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The Secular Hall is a Grade II listed building and
is a unique part of the Britain’s architectural and
cultural heritage. The Secular Hall opened as the
home of Leicester Secular Society in 1881. It
was designed by the young innovative architect,
W Larner Sugden, a contemporary and friend of
William Morris,
Sugden’s design was firmly rooted in the Arts
and Craft movement and the Hall is one of
Leicester’s most significant Victorian buildings. It
is the only remaining provincial Secular Hall and
has been in continuous use by Secular Society
since it first opened. It has provided a platform
for speakers like William Morris, Charles
Bradlaugh, Annie Besant, George Bernard Shaw,
Ramsay MacDonald, Bertrand Russell and many
others.
Secular Hall, 2016 (Sarah Kirby)
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Stained Glass

The large arched topped main window at the Secular Hall. It
contains 29 separate panels. It includes a rose window feature and
two windows depicting lilies. It was made by Boreham and Brown of
Bloomsbury c1880.
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Stained Glass

Details of the large window.
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Stained Glass

Views of the stained glass facing Humberstone Gate showing the
buckling to several panels which are now in a fragile condition.
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Stained Glass

The two oriel windows above have lost the
leaded lights from what were opening
windows. It is proposed to replace the
frosted glass with a mirror image of the
adjacent windows.
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Stonework

The ground floor stonework
was made from the “best
hard buff Darley Dale
stone.” The carving on
pillars was carried out by
Harry Hems of Exeter.
It was ‘repaired’ in the
1990s, however the
repairs did not achieve a
good match with the colour
of the original stone. Since
then, more signs have
been removed leaving
holes and other damage
has occurred. Repair work
will aim to match the colour
of the existing stone and
would include:
● Repairing the damage to
the roof of the aedicule
over Socrates’ head
● Restoring the eastern
corner of the Jesus
carving which is missing.
● Removing non matching
restoration from all five
pillars.
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Stonework

More pictures of shoddy
restoration work carried out
some years ago.
Repair work will aim to
match the colour of the
existing stone.

9

L eices t er S ecu l a r H a l l

The Busts

The busts on the frontage of the
Secular Hall were commissioned by
Josiah Gimson and are set out in
chronological order: Socrates, Jesus,
Voltaire, Tom Paine and Robert
Owen.

The sculptor was London born
Ambrose Louis Vago who worked
as a modeller from c.1861 until his
death.

Each bust is framed in an aedicule
which is a small shrine designed in
the form of a building. All the busts
are situated over a pier capital
bearing the subject's name.
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Gauged Brickwork
The use of red-brick motifs, oriel
and sash windows and
decorative tiles is characteristic
of the new architecture of the
period. Above the ground floor,
gauged brickwork predominates.
The facade of the Secular Hall is
a statement of belief. Not only
are there the busts of the great
secularists, but on three panels
higher up the building are the
symbols of Libertas, Justicia
and Veritas (Liberty, Justice
and Truth).

These 'tablets' or panels are
unique to the building and were
probably carried out out by an
employee of the sculptor Harry
Hems.

Similar Festoons or swags of
fruit designs can also be found in
the brickwork of a house
designed by Norman Shaw as
well as in 17th century brickwork.
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Gauged Brickwork

Liberty, Justice and Truth in cut
or moulded red rubber brickwork
made from from Sugden’s designs.
These designs represent the
principles of the Leicester Secular
Society for whom the building was
designed and who have used it
since 1881. It is very unusual to
see such a statement of principles
carried out in gauged brickwork.
Unfortunately, these panels are
now marred by some very irregular
20th century cement pointing. It is
hoped that this can be corrected.
Right: Sugden’s original sketches.
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Gauged Brickwork and William De Morgan Tiles

This pattern of tiles by William De Morgan was called K.L. Rose and was in
production from 1872-1907. They were probably acquired from Morris & Co’s
Oxford Street showroom and would have been made at De Morgan’s Chelsea
pottery.
Although Norman Shaw’s Tabard Inn in Bedford Park (1879-1880) has De
Morgan tiles in its entrance, it would seem that the use of De Morgan tiles
externally on the facade is unique.

Indifferent pointing
and poor repairs to
cut red rubber
brickwork
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Gauged Brickwork

Although the flower designs below the eaves were made by
Sugden, they are very reminiscent of a very similar sunflower
panel by William De Morgan. Ernest Gimson, son of the
principal backer of the Hall, also used a similar motif some
years later.
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Gauged Brickwork

Above: A detail of the arch above
the stained glass window showing
Sugden’s palmetto leaf design.

Left: the arch in context
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Restoration of Missing Crests

It is proposed to restore
the missing crests which
were removed sometime
in the 20th century.
They were positioned
over the two upper
square windows to the
Lecture Hall.
Note the badly restored
red rubbers over the top
windows.
Left: the original
architect’s scale drawing
showing half of the two
different crests. They
each measure 56 X 24
inches
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The Missing Date

It is proposed to restore the date 1879 to the plaque at the top of the facade
above the louvers to the ventilation system. The original architect’s scale
drawing for this work is available for this work. 1879 represents the date the
building was started. It did not open until 1881.
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The Gallery
The gallery at the
north end of the
Lecture Hall has not
been used for many
years.
It is proposed to turn
this into a visitor
space with
interpretation panels.
Much of the décor in
this area of the hall
is original.
It is also proposed to
illuminate the stained
glass from within so
it can be seen from
the street.
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Wrought Iron Grills

The original wrought iron
grills were removed in
1976. Three have
survived. It is proposed to
restore the original
ironwork to their original
locations beneath the shop
windows.
Additional grills will need
to be fabricated to replace
those that are missing. The
stonework will need to be
repaired .
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The Secular Hall: A Book
During the development
phase, it is intended to publish
a book on the history of the
Hall. The book should serve
as a basis for most of the
promotional and educational
material which will be
produced as a result of the
bid.
The book will show what
needs to be done to restore the
Hall sympathetically and it is
hoped that the book will also
serve as a manual for those
volunteers who will continue
to manage the building in the
years to come. It will also
provide suitable material for
press articles.
The book will be about 86
pages long and be printed in
crown quarto format. It will
contain new research and is
written by published local
historian.
As there are several excellent
works on the history of the
Secular Society, it is not this
book’s intention to duplicate
what has already been
written.
Left: the proposed cover and
some sample pages
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Engaging People Activity
Development Phase
Book
Ÿ Book research and design will be completed and high resolution pdf will be supplied to the printer.
Publicity materials for book launch, a guest list and plans for the event will be drawn up. Use of
Eventbrite to gauge numbers. The event will involve a presentation, food, tours of the building and
music.

Other Activities
Ÿ A script will be drawn up to serve as the basis for tours of the Hall by Blue Badge tour guides.
Ÿ Feedback will be provided to members and all interested parties on progress via our newsletter and
facebook page

Delivery Phase
Tours and Public Access
Ÿ
Ÿ
Ÿ
Ÿ

Training for potential tour guides will take place at an early stage.
Promotional material will be created to publicise the tours of the Hall.
Material to be produced for use with school age children for use during their visits to the Hall.
As the restoration nears completion, publicity will be sent out to the Leicester Information Centre for
the tours which be take place on Thursday and Sunday once a month during the summer season.

Our Heritage
Ÿ Work will be commissioned to add ‘heritage’ pages to website containing Oral History and other
material drawn from the archives and the book.
Ÿ A video will also be commissioned to use existing footage and archive material to provide a history of
the Hall.

Lecture Programme
A series of lectures relating to the heritage of the Hall will be given during this period. Most will be held
on Sunday evenings at the Hall. Topics include:
Ÿ 19 th century stained glass & Arts & craft movement
Ÿ A restaging of William Morris’ lecture to the Society from 1884
Ÿ Talk by craftspeople on the restoration work to the Hall
Ÿ Talk by Sarah Kirby, local printmaker, on printmaking and her print of the Secular Hall facade. (the
Leicester Print Workshop is close to the Hall)
Ÿ Talk to the Victorian Society on the History of the Hall (November 2017)

An Event and Exhibition
Completion of the project will be marked by an exhibition and an event to turn on the lighting to the
stained glass so it can be seen from the street. A prominent local people to be invited. The video can also
be shown. Invitations, press release sent out for book launch. Use of Eventbrite to gauge numbers.

Publicity
Ÿ Press release and information to interested parties concerning the timescale of work and what is being
done.
Ÿ Promotional material, including sets of postcards showing the Arts and Craft aspects of the Hall, will
be produced.
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A Proven Track Record
This bid is essentially the second phase in the
refurbishment of the Secular Hall. The first scheme was
financed with the aid of a Biffa Award grant of £36,000,
donations of £21,500 and £30,000 from the Secular
Society’s reserves. Some work was also carried out by
volunteers. This scheme provided:

Structural work being carried out in 2013 to
provide a new doorway to the office space, store
and fire exit in 2013

an accessible toilet
the conversion of a garage into an office and store
the provision of a new fire escape.
the refurbishment of the ground floor hall and committee
room.
A new dividing wall, seating and lighting.

The scheme involved some structural work to the Hall
and its success is demonstrated by the increased use of
the Hall. It also demonstrates the ability of the
Secular Society to deliver improvements and raise
money.
1960’s hardboard petition prior to refurbishment
of the Gimson room in 2013.

The Gimson room after refurbishment.

In 2008, the Secular Society had a grant from the HLF
for an Audience Development Plan which led us to a
strategy of phased improvement to the Hall. It was clear
we needed to retain our commercial tenants in order to
maintain rental income. It is this income has sustained
the Hall for decades and a grand scheme carried out all
at once would have required our tenants to move out.
We are also currently carrying out work, financed from
our own resources, to improve fire safety and bring back
committee rooms on the upper floors back into use. As
part of this programme the asbestos has already been
removed from the building. If this bid is successful and
the work is carried out, we have plans for the next phase
of work to the Hall. This includes:
restoring the ballroom’s original decor.
restoring to public view the panels of Arts and Craft tiles
which are currently concealed.
restoring the staining glass on the side windows and
south window of the Ballroom
updating the heating system and repositioning radiators

The new kitchen 2013.
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