
ST. BARTHOLOMEW’S CHURCH, BRISLEY, NORFOLK 

HISTORY 

St. Bartholomew's Church is on a through road between Stanfield and North Elmham in the 
Breckland area of Norfolk. 

The first Rector was appointed in 1304 but to the earlier Saxon church which stood where the 
present church stands today; it is likely the earlier foundation still forms part of our existing church 
building. Certainly, the crypt appears to predate the church standing above it. Remains of iron 
board conglomerate quoins in the chancels north and east walls come from an earlier Saxon 
church. It is most likely that any leftover stones and any useable materials would have been 
amalgamated in the creation of the church we see today. 

The crypt is believed to have been below the original Saxon church.1 In the records of the earlier 
church we have the names of the clergy and patrons. The chancel of the present church stands 
above the crypt and the foundations were laid in 1370. 

 1 Norfolk and Norwich Archaeological Society Mr. Cecil Upcher F.R.I.B.A. 
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When standing outside the church the hugeness of the building is apparent and the whole impact 
is accentuated by the sheer bulk of the tower which rises above the church for more than 100 feet. 
The tower was finally finished, with money left in a bequest by Robert Ediman2 along with at least 
two other benefactors whose names have not been recorded but we do know the last bequests 
were made in 1449 and 1453. It is safe to assume the tower was completed therefore sometime 
shortly after 1453. 

St. Bartholomew's has almost completely escaped Victorian restoration. It is one of the rare 
Norfolk churches in which many original furnishings and artifacts remain. The church stands on 
the edge of the village of Brisley but is at the very heart of the rural village community. The church 
is open every day of the year and services are held three times a month. The church school holds 
assemblies and Christmas and Easter end of term services in the church. There is a permanent 
history archive held in the church containing folders on family and church history. The church has 
a regular collection for the local Trussell Trust food bank and provides a library of books for people 
to purchase. 

As stated above the existing substantial Grade 1 listed medieval church was built in stages from 
1380 beginning with the construction of the chancel. The medieval building we see today was 
finally completed in 1460. The building was constructed in the transitional period between the 
Decorated to the Perpendicular style of architecture. The external fabric of the building is mainly 
flint with ashlar dressings and there are concrete tiles on the roof. There are diagonal buttresses 
with blind arcading with also a flushwork plinth. The main door into the church, on the north side, is 
the original 14th century door. This door still retains its huge brass key. The door is reached via an 
entrance porch which was added on and completed in 1480. 

2 Ediman, Robert, died 1435, XXVII:56 Church Monument Society 
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The hugeness of St Bartholomew’s is accentuated by its sheer bulk. The tower holds many 
interesting features including some medieval graffiti on the wall leading up to the bell tower. In the 
tower there are four large belfry openings which once allowed the sound of the four big bells to 
sound out across the countryside. Sadly, today there is only one bell remaining made by William 
and Alice Brend.3 

There are in fact three entrances to the church all with their original doors. The south and north 
doors have windows carved into them presumably to check on who may wish to gain entry but 
today serve as a means of giving the church some ventilation. A door from the chancel has fine 
carvings over it and leads out into the oldest part of the churchyard. There is another door from the 
vestry which leads to the churchyard at the west end of the church and in earlier times it was 
through this door the bell ringers would enter the church and climb up to the bell tower by a small 
door from the vestry. 

THE KEY FEATURES OF INTEREST IN THE CHURCH 
The Tower 
Entry to the tower is through a carved 15th century door in the vestry. There is a steep climb of 
well-trodden stairs to the top. There is some ancient graffiti on the walls. The drawings depict what 
appear to be symbols or possibly crops. 

The tower has a tall 2-light bell opening with median transoms. Sadly, of the four original bells, 
only one bell remains and that is in a precarious condition. The original four bells were inscribed: 
Bell (1) E T 1673 (cracked). This bell, made by William and Alice Brend, is the only remaining bell. 
Bell number (2) Edward Tooke. Bell number (3) Thomas Newman made in 1712. On the crown of 
this bell there were carved three shields, Norwich city, Brasyer ermine and the number 3 (and am 
w) with 'in 6 in Edward V1' Anno Domino 1612.  Bell number (4) Thomas Newman made by Robert 
King and William Collison C.W 1737.4 Sadly for St. Bartholomew’s it would appear that three of the 
bells were either given away or sold to other churches. 

From the bell tower you can view the roof and far below, the area for miles around. 

The Vestry 
The vestry in the church is one room with two doors; one up some stairs to the bell tower and one 
to exit the west end of the church. The church chest stands in the vestry but sadly it is badly 
damaged by woodworm. Early records state it used to hold, besides the communion cups and 
plate, a brass plate taken from a gravestone (perhaps the Taverner gravestone) but this is no 
longer in the chest. The chest would have also held parish records but these have been sent to 
the Norwich archives at County Hall. Today the chest contains a register of the most recent 
records of marriages, christenings and burials and the communion plate. 

The big plain west window is one of the finest features in the church; it is huge with beautiful 
carvings around the upper panels of glass. Below the patterned upper glass there are wide glass 
panels which is a repeat pattern with the other plain glass windows in the Nave. The glass at the 
top section of the window is inlaid with various shapes to form decorations; these are made of 
some small fragments of medieval coloured glass set between some of the panels. These display 
a delightful sparkle of colour on a sunny day. 
3 There were two generations of Brend bell makers; this bell was most likely made between 1586 – 1634 

4 Norwich Mercury, April 6th 1902 
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The enormous west window is set within a large blank arch and towers above a minstrels' gallery 
which was built for a choir and orchestra. There are steps leading up to it from the vestry. The 
gallery has an inscription on it dated 1848, which must make it one of the last to be erected in 
Norfolk. It has a stained and panelled front to a raked platform, balanced on just two thin cast iron 
columns. 

The plain windows either side of the nave and in the chancel are enormous with decorations 
around them that depict the transition of the building style from Decorated, with its style of wide 
windows and naturalistic carvings, to the Perpendicular style with elaborate tracery. 
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The large east window in the chancel depicts a Victorian scene of the crucifixion with Jerusalem in 
the background. The window was erected in 1855 in memory of the wife of the then vicar.5 This
window is a copy of one that can be found at Peterhouse Chapel, Cambridge. 

Medieval churches were also representations of Jerusalem so worshipers could 
follow, metaphorically, Jesus' last journey through the city to his crucifixion on a 
hill, symbolised by the sanctuary which faces east and the rising sun. 

The Nave Roof 

The Nave roof is largely 14th/15th century but with some replacement timber of a later date. Above 
the Nave and along the bottom of the roof of the church are a number of carvings of figures and 
corbels, a number of which still retain their original colours. There were several guilds associated 
with St. Bartholomew’s so perhaps some of these bosses represented some of them.6 

 

An almost complete moulded roof timber survives probably dating from C15th. There are  
polychrome timbers which can only be seen at the east and west ends of the south aisle. 

5 According to Pevsner the window is dated 1855 in the style of Charles Clatterback. A copy of this window (with some alterations) 
can be found at Gressenhall Church in memory of Rev. Dennis Hill 1874 
6 St. Bartholomew’s was part of the guilds of the Holy Trinity, 
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Statues and Medieval Art Work 
In this church we have a mixture of human sculptures, grotesques, more or less conventional 
animals in the form of corbels as well as carvings and wall decorations. The figures depicted 
above include two kings (Charles I and Henry III) and a queen (Elizabeth I), a pair of unhappy 
looking medieval boys, an angel, a falling figure, a frightening looking beast, and the best-known 
of all, a variation of the Green Man. They are valuable survivals of medieval art and deserve both 
better acknowledgement and wider appreciation. 
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Wall Paintings 
 

The church contains good examples of 13th and 14th century wall paintings, including the 
haunting face of St Bartholomew, the stooped body of St. Christopher (dated c1360) and the 
unusual survival of St Andrew carrying his cross (dated c1360) which is on the south wall. Another 
slightly later painting of St. Christopher is at the side of the north door. Much coloured decoration 
remains to be uncovered (some, like the red paint, probably post-medieval). The church’s two St. 
Christopher's wall paintings are of different quality; the one on the south side is clearly painted 
	 7



with finer paint and is more skillfully executed. The south aisle painting is of late fourteenth century 
date, in the centre St Christopher is flanked on the left by St Bartholomew (he is thought to be 
holding a stick) and the right by St Andrew with his cross. It is described by Dr. Andrea Kirkham7 
as being "clearly high-quality work”. 

In the north aisle is a more fragmentary figure, again of good quality but executed in a sketchier 
style, and believed to be of a fifteenth century date. 

                  St. Bartholomew                         St. Andrew 

 

Under the George II Coat of Arms over the south door is a large area of wall painting which has 
not yet been fully examined but will be part of a conservation project we hope to raise funds to do. 
A visit to the church in 1902 stated that there was a wall painting of the Annunciation on that wall. 
What we are able to see at moment on the wall below is a consecration cross with Elizabethan 
ornamentation bordering it, along with the remains of a very good cartouche. 

All the wall paintings on the south wall have suffered some damage from being sprayed with urine 
from the bats. 

7 Dr. Andrea Kirkham, an expert in the Conservation of Wall Paintings 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North Aisle Figure of an Angel with Floral Scrollwork 
In the window jamb at the end of the north aisle is a 15th century Angel painting, with a cross-
circlet, standing on a pedestal, against a red background. The painting has been badly affected by 
damp and is in urgent need of some conservation work to preserve it. On the plaster are the 
remains of a delicate scrollwork pattern with florets in red, probably 14th century.  

Pillars 
On the pillars in the Nave, there are paintings still coming through the white wash which appear to 
be representations of curtains leading towards the chancel. The advice of Dr. Andrea Kirkham, is 
that these curtains are unique and should be part of a future conservation project. We are 
attempting to raise the money to be able to bring these paintings to the surface and show them in 
their full glory. 
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Benches and Box Pews 
The church contains a number of carved 15th century bench ends, including an engaging dog with 
a goose in its mouth and there are several very fine 15th century box pews. These are situated at 
the east end of the north and south aisles of the Nave. On one of the pews the original date 1590 
has been beautifully carved. 
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The tracery and patterning on the wood on the box pew are a smaller version of that depicted on 
the pulpit; this suggests that the bench and the pulpit are of a similar date.  

The pews in the main part of the Nave appear to be simple benches, some with ornate carved 
ends. At some point a back rest was added to the benches which have done little to add comfort or 
have any claim to be beautiful but their removal could possibly damage the original seating. 
Unfortunately, some of the carvings on the end of the pews were destroyed during the 
Reformation but there remain some fine examples, especially on the backs of the front pews. A 
few of the bench ends can hold candle holders with carved ornate shapes. 

The box pews were clearly designed in St. Bartholomew’s for the local gentry and one at the very 
front appears to have been intended for the rector’s family. These pews were much more 
comfortable than those available to the rest of the congregation. It was after 1569 that stools and 
seating were installed in most churches, primarily because the congregations were expected to 
listen to long sermons! Various types of seating were then introduced and the benches and extra 
seating in the church appear to mostly date from about this date. It is plain to see by the original 
layout, that the wealthy families would have had a seat in the front two pews if they did not own a 
box pew. The middle-income families would sit in the middle rows or perhaps in pews down one 
side of the church. The working families would have sat on the benches in the very back pews or 
be expected to stand during the service. 

The back of the front pews showing the fine carvings of the pew ends 

In the south aisle there is a small corner area which was possibly a separate chapel. It contains a 
medieval piscina surrounded by deep red paint and there are some rare rose decorations around 
the edges that are also replicated on the walls in that section of the church. There is a red abutted 
area with a white surrounding area under the east window which it is suggested by Dr. Andrea 
Kirkham is where an altar may have stood. Dr. Kirkham has also discovered a structure/pedestal 
supporting a statue in the southeast corner behind the box pew, which seems to further support 
the theory that an altar stood in this area of the church. 

	 11



The Pulpit 
The church contains a three-decker pulpit. The pulpit with associated desk is an enlargement of 
the fifteenth century hexagon. It has late 15th century panelled desks and shelves (possibly 
associated with the box pew of 1590 in the south aisle) and a big square 18th century tester 
canopy above it. 

The hexagonal pulpit with traceried panels is still on its original stem but integrated into the post 
medieval three-decker pulpit we have in the church today. The lower pulpit has been decorated 
with carved 15th century representations of the outline of the 15th century church windows in the 
church. 

Quite possibly the pulpit started life against a pillar (a common position for medieval pulpits) and if 
so, it would have been moved at some stage, the 1840s being a possible date. 
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The Rood Screen 
The rood screen is 14th century and the lower panels are painted in red and green with some gold 
tracery. Immediately over the screen there are fine wooden carvings which reach across the entry 
to the chancel. While the dado panels have been repainted, close examination indicated that this 
was over original paint so the panels are medieval in date both structurally and beneath the over 
paint. An examination by Dr. Lucy Wrapson states the bottom of the screen is likely to still have its 
original colours on the panels but it is not possible to know for sure whether there are any painted 
figures beneath the paint. 

The Chancel 
The chancel roof is very rustic and spindly and may be in parts an eighteenth century copy of the 
original medieval roof. Today the chancel stands proud behind the rood screen. It is bathed in light 
from four 3-light side chancel windows, each with decorated features and plain glass. The chancel 
illustrates the exact moment of the change from the Decorated to the Perpendicular period.8 There 
are matching outer mouldings on both sides but with different tracery. The north side windows 
have flowing decorated tracery, whereas the south side design is less ornate and suggests it 
represents a slightly later style or period.  
As the chancel was built over a ten-year time span begun in about 1370 it could be the patterns 
were developing and changing whilst still being derived from the geometry of circles or trefoils.9 

The south window has omitted the circle shape, and the upper part of the window is filled with 
curved longer sections. This design is replicated in the east window which has flowering tracery 
with curves, ogees and mouchettes on the sides with the centre being topped by a panel pattern. 

8 Perpendicular period which continued from 1377 - 1547 
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Original 13th century door in chancel.  
Note the rose carvings above the door. 
 

In the 1960's when the roof of this church was falling down, there was a suggestion that this 
should be allowed to happen and that only the chancel would be kept as the parish church. 
Fortunately for us this did not happen although it's taken many years of dedication by the parish 
and PCC to ensure the church survives as it does today. 

The Altar and Reredos 

The altar is at the back of the chancel. It is a plain wooden table and stands in front of a reredos 
which depicts the Lord's Prayer and the Ten Commandments written on large wooden boards. The 
painted canvas Decalogue text on the reredos is probably c.1850. 

8 Trefoil (from the Latin trilfollium) three-leaved plant. Used as part of Christian symbolism 
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The three seat late-fourteenth century Sedilia and Piscina 

St. Bartholomew's is very fortunate in having two exquisite piscinas. The one nearest the main 
altar is pictured above. 
This piscina is very finely decorated. It is set as a perpendicular triple sedilia-cum-piscina with 
cusped and crocketted ogee arches with fleurons on quatrefoil supports, with panel traceried 
spandrels with an embattled top course. The sedilia is unusual because it has three seats 
suggesting that the church would have potentially up to three clergy serving on some occasions. 

The Squint 
To the left of the altar under a window is a small square opening known as a "squint or 
hagioscope”, which it is believed originally was put into what must have been an external wall to 
the church, but has at some point been bricked up. This squint would have been there so that the 
prisoners (housed in the crypt) and other "non-desirables" could see the service without coming 
into contact with the rest of the congregation. These openings were often also   termed "leper 
windows or lychnoscopes." There are not many squints left in Norfolk churches so this is a 
comparatively rare survival. 

	 15

At the entrance to the church hidden under a    
cloth is believed to have been one of the 
original  'Lord's Tables'. It is made of plain 
wood and dated around the early Stuart 
period.



 

 

  The Squint 

The Taverner Brass 
This brass was in the floor of the nave, but sadly only the cross and inscription remain. It marks 
the grave of John Taverner. His son Richard Taverner (1505-1570) was born in Brisley and 
translated the Bible into English. The inscription reads: In memory of John Taverner, who died in 
1548; he married first Alice daughter and heir of Robert Silvester of Brisley, his 2nd wife was Anne, 
daughter of — Crow of East Bilney. 

Tablets 
There is a brass on a marble tablet on the wall of the south aisle. The inscription reads: 

In the memory of John Jeffrey Kirby-Smith eldest son of the late Rev. John Smith born 13th 
November 1862, died 28th March 1903. This tablet is placed here by some of his old friends as a 
token of their affectionate regard and esteem. 
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Brass of Priest Athowe 
In the chancel is a famous brass, depicting Priest John 
Athowe. It is right on the very eve of the Reformation, 
1531, and would be one of the last of its kind in England. 
It shows him wearing Mass vestments and holding an 
ornate chalice with the host rising from it. The inscription 
records that he was Rector of Horningtoft, a nearby 
parish. Athowe’s inscription, which also asks for prayers 
for his soul, is in Latin. 
English Translation: 
          A former priest- Athowe, who died Oct. 22, 
1585, aged 72



Another interesting inscription is on a ledger stone. P.M.S. it begins and then, Heer under William 
Scrivenors dust (whose life both pious was and just) as in a bed of down doth rest in hope to rise 
among the blest – and that’s all! Presumably, it was a member of Scrivenor’s family, perhaps an 
infant, but we are not even told the name. 

Other Tombs 
Many blue slate ledgers of late-seventeenth to early-nineteenth century dates can be seen in the 
church, there are some examples of the King family near the pulpit. They still remain in a good 
state of preservation 
We have compiled a complete list of all the tombs, many of them are now hidden under the 
benches and box stalls in the church, and all these are recorded in the St. Bartholomew’s church 
history book. 

The Barrel Organ 

The West Gallery 
The west gallery in the church has an inscription dated 1848, which must make it one of the last to 
be erected in Norfolk. It has a stained and panelled front to a raked platform, balanced on just two 
thin cast iron columns.  
The term "west gallery" derives from the wooden galleries which in the 18th century were 
constructed at the west end of churches with the east window and the altar at the opposite end of 
the church. From the gallery the choir would perform whilst the congregation stood or sat below  
facing away from them.  
 

The Crypt 
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St. Bartholomew's, as was common in rural parishes when money 
was scarce, obtained a second-hand organ.  

It is entirely possible that this barrel organ was purchased or 
donated and adapted for use as the church organ.  

It was originally a Bevington barrel organ and dates from 1832 and 
we know it was converted for its present use in 1867.

The original 13th century door to the Crypt

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Church_architecture


Under the chancel and through a magnificent medieval door leading down stone steps is the crypt, 
which sits below the sanctuary. It is a single room with three narrow splayed windows and a fourth 
which has been blocked. There is a possibility there may have been another room behind the 
blocked off section. The crypt is thought to have originally been used to store bones, often called a 
charnel house. In the 19th century prisoners were lodged in the crypt on their way to the Assizes in 
Norwich.10 It has been suggested that the crypt may date from the Saxon church which is believed 
to have stood where the chancel stands today. We are attempting to get an expert to advise if this 
is the case because if it is, then this crypt would be one of a very few remaining under a medieval 
church originating from Saxon times. 

The Font 
The font is typical of the 14th century being quite plain and having eight sides (octagonal). It is 
placed like most churches in a prominent position as you enter the church. The position of course 
is to remind you of your baptism. 

10 We have details of one man who was placed in the Crypt and who was subsequently hanged at Norwich Castle 
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The Witches Hat 
In the 13th century, the Archbishop of York ordered 
that fonts should be locked. This was to prevent 
people stealing the baptismal water and using it for 
superstitious practices e.g., to counteract the 
effects of a neighbour’s curse or a witch’s spell.  
The problem was what to do with the unused Holy 
water. It could not be thrown away as "a witch 
hiding in the churchyard might catch it to use for 
spells". It had to stay in Holy ground. Perhaps 
during the 19th century, a solution for this was 
found at St. Bartholomew's by placing a witch's hat 
over the font!



The Coat of Arms 

Candle Stands 
There are three candle stands. They have, all three, been specially made for the Church.  
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The George II Coat of 
Arms, dated 1753, is 
signed at the bottom by 
G Betler and F Frohawk.  
I t was cleaned and 
repaired in 1854. It is in 
position over the south 
door but sadly has been 
h u n g o v e r s o m e 
important wall paintings 
and should be moved.

One is carved in oak and was made by local 
craftsman Andrew Bird in memory of his father. 



The other two stands are made of iron by a local blacksmith and one commemorates the 12 

Apostles and one is designed in the shape of the logo of the Upper Wensum Group of Churches. 

The Lecterns 

The Churchyard 
The churchyard surrounds the church on all sides.  
Burials in the churchyard date from 1698 but Saxon burials have been discovered in the past 
(1066 AD).11  Burials no longer take place in the church’s consecrated ground. To the southwest of 
the Churchyard is a cemetery which is run by the parish council. 

11 Coffin 1066 - 1539 AD Norfolk Heritage Explorer 
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There are two wooden Lecterns in St. Bartholomew's; one 
carved and one plain. It has not been easy to date either of the 
lecterns but they are possibly Victorian.



War Memorials 

 

Grade 2 listed War Memorial to those 
who died in both World Wars 

Key features of interest in St. Bartholomew’s Church 

• 13th/15th Century Grade 1 listed building 
• Medieval wall paintings 
• Post reformation wall paintings 
• Rare paintings on the columns in the church probably 14th century 
• Post reformation texts visible on some walls 
• Painting of the Royal Coat of Arms 1753 
• The three seat late-fourteenth century sedilia with much carved 

decoration, including lions attacking dogs 
• Carved corbel heads 
• A number of early (undated) carvings along the beams 
• 14th century bench ends one with a carved animal and others with 

candle holders 
• 15th century box pews with intricate carvings 
• 14th century Rood Screen 
• Two 14th/15th century Piscinas 
• There are a few fragments of medieval glass, mainly in the west 

window. East Window depicting the crucifixion dated 1855 
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Near the church at ‘the Patch’ is the memorial to 
the three young airmen who died when their  
plane, Blenheim V5455 of 114 SQN RAF West 
Raynham crashed nearby. 9th June, 1942 



• Triple decker pulpit, lower deck 15th century-hexagonal pulpit with 
traceried panels, still on its original stem but incorporated into a 
post-medieval three-decker 

• Six 13th century priests' stalls 
• Reredos depicting the Lord's Prayer & Ten Commandments 
• 16th century (Stuart) prayer table 
• Crypt - 13th century, was an ancient charnel house 
• Oak Tudor door to crypt 
• Brass of John Athowe - priest wearing catholic vestments dated 1531 
• Tombstone of John Taverner 
• Font c.1400 octagonal font is quite plain, with a twentieth century 

painted ‘witches’ hat’ cover 
• Barrel Organ c 1850 

Pictures of some other special items of interest in the church 
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      Door to Crypt c13th/14th         Close up of Piscina in the Chancel






	 	 Church Silver                                                  Tracery on Pulpit 

            Lion Eating a Dog 

Mary Carden - Archivist. St. Bartholomew's Church- Email marycarden1@icloud.com 
Many pictures provided by Julia Fawcett 
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