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SCULPTOR AND CARVER Harry Hems (1842–1916)
established the highly-prolific and internationally-renowned
Ecclesiastical Art Works in Exeter in the late nineteenth century,
yet he has been comparatively little studied. In part this may be
because the archive of original documents from his business was
almost certainly destroyed when his sons retired in 1938,1 but
letters from Hems to a patron concerning the furnishing and
decoration of one particular church built in 1880–82 – St Peter’s
Revelstoke, Noss Mayo, Devon – do survive.2 These letters,
together with the rich and varied carvings at the church, and
contemporary photographs of the work taken at Hems’s studios,
afford us a rare and fascinating glimpse of the man and his
methods (Fig. 1).

Carving a career – the early years of Harry Hems
Hems was born in Islington, and seemed destined to spend his
working life in the cutlery business, his mother’s family being the
Wostenholms, owners of a firm of highly successful cutlers based
in Sheffield. An apprenticeship with the firm did not suit,
however, although Hems did adopt as his personal motto the
firm’s trademark: I.X.L. (I excel). Having been inspired originally
at the Great Exhibition in 1851 by the carving of Thomas
Wilkinson Wallis, Hems turned to woodcarving. He was
indentured to Arthur Hayball of Sheffield, a talented carver with
a keen interest in the developing art and science of photography,
a medium which Hems would later use himself to very good
effect. Hems worked as hard for Hayball as ever he would, though
does not seem to have enjoyed a good relationship with his master
whose skill he recognised but whose character he found
miserable.3

The Gothic Revival of the mid-nineteenth century ensured
that a traditionally-trained skilled carver was not short of work
and, after serving out his apprenticeship in Sheffield, Hems was
employed for two years in various parts of the United Kingdom
before venturing to Italy to work in studios in Florence and
Carrara.At the beginning of 1866 Hems was back in England, and
in December of that year he came to Exeter to work on the Royal
Albert Memorial Museum. Arriving by train, just outside the
station Hems picked up an old horseshoe, his ‘Luckie Horseshoe’,
with which he would long be associated and after which he
would name his studios.
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Fig. 1: Harry Hems, c.1890, from a
print in Emily Baring’s scrapbook.



Gradually building up a loyal workforce, Hems’s drive and
determination, his attention to detail and his business acumen,
which included a flair for self-promotion, soon brought him
to the attention of several notable architects, among whom was
Sir George Gilbert Scott. Working at the church of St John the
Baptist, Stowford (Fig. 2), for Scott in 1874, it was recorded that:

Almost all the wood and stone carved work, which was most extensive,
and much of it most elaborate, was executed by Harry Hems, of Exeter,
whose fame as an ecclesiastical sculptor and carver is a sufficient
guarantee of the excellence and fidelity with which the carving has
been done.4

An association with other well-respected architects, such as
Edward Ashworth at Topsham, near Exeter, in 1876, and John
Loughborough Pearson at Dartington, 1878–80, ensured that
Hems’s star continued to rise. He took on more craftsmen – in the
census of 1881, 23 men and seven boys were employed – and soon
required new premises to accommodate his business. In 1881 he
purchased the freehold of two acres of land, some three minutes
walk from the centre of Exeter in Longbrook Street. Here new

Fig. 2: Detail of bench end at the
church of St John the Baptist,
Stowford, Devon, carved 1874.The
knife beneath the severed head of the
saint is based on a bowie knife
produced by the Sheffield cutlers,
Wostenholm, Hems’s maternal
ancestors. On its blade it carries the
I.X.L. mark.
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studios – the Luckie Horseshoe Studios – were built according to
plans drawn up by architect Robert Medley Fulford, with whom
Hems worked on many occasions (Fig. 3).

The buildings survive, with a restaurant – Harry’s – now
occupying the ground floor, and a firm of chartered civil and
structural engineers occupying the upper floors. Hems’s office is
remarkably intact – his photograph is above the fireplace and a
frieze of Delft tiles collected by Hems, together with an
inscription carved some twelve years after Hems first moved in,
winds its way around the room (Fig. 4). On the outside of the
building, below a statue representing Art, is a shield bearing the
horseshoe picked up by Hems some sixteen years before. Beneath
is Hems’s motto: ‘I.X.L.’.

In 1882, aged 40, Hems had reached his prime, but, never
lacking in ambition, he remained keen to expand his business and
extend his studios further.A major commission for the carving at
St Peter’s Revelstoke, Noss Mayo, Devon, must therefore have
seemed heaven sent.

Background to the building of St Peter’s
The ruins of the medieval church of Revelstoke shelter in
woodland on cliffs above Stoke Bay, south Devon. Dedicated to
St Peter before the Reformation, it is now more usually known as
the church of St Peter the Poor Fisherman and is in the care of
the Churches Conservation Trust. The church was devastated in
1868 when the roof of the nave collapsed, apparently riddled with
dry rot.5 Only the south aisle remained in occasional use.

Fig. 3: Hems’s former ‘Luckie
Horseshoe Studios’, Longbrook Street,
Exeter.
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In 1877 Edward (Ned) Charles Baring (1828–97) (Fig. 5),
from 1882 until 1890 senior partner of Barings Bank, and his
wife, Louisa Emily Charlotte Baring (1839–92) (Fig. 6), purchased
the Membland estate with the Manor of Revelstoke and Noss
Mayo. Emily Baring’s family, the Bulteels, lived nearby. Extensive
building work was undertaken on the main house and estate
houses at Membland in the late 1870s. In August 1878 a son,
Rupert, was born, but died at the tender age of seven weeks and
was buried in the churchyard on the cliffs.
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Fig. 4: Hems’s office at his studios is
largely intact.The fire surround is
carved with his initials and his ‘Luckie
Horseshoe’, and his portrait hangs
above.



Thoughts turned to the ruined church – what was to be
done? Rebuilding would be difficult as considerable damage had
been done to pillars and walls by the roof collapse, moreover, most
of the congregation dwelt in the village of Noss Mayo, on the
banks of Newton Creek on the estuary of the River Yealm, one
and a half miles distant. Here nearly all the inhabitants lived by
fishing. Described as ‘a quaint, homely and honest set of people,
half aquatic, and little acquainted with the world outside their
narrow sphere’,6 the villagers observed Sundays religiously.
Although there had been a Chapel of Ease in Noss since 1839,
Ned and Emily Baring decided, for the benefit of the good
fisherfolk, to build a new parish church of St Peter on a sloping
site above the village (Fig. 7).

Plans for the new church
Plans for the new church were drawn up by architect James Piers
St Aubyn (1815–95) in 1880.7 St Aubyn’s architectural practice
was based in London, but he worked extensively in the south-

‘A MASTER IN THE ART’: HARRY HEMS AND ST PETER’S REVELSTOKE, NOSS MAYO, DEVON

103

Fig. 5: Edward Charles Baring, by Rudolf Lehmann, 1879.
Ned Baring was created 1st Lord Revelstoke in 1885. Image
courtesy of the Baring Archive.

Fig. 6: Louisa Emily Charlotte Baring, Lady Revelstoke.
Royal Collection Trust / © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II
2017.



west, particularly in Cornwall, where members of his aristocratic
family lived. Although criticised for his restorations of medieval
churches, ‘many, if not most’ of which were ‘unnecessarily
destructive’,8 St Aubyn could produce new work of great
sensitivity. It is acknowledged that ‘He was an accomplished
deployer of Gothic in his new churches, most of which are
relatively small, but the largest ... are impressively composed, often
on difficult sites.’9

St Aubyn’s plans reveal that the church was to be built in the
Perpendicular Gothic style to accommodate 200 persons. An
influence on the design of the new church was assuredly the
medieval church of Newton Ferrers situated on the opposite bank
of the creek. St Aubyn used the precipitous nature of the site at
Noss to advantage, building a vestry and store beneath the north
aisle, accessed by a winding staircase enclosed within a projecting
turret.As would be expected, the plans contain a wealth of detail
of the building and its furnishings, from the vestry fireplace and
chimney to the hinges and lock plates on the doors of the tower
screen.

In employing an architect with West Country connections,
the Barings set a precedent for the building of the church. This
was to be carried out entirely by the Barings’ own men, under the
general supervision of their agent, Samuel Adams, and under the
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Fig. 7: St Peter’s Revelstoke, set above the fishing village of Noss Mayo, 1880s, from a photograph in Emily Baring’s scrapbook.



immediate direction of clerk of works, George W. Crosbie. Using
local dun stone quarried on the estate, and granite from
Dartmoor, the intention was to build according to the best local
traditions, and this carried through to the interior decoration and
furnishings, also assigned to local artists and craftsmen. John T.
Fouracre, of Fouracre and Watson, Plymouth, was appointed to
create the stained glass windows, to provide painted panels for the
reredos and chancel, and to decorate the walls and ceilings. Henry
Gullet of Yealmpton provided the marble inlay in the chancel, and
Hems was entrusted with all the oak furnishings and fittings. 10

The pulpit
The carvings shown in St Aubyn’s plans are Gothic traceried.Yet
a visit to St Peter’s reveals a great array of elaborately carved oak,
some of it decidedly unconventional, that does not appear in the
original drawings. Hems’s letters to Mrs Baring are particularly
instructive with regard to these changes, none more so than his
letters regarding St Aubyn’s pulpit.

The pulpit is drawn in detail in St Aubyn’s original plans of
1880 (Fig. 8) and was carved at Hems’s studios according to these
plans in 1882 (Fig. 9). Since the architect’s drawings for the pulpit
must have received prior approval, Hems was at considerable risk
of offending his patrons when he commented on the design in a
letter to Mrs Baring written on 16 June 1882. He referred to the
pulpit thus: ‘the pulpit...somehow has a poverty stricken look
about it – as if it were meant for a mission church!’As a postscript
to this letter, Hems added ‘I had a letter from Mr St Aubyn 2 days
ago – very crossly worded.’11

The response he received from Mrs Baring, if any, is not
known, but nearly two weeks later, the pulpit is mentioned again.
In a letter of 29 June 1882, Hems writes:

I am venturing to send for your much esteemed acceptance a photo of
the pulpit. Now that it is all together and quite finished off it does not
look at all bad for a simple pulpit? Of course it has no pretention (sic)
to richness, being nothing but ordinary traceried work judiciously
designed.12

Sadly no further correspondence on the matter appears to survive.
What is abundantly clear, however, is that Hems’s words had the
desired effect. In 1884 a most elaborately carved oak pulpit,
presumably designed by Hems, took the place of that drawn by
St Aubyn. Keen to publicise his work, Hems ensured that a
drawing of it was published three years later in The Furniture
Gazette.13

The pulpit is carved inside and out, with four inset panels of
scenes from the bible, including the stoning of Stephen and Paul
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preaching at Athens (Figs 10 and 11). The carving is signed and
dated: HARRY HEMS Sculp EXETER 1884. Careful
examination of the pulpit also reveals that it bears the I.X.L. mark
which Hems had adopted from his maternal ancestors, the
Wostenholms.

Hems may truly have felt that St Aubyn’s original pulpit did
not fit with the increasingly lavish decoration at St Peter’s, but ever
mindful of a business opportunity, and aware that the Barings were
not short of funds, it is not difficult to understand why he
proceeded as he did.The Barings wanted the best and Hems was
astute enough to use this to his advantage, with the consequence
that all were satisfied, save perhaps the architect.

The chancel roof
The church, including the chancel, is overarched with wagon
roofs, and studded with bosses at the junctions of ribs and
purlins typical of those found in late medieval churches in Devon
(Fig. 12). Hems’s letters regarding the chancel roof are particularly
useful for an understanding of his working methods.

On 5 June 1882, Hems noted:
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Fig. 8: Plan of pulpit for St Peter’s
Revelstoke by J. P. St Aubyn, 1880. ©
Plymouth Museums Galleries Archives



On Saturday I was in S. Andrew’s Plymouth (I did work there under
Sir Gilbert Scott) and looking at the chancel roof with Dr Wilkinson
the vicar, saw at once precisely the line of work to pursue in your
chancel. S.Andrew’s is a grand specimen of the typical Devonshire roof.
The ornament coming down at Noss hard upon the projecting corbels
would look a little crude & so I shall stop it – as is always done in the
best old Devonshire churches with carved representations of angels. I
have sketched out the effect & enclose it. Half the angels will belong
to the church militant & wear crosses on their heads & bear shields; the
other half will pertain to the church triumphant & hold their hands in
the act of prayer.14 (Fig. 13)

Four days later, on 9 June, Hems wrote to Mrs Baring about the
roof again:

Madame, I feel anxious about the angels and roof work being just what
it ought to be. I shall run down tomorrow (Saturday) with an angel, &
put it in place, that you may see the effect & judge the size &c.Then I
shall go to the old church at Revelstoke & see which of the
enrichments in the roof there we can copy. If it is possible to utilize
them all we ought certainly so to do? I shall bring down modelling clay
&c so that careful impressions of them can be made on the spot & these
can be carefully copied in the new work.15

On 26 June a further letter read:

I hear that Mr Baring likes the roof work, for which I am very glad.
He says I am all behind, but the fact is I have felt that your handsome
church should be, so far as regards my own particular work anyhow,
altogether the outcomings of Westcountry workmen. I have therefore
quite firmly refused all offers of outside help and my own little staff of
Devonshire artists have done every stroke of the carved work which, I
earnestly trust, will for many generations to come adorn S. Peter’s at
Revelstoke.16
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Fig. 9: Photograph of pulpit carved by
Harry Hems for St Peter’s Revelstoke,
1882. © Plymouth Museums
Galleries Archives
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Fig. 10: Paul preaching at Athens, detail of pulpit carved at Hems’s studios, 1884.
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Fig. 11: The stoning of Stephen, detail of pulpit carved at Hems’s studios, 1884.
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Fig. 12: St Peter’s Revelstoke, interior.



These letters to Mrs Baring emphasise the care and attention to
detail that Hems was exercising in his approach to the building
project and, equally, his desire that this was recognised by his
patrons. Hems also recorded his significant connections with the
medieval parish church of St Andrew’s Plymouth, the largest in
Devon, and the architect who oversaw its restoration in 1875,
Sir Gilbert Scott, all of which served to reassure the Barings that
their trust in him was not misplaced. In the last of these three
letters Hems even manages to turn what might have been
perceived as a criticism, regarding the slow progress of the work,
to his favour.

The cherubs in the chancel
The building of St Peter’s was a deeply personal project for the
Barings, especially for Emily Baring. While ostensibly for the
fisherfolk of Noss Mayo, the church also acted as a memorial to
members of the Baring and Bulteel families. One of the stained
glass windows by Fouracre was in memory of Lady Elizabeth
Bulteel, Emily Baring’s mother, while another remembered her
two young sons who had died, Arthur (d.1863) and Rupert
(d.1878). But the church was for the living too and Hems’s letters
document a personal touch in the decoration of the chancel later
discussed by Maurice Baring, son of Ned and Emily Baring, in
The Puppet Show of Memory, published in 1922. In this work of
autobiography, Baring recalls: ‘Hugo [his younger brother] and I
both sat for cherubs’ heads, which were carved in stone on the
reredos’.17

Maurice’s memory failed him somewhat as the cherubs’ heads
were not on the reredos but on the north and south walls of the
chancel, but he was recalling an event which happened when he
was just eight years old. Hems’s letter sets the record straight. On
16 June 1882, he wrote:

You will not forget to let me have a cabinet head – or rather two
cabinet heads each – one in profile and the other full faced of Masters
Maurice and Hugo? S. Maurice was a great saint at Plympton S
Maurice in the days long ago & there is not the least possible reason
why Masters Maurice and Hugo should not be made into little saints
now! The larger the head, the readier for practical purposes. I do not
want the shoulders shown but just a head full of detail.18

The heads, carved in grey marble (Fig. 14), are clearly portraits of
the two boys, but they do not seem out of place alongside the
other four carved cherubs and must have been a source of
amusement to Maurice and Hugo, while perhaps, a source of
some comfort to their mother.
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The bench ends
In a book presented to the Barings’ daughter Elizabeth on her
marriage to Viscount Castlerosse in April 1887, the effect of the
carved bench ends is described:

Wander where you will along the hallowed aisles, or up the stately
nave, and note, even as you pace along, the carven ends that flank every
bench. There are three score and ten of them, or thereabouts, each
carved in a different pattern from its fellow, all showing diversity of
conception and design; yet every one blending and forming a unit in
one harmonious whole. 19

The architect’s plan for traceried bench ends, like the pulpit, seems
to have been rejected in favour of an array of figural, foliate, and
elaborate traceried work, all carved by Hems’s men. While the
architect’s name appears in photographs of the bench ends taken
in the Luckie Horseshoe studios, it is certain that St Aubyn did
not design them all; many were the inspiration of Hems himself
or were copied by Hems from those at the ruined church on the
cliff. In a letter published in March 1882, Hems declared: ‘The
ancient fane is a fifteenth-century building. Its old bench ends,
curiously carved in oak, are at present in my atelier at Exeter, and
I am producing exact facsimiles of them for the new church’.20

The figural carvings, many of new design, reflect this world
and the next, and so the arms of the Baring family are found with
saints and angels (Fig. 15) not far distant. Two carvings are
particularly distinctive and receive special mention in Hems’s
letters: one of Bishop Temple of Exeter, later Bishop of London
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Fig. 14: Carved stone heads in the chancel of Maurice Baring (b.1874) and Hugo Baring (b.1876).
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Fig. 15: Bench end of angel, carved at Hems’s studios, 1882.



and afterwards Archbishop of Canterbury, who consecrated the
new church at Noss on 6 September 1882 (Fig. 16), the other of
a great sea fight.

There are several reasons why Hems may have chosen to
represent Bishop Temple (Fig. 17), appointed at Exeter in 1869.
The bishop was ‘a quintessential Victorian, rugged, tolerant and
emotional’ and had ‘enormous energy’,21 all of which would have
appealed to Hems, who recognised Temple as ‘a venerable and
learned divine’.22

On 15 June 1882, Hems ‘took the bull by the horns’ and sent
a photograph of the carving of the bishop to the episcopal palace
in Exeter. In the accompanying letter he explained that the figure
was carved:

wearing the high mitre of the 15th century, richly attired and carrying
his crozier on the right side.The left hand is open.This exceptionable
(sic) attitude refers without doubt, to the unselfish character of this
particular bishop, of whom it is recorded upon more than one
authority, that he freely gave one half [of] his stipend to form a new
bishopric in Cornwall.23

Hems received a reply from the bishop himself, describing the
carving as ‘exceedingly skilful’, which he forwarded on to Mrs
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Fig. 16: The consecration of St Peter’s Revelstoke, 6 September 1882, from a photograph in Emily Baring’s scrapbook.
The figures are 1. Bishop Temple, 2. Ned Baring, 3.Archdeacon Earle, 4. Revd H. F. Roe.
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Fig. 17: Bench end portraying Frederick Temple, Bishop of Exeter,
carved at Hems’s studios, 1882.



Baring as he thought the correspondence would ‘amuse’ her.24

Naturally, mention of the carving of the bishop found its way into
the newspapers, thus associating Hems in the public mind with an
authority of the church who had proved his worth in Devon,
despite being a controversial appointment initially.

The carving of the sea battle again gave Hems the chance to
associate himself with the great and the good (Fig. 18). On 13 July
1882 Hems wrote to Mrs Baring:

I really hope that the last of this set of bench ends will be the best! It
is not altogether ecclesiastical – save that in the bible we read of wars
and rumours of wars! But I think it will be pre-eminently suitable for
the tastes of the good fisher people, who, for generation after
generation, will undoubtedly worship at the church your goodness has
created. It is a representation of an ancient sea fight.There-in, you can
see an old vessel (named Baring or Bulteel I conclude for there is a ‘B’
on the mainsail?), who puts out into the channel and deliberately
thrashes a couple of hugh (sic) Spanish galleons.The only witness to this
doughty deed appears to be the veritable great sea-serpent himself
who...raises his head...and looks on in astonishment.25

Hems also carved the figure of Ned Baring in the crow’s nest,
identifying him by his initials ‘E.C.B.’. Despite being transfixed by
a huge arrow, Baring hurls a rock down upon the enemy.The sea
battle bench end was all about the power and influence of the
Barings, yet Hems made sure it was about him too, for in the
upper corner, just to the left of the central figure of Ned Baring,
and easily read, runs the inscription ‘HARRY HEMS and
his Merrie Men carved all these bench ends at EXETER 1882’
(Fig. 19).

The font cover
None of the surviving letters from Hems to Mrs Baring mentions
the font cover. It is likely, however, that the font cover was
designed by Hems as his name alone appears on the label
photographed alongside the cover in 1884 – there is no mention
of St Aubyn the architect.The cover is a tour-de-force of figural and
foliate carving. Eight cherubs are carved around its base, perhaps
representing the eight surviving Baring children, and four angels
playing musical instruments stand at its top (Fig. 20). The cover
can still be lifted using original counterweights.

It is in a raised position that the beauty of the carving can best
be seen, for inside the cover is revealed the dove of the Holy Spirit
coming down upon the child who is baptised and a prayer: ‘O
LOVING FATHER THEE WE PRAY LOOK ON THIS BABE
NEW BORN TODAY’ (Fig. 21).
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Fig. 18: Bench end of sea battle, with a Baring ship, carved at Hems’s
studios, 1882.
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Fig. 19: Detail of Hems’s inscription on bench end.



Fig. 20: Font cover carved at Hems’s
studios, 1884.
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For Hems the carving of the font cover must have held a
particular poignancy. He was a man who took great delight in his
own family though, sadly, in late February 1884, Hems and his
wife Charlotte lost a son, Archie, at the age of eight weeks – the
only one of Hems’s eight children with Charlotte not to survive
to adulthood.

Conclusion
There is much other woodwork at St Peter’s worthy of discussion,
from the ornate lectern whose design was worked up by Hems
from a sketch by Maurice Baring, to a small coffer which records
in a carved inscription the gift of the church by the Barings. Each
of the carvings has a story to tell, but the object here has not been
to provide a descriptive account of all the church’s furnishings and
fittings, rather to utilise the letters and some of the carvings to
explore Hems’s character and methods.

There is no doubt that Hems forged an excellent relationship
with Mrs Baring. His letters to her are respectful, yet candid,
suggesting what might be done and the authority on which this
was based. Hems had the research, experience, and a highly-skilled
local workforce to make material his wealthy patrons’ wishes and
he was not afraid to talk about it.

While the letters appear hurriedly written, with smudging
and scorings out, they are, in fact, carefully crafted, with just the

Fig. 21: Interior of font cover carved at
Hems’s studios, 1884.
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right amount of detail and a personal touch which is appealing.
Accompanied by a steady stream of photographs of work for
approval, the Barings were kept fully informed of developments,
and any implied criticism of the pace of work seems to have been
dealt with swiftly and boldly by Hems.

Hems appears supremely self-confident: for a carver to tell his
patron that the architect, whose designs he should have been
translating, was angry with him, is remarkably forthright. Perhaps
Hems was anticipating that if he did not bring the matter to the
Barings’ attention, St Aubyn would, and, if so, he was keen to elicit
Mrs Baring’s support.

At St Peter’s, Hems and his men had an unrivalled
opportunity to produce work of extraordinary variety and
richness and he took full advantage of it. The moment passed
quickly, however, as in 1890 Lord and Lady Revelstoke lost their
fortune when Barings Bank experienced a financial crisis and had
to be bailed out by the Bank of England and other banks.

Nonetheless, Hems was commissioned to make a cross for the
churchyard at Revelstoke. The text of a letter dated 5 January
1892 from Lady Revelstoke, regarding the cross, survives as it was
later used as a testimonial by Hems. It reads:

My Dear Mr Hems
I must tell you how beautiful I think the cross you have just
erected in Revelstoke Churchyard. One can see at a glance it has
the stamp of a Master in the Art. I admire it more and more every
day, and so does his Lordship, who bids me tell you so.
Always yours very sincerely, L. Emily C. Revelstoke.26

While working at St Peter’s Revelstoke in 1882, Hems had in
hand 24 other churches in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales.27

Yet through his work in the new church at Noss Mayo and his
letters to Mrs Baring, a view emerges of the man and his methods
not so easily seen elsewhere. For Hems, St Peter’s was ‘one of the
most exquisite little churches in all England’.28 Many would still
agree.
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