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and its 

Art Deco Features

Holy Apostles and Martyrs’ Parish

“He may have been the last British architect to use the sculpted
human form in his work. Today his buildings seem fresh and 
elegant,but also poignant as they evoke the 1950s and so many 
of them are threatened.”

F. X. Velarde, an English Expressionist, 

Andrew Crompton & Dominic Wilkinson 



Introduction
English Martyrs’ Church is the 
parish church of Holy Apostles 
and Martyrs’ Parish in Wallasey, 
Wirral, in the Diocese of 
Shrewsbury. It was designed 
by Liverpool-based Francis 
Xavier Velarde and while it 
is one of a number of the 
predominantly Roman Catholic 
churches he designed for the 
area, it is regarded as one of 
his masterpieces and many 
people’s favourite; it is certainly 
one of his larger buildings.  The 
building is designed in Velarde’s favoured Romanesque Modern style and decorated in the Art Deco 
style with spectacular, flamboyant ceiling decorations and statuary by Herbert Tyson Smith. Figured 
mullions are almost his signature and he might well have been the last British architect to use the 
sculpted human form in the wall of a building. The external statues and the Pieta are by Phillip Lindsey 
Clark executed in cast stone. Velarde’s original sketches of the statues are in the parish archive.

The church was opened in 1953 although plans were produced in the mid 1930s, the building of the 
church being delayed by the Second World War. 

Historic England Listing
Historic England designated the church at Grade II in 2003 and amended this in 2013 to Grade ll*; 
of the 62 listed buildings in Wallasey there are no Grade I and only five Grade II*

The principal reasons for the listing can be summarised: 
• The architect - the notable Catholic architect, Francis Xavier Velarde. 
• The architectural interest - Velarde’s highly distinctive and personal style. 
• The design - creates a series of urban spaces which make an actively positive contribution 

to the street-scape. 
• The interior - sheer brick walls and spatial massing embellished with high quality craftsmanship. 
• Artistic interest - the font and the Lady altar by the highly regarded sculptor Herbert Tyson 

Smith. 

Baptistery  
The Baptistery and Font were designed by Velarde, the sculptor was 
Herbert Tyson Smith. The font is a square block of stone set in a 
diagonal, carved with flying angels chasing devils and roofed by a 
pyramid of fish scale tiles. Velarde used pyramid and cone shapes for 
many of his designs for tabernacles and candlesticks. The gates are of 
phosphor bronze; Velarde used metal for gates, altar rails and ambo.



The Nave 
The aisles are low and windowless; the nave is separated from the sanctuary by a massive Romanesque 
brick arch. The walls of the side aisles are adorned with the silvered plaques of the Stations of the 
Cross in Art Deco style. The supporting columns are decorated with spirals of silvered plaster and 
capitals with silvered crowns and crosses a flourish that Velarde also used on St Theresa’s church  
Upholland. Some of the windows are arranged in a cruciform shape and are characterised by the 
use of geometric shapes in plain and blue glass. The spectacular Zig Zag Moderne ceiling runs the 
length of the church but different geometric patterns are used throughout the building and are a 
trademark of Velarde designs.



The Sanctuary 
The altar is supported by an oval base decorated 
with a relief in white gold of the Angel of Agony 
offering a chalice.

The reredos recalls the Last Supper and carries 
the heads of the Apostles rising in a pyramid with 
the head of Christ at the summit. Judas, holding 
his bag of silver, turns his head away at the lower 
right.

The Crucifixion  Scene
On the rear wall of the 
sanctuary is the scene of the 
Crucifixion with carvings of 
Mary and John. The design is 
shown decorating the exterior 
of the campanile in some of 
Velarde’s early sketches.

The Tabernacle 
The Tabernacle is in white gold with a cone roof; the cantilevered shelves supporting the tabernacle 
and adjacent sanctuary lamp are to Velarde’s design. The Tabernacle design echoes  a tent (from 
which the name is 
derived) and is decorated 
with Art Deco motifs of 
zig zags and triplet lines. 
Alongside the Tabernacle 
is the velarde designed 
sanctuary lamp.



The Ambo 
More commonly referred to as the Lectern, 
the polished metal work is of the same design 
as the grille of the choir loft, as were the altar 
rails, which were removed many years ago. The 
material is phosphor bronze which has been 
brazed and selectively electroplated with silver 
metal. Of all the decorative features within the 
church the Ambo, choir grill and the candlesticks 
are perhaps the most characteristically Art 
Deco. 

The Lady Altar 
The statue by sculptors David John and Anthony 
Fraser  shows Mary with St John Fisher kneeling 
at her feet holding the axe of martyrdom and a 
bouquet of roses representing English Martyrs. 
The altar is by Herbert Tyson Smith.

The Stations of the Cross 
Depicting the last journey of Jesus in Jerusalem 
from his arrest, crucifixion and eventual 
Resurrection, the Stations are present in all 
Catholic churches. Some of the stations are 
scripturally based whilst others are traditional. 
Designed by Velarde these were executed by 
Philip Lindsey Clark. The number 14 in all, 
seven in each aisle.



Foundation Stone 
The Foundation 
Stone indicates 
that Bishop John 
Murphy conducted 
the ceremony of the 
laying of the Stone. 
However, on the day 
of the ceremony the 
Bishop was indisposed 
and the ceremony 
was conducted by 
Fr.  Peter Coughlan. 
The silver trowel used 
for the mortar and 
seen in this picture is 
still in the possession of the parish.

The Candle Sticks    
Velarde liked to specify the furnishings and 
decorative features of his churches and the 
candlesticks are no exception. Two of the original 
six are shown here of Art Deco geometric form 
finished in silver with wooden central globes 
incised with cruciform marks. They are identical 
in shape to those of Velarde’s first church, St 
Monica’s Bootle, although those are gilded in 
warm gold.

The Choir Stall
This is to the side of the Sanctuary and was 
originally accessed via an external metal 
staircase. The grill, which overlooks the 
Sanctuary is of the same Art Deco design as the 
Ambo and was the design also used for the altar 
rails, removed many years ago during the re-
ordering of the church layout. 



Restoration and Repair
In 2017 a quinquennial inspection was 
commissioned to determine the condition of 
the fabric of the church. The inspection showed 
that major work is required to restore the 
building; the roofs and metal framed windows 
need replacing, more energy efficient heating 
and lighting systems are needed, repairs are 
necessary to the brickwork and re-decoration 
of Velarde’s unique ceiling and other design 
details is needed. The cost of these works is 
substantial and an application was made to 
the Heritage Fund (HF) for a grant towards the 
works.

In 2018 welcome news was received when we 
were informed by the HF that we were successful 
in our application for an initial Lottery grant to 
help fund the development of our project.

Canon Philip Moor said “We were delighted to 
receive this support thanks to Lottery players. 
The Parish and its church have been at the heart 
of the community for more than 100 years and 
it’s great to know that we are a step closer to 
preserving it for another century.”

Now, following the appointment of a 
professional team to manage the restoration 
work and the recruitment of volunteers to 
help manage new community activities our 
project team is finalising a second phase grant 
application to the HF to enable the delivery of 
the project.


