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St Mary Mags on film 
 
From St Trinian’s to Downton Abbey, The Constant Gardener to Taboo, the church of St Mary 
Magdalene, Paddington (known familiarly as St Mary Mags), has featured in many films and 
television programmes over the years. These have ranged from international blockbusters, such as 
Les Misérables and Wonder Woman, primetime TV series, including Lewis, Silent Witness, Little 
Dorrit and Humans, through to music videos and student productions – even a Valentine cover for 
Kerrang magazine and a Lenny Henry ad for Premier Inn, as well as a Game of Thrones connection.   
 
While some film makers have been attracted to the high Victorian beauty of the church itself or the 
stunningly ornate neo-Gothic Comper Chapel beneath it, others have opted for the vaulted gloom of 
the crypt (also known as the undercroft). Disguised with heavy doses of shadow and flickering 
candlelight, it has appeared as the Tower of London (Gangsta Granny) and the cellars of the Vatican 
(You, Me and the Apocalypse), as well as prison cells, Turkish baths and night clubs.     
 
A vanished world: The Blue Lamp 
One of the earliest and best-known screen appearances by St Mary Mags and the surrounding 
neighbourhood is in The Blue Lamp. Released in January 1950, much of the film was shot in the 
Westbourne Green/Paddington Green area in the summer of 1949.  
 
Starring Dirk Bogarde and Jack Warner, the film’s plot centres on the murder of a police constable 
(played by Warner) and the tracking down of his killer (Bogarde). Aside from the dramatic action 
sequences of the murder and climactic car chase, the film is largely shot with a semi-documentary 
naturalism, and offers a vivid insight into daily life in post-war London – a period still of ration cards, 
music halls and bomb sites, where straggles of ragged children played among the ruins.   
 
There is a glimpse of the church itself in one scene, surrounded as it was then by smoke-darkened 
Victorian terraced houses, before they were demolished in the 1960s to make way for the Warwick 
Estate. The canal and the stretch of Harrow Road between Amberley Road and Elgin Avenue appear 
repeatedly, and very recognisably. With a keen eye, you can also pick out a number of other local 
landmarks across as far as Ladbroke Grove and Latimer Road. 
 
However, many of the key settings in the film have long-since vanished – and with them a way of 
life. These include the original Paddington Green Police Station, which stood on Harrow Road, just 
west of the old Town Hall – both taken down to clear space for the Westway – the very grand 
Metropolitan Variety Theatre (at corner of Edgware Road, where the replacement Paddington Green 
Police Station now stands) and the Coliseum Cinema (324 Harrow Road).  
 
The Children’s Hospital on Paddington Green has survived, but is now apartments, while the White 
City Greyhound Stadium has been replaced by the Westfield shopping centre.    
 
The Blue Lamp was a top box office hit and winner of the 1951 BAFTA Best Film Award. It was also 
the inspiration for the long-running TV police drama series Dixon of Dock Green, with Jack Warner as 
PC George Dixon (the same character he played in the film). 
 
The Blue Lamp is available on DVD in the Studio Canal Vintage Classics collection, together with an 
extremely informative short documentary, presented by film historian Richard Dacre, in which he 
matches locations in the film to their present day sites (including St Mary Mags): 
http://www.studiocanal.co.uk/Film/Details/a4552f9a-c45d-4a20-b1fa-a6d7011409a1 .      
 

http://www.studiocanal.co.uk/Film/Details/a4552f9a-c45d-4a20-b1fa-a6d7011409a1
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Of all the movies associated with the church, The Blue Lamp is the one that is most clearly a 
portrayal of a specific time and place, rooted in a defined neighbourhood and social class.  
 
Liz Taylor and a double-decker bus  
By the time of Joseph Losey’s 1968 psychological thriller Secret Ceremony, the cityscape of 
Westbourne Green had been completely transformed. The old houses have been razed, replaced by 
the first new tower blocks of the Warwick Estate, while the distinctive spire of St Mary Mags soars 
up over a desolate building site surrounded by hoardings.  
 
The church appears in the opening scenes of the film, in which Elizabeth Taylor incongruously leaps 
aboard a red double-decker Routemaster bus, where she is joined by Mia Farrow (barely 
recognisable under a long dark wig) – a surprising pairing and unlikely setting for both actresses.  
 
The first view of St Mary Mags is from the bus as it lurches around the corner before coming to a 
halt outside. Taylor and Farrow then enter the church, where a baptism is taking place – the secret 
ceremony, which gives the film its name, as is revealed much later on (no plot spoilers!).  
 
Although Losey is acclaimed as a director for many of the films he made – The Servant, Accident, The 
Go-Between, The Damned, Don Giovanni, among them – Secret Ceremony is now mostly forgotten, 
after attracting a cool reception from critics and audiences alike.              
 
Les Misérables: Hugh Jackman, a mule and a cow  
Fast forward over 40 years to 2012 and you come to an Oscar-winning screen appearance by St Mary 
Mags, transported from sooty London to southern France for its role in the movie version of the 
Cameron Mackintosh musical Les Misérables. Although adapted from the novel by French writer 
Victor Hugo and set in France, much of the film was shot in England, and cast and crew took over the 
church for several weeks in the summer of 2011.  
 
The Comper Chapel with its blue and gilt-starred ceiling provides the setting for one of the most 
famous scenes in the story, when Jean Valjean (played by Hugh Jackman) performs his musical 
soliloquy ‘What have I done?’, reflecting on the sins of his youth, before vowing to convert to a life 
of goodness and charity.  
 
The undercroft also served as the backdrop for the Bishop of Digne’s palace. And, for a couple of 
days, it was carpeted with straw to provide overnight accommodation for a mule and a cow between 
shots, although their scenes didn’t survive the final cut.   
 
As well as eight Oscar nominations and three Oscar wins, the film picked up Golden Globes for best 
picture, best actor (Hugh Jackman) and best supporting actress (Anne Hathaway). 
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Conspiracies, schoolgirls and wine bars   
The 2005 political thriller The Constant Gardener is another award-winning film that features St 
Mary Mags. Adapted from John Le Carré’s novel of the same name, the film stars Ralph Fiennes, as a 
British diplomat, and Rachel Weisz, as his wife, a human rights activist who dies in mysterious 
circumstances and whose memorial service is held in the church, which, unusually, is laid out with 
the seating facing northwards rather than to the altar in the east, as would normally be the case.  
 
The current Vicar of St Mary Mags, Father Henry Everett, believes this could have been the 
configuration favoured by his predecessor. Alternatively, it might have been a design choice by the 
film’s director, taking advantage of the fact that the church has no fixed pews.      
       
A number of other thrillers have also been filmed in the church. These include Dr Sleep (2002), a 
murder thriller starring Goran Visnjc (from the US TV series ER); The Oxford Murders (2007) a 
conspiracy thriller in the Da Vinci Code genre with John Hurt and Elijah Wood; and Bastille Day 
(2016), a Paris-set action thriller starring Idris Elba (of The Wire and Luther fame).  

In a very different genre, the makers of the schoolgirl comedy St Trinian’s 2: The Legend of Fritton’s 
Gold used the undercroft as William Shakespeare’s study. 

Two other comedy films shot in the crypt are Agent Cody Banks 2: Destination London (2004), 
starring Frankie Muniz as a teenage CIA agent (in which it stands in for the London Dungeon), and 
Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (2011), a comedy horror, based very loosely on Jane Austen’s novel 
(not to be confused with the 2016 movie of the same name).        
 
For the 2015 adaptation of the Martin Amis novel London Fields (starring Amber Heard, Johnny Depp 
and supermodel Cara Delevingne), the film makers went one step further, turning the crypt into a 
trendy wine bar, which appears as the backdrop in the poster of the film.  
 

   
 
The crypt is also dressed as a bar in the fantasy thriller Franklyn (2008), starring Eva Green, Ryan 
Phillippe and Sam Riley, with other sections dressed as a street market and the interior of an 
apartment.  
 
Wonder Woman and Bollywood     
The most recent movie filmed at the church is the fantasy superhero adventure Wonder Woman 
(2017), in which the crypt was used as a World War One bunker. To protect the secrecy that 
surrounded the making of the movie, the location notes refer to it only by the code name of 
‘Nightingale’.   
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One of the more exotic films shot at St Mary Mags was a Bollywood musical, London Dreams (2009), 
starring Indian heartthrob Salman Khan. Here it is the main church (rather than the crypt) that 
makes an appearance – although, ironically given the film’s title – for a scene supposedly set in a 
church in Paris.  
 
You can even see a clip of it in the trailer, which is how Father Henry, came across it by chance while 
he and his wife were on holiday in India. “We were having dinner in a restaurant in Hyderabad and it 
appeared on a television screen in the background. It was certainly quite a surprise to look up from 
our meal and recognise the church when we were so far away.” 
 
Small screen favourites and starry biopics 
In addition to its cinematic roles, St Mary Mags has appeared in dozens of small-screen productions, 
including long-running BBC and ITV series Waking the Dead, Jonathan Creek, Foyle’s War, Spooks (as 
a Dakar street market), Agatha Christie’s Marple, Silent Witness, Whitechapel and Downton Abbey 
(harbouring a group of White Russian émigrés). 
 
In the award-winning 10-part HBO series Band of Brothers (2001), set in the Second World War, the 
crypt was decked out as a makeshift frontline operating theatre on a French battlefield. In the two-
part BBC drama series Man in an Orange Shirt (2017), it also provided a WW2 setting, but this time 
as an Italian monastery.     
 
Meanwhile, in the BBC1 series Taboo (2017), starring Tom Hardy and set in the murky underworld of 
19th-century London, it became a prison cell and torture chamber – a similar role to the one it played 
in the 2002 TV film Inquisition, set in 17th-century Spain.  
 
Other recent television series shot at St Mary Mags include Humans (2016), in which it appears 
prominently in the last episode of the first season, and Hard Sun (2018).  
 
The church has also appeared in many one-off TV dramas, such as the highly-acclaimed and starrily-
cast biopics Hawking (2004) – starring Benedict Cumberbatch as physicist Stephen Hawking – and 
Cambridge Spies (2003), about the most famous network of post-war British Soviet agents, Kim 
Philby (Toby Stephens), Guy Burgess (Tom Hollander), Donald MacLean (Rupert Penry-Jones) and 
Anthony Blunt (Samuel West). 
 
Chicken wire, steam effects and a cut-throat razor  
In total, the archive at St Mary Mags holds records on more than 260 different productions that have 
been filmed at the church, dating back to 1999. Often, these files contain only the barest of facts 
about the production name and location shoot dates. Some, however, are far more detailed, 
outlining the plot and describing how the church would be used within the action.  
 
For instance, for the 1999 ITV crime thriller Mind Games, the notes specify that a scaffolding will be 
erected ‘to give the impression that refurbishment is going on in the church’ and that a young man 
hiding high up above the altar will step forward and fall to his death while police try to talk him 
down.  Notes for the 2001 feature film Dr Sleep similarly describe a stunt in which it will seem that a 
man falls through one of the church windows.  
 
The location filming notes for several other productions list the props needed to transform it for 
different roles. In the Life Born of Fire episode in the second series of Lewis (2008), the crypt was 
(once again) dressed as a trendy bar, for a scene involving 100 extras, with a prop list that includes 
booths, statues and a DJ rostrum.    
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For the 2007 two-part BBC dramatisation of the 18th-century novel Fanny Hill, in which the crypt was 
used as a prison cell, chicken wire, a cut-throat razor, playing cards, bread, cheese and a mouse are 
all included on the prop list.  While for the adaptation of Charles Dickens’ novel Little Dorrit, starring 
Claire Foy in the title role (BBC, 2008), the crypt was turned into a Victorian bath house, complete 
with ‘a false bath tub, lanterns and steam effects’.   
 
In one of its most unusual appearances, a 2009 BskyB promo featuring world boxing champion David 
Haye, it was the turn of a punch bag, weights and skipping ropes to be installed, as the crypt took on 
the appearance of a work-out gym.  
 
Top memories 
On several occasions, the file notes are supplemented by Father Henry’s own recollections. “For me, 
the most memorable shoot was Les Mis, for the length of time they were here, and the 
extraordinary amount of work that was put in. The scene painters painted murals on the undercroft 
vault, which are completely invisible in the film, so dark was the lighting. The irony was that the 
most visible feature was the Comper Chapel, to which the scenic artists did virtually nothing. Even 
the bishop's dinner table was one that belonged to us.”  
 
“They built a ramp down to the undercroft so that they could get the mule and cow in, and kept the 
animals here overnight because filming ran over, and then of course their scene was cut. It was also 
rather special to have Cameron Mackintosh and other executives meeting in the church while filming 
was going on.” 
 
In the Robbie Coltrane three-part ITV crime thriller series Murderland (2009), Father Henry even 
appears on screen, officiating at the murder victim’s funeral. “They kept on asking me for advice 
about the funeral scenes, and, since they needed an in-shot vicar, they eventually asked whether I 
would be prepared to do that. I learnt how boring and unglamorous TV production actually is, but 
had an enjoyable lunch with cast members back at their unit base, who assumed I was another 
actor.”  
 
“The worst of it was that my singing was immortalised. The best was that Robbie Coltrane (then at 
the height of his Harry Potter fame) went into the school next door and answered questions from 
the hugely excited children.” 
 
London benefits 
The reason why St Mary Mags has appeared in so many different films and TV dramas is largely due 
to its versatility and the ability to dress it up to look like so many different places. Logistical factors 
also add to its popularity among film makers, not least its central London location, within easy 
access via the Westway of both Pinewood and Elstree film studios and BBC television studios.  
 
Another advantage is the availability of nearby parking spaces, which, although limited, are certainly 
more plentiful than in most places across the capital. There is also the relative quiet, as the church is 
not on a main road or under a flight path into Heathrow; a noise problem that affects much of 
western London.   
 
And it is even quieter during holidays when there aren’t the regular eruptions of shrill children’s 
voices during playtimes at the neighbouring St Mary Magdalene’s Primary School. 
 
The benefit for the church of location filming was that the fees charged help contribute to 
maintaining the historically important Grade I-listed building, before the National Lottery Heritage 
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Fund  conservation and heritage project enabled St Mary Mags to be used for a wider range of 
community activities.    
 
Freemasons, princes and Guy Fawkes   
The same qualities that have appealed to the makers of feature films and TV dramas, have attracted 
documentary makers and others. Here too, it is most often the undercroft that is used, rather than 
the main church, and frequently in a variety of disguises so that it sometimes takes a keen eye to 
recognise it.  
 
It is, nonetheless, easily identifiable in the opening sequence of Decoded: Dan Brown’s Lost Symbol, 
a 2009 Channel 4 documentary on freemasonry, in which Tony Robinson (from Blackadder and Time 
Watch) introduces the programme from the crypt, before stepping into the Comper Chapel, which 
has been set up with a make-up console to look like the most extravagantly sumptuous dressing 
room ever.  
 
The crypt is also the backdrop for interviews with Dr David Starkey, novelist Philippa Gregory and 
others in Richard III: The Princes in the Tower, another Channel 4 documentary, from 2015, exploring 
Richard’s ascent to the throne and the disappearance – and presumed murder – of his two young 
nephews, King Edward V and his brother, Richard Duke of York. 
 
Protecting St Paul’s and Parliament 
Sometimes, however, the church becomes part of the action in dramatised recreations of historical 
events. In the 2017 Channel 5 documentary Inside St Paul’s Cathedral, the crypt stands in for the 
cathedral itself in a scene set during the Second World War, with fire wardens hurrying past with 
buckets of water to put out any fires caused by incendiary bombs dropped during the Blitz, which 
destroyed so much of the City around it (www.my5.tv/inside/season-1/inside-st-pauls-cathedral).  
 
You can also just about make out the vaults of the crypt in Gunpowder Treason and Plot, a Channel 4 
documentary from 2001, as the meeting place where Guy Fawkes and his fellow conspirators plan to 
blow up the Houses of Parliament, and then as the cellars of Parliament as he is caught in the act of 
laying the explosives.  
 
St Mary Mags as herself 
Very, very occasionally, St Mary Mags appears as itself. This happens in Mary Magdalene: Art’s 
Scarlet Woman, a 2017 BBC documentary, in which art historian Waldemar Januszczak explores the 
myths that surround Mary Magdalene and her representation in art.  
 
The church interior and exterior also feature in When Piers Met Andrew Lloyd Webber, a 2010 
interview between television presenter and former Mirror editor Piers Morgan and award-winning 
composer Andrew Lloyd Webber. The two men are seen walking through the Warwick Estate, before 
entering the church, where Baron Lloyd-Webber plays the organ and explains that this was the place 
where he first came to appreciate Victorian art.  
 
The church and neighbouring area might also have had a starring role in the BBC series Rev, in which 
Tom Hollander plays an Anglican vicar. As Father Henry explains: “The church was shortlisted as a 
possible location, but discarded in favour of St Leonard's, Shoreditch, because the Warwick Estate 
looked too pleasant and not gritty enough.”  
 
Another Lloyd Webber connection exists through the 2008 reality TV talent contest I’d Do Anything, 
broadcast on BBC1 over 22 episodes, in which contestants overcame a series of challenges to win a 

http://www.my5.tv/inside/season-1/inside-st-pauls-cathedral


Amlm St Mary Mags on film v11 05/03/2020 Page 7 of 8 

part in his production of the musical Oliver!.  St Mary Mags provided the backdrop for an episode 
involving young actresses hoping to be cast in the lead female role of Nancy.  
 
Father Henry recalls: “The production team brought in live rats to test how frightened the 
candidates would be. In fact the rats were distinctly unscary, certainly compared with the ones that 
actually live in the area.” 
 
Musical moods and horrible histories 
A wide range of other singers have spent time at St Mary Mags, shooting music videos in many 
different styles, from operatic soprano Lesley Garrett through to south London hip-hop artist Wretch 
32, passing through Jessie J and John Legend, among others.   
 
The Comper Chapel and undercroft are both instantly recognisable in a filmed performance by the 
Marian Consort of Breaking the Rules, a drama concert, with actor Finbar Lynch playing the part of 
the 16th century Italian composer (and murderer) Carlo Gesualdo, which you can view at 
www.marianconsort.co.uk/breakingtherules/.  
 
You can also easily spot the vaults and bays of the undercroft in a music video of X Factor finalist 
Rhydian, performing a cover version of the Moody Blues classic Nights in White Satin in Latin, 
available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2sv9_fnWWiE.       
 
In a completely different vein, the chapel and crypt appear in a spoof music promo by comedian Bill 
Bailey, as he laments the loss of the love of his life (played by Emma Thompson) in his version of My 
Funny Valentine.   
 
Glimpses of the church appear in several comedy sketch shows, sometimes more than once. For 
instance, in season two of Armstrong and Miller (starring Alexander Armstrong and Ben Miller), one 
day’s filming generated enough footage for snippets to turn up as many different settings 
throughout the series.  
 
The makers of the Horrible Histories series also recognised the church’s versatility, using it for two 
separate episodes, one about the coronation of William the Conqueror and another about Vikings 
pillaging monasteries. 
 
Valentines and lacy lingerie 
Student filmmakers, photographers and advert makers are among the others who have set up their 
cameras in St Mary Mags. It has featured in magazines as diverse as World of Interiors, i-D Magazine 
and BMJ (British Medical Journal) – as well as being used for the 2013 Bullet for My Valentine cover 
for Kerrang.   
 
OK! magazine has used it on two different occasions. The first was for a fashion shoot with Nicola 
Roberts of Girls Aloud (2007). The second, in 2009, involved glamour model Alicia Duvall, posing in 
extremely scanty lingerie – which led to a complaint about inappropriate use of the church as a place 
of worship, and an apology from the magazine.   
 
Game of Thrones and fantasy videos 
Of all the genres filmed at the church, fantasy and gothic horror top the list. It was used three years 
running (2015/16/17) as a backdrop for annual compilations of the top-10 highlights from the Sky 
Atlantic series Game of Thrones, as well as being used by the makers of the League of Legends – 
Blind Ambition (2013) and Assassins Creed 2 (2015) video games.  
 

http://www.marianconsort.co.uk/breakingtherules/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2sv9_fnWWiE
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The crypt is also clearly recognisable in a trailer for the Escape from the Dark fantasy adventure 
table-top game  (www.themeborne.com/escapethedarkcastle/). And its shadowy vaults are 
particularly popular among aspirant filmmakers producing projects with titles involving angels, 
demons and vampires. 
 
Holding up a mirror to changing times 
A look back at the screen appearances St Mary Mags has made over the years is in many ways like 
holding up a mirror to passing time. Things have come a long way from the black-and-white social 
realism of The Blue Lamp, with its depiction of a shabby neighbourhood of sooty Victorian terraces, 
still recovering from the bomb damage of the Second World War.  
 
Filming has continued since then to show the physical evolution of the area in TV series such as The 
Sweeney and the cult 1987 feature Withnail and I (in which the heroes are flagged down by the 
police for drunken driving by Westbourne Green in the shadow of the Westway overhang).  
 
But the vast majority of filmmakers – both fiction and documentary – who have chosen to shoot in 
St Mary Mags have done so not as an inner-city parish church, playing rather on its chameleon 
qualities that have allowed it take on such a wide variety of guises.  
 
The church – and in particular the crypt – has appeared in glossy psychological thrillers, gritty TV 
crime series, period dramas, music promos and video games, reflecting not only changes in society 
but also in the tastes of film and television viewers, as well as the development of new media 
technologies.   
 
You can find out more about the films and television programmes shot at St Mary Mags at +LINK to 
TABLE and in an interview recorded with Father Henry Everett, Vicar of St Mary Magdalene and St 
Peter, in December 2017: [+ LINK to SECTION 57.59 – 1.10.00 in the RECORDING]  
 
Alison Low Madigan, October 2019   

http://www.themeborne.com/escapethedarkcastle/

