
Corinne Charles and Charles 
Veuillet, Coffres et Coffrets du 
Moy en Age
2 vols, Musees cantonaux du Valais, Sion, 2012, Sfr 59, 
ISBN 978-2-884260701

These volumes describe the medieval chests and coffrets in 
the Valere History Museum, Sion, Switzerland; the former 
are believed to have been made for the 12th-century 
church of Notre Dame de Valere, or for the canons of the 
Sion chapter.

The chests, which are dated 12th-16th century (by 
dendrochronology for the pine, by carbon 14 for the 
walnut), are mostly clamp-fronted; colour was found on 
only one. The pre-1280 carved chests have distinctive 
Romanesque arcading and pierced feet, and are considered 
to be local; later ones are uncarved. Round-headed nails are 
used decoratively. The photo is of a walnut chest inscribed 
AVE MARIA GRACIA PLENA (Inv. No. MV 81, 
206 x 102 x67 cm) and dated by C14 to 1150-1280 
and by the lettering to 1225-1250. The mainly beech 
coffrets (14th-16th century, dated stylistically) with 
gabled, domed or flat lids, and painted in red, blue, 
and green, are attributed to the upper Rhine or 
Switzerland.

The walnut chests predate Italian and Burgundy walnut 
chests by a century, and the quality of the Romanesque 
arcading is exceptional. The 3.3m wide, shallow, pine 
chest c. 1270 with applied Romanesque arcading is also 
impressive, and calls to mind the c.1300 Poissy chert with 
applied gothic arcading in the Cluny Museum.

The authors are an art historian and a conservator/ 
restorer and the book’s strength lies in the combination of 
their skills. It covers the 20-year research project which 
assembled, restored and displayed the objects, the art 
historical context (North Italian, Germanic), the 
accompanying documentation from the 14th century 
onwards (allowing a plan of the original placement of the 
chests in the church), and the makers, tools, timber, and 
carving. Most surprising was the decision to clean the chest 
surfaces, which were then polished, oiled or left alone 
according to the chests’ status. The 60 objects are 
compared with others throughout Europe, often with 
photos, and there are also detailed descriptions of the 
construction of the chests with attention to tools and tool 
marks.

The books are superbly produced and are a deserving 
match for the collection which is clearly an essential 
visit.
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