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Introduction 

A singular aspect of Pugin’s relationship with Bishop Willson, flowing from the need to supply all the 

items to establish an entire diocese, was the provision of multiple objects to the one design either by 

manufacture in England or by copying from exemplars in Tasmania. An example of the former is the ten 

simple Hardman chalices and patens used for service at convict establishments around the island, and of 

the latter is the large number of headstones in Catholic cemeteries which were locally copied in sandstone 

by Hobart stonemasons from English limestone exemplars carved by craftsmen employed by George 

Myers, Pugin’s favoured builder. 

 

An extraordinary example of design replication, 

again by George Myers’ men, but in this instance 

not through the provision of an exemplar but by 

the carving of multiple copies, is the at least fifteen 

corpuses (or figures) for placement on crucifixes 

which were obtained by Willson during his 1847 

visit to England.1 Along with a great quantity of 

items including metalwork, carved stonework, 

ironwork, woodwork, textiles, stained glass, casts, 

stencils, glassware and printed material, all to 

Pugin’s designs,2 these figures were brought back to 

Hobart Town on the 556 ton barque Tamar, arriving 

on 19 April 1848.3 

 

General Characteristics 

The overall height of the figures ranges from 26cm 

to 132cm. From their size range, most were 

evidently intended by Willson for placement on 

rood screens, as indeed many were. All were carved 

from White Pine (Pinus Strobus), coated with gesso, 

rubbed back and then polychromed, although many 

have subsequently been re-painted, with 

unfortunate results. They were carved in three pieces, 

the arms being separately attached, and all originally  

had a separate crown of thorns for placement on the  

head. 

 

They differ substantially in design and composition from the more characteristic Pugin corpus, such as is 

found on his altar crucifixes, processional crosses and rood screens from the late 1830s until at least 1845. 

The characteristic corpus (see the illustration overleaf) has a somewhat linear stylized form, akin to 

                                                           
1 Fifteen is the number rediscovered to date. There may conceivably be more. 
2 See Margaret Belcher, The Collected Letters of A.W.N. Pugin, volume 3 1846 to 1848, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, pp. 310–2, 

345, 359, 361. 
3 Thomas Kelsh, “Personal Recollections” of the Right Reverend Robert William Willson D.D. (First Bishop of Hobart Town), with a 
Portrait of His Lordship, and an Introduction to the State of Religion in Tasmania, prior to the year 1844, Hobart, 1882, p. 62. 

The best preserved corpus, with its original polychromy 

intact, on the rood screen of St Patrick’s, Colebrook 

(Image: Graham Lupp) 



medieval exemplars, a beard and moustache, a loin cloth draped in skirt-like manner and—sometimes—

an integral crown of thorns. The outstretched arms make a relatively small angle to the horizontal. 

 

The Tasmanian genre corpuses have a more 

anatomically natural body, no moustache, a somewhat 

Semitic countenance, and a loin cloth held in place by 

rope. Indeed, the astutely observed and superbly carved 

bodily detail is more akin to works appearing early in 

the Renaissance, not a period generally emulated by 

Pugin. All but one have lost their separate crown of 

thorns. The outstretched arms make a noticeably larger 

angle with the horizontal than Pugin’s earlier corpuses 

and the fingers are clenched. Minor but obvious 

differences in the treatment of the hair, the rope and 

the loin cloth across the Tasmanian group can be a 

reliable pointer to the corpuses having been carved 

from a typical Pugin sketch design. Regarding the fact 

that these figures have no moustache, this is particularly 

rare in representations of Christ over the ages, and does 

not feature in any of Pugin’s other crucifix figures. We 

attach no special significance to this singularity other 

than that it might help in identifying a possible 

exemplar which Pugin could have used as inspiration 

for this design. 

A typical Pugin corpus (Image: Private collection) 

 

Method of attachment 

The larger corpuses, with nominal heights of 95 cm and 132 cm, are attached to the cross by a single 

metal pin at the buttock. The buttock area is flattened to give a good bearing surface against the cross. 

This is a logical point of attachment, being around the centre of gravity of the figure. The nails to the 

hands and feet are decorative and do not attach to the cross. The smaller corpuses are attached by the 

nails in the hands and feet. 

 

Variations in carving 

The varying interpretations of Pugin’s sketch design by Myers’ craftsmen, always in the spirit of his 

intentions, are evident in their treatment of the rope and loin cloth as illustrated in the three examples 

below. Over time Pugin had achieved a remarkable synergistic relationship with the firms that produced 

his works—Hardmans and Myers for example—so that the merest of rough sketches could result in 

finished products that exactly reflected the letter and spirit of his designs. 

 

 



Design provenance 

To our knowledge there was is only one corpus with the specific characteristics of the 1847 set for Bishop 

Willson, but which predates them, and it is on the rood screen in Our Blessed Lady and St Alphonsus 

Liguori’s Church, Blackmore Park, Worcestershire, a particularly fine building with attached monastery by 

the Pugin follower Charles Francis Hansom (1817–88). It was erected entirely at the expense of John 

Vincent Gandolfi Esq., whose uncle Thomas C. Hornyhold (of an old recusant family) owned the 

Blackmore Park estate, within the bounds of which it stood. 

 

Our Blessed Lady and St Alphonsus Liguori’s 

Church, Blackmore Park, Worcestershire (Image: 

Nicholas Bannister) 

 

The building, opened on 20 August 1846, 

has a floor entirely paved with encaustic 

tiles designed by Pugin as well as a 

splendid collection of metalwork, also to 

his designs.4 Regrettably it is not possible 

to ascertain whether he visited the building 

during its construction, partly because his 

diary for 1846 is missing, but there must 

be some connection between the 

Blackmore Park corpus and Pugin’s 

subsequent design for the Willson set, as the similarities are far too singular to be coincidental. We refer 

in particular to the composition and massing of the figure, the form and drape of the loin cloth and its 

rope and, most significantly, the absence of a moustache. As a group these characteristics are distinctively 

different from any other corpuses placed on screens, crucifixes, etc. in the nineteenth century. 

 

 

The rood screen group, Blackmore Park (Image: Nicholas 

Bannister) 

Overleaf, we present the Blackmore Park figure 

alongside a Tasmanian figure of comparable size for 

comparison. 

 

                                                           
4 The Pugin-designed metalwork included coronae lucis, the altar crucifixes and candlesticks, the sanctuary lamp, vases, the paschal 

candlestick and a fine monumental brass. For the latter see Brian Andrews, Creating a Gothic Paradise: Pugin at the Antipodes, Tasmanian 
Museum and Art Gallery, Hobart, 2002, pp. 32–3. 



 

At left, the Blackmore Park figure (Image: Nicholas Bannister; at right, the figure in the Passionist Monastery, Hobart 

(Image: Brian Andrews) 

 

We note the following about the Tasmanian figure: 

 It has lost its separately carved crown of thorns, as have all but one of the Tasmanian corpuses. 

 The joints between the torso and the arms have opened. 

 The polychromy is original except for an ‘improvement’ in the form of a painted-on moustache.5 

 The differing angle of the arms vis-à-vis the Blackmore Park corpus is of no significance because 

there are differing angles amongst the many Tasmanian examples. 

 

The most significant difference between the two figures is in the modelling of the head. That on the 

Blackmore Park corpus is much more thick-set than the Tasmanian ones. We present overleaf close-ups 

of the heads which show the Tasmanian example with a finer, more Semitic, character. 

 

                                                           
5 The same ‘improvement’ has been painted on the figures in the Oatlands, Franklin and Launceston Catholic churches.’ 



   
 

At left, the Blackmore Park head (Image: Nicholas Bannister); at right, the Hobart head, with added painted-on 

moustache (Image: Brian Andrews) 

 

Given the singular similarities between the Blackmore Park corpus and the Pugin-designed Tasmanian 

figures it strains the credulity to suppose that the latter were designed with no reference to the former. 

But what is the relationship? There seem several possibilities. 

 

1. Pugin designed both figure types. Given his other works at Blackmore Park it is conceivable that he 

also designed the rood screen figures. The attendant figures of Our Lady and St John are certainly 

nineteenth-century but their detail is less refined than that of the corpus. However, the heaviness of 

the Blackmore Park face is atypical of Pugin’s work. 

2. Pugin saw the figure at Blackmore Park and sketched it as an exemplar for copying. It is unlikely, 

however, that Pugin would have seen a c.19 figure by another hand and decided to copy it. But what 

if it were not c.19? Would this have struck Pugin as worth copying? There are many examples of 

Pugin finding inspiration from medieval works. 

3. Pugin had acquired the figure—of unknown provenance to us—and provided it with the other 

figures (designed by him?) for the Blackmore Park screen, but made a sketch which would later be 

used by Myers’ men for the Tasmanian and other figures. 

 

There may be other scenarios, but of one thing we may be certain. There is an indisputable link between 

the figures, even if the original design provenance of the Tasmanian figures is at this stage still unresolved. 

 

We noted in our introduction the remarkable number of figures of widely varying sizes carved from 

Pugin’s design for Bishop Willson in 1847. From that year until the end of his life Pugin was only 

involved with a handful of English churches. Just one of these, St Thomas of Canterbury’s, Fulham, 

received a corpus carved by George Myers’ men to Pugin’s 1847 design. 

 



We can reasonably assume that this figure was destined for the rood screen which he had designed for the 

church. However, the antipathy towards rood screens against which he had battled since the early 1840s 

had a concrete impact in St Thomas’ Church. The building was entirely paid for by a Mrs Elizabeth 

Bowden in memory of her late husband. She was determined that it should not have a rood screen and 

told Pugin that from the beginning.6 Denis Evinson, in his history of the church, tells what happened: 

 

When after two interviews she finally refused, he began putting up the screen without her leave. The 

lower part was actually made and fixed. This was taken down on Mrs Bowden’s orders, and 

communion rails installed. So, as a result of this disagreement, Pugin did not make an appearance at 

the opening. 

 

This consequence called forth a passionate response from Pugin, provoked by an account of the opening 

of the church on 30 May 1848 which appeared in The Tablet.7  In a letter to that publication he wrote: 

 

As the architect of the church, I beg to state that the light Communion rails so highly commended in an 

article which appeared a short time since, were not arranged by me, the lower part of proper screens 

having been prepared, and actually fixed, and then removed, and the Protestant rails substituted, under 

a protest from me against the proceeding. So far from these miserable rails being an improvement 

upon the ancient screens, I do not hesitate to affirm that the interior effect of the chancels is ruined 

for want of screen-work, and a rood loft; and the assertion that six mullions, of two inches each, are a 

great obstruction to view in a space of eighteen feet, is a manifest absurdity.8 

 

Pugin’s corpus, attached to a cross, is visible in a photo of the interior dating from the early 1970s where 

it is to be seen suspended from a roof truss within the chancel. Later, an image from 2005 (see below) 

shows it on a plain cross planted against the former high altar reredos. A close-up of the head dispels any 

doubt that it is the 1847 design. 

 

 

 
 

The Fulham corpus (Images: Brian Andrews) 

                                                           
6 Denis Evinson, St Thomas’s Fulham: A History of the Church and Mission, London, 1998, p. 6. 
7 The Tablet, Vol. IX, No. 422, 3 June 1848, pp. 355–6. 
8 The Tablet, Vol. IX, No. 426, 1 July 1848, P. 419. 



As part of the recent renovation of the 

church the corpus has been affixed to a 

new cross of contemporary design and 

again suspended over the chancel. 

 

The Pugin corpus on its new cross, photographed 

in the Fulham presbytery prior being hung in the 

church (Image: Brian Andrews) 

 

There is, to our knowledge, just one 

other corpus from the 1847design in 

England. It is also in London but not in a 

Pugin-designed church. This figure is on 

the rood screen of the Church of Our 

Lady Star of the Sea, Greenwich, by the 

Pugin follower William Wilkinson 

Wardell, an architect who, after migrating 

to Australia for health reasons in 1858, 

was to design a number of buildings of 

major heritage significance.9 

 

The Greenwich church was designed in 

1846 and completed in 1851. At Wardell’s request Pugin designed a number of the furnishings including, 

it would appear, the rood screen group. 

 

A view of the chancel of Our Lady Star of the Sea, Greenwich, with 

the Pugin corpus visible on the rood screen group (Image: John 

Maidment) 

 

The wooden beam pierced with diagonally set quatrefoils 

supporting the cross, Our Lady and St John the Beloved 

Disciple, is near identical with that designed by Pugin in 

1847 for his St Osmund’s Church, Salisbury. 

 

Regrettably, we don’t have an image of the corpus of 

suitable quality for publication, but a careful examination 

of digitally magnified images validates its membership of 

this fascinating family of Pugin corpuses. Interestingly, it 

still has its original separately-carved crown of thorns.10 

 

Other than the many Tasmanian figures and the two 

English examples we know of only one other carved from 

Pugin’s 1847 design. It is in Ireland on the rood screen in 

the chapel of the former Presentation Convent, 

Waterford. 

                                                           
9 They include: St Mary’s Cathedral, Sydney: St Patrick’s Cathedral, Melbourne; Government House, Melbourne; and the former ES&A 

Bank, Collins St, Melbourne. 
10 Only one has survived in Tasmania, on the 1847 figure in St Michael’s, Campbell Town, a church by Henry Hunter. The screen has been 
demolished but the figure on its original cross is suspended from the chancel arch. 



 

The rood screen, former Presentation Convent, 

Waterford, (Image: Brian Andrews) 

 

This fine convent building, amongst the best of 

Pugin’s monastic structures, was designed in 

1841 and the foundation stone laid on 10 June 

1842. Construction was slow due to the effects 

of the famine and the sisters did not take 

possession of the site until 3 May 1848.11 Even 

at this stage the building was in a state of 

incompletion, most notably the chapel, which 

was largely unfinished. 

 

In 1861 a city-wide appeal for funds resulted 

inter alia in the completion of the chapel, which 

was blessed and consecrated on 3 May 1863.12 

 

This later phase of the convent’s completion 

was to the designs of Pugin’s eldest son Edward 

Welby Pugin, and the chunky character of the 

chapel’s altar, with its marble details, differs 

markedly from his father’s genre. Whether the 

rood screen was also by E.W. Pugin, given the 

late date of its installation, or whether a design 

for it had already been prepared by his father as 

part of the original drawings remains to be investigated. What is indisputable is the fact that the rood 

crucifix corpus has all the unique characteristics of the others in the 1847 design, so it would have been 

carved, gessoed and polychromed by George Myers’ men some time between 1847 and 1863. Beyond that 

we can’t speculate. 

 

Let us now return to the Tasmanian corpuses. 

 

Because their Pugin design origin was not established until mid 2004 it is not surprising that many of 

them have suffered well-intentioned, if ignorant and unfortunate, modifications, principally in the form of 

partial or complete re-painting, evidently by local amateurs. One of them, illustrated overleaf, was entirely 

stripped of all polychromy. 

 

Of the six which were placed on rood screens only two remain in situ, mercifully, in the two complete 

Pugin churches. The other four, in churches designed or modified by Henry Hunter, have been relocated 

following the destruction of the rood screens in those buildings. 

 

Examples of the state of two corpuses which have been ‘improved’ by re-painting are given overleaf. 

Enough said! 

 

 

                                                           
11 ‘Presentation Convent, Waterford, Conservation Report, dhb Architects, Waterford, December 2006, p. 9. 
12 ibid., p. 10. 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Others remain in original condition, a good example being that which was on the rood screen in Henry 

Hunter’s St Michael’s Church, Campbell Town. Following the destruction of the rood screen the rood 

cross with figure attached was affixed to a transverse beam installed on the east face of the chancel arch.13 

 

The former rood screen crucifix in St Michael’s Church, Campbell 

Town (Image: Jude Andrews) 

 

The plug at the base of the cross seated in a notch in the 

screen top beam, and notches in the sides of the long arm 

of the cross housed the upper ends of the curved rood 

braces so typical of Pugin’s screen designs. This corpus is 

particularly noteworthy being the only Tasmanian one to 

have retained its crown of thorns. 

 

It will be noted that on all three painted corpuses illustrated 

here, the arm joints have opened up. 

 

We conclude our examination of this singular set of 

corpuses with two small figures of bronze which appear in 

the Table at the end of this paper. 

 

At 26cm in overall height these corpuses are the smallest of 

the set but are identical in all detail to the others. It is 

possible that they were cast from a wooden figure, now 

lost. Pugin in a letter of 14 November 1847 to John 

Hardman, when discussing items for Bishop Willson to take back to Tasmania, remarks: ‘The Bishop tells 

me he got our plain Candlesticks Cast in Hobart town …’.14 

 

 

One of the two small bronze corpuses (Image: courtesy Fr Terry 

Southerwood) 

 

It seems probable that one of the corpuses, affixed to a 

standing cross, was originally in the sacristy of St 

Joseph’s, Willson’s pro-cathedral. 

 

The other, illustrated at right, belonged originally in the 

Orphanage operated by the Sisters of Charity, located 

in Willson’s time across Harrington Street, Hobart, 

from St Joseph’s. An added interest pertains to the 

cross itself with its naïve fleur de lis terminations. The 

underside of the base is inscribed: ‘Huon Pine / From 

/ Van Diemens Land’.15 

 

 

                                                           
13 The fluorescent tube on the other side of the transverse beam, to light the chancel, is an unhappy addition. 
14 Pugin to Hardman, 14 November 1847, in Belcher, Letters, loc. cit. 
15 Huon Pine is a highly sought-after Tasmanian timber, cut to near extinction. The name Van Diemen’s Land was officially changed to 
Tasmania on 21 July 1855. 



Summary of the 1847-designed Corpuses 

Present Location Height Condition 

St Joseph’s Church, Hobart, Tas Unknown Re-painted 

Passionist Monastery, Hobart, Tas 132 cm Original 

Corpus Christi Church, Bellerive, Tas 95 cm Original 

St Mary’s College, Hobart, Tas 132 cm Original 

St Paul’s Church, Oatlands, Tas 58 cm Re-painted 

St Patrick’s Church, Colebrook, Tas Unknown Original 

St Michael’s Church, Campbell Town, Tas Unknown Original 

St Mary’s Church, Franklin, Tas 80 cm Re-painted 

Unknown, formerly in St John’s Church, 
Glenorchy, Tas, demolished 

Unknown Unknown 

Church Archives basement, North Hobart, Tas 132 cm Re-painted 

Sacred Heart Church, New Town, Tas Unknown Fire damaged 

The Apostles Church, Launceston, Tas 108 cm Part re-painted 

St Francis Xavier’s Church, South Hobart, Tas 26 cm Bronze, painted 

St Thomas of Canterbury’s Church, Fulham, UK Unknown Original 

St Mary’s Cathedral, Hobart, Tas 45 cm Stripped of polychromy 

Presbytery, The Apostles Church, Launceston, Tas 26 cm Bronze 

Maryknoll Retreat Centre, Blackmans Bay, Tas 92 cm Re-painted 

Our Lady Star of the Sea Church, Greenwich, UK Unknown Original 

St Thomas’ Church, Sorell, Tas 33 cm Re-painted 

Former Presentation Convent, Waterford, Ireland Unknown Original 

 

 


