Acquisition of John Constable's
preliminary sketch for the
Nayland Altarpiece
July 2012

Background to the Purchase
On Saturday 30th June 2012 Mrs. Andora Carver was contacted by Mr.
Robert Holden (the late Sir Joshua Rowley’s son-in-law), who is a director
of Robert Holden Fine Art Ltd.
He informed her that a preparatory sketch for the Nayland Altarpiece by
John Constable was due to come up for sale at Christie’s in London on
Tuesday 3rd July. Lot 128.
The estimate was £1,000 - £2,000.
He asked Andora if she knew of anyone who would be interested in
purchasing the work in order to return it to Nayland.
The Conservation Society came to mind as the most obvious organisation
to acquire the picture for the benefit of the village, and to secure it for the
future.
After discussion, the Committee approved the use of Society funds up to
£5,000. Three other individuals agreed to guarantee up to another £3,000
between them, because it was considered vitally important that this piece
of Nayland history should be returned to the village.
Robert Holden arranged for one of his assistants to attend the auction and
bid on behalf of the Society. She was in touch with Andora via the
telephone, throughout the bidding process. In the event the hammer price
for the Lot was £1,200. Christie’s buyer’s premium was a further £360
and the total cost of £1,560 was paid entirely from the Society’s funds.
Robert Holden Fine Art Ltd. waived their usual agent’s commission.
The picture was collected two weeks later.
The Society wishes to thank Mr. Holden for his foresight, initiative and
generous practical assistance to the village.
Note: At a Christie’s auction of Old Master Pictures on the same day,
John Constable’s The Lock sold for £22,441,250.

Announcement on the Society's website
copy for Dedham Vale Society's newsletter and
Dedham Vale AONB Project newsletter

A Constable work returns to the Stour Valley
The Nayland with Wissington Conservation Society are delighted to announce that
they have acquired an original drawing by John Constable.
The subject is a pencil drawing showing the reredos (decorated stone screen) at
St. James Church, Nayland indicating how the proposed altarpiece might look in
situ.
It is inscribed ‘Pray turn your Mind to some good subject soon’ and below
‘Inside surround right 4 feet 1 in – by 3 feet 2 in -’
The pencil drawing is thought to have been executed during Constable’s 1809
autumn visit to his aunt, Martha (Patty) Smith, who lived at Longwood House,
Nayland . The original size is 3 ¾ x 6 ½ in. (9.5 x 16.5 cm.).
The witty inscription is a reference to the difficulty Constable encountered in
deciding on a subject matter for the painting in the centre of the reredos (a
decorative stone screen behind the altar). Constable’s uncle, David Pike Watts,
wrote to Constable in January 1810 criticising the original choice of The Resurrection.
Constable’s next plan was to paint The Agony in the Garden, for which there is a
sketch in the Louvre sketchbook. By mid July, after further advice from Mr. Watts
and his family, the subject changed again and Constable settled on the Christ Blessing the Elements of Bread and Wine at the Last Supper.
Village records show that in 1767 £35.18.3 was paid out in Nayland Charity
money for half the cost of a new reredos which consisted of 4 panels of black
stone – probably marble – on which were inscribed The Commandments, with a
painting of Moses in the centre. In 1810 Constable’s painting was placed in an oak
frame within this reredos, which was replaced by the present Caen stone screen in
about 1869. At the time, the picture was removed, but the parishioners demanded
its restoration and it has been there ever since.
The Nayland with Wissington Conservation Society purchased the original sketch
at a Christie’s auction in July 2012 and have made a copy available to St. James
Church.
The original work has been framed and will be kept in a secure place. It will
displayed at the Society’s open meetings.

Actual Size

The Chancel, St James Church - July 2012

An enlarged version

Copy for Church ' paddleboard'
-----------------------------------John Constable R.A.

1776-1837

The altarpiece at St. James Church, Nayland
Inscribed ‘Pray turn your Mind to some good subject soon’
and below
‘Inside surround right 4 feet 1 in – by 3 feet 2 in -’
The pencil drawing is thought to have been executed during Constable’s 1809 autumn visit to
his aunt, Martha (Patty) Smith, who lived at Longwood House, Nayland . The original size
is 3 ¾ x 6 ½ in. (9.5 x 16.5 cm.) as shown above.
This sketch shows how his altarpiece would look in situ
The witty inscription is a reference to the difficulty Constable encountered in deciding on a
subject matter for the painting in the centre of the reredos (a decorative stone screen behind the
altar). Constable’s uncle, David Pike Watts, wrote to Constable in January 1810 criticising the
original choice of The Resurrection.
Constable’s next plan was to paint The Agony in the Garden, for which there is a sketch in the
Louvre sketchbook. By mid July, after further advice from Mr. Watts and his family, the
subject changed again and Constable settled on the Christ Blessing the Elements of Bread and
Wine at the Last Supper.
Village records show that in 1767 £35.18.3 was paid out in Nayland Charity money for half
the cost of a new reredos which consisted of 4 panels of black stone – probably marble – on
which were inscribed The Commandments, with a painting of Moses in the centre. In 1810
Constable’s painting was placed in an oak frame within this reredos, which was replaced by
the present Caen stone screen in about 1869. At the time, the picture was removed, but the
parishioners demanded its restoration and it has been there ever since.
The original sketch is the property of the Nayland with Wissington Conservation Society. They
purchased the work at a Christie’s auction in July 2012. An enlarged framed copy has been
donated to St. James Church, together with a ‘paddleboard’ giving background details of the
work and its acquisition.
Further information about Constable’s altarpiece is in the leaflet which can be found on the
table in church. This was produced by the Conservation Society for the Bicentenary of the
Altarpiece in 2010. Copies of the leaflet were donated to St. James Church for sale.
Sources: Dr. Slade’s Notes on the History of Nayland 1938
Christie’s Catalogue of the sale of Old Master & Early English Drawings
& Watercolours 3rd July 2012

An enlarged copy of the sketch was framed,
by Foster Jones, Fen Street, Nayland
and was donated to St James Church

The original sketch was framed by
Goslings of Sudbury
and is kept in a secure place

