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THRONE AND ALTAR: ANTONIO VERRIO'S 

DECORATION OF THE ROYAL CHAPEL AND 

ST GEORGE'S HALL AT WINDSOR CASTLE 

(1680-1683)

In 1676 King Charles II commissioned Antonio Verrio 

to decorate twenty-five rooms at his recently refurbished 

summer residence Windsor Castle, comprising the 

apartments of the king and the queen, three staircases, 

the royal chapel and St George’s Hall, a space for large- 

scale entertainments.1 The Italian painter was therefore 

entrusted to create the single most impressive pictorial 

cycle of Charles’s reign. This raises a number of ques

tions: Why was Verrio chosen for this prestigious task? 

How do his paintings relate to continental prototypes? 

Finally, how did the artist adapt the high-baroque pic

torial idiom which was originally developed within a 

Catholic context for new purposes in an Anglican soci

ety?

While some of these questions will be addressed in 

more detail elsewhere,2 the present essay focuses on the 

religious and political issues that coloured Anglo-con

Fig. 1 | Charles Wild, The Royal Chapel, Windsor Castle, watercolour, ca. 1818. Royal Collection, RCIN 922113. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen

Elizabeth II2018
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tinental cultural transfer. Early Modern Anglicanism 

defined itself through its opposition to “Popish super

stition” and it especially abhorred the Catholic cult of 

images.3 In 1563 the Second Book of Homilies explicitly 

stated that “images placed publicly in temples, cannot 

possibly be without danger of worshipping and idola

try”.4

The typical Anglican church of the sixteenth and sev

enteenth centuries was therefore a church without fig

urative paintings.5 During the reign of Charles II, Bish

op Thomas Barlow vigorously repeated the official po

sition of the Anglican Church on religious imagery: 

“The Church of England absolutely condemns all im

ages of the Trinity, or any person in it, (Father, Son, or 

Holy Ghost) as absolutely unlawful, and expressly con

demned in Scripture. Such images are not to be tolerated 

neither in nor out of Churches. No images of our 

Blessed Saviour, of any Saints and Martyrs [...] are, in 

the judgement of our Church, to be tolerated in our 

temples, or any place of God’s public worship. For if 

they be, it will be to the great and unavoidable danger 

of idolatry.”6

These words were written in 1685. Bishop Barlow would 

certainly have been shocked to see the royal chapel at 

Windsor Castle, decorated just a few years before (fig. 

1).' Although this chapel was destroyed in 1828/29,8 its 

appearance is recorded by several descriptions, a painting 

and a watercolour.9 Verrio’s work was an absolute inno

vation. Never before had an Anglican church or chapel 

been decorated like this.10 Antonio Verrio, an Italian 

Catholic, introduced a new style reminiscent of the dec

orative programmes of Catholic chapels on the conti

nent.11 Recent scholarship has mentioned this work only 

in passing without, however, reflecting on Anglican scru

ples regarding religious imagery.12

As Clare Haynes and Richardjohns have demonstrated, 

more positive attitudes towards images in the Anglican 

church were beginning to emerge in the course of the 

1680s.13 However, the crucial role of the royal chapel at 

Windsor Castle has not yet been analysed in this con

text. Since the Church of England explicitly condemned 

all images of the Saviour, how could king Charles II, 

the Supreme Governor of this Church, commission 

such an exuberant pictorial scheme, and why did he do 

so?

1. Religious Issues during the Reign of Charles II

The father of Verrio’s patron, King Charles I, who had been 

beheaded in 1649, was regarded as an “Anglican martyr" by 

royalists.14 Thus after the restoration it was crucial for 

Charles II to present himself as a devout Anglican.15 Nev

ertheless he seems to have had Catholic sympathies, proba

bly inspired by his Catholic mother Queen Henrietta Maria 

and his long exile at the French court.16 In the Secret Treaty 

of Dover, concluded in 1670, Charles II promised Louis 

XIV that he would declare, at an unspecified time, his rec

onciliation with the Church of Rome and reinstate Catholi

cism as the national faith of his country.1 In 1672 he im

proved the situation of Catholics in Britain through a "Dec

laration of Indulgence”.18 In the same year it became publicly 

known that the king’s brother James was a committed 

Catholic and wished to withdraw from the Church of Eng

land.19 Things were made worse by James’s decision to marry 

the Catholic princess Mary of Modena.20 As Charles II did 

not have legitimate heirs, it became very likely that a Catholic 

might succeed to the British throne.

The British public was appalled by these developments.21 

Shortly before James’s wedding in 1673, a procession that 

mocked Catholicism and ended with the burning of an 

effigy of the Pope was staged in London. From then on, 

such processions occurred annually.22 Due to wide-spread 

discontent with the pro-Catholic "Act of Indulgence”, 

Charles II was forced to withdraw it in March 1673.23 

Moreover, Parliament passed the “Test Act”. This piece of 

legislation required all holders of government offices to 

denounce Catholicism and to take Anglican communion 

at least once a year.24

Anti-Catholic sentiment grew even stronger in the wake 

of the so-called“Popish Plot’) an allegedjesuit conspiracy.25 

In this period of anti-Catholic mania, Catholics were even 

blamed for having caused the great fire that had destroyed 

a large part of London. In 1680 the monument commem

orating the fire received an inscription that read: "the Citty 

of London was burnt & consumed with fire by the treach

ery & malice of the papists”.26

Politicians stirred up anti-Catholic sentiment because 

they feared that the king’s Catholic brother would inherit 

the throne.27 From 1679 Parliament discussed the “Ex

clusion Bill” which sought to ban James from the succes

sion. But Charles II supported his brother and from 1681
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Fig. 2 | Windsor Castle, first floor, plan. From Colvin et al. 1976,319

he ruled without the aid of parliament.28 On his deathbed 

the king actually converted to Catholicism29 and was suc

ceeded by his Catholic brother, king James II.

The decoration of the King’s Chapel, executed in 1680- 

1682, dates from the crucial years of the Exclusion Crisis.’0 

It was a time of conflict characterized by strong anti

Catholic feeling, while the king backed his Catholic broth

er and eventually converted to Catholicism. But is it con

ceivable that Verrio’s exuberant paintings were meant as a 

pro-Catholic statement?

As Simon Thurley has pointed out, the various royal 

chapels remodelled during Charles’s reign looked increas

ingly Catholic. According to Thurley, the king needed to 

demonstrate his Anglicanism in London (for instance at 

Whitehall Palace),31 while at Windsor he was free to 

create "a new chapel in an uncompromisingly Counter

Reformation, not to say, Jesuit, style”.32 Thurley suggests 

that this indicated Charles’s growing closeness to Catholi

cism: "For Charles an appearance of Anglicanism could 

be maintained at the chapel at Whitehall whilst at Wind

sor he could do as he wished.”33

However, Windsor was certainly no private retreat. From 

1680 the castle served as the official summer residence of 

the court.34 Its chapel was a public space, located between 

the king’s and queen’s apartments, close to the main stairway 

and accessible to each member of the court as well as foreign 

visitors (fig. 2). Daily morning and evening prayers for the 

royal household were held in the chapel.35 The king attended 

services on Sundays and feast days, accompanied by a formal 

procession of his courtiers.36 Consequently the chapel func

tioned as a highly official space of worship, administered by 

Anglican clergy.37 Thus it is unlikely that the paintings 

could have been intended as a pro-Catholic statement.38 

The crucial question is: How could their highly unusual 

iconography be reconciled with Anglican theology, given 

that the Church of England condemned religious imagery?
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2. An Anglican Justification of Religious Imagery

The key to this mystery lies in a discourse on idolatry 

published by Thomas Tenison in 1678.39 As the title page 

indicates, Tenison was one of the king’s chaplains, and he 

later became Archbishop of Canterbury.40 As chaplain, 

Tenison was required to preach at all court services (in 

turn with the other chaplains).41 He dedicated his lengthy 

text to “Robert Earl of Manchester, One of the Gentlemen 

of his Majesty’s Bedchamber”.42 Thus both the author and 

the dedicatee were close to Charles II and certainly had 

access to the state rooms at Windsor Castle.

From 1673 Charles II modernized the state rooms in a 

continental, high-baroque style.43 In order to rival Louis 

XIV, he employed Antonio Verrio who boasted an up-to- 

date knowledge of contemporary Italian and French paint

ing.44 When Tenison’s book appeared in 1678, the chapel 

was still awaiting its decoration,45 but it evidently needed 

to be equally as ornate and impressive as the royal apart

ments. It was therefore only natural for Chaplain Tenison 

to ponder the proper ornament for the significant and spa

cious new place of worship. Tenison’s text can therefore be 

viewed as a kind ofprolepsis, justifying the religious imagery 

that was already envisaged by the king and his painter.

In the dedicatory epistle Tenison declares himself opposed 

to a “fierce and indiscreet zeal against Popery”.46 Thus 

from the beginning he takes a conciliatory attitude in a 

diplomatic attempt to reconcile Anglican and Catholic 

forces at court. Accordingly, he says that religious images 

are not as such to be condemned; only the worship of im

ages is to be avoided.47

In a chapter on “the cure of idolatry” Tenison introduces 

a central term of his argument, the “Schechinah” of God. 

He explains the term as follows:

It pleased then the wise and merciful God, to 

shew to the very eyes of man, though not his 

spiritual and immense substance, or any statue 

or picture of it, properly so called; yet his 

Shechinah, or visible glory, the symbol of his 

especial Presence. This divine appearance, I sup

pose to have been generally exhibited in a 

mighty lustre of flame or light, set off with thick, 

and, as I may call them, solemn Clouds.48

He then postulates that this glory or Schechinah is not 

effected by God the Father, but by Jesus Christ, “the King 

and Light of the World”.49

In a subsequent chapter Tenison points out that it is le

gitimate to paint Christ's glory:

Fig. 3 | Antonio Verrio, Christ Healing the Sick (OM 298, RCIN 404052). Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2018
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Fig. 4 | Charles Wild, St. George's Hall, Windsor Castle, watercolour, ca. 1818. Royal Collection, RCIN 922112. Royal Collection Trust/© Her Majesty Queen 

Elizabeth II2018/ Foto: Todd-White Art Photography

If anything of the Divinity be to be portraied, 

we learn from hence what it may be, not the 

Godhead but the Shechinah: That is visible, 

and the expressing of it with the best lights 

and shadows of Art may therefore be not un

lawful, though I know not whether I ought to 

plead for the expediency of it in common use.50 

The ceiling painting in the King’s Chapel gave visual form 

to the Shechinah described by Tenison: the risen Christ 

in glory (fig. 1). Tenison hesitated to recommend such 

images for "common use" as he distinguished between 

two classes of viewers: While images were dangerous for 

uneducated people, who might transform them into "ob

jects of worship”, the more discerning (courtly) public 

would be able to handle religious imagery correctly, with

out succumbing to idolatry.51 Thus the royal palace was 

certainly a suitable venue for a majestic Shechinah.

Depictions of Christ’s earthly deeds graced the walls of 

the chapel: a miracle scene on the long wall (fig. 3),52 and 

the Last Supper over the altar (fig. 1). Such images, con

demned by Bishop Barlow as quoted above, were also ex

pressly justified by Tenison's discourse:

However, seeing Christ was made in the form 

of a man, I know not why that form which ap

peared to the eye might not be painted by St. 

Luke himself without any immoral stain to his

Throne and Altar: Antonio Verrio's Decoration of the Royal Chapel and St George's Hall at Windsor Castle (1680-1683) 13



Pencil. He that found no fault with the Image 

of Caesar stamped on his Coin, hath said noth

ing which forbiddeth his own representation; 

with respect, I mean, to his state of manhood 

here on earth.53

I suggest that in his role as royal chaplain, Thomas Tenison 

wrote the discourse on idolatry precisely because the king 

wished to decorate his chapel at Windsor in a highly or

nate manner with figurative images. A chapel in the tra

ditional Anglican style would have been far too sober and 

too unimpressive in comparison to the exuberant state 

rooms. Tenison authored the theological justification that 

was needed before the King’s wishes could be fulfilled. He 

thereby opened a debate on religious images which was to 

have important consequences for the decoration of other 

Anglican places of worship.54

But although Tenison’s text can explain why seemingly 

Catholic images were acceptable in an Anglican chapel, 

the selection of the specific episodes deserves a closer 

look. Why did Charles II opt for these particular scenes? 

This leads to the most crucial question: What was the 

message he wished to convey?

3. The Relationship between the Chapel and St George's Hall

It has already been pointed out by Anna Keay and Wolf 

Burchard that the chapel must be seen in relation to the ad

jacent St Georges Hall, a massive space decorated by Antonio 

Verrio during the same period (figs. 2,4).55 However, much 

remains to be added to their brief remarks on the topic.

Like the chapel, St George’s Hall had a strongly Italian 

flavour. Its name referred to the patron saint of the Order 

of the Garter. The central ceiling painting represented “an 

apotheosis of Charles II as the current Sovereign of the 

Order’?6 Verrio depicted Charles II sitting on a rainbow 

amidst numerous personifications. An as yet unrecognized 

model for this iconography can be found at the Pitti Palace 

in Florence where Verrio seems to have worked in 1665.57 

In the so-called Sala di Bona of the Palazzo Pitti, the Flo

rentine Grand Duke Cosimo I appears on a rainbow framed 

by princely virtues (fig. 5 and detail on p. 8).58 This iconog

raphy was derived from Cesare Ripa’s Iconologia where Ripa 

placed the personification of “Giuditio” on a rainbow. The 

geometrical instruments, held by “Giuditio” and Cosimo 

respectively, signify that they know how to measure and 

therefore how to judge things correctly.59 Ultimately this 

iconography refers to the Last Judgment where Christ fre

quently appears on a rainbow.60 Both Cosimo I and Charles 

II were likened to Christ in order to suggest the infallibility 

of their judgment. Although Verrio’s painting was destroyed 

in 1828, the central portrait of Charles II was preserved as 

a fragment.61 It is therefore certain that the king himself 

took the position of Christ as Judge.

In the coved ceiling above the altar Christ’s tomb was re

presented (fig. I).62 The ceiling paintings of the resurrected 

Christ and of Charles as Judge thus seemed to form a 

continuous narrative that illustrated the following lines 

of the Anglican creed:

He suffered death and was buried.

On the third day he rose again 

in accordance with the Scriptures; 

he ascended into heaven

and is seated at the right hand of the Father.

He will come again in glory to judge the living 

and the dead,

and his kingdom will have no end.

The notion of an almost Christ-like king was reinforced 

by the large wall painting in the chapel which depicted 

Christ as healer (fig. 3).63 Throughout his reign Charles 

II demonstrated his divinely sanctioned status by healing 

the sick. When the king was at Windsor Castle, this cer

emony took place in the royal chapel.64 As Anna Keay has 

pointed out, Verrio’s wall painting created a visual parallel 

between the king as healer and Christ as healer.65

The corresponding painting on the long wall of St George’s 

Hall is only known through descriptions and a loosely 

sketched drawing.66 It represented a triumphal procession 

of the so-called Black Prince, the son of King Edward III 

who had founded the Order of the Garter. The prince was 

shown bringing the vanquished kings of France and Scot

land before the throne of his father.67 Read as a pair, the 

two large wall paintings pointed to two different aspects of 

the monarchy: on the one hand its military duties, on the 

other hand the spiritual duties of the king as healer. This 

juxtaposition alluded to the two offices of the king as secular 

ruler and supreme governor of the Anglican church.

The privileged spiritual position of the king was reflected 

in the liturgy in that he received communion alone, apart 

from the rest of the congregation.68 Verrio’s altarpiece de-
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Fig. 5 | Bernardino Poccetti, Alle

gory of the rule of Cosimo I de' 

Medici. Florence, Palazzo Pitti, Sala 

di Bona, ceiling painting. Florence, 

Gabinetto fotografico degli Uffizi

picting the Last Supper highlighted precisely this ceremony 

of communion. The altar that stood beneath the painting 

was enclosed by rails in order to mark the sanctity of that 

space.69 In this context it is interesting to read the polemical 

treatise Altare Christianum by John Pocklington, one of 

the chaplains of King Charles I. He stressed the dignity of 

the altar by calling it ‘the Saviour’s Chaire of State upon 

Earth".70 The parallel between altar and throne is even 

more explicit in a paragraph in which Pocklington informs 

his readers about divine services at Windsor Castle:

the Author sees the Kings most sacred Majesty, 

and the honourable Lords of the most noble 

Order of the Garter, performe most low and 

humble reverence to Almighty God before the 

most holy Altar, the Throne in earth of that great 

Lord, from whom their honour proceedeth.71

Throne and Altar: Antonio Verrio's Decoration of the Royal Chapel and St George s Hall at Windsor Castle (1680-1683) 15



Although Pocklington’s text pre-dates Verrio’s work, it 

helps us recognize that this painting represents more than 

the Last Supper. It shows Christ enthroned among his 

apostles, visualizing the role of the altar as Christ’s throne 

on earth. As is evident from the ground plan (fig. 2), the 

altar in the chapel was placed directly opposite the king’s 

throne in St George’s Hall, thus establishing a further 

and highly significant link between the two spaces. When 

the doors were thrown open, both structures were visible 

at the same time.

Unfortunately there exists no image that documents the 

original form of the throne.72 Charles Wild’s watercolour 

(fig. 4) shows St George’s Hall after the installation of the 

organ loft in 1805. 3 It cut right across the columns on ei

ther side of the throne. We can easily see that the painted 

columns were originally just as tall as the pilasters on the 

side walls. The king’s throne was therefore framed by 

giant columns just like the altar.74 Moreover these columns 

flanked an apse-like niche as indicated by the concave 

cornice.

Just as the Lord seemed to sit in the centre of a painted 

apse (fig. 1), the king, too, was originally enthroned in a 

monumental painted niche. Verrio thus quoted the archi

tectural vocabulary of the ancient basilica.'5 In antiquity 

the apse of the basilica had been the seat of the secular 

judge and ruler. In Constantine’s time this structure was 

adapted for churches in order to stress the parallel between 

Christ and ruler76 - a parallel forcefully restated at Wind

sor Castle.

Seen in this perspective, the pictorial programme of the 

chapel did not convey a pro-Catholic but rather a political 

message. Charles II intended to rival the continental 

monarchs on two levels: by choosing a continental style 

and by promoting a continental ideal of absolute rulership. 

The pictorial programme suggested that Charles was sec

ond only to Christ and certainly not accountable to Par

liament.77 Thus the dissolution of Parliament and Verrio’s 

designs for Windsor Castle were not only contemporary, 

but also closely linked to each other.
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42 Tenison 1678, The Epistle Dedicatory, unpaginated.

43 Colvin et al. 1976, 313-341; De Giorgi 2009,105-111; Burchard 2011, 

102-107; Bird 2018,187-189.

44 Verrio was probably born in Lecce in 1636 and seems to have received 

his artistic training in Naples, Rome and Florence before he moved to 

Toulouse in 1666 and finally to Paris (in about 1670/71). There is no 

documentation to indicate who invited him to England (where he ar

rived in the spring of 1672), but the most likely candidates are Ralph 

Montague and Henry Bennett, the Earl of Arlington. Cf. De Giorgi 2009, 

43-104; Jacobsen 2012,117-159.

45 Keay 2008, 190: "The decision to reconstruct these rooms [sc.: the 

chapel royal and the great hall of the castle] had been taken before 

1678; by the summer of 1680 structural work was largely complete 

and the decoration was being looked to." Cf. Colvin etal. 1976,326.

46 Tenison 1678, The Epistle Dedicatory, unpaginated.

47 Tenison 1678,277.

48 Tenison 1678, 315.

49 Tenison 1678, 317f.

50 Tenison 1678, 382f.

51 Tenison 1678, 384.

52 The literature on this work points out the similarity to the spiral 

columns in Raphael's Healing of the Lame Man and interprets the 

scene as a generic "healing Christ". (Brett 2010,89; Keay 2008,193.) 

It has not yet been observed that this event - in contrast to the scene 

depicted by Raphael, in which the protagonists are Peter and John - 

takes place not in front of the Temple of Jerusalem, but rather in a 

portico surrounding the Pool of Bethesda. In the centre of the picture 

Christ commands a lame man to: "Stand, take your bed and go!" To 

the right of Christ a healed man appears, in the act of carrying his bed 

(John 5:8). The events at the Pool of Bethesda were an especially pop

ular subject for church painting, particularly in southern Italy. Antonio 

Verrio, who began his career in Naples, certainly knew Giovanni Lan

franco's monumental depiction of the so-called Probatica piscina and 

had himself painted a similar healing miracle. (De Dominici 1844, vol. 

3, 378f.; Schleier 2001,47-50; Pagano 2001,16.) It is therefore possi

ble that the suggestion of choosing a multi-figure healing miracle for 

the long side of the chapel came from the painter himself.

53 Tenison 1678, 277.

54 Haynes 2006,112-120, discusses a controversy over religious images 

in All Hallows Barking in London (1681-1682) that ended with the vic



55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

75

76

77

18

tory of the iconophiles' party. In his text of 1678 (although this is not 

cited by Haynes) Tenison therefore treated a subject which was first 

relevant at the court and shortly afterward in the capital and society at 

large. Haynes also cites a similar conflict over images in churches in 

the Archdiocese of Canterbury in 1685: ibid. 121-123. See also Addle- 

shaw and Etchells 1948, 161. The chapel decoration in Chatsworth 

(1688-1693) represents a very early case of the reception of the figura

tive programme in Windsor Chapel: Ambrose, Hirst and Porter 2016,37. 

Keay 2008,190-193; Burchard 2011,114-116. Colvin etal. 1976, 327 

gives the date 1680-1683. Gibson offers the later date (without docu

mentation) of 1682-1684: Gibson 1998, 30. In the Baroque period the 

size of both rooms was equalized, underlining their symmetrical rela

tionship: Burchard 2011,104.

Gibson 1998, 30.

On Verrio's Tuscan sojourn see Brett 2009, 4; De Giorgi 2010, 37.

Cf. Gregori 2005, 271; Strunck 2017, 518-520. Gibson 1998, 35, re

ferred to Ripa's allegory (and to the iconography of "Christ the Judge") 

in passing without however recognizing the ceiling painting at the Pitti 

Palace as Verrio's model and without linking this observation to the 

iconography of the chapel.

Langedijk 1981, vol. 1,139-174, especially 158-161.

Rother 1992, 22-29; Lee and Fraser 2001,43-51. For evidence of this 

medieval iconography in the eighteenth century see Bauer-Wild 1992, 

65-70.

Gibson 1998, 31 f.

This detail, which is clearly seen in Wild's watercolour (fig. 1), is con

firmed by Bickham 1742,153, and Pyne 1819,179.

Brett 2010, 89.

Keay 2008,192.

Keay 2008,192f.

The drawing was published by Gibson 1998,30, 35 (detail).

Bickham 1742,168f.; Les Delices de Windsore 1755,30; Pyne 1819,179. 

Addleshaw and Etchells 1948,137; Keay 2008, 69.

The question of the placement of the altar in Anglican churches was 

deeply controversial in the seventeenth century. Puritan communities 

favoured a wooden, movable "communion table", around which all the 

believers could gather for Communion. Bishop Laud and the supporters 

of a more formal ("High Church") liturgy wanted to see the altar sur

rounded by fixed barriers or "rails". Cf. Addleshaw and Etchells 1948, 

25-34, 108-173; Wand 1961, 18f„ 96-99; Packer 1969, 1-14; Yates 

2000, 30-32, 41-43, 68f.; Thurley 2002, 238-274; Stevenson 2013, 

279-284.

Pocklington 1637,175. Cf. also Addleshaw and Etchells 1948,139.

Pocklington 1637,159.

For descriptions of the throne see Gibson 1998,36.

Gibson 1998, 32.

The spiral columns flanking the altar were (just as the palm trees on 

the walls) probably meant as a visual reference to Solomon's temple 

in Jerusalem. Cf. Tuzi 2002; WeilS 2015, 204-206, 213-234. 

Burchard 2011,109.

Krautheimer 1986, 39-43.

In this he followed the example of his father Charles I, who had dis

solved Parliament and commissioned Rubens to depict the English 

monarch's claim to absolute power on the ceiling of the Banqueting 

House in Whitehall Palace. Cf. Martin 2005, vol. 1, 95-103; Thurley 

2008, 62f.; Martin 2011,121-137.
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