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From time to time, we open the Guildhall for the public to 
visit. At other times, it may be possible to arrange a private 
tour of the building. Please contact the Guildhall office for 

more information by phoning 01604 838400 or emailing  
guildhalloffice@northampton.gov.uk

The Guildhall
Northampton



The History  
of the Guildhall



Background
The original Northampton Town Hall was 
located on the corner of the Market Square 
in the 15th century. The size of the Market 
Square has changed since this time, so 
today, its location would be on what is now 
the corner of Wood Hill, extending part 
way across Abington Street.

The town grew considerably over the 
centuries, with the industrial revolution 
attracting many boot and shoe 

This guide is intended to help 
you enjoy your visit and learn 
more about the Guildhall. It takes 
the form of a tour you can follow 
from the front of the building and 
through the public areas. Much 
of the building is in use every 
day for meetings, weddings, civil 
partnerships, receptions and 
public events, so some rooms may 
not be available to view during 
normal working hours. The cells 
are open by prior arrangement.

Welcome to Northampton Guildhall



Background

factories to Northampton, so by the 
19th century, the original town hall had 
become too small.

In 1859 a committee was set up to 
discuss the building of a new town 
hall. A nationwide competition invited 
architects to submit plans and 38 
entries were received. The winning 
plan was submitted by a young Bristol 
architect, Edward Godwin (1833-
1886), who was awarded a £100 prize.  

Building work started in 1861, followed 
by an opening ceremony on 17 May 
1864. It was hoped that this building 

would serve the town for at least a 
century, but the continuing growth of 
Northampton meant that an extension 
was needed within a few years.

Another competition was held, inviting 
architects from Northampton and 
county to take part. Two architects 
were chosen to combine the best 
features of both their ideas. The 
exterior facade was given to Matthew 
Holding (1849-1910) and the interior 
to Albert Jeffrey (1841-1915); son of a 
former Town Clerk. The extension was 
built between 1889-92.



It’s difficult at first glance to tell 
where Holding’s part of the building 
joins Godwin’s. Godwin’s section 
is symmetrical, with three first-floor 
windows either side of the main 
entrance. Holding’s west wing, to  
the left, is distinguishable by the third 
level of smaller windows and two 
turrets.

Despite the shifting architectural trends 
between the 1860s and the 1890s, the 
extension was done with great care to 
match the existing building, resulting in 
a splendid example of richly decorated 
Victorian Gothic architecture.

A third, modern extension was added in 
1992, with the final design selected by 
a public ballot. It comprises two storeys 
of offices around a cloistered courtyard. 

Two gargoyles on the gable end 
balcony of the east wing, bearing the 
faces of architects Maurice Walton and 
Alf Bond, serve as a lasting reminder of 
their work.

14 statues created by the architectural 
sculptor, R. L. Bolton adorn the façade. 
Many are monarchs and famous people 
who had close ties with the town. 

From left to right as you stand facing 
the front of the building you will see:

• Saint Thomas Becket, the        
   Archbishop of Canterbury,  
   who was tried for treason by  
   Henry II at Northampton Castle

• Queen Eleanor.  
   There are two Eleanor crosses in  
   the county which mark the resting  
   places of the funeral cortège  
   carrying the body of the Queen

• Sir Thomas White, a 16th century  
   philanthropist and founder of a  
   loan fund that still exists to help  
   young people

• The poet John Dryden, born  
   in Aldwincle

• Patron Saints Andrew, George  
   and Patrick

• King Richard I, who granted  
   Northampton its first Charter  
   in 1189, giving the town many  
  privileges on a par with London

• King Henry III, who founded three  
   orders of Friars in Northampton

• King Edward I, who constructed the  
   Eleanor Cross

• Queen Victoria, who visited the     
   town in 1844

• King Henry VII, who established  
  the town council of 48 in 1489 

• King Edward IV, who defeated  
   Henry VI in the 1460 battle of  
   Northampton at Delapré Abbey

• St Michael, the Patron Saint of  
  Corporations

Statues

The Front of the Building



Queen EleanorAlf Bond

Maurice Walton



There are 10 tableaux of historical 
events which took place in 
Northamptonshire carved above the 
ground floor windows. From left to 
right, if you stand facing the building 
you will see: 
 
• The trial of Saint Thomas Becket, the  
   Archbishop of Canterbury, which  
   took place at Northampton Castle  
   in 1164
• The meeting of Edward IV and  
   Elizabeth Woodville of Grafton
• The founding Northampton Grammar  
   School
• Mary Queen of Scots executed at  
   Fotheringhay
• The Battle of Naseby in 1645
• The Great Fire of Northampton  
   in 1675
• The marriage of Waltheof and Judith  
   in 1070, who had land holdings in  
   Northampton
• Henry II granting the town’s charter
• Edward I selecting a site for  
   the Queen Eleanor Cross.  
 

50 heraldic shields run along the base 
of the ground floor windows. Those on 
Godwin’s building represent the Guilds 

of the district, whilst those on Holding’s 
extension are the arms of prominent 
local families, including the stars and 
stripes of the Washington family  
crest, said to have been the origins 
for the flag of the United States of 
America. The Washington family 
home was at Sulgrave Manor, 
Northamptonshire.

The tableaux either side of the 
entrance show a scene of parliament 
held by the Plantaganet Kings at 
Northampton Castle and St Andrew’s 
Priory, founded by Simon de Senlis 
between 1093 and 1100.

Sculptured Tableaux

Heraldic Shields

Shields

The Main Entrance Porch

Entrance Hallway
Inside the Guildhall
Inside the main doorway are two 
tableaux. On the left, the invasion 
of England by the Danes in the 
9th century; on the right, Princess 
Alexandra of Denmark arriving as the 
bride of the Prince of Wales 1863  
(the future King Edward VII). On the 
right hand wall is an arch showing a 
typical farmyard scene.



Carvings at the top of the pillars in the 
entrance hallway represent scenes 
from everyday life, including craftsmen, 
huntsmen, sports and animals.On the walls 
of the main corridor ahead are shields 
depicting arms of prominent families of 
Northampton and county. Their names are 
displayed on the left hand wall.
 
The instructions to the architect included 
the provision of a police station, fire station, 
court rooms, prison, library, museum, 
mortuary, council chambers, treasury, a 
grand Hall of 3000 square feet (for official 
and public use) as well as accommodation 
for the town hall keeper, plus offices for 
administration purposes. All to be provided 
at a cost £12,000. However, the final cost 
of Godwin’s building rose to over £21,000. 
Holding’s extension cost over £45,000  
in 1892.

To the left of the main corridor is the 
Court Room. The right to hold courts in 
Northampton was given by Charter in 1189 
by King Richard I. Stairs once descended 
from the Court Room to the cells beneath, 
while a dock and magistrates’ bench were 
removed in 1941. The room is overlooked 
by a Grand Jury Gallery and Public Gallery, 
and the doorway in the centre of the far 
wall once led to a retiring room.

Shields

Entrance Porch ScenesFounding of Northampton 
Grammar School tableaux

Entrance Porch Scenes

Family Shields

The Main Entrance Porch

Entrance Hallway

Court Room

Inside the Guildhall

Court Room







The ceiling is richly decorated with 
arms of the counties and includes fine, 
circular stained glass windows created 
by John Milner. The windows were 
displayed at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum before being installed in  
the Guildhall.

Around the walls are words from 
Psalm 115 ‘Non Nobis Domine’ (Not 
unto us o Lord) which was the tag 
used by Edward Godwin to sign his 
architectural plans. The competing 

 
applicants for the Guildhall design 
were not allowed to sign their own 
names, in order that the judgement 
would be fair and unbiased.

The murals are of prominent people 
who have influenced Northampton’s 
history over the last 1,000 years and 
were painted by Colin Gill of the Royal 
College of Art (1925).

Beginning at the far side of the hall, 
above the stage, you will see:

Great Hall



  
reputed to be the founder of 
Northampton, who changed the old 
Saxon name Hamtun to North-Hamtun 
in order to distinguish it from South-
Hamtun.

  
a Norman and the first Earl of 
Northampton, responsible for building 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
circa 1100, one of only four remaining 
‘round’ churches in England.

 
whose funeral cortège stopped at 
Delapré Abbey in 1290. Edward 
ordered a memorial cross be placed at 
all the overnight resting places of the 
cortège. Only three of 12 now remain.

 
who held an important Parliament on 5 
November 1380 at St Andrew’s Priory.

 
who along with his Lancastrian army, 
lost the battle of Northampton, fought 
in Delapré fields in 1460.

 
an ancestor of George Washington, 
who was the first President of the 
United States of America. Lawrence 
lived at Sulgrave Manor in 1539 and 
was the Mayor of Northampton twice.

  
who was reputed to have stayed at 
Hazelrigg House on Mare Fair in 1645 
before the Battle of Naseby.

  
who was held prisoner at Holdenby 
House after the Battle of Naseby, 
then executed in London in 1649. The 
house appears in the background of  
the picture.

  
the eminent non-conformist preacher 
and writer of hymns, who preached at 
the Castle Hill United Reform Church 
between 1729 and 1751.

  
a scholar and missionary, who was 
born in the county at Paulerspury  
in 1791.

  
who was the MP for Northampton and 
held many different offices culminating 
in becoming Prime Minister in 1809. 
He is the only Prime Minister of Britain 
assassinated in office to date.

  
representing the Northampton 
Regiment 1914-1918.

Either side of the Minstrels’ Gallery are 
paintings of a Lace Maker and a Shoe 
Maker, which were both important 
trades in Northampton.

The central painting on the gallery 
is of Thomas Becket being tried by 
King Henry II at Northampton Castle. 
He was staying at St Andrew’s Priory. 
It was from here that he escaped to 
France, in fear of his life.

Alfred the Great,

Simon de Senlis,

Charles I, 

Dr Philip Doddridge, 

William Carey, 

Spencer Perceval, 

An unknown soldier, 

Edward I and Queen Eleanor, 

Richard II, 

Henry VI, 

Lawrence Washington, 

Oliver Cromwell, 



The Mayor’s Parlour is full of various 
plaques, shields and pictures which 
have been gifted to the town and 
each Mayor by visitors from around 
the world. The large stained glass  
window panel was a gift from 
the French city of Poitiers, one of 
Northampton’s twin towns. The other 
is Marburg in Germany.

The first known Mayor of 
Northampton was William Tilly in 
1215 and there have been over 700 
Mayors since this date. The first 
female Mayor, Helen Hanafy, took 
position in 1933, after her husband 
Councillor Percy Hanafy, who was 
the existing Mayor, died while making 
a speech. There have been 12 more 
female Mayors to date.

Every year, an official photograph is 
taken of the Mayor and Mayoress, 
and this hangs in the parlour. After 
the Mayor has completed their 
term in office, the photograph is 
moved into the Mayor’s Corridor. 
Northampton Borough Council has 
one of the most comprehensive 
collections of mayoral photographic 
portraits in he country, with portraits 
taken every year since 1864.

A treasury cabinet in the corridor 
contains a 17th century Great Mace, 
smaller provincial maces, ceremonial 
swords and silverware. The Great 
Mace is still regularly carried before 
the Mayor by the official  
Macebearer on formal occasions,  
and placed before the Mayor while 
Council meetings are in session.

The Mayor’s Parlour and Corridor



A narrow staircase in the 
Town Hall office leads down 
to a subterranean network of 
corridors, rooms and cells. 
These rooms once housed the 
offices of the Town Clerk and the 
Chief Constable, while the cells 
were used to hold prisoners 
before they appeared in the 
Court Room above.

Other interesting features 
include a morgue and dead 
house, and a larger room 
complete with an original range 
and dumb waiter. Most of the 
rooms are now used for storage.

The most famous prisoner of 
the Guildhall’s cells was Alfred 
Arthur Rouse, who was found 
guilty of murder and sentenced 
to death at Northampton 
Guildhall in 1931. Rouse was 
a married, travelling salesman 
who had fathered children with 
many different women. In order 
to escape his complicated 
personal life, he attempted to 
fake his own death by murdering 
a tramp.

The tramp’s identity was 
unknown, so this was a landmark 
case for forensic science. Rouse 
knocked his victim out, then 
placed him in his car and set 
fire to it. The victim was charred 
beyond recognition, but a small 
piece of material found on the 
body proved that he was tied up 
and placed in the car.

The Cellars



Displayed on the walls are wooden 
shields with names of Mayors of 
Northampton dating back to 1377. A 
display board continues the names back 
to 1215. These days, the Mayor is a one 
year term of office. In the past Mayors 
have held the post for up to 12 years 
continuously. 
 

Mayor’s Names Gallery

To the left of the main entrance are stairs 
leading to the first floor. Halfway up the 
stairs is a fine stained glass window that 
depicts scenes from Tennyson’s ‘Idylls 
of the King’ a set of poems about King 
Arthur.

First Floor
Northampton Mayors have included 
Lawrence Washington (1532 and 1545), 
ancestor of George Washington, the first 
President of the United States of America.

Other Mayors include the founder of the 
Northampton Grammar School, Thomas 
Chipsey, who was Mayor in 1514, 1527 
and 1558.

Mayors have often been associated 
with local trades and industry, both Sir 
Philip Manfield (1883) and Sir Henry 
Randall (1893 and 1896) were footwear 
manufacturers.

Stained Glass Window

Mayor’s Names Gallery

Mayor’s Names Gallery

         Godwin Room



Today all the full Council meetings 
are held in the Council Chamber and 
chaired by the Mayor.

Councillors come together to debate 
the business of the town and the public 
can attend to raise issues and question 
the councillors. A frieze at the top of the 
walls shows foliage, birds and animals.

The Godwin Room

The Council Chamber

Rich marbles and tiles decorate the 
corridor beside The Godwin Room, 
which served at the original Council 
Chamber before the 1889 extension 
was built. 

In 1864 there were 24 councillors and 
aldermen, who held their meetings at 
the magnificent wooden table which 
spans the length of the room.

The original table and chairs 
were designed by Godwin and a 
round plaque above the fireplace 
commemorates the laying of the 
building’s foundation stone in 1861, 
by the then Mayor, Pickering Phipps. 

The walls are decorated with historical 
figures from the town’s past.

Mayor’s Names Gallery

         Godwin Room         Council Chamber



Guildhall Square Courtyard Statues 
Five bronze statues of famous 
characters from Northampton’s history 
can be found in the Guildhall Square 
Courtyard. The courtyard, located 
immediately next to the old Guildhall, 
provides a pleasant place to sit, away 
from the bustle of the town centre.
 
Why not rest for a while next to the 
Poet John Clare, described as the 
‘Peasant Poet’ who wrote poetry 
inspired by the Northamptonshire 
countryside and rural life. Clare was 
committed to Northampton General 
lunatic asylum in 1841, where he 
remained until his death in 1864. He 
was allowed to take daily walks around 
Northampton town centre and spent 
much of his time sitting and writing in 
the portico of All Saints’ Church.  

War hero Edgar Mobbs gazes 
proudly across the courtyard. Born 
in Northampton in 1882, Mobbs 
captained both the Northampton and 
England Rugby Teams between 1906 
and 1913. After being told he was too 
old to join the Army during the First 
World War, he went on to form his own 
infantry company consisting of 250 
sportsmen, known as ‘Mobb’s Own.’ 
He worked his way up to the rank of 
Lieutenant Colonel of the 7th Battalion 
of the Northamptonshire Regiment. 

Relaxing on a second bench is the 
composer Sir Malcolm Arnold, 
described as ‘a towering figure in 
the history of British music.’ Arnold 
had a vast creative output, including 
nine symphonies, seven ballets and 
hundreds of film scores, most notably 

for ‘Bridge Over the River Kwai,’ 
for which he won an Oscar. Born 
in Northampton in 1921, he started 
playing the trumpet at the age of 12, 
and went on to play with the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra, before turning 
his attention to composing. 

World-renowned molecular biologist, 
biophysicist and neuroscientist 
Francis Crick stands in the corner of 
the courtyard. Born in Weston Favell in 
1916, Crick was a lifelong academic 
who began his studies at Northampton 
Town and County Grammar School. 
In 1953, he identified the structure of 
the DNA molecule with James Watson. 
They went on to win a Nobel Prize in 
1962 for this breakthrough. 

Opposite the corner of the courtyard, 
you can find Margaret Bondfield, 
who was a prominent figure in British 
politics and one of the earliest female 
MPs, representing Northampton in 
Parliament from 1923 to 1924. She 
made history as the first woman to 
become a Government Minister, 



then became the Minister of Labour in 
1929 and the first woman to gain a place 
in the British Cabinet.

Sitting beside Margaret Bondfield you 
will find Lady Wantage. Harriet Sarah 
Wantage was a British art collector and 
noted philanthropist. Born in 1837, she 
was the sole heiress to the fortune of her 
parents Harriet and Samuel Jones-Loyd, 
1st Baron Overstone, she was instrumental 
in setting up the National Aid Society - the 
forerunner of the British Red Cross Society. 
Her work with the National Aid Society 
was recognised by Queen Victoria in 1883 
when she was awarded the Order of the 
Red Cross. In the 1890’s she gifted the 
land for Abington Park to Northampton. 

The final statue is of the professional 
footballer Walter Tull. Tull became the 
second professional black player in the 
Football League and transferred from 
Tottenham to Northampton Town Football 
Club in 1911. On the outbreak of the 
First World War, he enlisted in the Army, 
fighting in conflicts in Italy and France. 
After impressing his superiors, he became 
the first black Officer in the British Army. 

Sir Malcolm Arnold Francis Crick

Edgar Mobbs



This grade II* listed building in the heart of 
Northampton town centre offers a truly unique 
and historic venue for your wedding, meeting 
or event.
 
A wide range of versatile rooms and spaces 
boast splendid, original Victorian interiors 
against a backdrop of Gothic architecture.

Along with weddings and parties, we have 
hosted training sessions, workshops, product 
launches, networking events and banquets. 

The magnificent Great Hall can accommodate 
up to 220 guests, with a raised stage at the 
front of the hall complete with dressing rooms 
and a large projector screen. It’s absolutely 
perfect for an evening wedding reception 
with a live band, a magical Christmas party or 
summer ball. 

The enchanting Court Room is equipped 
with its own bar underneath an overhanging 
balcony and bestowed with ornate carved 
doorways and wooden panelling.

The Courtyard can also be hired and offers a 
delightful outdoor setting for summer evening 
parties or weekends gatherings. 

Our dedicated and experienced team can 
help plan all aspects of your event and 
advise on options for room layout, 
equipment and catering. All rooms are 
charged by hourly rates, with preferential 
rates for charitable organisations.

Hire the Guildhall 

To discuss a booking, contact our team on 
01604 838400 or email guildhalloffice@
northampton.gov.uk
Further information about each room can 
be found at northampton.gov.uk/guildhall



Hire the Guildhall 


