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Nayland’s Altarpiece 
 

1810-2010 



John Constable’s 3 Religious Pictures  
 
 

Christ Blessing the Children 1805/6 
 

Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine 1809 
 

The Ascension  1821/22 
 



Christ Blessing the Children 
 
 

Constable’s first religious picture was painted for the St. Michael’s Church at Brantham 
when he was commissioned to paint an altarpiece in 1805.   Three preparatory drawings, 
two of which remain in the artist’s family, show how the artist set to work on what was 
the largest canvas he had yet tackled (89in x 50in). 
 
His first thought was a single figure of Christ extending his right arm in blessing with a 
nimbus above his head.   The next stage shows Christ holding a child with two female 
figures, inscribed with the text from the tenth chapter of Mark’s Gospel ‘And he took 
them up in his arms, put his hands upon them and blessed them’.  A third sketch shows 
the altarpiece in place in the central compartment of a reredos of five arched panels, 
but with three figures hardly made out.   In the final version he has retained the subject 
of Christ blessing the children, but added to the complexity of the composition by  
including eight figures. 
 
The style of the Brantham altarpiece can also be compared with the contemporary works 
of Benjamin Robert Haydon, whose method has been described as ‘shut your eyes and 
think hard of Raphael’.   Some of the figures were derived from his family and friends:  
the girl seen in profile on the right from his younger sister Mary and the child in Christ’s 
arms from the son of his East Bergholt neighbour, John Lewis. 
 
It would be interesting to know whether the subject of the Brantham painting was 
chosen by Constable or decreed by Dr. Rhudde, the vicar of Brantham church – and of 
West Bergholt and Little Wenham.   Constable was later to marry his granddaughter, 
Maria Bicknell. 
 
Constable’s love of children was a conspicuous trait in his character.  His biographer, 
C.R. Leslie, wrote that ‘his fondness for children exceeded, indeed, that of any man  
I ever knew.’   John and Maria had 7 children.   Although stilted in conception, this 
altarpiece expresses the tenderness for childhood embodied in the Scriptural story. 
 
Brantham Church is one of the Livings of Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and because 
of difficulties over storing the picture, the College has accepted the painting on loan.   
The picture now hangs on the landing in the College Library and a full size photographic 
copy can be seen in St. Michael’s Church..  
 
According to the Art Historian, Graham Reynolds, whose notes on the picture are 
quoted above, the Brantham altarpiece is the most notable of John Constable’s early 
excursions into unfamiliar subject matter. 
 
 

Source:  Constable’s Altar-Piece by Graham Reynolds, Emmanuel College Magazine, Volume LXXV (1991-92) 
John Constable (1776-1837) 

Christ Blessing the Children (1805) 
oil on canvas  

Courtesy of Brantham PCC 



The Ascension 
 

Constable’s third and final religious painting was commissioned in 1821, the year he 
completed The Hay Wain, as an altarpiece for St. Michael’s Church, Manningtree. 
 
There is debate as to whether the painting represents The Resurrection or The Ascension.  
Whichever it represents, this figure of Christ floating in the sky surrounded by clouds 
dates from the same period as his sky studies, in which he was developing his own 
religious and landscape ideas.  It is considered by some art historians to be the best of 
his religious works. 
 
From the very beginning the painting had a somewhat chequered career.   It was  
commissioned by Edward Alston, a brewer from Manningtree and Constable’s cousin 
by marriage, for £200, in order to gain favour with the Archdeacon of Colchester, the 
Revd. John Jefferson who was responsible for licensing public houses.  When Jefferson 
not only refused to license Alston’s hostelries but also died in December 1821, Alston re-
neged on the contract at a great financial loss to Constable.   In spite of this, Constable 
completed the painting, although the lower half shows less commitment than the upper. 
 
It was installed in 1822 in the reredos of the newly built chancel of St. Michael’s where 
it remained until the church was demolished in 1965. 
 
The painting was acquired by Revd Aubrey Moody for All Saints’, Feering, a village 
which Constable knew through his friendship with Moody’s predecessor, the Revd 
Walter Wren Driffield.   The painting stayed at Feering until early 1998 when the PCC 
were faced with the expense of renewing the heating system. 
 
After much heart searching it was offered to museums in Ipswich and London.   They 
found difficulties, however, in hanging a religious painting beside the fresh immediacy 
of Constable’s landscapes.   Fortunately the painting failed to find a buyer at auction 
and The Constable Trust was formed in order to buy it and return it to the area for 
which it was painted.   The picture was dedicated at a Service in St. Mary’s Dedham on 
Ascension Day 2001. 
 
The Trustees of The Constable Trust were honoured to be asked to lend The Ascension 
to the major Constable exhibition in Paris at the end of 2002, but it has reverted to 
permanent display in Dedham church as the most appropriate setting for this particular 
painting. 

 
Source:  The Constable Trust 

 
Note:  The Vicar of Dedham suggests that the subject is definitely The Ascension    
because there are figures watching from below.   No figures were present at The   
Resurrection which took place from a closed tomb. 

John Constable (1776-1837) 
The Ascension (1822) 

oil on canvas 162.5 x 127 cm 
Courtesy of The Constable Trust 

Charity No. 1080398 



Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine 
 
 

This is the only religious work by John Constable which remains in the place for 
which it was painted.    It was commissioned in 1809 and installed in St. James’ 
Church, Nayland in October 1810.   Apart from a brief period when it was stolen, 
and then recovered, the painting has been in the same position in the Church ever 
since. 
 
C.R. Leslie, in his 1843 memoirs of his friend John Constable, states that “although 
from the slightness of execution, this picture can only be considered as a sketch of 
the size of life, it is in all respects much better than the Brantham altar-piece.” 
 
He continues:  “The light falls on the face from a lamp, and the colour and effect 
are very agreeable, broken colours partaking of purple and brownish yellow being 
substituted in the draperies for the ordinary blue and red.  Still, such are its    
deficiencies, that it is evident a long course of study and practice would have been 
required before he could have done justice, if ever, to subjects of its class.” 
 
Denis Halliday (Nayland historian), in his 1992 notes on Constable’s Nayland 
Aunts, considers it is very likely that the picture was commissioned by Constable’s 
aunt, Martha (Patty) Smith.   She was born in Bures St. Mary around 1741 and mar-
ried Thomas Smith a Colchester wine merchant, Nayland maltster and feoffee 
(village trustee) around 1767 to 1770.   Martha and Thomas lived at Longwood 
House, Stoke Road, from 1796 after both his parents had died.   
 
In 1804 Thomas died, aged 67, leaving a total of over £10,000 in monetary     
bequests.   Martha was well provided for with a life interest in his property and     
the residue of his estate. 
 
In July 1809 there was a Constable family party at Longwood House, described in a 
letter to the artist (then living in London) by his mother.  The proposal that John 
Constable should paint an altarpiece for St. James’ seems to have been made 
around this time. 
 



Denis Halliday also considers that, from the evidence of family letters, it was in 
fact Constable’s mother who originated the idea and talked her rich sister-in-law 
into agreeing to pay for it.   The artist, however, was evidently not keen on it and 
was very slow to start.   His mother wrote to him on 15th April 1810:  “I hope you 
will soon have leisure and desire to work on your Nayland work” and again on 8th 
May:   “You will now I hope find time and inclination to begin the Altar Piece for 
Nayland Church”, and at last on 2nd June “I rejoice to hear you have begun your 
Altar piece and have no doubt it will give satisfaction to all parties.” 
 
Original subject changed 
 

A letter dated July 17th 1810 from his mother shows that the original subject was 
to be the Agony in the Garden (but this had been abandoned on his uncle’s    
advice).  She continues:  “we are both united in the idea that adoration was more 
becoming in our Saviour than humiliation” and was very pleased when Constable 
changed this to the Consecration of the Elements of Bread and Wine. 
 
His mother suggested an appropriate quotation from 1 Corinthians XI 23-26  ‘The 
Lord Jesus the same night in which He was betrayed took bread’  could be “nicely 
lettered and gilt, it would not only look well but would be very explanatory to a 
country congregation.”  However this never seems to have materialised. 
 
On August 7th his mother wrote from East Bergholt to Constable in London 
urging his visit to Suffolk and “I hope we shall see your work before you carry    
it to Nayland”. 
 
August 11th:  Again his mother writes:  “Uncle David (Pike Watts) has written to 
me that if you finish it in the same excellent style you have begun it, he will ensure 
you a purchaser.  Therefore don’t give it away.”   Was she doubting whether 
Martha would really pay, or leave him in her Will the amount that had been 
promised or expected? 
 
 
Installation of the Picture and Family Comments: 
 

By the end of October 1810 the picture was completed and installed in St. James. 
(see letter to the Ipswich Journal 10 Nov. 1810). 
 

John Constable (1776-1837) 
Ann Constable, the Artist’s Mother 

Courtesy of the Colchester and Ipswich Museum Service    



Constable’s parents went together with his sister Ann and Uncle David to view 
it 3 or 4 weeks later.   “Mr. Sims (the Vicar) attended – had the organ playing 
all the time we were in the Church …we filled his barouche and four; so that 
we rather astonished Nayland.  Our grandeur was transitory – but I trust our 
happiness will be lasting.” 
 
Constable’s (maternal) uncle David Pike Watts, however, was critical of 
Constable’s work all his life and wrote: “As a whole the picture has strong 
claims to praise.   It is a fine Work impressively concerned, well designed, and 
the Attitude is suitable to the subject.   There is no impropriety or deviation from 
the religious character of the Piece – its effect at due point of distance is good 
and it strikes the beholder with satisfaction and serious contemplation.” 
 
He saw in the painting a likeness of the features of John Constable’s brother 
Golding (1774-1838), and set down no fewer than 25 individual suggestions 
for improvement.  “It is scarcely justifiable for any picture to be shewn so raw, 
unless a Testimony was affix’d that the Artist died before he could finish it;   
no other excuse can reconcile a Picture being affix’d for Public View in so  
uncultivated a state.”         
 
His mother too, was not entirely happy.  A year later, in December 1811 she 
wrote:  “I wish the Nayland picture was highly finished and still hope that in the 
summer you will see it again, and varnish it at least.   There always appeared to 
me much crudeness about it – the beard in particular and the ‘tout ensemble’ is 
certainly not rich enough in colour.” 
 
Sarah Constable (a cousin) also commented that the Nayland altarpiece “looks 
nicely when the sun shines on it.  I want it to look nicely always.”  
 
Constable made several more visits to his aunts in Nayland and Martha (Patty) 
Smith died in January 1820 leaving a substantial sum.  All Constable’s brothers 
and sisters and several of his cousins each received £400.   So the payment for 
the picture must have been settled by his aunt immediately, although there is no 
record of it.  
 
The Model:  The picture was painted in London and it is therefore possible that 
a professional model was used for the figure.  However, evidence suggests that 
Constable’s brother, Golding, may have sat for his brother on this occasion.   
 

John Constable (1776-1837) 
Self Portrait (1799-1804) 

Pencil and black chalk heightened with white and red chalk 
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery 
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Denis Halliday, (Nayland historian & Parish Recorder 1994-97)  
      Notes on Constable’s Nayland Aunts 1992 
 
John Constable’s Correspondence volumes I, IV & VI 
      Edited with introduction & notes by R.B. Beckett 
      Suffolk Records Office 1962-68 
 
Dr. Slade’s History of Nayland 1938 (unpublished) 
 
C.R. Leslie, Memoirs of the Life of John Constable 1843 
 

A Barouche – mid 19th century 

30th October 1810: 
A letter to the Ipswich Journal from “Clericus” describes a visit 
to St. James Church to view the newly installed painting. 



Later History of the Picture 

Extract from Dr. Slade’s notes on the History of Nayland 1938 
 
 
‘The picture was originally placed in an oak reredos where it remained until 1869 at which time it was 
in excellent preservation. 
 
It was then decided to erect a Caen Stone reredos and the picture could have been consigned, perhaps, to 
the “limbo of oblivion” (put away and forgotten) – but the parishioners demanded the restoration of the 
painting. 
 
The picture was then placed in the stone in the manner of glass in the mullions of a window, quite     
unprotected from damp at the back. 
 
At the time of the gathering of Constable’s works at the International Exhibition, (1920s or 1930s?) the 
Vicar was written to for the loan of the picture and it was pointed out the damage it was likely to suffer 
from its exposed position.  The Vicar refused the loan but did take steps to preserve the painting and  
Mr. Charles Basket then offered to provide a lead case to lap over the back and edge of the picture.’ 



by his mother.  The proposal that John Constable should paint 
an altarpiece for St. James’ seems to have been made around 
this time. 
 
Denis Halliday also considers that, from the evidence of family 
letters, it was in fact Constable’s mother who originated the 
idea and talked her rich sister-in-law into agreeing to pay for it.   
The artist, however, was evidently not keen on it and was very 
slow to start.    
 
His mother wrote to him on 15th April 1810:  “I hope you will 
soon have leisure and desire to work on your Nayland work” 
and again on 8th May:  “You will now  I hope find time and 
inclination to begin the Altar Piece for Nayland Church”, and 
at last on 2nd June “I rejoice to hear you have begun your Altar 
Piece and have no doubt it will give satisfaction to all parties.” 
 
Original subject changed 
A letter dated July 17th 1810 from his mother shows that the 
original subject was to be the Agony in the Garden (but this 
had been abandoned on his uncle’s advice).  She continues:  
“we are both united in the idea that adoration was more  
becoming in our Saviour than humiliation” and was very 
pleased when Constable changed this to the Consecration of 
the Elements of Bread and Wine at the Last Supper. 
 
His mother suggested an appropriate quotation from 1 Corin-
thians XI 23-26  ‘The Lord Jesus the same night in which He 
was betrayed took bread’  could be “nicely lettered and gilt, it 
would not only look well but would be very explanatory to a 
country congregation.”  However this never seems to have 
materialised. 
 
On August 7th his mother wrote from East Bergholt to  
Constable in London urging his visit to Suffolk and “I hope  
we shall see your work before you carry it to Nayland”. 
 
August 11th:  Again his mother writes:  “Uncle David (Pike 
Watts) has written to me that if you finish it in the same  
excellent style you have begun it, he will ensure you a  
purchaser.   Therefore don’t give it away.”   Was she doubting 
whether Martha would really pay, or leave him in her Will the 
amount that had been promised or expected? 
 
 
Installation of the Picture and Family Comments: 
A letter dated 30th October 1810 to The Ipswich Journal states: 
“Being on a visit in the neighbourhood of Nayland, I was at 
that parish church on Sunday last, where I saw a very fine 
painting, which they told me was just finished for the altar 
there.” 
 
Constable’s parents went together with his sister Ann and Un-
cle David to view it 3 or 4 weeks later.   “Mr. Sims (the Vicar) 
attended – had the organ playing all the time we were in the 
Church …we filled his barouche and four; so that we rather 
astonished Nayland.  Our grandeur was transitory – but I trust 
our happiness will be lasting.” 
 
Constable’s (maternal) uncle David Pike Watts, however, was 
critical of Constable’s work all his life and wrote:  
“As a whole the picture has strong claims to praise.   It is a 
fine work impressively concerned, well designed, and the 

        Christ Blessing the Elements of 
Bread and Wine 

by  
John Constable R.A. 

(1776-1837) 
 
 

The Three Altarpieces 
Of the three altarpieces painted by John Constable the Nayland 
work is the only one which remains in the place for which it was 
painted. 
  
His first religious picture was for St. Michael’s Church, 
Brantham, when he was commissioned to paint an altarpiece in 
1805.  The subject is Christ Blessing the Children.   The painting 
is now on loan to Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and a full size 
photograph can be seen in Brantham Church. 
 
His second work was the Nayland piece and the third was The 
Ascension which was commissioned in 1821 for Manningtree 
Church.  When the church was demolished in 1965 it was 
acquired for All Saints’ Feering, but in 1998 the PCC were forced 
to sell it.   The Constable Trust was formed to purchase the 
picture and in 2001 it was hung in Dedham Church. 
   
The Nayland Altarpiece was commissioned in 1809 and 
installed in St. James’ Church in October 1810.   Apart from a 
brief period when it was stolen, and then recovered, the painting 
has been in the same position in the Church ever since. 
 
C.R. Leslie, in his 1843 memoirs of his friend John Constable, 
states that “although from the slightness of execution, this picture 
can only be considered as a sketch of the size of life, it is in all 
respects much better than the Brantham altar-piece.” 
 
He continues:  “The light falls on the face from a lamp, and the 
colour and effect are very agreeable, broken colours partaking of 
purple and brownish yellow being substituted in the draperies for 
the ordinary blue and red.  Still, such are its deficiencies, that it 
is evident a long course of study and practice would have been 
required before he could have done justice, if ever, to subjects of 
its class.” 
 
Denis Halliday, (Nayland historian) in his 1992 notes on 
Constable’s Nayland Aunts, considers it is very likely that the 
picture was commissioned by Constable’s aunt Martha (Patty) 
Smith.   She was born in Bures St. Mary around 1741 and married 
Thomas Smith, a Colchester wine merchant, a Nayland maltster 
and feoffee (village trustee) around 1767 to 1770.   Martha and 
Thomas lived at Longwood House, Stoke Road, from 1796 after 
both his parents had died.   
 
In 1804 Thomas died, aged 67, leaving a total of over £10,000 
in monetary bequests.   Martha was well provided for with a life 
interest in his property and the residue of his estate. 
 
In July 1809 there was a Constable family party at Longwood 
House, described in a letter to the artist (then living in London) 

Attitude is suitable to the subject.   There is no impropriety 
or deviation from the religious character of the piece – its 
effect at due point of distance is good and it strikes the 
beholder with Satisfaction and Serious contemplation.” 
 
He saw in the painting a likeness of the features of John 
Constable’s brother Golding (1774-1838), and set down no 
fewer that 25 individual suggestions for improvement.  “It is 
scarcely justifiable for any picture to be shewn so raw”.    
 
His mother too, was not entirely happy.   A year later, in 
December 1811 she wrote:  “I wish the Nayland picture was 
highly finished and still hope that in the summer you will see 
it again, and varnish it at least.   There always appeared to 
me much crudeness about it – the beard in particular and 
the ‘tout ensemble’ is certainly not rich enough in colour.” 
 
Sarah Constable (a cousin) also commented that the Nayland 
altar piece “looks nicely when the sun shines on it.  I want it 
to look nicely always.”  
 
Constable made several more visits to his aunts in Nayland 
and Martha (Patty) Smith died in January 1820 leaving a 
substantial sum.  All Constable’s brothers and sisters and 
several of his cousins each received £400.   So the  
payment for the picture must have been settled by his aunt 
immediately, although there is no record of it.  
 
The Model:  The picture was painted in London and it is 
therefore possible that a professional model was used for 
the figure.  However, evidence suggests that Constable’s 
brother, Golding, may have sat for his brother on this  
occasion.   
 
Setting and Recent History 
The picture was set in an oak reredos where it remained until 
1869 at which time it was in excellent preservation. 
 
It was then decided to erect a Caen Stone reredos and the 
picture could have been put away and forgotten, but the 
parishioners demanded the restoration of the painting. 
 
The picture was then placed in the stone in the manner of 
glass in the mullions of a window, quite unprotected from 
damp at the back.   This was eventually rectified with a lead 
case to lap over the back and edge of the picture. 
 
1961: experts from the Victoria & Albert Museum examined 
the picture and found it to be in reasonably good order. 
 
1976:  A Constable Week was held to celebrate the Joint 
Bicentenary of the birth of John Constable and the arrival in 
Nayland of the Revd. William Jones, Perpetual Curate of 
Nayland, author and composer of sacred and secular music 
and Nayland’s most famous cleric.  There was a concert, 
wine and cheese party and exhibitions in the Village Hall 
and the Church.  The ultimate purpose was to raise funds to 
repair and restore the picture.  John Constable, the artist’s 
great great grandson, visited the exhibition and spoke to the 
children at Nayland School. 
 
 

1977:  The Courtauld Institute examined the picture by 
infra-red camera and x-ray and identified the fact that 
someone had painted over the neck and hands of the figure 
about a hundred years previously.   This work had been 
badly done and so restoration work was necessary as well as 
cleaning the picture.   The work was completed leaving £40 
left over from the fund (which was put towards repair of the 
Church fabric). 
 
2010:  The Bicentenary of the installation of the picture.   
This took the form of an evening celebration with Dr. 
Ronald Blythe, Dr. John Constable – great great great 
grandson of the artist, an exhibition and short organ recital 
of works by the Revd. William Jones. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The printing and publication of this leaflet has been sponsored 

by the Nayland with Wissington Conservation Society    
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Compiled by Andora Carver 

Sources:  John Constable’s Correspondence  
Volumes I, IV & VI Edited with intro 

 & notes by R.B.Beckett,   
Published by Suffolk Records Society 1962-68:    

C.R.Leslie Memoirs of the Life of John Constable 1843:   
Dr. Slade’s History of Nayland 1938 
Denis Halliday  (Nayland historian  

& Parish Recorder 1994-97)   
“Notes on Constable’s Aunts 1992” 



c.  1930:   
Letter from Sir Joshua Rowley to Canon Cliff (vicar of Nayland 1924-42) concerning his doubts 
about the picture’s authenticity, quoting from Charles Holmes’ book on Constable of 1902 and relating the story of a boy-
hood visit to Miss. Constable in East Bergholt. 





September 1961:  
 A Clarion report states that colour postcards of the picture are now available. 



1961:   
Examination by experts from the Victoria & Albert Museum 
The Parish Magazine – The Clarion – of June 1961 reports that the picture was found  
to be in reasonably good order. 



1976:   
Joint Bicentenary of the birth of John Constable and the arrival in Nayland of the Revd. William 
Jones, Perpetual Curate of Nayland, author and composer of sacred and secular music. 
These two events were celebrated in June with a “Constable Week” starting on 12th June with an Old Tyme Music  
Hall at the White Hart (see programme) and ending with a Festival Evensong on Sunday 20th. 
Also included was a concert, wine and cheese party, and exhibitions in the Village hall and the Church about the  
Rev. William Jones and John Constable, the ultimate purpose being to raise money to repair and restore the picture.   
John Constable’s great great grandson visited Nayland School. 

 
Source: Nayland Record Christmas 1975, Spring, Summer & Autumn 1976 

See newspaper cuttings and photographs below 
 

 





June 1977: 
The Clarion   
Mrs. (Sue) Wigglesworth, as secretary of the Constable Committee, reported that the painting was still at the Cour-
tauld Institute.   Mr. Blair Lees had seen it and was delighted with the effect of the restoration work.   The delay was 
due to the fact that someone had painted over the neck and hands of the figure about a hundred years previously.   This 
work had been badly done and the (Church) Council was asked to give authority for it to be removed.  Research would 
also have to be carried out as to who was best qualified to replace the portrait in its case.    It seemed unlikely that the 
painting would be back in time for The Queen’s Jubilee. 

 
 
 
November 1977:   

The Courtauld Institute (Robert Bruce-Gardner) reports on an examination of the picture by infra red camera and  
x-radiograph.  It was also cleaned.    (See black and white photos Screen 3) 

 
 
 
August 1978: 

The Clarion    
At a meeting of the Church Council Mrs. Wigglesworth reported that a Constable Committee had now completed its 
task with the fitting of a frame around the picture.   A vote of thanks was also passed to Mrs. Wigglesworth and the 
others who had worked so hard for the restoration of the picture since 1976.   The sum of £40 was left over from this 
fund and it was agreed that this should be put towards the urgent repair to the fabric of the church which was now well 
in hand. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



1985:   
Theft of the Picture 
The Constable is stolen from the Church in October and returned a month later after a £2,000 reward was offered and £30,000 paid by 
the police in an undercover operation to retrieve the picture.   The money was also recovered.    

 
The Ipswich Museum repaired some damage to the outside of the picture where it had been cut from its frame and also cleaned it.  The 
costs of this work were covered by our insurers. 

 
 
 
1991:   

Attempt to steal the picture 
The attempt failed after the thieves were caught following a surveillance operation.    

 
 
2000 & 2002: 
 Further warnings of attempts to steal the picture were received by the police but came to nothing. 
 
 
 
2010:   

Bicentenary of the installation of Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine. 
The celebrations will involve a display in Church over the weekend of 18th & 19th September.    An evening event in 
church on Sunday 19th to which Dr. John Constable, great great great grandson of the artist, has been invited.   There will 
also be readings by Dr. Ronald Blythe and a performance of some of Revd. William Jones’ music to complete the link 
with the earlier Bicentenary in 1976. 

 



And finally, Constable today ….. 



The Courtauld Institute Examines 
the Picture 

In 1976 as part of the celebrations of the Bicentenary of John Constable’s birth, a committee 
was formed and a fund set up to raise money to repair and restore the picture. 

 
Robert Bruce-Gardner of the Courtauld Institute duly reported on the examination and  

restoration work which took longer than expected due to the need to remove discoloured  
varnish from the flesh and foreground areas. 

 
Finally, in August 1978, Mrs. Sue Wigglesworth, Secretary of the Constable Committee  
reported to the Parochial Church Council that the committee had completed its task with  

the return of the picture to St. James Church. 
 



Photograph I Initial Condition Photograph IV        Head  X-ray – detail 



Photograph V        Head    Infra-red Photograph VI Final Condition 







John Constable (1831) 
By Daniel Maclise 

Pencil on paper (6” x 4½” appox) 
Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery 

 
Constable was sketched whilst at work as a ‘Visitor’ 

in the Royal Academy Life class 



John Constable (1776-1837) 
Abram Constable, the Artist’s Brother c. 1806 

oil on canvas 76.2 x 63.5 
Courtesy of the Colchester and Ipswich Museum Service 

 
 

Abraham (1783-1862) was the most gregarious of the three Constable  
brothers.  His energy, kindness and good sense mad Constable’s career  

as a painter possible when he took over the family mills and barges from 
his father and provided hs siblings with an income.  He remained  

unmarried, retired and sold the businesses in 1846 living on in East Berg-
holt until he was almost eighty. 

 
Source:  Constable Portraits: The Painter & his Circle 

by Martin Gayford and Anne Lyles (published 2009) 



John Constable’s Family Tree showing Nayland and Wiston links 

John Constable 
(1705-77)  
of Bures St. Mary 

= Judith Garrad 
b. 1708 

5 other siblings 

 Sarah Constable 
 b. 1736   
 d.1829 at Nayland 

= William Grimwood 
of Wiston 
d.1801 

Golding Constable 
(1739-1816) 

= Anne Watts  
(sister of David Pike Watts) 
(1748-1815) 

Martha (Patty) Constable 
b. 1741? 
 d.1820 at Nayland 

= Thomas Smith 
1737-1804 
 Wine Merchant 

7 other siblings 

Ann  
(1768-1854) 

Martha  
(1769-1845) 

Golding  
(1774-1838) 

John Constable 
(1776-1837)   

= Maria Bicknell    
(1788-1828)   

Mary  
(1781-1865) 

Abram  
 (1783-1862) 

7 other siblings Thomas Smith 
(c.1771-1790) 
Nayland Schoolmaster 
Organist and Choirmaster? 

John Charles  
(1817- 41) 

Maria Louisa  
(1819-85) 

Charles Golding Constable 
(1821-79) 
Capt. Indian Navy 

= Anna Maria Blundell  
 

Isobel 
(1822-88) 

Emma 
 (1825-39)  

Alfred Abram  
(1826-53)   

Lionel Bicknell 
(1828-87) 

John Charles Philip Constable 
(1928-2002) 

=  Freda Keable  
 

Richard Constable 

 Descendants 

Arrahenua Ella Constable 
(1893-1966)  

John Hugh Constable 
 (1896-1974)   
Lt.Col. R.A 

= Eileen Saltmarsh 
 



Constable family links with Nayland 
 

Two of John Constable’s aunts,  
Sarah Grimwood and   

Martha (Patty) Smith lived in Nayland. 
 

His nephew, Thomas Smith and his father, 
Golding, also had Nayland connections 



Sarah (l736-1829) 
 

Sarah was the fourth daughter of John and Judith Constable - one of ten 
children, three of whom died in infancy.   She was born in Bures on 7th 
January 1735/6 and baptised in the Parish Church of Bures St. Mary 3 
weeks later.   In May 1767, still a spinster at the age of 31, she married at 
the same church, by licence, William Grimwood, bachelor of Wissington. 
 
Her husband was a tenant farmer of Aldams (now Wissington Grove),  
a churchwarden of St. Mary’s, Wissington for many years and a  
Commissioner of the Stour Navigation.   He died in 1801. 
 
Seven years later in March 1808 Sarah moved to Nayland.  The Census of 
1811 shows that she had one living-in female servant or companion. 
She is thought to have lived at Perry Cottage which is now The Manse, 
Bear Street which was owned by her sister, Martha Smith. 
 

Martha (1739-1820) 
 

Martha (known as Patty in her youth) was the fifth daughter of John and Judith 
Constable and was also born and baptised in Bures.  She married Thomas 
Smith of Nayland, a Colchester wine merchant, sometime between 1767 and 
1770.   He had been baptised in St. James Church on 20th May 1737 as his par-
ents were then living in Fen Street. 
 
In 1757 Thomas and Sarah, his parents moved to Longwood House, Stoke 
Road.   Thomas died in 1767 and Sarah in 1777. 
 
Little has yet been discovered about Martha & Thomas’ married life in  
Colchester, but it is possible that their son Thomas, born in 1771 or 1772, could 
have been the Thomas Smith, schoolmaster and chorister, “with the voice of a 
nightingale”, who is commemorated in a memorial on the inside west wall of 
the north porch of St. James and who died in 1791 aged 19. 
 
 

“A man who was dutiful, calm and 
skilful in holy matters 

Father of the heavenly chorus 
took him to the assembled gathering 

of angels just like a nightingale” 
 

 
Thomas owned land and property in Nayland and in 1783 he had a family vault 
constructed in St. James Church near that of the Vicar/Perpetual Curate, the 
Revd. William Jones’ family vault, beneath the vestry. 
 
Soon after Martha’s death, aged 81, the name of Thomas Smith’s Head Street 
wine merchant’s business was changed from “Thomas Smith” to “Sallows and 
Grimwood”.   The business later moved to Colchester High Street and the name 
was changed to “Edward Sallows”.   (Edward Sallows had been Thomas 
Smith’s assistant.) 
 
Martha’s Will and Codicils show that monetary bequests to her own relations 
totalled £7,620, to friends and her husband’s relations £370, to various servants 
nearly £600 and to the poor of Nayland £100 in instalments part in cash and 
part as blankets. 



Constable, Lionel Bicknell (attributed to) 
(1828-1887) 

Meadow Scene with Trees 
oil on panel 26 x 35.5 

Courtesy of the Colchester and Ipswich Museum Service   



Golding Constable (1739-1816) 
 

John’s father, Golding Constable, was one of 70 Commissioners appointed 
under the River Stour Navigation Act of 1780, which replaced an earlier 
Act dated 1705.  Thomas Gainsborough’s brothers Samuel and John were 
also Commissioners whose role was to act as referees in cases of dispute 
between riparian owners and other interested parties and the “Undertakers”.    
 
Under the 1705 Act the Mayor and Aldermen of Sudbury and ten other 
gentlemen were named as the “Undertakers” and were given powers to 
make the river navigable. 
 
Fourteen Commissioners met at the Queen’s Head in Nayland on 27th 
September 1781 and annual meetings continued until 1914. 
 
Sarah Grimwood’s husband, William and Thomas Smith were among those 
who also signed the Navigation of the River Stour document (copy below) 
on September 27th 1790 together with Jonathan Stammers, Nayland Mill 
owner. 
 
The Minutes of the River Stour Navigation Meeting held on 30th August 
1803 at the Queen’s Head were signed by Golding Constable, and Thomas 
Stammers, the Nayland Mill owner. 
 
  

Golding Constable (c.1805) 
by Daniel Garder (1750-1805) 

Courtesy of the Ipswich and Colchester Museum Service 
 

This portrait was previously thought to b that of Dr Grimwood, head-
master of Dedham Grammar School but has recently been identified as 

Golding Constable. 





Christ Blessing the Elements of Bread and Wine 
by 

John Constable R.A.  
 

Bicentenary Celebration 
 

Sunday 19th September 2010 
St. James’ Church, Nayland 

 
 
 
 
Welcome       The Revd. Kit Gray  
 
Introduction       Martin Wright,  
        Vice Chairman of the Conservation Society 
 
 
Short talk and readings    Dr. Ronald Blythe 
about John Constable 
 
Organ Pieces composed by   James Finch  
the Revd. William Jones    (St. James Organist & Choirmaster) 
Perpetual Curate of St. James  
(1776/7-1800)               
 
        
Hymn:  The Lord Will Come           Everyone please join in. 
The Nayland Tune- St. Stephen                     Words overleaf 
by Revd. William Jones                              
 
Conclusion      Dr. John Constable 
        The artist’s great great great grandson 
 

 
After the Celebration, refreshments will be available and there will be a chance to 
view the display about the history of the Picture and Constable’s family links with 
Nayland. 
 

Constable Picture  
Bicentenary Exhibition 

and Flower Festival 
in  

St. James’ Church 
 

Saturday 18th Sept. 
 10am. -  5pm.                       

& 
Sunday 19th Sept. 

12 noon – 4.30pm. 
 

Constable Celebration Event 
St. James’ Church 

6.30pm  
Sunday 19th Sept. 

 

All Welcome 



 St. Stephen 
     ‘The Nayland Tune’ 

 
 
 
The Lord will come and not be slow, 
   his footsteps cannot err; 
Before him righteousness shall go, 
   his royal harbinger. 

 
Truth from the earth, like to a flower, 
   shall bud and blossom then; 
and justice, from her heavenly bower, 
   look down on mortal men. 

 
Rise, God, judge thou the earth in might, 
   this wicked earth redress; 
for thou art he who shalt by right 
   the nations all possess. 

 
The nations all who thou hast made 
   shall come, and all shall frame 
to bow them low before thee, Lord, 
   and glorify thy name. 

 
For great thou art, and wonders great 
   by thy strong hand are done: 
thou in they everlasting seat 
   remainest God alone. 
 

                  John Milton (1608-74)  Psalms 82, 85, 86 
                       (AM New Standard 29) (AMR 52) 

 

Old English Music for Organ 
by 

William Jones of Nayland  
 

Samuel and Charles Wesley 
 

William Jones of Nayland                                                 ( 1726 – 1800 ) 
                        “A priest, the like of whom 
                        If multiplied, and in their stations set, 
                        Would o’er the bosom of a joyful land 
                        Spread true religion and her genuine fruits”. 
 

William Wordsworth   

Introit to Anthem I –   Arise O Lord – Psalm 32 vv 8,9 

Introit to Anthem III –   Lord let me know my end 
Psalm 39 vv 5,6,8,16 

Introit to Anthem IV –   Composed for a Sunday School Festival 
Words collected from the Psalms & the 

Proverbs of solomon 

Samuel Wesley                                                                  ( 1766 – 1837 ) 
No 1 of two pieces – An Air 

Charles Wesley                                                                  ( 1757 – 1834 ) 
Pastorate 

Willaim Jones of Nayland                                                 ( 1726 – 1800 ) 
 
Hymn 29     “The lord will come and not be slow” 
                    Tune – St Stephen / The Nayland Tune   





Address at Event to mark the bicentenary of John Constable RA’s paint-
ing for Nayland Church 
 
 
Thank you Martin, and thank you all for inviting us to be here tonight. We do 
in fact, come back to the Stour Valley quite often, though we are, as Ronald 
has just reminded us that Constable was, very definitely river people, and we 
rarely stop in the villages, staying close to the river in between on foot or 
afloat, fishing as we go.  So it is splendid to have a reason to see that these 
are also inhabited regions, and be with you tonight to mark this unique occa-
sion with words and music.  
 
It is particularly enjoyable for me because it it an opportunity to hear Ronald 
speak on the subject of his painting and my ancestor.  It is an easy matter for 
a writer or a thinker to be striking, it is very much harder to be sincerely so, 
but Ronald makes this seem like a matter of course. 
 
Indeed, sincerity is a curious quality, not simply a question of saying what you 
mean and meaning what you say, but finding something that you genuinely 
wish to mean and then saying it. 
 
There is no bigger problem for a writer, or, I suppose, for an artist, and 
the available resolutions are not always true friends. 
 
Somewhere in his early writings, in daybreak I think, Nietzsche remarks that 
weaker personalities in the arts are drawn to greater subjects because they 
need their support.  Whereas a greater mind, by which I take it he indicates 
one in confident possession of its knowledge, can afford, as he puts it “to in-
tercede on behalf of simple things. 
 
We may think of Chardin, or of Vuillard, but it seems to be quintessentially 
true of Constable, who preferred to paint the earth born humble beauties of 
his home fields and water meadows, rather than those of remanufactured his-
tory or Alpine tourism. 
 
The strength required for such a preference is easily appreciated even today 
in any gallery where his paintings hang beside those of other great Euro-
pean masters. 
 
And it is a contrast that goes on growing.   
 
The humility of this approach is as distant as can be imagined from the theat-
rical transgression of moral boundaries or the aggressive rejection of simple 
personal and social pleasures that has characterized so much painting in the 
last hundred years.   
 
For some, it seems, the world just isn’t good enough. 

 
But whether any of us will or can ever know enough about ourselves, or the world, to be 
sure that the tree turning its leaves silver side up to the wind, the “ragged scoop and 
burst”1 of a rain storm, the passing sparkle on the river glimpsed through trees, the eve-
ryday hedges, the dripping bankside plants, are not up to our scratch.   
 
However, I cannot say that the painting behind me is a humble subject.  Indeed for a 
Christian there are few more significant.  Nor is it entirely typical of Constable.   
 
More familiar are those pictures of scenes still more familiar to you, the paintings of the 
river valley in which we now stand. 
 
But there is a direct route from one to the other.   Constable Famously looked at the 
Elder flowers in the vale, and saw “the Resurrection and the life”. 
 
We, in our turn, can look at this depiction of Christ blessing the bread and wine and 
think of a world made up of simple beautiful things that are by any measure a blessing. 
 
Thank you. 
 
John Constable 
19.09.10 





Rafael’s The Transfiguration 
c.1518-1520 may have 

influenced Benjamin West 
and also Constable. 







THEFT OF THE PICTURE  
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