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A visitor seeking Hans Feibusch’s remarkable mural 

in St. Elisabeth’s Church Eastbourne would have a 

job finding it. The church itself, a huge forbidding 

1930’s brick structure, is in a suburban area some 

distance from the town centre. Then the mural is 

not in the church itself  but downstairs in the crypt 

among the utilities of  boiler room, organ blowing 

chamber and WC’s. It is a strange place in which to 

find such beautiful and significant paintings.

The Commission
The mural arrived quite by accident and not part of  the original scheme 
for the church. Hans Feibusch came to England in 1933 as a refugee 
from Nazi Germany and made his home here. Through exhibitions 
and personal contacts his work became known and esteemed but times 
were hard. The depression years and then war made it difficult to find 
commissions. He found a sympathetic friend in Sir Kenneth Clarke, 
then Director of  the National Gallery, and through him Feibusch met 
Bishop George Bell of  Chichester. But the direct link between artist and 
St Elisabeth’s was Sir Charles Reilly (1874-1948) the influential Professor 
of  Architecture at Liverpool University, art critic and broadcaster, with a 
wide circle of  friends and contacts. He wrote to Bishop Bell on behalf  of  
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Feibusch in September 1943 to ask his help. Feibusch, he said was very 
depressed. He could find no opportunity for mural painting but “he feels 
he can only paint on a big scale, it is only then his brush flows freely.”

He wanted to paint a mural “telling a continuous story or history. The 
story he has set his heart on almost as his life’s work I find is the Pilgrim’s 
Progress, full of  course of  exciting incident from his point of  view yet 
always on the heroic scale in every way.” Reilly asked Bishop Bell for some 
walls in a church or hall concluding “Do find him some walls and make 
him a happy man as well as enriching your diocese further.”

Bishop Bell needed no persuasion for in Feibusch met two causes dear to 
his heart, the plight of  refugees from Hitler’s Germany and wall paintings 
in churches, which he vigorously promoted in his diocese. Bell admired 
Feibusch’s work and knew of  it first hand from a mural of  the Nativity 
which he had painted for the new church of  St Wilfrid, Elm Grove, 
Brighton c1940/41.

Bishop Bell approached the parish asking if  the mural could be done in 
a hall. The Vicar, Spencer Hugh Hamilton, and Church Council, were 
enthusiastic and offered the walls of  the crypt. Feibusch visited the site 
and was keen to use the crypt and by December 1943 it was all agreed in 
principle, the Church Council offering to find £200 in subscriptions.

A Memorial Chapel
The next stage in the evolution of  the mural was an imaginative proposal 
to give the crypt a new identity as a Chapel of  Remembrance. So not 
only was a space to be provided, but a purpose and additional meaning to 
the mural.

The parish wanted a place to remember those who had died and 
fought in the war. Feibusch wanted to donate a work of  art in thankful 
remembrance of  the sanctuary he had been given in this country. The 
mural was his gift. He required no payment beyond expenses. The Vicar, 
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Hugh Hamilton, described the mural as the greatest thing of  its kind 
in Eastbourne and probably Sussex. He said Mr Feibusch would be 
presenting the people of  Eastbourne with a thousand guineas’ worth of  
skill and time.

The Crypt
The description ‘crypt’ rather dignifies what was a dismal space with no 
definite purpose or architectural merit. It was simply a big room, 46 x 26 
feet in size, under the east end of  the church, made possible by the slope 
of  the site, potentially a useful glory hole. The only windows faced east at 
low level and so natural light was poor for most of  the day.

Hans Feibusch was not deterred by these rather gloomy haunts because it 
gave him what he most wanted, extensive walls in a dedicated space. His 
intention was for a great processional frieze round the walls of  the crypt, 
the figures life-size to resemble a large tapestry, 130 feet long. As one 
writer says “To be thoroughly appreciated the mural has to be walked.” 

Work started in July 1944 and took about four months to complete. 
Feibusch’s task was on a grand scale with approximately 50 life-size figures 
to paint. He was helped by student volunteers from Eastbourne School 
of  Art, who prepared the walls and painted background colours. The 
new Chapel of  Remembrance was dedicated on 22 October 1944 by the 
Bishop of  Chichester who was delighted by the work, which he called 
“This marvellous creation which fills me with admiration.”

‘On an heroic scale in every way’
Hans Feibusch produced a magnificent, unique work of  art in the most 
unprepossessing location, integral to the War Memorial Chapel but with 
a meaning far beyond it. Not just local, nor religious in the narrow way of  
reckoning, its position outside the main body of  the church is prophetic, 
as Charles Reilly said, “on an heroic scale in every way,” of  the struggle 
towards the good in very dark days.
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The mural has always been under rated. In an obscure location, poorly 
lit and maintained, overshadowed by war years, its true worth has never 
been fully brought to light. We now have the chance to give it its worth. 
Carefully restored, skilfully lit, safely housed, it will delight and lift many 
for whom it will be pure joy.

A last image. It is of  Hans Feibusch cycling to the church to work on 
the mural only to find the building had been badly damaged by a flying 
bomb which had exploded nearby during the night in August 1944. Such 
was the damage it would not be reopened until 1950. But the crypt was 
unscathed. So he got off the bike, gathered his things and just got on with 
the mural. There is something about that moment which takes us into the 
inner core of  the mural itself. Something which makes the mural not just 
part of  art history but something we need today.

Help us save it.

Canon Tony Delves


