
Detailed measured drawing tracings 
were made to document the dimensions 
and composition of the original 1883 
polychrome stenciling.

In 1996 original polychrome wall decoration was 
revealed during a painting of the nave. The section 
was preserved under acrylic sheet, reminding of the 
possibilities. 

The decorative border along the chancel (altar) 
wall differs in detail, but not in concept from the 
border found on the nave walls.

Mechanical paint layer removal reveals the 
original 1883 designs in preparation for the 
cutting of mylar stencils. 



        he rediscovery of extensive decorative border polychrome painting during    
ongoing repairs and redesign of the nave, chancel and organ installation is an 
exciting development at Grace Episcopal Church. The repairs to the plaster and 
repainting disclosed extensive areas of the original decorative finishes. Examples 
of nearly all the original finishes survive for replication. It is possible to restore 
the original decoration. 

We say “rediscovery” because the striking color patterns were revealed 25 years 
ago in 1996 during plaster repair and painting of the nave. This artwork dates 
back over 140 years to the construction of the church in 1883.

In 1996 the Vestry hired Matthew J. Mosca, the nation’s leading historic 
paint conservator, to examine the impressive decorative stenciling and make 
recommendations for its restoration or replication. After careful field study and 
laboratory analysis, Mr. Mosca submitted his findings. Much of the information 
that follows is excerpted from the Mosca Report. 

The photograph below shows the recovery of the original decoration during the 
plaster repairs. Note that the stencil may be a stylized Passion Flower.

During the ongoing construction and painting the base wall color has been 
returned to a warm soothing earth tone, replacing an off-white. Immediately 
the space assumed an expression of quiet reverence. The painted decoration 
of the walls is based on light stone colors meant to give the walls the general 
impression of stone. These types of color give solidity to the walls which the 
previous brilliant white did not. Indeed, the bright white tends to negate the 
concept of the wall, changing the stained-glass windows from glowing sources 
of light to dark recesses. No visual connection is made by the eye from the 
wainscot to the ceiling since the white is such a strong contrast to the brown 
of the wood. The original decoration was done with a palette employing many 
light colors, with dark colors used for effective contrast, primarily in bands. The 
relationship of the wainscot, plaster wall and ceiling vault have become far more 
harmonious, than with the previous incongruous white finish on the plaster. 

One vital step remains in restoring the spiritual harmony of the space: 
repainting of the decorative polychrome borders. 

“Consider the concept of Stewardship, rather than Ownership, 
for buildings of such historic and architectural merit”

—Matthew Mosca, from the Mosca Report, 1997

“I know of no Church, in which I have ever 
been—and I have visited many noted for 
their beauty - both in this country and in 
Europe—whose Interior strikes one when it 
is entered as more appropriate for worship, 
and more satisfying and beautiful to the 
eye and mind. The maroon and dark green 
colors blend in a way to an inspiring...
religious light.”

John Letcher, parishioner, in 1931 
just before the original church colors 
were painted over with white.
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Decorative stencil painting is an ancient 
form of religious ornamentation. It 
is a labor intensive process requiring 
planning and skill resulting in an 
exquisite original creation that says
this is a special, a holy place. 


