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A decorative dilemma

Fig 2: The brick gatehouse confronts 
visitors at the end of a narrow lane. This 
building is now the home of a literary 
foundation established by William Cash

FOR all their charm, Elizabethan 
domestic interiors are formidably 
difficult to decorate well. The  
timber beams and leaded windows 

that lend character to the exterior of such 
houses can be overbearing and oppressive 
inside. Unless the owner has the good for-
tune to possess an appropriate collection 
of historical furniture, the only obvious way 
of accommodating these features harmoni-
ously within a living room is to downplay 
them. Yet what is the point of creating con-
temporary rooms in an ancient house?

One imaginative way out of this apparent 
dilemma is to enter into the mindset of 
those who originally created these rooms 
and—without aiming at authenticity— 
fashion new decorative schemes in a historic 
idiom. In effect, it is to use 16th-century ideas, 

Upton Cressett Hall, Shropshire
In the striking redecoration of a delightful Tudor manor house, an interior-design 

difficulty has been solved with aplomb. John Goodall investigates
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forms and materials as the starting point 
for 21st-century art. This is exactly what 
has been attempted at Upton Cressett Hall by 
the present owner, William Cash, in a remark- 
able series of wall and ceiling paintings 
executed by the artist Adam Dant, winner 
of the Jerwood Prize in 2002.

This house, which was developed over 
several centuries by the Cressett family, has 
a complex architectural history (see COUNTRY 
LIFE, April 11, 2002). At its core are two bays 
of a 14th-century aisled hall that has been 
subsumed within numerous later additions. 
The most important reorganisation took 
place in the 1580s. As part of this Eliza-
bethan work, the house was provided with 
a pair of fine chimney stacks on its principal 
façade and a neat, free-standing gatehouse 
(Fig 2). These additions, executed in brick

—an unusual material for the region—
emphasised the pretensions of the Cressetts.

In 1971, after a period of neglect, the house 
was bought and restored as a family home 
by the MP Bill Cash. Responsibility for it 
has since passed to his son, William, who 
has undertaken further important changes 
since 2008. These have been overseen by the 
architects Hawkes, Edwards and Cave and 
have included the transformation of a 1970s 
family kitchen into a fine dining room (Fig 
1), the replacement of several sashes with 
mullion windows and leaded panes and 
remodelling parts of the gatehouse to create 

Fig 1: The Great Hall dining room. Its painted ceiling, with its bold colours and gilding, is inspired by Tudor wall paintings. The portrait 
is of Sir Francis Cressett, who was treasurer to Charles I and attempted to rescue the king from Carisbrooke Castle, by Wissing
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Fig 3 above: The panel on the upper landing of the stair. The quotation from Ovid’s 
Amores, which appeared on the title page of the 1593 edition of Shakespeare’s Venus 
and Adonis translates as: ‘Let the mob admire base things;/may golden Apollo serve 
me/full goblets of water from the Castalian fountain’. Fig 4 right: The main stair

a self-contained house with a kitchen and 
dining room at ground level. This building is 
now the home of the Upton Cressett Found-
ation, a literary retreat set up by William Cash. 
Further works are planned to the gardens.

Early in the course of these changes, seve-
ral fragments of 16th-century wall painting 
were discovered and this inspired a decision 
to commission an established artist to create 

new schemes of this kind. Mr Dant, who also 
designs covers for Spear’s magazine, which 
was founded by Mr Cash, has been intermit-
tently resident at the house over the past 
three years executing three cycles of paint-
ings in the dining room, the gatehouse and 
the main stair. He has worked using mate-
rials and paints appropriate to the 16th 
century, which he has researched and 
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mixed himself. The artistic sources for the 
designs are very Catholic. In the dining 
room, for example, the cornice imitates the 
border of a fragmentary 14th-century 
painting in the nearby parish church. The 
fireplace overmantel incorporates two 
Upton Cressett sea-monsters, a motif that 
appeared of a fragment of Tudor panelling 
stolen from the house before 1971.

Inspiration for the colour scheme and  
so-called cartouche or strapwork ornament 
on the staircase (Figs 4 and 5) came from 
the great stair at Knole (Kent) of 1605–08. 
The painted panels, however, also garner 
ideas from Dutch designs by artists such as 
Vredeman de Vries. The references are partly 
intended to celebrate the Cressett family 
dealings with Holland in the 17th century. 
Four new newel posts in the form of the Upton 
Cressett sea monster carved by Andrew 
Pearson were also added to the stair.

Walking up the stair is intended to be as 
much a metaphorical journey as a physical 
one. Halfway up is a quotation from Andrew 
Marvell’s poem Upon Appleton House (1651). 
Then, on the upper landing is a grandly 
conceived panel with a quotation from Ovid 
(Fig 3). In it is depicted the figure of a muse 
above the Castalian font, a source of artistic 
inspiration. For those descending the stairs 
there is Virgil’s hope: ‘May fortune smile on 
your first efforts.’ This encouraging thought 
is the motto of the Upton Cressett Foundation 
and will serve to inspire writers who spend 
time here. Certainly, this rather unexpected 
and daring sequence of paintings proves that 
such a hope is not entirely in vain.

Fig 5: The decoration of the main 
stair is conceived to complement the 
timber framing of the central newel

‘At Upton Cressett, 
16th-century ideas were 
the starting point for 

21st-century art’
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