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Proposed interior scheme for the Church of the Most Precious Blood, London SE1 
 
 

Introduction – Significance and need 
The Church of the Most Precious Blood (MPB) was designed by FA Walters and opened in 1892.  Externally it is little 
changed and, together with the Presbytery, it forms a cohesive set of buildings typical of the 1890s.  Walters was a 
remarkably versatile architect producing many Churches in various different styles.  Where money was available he 
produced grand designs with Buckfast Abbey, Ealing Abbey and Sacred Heart, Wimbledon being his best-known 
works.  In contrast, MPB is a simple brick-built Basilica built on a tight budget. 
 
Internally, much has changed but the noble simplicity of the physical design shines through.  It is a building with 
good bones!  The internal decoration has been painted over and Church furnishings removed.  One of the previous 
attempts at heating the building using overhead gas heaters has left black soot marks where they once were 
positioned.  It is now difficult to imagine how any works could make the interior of the building look worse.  
Nonetheless, everyone concerned is keen to see as careful a restoration as possible within the financial constraints 
of an inner-city parish. 
 
A significant addition to the building is the underfloor heating (UFH) system which has made it possible to heat the 
building every day throughout the winter with a running cost of less than £2,500 per year.  This has transformed a 
building, which was abandoned for much of the winter because of the cold, into a welcoming environment and kept 
open throughout the day.  The terracotta tiles throughout the Nave are actually “screed replacement tiles” which 
form part of the Jupiter UFH system which we have used as a temporary floor for the past 4 years.  There is a 
pressing need to cover them now with the final stone finish and create the ramps for step-free access. 
 
The first priority is to complete the flooring to make the Church more dignified and step-free.  The floor covering will 
make a significant impact on the reflection of light in the building.  Therefore, although we know that the walls will 
be painted the colours for the scheme will best be determined once the interplay of light on the new floor is seen.  
Similarly, the lighting scheme is designed to allow maximum flexibility so that the effect in the building can be 
adjusted at will. 
 
In presenting the proposals for the redevelopment of the Church of the Most Precious Blood to the Trustees, Arts 
and Architecture Committee and the Historic Church’s Council we want to share a proposed overall direction of 
travel, secure provisional approval for the outline and return for specific approvals or variations as we move forward.  
Knowing that there is an overall scheme and outline approval does help considerably with the process of raising 
funds from individuals. 
 
The Parish Pastoral and Finance Council has developed the proposals for the building with regard for both the listed 
status, the historical elements which have survived the partial re-ordering of the 1980s and the future needs of the 
worshipping community in this place.  The need to accommodate a variety of possible liturgical arrangements is 
entirely possible within the proposed scheme both now and in the future.   
 
We have been most fortunate to be advised on architectural and practical matters by Mr Colin Kerr, an architect 
with considerable knowledge and experience in Church conservation and restoration.  He has recently stepped down 
from the position of inspecting architect of Chichester Cathedral.  The new floor, redecorating and reordering of the 
Chapel at Allen Hall was one of his more recent projects. 
 
The current need is for the interior of the Church to look more like a place of welcome which is valued and cared for.  

The contrast with the many restored and renovated building in the area is stark.  We aim to restore some beauty and 

order to a building which has suffered from a number of ill-conceived and destructive interventions over the past 30-

40 years.  
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The rationale behind the scheme 
The overall effect we are aiming for in the Church is one of simplicity and calmness punctuated by highlighted areas 
of religious/spiritual significance.  FA Walters described his design for MPB as “reminiscent of the oldest parts of the 
Abbey at St Albans”.  The architecture of the building is strong in both scale and form yet very simple.  However, the 
current decoration and lighting (fluorescent tubes) detracts greatly from the overall effect. The survival of the fine 
Baldachino and High Altar is welcomed and provides the natural focus of the building.  As it stands, the building is 
neither an unspoiled example of Victorian architecture and decoration or a quality adaption of a Victorian building 
for contemporary liturgical use. 
 
We are fortunate to have access to the architect’s proposed decorative scheme in the form of a painting which is in 
the RIBA archive at the V&A.  FA Walters’ own full-colour proposal is reproduced at the end of this document.  This 
proposed decorative scheme was revised somewhat and only partially implemented as can be seen in a photograph 
of the interior taken, we think, in the 1930s.  The photograph does, however, confirm that the building was 
constructed as intended.  The “Contract drawings” are also in the archive (signed by +John Butt, the Bishop of 
Southwark) as are the drawings for the Baldachino, Font, Altar rails and Pulpit. 
 
  

 

Detail from FA Walters’ proposed scheme for MPB (From the RIBA archive, not for wider publication) 

 

What to do now?  We have considered trying to recreate the original decorative scheme and arrangement of fittings 
in the Church.  The light, airy and cheerful look of the proposal painting was modified, the 1930s photograph 
perhaps reflects more accurately the grimy reality of a Church next to a railway in the days of steam traction.  
Discussions continue but Walter’s own proposal painting of c. 1890 cannot be ignored.  It has much to commend it in 
terms of emphasising the simple string-courses with painted decoration, the sense of light and airiness and a 
coherent decorative scheme for the Apse. 
  



3 
 

There are additional considerations, including: 
 

• From old photographs we see only a sketchy implementation of a decorative scheme perhaps awaiting 

completion when more funds were available.  An example of this would be the use of simple painting 

techniques (use of a few black lines to suggest curtains around the back of the Apse) to give a flavour of the 

flowing gold curtains shown in the painting. 

• Paint removal tests have demonstrated the difficulty of getting back to either bare brick or a consistent paint 

layer because the whole interior appears to have been distempered from the outset.  Subsequent paint 

layers have not bonded well in places and previous water ingress (due to a lack of routine clearing of gutters 

and downpipes) has also caused damage. 

• Internal structural changes made in the 1980s which are difficult and/or expensive to reverse: 

o Widening of the sanctuary and removal of the two altars either side of the main altar 

o Demolition of the pulpit and sanctuary walls 

o Destruction of the baptistry and disposal of the Font 

• Changed liturgical and devotional priorities which make some of the changes both desirable and useful.  For 

example, 

o The wide Sanctuary makes a perfect stage for large celebrations, concelebrations and liturgical 

action 

o The room space occupied by the baptistery could, in due course, be repurposed as a children’s 

liturgy area, toilet or spiritual counselling space.  

We have also considered completing the reordering begun in the 1980s.  If we were doing this 10, 20 or 30 years ago 

a reasonably clear formula existed for the reordering of Churches for contemporary Catholic worship.  Elements of 

this type of scheme are evident at MPB from the partial remodelling in the 1980s which tried to make everything 

more accessible.  At MPB, while much was removed, the re-ordering did not include the usual additions which would 

have completed a typical reordering of the period, a permanent nave altar, stone ambo etc. 

We are now left with something of a half-way house which has allowed us to experiment with different 

configurations.  For example, over the past two years the congregation has been exposed to, and grown to expect, 

the Mass celebrated at the High Altar with the Priest facing east for the Eucharistic Prayer.  This works well both for 

the Ordinary Form and the Ordinariate Use of the Roman rite.  The Extraordinary Form is not part of our liturgical 

repertoire at MPB, there is no desire to introduce it, but again the proposed arrangement would allow such 

celebrations to take place. 

In the current proposal there is a desire to combine the best (and necessary) elements of the original interior, to 

enhance and beautify what we have and to bring coherence to the building for the worshipping community.  We 

intentionally wish to keep options open.  For example, nothing which is being proposed would preclude the addition, 

either temporarily or permanently, of an additional Altar in a forward position.  The existing sound system and 

proposed lighting scheme have been designed to accommodate such a change.  However, the thrust of the scheme 

is to retain the High Altar as the primary focus, framed by the fine Baldachino and to beautify the whole Apse area so 

that is truly a worthy point of focus for the many casual visitors who come through the doors each day and for 

regular worshippers. 

The Church is located in a busy part of London and is open throughout the working day.  There is a daily lunchtime 

Mass with a congregation of around 30.  Attendance on Sunday at the Main Sung Mass is typically 180+ and 50 at 

the 8.30am Mass.  There are 400 adults and 100 children registered as members. 

Whilst the wide and open Sanctuary does provide a generous liturgical stage it also invites visitors to the Church to 

wander from the Nave into the Sanctuary.  The “Open door” policy does mean that we need to be mindful of 

security and the need to define the Sanctuary as a sacred space and to give some visual clues to visitors as to where 

they should not go.  There is a need to delineate clearly the Nave from the Sanctuary.  Our current practice is to 

distribute Holy Communion in a standing position. 
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Having the Church open throughout the day does bring a steady stream of people. There are currently several 

shrines around the Church which consist of little more than a slightly haphazard set of statues and candle stands.  

Again, there is a desire to bring coherence artistically and devotionally to the scheme. 

• Replacement statues of SS Joseph and Mary (or banners of equivalent size) which stood either side of the 

Altar will be found and installed. 

• The Calvary scene in the North transept and associated war-memorial could be raised up to its original 

position (approx. 80cm higher than at present) 

• The South side chapel might be more clearly a Shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham with a carved image 

(approx. 90cm) 

• The North side chapel is already a temporary Shrine of Bl. John Henry Newman (inaugurated by the 

Archbishop of Southwark in 2014) and may have a carved image of Bl. JHN installed based on the seated 

portrait by Millais.  A slightly narrower copy of the South chapel Altar (minus the tabernacle) orientated to 

match the South chapel will be installed. 

• A limited number of smaller devotional shrines for particular Saints around the Church 

• Possible repositioning of the Stations of the Cross 

We wish to consider making provision for concerts, talks and other activities in the space in front of the pews up to 

the Chancel steps and the possibility of a Nave Altar being used or a large concelebration in the Chancel area.  

Finally, The recent terrorist activity in nearby Borough Market has heightened our awareness of safety and security.  

In particular, the need for emergency exit routes and emergency lighting.  The balance has shifted and the 

requirement to provide an emergency exit route through the southwest porch now outweighs the utility of having a 

pipe organ in that position.  Because of this, and the flooring, there is a proposal to remove/dispose of the organ and 

the new lighting scheme will include maintained emergency lighting for the Church and to all exists. 

 

Sunday Mass  
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The proposed flow of development 

The following sections deal with several discrete projects within the whole scheme. 

At the meeting of the Full HCC on 16th November 2017 (papers required by 5th October 2017) we are seeking formal 

approval for: 

1. Access to the southeast passage and Chancel Organ removal.  To remove the Chancel Organ (installed in 

2013) as a precursor to the installation of the stone flooring and improvement of the emergency exit route. 

(The organ belongs to the Trustees of the Personal Ordinariate of Our Lady of Walsingham.  The Trustees 

met in July 2017 and gave permission for the organ to be disposed of if necessary.  We expect to sell the 

instrument and that the buyer will cover the costs of removal.) 

2. Entrance porch: To remove the cracked and dangerously uneven concrete and install a large entrance mat in 

a well ensuring level access from the pavement. The York stone threshold requires restoration/replacement 

because of wear and tear; it is becoming a trip-hazard.  Funding is in place for this. 

3. Stone flooring: To install a new stone flooring over the underfloor heating system throughout the Church 

with appropriate slopes for easy disabled access. Funding is in place for this. 

4. Baptismal Font: Using the original architect’s drawings to remake a copy of the Font and to locate it at the 

back of the nave where the current bowl serving as a Font is located.  Funding is in place for this. 
5. Internal Lighting Scheme (Although not all the funding is in place for this we need to get three quotes in 

order to apply for funding from some external sources for this project.  It seems sensible to seek approval for 

the specification document before this goes out to tender.)  

6. Decoration of the walls in the manner suggested by the original architect’s scheme.  Funding is in place for 

the first stage of this i.e. to repaint the walls without adding any decoration. 

At a subsequent HCC meeting, (hopefully 15th March 2018 (papers required by 1st February 2018)), we hope to be in 

a position to seek approval, subject to funding, for: 

7. Demarcation of Sanctuary from Nave 

8. Baldachino, Apse and general decoration scheme 

9. Building a shrine in the North chapel to match the South chapel 

10. Consecration crosses 

11. Rebuilding the Lewis & Co pipe organ currently dismantled in the West gallery and provision of choir 

seating 
12. Restoring the front of the Church boundary wall, shrine and the rebuilding the party-wall down the north 

edge of the curtilage.  
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1. Access to the southeast passage and Chancel Organ removal 
 

The East end organ, by Bishop and Son (1884), is a recent addition to the building previously being in a chapel in 

Hereford.  It was bought and installed (2013) by the Ordinariate Group to accompany small-scale services such as 

Evensong and Ordinariate Mass on weekdays with simple plainsong. 

We are proposing the removal and disposal by sale of this organ because: 

• There is a need to put the entrance doorway in the southeast corner of the Church back into regular use. 

• Currently the congregation go through the sacristy to get to post-Mass coffee and there are security 

concerns and a desire to keep the general public away from the sacristy area. 

• In the light of increased terrorist activity there is a need to improve the capacity of the emergency escape 

routes. 

• The new stone flooring will need to extend under the organ so that a suitable slope for the increased traffic 

can be incorporated. 

• Musically, the instrument is less than ideal now that the music has developed and the congregation has 

grown, particularly our Junior Choir 

o The instrument lacks the scope and "playing aids" to accompany choir and congregation effectively 

in more complex music. 

o It is very difficult to hear the choir from the console 

The proposal is to dispose of the organ by sale with the purchaser meeting the cost of dismantling and removal from 

the Church.  At their meeting on Tuesday 18th July 2017 the Ordinariate Trustees approved the removal and sale of 

the organ. 

 

 

Photograph showing the position of the organ with the exit door in the background  
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2. Entrance porch 
 

The concrete repairs and screed in the entrance 

porch are failing at a dramatic rate leaving trip 

hazards and an unsightly mess.  We propose to do 

works which will remove the screed and produce a 

safe, level access to the building.   

We are also mindful of the dust and dirt that is 

part of life in Central London.  More than usual 

amounts of dust and debris are trodden into 

Church.  In order to catch as much of this as 

possible we propose to make the entire entrance 

area (between the outer doors and the inner glass 

door) a heavy-duty matted area as might be found 

in commercial buildings.  The mat needs to be able 

to withstand moderately heavy loads and to be 

sufficiently large for people to take several steps 

on it on entering the building to give the best 

chance of catching debris. 

 

 

 

The proposal is: 

• To remove the existing concrete screed and install a mat well frame. 

• Make entire porch area (between outer door and inner glass door) a matted area. 

• Bristles with aluminium ridges across give strength and durability 

• The outer threshold of York stone is badly worn and will be repaired in identical material to bring it back to 

its original level to ensure a smooth entry to the Church from pavement level. 

 

The proposed matting is Nuway Tuftiguard HD Design (very heavy duty) illustrated below along with the current 

porch arrangement. 

http://www.forbo.com/flooring/en-uk/products/nuway/nuway-tuftiguard-hd/pyb7n8 

  

http://www.forbo.com/flooring/en-uk/products/nuway/nuway-tuftiguard-hd/pyb7n8
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3. Stone flooring 
Our architect has developed a design for the floor which makes use of 3 stones sourced via a London-based Chinese 

import Company whose Company Secretary is a member of the congregation at MPB.  These are all of 

limestone/marble types with the necessary physical properties to make them suitable for the flooring.  The finish 

will, in the most part, be honed but some patches of highly polished stone will also feature. 

The design seeks to echo and enhance the architecture of the building in the traditional manner such as joining the 

pillars on the floorplan using contrasting stone.  Symbolically the red marble has been introduced as a reference to 

the Most Precious Blood, linking Font and Altar and drawing the eye forward on entering the Church.  Contrast is 

achieved both by colour and texture.  The sanctuary being distinguished by the use of polished stone but unity is 

maintained by the use of the same materials in the Nave with, all except the red marble, a honed finish. 

The contrast of finishes interacts well with both the natural light and has been taken into account in the design of 

the lighting system.  It is also necessary to have an expansion joint around the edge of the stone floor and this will be 

covered by a simple hardwood skirting painted to match the walls and shaped with a 45 degree slope on the top to 

match existing.

 

Joint plan for the East end 
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Joint plan for the west end and area around the Font. 
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Honed pale grey stone for the “General areas” 

 

 

Red polished marble 
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Honed white stone (shown as yellow on the drawings) 

 

 

The three stones together 
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4. Baptismal Font 
 

A reinforced concrete plinth to support a stone font was installed at 

the time that the underfloor heating was installed.  The position, in 

the centre of the rear bay of the Nave, is shown in the photographs 

below.  The font will stand directly on the new flooring with no 

additional steps which can so easily become a trip hazard.  It will not 

normally be covered and will serve as both Font and Holy Water 

stoup, reminding worshippers of their Baptism on entering and 

leaving the Church. 

 

The Original font from the Church was removed in the 1980s with 

instruction for it to be broken up and buried but the builder took it 

and it has ended up in a garden in Harrow (pictured left).  We asked 

for it to be returned at our expense but the family who “own” it 

refused. Whilst remaining desirous of its return, having inspected it, 

the exposure to the elements has caused serious deterioration to the 

stone. 

 

The drawing below is taken from the RIBA archive and we propose to have a copy made from the scale drawings.  

The drawing provides sufficient detail to enable the font to be remade. 

 

The original drawing for the font, including full size outlines of the mouldings, is in the RIBA archive. 
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5. Internal lighting scheme 
 

The original architect provided good natural lighting from the high level windows and the building responds well to 

this natural illumination.  In terms of overall illumination of the space the aim of the lighting scheme is to copy and 

enhance the effect of light coming in through the round windows in the Nave.  Once a natural and uniform level of 

lighting has been achieved throughout the space (including over and under the gallery) then the aim will be to 

highlight key religious/spiritual items which will then be used as part of creating various liturgical activities or 

"scenes".  

In the light of the potential complexities of modern lighting systems we commissioned CES Electrical and Lighting 

and Electrical Engineers of Wallington to design a lighting scheme.  We wrote a lighting brief which emphasised 

flexibility and minimal visual impact. 

We are seeking outline approval from the HCC for the lighting scheme which they have developed so that we can 

then go out to tender, apply for funding from the various environmental funds and implement the scheme once 

funding is in place. 

For details of the scheme please see the 3 files for MPB Lighting which includes 

• Full specification 

• Layout diagram 

• Luminaire schedule 

 

 

 

6. Decoration of the walls 
We are seeking approval to decorate the main walls of the Nave, to put down the base colour(s) to which decoration 

may be applied at a later date.  This proposal does not include the Apse decoration and Baldachino which will form 

part of the next phase. 

Paint removal tests have shown that getting back to the brick or original distemper would be extremely difficult.  

Equally, there are areas where the pain has not bonded well to previous layers.  There are small areas where water 

ingress has caused the paint to flake now that it has dried out.  The water ingress was due to blocked gullies, the 

rainwater goods are now inspected and cleaned after the leaf-fall in the autumn. 

Given the current condition of the paintwork the architect has advised stabilisation where possible and to paint (in a 

colour to be chosen once the floor is laid).  The expectation is that there will be an ongoing need to repaint patches.  

If we can achieve stability in the paint layers then the possibility of adding further decoration as per the original 

scheme could be explored. 

(The sequencing for this is important.  We want to do this work as soon as the floor is laid but prior to the installation 

of light fittings as part of the lighting scheme.) 
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 Contract drawings from the RIBA archive (Not for reproduction) 
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The Church sometime in the 1920s/30s 
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FA Walters’ proposed scheme 1890 (From the RIBA Archive – not for reproduction) 


