuilt 

design for a church in Blackfordby, Leicestershire  receiving favourable commentary: óThe 

design exhibits some unusual featuresô.77 The proposed church included a gabled side aisle 

and an apsidal east end, in 1855 an uncommon feature Although critical comments were 

made about some details, significant aspects of the designs were complimented: 

 

The whole accommodation is for about 400 persons; and the arrangements are good 

[é] the style is late Geometric Middle-Pointed, and the detail is throughout pleasing 

[é], the southern perspectives are striking and pleasing, owing especially to the 

unusual introduction of the apsidal east end.78  

 
76 The Ecclesiologist, 18, 1857, p. 195, critique of St John the Baptist, Enfield. 
77 The Ecclesiologist, 23, 1862, p. 225, critique if proposed church for Blackfordby. 
78 Ibid., p. 63.     
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Despite the favourable comments, the church was eventually built to designs of H. I. Stevens 

of Derby.79 

  

When assessing nineteenth-century church restorations, many writers fail to take account of 

the state of the church before restoration. Whilst with modern restoration techniques and 

technology, it may be possible to repair problems such as failing delicate stone tracery or 

seriously rotted or beetle infected woodwork, repair techniques in the nineteenth century 

were much more limited and often replacement was the only practical way forward. An 

example of this sort of problem from St Aubynôs portfolio of restoration work is the church at 

Marazion, commented on by a contemporary judge in The Ecclesiologist of 1858, the old 

church being described thus:  

 

This picturesque village, near the Landôs End, must be known to all visitors to 

Penzance, as having one of the most mean and unworthy churches in existence: [é] 

choked up with square pews and sunk below the level of the neighbouring street.80  

 

A clear impression emerges of a church in some trouble, a view reinforced by a picture of the 

church in a contemporary fundraising leaflet, which shows a very dilapidated building, 

looking more like a series of run-down fish cellars than a beacon of worship and prayer. St 

Aubynôs response was to take down the church and to build an enlarged version of it, a 

course of action which was approved of by The Ecclesiologist:  

 

 
79 Nikolaus Pevsner and Elizabeth Williamson, Buildings of England: Leicestershire and Rutland (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 2003), p. 104. 
80 The Ecclesiologist, 19, 1858, p. 197, critique of Marazion church. 
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Mr. St Aubyn is about to substitute for this a well-designed Pointed church, on an 

enlarged site [...] It is generally well planned and arranged [é] [and] the external 

effect, with the apse, is picturesque and satisfactory.81  

   

The Ecclesiologist did not confine itself to St Aubynôs ecclesiastical work. In 1860 it 

approved of his work at Delamore House in Devon, which it described as óa very handsome 

Pointed mansionô. It noted that: óThe architect has had the good sense to abstain from 

needless irregularity and from superfluous turrets.ô A comment which is an interesting 

reflection on mid-nineteenth-century taste in domestic architecture.82  

  

St Aubyn was a member of The Ecclesiological Society and attended a number of its Annual 

Meetings in company with contemporary architectural luminaries such as George Gilbert 

Scott, Henry Clutton, G.E. Street, William White; founders of the Society A. J. B. Beresford 

Hope, the Reverend B. Webb, and the Reverend J. M. Neale and educational reformers such 

as the Reverend N. Woodard.83 He also used the channels of the Society to publish his views 

on architectural history, for example entering into a lengthy correspondence with an 

anonymous writer who signed himself with an ecclesiastical cross of St George (St Aubyn 

early in the exchanges also writing under a pen name, in his case, óAn Ecclesiologistô) about 

the history of two Cornish churches, St Nicholas church, Saltash and St Germans; St Aubyn 

expressing detailed views on the evolution of the architecture of each church.84 Interestingly, 

St Aubynôs interpretations and diagnoses of the two very complex structures, which evolved 

over several centuries from the Norman period onwards, align very closely with modern 

 
81 Ibid., p. 198, critique of Marazion church. 
82 The Ecclesiologist, 21, 1860, p. 194, critique of Delamore House, Cornwood.     
83 The Ecclesiologist, 16, 1855, p. 173, minutes of the Ecclesiological Society Annual General Meeting. 
84 The Ecclesiologist, 16, 1855, pp. 70, 133, 323, letters from St Aubyn to The Ecclesiologist. 
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assessments of the dates of the fabric of both churches, suggesting that St Aubynôs 

knowledge of ecclesiastical architectural history was of a high order. 

  

An intervention made by St Aubyn at the Ecclesiological Societyôs twenty-fifth Annual 

Meeting also provides an insight into St Aubynôs views on historical architecture and shows 

that he was not afraid of speaking out when he believed that a significant piece of historical 

architecture was vulnerable and deserved preservation. At the meeting St Aubyn drew 

attention to proposals to demolish all but the tower of the church of St Mary, Cheltenham. St 

Aubyn making an impassioned plea to the Society to intervene, described the church as óone 

well worth using our influence to saveô, noting that the church, unusually for a parish church, 

included a rose window.85 

  

Admittedly not all contemporary comments in The Ecclesiologist were favourable and many 

of St Aubynôs churches, like those of his contemporaries, attracted criticism on points of 

detail. The Ecclesiologist could also be inconsistent, sometimes finding fault with buildings it 

had praised elsewhere. For example, the new church at St James, Devonport, was marked 

down: ó[w]e do not think much of St James, Devonport, by Mr St Aubynô.86 The proposed 

church of St James, Stoke Damerel was also dismissed ó[j] udging from the engraving, the 

design is rather commonplace.ô87 But in the round, The Ecclesiologist was supportive of St 

Aubynôs work and, whilst he may not have been one of the Ecclesiologistsô star architects, he 

was accorded recognition as a serious Gothic Revivalist. 

  

 
85 The Ecclesiologist, 25, 1864, pp. 216-218, minutes of the Ecclesiological Society Annual General Meeting.     
86 The Ecclesiologist, 11, 1850, p. 44, critique of St James, Devonport.     
87 The Ecclesiologist, 12, 1851, p. 232, critique of St James, Stoke Damerel. 
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One of St Aubynôs most significant restorations of an historic church was his project to 

restore the Temple Church in London. The restoration included putting back the original 

conical roof on the circular nave, which had been lost by the nineteenth century. 

Understandably, this was a controversial step. The Ecclesiologist was supportive, noting with 

approval that the Ecclesiological Society was forming a sub-committee to work with St 

Aubyn on planning the restoration of the church and recording its disappointment in 1862, 

when it seemed likely that the conical roof was not to be restored: óIt is extremely to be 

regretted that the conical roof is not to be restored.ô88 In the event, St Aubyn won the day and 

contemporary recognition of his work from senior peers is documented in the Journal of the 

RIBA. In proposing a vote of thanks to St Aubyn for the latterôs 1864 paper on his restoration 

of Temple Church, Ewan Christian, Chairman of the meeting and Vice President of the 

RIBA, noted that:  

 

With respect to Temple Church, they [the audience] must all admit that the form of 

the roof introduced was an improvement, and he was glad to find that Mr St Aubyn 

had restored the lead gutters.89 

  

Even local newspapers accorded St Aubyn accolades, the West Briton newspaper, the 

dominant local paper of the West Country, in an article about a dispute over free pews at 

Gwennap church referred to St Aubyn in favourable terms óthan whom there are few more 

trustworthy authorities on church architecture,ô.90       

  

 
88 The Ecclesiologist, 23, 1862, p. 225, notes on the setting up of a sub-committee to work with St Aubyn on the 

restoration of Temple Church. 
89 J. P. St Aubyn. óAn Account of the Repairs Lately Effected at The Temple Church, Londonô, Journal of the 

Royal Institute of British Architects, (London: June 1864) pp. 153-156.  
90 West Briton, Truro, 21 February 1878. 
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Whilst obituaries are not always the place for an objective assessment of a deceasedôs career, 

it is noteworthy that St Aubynôs obituary in The Builder opens with the words: óWe much 

regret to have to record the death of this well-known and much respected member of the 

architectural profession.ô91 Even allowing for the often hagiographic nature of obituaries, 

these words suggest a man who was at least recognised as a serious professional by his 

contemporaries. 

 

2.3 A New Century ï a New View 

 

With the dawning of a new century, the architecture of the previous century started to drop 

from popular favour. The views of William Morris and the S.P.A.B. expressed in the late 

nineteenth century had changed attitudes towards the restoration of historical buildings and 

with those changes came a reversal of St Aubynôs reputation. It is hard to pinpoint precisely 

when or where the criticism started. In 1913 M. B. Adams praised some aspects of St 

Aubynôs work, writing: óJ. P. St Aubyn was among the first English architects of the Gothic 

Revival to recognize the importance of local modes and texture, his church work in Cornwall 

being studied in this way.ô However, he then introduced a more critical tone óIt is a matter of 

regret that he did not retain more of the historical screen work and wood fittings in some of 

the churches that he repaired.ô92 

 

Two examples from the 1920s illustrate the continuing shift in attitudes. In a two-part article 

about St Michaelôs Mount, where J. P. St Aubyn significantly and sensitively extended the St 

Aubyn family seat for his cousin, Lord St Levan, Christopher Hussey wrote óIf Temple 

Church is one of that architectôs least fortunate undertakings, his additions to the Mount may 

 
91 The Builder, London, 18 May 1895 
92 M. B. Adams, óArchitects from George IV to George VIô, Journal of the Royal Institute of British Architects, 

XIX, p. 607.  
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be admitted among the more successful.ô93 Whilst Hussey was probably ahead of his time in 

recognising the quality of the Victorian additions to the Mount, the view of St Aubynôs work 

at Temple Church is a complete reversal of the nineteenth-century contemporary view of the 

restoration.  

  

Similar condemnations of St Aubynôs restoration work come in Charles Hendersonôs 1925 

Cornish Church Guide. Henderson was a talented Cornish historian and Oxford don who 

tragically died in his early thirties, but not before completing many historical studies on the 

history of Cornwall and its built environment. Henderson does not refer to St Aubyn by 

name, but he is unsparing in his criticism of his restoration work on many Cornish churches, 

commenting on St Agnes church: óIt has since been far too thoroughly restored, and is now a 

building of little interest.ô94 St Issey was lambasted: óIn spite of lamentable rebuilding in 

1871 the church contains some interesting features.ô95 At Lanteglos-by-Camelford Henderson 

noted that: óThe church has been meanly treated during the last century and its interior is 

disappointing.ô96 Whilst at Pelynt Henderson described óa 15th century building sadly 

vulgarized in the last century and notable only for its monuments.ô97 Many other St Aubyn 

restored churches also attract Hendersonôs criticism, although in fairness to Henderson, once 

in a while, he does praise St Aubynôs church restoration work, most notably at Creed óan 

interesting building which has been lovingly restored.ô98 At St Enodoc, much loved and 

written about by Sir John Betjeman Henderson recorded that óin 1863 it was carefully 

restored and this is a building of great interest.ô99 

 
93 Country Life, 8 November 1924, LVI, p. 720. 
94 Charles Henderson, Cornish Church Guide and Parochial History of Cornwall, (Truro: D. Bradford Barton, 

1964 reprint of 1925 edition), p. 20. 
95 Henderson, p. 84. 
96 Henderson, p. 108. 
97 Henderson, p. 156. 
98 Henderson, p. 49. 
99 Henderson, p. 144. 
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The greatest damage to St Aubynôs reputation was inflicted by Sir John Betjeman. Oddly, for 

one of the great champions of the preservation of Victorian architecture, Betjeman developed 

a deep dislike of St Aubynôs work which he never lost, taking many opportunities throughout 

his career to vilify St Aubyn. An early vituperation was in a BBC Radio programme, 

broadcast on 4 August 1948:  

 

Cornish people will not willingly forgive Mr J. P. St Aubyn for his workmanlike, but 

hideous, restoration of most Cornish churches. His signature is an iron foot scraper by 

the porch. If you see that foot scraper you know J. P. St Aubyn has been at the church 

and there will not be much thatôs old left inside the building.100  

 

This was followed up by another blast in a talk entitled óVictorian Provincial Life (in the 

West Country)ô, broadcast on BBC Radio on 24 May 1949:  

 

Amid all this trim silence, what is the activity outside the parish church? Mr St 

Aubyn, the London architect, has just been here; the old box pews and the three 

decker pulpit have been cut down at his command, and taken away for panelling or 

firewood; bright new pitch pine pews replace them: the old, uneven roof has been 

tiled afresh and neatly guttered; the old walls have been repointed with cement so that 

they look quite new; the clear glass windows which buzzed with bluebottles and gave 

a view of elmy slopes are to be filled with greenish glass which gives no view at 

all.101  

 
100 Quoted in óGoth or Vandal? A Reappraisal of James Piers St Aubyn and Cornwallôs Anglican Churchesô, by 

Canon Michael Warner in Celebrating Pevsner; New Research into Cornish Architecture, edited by Paul 

Holden (London: Francis Boutle Publishers, 2017), p. 130. 
101 Sir John Betjeman, Betjemanôs Britain (London: The Folio Society, 1999), Edited by Candida Lycett Green, 

p. 63. 
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Although Betjeman conjures up a Trollopian vision of bucolic rural nineteenth century 

Britain, his comment lacks scholarship in describing St Aubyn, descendant of an ancient 

Cornish line, who practised across the country and had offices in London and Devonport, as a 

óLondonô architect; the jibe presumably being inserted to further demean St Aubyn in the ears 

of an audience nostalgic for the old West Country.  

  

Nine years later, in his introduction to Collins Introduction to English Parish Churches the 

charge was repeated:  

 

The practised eye can tell at a glance how severe the reputation has been, and often 

indeed who has done the damage. For instance, almost every other church in 

Cornwall, beside many further east, was restored by Mr J. P. St Aubyn late in the last 

century, and he has left his mark at the church porch in the form of a scraper of his 

own design, as practical and unattractive as his work.102  

 

Again, Betjemanôs historical accuracy is suspect, much of St Aubynôs work having been 

carried out in the middle decades of the century and, whilst it is true that St Aubyn almost 

invariably included a large boot scraper at the main (and vestry) door, unquestionably a 

practical act in often muddy country districts with unmetalled lanes, the boot scrapers were 

often of a standard pattern and were included by many Victorian architects. 

  

 
102 Sir John Betjeman, Betjemanôs Best British Churches (London: Collins, 2011, first published by William 

Collins and Sons in 1958), p.23. 
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Whilst these single shots seem excessive, Betjeman evidently did not think so, as he used the 

publication of the second edition of his Shell Guide to Cornwall as an opportunity for a 

veritable fusillade of criticism aimed at St Aubyn and his work. The 1932 first edition of the 

Guide was a gentle, almost amateurish affair, with very little architectural commentary. The 

1964 second edition was a very different proposition, much more detailed and specific than 

its predecessor, perhaps inspired by Betjemanôs sometime sparring partner Nikolaus 

Pevsnerôs The Buildings of England series. The second edition commented, parish by parish, 

on almost every church and big house. This gave Betjeman the perfect platform for attack, 

the following quotes being examples. St Agnes church ówas so rebuilt by J. P. St Aubyn in 

1848 as not to seem old at all.ô103 Cornelly was criticised: óJ. P. St Aubyn ruined the churchôs 

interior in 1886.ô104 Whilst the St Aubyn family church at Crowanôs restoration was 

condemned with: óThe ñfatalò restorer J. P. St Aubyn was a member of this family.ô105 In 

describing St Erth church, Betjeman noted that ó[c]ompared with the brutal órestorationsô J. P. 

St Aubyn was doing to old churches in the district at this time, this dark and holy little place 

must be one of the first really sensitive restorations in Britain.ô106 Betjeman commented on St 

Gennys, óInside, J. P. St Aubyn, the architect, made a cruel órestorationô in 1871 and scraped 

away texture and put in sticky pews and shiny tiles.ô107 St Michael Caerhayes ówas vilely and 

unpractically ñrestoredò by J. P. St Aubyn.ô108 And so on for another thirty or so churches. 

  

Twice Betjeman so far forgot himself as to say something favourable about St Aubynôs work, 

firstly when commenting on the village of Ladock ó and behind it a pretty village school by 

 
103 John Betjeman, Cornwall; A Shell Guide (London: Faber and Faber, 1964), p. 11. 
104 Ibid., p. 32. 
105 Ibid., p. 32. 
106 Ibid., p. 41. 
107 Ibid., p. 46. 
108 Ibid., p. 83. 
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J.P. St Aubyn.ô109 and secondly when describing St Michaelôs Mount: óIn 1875-78 J.P. St 

Aubyn, an architect member of the family, who spoiled so many Cornish churches, added a 

south-east wing building very cleverly down the slope so as not to spoil the familiar outline 

of the Mount. It is his best work. He ñrestoredò the old church however.ô110  

 

Even when handing out compliments, Betjeman could not resist a barb, although he was a 

little wide of the mark with the implied criticism of St Aubynôs restoration of the islandôs 

church as this was actually a sensitive affair, St Aubyn sparing the wagon roofs, which were 

removed in a later restoration by another hand. 

  

Why Betjeman so took against St Aubyn is a mystery. It may be that he was influenced by 

Charles Henderson as he acknowledges Hendersonôs influence in the Preface to the Shell 

Guide: óI must express my gratitude to the late Charles Hendersonôs Cornish Churches 

Guideô and it is perfectly possible that Betjeman consulted Hendersonôs guide as part of his 

well recorded Cornish church crawling in the 1920s and 1930s.111  

  

Whatever the origin of Betjemanôs views, he was unrelenting in his persecution. As late as 

1974, when he was nearing the end of his active writing life, he included yet another 

vituperative attack on St Aubyn in an essay on the architecture of Thomas Hardy, comparing 

Hardyôs restoration of St Julitta church at St Juliot, Cornwall with St Aubynôs rebuilding of 

nearby Lesnewth church: 

 

 
109 Ibid., p. 58.  
110 Ibid., p. 83. 
111 Ibid., p. 9. 
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St Juliot [sic] is an interesting contrast with its adjoining parish of Lesnewth which 

was restored by J. P. St Aubyn, far more violently, in 1866. There the walls were 

scraped of plaster, the pews destroyed and replaced by pitch pine as roofs and floors 

were altered and new windows inserted in a style considered correct by the 

architect.112  

 

The comment adds little to the article, but, is yet another harmful bite at St Aubynôs battered 

reputation. Once again, Betjemanôs scholarship is suspect. Had he wished to be harsher, he 

could have been as St Aubyn actually rebuilt the whole of the nave and chancel of Lesnewth 

church, significantly altering its Norman design, including eliminating the rare (for Cornwall) 

original transepts. 

  

An irony of the long running Betjeman feud with St Aubyn is that the seminal event that 

rescued Betjeman from a life of obscurity as a master in dim prep schools and propelled him 

into his successful career as a writer and poet, took place in a country house (Rousham in 

Oxfordshire) significantly altered by none other than J. P. St Aubyn. Bevis Hillier records in 

the first volume of his biography of Betjeman how Maurice Bowra, Alan Pryce-Jones and 

Maurice Hastings (who was renting Rousham) were, when he was staying at Rousham, 

troubled by Betjemanôs dismal career prospects and contrived to get him a job with the 

Architectural Review, edited by Hastingsôs brother, de Cronin Hastings.113 There is no 

evidence that St Aubynôs work at Rousham influenced Betjemanôs views of him, but it is, if 

nothing else, a slightly haunting coincidence that this life changing moment for Betjeman 

happened at a St Aubyn house. 

 
112 Sir John Betjeman, óHardy and Architectureô in Coming Home edited by Candida Lycett Green (Methuen: 

London, 1997), p. 472. 
113 Bevis Hillier, Young Betjeman, (London: John Murray, London, 1988), p. 250. 
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In fairness to Betjeman, it is wrong to presume that he was undiscriminating in his liking of 

Victorian architecture. Gavin Stamp noted:  

 

Betjeman was well aware of the latter danger [that his enthusiasm for Victorian architecture 

may encourage others to be undiscriminating], and he was always exasperated by the 

assumption that he admired any and every example of óVictorianaô.114 

  

Unfortunately, for St Aubynôs reputation, Betjeman was not his only twentieth-century critic. 

Nikolaus Pevsner, joined the onslaught in the 1951 Cornwall edition of his Buildings of 

England series. Pevsner was not quite so damming as Betjeman, but nonetheless described St 

Aubynôs Perranarworthal church of 1864 as óindifferentô and, although allowing that St 

Aubynôs work at St Michaelôs Mount was good, still managed to carp at his other work:  

 

If the present appearance of the Mount is as spectacular and picturesque as it is, this is 

due in equal parts to nature and to a member of the St Aubyn family, Piers St Aubyn, 

who chose architecture as a profession and whose hand is discernible, not always 

happily, in many of the old churches of the Duchy.115 

     

Other writers also joined in the criticism. In the late 1930s, despite the reawakening of an 

appreciation of Victorian Gothic architecture, triggered by works such as Kenneth Clarkeôs 

The Gothic Revival, Basil F.L. Clarke dismissed St Aubynôs work summarily: 

 

 
114 Gavin Stamp, óA Lightweight Wax Fruit Merchant? Or, John Betjeman and Conservationô, in First and Last 

Loves, John Betjeman and Architecture (The Soane Gallery: London, 2006), p.15.  
115 Nikolaus Pevsner, Buildings of England; Cornwall (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1951), pp. 122 and 

176. 
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We have become used to restored churches, and do not realize how much they have 

lost until we see one that has escaped restoration. It has a quiet homeliness and charm 

which are very largely lacking in the others. [é] No one would wish to stay for more 

than a few minutes in St. James [a church restored by St Aubyn].116 

 

Criticism of St Aubynôs work was not confined to his ecclesiastical work. Mark Girouard in 

The Victorian Country House wrote off St Aubyn and his country house work with terse and 

somewhat dismissive comments: óPresumably a connection of the St Aubyns of St Michaelôs 

Mount. He was primarily a church architect, but designed a good few country houses, mostly 

in a rather dour early Gothic style.ô117 It is a little odd, but perhaps a sign of the low esteem in 

which Girouard held St Aubyn (although he was a little more flattering about St Aubynôs 

additions to St Michaelôs Mount) that Girouard, normally a rigorous researcher, appeared not 

to know of St Aubynôs family connections, particularly as some of St Aubynôs twentieth-

century critics were inclined to attribute his success in the West Country to nepotism ï the 

most recent edition of The Buildings for England for Cornwall repeating the suggestion made 

elsewhere:  

 

The most well known and prolific restorer was James Piers St Aubyn (1818-95), 

whose practice was in London but who worked extensively in Cornwall where his 

aristocratic family connections (cf Clowance, Crowan, and St Michaelôs Mount) were 

undoubtedly helpful.118  

 

 
116 Basil F. L. Clarke, Church Builders of the Nineteenth Century: A study of the Gothic Revival in England 

(London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1938), p. 242. 
117 Mark Girouard, The Victorian Country House; Revised and Enlarged Edition, (New Haven and London: 

Yale University Press, 1979), p. 441. 
118 Nikolaus Pevsner and Peter Beacham, Buildings of England; Cornwall (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2015), p. 76. 
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As will be explored in the chapters on St Aubynôs country houses and churches, whilst his 

illustrious name cannot have hindered his progress, most of his clients came from very 

different circles from his aristocratic family ï and the skeleton in the cupboard created by his 

grandfatherôs propensity to produce a family out of wedlock might well have counted against 

him in certain very high minded Victorian circles.  

  

Whether others joined in with Betjemanôs vilification of St Aubyn as a direct result of the 

formerôs continual criticism of St Aubyn, or whether they criticised for other, unrecorded, 

reasons, the rumble of criticism has continued right up to date. The most recent edition of The 

Buildings of England on the buildings of Cornwall, already cited above, contains familiar 

carping comments:  

 

But many, if not most, of his restorations were unnecessarily destructive: he had a 

fondness for inserting new and somewhat assertive arch- and wind-braced roofs to 

replace the simple Cornish wagon roof and for moving features such as tracery and 

piscinas around between churches. The heavy-handed character of a St Aubyn 

restoration becomes wearisome because of the sheer volume of his work.119  

 

Why the volume of St Aubynôs work makes it wearisome is something of a puzzle, the point 

almost a non sequitur and, as will be seen in Chapter IV on St Aubynôs church restoration 

work, the charge of a fondness for moving stonework may be a little over egged.  

  

Other modern The Buildings of England editions have also trampled on St Aubyn: óThree 

more Londonersô work [citing St Aubyn] must be listed on the grounds of quantity of the 

 
119 Ibid., p. 76. 
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work, rather than its intrinsic interest.ô120 St Aubynôs Ely Theological College is dismissively 

referred to: óAlso at Ely, the Kingôs School commissioned a big slab-like Gothic building 

from R.H. Carpenter in 1880. St Aubynôs former Theological College there is of the same 

date, and very similar.ô121 

  

And yet, despite all the twentieth-century opprobrium, there are one or two writers in the 

latter part of the twentieth century who have taken a more constructive view of St Aubynôs 

work. Whilst there is only one champion, a number have not fallen into the trap of believing 

Betjemanôs generalised shibboleth and have looked deeper into his work, recognising specific 

qualities. The champion is Nigel Nicolson who eulogised about St Michaelôs Mount:  

 

This latest phase in the history of St Michaelôs Mount [St Aubynôs additions] is 

usually dismissed as a misfortune or unworthy of serious attention. In fact, its 

Victorian additions are among the greatest achievements of Victorian architecture.122   

 

Although Nicolsonôs relationship with the chatelaine of The Mount, Lady St Levan, may 

have made him a slightly biased observer, no such charge could be levelled at James Stevens 

Curl, who was plainly impressed by St Aubynôs roof at St Clement, Notting Hill óthe 

ingenious roof was carried partly on corbels built into the walls, and partly on slender cast 

iron columns.ô123 Or Jill Franklin who admired St Aubynôs skills in planning a country house: 

óMidelney Place, built 1863-6 by J. P. St Aubyn is just such a modest house, neatly and 

 
120 Simon Bradley and Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England; Cambridgeshire, (New Haven and London, 

Yale University Press, New Edition 2014), p. 407. 
121 Ibid., p. 409. 
122 Nigel Nicolson, Great Houses of Britain (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1965), p. 15. 
123 James Stevens Curl, Victorian Architecture (Reading: Spire Books, 2007), p. 241 
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compactly planned.ô124 And not all editions of The Buildings of England were critical. The 

introduction to the 1989 Devon volume said of St Aubyn: 

 

 óHe could also deploy Gothic skilfully. [é] His later churches, particularly Maristow 

Chapel, 1871, and Noss Mayo, 1882-5 (both designed for wealthy titled patrons), are 

remarkable for the lively polychromatic interiors, gleaming with polished marble.125  

 

It is sad that the lack of esteem for St Aubynôs work means that he does not feature in the 

mainstream of British architectural history such as Henry Russell Hitchcockôs seminal Early 

Victorian Architecture in Britain, or The Faber History of Victorian Churches, which 

features only one of his churches, Noss Mayo, and that wrongly described as Revelstoke (a 

ruined church on nearby cliffs that St Aubynôs Noss Mayo replaced).126 

  

But possibly the tide is turning. A recently published book, Celebrating Pevsner: New 

Research into Cornish Architecture contains a chapter on St Aubyn and the Victorian 

Anglican church in Cornwall, which seeks to defend his work, making the important point 

that context (particularly availability of funds) often influenced the nature and quality of 

church restorations:  

 

He [St Aubyn] created sympathetic and beautifully designed interiors that can be seen 

at Perranuthnoe, Gwennap and St Tudy [é] His restoration of nearly a third of 

Cornwallôs medieval churches should be celebrated [é] J.  P. St Aubyn merits a 

 
124 Jill Franklin, The Gentlemanôs Country House and its Plan 1835-1914, (London, Boston and Henley: 

Routledge & Keegan Paul, 1981), p. 160. 
125 Bridget Cherry and Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England; Devon, (London: Penguin Books, New 

Edition 1989), p. 104. 
126 Peter Howell and Ian Sutton, The Faber Guide to Victorian Churches, (London and Boston: Faber & Faber, 

1989), p. 137. 
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higher place than he has hitherto held in the Pantheon of Victorian architects working 

in Cornwall.127  

 

Issues and contentions relating to St Aubyn and his work which are raised by this literature 

review include challenges to a number of the twentieth-century opinions about St Aubyn and 

his work: 

¶ The prevailing modern view that St Aubyn was an insensitive and cavalier restorer of 

old churches is not wholly borne out by the views of his contemporaries, a number of 

whom, including senior members of the architectural profession, held him in high 

regard for his scholarly approach to restorations. Furthermore, far from being ignorant 

of the finer details of historical architecture, St Aubynôs contributions to debates at 

The Ecclesiological Society and the RIBA show that his knowledge of architectural 

history was of a high standard. 

¶ The contention that St Aubynôs architecture was dull and unimaginative is not 

consistent with notable examples of his ecclesiastical and secular work, a number of 

which works have been praised by contemporaries of St Aubyn and modern writers. 

¶ Whilst there is evidence that St Aubyn could be imaginative in his designs when the 

situation permitted, it has to be recognised that some of his work was relatively 

prosaic. However, this view should be considered in the context that he, like many 

contemporaries was often having to work within limited budgets for new suburban 

churches or small rural missions, and often had to produce relatively basic churches 

óto orderô to satisfy the needs of the rapidly burgeoning Victorian population, which 

inevitably limited the scope for architectural invention. Where St Aubyn was in 

charge of a significant budget and was not working against a tight deadline, he was 

 
127 Warner, p. 136. 
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perfectly capable of producing some spectacular buildings ï secular and 

ecclesiastical. 

¶ St Aubyn could demonstrate a capacity for invention. For example, where he was 

faced with a challenging site, particularly a sloping one, as so often happened in his 

west country work, he often proposed clever solutions, frequently incorporating 

ancillary buildings such as church offices and school rooms in the undercrofts 

required to level up churches on sloping sites. 

 

In the following chapters, an attempt will be made to address these issues and contentions 

and St Aubynôs work will be reappraised to assess whether the time has come to restore his 

reputation. 
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CHAPTER III  

 

NEW CHURCHES 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

No matter how free a hand an architect has with a restoration, he or she will almost certainly 

be significantly influenced by the existing fabric, consequently St Aubynôs new church work 

and church restorations are explored in separate chapters so as to enable a clearer assessment 

of his skill in both fields.  Where restoration work was extensive it can be difficult to classify 

a project as a new church or a restoration. In this and Chapter IV a project has been defined 

as a restoration if the resulting church follows the existing footprint. If the church is rebuilt 

on a different footprint or at a distance from the original site, it has been classed as a new 

building.   

 

Establishing himself as an independent church architect in the early 1840s was propitious for 

St Aubyn. As noted in Chapter 1, population growth, migration to major cities and greater 

prosperity, fuelled a massive surge in church building. The Tractarian movement, which 

gathered way in the 1830s, revitalised the Church of England and gave it backbone to fight 

back against the non-conformist movement which had plundered its congregations, whilst the 

Cambridge Camden Society (later the Society of Ecclesiologists) also breathed new life into 

the Church through a focus on reviving traditional rituals and architecture. However, it was not 

just these two groups who were responsible for the Gothic Revival. As William Whyte notes 

in Unlocking the Church, quoting The Builderôs Magazine, a ground-swell of Gothic Revival 

was already driving growth in the established church: óThe Grecian Taste certainly best suits 
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[é] publick buildings [é] but for religious structures, Gothic undoubtedly, ought to be 

preferred.ô128 

 

The Church of England revival was reinforced by political intervention in the form of the 

New Parishes Act of 1843, which permitted the creation of new parishes by sub-division of 

old parishes where the parishôs population had grown too large. The new parishes were often 

termed óPeelô parishes after the then Prime Minister.129 St Aubyn benefitted significantly 

from the Revival, both from the creation of new parishes and from the building of so-called 

mission churches, built to reach dispersed congregations in large parishes. Of his sixty new 

churches, eighty three per cent were the consequence of sub-division of existing parishes. 

 

The early Ecclesiological publications detailed requirements for new and restored 

churches,130 whilst A.W.N. Pugin railed against the thin Gothic style of the early nineteenth-

century Commissionersô 214 churches and added his ideas of how to produce authentic 

Gothic work.131 The Ecclesiologists reinforced their guidance through the publication of The 

Ecclesiologist magazine which ran from 1841 to 1868, in which the editors critiqued new 

church designs and restorations. They campaigned remorselessly for the adoption of what 

they saw as the correct principles of church design which they believed were an essential part 

of the churchôs wider revival.  

 

 
128 The Builderôs Magazine, 1774, pp. 63-4 in William Whyte, Unlocking the Church (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2017), p. 51. 
129 New Parishes Act 1843 c 37, section 9. 
130 Ecclesiologist publications including Hints for the Practical Study of Ecclesiastical Antiquities (1839), A 

Few Words to Church Builders (1841), A Few Words to Churchwardens on Churches and Church Ornaments 

(1841) and Church Enlargement and Church Arrangement (1842).  
131 In True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (1841) and An Apology for the Revival of Christian 

Architecture in England (1843). 
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The Ecclesiologistsô design principles were demanding. They specified such matters as the 

layout of the church, positioning of important elements such as pulpits and fonts, the form of 

the roof and the nature and scale of vestries. Further details of the Ecclesiologistsô principles 

are given in Appendix 3. 

 

It was into this ecclesiastical architectural hot house that St Aubyn entered as he established 

his own practice in the early 1840s. He was an early adopter of the principles of the 

Ecclesiologists, joining the Society in 1843, shortly after its founding.132 He frequently 

offered his work for review and comment in The Ecclesiologist.133 Although St Aubyn was 

not one of the journalôs most favoured architects, such as R.C. Carpenter, he was an 

enthusiastic participant and received many favourable comments on his work as noted in the 

examination of his churches below. 

 

3.2 The Early Years 

The first decade or so of St Aubynôs church building career, running from the design of his 

first church, St Illogan, Cornwall in 1844 to the building of St John-in-the-Fields at Higher 

Stennack, also in Cornwall, in 1857 was a period of experimentation with a dozen or so 

churches being erected to very different designs. St Aubynôs first three churches were all 

individual ï St Illogan, Cornwall a large church inspired by the traditional Cornish three-aisle 

perpendicular style church; Cerney Wick, Gloucestershire, a small church based on a simple 

thirteenth-century single-aisle church; and St John, Godolphin Cross, Cornwall, a highly 

original three-aisle church in the Early English Gothic style.  

 

 
132 The Ecclesiologist, 1-3 (February 1843), p. 156.  
133 Forty-four projects were submitted by St Aubyn in the period 1843 to 1867.  
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These early works were followed by four churches commissioned for the new town of 

Devonport and one for a neighbouring part of Plymouth, all built to completely different 

patterns and styles, suggesting a young architect experimenting with diverse ideas. The 

experimental period ended with two churches for growing Cornish mining communities, 

Holy Trinity, Penponds, Cornwall and St John-in the-Fields, Higher Stennack, Cornwall, 

both using the Early English style in a severe stripped-down form, with a sculptural quality 

reminiscent of Butterfield at his best. Thereafter, St Aubyn tended to settle for two main 

types of church, a simple nave and chancel form for small country parishes and mission 

churches and a much larger church with a clerestoried nave, lean-to side aisles and chancel, 

sometimes also featuring a tower, typically at the south-west corner of the church. 

 

St Aubynôs church practice started with a major project. The Basset family of Tehidy, 

Cornwall was an old landed family that became immensely wealthy and highly influential in 

the eighteenth century on the back of copper and tin mining and banking under the then head 

of the family, Francis Basset, Baron de Dunstanville. The Bassetts were a significant ócatchô 

as clients for St Aubyn. It is possible that family connections played a part in St Aubyn 

securing the work as Francis Basset was a cousin and great friend of St Aubynôs grandfather, 

Sir John St Aubyn, 5th Baronet.  
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Fig. 3.1 Francis Basset, Baron de Dunstanville by John Hoppner, date unknown - between 1796 and 1810. 

de Dunstanville died in 1835 and was succeeded by his only child, Frances, Baroness Basset 

in her own right, a pious lady who never married and died childless. In 1843 she 

commissioned John Hayward of Exeter, a celebrated West Country architect and relative and 

pupil of Sir Charles Barry, to build a new church at Tuckingmill, a mining community which 

had grown up close to Tehidy, the Bassetôs seat, on the back of the familyôs most successful 

mine, Dolcoath. 

   

Fig. 3.2 Baroness Bassetôs memorial in Illogan Church, 2018. 
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It seems that she also wished to rebuild the run down and relatively small church of the 

Bassetsô estate village, Illogan, which had also expanded significantly as a result of mining 

activity, outgrowing its existing church, shown in a plan held in the parish records to have 

been a modest three-aisled church with north and south side chapels and a slender tower.134  

 
 

Fig. 3.3 Plan of old Illogan church, date unknown. 

 

It is interesting that Lady Basset did not commission Hayward for the new church at Illogan 

as he was held in high regard as an architect, The Ecclesiologist, for example, commenting in 

July 1842 that Haywardôs new church at Exwick was óthe best specimen of modern church 

we have yet seenô.135 It is possible that Lady Basset wanted a church at Illogan in a style 

different from Tuckingmill, or that she wished to spread her risk or she and Hayward had 

disagreed over something. Lady Basset was known to be a sympathetic character, Barclay 

Fox describing her as: óA capital hand for society, such a womanly knack of drawing you out 

by shewing an interest in what she knows to be your interests.ô136 She may have wanted to 

give a boost to the young St Aubynôs career, although, were that the case, it might have been  

 
134 Kresen Kernow P88/2/136 ï outline plan of old Illogan Church. 
135 The Ecclesiologist, 1-3, 1842, p. 23. 
136 E.L. Brett (Ed.), Barclay Foxôs Journal (London: Bell & Hyman, 1979), p. 363. 
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more logical to give the Tuckingmill commission to him and Illogan, as the much bigger 

project, to the more experienced Hayward.137 

 

Fig. 3.4 Illogan Church from the south, 2019. 

Whatever the reason for the commission, it was a significant challenge for an inexperienced 

architect, being a sizable church, nearly one hundred feet long and fifty  feet wide, originally 

designed to seat 712 people.138 The finely detailed drawings for the church and specification 

survive at the Cornwall Record Office. The opportunity for creativity on St Aubynôs part was 

limited by the design being based on the typical Cornish three-aisled church of the 

Perpendicular period, with a long nave, chancel and side aisles which are almost as tall as the 

nave, creating an effect not unlike the German Hallenkirche model. Externally, the church is 

a success, capturing the characteristics of a typical Cornish parish church, if on a larger scale 

than usual.  

 
137 Ironically, St Aubyn was called in to restore Tuckingmill church in 1879, Cornish Telegraph, 25 February 

1879, p. 3. 
138 Per plan in the Independent Church Building Society Archive (ICBS 03546). 
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Fig.3.5 Illogan Church ï St Aubyn Specification and Designs, 1844. 
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The only unsatisfactory part of the exterior design was the proposed re-use of the tower of the 

old church, a pleasant enough early two-stage tower, but one that did not scale well with the 

new church. However, this proposal came to nothing, apparently because mariners claimed 

that the tower served as a useful seamark and that, if moved to the site of the new church, it 

would be invisible from the water. Consequently, the tower stands today in lonely isolation 

from the new church, which remains unfinished at the west end, St Aubyn having to design a 

large west window in the space where the tower would have been, which he did, creating a 

five light transomed window with late Perpendicular style tracery. 

 

    

Fig. 3.6 Illogan Church old tower and unfinished west end, showing provision for re-erecting the old tower, 

2019. 

 

St Aubyn followed the Cornish model closely, defining the chancel and sanctuary clearly by 

using rising levels, separating the nave and chancel by two steps and the chancel and 

sanctuary by three steps, in accordance with approved Ecclesiological principles.  



 84 

 

Fig.3.7 Illogan Church ï St Aubyn Plan (ICBS 03546), 1845. 

 

However, internally, the building is not wholly satisfactory in that its scale and openness 

create an austere space, notwithstanding the incorporation of features from the old church, 

including the old font and many Basset monuments which at least gave some sense of the 

longevity of the Bassett familyôs tenure.  

 

     

Fig. 3.8 Illogan church interiors, showing Basset memorials, moved from the old church, 2019. 

The roof, which is steeply pitched, features a strong timber frame, which was to become a 

hallmark of St Aubynôs churches. Use is made of arch and wind braces, although these are 
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not as dominant features as in most of his subsequent churches ï almost as if he is trying out 

his design theories. Using heavy steeply pitched roofs did mean a departure from the much 

lower, more intimate wagon roofs, typical of historical Cornish churches.  

 

In the designs, St Aubyn proposed re-using the south porch from the old church as the north 

porch of the new church, perhaps a whim of his client. Happily, this proposal was not carried 

through as the old porch was a clumsy affair and would have appeared dissonant with the 

body of the church. 

 

Fig. 3.9 Illogan Church - proposed re-use of old porch, 1844.  

Surprisingly, given that the church was built using the Perpendicular style, The Ecclesiologist 

was not critical, favouring the church with a page long description of the design without any 

negative comments. The Ecclesiologist might have excused the use of the Third Pointed style 

on the grounds that the church was ómeant to be on the model of the ancient Cornish 

churches.ô139 óMeant to beô has a slight whiff of criticism, but the theme is not explored in the 

article. The arrangement and separation by appropriate numbers of steps of nave, chancel and 

sanctuary meets with The Ecclesiologistôs approval, although the absence of a chancel arch is 

noticed. In this respect, however, St Aubyn was simply following Cornish precedent as very 

few Cornish churches, particularly of the three-aisle, Perpendicular style, have chancel 

arches.  

 
139 The Ecclesiologist, 6-9, 1849, p. 393. 
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Although the church has its limitations and its interior does not particularly lift the spirits, it 

is a highly competent piece of work for a novice architect and has stood the test of time well, 

still being in use as the parish church, although it has suffered from the insertion of a poorly 

designed west room and balcony.   

 

Having launched his church building career with a large building, St Aubynôs next church, 

built in 1847, was at the opposite end of the scale. Holy Trinity, Cerney Wick, 

Gloucestershire is a simple nave and chancel church, built according to the pattern of a late 

thirteenth century chapel, as a mission church to serve a growing population in a large parish 

at South Cerney in Gloucestershire. Whether this was a commission passed to St Aubyn by 

Fulljames (perhaps because it was too small for his consideration) or whether it came from a 

contact made by St Aubyn during his time in Gloucestershire is unknown. Either way, it was 

an important commission as, although St Aubyn never built another church exactly like it, the 

simple nave and chancel format laid the foundation for a pattern that he was often to repeat 

for small parishes or mission churches. 

 

   

Fig. 3.10 Holy Trinity, Cerney Wick, 2017. 
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St Aubyn appears to have had much more freedom with the design than at Illogan and the 

result is simple with much to like about it. Executed in warm Cotswold stone, the external 

proportions are pleasing, with a steep-pitched roof and minimal window openings creating a 

feeling of solidity. The window tracery is mostly Decorated and matches the simplicity of the 

overall design. The porch is generous and welcoming under a large oversailing roof, a pattern 

which St Aubyn was to repeat in many of his churches. The treament of the west end is 

particularly accomplished. Continuing the simple chapel concept, there are two narrow west 

windows instead of one large window, which might have been many architectsô choice. 

Rigidity is given to the west wall by a central buttress, rising up full height, terminating in a 

small bellcote, unusually, below the apex of the gable, a nicely detailed feature which 

presumably was intended to reduce weathering of the bell and reduce the risk of it ringing 

unintentionally in high winds. The buttress serves an important aesthetic as well as structural 

purpose in that it provides an axis around which the west front revolves, without which the 

two windows would create an unresolved duality. 

 

The plan of the church could not be simpler, accomodating ninety-five people, it meets the 

requirements of Ecclesiological principles in the most minimalist way.  

 

Fig. 3.11 Cerney Wick Church plan, 1847. 
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Inside, simplicity remains the key, with a high scissor and arch braced roof soaring over the 

nave and a Cornish style wagon roof for the combined sanctuary and chancel providing a 

contrast, emphasising the intimacy of the sanctuary and chancel. The fittings are simple in 

design, including a stone pulpit which incorporates a finely sculpted stone lectern, an unusual 

feature.  

 

Fig. 3.12 Cerney Wick Church ï interior view and scissor braced roof, 2017. 

Cerney Wick, although much smaller than Illogan, is highly accomplished. St Aubyn handles 

the Decorated style confidently and combines good design and proportion with a practical 

sense of spaces needed for effective worship in a small church.  

 

St Aubynôs third church of this early period, started in 1849, was another highly original 

work, St John-the-Baptist at Godolphin Cross, the estate village for Godolphin, an ancient 

Cornish estate, former home of Queen Anneôs First Minister, Sydney Godolphin. By the 

nineteenth century, the estate had passed to the Osborne family, Dukes of Leeds, who 
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exploited the estateôs copper and tin deposits, developing extensive mining activities bringing 

many people to the area, necessitating the construction of a new church. St Aubyn responded  

to the harsh mining environment, with a stark design for a three-aisled church using a simple 

and severe Early English style, built of granite rubble with granite dressings. Like Cerney 

Wick, the church is towerless, with a small bellcote positioned at the apex of the plain west 

front, with three windows and two small buttresses breaking up the façade.  

 

  

Fig. 3.13 St John, Godolphin Cross, external views, c1904 and 2019. 

 

The simplicity of the church is enhanced by a cleverly conceived steeply pitched scantle slate 

roof, which sweeps out with a lower pitch to cover the side aisles. The interior was also 

simple with a high arch and scissor braced timber roof springing from corbels in the 

spandrels of the arcade. 
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Fig. 3.14 St John-the-Baptist, Godolphin Cross, internal view, c1904. 

The Ecclesiologist was quite praiseworthy, particularly of the roof óIts arrangements are 

generally goodô and óAn exceedingly good effect is produced by the great breadth of the roof: 

for the nave roof is extended in one sweep over the aisles at a different and less steep 

angle.ô140 The west end also attracted favourable comment óThere is a western bell-gable, for 

two bells, very simply and appropriately designed.ô However, there were deemed to be 

deficiencies: óThe style is too early ï undeveloped First-Pointed.ô141 (The Ecclesiologist 

almost invariably preferred Decorated). The chancel arch also attracted criticism, being 

óinadequate; discontinuous without caps and basesô, a harsh criticism, given that Cornish 

churches seldom feature chancel arches and there is West Country precedent for columns 

without capitals or bases, including Bristol Cathedral. St Aubynôs benches were also 

commended as óunusually simpleô an interesting insight into Ecclesiological preferences for 

good and not over-elaborate design.  

 
140 The Ecclesiologist, 9/12, 1851, p. 430. 
141 Ibid. 
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St Aubynôs first three churches signalled the main design principles that were to inform his 

ecclesiastial work throughout his career. All three showed a close adherence to the ideas of 

the Ecclesiologists to which St Aubyn was evidently committed, including roofs which were 

generally high and strongly built, with heavy frames. This was an approach for which he was 

to be criticised in the twentieth century, although, most of his surviving churches have stood 

the test of time well and, growing up in Cornwall, a land heavily exposed to Atlantic gales, he 

would have been only too aware of the need to brace a roof properly to withstand the 

elements. 

 

However, St Aubyn was not formulaically driven by Ecclesiological principles, as an analysis 

of his later work shows. He was often informed by other influences, being prepared to work 

in any of the three core Gothic styles, not just the preferred Decorated or Early English styles, 

responding to the setting and use of the church when selecting a style.  

 

The next steps in the evolution of St Aubynôs ecclesiastical practice are an interesting 

example of one of an architectôs biggest challenges - trying to satisfy clientsô needs whilst 

aligning with contemporary design orthodoxy. 

 

3.3 Devonport Churches ï Building for a New Town 

The second phase of St Aubynôs church building career was dominated by a series of 

churches for the rapidly expanding naval town of Devonport, one of three towns ultimately 

merged to create the city of Plymouth. Originally known as óDockô, Devonport  had existed 

as a small settlement on the east bank of the river Tamar from mediaeval times. As the 

dockyard developed from the sixteenth century onwards, so the town also grew. By the 
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nineteenth century, the dockyard was one of the largest naval bases in Britain and the town 

had grown commensurately, much of it built within the manor of Stoke Damerel, owned by 

the St Aubyn family (explored further in Chapter VI). With this burgeoning population it was 

necessary for a number of new parishes to be carved out of the historic parish of Stoke 

Damerel to serve the expanding population.142 

 

St Aubyn had carried out master planning work for the Manor of Stoke Damerel, helping to 

plan the layout of the new town. Thus he was well placed to design four new óPeel Parishô 

churches and fortunate that the gift of the work was in the hands of his family. The first of 

this series of churches was St Paulôs, Morice Square, like Illogan, a large church, intended to 

seat 715 people. The foundation stone was laid on 25 July 1849 by the Mayor of Devonport, 

John Beer, the Church being consecrated in April 1851.143  

 

The site presented design challenges, being a constricted plot bounded by the Square on its 

west side, houses north and south and a minor street on the east, inclined at an angle, thus not 

parallel with the west side of the site. St Aubyn opted for an original design, a nave and two 

side aisles of almost equal height to the nave, similar to a traditional Cornwall or west Devon 

church of the Perpendicular period, as at Illogan, but with a simple Decorated Gothic style for 

tracery and other detailing. The windows facing the square were four light for the side aisles 

and five light for the nave, creating a simple rythm and, because the church could not have 

side windows (being abutted by neighbouring houses) and relied on the west and east 

windows for its lighting, the windows were relatively large, with a high window to wall ratio, 

adding to the attractiveness of the west front. A squat tower with a broached spire was 

 
142 C. Robinson, A History of Devonport, (Plymouth: Pen & Ink Publishing Ltd, 2010), p. 119. Royal Cornwall 

Gazette, 25 April 1851, p. 8. 
143 Ibid. 
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inserted at the left end of the west front and north west end of the church ï an approved 

Ecclesiological location. The resulting façade was long and imposing without being 

unwelcoming or overwhelming the rest of Morice Square.  

  

Fig. 3.15 St Paul, Morice Square, Devonport ï external views, dates unknown ï pre-Second World War. 

The building was destroyed by Second World War bombing and few photographs of the 

interior survive.144 Such as do, show a church which broadly followed Ecclesiological 

precepts with robust four bay arcades dividing nave and side aisles, based on traditional West 

Country forms. It had a clearly delineated chancel and sanctuary, but no chancel arch (as in St 

Aubynôs earlier Cornish churches, following local precedent) and relatively simple Gothic 

woodwork. The reliance on the windows in its east and west walls, rendered the interior 

relatively gloomy. 

 

 
144 Stuart Blaylock, óDiminishing Assets? An Assessment of Plymouth Churchesô, Devon Buildings Group 

Newsletter, 33 (Summer 2015), pp. 9 ï 22 (p. 21). The ruins of the church were demolished in 1958. 
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Fig. 3.16 St Paul, Morice Square - interior views, dates unknown ï pre-Second World War. 

There were aspects of the layout of the church that were a little odd. The inward facing 

benches in the east end of the north and south aisles would have only afforded views of the 

backs of the heads of the choir sitting in the chancel, whilst packing in as many seats as 

possible meant that benches in the south aisle could only have been accessed by walking all 

the way up to the chancel and then back down the south aisle. 

 

Fig. 3.17 St Paul Morice Square - Plan (ICBS 03864), 1846. 
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The Ecclesiologist was reasonably polite, but found fault with some aspects of the design.145 

As noted earlier the site was not square and St Aubyn chose to design the church with the east 

wall not at right angles to the north and south walls, which, as Fig. 3.18 shows, looked 

awkward from within the church.  

 

 

Fig. 3.18 St Paul, Morice Square - interior view showing odd east end wall treatment, dates unknown ï pre-

Second World War. 

. 

The Ecclesiologist sensibly observed that a better arrangement would have been to build the 

east walls of the side aisles and chancel at right angles to the north and south walls and the 

arcades, stepping them instead of having an angled continuous east wall, an arrangment 

which would still have maximised use of the site. However, it is worth noting that there was 

precedent for St Aubynôs approach in Wrenôs St Dionis Backchurch and St Vedast alias 

Foster, probably due to retention of the mediaeval layout of the churches.146 The 

Ecclesiologist also criticised the relative heights of the nave and side aisles. It did not like 

what it described as óthree equal gablesô, although it was unfair in this criticism as the side 

aisle gables are slightly smaller than the nave gable, following the traditional Cornish/west  

 
145 The Ecclesiologist, 11 1853, p. 208.  
146 Simon Bradley and Nikolaus Pevsner, The Buildings of England: London; The City Churches (London: 

Penguin Books, 1998), pp. 26-7.  



 96 

 

Devon pattern.147 The Ecclesiologist argued that, as a town church, St Paulôs should have had 

a clerestory, a point not without merit in that a clerestory would have allowed for top lighting 

of the nave. However, it would have detracted from the churchôs regional inspiration. 

 

Another aspect of the design which attracted criticism from The Ecclesiologist was the tower, 

which was thought to be ótoo small for its design and ï a cardinal fault ï its belfry stage is not 

clear above the ridge of the nearest aisle roof.ô148 This is another point which is not without 

merit, but it would have resulted in a church which would have dominated Morice Square 

much more assertively. Spiritually, this might have been acceptable, but aesthetically, St 

Aubynôs judgement was better, creating a church which harmonised well with its 

surroundings whilst conveying, like Cerney Wick, a sense of intimacy. 

 

St Aubynôs second Devonport church was St James-the-Great built for the Reverend A.B. 

Hutchinson in the Keyham district of Devonport, overlooking the Dockyard. St James-the-

Great was on a larger scale than St Paulôs, seating 1,095 people, including 360 children from 

the neighbouring church school which was planned with the church. It was a fine, powerful 

muscular Gothic statement, evidently designed to act as a beacon of worship to the new 

suburb of Keyham. 

 

 
147 The Ecclesiologist, 11 1853, p. 208. 
148 Ibid. 
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Fig. 3.19 St James-the-Great, Keyham ï external view, dates unknown ï pre-Second World War. 

 

The foundation stone was laid in 1849 and the church consecrated on 18 June 1851.149 The 

total cost of the church was Ã6,288, nearly twice as much as St Paulôs, which cost Ã3,210. 

Some two thirds of the cost of St James-the-Great was contributed by the Admiralty as a 

large number of seats in the church were allocated for naval use.150 The planned school was 

not built until 1863.151 A Vicarage was added in 1868 to St Aubynôs designs.152 

 
149 Western Courier, West of England Conservative, Plymouth and Devonport Advertiser,  25 June 1851, p. 8, 

article recording the consecration. 
150 Western Morning News, 18 October 1865, p. 4. 
151 The Ecclesiologist, 19 1861, p. 200. 
152 The Ecclesiologist, 26 1868, p. 247. 
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Fig. 3.20 St James-the-Great, Keyham ï Plan, 1848. 

The church was demolished in 1958 and no photographs appear to survive of its interior.153 

However, St Aubynôs plan drawing gives an idea of the layout, which conformed to 

Ecclesiological principles with a tall nave with clerestory lit by paired windows, generous 

side aisles and chancel and an imposing three stage tower, with angled buttresses, at the 

churchôs south-west corner. The tower also doubled on the ground floor as an entrance porch. 

The fine broached spire was decorated with two sets of lucarnes. Further access to the nave 

was provided by a north porch, whilst a generous vestry, apparently with an organ chamber 

above, was accessed from the north side.154 The church also featured a sizable chancel, 

correctly positioned font (near the main door), pulpit and vicarôs prayer desk (just inside the 

chancel, facing inwards). St James was a precursor to what became, for St Aubyn, a standard 

large town church design, comprising clerestoried nave with twinned windows, generous side 

aisles and chancel, a south-west tower and windows using decorated Gothic tracery. 

 

 
153 Stuart Blaylock, óDiminishing Assets? An Assessment of Plymouth Churchesô, Devon Buildings Group 

Newsletter, 33 (Summer 2015), 9 ï 22 (p. 21). 
154 The Ecclesiologist, 9 (1851), p. 295. 
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The Ecclesiologist approved of the design, praising the way that the church was positioned on 

its sloping site so that an ample crypt could be provided.155 There is no record of what the 

crypt was used for, but it was a feature that St Aubyn was to incorporate in many of his 

churches, particularly in the West Country where he was often presented with a sloping site. 

In later churches, St Aubyn generally used the space under the church to provide vestries, 

meeting rooms and other offices for the church. The Ecclesiologist was critical of some 

aspects of the design, noting that the clerestory was not ósufficiently bold or characteristicô (a 

fault St Aubyn remedied in later churches) and it thought that the tower should have been 

taller (the combined height of the tower and spire was 139 feet) as it óaltogether seems 

inadequate to the support of the broached spire aboveô and that the stages of the tower ósadly 

want dignityô, the principal criticism being that the bell stage was too low, such that the bell 

openings were below the level of the nave roof ridge, meaning that the sound of the bells 

would have been muffled to the north of the church.156 In many ways, The Ecclesiologistôs 

criticisms seem unfair. If anything, the spire looks inadequate for the slightly squat but 

pleasingly robust tower. The Ecclesiologist also thought that the way that the tower was 

partly detached was disadvantageous and remarked that the overall design was óchurch-likeô 

(which St Aubyn must have found re-assuring) but órather tame and too uniform in its 

designô.157 Sadly St Jamesôs was demolished after the Second World following minor bomb 

damage.158 Its site is now occupied by uninspiring 1950s flats.159 

 
155 The Ecclesiologist, 9 1851, p. 296. 
156 Ibid. 
157 The Ecclesiologist, 11 1853, p. 209. 
158 Western Morning News, 17 June 1941, p. 2, article records the closure of the church following bomb damage. 
159 Plymouth and West Devon Record Office, PCC/60/1/17641, 1959, plans for new flats 72-142 Keyham Road 

to replace St James-the-Great church.  
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Fig. 3.21 Site of St James-the-Great, Keyham - sic transit gloria, 2019. 

The third of St Aubynôs Devonport churches, St Maryôs, presented similar challenges to St 

James-the-Great, being on a cramped sloping site close to the dockyard wall. Here the site 

and parish were smaller, the total number of people in the parish being 6,000 and the church 

being required to accommodate only 809 people, although the budget was not much smaller 

than St James-the-Great at £5,800. St Aubyn responded with a different solution, drawing 

upon the traditional Cornwall and west Devon three-aisle model that he had used at Illogan, 

but using the Decorated period as his inspiration for the window tracery and decoration. As at 

Illogan, the nave and aisle roofs are much higher than in the traditional Cornwall/west Devon 

models, very much in line with Ecclesiological thinking, where tall timber framed roofs were 

applauded as a great improvement and truer to traditional principles than the plaster vaulted 

roofs of early nineteenth-century Gothic Revival churches. 

 

The tower of St Maryôs was a much slenderer affair than St James-the-Great, with small 

angle buttresses and a plain octagonal spire with lucarnes and crocketed spirelets on the 

towerôs four corners (another reference to Cornwall and west Devon traditional designs) and 

an octagonal staircase tower at its north-west corner. Although the tower was less robust than 

St James-the-Great, it was slightly taller at 150 feet compared with the formerôs 139 feet. A 

small lean-to vestry was tucked into the south-east corner of the church. 
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Fig. 3.22 St Maryôs Devonport ï external views, showing proximity to the Naval Dockyard, dates unknown ï 

pre-First World War. 

 

Like St James-the-Great, St Maryôs suffered wartime damage and was demolished in 1958. 

Also, like St James-the-Great, photographs of the interior do not appear to have survived. St 

Aubynôs plan drawing shows a layout according well with Ecclesiologist principles. The 

large crypt below the church was used as a school for girls and infants. Like St Paulôs, 

Morice Square, the site of St Maryôs was bounded by roads on three sides, one of them not 

parallel with its opposite side. As at St Paulôs, St Aubyn chose to align the churchôs wall with 

this line (this time the west wall) resulting, as at St Paulôs, in a very odd effect. It can only be 

assumed that it was St Aubynôs relative inexperience together with considerations of cost and 

the desire to fit in as many seats as possible, that led to him not staggering parallel walls for 

each aisle and the nave to form a west wall.    
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Fig. 3.23 St Mary, Devonport - Plan (ICBS 4184), 1852. 

The Ecclesiologist mostly liked the church, noting that the interior detailing was better than 

the first two Devonport churches, without recording why.160 It approved of the generous 

chancel arch and thought the window tracery, which it described as óGeometricalô in style, 

showed ómuch excellence and variety.ô161 The Ecclesiologist thought the tower well-

proportioned with a very pleasing outline, but would have liked the tower to be taller. It much 

admired the west elevation of the church, approving the way that the gabled nave and side 

aisles sat on the basement containing the schools which featured windows comprising ófive 

graduated trefoil-headed lights, under large discharging archesô.162 Unfortunately, no image 

of the west front has been found. Perhaps surprisingly in the light of the comments about the 

floor plan of St Paulôs, no mention was made of the angled west wall. 

 

The last of the four Devonport churches was St Stephen, first planned in 1852. In many ways, 

this church was the most adventurous, although the parish was the poorest of the four new 

Peel parishes. As with the other churches, the site was constrained, but St Aubyn still 

 
160 The Ecclesiologist, 11 1853, p. 210. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Ibid. 
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managed to fit in a nave and two side aisles, albeit all narrow. St Aubyn elected for the three 

aisle and no clerestory form adopted for St Paulôs and St Maryôs but at St Stephen he took the 

unorthodox step of placing the tower on top of the chancel, possibly inspired by 

Almondsbury church in Gloucestershire, where he had worked with Fulljames (Chapter IV). 

The tower is substantial, its scale and position resulting in a pleasing massing. Siting it over 

the chancel allowed for a significant structure to be incorporated on a constricted site. The 

tower is capped with a broached spire with crocketed spirelets emerging from the broaches, 

an unusual detail, and three tiers of lucarnes. 

 

   

Fig. 3.24 St Stephen, Devonport ï external and internal views, dates unknown ï pre-Second World War. 

 

 

Notwithstanding the poorness of the parish, the budget for the church was reasonable at 

£6,839, particularly given that it was expected to house 764 people. The detailing was of a 
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high standard with rich Decorated tracery, a fine rood screen and pulpit with tester, all 

verging, as The Ecclesiologist noted, on the flamboyant.163 

 

It is possible that the parish over-reached itself as only the nave, tower and north aisle of the 

church had been built by 1858 according to a plan of the church in the ICBS Archive. The 

plan suggests that the whole of the site had not yet been acquired, noting that the land 

immediately to the south of the nave where the south aisle would stand was occupied by a 

house occupied by a Mr MacKay. Ultimately the land must have been acquired since the 

church was completed as evidenced by a photograph from the late 1940s. 

 

 

Fig. 3.25 St Stephen, Devonport - Plan (ICBS 3954), 1858. 

 

 
163 The Ecclesiologist, 12 1851, p. 68. 
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The Ecclesiologist thought that St Stephen was the best of St Aubynôs Devonport churches, 

praising the layout, incorporation of desired features such as parclose screens and a sedilia.164 

The tracery was approved of although it was noted that it ówants vigourô and was a little 

earlier in period than ideal. The most substantial criticism was that, whilst the arrangement of 

the tower over the chancel was good, the sanctuary looked small against the bulk of the tower 

and the appearance of the church would have been happier if the sanctuary had been bigger. 

The unusual configuration of tower, chancel and sanctuary makes this a difficult problem to 

overcome. St Aubyn was not the only architect to struggle as St Nicholas, Guildford (1870-5) 

by Ewan Christian and S.S. Teulon shows. 

 
 

Fig. 3.26 St Nicholas, Guildford (1870-5) - east end showing sanctuary (left) and tower juxtaposition, 2022. 

 

The Ecclesiologist also hinted that the scale of the tower may have been overdone: óIn a town 

church, care should be taken not to sacrifice internal effect for the sake of the display of a 

massive tower.ô165 In fairness to St Aubyn, as the photograph of the interior shows, internal 

effect was not sacrificed and the tower was a good contribution to the Devonport skyline.  

 
164 Ibid. 
165 Ibid. 
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St Aubynôs four Devonport churches make an interesting case study of an ecclesiastical 

architect developing his thinking and design philosophy. It is unusual for one architect to 

have the opportunity to design a series of churches in such proximity (the churches were all 

within a mile of each other). Drawing a parallel with Sir Christopher Wren and the post Fire 

rebuilding of London might be over-stretching a point, but the challenge, admittedly smaller, 

was similar. How to produce a series of churches which would give their new congregations a 

sense of separate identity whilst at the same time staying true to a coherent design philosophy 

and remaining within budgets which were not over-generous?  

 

St Aubynôs endeavours can be judged to be successful. He produced four churches which 

were significantly different from each other, individual and original in design, whilst all 

staying true to the Ecclesiological principles and all within budget. Looking back from the 

twenty-first century the four churches may not seem particularly original, but it should be 

recognised that the Devonport churches were designed within only some ten years of the 

building near Oxford of John Henry Newmanôs iconic Littlemore church which, as William 

Whyte notes, appalled many established churchmen in its embracing of what came to be the 

Ecclesiological design principles.166 Many of St Aubynôs contemporaries were cutting their 

teeth on their first church commissions, evolving their own thinking about the best form for a 

modern Gothic Revival church. Taken in context, St Aubynôs four Devonport churches were 

a significant contribution to the canon of early Victorian Gothic Revival ecclesiastical 

architecture. It is a matter of considerable sadness that the churches cannot still be inspected 

as a case study of contemporary church design development. 

 

 
166 Whyte, p. 4. 
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3.4 Early Years Churches Post Devonport  

St Aubynôs first design following the Devonport churches was for the new parish of Mount 

Hawke, carved out of the parish of Perranzabuloe. Mount Hawke, like Godolphin Cross, was 

a hamlet growing into a village on the back of mining activity, in a moorland district just 

north of Redruth in Cornwall. St Aubyn reverted to Godolphin Cross for inspiration in his 

design and produced a close variant of the latter in a simple Early English style with the same 

single roof covering the nave and side aisles. At Mount Hawke St Aubyn added an 

innovation, a saddle-roofed tower at the west end.  

  

 

Fig. 3.27 Mount Hawke, proposed new church, original plans and elevations, 1852. 

 

Saddle-roofed towers were not particularly common at this stage of the Gothic Revival and a 

possible source was Holy Jesus Church, Lydbrook in Gloucestershire, built in 1850-1 to 
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designs by Henry Woodyer which St Aubyn may have become aware of through his 

Gloucestershire connections.   

 

 

Fig. 3.28 Holy Jesus Church, Lydbrook 1850-1, Henry Woodyer, 2018. 

 

Woodyerôs design bore a strong resemblance to St Aubynôs at Mount Hawke, although 

Woodyer included a clerestory with very small trefoil windows.  

 

The Mount Hawke church was commissioned in 1852 by the Reverend Edward Hamilton. 167 

In the event, St Aubynôs five bay nave church must have been too ambitious for the 

parishionersô means and a much smaller single nave Early English church seating only 200 

people was built many years later in 1876 to the designs of a little-known architect A.C. 

Hancock.168 Given that St Aubyn developed a much-used single nave Early English chapel-

based design for small churches, it seems odd that he was not asked to produce something 

similar for Mount Hawke.  

 

 
167 Kresen Kernow P/159/2/6/1-6 (1852), plans and elevations for a new church at Mount Hawke. 
168 Royal Cornwall Gazette, 3 August 1877, p. 8. 
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Whatever the reason for the church not having been built, it was a shame that this fine design 

did not see the light of day. The combination of the sweeping roof of Godolphin Cross with 

the strong, almost primitive, saddle back roofed tower resulted in a happy muscular 

composition, so much better suited to the harsh mining moorland environment than the dreary 

little church which was actually built.   

 

St Aubynôs work on Mount Hawke was not wasted, however, as, in 1858, he was invited to 

produce a design for a new church for another nascent mining community, St Johnôs-in-the-

Fields at Halsetown, near St Ives in west Cornwall.169 St Aubyn evolved the Mount Hawke 

design one step further, inserting a clerestory lit by quatrefoil windows, which makes this 

church even more similar to Woodyerôs Lydbrook. 

 

Fig. 3.29 St John-in-the-Fields, Higher Stennack, 2018. 

Like Mount Hawke, the interior features a five-bay nave, with a high soaring canted timber 

roof creating an uplifting space. St Aubynôs design makes good use of the interaction of the 

 
169 Cornish Telegraph, 10 November 1858, p. 4. 
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spaces, creating a coherent whole out of the constituent parts. The only criticism that might 

be levelled at the interior of the church is that the side aisles seem low and would have 

benefitted from higher roofs to respond more effectively to the soaring nave.  

      

Fig. 3.30 St John-in-the-Fields, Higher Stennack - interior views, 2018. 

 

St Aubyn mostly used simple and strong Gothic forms such as octagonal pillars with 

unadorned capitals and shouldered arched doorways but with more refined forms in aspects 

such as the innovative open pulpit with its stone lectern or the detailing at the springing of the 

chancel arch.       
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Fig. 3.31 St John-in-the-Fields, Higher Stennack - interior details, 2018. 

Even St Aubynôs nemesis, Betjeman, approved of St John-in-the-Fields, comparing it to the 

work of Butterfield, recognising that it was a very original design.  
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There was one more church that belonged to St Aubynôs Early English experiments which 

was Holy Trinity, Penponds (1854). Like Mount Hawke and St John-in-the-Fields, this was a 

church for a growing mining community.170  

  

Fig. 3.32 Holy Trinity, Penponds ï external views, historical and contemporary (showing a tactful addition 

made in 2021), late 19th /early 20th century and 2021. 

 

St Aubyn designed a simple Early English style church built of granite freestone with granite 

dressings, including trefoil headed lancet windows, scissor-braced roof (as at Cerney Wick) 

and very plain furnishings. It comprised a chancel and a nave with a north aisle separated by 

a four-bay arcade. The nave roof swept down over the aisle in the same manner as the roofs 

at Godolphin Cross and Mount Hawke. The church was appealing in its simplicity and, minus 

the north aisle, formed a model for many of St Aubynôs later small churches.     

 

Sadly, the design thread started at Godolphin Cross and continued through Mount Hawke and 

St-John-in-the-Fields to Penponds ended with Penponds. In many ways, the cessation of this 

thread was a significant inflection point in St Aubynôs career and it is intriguing to speculate 

where it may have taken St Aubyn, had he followed it further. 

 

Two final churches in what might be described as St Aubynôs experimental period were the 

church of St James-the-Less designed in 1853 for a site in Plymouth close to the Hoe, to the 

 
170 Royal Cornwall Gazette, 19 May 1854, p. 4. 
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east of Devonport and St Margaret, Blackfordby, Leicestershire, designed in 1855, but not 

built.  

 

Although St James-the-Less was designed in 1853, the foundation stone was not laid until 

1860 and the church took many years to complete as a result of shortage of funds. It was 

another original design, belonging more to the Devonport churches strand of development 

than to the Godolphin Cross/St Johnôs-in-the-Fields strand. St-James-the-Less was a four-

aisle design with double nave and two side aisles. The double nave featured a clerestory 

while the side aisles were treated as lean-to aisles. In this regard, the church differed from St 

Paulôs Morice Square or St Maryôs, Devonport, both of which were multi-aisled churches, but 

neither of which featured a clerestory.  

 

The churchôs tower was located at the south-west corner, almost akin to a detached 

campanile, being joined to the body of the church only by the low side aisle. Placing the 

tower in this position meant that the west end windows in naves and side aisles were not 

obscured, thus allowing maximum light into the church. However, the effect of the almost 

detached tower was odd, creating an unsatisfactory west elevation.  

   

Fig. 3.33 St James-the-Less, Plymouth - intended elevations and plan (ICBS 4738) 1853 and 1854. 
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The site was not precisely rectangular with a pre-existing road cutting off the north-eastern 

corner. St Aubyn dealt with this challenge by staggering the ends of the north side-aisle, 

north nave and chancel. He also angled the end wall of the north nave to cope with the site 

irregularity. This approach was awkward, but more sophisticated than his angled end walls at 

St Paulôs and St Maryôs, Devonport. The north-west tower featured a slender straight spire 

with several tiers of lucarnes and battlements at its foot. The tower had a stair turret in its 

south-east corner, capped with a corona of lancet windows and a spirelet. The treatment of 

the top of the stair tower was over elaborate and gave the main tower and spire an 

uncomfortable asymmetry. Sadly, however, the tower was never built above the first stage. 

The church was completely destroyed during Second World War bombing in 1941.171  

 

Fig. 3.34 St James-the-Less, Plymouth ï original simple interior, date unknown ï pre-1888. 

 
171 Stuart Blaylock, óDiminishing Assets? An Assessment of Plymouth Churchesô, Devon Buildings Group 

Newsletter, 33 (Summer 2015), pp. 9 ï 22 (p. 21). 
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St Margaret, Blackfordby followed a different pattern from all the other experimental period 

churches. The basic layout was conventional with a nave and side aisles and a chancel half as 

long as the nave. The Ecclesiologist thought the arrangements good and detail throughout 

pleasing, however, it did not like other features of the design criticising transverse gables in 

the side-aisles (used to enable larger windows admitting more light), commenting:  

 

Great picturesqueness of effect may be gained ï and in particular cases, especially in 

large town churches, without blame ï by treating the aisle as a series of transverse 

gables. But in the case of a moderate-sized village church, such as this, the expedient 

is scarcely justifiable; and the effect is not good.172  

 

This idea was by no means unique to St Aubyn, as Brandwood pointed out it was very much 

óin the airô, being used by the likes of Scott and Ewan Christian.173 A particularly odd feature 

of the church was that the tower was to sit at the south-west corner of the chancel, opening 

into the chancel forming a south aisle to it as well as opening into the east end of the south 

aisle to the nave.  

 

3.5 Conclusions on the experimental period 

In this first ten years of his church building career, St Aubyn demonstrated an ability to 

design in a wide range of styles, whilst adhering closely to Ecclesiological principles. 

Twentieth-century commentators have generally not credited him for this ability, choosing 

instead to criticise his designs for being over-heavy or dull, failing to appreciate that many of 

 
172 The Ecclesiologist, 13 1855, p. 63. 
173 Geoffrey Brandwood, Bringing them to their knees: church-building and restoration in Leicestershire and 

Rutland 1800-1914, (Leicester: Leicestershire Archaeological History Society, 2002), p. 35. 



 116 

them were innovative and that what was branded as dullness could also be seen as a pleasing 

simplicity of form.  

 

If St Aubynôs work in the period is compared with his more well-known contemporaries it 

becomes apparent that he was making a contribution as original to the development of Gothic 

Revival churches as they were. G.E. Street completed his first church St Mary, Biscovey, also 

in Cornwall, in 1848 in a simple Early English style. Peter Beacham in the most recent 

edition of The Buildings of England: Cornwall singles it out as: óA remarkable work for a 

beginner, immediately lovable and of a freshness and charm.ô174 The Ecclesiologist, however, 

was not so complementary, criticising its plan for being ónot particularly well 

proportioned.ô175 The Ecclesiologist is nearer the mark than Beacham in that Streetôs first 

essay has a naµve charm but lacks the robustness of St Aubynôs Illogan or the originality of 

Godolphin Cross. Streetôs other early small churches such as St Peterôs, Treverbyn, Cornwall 

or St James, Eastbury, Berkshire followed a similar pattern to St Aubynôs early single-aisle 

small churches but lacked their vigour. Streetôs larger early churches such as St John-the-

Evangelist, Little Tew or St Peter, Bournemouth were also conventional Decorated Gothic 

designs which did not show any marked originality.  

 

George Gilbert Scott, whose prolific church building career started in 1840, for the first ten to 

fifteen years of his career was inclined to a relatively standard model, particularly for town 

churches, comprising a tall nave with clerestory, lean-to side aisles and tall tower and spire, 

 
174 Nikolaus Pevsner and Peter Beacham, The Buildings of England; Cornwall (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 2015), p. 396. Pevsner himself was not quite so gushing describing the church in the first 

edition of The Buildings of England: Cornwall as óa remarkable work for a beginner, of a freshness and charm 

not often achieved or aimed at by Street.ô The Buildings of England; Cornwall (Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, 1951), p. 115. 
175 The Ecclesiologist, 1849, 6-9, p. 393. 
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mostly in a Decorated Gothic style such as St Giles, Camberwell (1841-44) and St Markôs, 

Swindon (1845), only later branching out into a wider palette of styles.  

 

R.C. Carpenter, the doyen of the Ecclesiologists, described by John Elliott as óthe Anglicansô 

Puginô and an almost exact contemporary of St Aubyn was more adventurous with his earlier 

works and experimented more widely with differing Gothic styles.176 At St Paulôs, Brighton 

(1845-8), Carpenter produced a muscular Gothic church with a tall nave and chancel and 

lean-to side aisles, with a four-stage tower capped with an octagonal lantern. One of his first 

London churches, St Mary Magdalene, Munster Square (1849-52), apparently inspired by the 

church of Austin Friars, featured a central nave and wide lean-to side aisles, with no 

clerestory (different from the Ecclesiologistsô preference).177 The resulting church was very 

similar in appearance to St Aubynôs contemporary St Paulôs, Morice Square. One of 

Carpenterôs last was St Johnôs, Bovey Tracey, Devon, a small parish church for a younger 

son of the Earl of Devon. Here Carpenter also followed a similar approach to St Aubyn, 

producing an Early English style chapel with a small nave and two lean-to side aisles, very 

similar in general outline to St Aubynôs St John, Godolphin Cross. How Carpenterôs career 

would have unfolded had he lived longer (he died of TB at the age of 43) is unknown but his 

promising early works suggest that he would have had a significant impact on the course of 

the Gothic Revival. 

 

This comparison of St Aubynôs early new church work with his contemporaries invites a 

different way of looking at his work from his critics who have deemed his churches to be 

pedestrian and uninteresting. When considered objectively in the context of contemporaries,  

 
176 John Elliott, óR.C. Carpenter (1812-55): the Anglicansô Puginô in Episodes in the Gothic Revival; six church 

architects, edited by Christopher Webster, (Reading: Spire Books, 2011), p. 133. 
177 Ibid., pp. 141- 44. 
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St Aubyn emerges as more innovative than modern critics have recognised. Furthermore, 

there is a pleasing strength and simplicity in his designs when compared with many of his 

contemporaries, anticipating the ómuscularô Gothic trend which was to characterise much 

mid-Victorian Gothic architecture.     

 

3.6 The Middle and Later Years of St Aubynôs New Church Practice ï developing 

óstandardô models  

From the late 1850s onwards, St Aubynôs new church designs became less diverse. For large 

town churches, St Aubyn generally offered a variant of St James-the-Great, Keyham; a tall 

clerestoried nave with lean-to side aisles, an apsidal east end and a broach spired tower 

attached to the south aisle near the west end. For smaller parishes, St Aubynôs preferred 

solution was a single-aisled small church with a bellcote at the west end and an apsidal 

chancel. Both models closely followed Ecclesiological principles. Vestries for clergy and 

choirs were typically generous as was circulation space, allowing clear processional ways and 

easy entry and exit from services. Whilst there were occasional forays into different styles, 

which will be explored later, three-quarters of the new churches that St Aubyn designed from 

1857 onwards, followed one of these patterns.  

 

From the point of view of managing his architectural practice profitably, this óstandardisedô 

approach was effective, anticipating the modular design concept of twentieth-century 

designers. Although, given the criticisms often levelled at St Aubyn, it is surprising that his 

repetition of designs has not been more severely attacked.  
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3.6.1 The Large Church Model 

Although St Aubyn followed a similar footprint and outline plan, he managed to endow most 

of his churches with a degree of local distinctiveness avoiding duplication by using local 

materials or stylistic details in areas such as the treatment of the east and west ends or the 

arrangement of porches or vestries. At St Mark, New Brompton in Kent, St Aubyn produced 

a version of his clerestoried large town church in polychromatic red and yellow stock brick, 

deploying geometric patterns of brick in a manner reminiscent of Blomfield, whilst at St 

Mary-the-Virgin, Tyndallôs Park, Bristol, St Aubyn produced a very similar design in the rich 

red and grey penant stone of which much of the surrounding area of Clifton was built.178  

 

    

Fig. 3.35 St Mark, New Brompton and St Mary-the-Virgin, Tyndallôs Park, Bristol ï external views, 2019 and 

2018. 

 

The differences were not just confined to materials. At St Maryôs, built in a wealthy suburb of 

Bristol, the budget was £7,000 ï 8,000, whereas money was tighter at St Markôs as the budget 

was only £6,000.179 The west end of St Maryôs included a fine rose window and a handsome 

 
178 Western Daily Press, 14 October 1881, p. 6.  
179 Although Tyndallôs Park was a wealthy suburb, it took more than ten years to raise the funds for completion 
and it was noted in newspaper articles on completion of the church that, for many years, it looked incongruous 

in its uncompleted state and was a óreproach to the standing reproach to the wealthy district in which it stoodô. 

Bristol Mercury, 14 October 1881, p. 6. In a newspaper report of a meeting held in 1863 to approve the 

construction of St Markôs, the district of New Brompton was described as óa place mainly inhabited by 

mechanics and artisans employed in H.M.ôs Dockyards.ô Chatham News, 11 July 1863, p. 3. Details of New 

Brompton budget given in Maidstone Journal and Kentish Advertiser, 10 October 1863, p. 3. 
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Gothic porch with double doors decorated with elaborate hinges, flanked by delicate 

Decorated Gothic windows whereas St Markôs had to make do with a simple Decorated 

Gothic west window above a single door, with simple plate tracery windows either side.180 St 

Maryôs boasted transeptual choir and clergy vestries attached to the chancel, extravagantly 

illuminated with four-light Decorated Gothic windows with cinquefoil upper lights whereas 

at St Markôs the clergy and choir had to be content with small vestries at the end of the side 

aisles.    

 

  

Fig. 3.36 St Mary-the-Virgin, Bristol and St Mark, New Brompton ï west ends, 2018 and 2019. 

 

It is a sad truth of church building, particularly in the nineteenth century, that what was 

planned was not always realised. Both St Maryôs and St Markôs suffered from this problem, 

both having been designed with a soaring three-stage tower and spire. 

 
180 Carving at St Maryôs by Edward Sheppard of Paul Street, Western Daily Press, 14 October 1881, p. 6.  
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Fig. 3.37 St Mary-the-Virgin, Bristol, architectôs impression showing the planned tower, date unknown c1870. 

Unfortunately, at both churches, funds were inadequate and the towers were capped at lower 

stages and used as porches. 

 

Fig. 3.38 Incomplete towers, St Mary-the-Virgin, Bristol and St Mark, New Brompton, 2018 and 2019. 

A further illustration of the applicability of St Aubynôs standard large town church model is 

provided by two contrasting churches in Reading, All Saints, Downshire Square, built in 

1865 and St Lukeôs, Erleigh Road built eighteen years later. St Aubynôs connection with 

Reading may have come from his mother living in the town for the last years of her life, 

dying in 1863. Both churches are characteristic  of St Aubynôs large town church model - tall 

clerestoried five bay naves and lean to side aisles, soaring arch-braced nave roofs, transepts 

connected to the chancel providing ample space for vestries as well as additional seating. 

Both churches had polygonal apsed chancels and narthexes linking the side aisles across the 


