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This is at once a fascinating, thought-provoking but frus
trating book, in which the author, a professional forester, 
seeks to examine the sources and origin of the chests, 
desks and table boxes of the period 1550-1720. Essentially, 
Mr Conybeare's argument can be summarized as follows: 
the geographical area and original woodland situation in 
which English and Welsh oak trees grew may be deter
mined (perhaps guesstimated would be a better word) 
from the information contained in the timber itself, i.e. the 
annual rings and the growth rates; furthermore, the actual 
chronological dates of the timber's formation within the 
growing tree may be revealed by particular occurrences 
and sequences of indicator rings, usually the narrow rings 
formed in drought years.

This is a novel approach to furniture study and a very 
attractive argument, which certainly merits the most 
serious attention, but alas, Mr Conybeare does not follow 
it through properly. First he describes the various ways in 
which oak trees grew in Britain, for example in wild
woodland, in wood pasture, as standards in coppice, and 
as open-grown trees, which he argues quite persuasively 
may be deduced by their growth rates and ring patterns. 
Next he describes the various tools employed to make the 
boxes and, very briefly the country carpenters and 
hutchiers who used these tools (SOED hutch = chest or 
coffer). Then he addresses the problem of dating the 
chests and boxes, with lists of early and late features, 
based on the mouldings, carving, construction details and 
of course the information contained in the timber itself 
(number of rings per inch, and the ring-width patterns). 
Finally, detailed and very nicely illustrated descriptions 
are presented of sixty individual chests, desks and boxes, 
mostly from the west and southwest of England and from 
Wales; these descriptions make up two-thirds of the book.

The book suffers from having none of the conventional 
academic apparatus one expects in a serious study, and it 
contains very few references to the relevantfpublished 
literature. It pays little or no attention to several impor
tant factors other than drought, which may affect ring 
widths, such as repeated insect defoliation, severe 
winters, and indeed historical periods of complex oak 
decline like the one we are currently experiencing. But 
worst of all, and quite crucially, it makes no proper 
attempt to match the ring sequences so clearly revealed in 
the chests and boxes to the lengthy standard chronologies 
that have been reliably established and published for oak 
in England, Wales and northern Europe by the laborious 
work of many dendrochronologists over the last two or 
three decades.
Accordingly, much of the book's actual content is quite 
unfounded and inevitably controversial. Mr Conybeare 
himself clearly recognizes this: in his Introduction (p.10) 
he states: T make no apology for the amount of pure spec
ulation; by the law of averages some of this must be valid. 
I will leave the reader to decide which'. Again (p.22) he 
concedes that: 'this line of enquiry is of course fraught 
with inaccuracies, depending as it does on so many 
assumptions'. Later on, when discussing dating features 
(p. 66), he admits: T am well aware that the sample of 44 

boxes is a small one in statistical terms'. Statements such 
as these, which could be multiplied, do not inspire this 
particular reviewer with much confidence.

Despite these criticisms, however, the basic argument 
underlying this book is perfectly valid, and in fact merits the 
most thorough and careful investigation by matching the 
ring sequences of many items of furniture with the standard 
oak chronologies. There is indeed much still to be done.

Dr. William Linnard

THE REFORMATION IN NORFOLK PARISH 
CHURCHES. Susan Yaxley.
The Larks Press, Ordnance Farm, Guist Bottom, 
Dereham, Norfolk. 58 pages. £4.95 ISBN 0 948400 129

This slim volume is said by its author to be about "the 
nuts and bolts of the Reformation in Norfolk''. This is 
however somewhat misleading since its findings, based 
on a detailed study of the surviving records of a small 
number of Norfolk parishes, are equally pertinent to 
others up and down the country. Some of these records 
are in print and easily accessable to researchers, while a 
very large number of others survive either in Diocesan 
record offices or in the churches to which they relate. 
Susan Yaxley's book shows clearly what a mine of infor
mation they are to anyone interested in the furnishings of 
our parish churches.
She explains how each item of a church's furnishings 
played its part in the liturgy of the medieval church, and 
why under the impact of the Reformation some were 
removed and destroyed and some survived unscathed. 
This re-ordering, "inaugurated by reforming theologians 
and politicians" was at grass roots level implemented by 
the hapless and often harassed churchwardens, facing 
opposition from many of their fellow parishioners and 
pressure from the ecclesiastical courts charged with the 
obligation to enforce compliance. They had to balance the 
books and so, much was sold, explaining how items of 
ecclesiastical origin are so often found in domestic 
settings, and of course, pressed for money as they were 
how domestic items, often one suspects begged or 
borrowed, found their way into churches to replace items 
unacceptable to the reformers.

This process of re-ordering in the sixteenth century, 
concisely and simply described by the author, was only a 
beginning of a process still continuing today and it is hoped 
that others, having read this book, will feel encouraged to 
research these later phases which lie beyond its scope.

For anyone interested in church furnishings this study, 
illustrated with well chosen photographs and drawings, 
provides an excellent introduction to this much neglected 
subject. It places surviving examples of ancient furnish
ings in their historical and liturgical context, and it goes a 
very long way to explaining developments in suceeding 
periods when further far reaching changes were made.

Copies to be obtained from author, publisher and printer as above.

Lionel Reynolds
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