
Exploring London visit to Greenwich on Tuesday 15 August 
‘Exploring London’ started the day in the cafe in the new wing of the Maritime Museum ... and then 
carried on exploring!  Photos by Sue Lamble and Liz Simpson 
 
The Queen’s House 

On Tuesday 15 August the ‘Exploring London’ group 
visited the Queen’s House (free entry!) at Greenwich. 
The first truly classical building in England, it was built 
between 1616 and 1635 by Inigo Jones for Queen Anne 
of Denmark (supposedly a gift from her husband, King 
James I, to apologise for swearing in front of her when 
she accidentally killed one of his dogs) though sadly she 
died before it was completed. Over the years it has 
been used by members of the royal family and as a 
home for orphans of seamen. The House was recently 
restored and reopened in 2016.  Many of the 22 rooms 

are now being used to house a wonderful collection of maritime paintings and portraits by artistis 
such as Rubens, Canaletto, Lowry, Hogarth, Turner, Stubbs, Reynolds and Gainsborough. An amzing 
feature of the House is the fantastic Tulip Staircase, the first geometric, self-supporting spiral 
staircase in Britain. There’s a new gold leaf ceiling by Richard Wright in the Great Hall (using motifs 
inspired by the staircase, it replaces the original ceiling paintings by Artemisia and Orazio Gentileschi 
which are now in Marlborough House), strikingly bold wall-colours in some rooms and an ornate 
ceiling in the Queen’s Presence Chamber. Well worth a visit! 
Report by Janet Hillman. 
 
Visit to the Painted Hall at the Old Royal Naval College 

One or two of us, more ‘ vertiginously  challenged’ shall 
we say than others, had to take a deep breath to quell 
the butterflies as we donned our green hi-vis vests and 
hard hats to climb the 70 open-tread steps amid the 
scaffolding, but it was a  rare privilege to take a guided 
tour of the elaborate baroque ceiling of the Painted Hall 
of the Old Royal Naval College and be able to be as up 
close to it as the artist James Thornhill and his assistants 
would have been when they began work on it in 1708. 
Our excellent guide, Sa’ad, described the process by 
which this great work was made – secco rather than 

fresco, painted on dry plaster rather than wet- and gave us a fascinating tour d’horizon of its 
historical context  - the importance and glorification of the navy under Protestant William and Mary 
at the time of the Wars of the Spanish Succession - and its depiction, referencing  Greenwich’s role 
in the navy’s mastery of  time and tide, including a splendid portrait of the first Astronomer Royal, 
Flamsteed, a friend of both the architect Sir Christopher Wren and Thornhill himself, and portrayals 
of the monarchs as Mars and Athena  in a  vast  central tableau showing the triumph of Peace and 
Liberty over the forces of Tyranny, in a glorious hodgepodge of Greek mythology, Christian allegory 
and classical history. 
  We  saw the conservators at work carefully removing 60 years of dust  from the gilded plaster 
around the ceiling with deionised water and special sponges and were shown areas requiring 
perhaps more particular attention when work on the painting itself begins. But we were reminded 
that this is to be conservation, not restoration. Any work done will be fully reversible, if future 
conservators so decide.  



When the work is all completed and visitors to the Painted Hall will once again have to crane their 
necks and peer through strategically placed mirrors at ground level to admire this fabulous example 
of high baroque, we shall remember this special opportunity afforded us. Many thanks to Liz for 
suggesting and organising this visit. 
Report by Maggie Butcher 
 
P.S. Some of us wondered whether James Thornhill had any connection to Barnsbury’s Thornhill 
Square but he doesn’t. That honour belongs to George Thornhill a century later. 
 
 


