
Statement of Significance 2016-004752 
Section 1.   History of the Church Building 
 
One can speculate that the mound on which the church is situated may have had 
ritual significance since pre-history, but the earliest reference to the spiritual 
significance of Liskeard’s place of worship  is an account of the manumission of  a 
female slave, Aelsgyth, probably between A.D. 940 and 1042, by the Prior of Bodmin 
(St. Petroc’s) at the “cymbol” of St Petroc in the town. By the date of the Doomsday 
survey the Manor of Liskeard had become the most economically important in 
Cornwall, and from this time the Normans were building the large church that in 1328 
changed its dedication to that of St. Martin of Tours.  By late medieval times the 
disparity between Liskeard and Bodmin in terms of population and social significance 
had deteriorated to the point of puzzlement as to the relatively large size of St 
Martin’s church in Liskeard.  Prior to the Reformation, when they were suppressed, 
St Martin’s also had a number of associated Chantry Chapels, some physically part 
of the church building, and which with the sacred well at Ladye Park made the town a 
pilgrimage destination of moderate to high significance nationally. 
 
In the 15th century the church was considerably enlarged by the addition of south 
(1428) and north (1477) aisles and chapels, though building had possibly not 
commenced at those dates. It is probable that the Nave served as the town’s 
community, civic and cultural centre, functions vaguely echoed in some of its current 
activities. 
 
Following the Reformation, and a late medieval decline in the area’s agricultural 
importance, economic fortunes were revived by the development of the tin and 
copper mining industries, which were in existence since prehistoric times.  
Congregations, like the town population, increased.  St. Martin’s was re-ordered in 
the late 18th century partly to accommodate this.  A Rood Screen had been 
demolished and in the 1790s the main access to the Parvise Room was obliterated 
by the building of a balcony over the Lady Chapel. Disastrous application of rot 
promoting plaster over the roof timbers took place, and installation of box pews. The 
latter were replaced in the mid 19th century. 
 
The building underwent a massive renovation in the 1870s, precipitated by the 
discovery that the rotted roof was about to collapse.  The re-ordered church, with its 
new roof, was re-dedicated in 1879, though the Tower was by now showing signs 
that it too was not far off collapse.   
 

        
 
 
 
 
 
 

The pew building programme 
reached its zenith in the late 
19th century. 
 
1890 (exact date not known) 



Following the rebuilding of the tower at the turn of the 19th century, further re-ordering 
of the seating took place, particularly at the front of the Nave and in the Lady Chapel:  
 

 
 
The destruction of the medieval stained glass windows and wall paintings wrought by 
the Reformation and Commonwealth was reversed during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries.  Truro Cathedral was being built at that time, glazed by the famous London 
firm of Ward and Hughs, and they were commissioned by Liskeard families to install 
the new windows in St Martin’s Church.  Many illustrate Biblical stories.  
 
The ornately carved oak pulpit of 1636, unlike the older Rood Screen, was a 
fortunate survivor of the post Commonwealth depredations though it lost its matching 
sounding board.  A more recent wooden treasure is the altar table acquired in the 
great restoration of 1879; it was carved in Jerusalem of oak from Mount Hebron and 
olive wood from Gethsemane.  It was unfortunately stranded on a Liverpudlian 
sandbank so missed the re-dedication.  The only other such known is in Chester 
Cathedral.  The ancient stone font of uncertain date was moved to its present 
position under the new Tower shortly after that structure’s completion in 1903, and 
was subsequently fitted with an ornate carved wooden cover, presenting an 
impressive sight in this situation. 
 
Incremental removal of pews for both social and worship purposes progressed during 
the last hundred years, most notably in 1981 with the fashioning of a crèche and 
book corner in the west end of the south aisle, and the restoration of a chapel (now 
the War Memorial Chapel) in the South Chancel. 
 

2011 



The history of environmental concern in St. Martin’s Church is necessarily brief, 
but until recently it was undoubtedly a high carbon economy of tallow, paraffin, coal, 
fuel oil and gas.  Until the late 19th century lighting must have been by wax candle or 
oil lamps, the early photograph of the church interior shows what are probably 
pendant paraffin lamps – 
 

 
 
In November 1937 a Faculty was granted for the installation of electric lights.  These 
were of the incandescent variety but over the last decade these relatively inefficient 
bulbs have been replaced with the brighter discharge variety as they became 
available, and latterly with even more efficient LED bulbs, still using the original lamp 
fittings of 1937.   
 
Energy efficiency was further increased with the introduction of a renewable energy 
source in 2012 in the form of arrays of solar photovoltaic generating panels on the 
church roof. 
 
The first known heating system, installed around 1880, was coal fired.  Its exact 
details are not known but the in-filled channels for hot water pipes across the 
Quilligotti style terrazzo aisle walkways are visible.   Solid fuel was replaced by an oil 
fired system and this in turn was superseded by gas heated blown hot air heaters 
(Powrmatic) in both Vestrys.  This system, though effective, was both inefficient and 
expensive to run.  It was also very noisy, a most unfortunate feature during Services 
and recitals. Both original heaters have now failed and one is housed in an asbestos 
containing cupboard which prevents maintenance under current regulations and 
must be removed. During this recent period of the building’s history it has been 
subject to rapid and large changes of temperature producing expansion and 
contraction of the fabric. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

They must have been installed after 
the restoration completed in 1879.  
The bases of the lamps appear to be 
liquid reservoirs and no evidence of 
19th century gas lighting pipes has 
been found. 



Statement of Significance  Section 2.  Significance of the Church 
 
Until the Modern period of history, with its rise of Non-conformism, the church was 
the premier indoor location for civic and social activity in Liskeard.  Both church and 
town’s changing fortunes are reflected in the architectural and furnishing features of 
the building, evolving from Norman to Victorian times.  Of particular significance is 
the church tower.  In medieval times there were two - 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By the end of the 19th century this tower was in grave danger of collapsing and was 
replaced with an impressive new structure of matching Perpendicular design. As 
much as was possible of the old tower was incorporated, access to the new Choir 
Vestry is through a Gothic arch, and this faces a restored Norman arch on the north 
wall situated below a Norman window alcove. It contains a chamber of eight bells 
which are popular with campanologists from far and wide, but the combination of 
tower and peal irritate those who think the Church should be neither seen nor heard, 
though it brings reassurance to many others. 
 
St. Martin’s is probably the second largest church in Cornwall after Bodmin, and the 
capacious Nave hosts not only large civic and school services of worship but 
concerts and variety shows.  Prominent among these are organ recitals.  There is a 
dearth of such venues in Liskeard.  The magnificent Thomas Lewis organ was 
installed in 1913 and is so highly reputed that the general public are prepared to 
tolerate the 19th century pews to hear it even though they are very frank about the 
seating. 
 
The significance of the church relative to the town has closely followed the latter’s 
fortunes.   Liskeard’s population reached a height in the middle of the 19th century as 
did the pew seating accommodation.  This was soon followed by the sudden decline 
of the local mining industry, emigration of much of the local population, and the 
steady removal of the pews.  The middle of the 20th century saw the slow restoration 
of the population which reached its former height by the 1980s.  Such  industry as 
still existed moved away to places with better transport communications so the new 
arrivals were predominantly folk who had moved to live in the town but worked 
elsewhere, particularly in Plymouth. They have somewhat different cultural 
aspirations and ideas of community to those who had gone before. 
 
The pews met the needs of the earlier congregations who looked straight ahead to 
the finely carved wooden pulpit. Like the pulpit, some of the pews are of excellent 
decorative workmanship, and reinforce the feeling of continuity with past 
worshippers.   Like the pulpit, however, they frustrate the aspirations of those who 
wish to engage with new patterns of worship and instruction.  They also present a 
discouragingly alien impression to people entering the building for the first time, an 
impression the regular congregation knows it has to dispel in its work of mission.  
This work has included attracting people into the building by adopting an open 
church policy during the day, though this has entailed a security risk.  This has been 
partially offset with a CCTV system inside the church. 

 

These were demolished and replaced with a 
single tower at the west end of the building in 
1627, which contained, or consisted of, much of 
one of the original structures. 



Statement of Significance  Section 3.  Impact of the Proposals 
 
The desired impacts that the proposals will have are fivefold: 
 

1. An energy efficient and effective heating system that will give a continuous, 
quiet, baseline temperature capable of being increased when necessary.  The 
current gas heated blown hot air system is wasteful of energy heating first the 
rafters, noisy, and characterised by significant swings of temperature of the 
building fabric.  The proposed underfloor system in which water is heated to 
the required temperature by a combination of an efficient modern gas boiler 
and electricity generated by the church’s own photovoltaic solar energy 
system will provide heat initially at floor level, and rising from there.  It will be 
quiet and not produce the severe gusts of hot or cold air that periodically, and 
noisily, afflict the congregation from the present system.  The stable 
temperature will prevent the constant expansion and contraction so 
deleterious to ancient buildings. 

 
2. The removal of the relatively low aesthetic quality pews from the Nave to 

enable installation of underfloor heating will allow comfortable seating in 
patterns sufficiently flexible to meet the needs of any activity, religious or 
secular.   The retention of the best pews re-arranged along the north wall to 
face south will preserve these fine examples of church furniture with no loss 
of effective open space.  These pews are a significant visual treasure of the 
church but their present situation across the front of the Nave renders them 
largely invisible.  Relocating them along the north wall facing south will 
display the woodwork to full advantage. The field of view from these seats 
would allow their occupants to feel visually at one with the rest of the 
congregation, which is definitely not now the case with the North Aisle pews.   
Looking east from the rear of the Nave this arrangement will provide some 
visual balance to the early 20th century wooden screen and pews of the Lady 
Chapel on its south side.  It is intended that the new seats would be easily 
moved and tightly stackable so that the proportion of the total permanently in 
position could be augmented for very large congregations, or reduced, from 
inconspicuous storage areas.   

 
3. The comfortable interior and more welcoming appearance will be further 

enhanced by the new hospitality facilities.  Unlike the current ad hoc 
arrangements the new kitchen and servery will be acceptable from the ‘Health 
and Safety’ viewpoint.  The current single toilet has been found to be 
inadequate for large congregations running into the hundreds, particularly of 
children, the elderly, and people with disabilities. The  provision of a second 
toilet will go a long way to relieve this problem. 

 
4. The designs of etched glass screens to be incorporated in the project will 

complement and continue the instructional tradition of the Victorian stained 
glass windows. 

 
5. The provision of larger amounts of flexible space will allow movement of 

Church activities into the main building from the Church Hall thus freeing the 
latter up for more community hire purposes, increasingly needed in Liskeard. 

 


