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Saint John’s, Kentish Town is a frowning neo-Romanesque church with twin towers stranded 
amidst warehouses on the Highgate Road.1 It is of yellow brick, economically embellished 
with stone dressings, and was built to the designs of James Hakewill between 1844-45.2 
Although entirely nineteenth century in appearance it is in fact an extensive and audacious 
remodelling of an eighteenth-century chapel of ease. Embedded within Hakewill’s starved 
neo-Norman dress is a substantial fragment of the Kentish Town Chapel, the precursor of the 
present church, built to the designs of James Wyatt in 1782-84?

Although the exterior of Hakewill’s church betrays little of its Georgian origins, a large and 
finely detailed model of the old chapel was for many years preserved inside the church. It 
bore the painted inscription ‘Model of the Kentish Town Parochial Chapel previous to its 
enlargement in 1845, erected in AD 1784’. When, in 1993, St John’s Church was made redun
dant and closed, the model was removed for safekeeping. It is now on long term loan to the 
Royal Institute of British Architects Drawings Collection in London.4

The model had been in the church since at least the late nineteenth century - being men
tioned in all accounts of the interior as a great curiosity.5 By 1910 it was described as ‘much 
neglected and shifted about from place to place’ but was restored in that year and provided 
with a handsome glass case mounted on a stand - to which it doubtless owes its preservation.6 
It is an impressive object and is principally constructed of wood, painted and varnished, with 
the details rendered in a variety of materials including card, paper, wire and cloth. The win
dows of the model are made of thin sheets of mica.7

The model is however not merely an ingenious curiosity of local topographical interest - it 
is a unique and very complete record of the fittings and furnishings of a fashionable preach
ing box, a genre of building which rarely survives unaltered. The roof of the model can be 
removed to reveal the meticulously detailed interior of the chapel; the numbered box pews, 
the vested communion table and the upholstered triple-decker pulpit - even the hat pegs in 
the vestry at the west end of the church are shown.8 The wall monuments are likewise finely 
detailed and represent actual examples that were in the church - as no doubt do all the 
details; the Venetian blind over the window in the south recess, the painted altarpiece and 
Ten Commandments above the communion table and the green baize draught-excluders 
around the pews. Underneath the model is an unexpected surprise, a hidden tray which can 
be drawn out to show the vaults beneath the chapel, each labelled with the name of the 
owner, containing model coffins.10

The model is also signed - the replica of the chapel organ bears a small label inscribed ‘W 
Randall/maker’. The name also occurs again on one of the labelled catacombs in the vaults.1 
This is almost certainly the William Randall, who died in 1822, to whom there is a tablet in 
the church. Randall is described as an ‘artist in oak’ in an early twentieth-century church his
tory but street and professional directories of the period reveal that he was a barrister, and
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Fig. 1 Side view of the model.

lived nearby at 1 The Terrace, Kentish Town (now 26 Grove Terrace) until 1822. A ‘Mr 
Randall’ was appointed churchwarden on the 8 April 1817.12

The extraordinary level of exactitude with which every aspect of the interior and exterior 
is shown suggests that this is a record model rather than one made for the purposes of demon- 
strating a proposed design. It has always been assumed that the model was made as a memo
rial of Wyatt’s chapel, indeed, the Edwardian inscription on its base seems to confirm this 
explanation of its origins. However, recent research shows that it must in fact record the 
extensive improvements carried out on the chapel in 1817, 33 years after its consecration in 
1784.

In 1782 Wyatt was commissioned to rebuild a dilapidated seventeenth-century structure 
which served as a chapel of ease to the Parish Church of St Pancras. The new chapel was con
secrated on 21 July, 1784, it was Wyatt’s first ecclesiastical commission.14 The London 
Chronicle pronounced it to be a ‘successful instance of the superior effect of simplicity in 
architecture. The stile of the building is elegantly plain; the portico partakes somewhat of the 
grand, while the interior presents an appearance at once neat and noble.’1

Three of Wyatt’s presentation drawings for the chapel survive and it is possible to compare 
his design with the model.16 Both show a rectangular building of stock brick with a pedi- 
mented portico of four Tuscan columns at its east end. The chapel was entered beneath the 
portico, which faced on to the Highgate Road. Perched on the roof above was a modest 
domed cupola containing a bell with a weather vane. In the centre of each of the side walls 
of the building were two projections crowned with broken pediments - shallow transepts 
which accommodated the communion table and the pulpit. The flanks of the chapel were 
articulated with arched recesses containing large semi-circular windows. At each end doors
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Fig. 2 View of the model showing interior.

gave access to galleries within. Wyatt’s drawings show that the building was originally termi
nated at the west end by a low chancel-like vestry but the model shows the west end of the 
chapel extended and rebuilt in a different form.

Wyatt’s original arrangements within the chapel are recorded by a near-contemporary 
engraved plan. This shows that the pulpit and the communion table originally faced each 
other across the nave, occupying the recesses in the north and south walls. The seating was 
arranged in four blocks on either side of this north-south axis, the area in between being left 
clear. The pulpit was moved into a more prominent position in the body of the church in the 
winter of 1807. This allowed an extensive reorganization of the seating ‘to accommodate 
more parishioners’, although the communion table remained in its old position in the recess 
on the south wall. However a subsequent meeting of the Vestry records that this improve
ment, a ‘profligate waste of money’, only made room for six more persons ,19

The need to accommodate a growing congregation was a frequent subject for discussion by 
the Vestry and plans for the enlargement of the chapel were advanced as early as 1807.20 
Between 1812 and 1816 proposals were put forward for an entirely new church but these were 
opposed as ‘impolitic and ruinous’ and a more economic plan of alterations was embarked 
upon instead. The Vestry Minutes for 21 February, 1816 record that James Spiller (d.1829), 
a pupil of Wyatt and a church architect of some distinction, was appointed to carry out the 
improvements. The involvement of this interesting architect with the Kentish Town 
Chapel has hitherto been unknown.

The alterations of 1817 dramatically altered the interior of Wyatt’s chapel. The model, 
which was almost certainly constructed as an amateur but contemporary record of these 
improvements, demonstrates how Spiller ‘considerably enlarged’ the chapel to bring the total
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Fig. 3 View of the model showing interior and curved western wall.

number of sittings to 1,100-an increase capable of earning a handsome revenue in pew 
rents. He accomplished this by extending Wyatt’s small eastern and western lofts into capa
cious horse-shoe shaped galleries with raked seating. Cast iron columns supported the sweep
ing curves of the balconies, reminiscent of, and doubtless inspired by, contemporary theatre 
design. The smaller, eastern gallery was reserved for the new organ and ‘sittings for the chil
dren of the Kentish Town and Camden Town National School’.24 To accommodate these 
improvements Spiller demolished the west end of Wyatt’s building, extended it by a bay and 
rebuilt it in the form of a curved wall.25 This was pierced by two pairs of windows to provide 
additional light for the interior much darkened by the overhanging galleries.

Spiller also added pedimented projecting vestries on each side of the new curved west end. 
These also contained staircases to the galleries and entrances to the vaults below the chapel, 
formerly only accessible from beneath the portico.26 The remainder of the exterior was little 
altered, although a clock was installed in the tympanum of the pediment and three flues on 
the ridge of the nave roof provide evidence of attention to the ventilation of the building.27
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Fig. 4 View of the model showing portico and ‘drawer’ 
depicting the vaults beneath the chapel.

The extension of the chapel westwards allowed for the crypt, another important and lucra
tive source of parochial revenue, to be enlarged at this time. ‘Eleven arched and groined’ pri
vate catacombs were provided and ‘a long vault extending from north to south about 40 ft by 
20 ft’ for cheaper interments. The layout of the crypt, including the inaccessible vaults 
under the body of the chapel, is carefully recorded in the drawer which slides out from the 
base of the model. It is even possible that it was used to demonstrate the arrangements in the 
crypt to prospective purchasers of burial vaults.

The enlargement of the Kentish Town Chapel was not undertaken solely to accommodate 
a burgeoning congregation, the improvements also increased its income from the rent of pews 
and sale of burial space in the crypt. It is perhaps significant that the alterations were carried 
out during the vigorous incumbency of Dr James Moore, Vicar of St Pancras between 
1814-1846. During his vicariate an unprecedented number of new churches and chapels were 
constructed to serve the rapidly increasing population of the parish. These new buildings, 
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including the new Parish Church of St Pancras in Euston Road, the Camden Chapel and the 
Chapels in Regent Square and Somers Town, were erected with the aid of parliamentary 
grants and parochial rates.29 All were equipped with a generous provision of rentable sittings 
and in some cases catacombs were also available for purchase in the crypt.30 Dr Moore’s pas
toral improvements were not without their critics. On the opening of the new Parish Church 
of St Pancras The News thought it a ‘lavish, Grosvenor Square-like kind of edifice; with pews 
well carpeted, pulpits French polished . .. and windows like those of a conservatory’, but 
noted that few free seats were provided.3 In 1832 The Morning Chronicle published a hostile 
article under the heading ‘Mammon’ which criticised Dr Moore’s rapacity for pew rents. The 
‘rich benefice’ of St Pancras, it asserted ‘is a living equal to the Bishopric of Rochester, and 
Dr Moore looks well after it; so I judge by the urgent applications of his emissaries for that 
noble portion of his revenue, The Easter offering’. 2 It is tempting to see the profitable 
improvements at the Kentish Town Chapel some 15 years before as the germ of Dr Moore’s 
ecclesiastical enterprise.

It is fortunate that the model of the early nineteenth-century chapel has survived - changes 
in fashion and demands for space have obliterated almost all trace of the building itself. In 
1844-45 the portico and the galleries and box pews were swept away and the remains of the 
old chapel disappeared beneath a coat of neo-Norman brick and render - not without protest 
from the churchwardens who, from thrift, piety or conservatism, objected to the destruction 
of the ‘commodious and substantial building . Successively altered in this century, made 
redundant and left to stand derelict, the church is now put to alternative use. Today, the for
mer Kentish Town Chapel seems poised on the brink of its latest incarnation.34
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somewhat precarious state of preservation, having 
been affected by damp as well as by misguided 
attempts at repair. The varnish that covers much of 
the exterior of the model has discoloured and the 
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Heal Coll. A VI, 47.

16 Front and side elevations and perspective from the 
south-east, pen and coloured washes, within ruled 
and wash borders, all inscribed in pencil ‘Kentich 
Town Chapel’. On the perspective, in a later hand 
(by Ambrose Heal?) is inscribed ‘Bought with 
other 2 from Daniels Wigmore St 1887’, Heal Coll. 
A VI 35-7.

17 C. L. Stieglitz Plans et Dessins Tires De La Belle 
Architecture. . . accompagne d’un traite abrege sur le 
beau dans I’architecture (Leipzig, 1800). Stieglitz, 
pp. 65-6.1 am most grateful to Dr Terry Friedman 
for drawing my attention to this engraving and 
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Town Chapel. It must have been engraved 
directly from close copies of Wyatt’s presentation 
drawings.
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Colvin, pp. 772-3. Spiller was architect of the 
Church of St John Hackney (built 1792-93, steeple 
and porches 1812-13) and author of A Letter to John 
Soane Esq. on the subject of the New Churches (1822).

23 Heal Coll. A VI, p. 59.
24 Ibid.
25 This wall still exists beneath Hakewill’s render at 

the back of the present church and is principal sur
vivor of the old chapel.

26 A somewhat similar arrangement exists at St 
Pancras New Church where the famous ‘caryatid’ 
porches provide entrances to the burial vaults 
below the church.

27 Heal Coll. A VI, p. 59.
28 The catacomb labelled ‘Mr W. Randall’ is located 

in the extension of the crypt. An undated, 
post-1855 account of the Kentish Town Chapel 
states that the large vault was ‘clear filled with 
coffins to the entrance’ and was bricked up and 
closed in 1855. Another undated account gives the 
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the enlargement of the structure some yet remain 
untenanted. Each is calculated to receive five 
coffins, the price is fifty pounds. Other similar pri- 3 
vate repositories for the dead were formed when 
the chapel was erected. To obtain admission it is 
necessary to remove the pews and the flooring of 
the chapel. There is also a general receptacle 
denominated ‘the Vestry Vault’ wherein on pay
ment of a moderate fee, the remains of frail mor- 4 
tality may securely rest’, Heal Coll. A VI, p. 60 
(both accounts). 5

29 The new Parish Church of St Pancras, Euston
Road (built to replace the old parish church and 
consecrated in 1822), the Camden Chapel (later
All Saints Church, consecrated in 1824) and the 6 
Regent Square and Somers Town Chapels (both 
opened in 1826), see Lee, pp. 44—54.

30 St Pancras New Church and the Camden Chapel 7
were thus equipped. 8

31 The News, 12 May 1822, quoted in Lee, p. 43. 9
32 The Morning Chronicle, 22 June 1822, quoted in Lee, 10

p. 48.
33 3 January, 1844. see Langman, vol. 1, p. 70. 11
34 The church is now in occupation by the Rainbow 12

Community. The author would like to thank 
members of the Community for their courtesy and 13 
consideration and for permitting me to inspect the 
church.
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