
The marble sculptures 

 

In various places around the church are some remarkable marble sculptures and carving.  These 

once formed part of a large altarpiece designed by Sir Christopher Wren for a new Roman Catholic 

chapel commissioned by King James II to be built within the Whitehall Palace.  The contract to 

make the altarpiece was given to the sculptors Grinling Gibbons and Arnold Quellin.  Completed in 

1686 the work was only in situ for a few years before the new monarchs King William and Queen 

Mary had it dismantled and taken by barge to Hampton Court where it was put in store.  This saved 

the work because in 1698 most of Whitehall Palace including the new chapel were destroyed in a 

huge fire. 

 

In 1706 Queen Anne granted the Dean and Chapter of Westminster Abbey permission to have the 

altarpiece and to reassemble it in Westminster Abbey, where its original designer Wren was 

working on other improvements.  It remained behind the high altar until 1820 when it was again 

dismantled, possibly in preparation for the coronation of King George IV the following year.   

 

The fact that much of it came to Burnham is thanks to then vicar, the Rev Dr Walker King.  He had 

been appointed  vicar of Burnham in 1799 and in 1809 was, in addition, appointed Bishop of 

Rochester.  Bishop King obtained permission from the Dean and Chapter at Westminster to acquire 

much of the altarpiece and in 1826 he had it shipped to Burnham and installed in St Andrew's at 

his own expense.  Most of the carved sections were brought here and reassembled at the east end 

of the church in an arrangement as close to that at Westminster as was possible.  As such it filled 

the east wall covering the window.  Dr King produced a booklet about the work but he mistakenly 

attributed it to Inigo Jones and not Wren, an error that persists in many accounts. This 

arrangement of the altarpiece survived until 1875 when it was again dismantled.  Four panels were 

rearranged behind the altar with a new central panel in mosaic.  Other parts were placed under 

the tower.  A large central panel, which bore the words of angels to the shepherds at the nativity 

“Glory to God in the highest and on Earth peace good will towards men”, disappeared and its 
subsequent fate is unknown. 

 

Today it is possible to view the components of this great work that survive.  However with the 

elements separated, and some missing, the spiritual meaning of the piece is difficult to 

comprehend without seeing the plans of it as it once appeared. 

 

The pieces that can be seen now at St Andrew's are located as follows: 

 

Behind the altar: Four panels depicting six cherubim, one cherub holds a thurible (a type of 

incense censer) and another holds a paten and two cruets. 

  

Flanking the tower arch: Two life-size angels on modern plinths. 

 

On the south wall beneath the tower: A plaque representing “God in glory” surrounded by ten 
cherubim.  

 

In a north window: An open Bible surrounded by three cherubim. 

 

 

 

 


