
COMMUNICATIONS.

THE WOODWORK OF ENGLISH 
ALABASTER RETABLES.

By Philip Nelson, M.D., F.S.A.

FROM the beginning of their employment, 
circa 1350, alabaster panels were made to 

be affixed to a wooden background, in order to 
constitute a reredos, though no example of a 
wooden frame of the earliest period now survives. 
That such was the case is obvious, for latten 
wire loops are found leaded into the backs of the 
earliest alabaster panels, e.g., those from Kettle- 
bast on church. It is clear from their carefully 
moulded edges that the panels of this period were 
made to be affixed to a plain wooden background, 
enhanced no doubt with painted ornament, but 
without the wooden stiles which became a feature 
of the reredos throughout the succeeding periods. 
Beneath each scene would be painted its descrip 
tion. The scenic panels were about 17 ins. in 
height by 11| ins. in width, and would be arranged 
in sets of three or five, with a narrow figure panel 
of a saint, about 5| ins. wide, at each end.

Alabaster retables set in wooden frames are to 
be met with, however, from the latter part of the 
fourteenth century down to the cessation of 
their production about the middle of the sixteenth 
century, and are divisible into two main types, 
viz., those that could be closed and those that 
could not the triptych and the fixed reredos.
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I.
The triptych of the latter end of the fourteenth 

century contained five subject panels beneath 
embattled canopies, with terminal figures of 
saints, set in a wooden frame, of which the central 
fixed portion, holding three panels, was equal in 
width to the two folding wings combined ; these 
wings were attached to it by iron hinges, two at 
each end, concealed by the woodwork. 1 The 
average size of such a triptych would be about 
7 ft. in width by 2 ft. 6 ins. in height, and resting, 
as it did, immediately upon the altar, would not 
obstruct the entrance of light from the window 
behind. The oak frame, about 3 ins. deep, was 
constructed of boards about \ in. thick, and was 
subdivided by stiles and rails into sections to 
contain the various panels. The back was drilled 
to allow the passage of the latten wire loops, 
which by means of wooden pegs held the alabasters 
in position, the subject panels usually having 
four and the image panels two such loops each.

Fixed to the rails above the panels by pegs of 
wood were the carved oak crestings, which had 
painted mouldings, surmounted by fleurs-de-lys. 
Attached to the stiles were oak chamfers which, 
as was the case with the other portions destined 
to receive gesso-work, were lightly cross-hatched 
to afford a key for the decoration, which usually 
consisted of alternate bands of gilt and colour.

The same style of reredos construction, in 
triptych form, continued in use throughout the 
fifteenth century, in fact down to the close of 
the industry at the time of the Reformation, 
though, of course, modifications became necessary 
in order to accommodate the detached canopies, 
which came into use about 1440. The employ 
ment of such canopies, together with the increase

1 National Museum, Copenhagen, from Munkathveraa, Iceland.
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in height of the central panel, brought about 
alterations in the disposition of the wooden 
crestings. In these later altar-pieces the cresting 
was interrupted by the canopy surmounting the 
central taller panel, which panel was equal to 
the height of the lateral panels and their canopies 
combined, as we find is the case at Venice and 
elsewhere. The only five-subject triptych I know 
which does not follow this rule is one formerly in 
the abbey of Cluny, in which the tall central 
double panel has no canopy, the whole triptych 
being surmounted by a continuous band of 
flamboyant Gothic tracery work in oak.

The triptych of the fifteenth century is almost 
always provided with terminal figures of saints, 
half the width of the subject panels ; the only 
exceptions to this rule are the triptychs at 
Ecaquelon and that formerly in the abbey of 
Cluny.

The two triptychs at Yssac-la-Tourette, of St. 
John Baptist and of the Passion, had their original 
Gothic crestings replaced, in the sixteenth century, 
by elaborate Renaissance woodwork ; while that 
of St. Catherine, in the church at Vejrum, Den 
mark, has been remounted beneath flamboyant 
tracery. In the later altar-pieces, as in the 
earlier, the stiles continued to be enriched with 
alternate bands of colour and gilded gesso, such 
as occur at Venice and Montreal. In the case of 
the more elaborately decorated example at 
Ecaquelon, on the faces of the four central stiles 
are coloured foliage and charming little paintings, 
under glass, depicting angels, saints, the Virgin 
of the Salutation, St. Michael weighing souls, 
etc., all upon gilt backgrounds, while painted 
saints also occur on the triptych from the abbey 
of Cluny. In the Passion triptych, at Yssac-la- 
Tourette, the panels are separated from each
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other by pairs of small alabaster figures of saints 
standing beneath attached traceried canopies. 
In the very elaborate and fully developed seven- 
panelled triptych at Naples, which is 10 ft. in 
length by 5| ft. in height in the centre, the 
woodwork enclosing the six lateral panels is only 
3^ ft. high, and thus if closed the upper part of 
the central panel the Crucifixion flanked by 
small figures of the Evangelists, would still be 
visible. In the seven-scene Passion reredos 
formerly at Reynistaar, Iceland, but now in the 
Museum at Reykiavik, the hinges occur between 
the first and second and also between the fourth 
and fifth panels, so that the leaves are of unequal 
size.

The backs of the wings of these triptychs were 
usually but roughly finished. The only example 
I know which is decorated is that from the abbey 
of Cluny, on which the Crucifixion occurs on the 
left-hand wing and a figure of St. Edmund upon 
the right. It would thus appear probable that 
during Lent a veil or curtain was suspended in 
front of the tiiptych, in place of closing the 
wings, and confirmation of this is to be found in 
the accounts of the churchwardens of Leverton, 
Lincolnshire, 1523, who, on purchasing a reredos 
of alabaster from John Broke, paid for the manu 
facture and colouring of a curtain to hang before 
the table upon the high altar :'
Sol Nicholao fabro pro opere ferreo circa tabulam

alabastri ............................................................ ij s. viij d.
.... & pro factura curtine pendentis ante novam

tabulam .................................................................... iiij d.
Sol. pro tinxione predicte curtine pendentis ante

tabulam super summum altare........................ xiiij d.

Across the lower parts of the triptych was a 
broad band of painted and gesso-adorned wood-

1 Archfsologia, xli., 347.
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work on which were inscribed short descriptions 
of the scenes above. These inscriptions, which 
are much abbreviated, are written in Gothic 
characters with Lombardic capitals, and within 
the rotund capitals are occasionally found 
grotesque human heads, such as occur in the 
" C " of Crucifixus, at Ecaquelon, and in the 
" O " of Oblatio in the reredos at La Celle. Various 
line fillings are to be observed : thus, at 
Ecaquelon we note a double-leaf ornament with 
ropework between ; at Yssac-la-Tourette leaf- 
work containing double zig-zags; at Montreal 
rows of elongated dots divided by straight lines ; 
in that from the abbey at Cluny, leaf-work with 
lines. At Naples the lines are long and undulating, 
while in the specimen at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum there are no ornaments. In the case of 
the examples in Iceland the line-fillings are : in 
that from Reynistaar, branches of leaf-work ; 
in the reredos from Tingore Church, branches of 
leaf-work, curved and straight ; whilst on the 
triptych from Holar Church the ornaments 
between the words are vertical and beneath the 
inscriptions is a rolling band of leafy scroll-work. 
The letters at Yssac-la-Tourette are somewhat 
complex, but identical in each case.

It is not improbable that the triptych was more 
popular than the fixed reredos, at least for pur 
poses of export, since, closing up as it did, its 
contents were safer in transit, while its smaller 
length made its packing more convenient for 
cartage by road.

II.
The fixed reredos was of two varieties, viz. : 

that containing a single row of panels and that 
having a double row. In both cases the panels 
were placed beneath canopies, and it is a matter 
for regret that so few examples have remained
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REREDOS AT SAINT-AVIT-LES-GUESPIERES. 
Centre, Canopies Lost.

Painted Door at La Cello. r. niVF.R, Phot.
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REREDOS AT SAINT-AVIT-LES-GUESPIERES.
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in their original wooden frames. Of the simple 
variety, viz., that having but a single row of 
figures, the only ones known to me are those at 
St. Avit-les-Guespieres and at Tingore, Iceland. 
The frame of the former is original, but much 
injured ; it contains five Passion panels and six 
tall standing figures of Apostles, placed alternately 
beneath canopies ; the latter is remarkable in that 
it has only three Passion panels, separated by 
the figures of St. Michael and St. Gabriel, whilst 
the canopies are also of an otherwise unknown 
type. Of the simple type would be the four- 
panel reredoses depicting the martyrdoms or 
lives of various saints, flanked by narrow standing 
figures of saints, all beneath detached canopies, 
e.g., three panels in my collection from the 
martyrdom of St. Edmund, marked I., II., and 
III., and one from a small reredos of St. 
Etheldreda, depicting her burial, in the possession 
of Dr. Hildburgh, F.S.A., which has IV. cut upon 
the back.

Of the second variety, viz., that containing 
two rows of panels, only two framed examples 
have survived those at La Celle and Compiegne, 
and it is not certain that the woodwork of the 
latter is original. The former contains thirteen 
subject panels, devoted to the lives of the Blessed 
Virgin and of St. George, the six upper relating 
to the latter and the remainder to the Virgin. 
There is a narrow panel of a saint at the end of 
each row, and eight small figures of saints under 
attached canopies arranged in two rows on each 
side of the tall central panel  a combined 
Assumption and Coronation of the Virgin. The 
whole is surmounted by a continuous band of 
oak cresting, whilst across the base is a row of 
inscriptions in large Gothic lettering, and along 
the middle rails inscriptions in small letters, as 
also under each little saint. This reredos is made



56 The Woodwork of English Alabaster Retables.

in three sections, the central being half the width 
of the sides. Preserved in the church are the 
original wooden shutters, four in number, which 
formerly protected this remarkable reredos. 
These wooden panels, which are painted in pink 
and grey, depict scenes from Our Lord's Passion, 
including " The trial before Caiaphas " and " The 
bearing of the Cross." The dress of the characters 
suggests the date as being circa 1520. Another 
subject is " The Last Judgment," which shows 
Our Lord, around whom are angels, seated upon 
a rainbow, with His feet upon an orb, His right 
hand raised to bestow His blessing on the saved, 
whilst with His other hand He repels the lost. 
Beneath, to the right and left, are figures of the 
Holy Mother and St. John Baptist, 1 kneeling 
upon clouds, and in the lower part of the picture 
are figures rising from their graves, above whom 
is St. Michael. 2

The reredos now at Compiegne was formerly in 
the church of St. Germain 1'Auxerrois, Paris. 
Its colouring, inscriptions and woodwork are 
probably modern, and it is therefore a fortunate 
circumstance that its four painted shutters should 
have survived. This reredos portrays the Passion, 
and contains twelve scenes, arranged in two rows, 
with a large saint at eacli end and four rows 
each of four small figures of saints, beneath 
canopies, dividing the scenes. The inscriptions, 
which are now in French, would of course origin 
ally be in Latin. The paintings on the four 
shutters which are placed above the reredos 
represent :

I. Christ bound to the II. Christ bearing the
column. cross.

III. The harrowing of hell. IV. The Last Judgment.

1 St. John Baptist occurs in a " General Resurrection " alabaster 
panel in the possession of Or Hildburgh, F S.A

2 Arch. />;/., Ixvii.
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REREDOS AT COMPIEGNE.
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The other reredoses, viz., those at Bordeaux and 
Genissac, have unfortunately been removed from 
their original settings. The former, now in the 
Church of St. Michael, was originally in the 
Chapel of St. John1 ; and the latter, containing 
ten subject panels, is remarkable in that, like 
the one at La Celle, it has a double set of 
subjects, viz., those with incidents from the life 
of St. Martin and those from the life of Our 
Lord ; in addition to which there are sixteen 
small figures of saints, which, like the other 
panels, are beneath attached canopies. 2

III.
In addition to the wooden frames made in the 

form of triptychs and reredoses, we also have to 
consider those wooden cases, " howsynges " and 
tabernacles made to contain single scenes or 
figures, generally placed beneath traceried cano 
pies. Of these the cases most frequently met 
with are those containing heads of St. John 
Baptist, of which six examples occur, viz., one 
in the Ashmolean Museum, another in the 
Leicester Museum, that described by Colonel Croft 
Lyons, F.S.A., 3 the one formerly in the possession 
of David Wells in 1789,' one owned by Messrs. 
Harding and that recently in the collection of 
Mr. Grosvenor Thomas. These " howsyngys " 
are made in the form of shallow cases, having 
flat backs and splayed sides, the top and bottom 
of the case projecting forward beyond the con 
tained panel, or panel and canopy, attached to 
the back in the usual manner by latten hoops. 
These cases have the inside of the doors richly 
painted, which are usually divided into three

1 Album d'objels d'arl, Brutails ; pi. 25.
- Ibid., pi. 27.
' 'Proceedings, Soc. of Antiquaries, NXV (2 serifs), 17, 1H.
4 Archteologia. Hi., (part 2), 697
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panels, a central ornament of leafwork, above 
and beneath which are a white rose and a golden 
sun (Thomas) or a whorle and a sun enriched with 
gesso knobs (Leicester). In addition to the cases 
containing St. John Baptist Heads we find in the 
Museum at Reykiavik, Iceland, a case in which 
is a group of the Blessed Trinity, while in 
Worcester cathedral is one exhibiting the Blessed 
Virgin and Child. 1 At Warkleigh, Devon, is an 
empty wooden case, which without doubt formerly 
contained an alabaster carving. 2

In mediaeval times alabaster panels for indi 
vidual devotion in churches were of frequent 
occurrence, as is evident from the following 
notice of a case containing an image of St. Anne, 
before which Edward IV. knelt in Daventry 
church, Palm Sunday, 1471.

So it fell, that, the same Palme Sonday, the Kynge went 
in procession, and all the people aftar, in goode devotion, 
as the service of that daye askethe, and, whan the processyon 
was comen into the churche, and, by ordar of the service, 
were comcn to that place where the vale shulbe drawne up 
afore the Koocle, that all the people shall honor the Roode, 
with the anthem, Ave, three tytnes begon ; in a pillar of the 
churche, directly afornc the place where [the] Kynge knelycl, 
and devowtly honoryd the Roode, was a lytle ymage of 
Seint Anno, made of alleblaster, standynge fixed to the 
piller, closed and clasped togethars with four bordes, small, 
payntyd, and gowynge rownd about the image, in manar 
of a compas, lykc as it is to see comonly, and all abowt, 
when as suche ymages be wont to be made for to be solde 
and set up in churches, chapells, crosses, and oratories, in 
many placis. And this ymage was thus shett, closed, and 
clasped, accordynge to the rulles that in all the churchis of 
England be observyd, all ymages to be hid from Ashe 
Wednesday to Estarday in the morninge. And so the 
sayd ymage had bene from Ashwensday to that tyme. 
And even soclanly, at that season of the service, the bords 
compassynge the ymage about gave a great crak, and a

1 Proceedings, Soc. of Antiquaries (2nd series), vol xxv., p 79. 
a Ibid., xxi., pp. 42, 43.
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little openyd, vvhiche the Kynge well perceyvcyd and all 
the people about hym. And anon, aftar, the bords drewe 
and closed togethars agayne, withowt any mans hand or 
touchinge, and, as thowghe it had bene a thinge done with 
a violence, with a gretar might it openyd all abrod, and so 
the ymage stode, open and discovert, in syght of all the 
people there beynge. The Kynge this seinge, thanked and 
honoryd God, and Seint Anne, takyng it for a good signe, 
and token of good and prosperous aventure that God wold 
send hym in that he had to do, and, remembringe his 
promyse, he honoryd God, and Seint Anne, in that same 
place, and gave his offrings. 1

Two panels in my collection, vi/.., one of the 
Blessed Trinity- and another of St. Ursula, 3 from 
the marked splaying of their sides would suggest 
that they were once contained in wooden cases 
fitted with doors, and it is probable that many of 
the panels of saints which survive, e.g., St. Armel 
and St. Eloi, were originally sold in that form. 
Figures of the Blessed Virgin enclosed in taber 
nacles were probably made as early as the close 
of the fourteenth century, as is evidenced by an 
example, circa 1380, in my collection.

A question of considerable interest arises as to 
the workshops in which the wooden frames for 
the reredoses were produced. As early as 1436 
we find Richard Marsh engaged by Alice Tannesley 
of Nottingham to make a case for a table for the 
altar of St. John in St. Mary's Church, Nottingham. 1 
Now we know that Richard Marsh was also a 
painter of images, and it is thus clear that there 
was a close association between the decoration 
of images and the manufacture of wooden frames 
for altar pieces. Again, in 1491, we note that 
Nicholas Hill 5 was sending out for sale numerous 
St. John's heads, mounted " in tabernacles and

1 Historic of the arrival! of Edward 1\ in England and the final! 
recoverye of his Kingdomes from Henry VI , A n M.CCCC t.xxi., ed. 
John Bruce (Camdcn Society, i.. 1838), j> 14

3 Archrzlog Jnl., Ix.xi., 16^.
3 Ibid., Ixxi., 165.
* Records of the Borough of Sollntghani, 11., 154
5 Jbid.. iii., 18.
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in howsynges," whilst William Myles, painter, 
employed John Durhaunt to work on tabernacles, 
howsynges and other things."' In the Victoria 
and Albert Museum is a Christmas reredos in its 
original wooden frame, upon the 'backs of the 
canopies and the panels of which occur a triangle, 
lightly cut, which mark also occurs on the 
wooden backs of each compartment of the 
triptych. Upon the backs of other panels of the 
Nottingham School of alabasterers various marks, 
in addition to the Roman numerals indicating 
their sequence in the reredos, have been observed, 
among others the following : HL, X and a   
passing through the numeral III., all of which 
would no doubt be repeated on the wooden 
frames, as is the case in an example in the 
Ashmolean Museum, a St. John's Head, where 
IX. occurs both on the reverse of the panel and 
upon the backboard of the wooden case, whilst 
IIII. occurs on a St. John's Head in my collec 
tion. These marks were no doubt intended to 
identify the particular reredos for which the panels 
and canopies were intended in the workshop, 
where numerous reredoses would be in simul 
taneous production. One must, I think, regard 
the circular mark occurring on the reverse of a 
" Te Deum " panel in the collection of Dr. 
Hildburgh, F.S.A., as the signature of an individual 
sculptor, 2 and as such it is of peculiar interest, as 
it is most unusual to find craftsmen signing their 
works in the middle ages. Perhaps they antici 
pated the truth of the lines :

Who builds a church to God and not to fame, 
Will never mark the marble with his name.

I must in conclusion acknowledge my indebted 
ness to the papers of Count Paul Biver and Mr. 
Eric Maclagan, F.S.A.

1 Ibid.. 111., 491.
1 Maclagan, Burlington Magazine, xxxvi., 64, Fig. I.


