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SIGNIFICANCE OF TABLE TOMBS

CONCLUSION

INTRODUCTION

The poster focuses on table tomb conservation projects as an interesting example of community leadership in

conservation of local architectural heritage of special interest. Many successful projects have been possible in recent

years in Gloucestershire’s churchyards, thanks to the efforts of keen volunteers and their readiness to positively

engage with conservation advisers and conservators.

The authors offer an overview of the significance of table tombs and their conservation challenges. They also

investigate, through two cases studies, the motivation of local community custodians and what they have learned

“on the job”, as “accidental” conservation leaders. The poster draws on the volunteers’ personal accounts, as well as

the authors’ own experience gained through supporting local communities on their journey to preserve unique

examples of tangible heritage of Gloucestershire over the past decade. The poster discusses examples of positive

non-expert involvement in the planning of conservation projects concerning local heritage and reflects on the

changing role of conservation in rural communities.

FIGURE 1. Churchyard of St Cyr, Stinchcombe. Graham O’Hare (right) with a member of his team, reinstating the lid of the table 
tomb of Mary Manning. Image: Adam Klups

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE?

FIGURE 2. Churchyard of St Bartholomew, Nympsfield. A ‘tea caddy’ style tomb in the state of near collapse. 
Image: Graham O’Hare

The table or chest tomb is a unique, very typical feature of churchyards in the South West of England. They are

especially common in Gloucestershire and the neighbouring counties, and here they show the greatest variety and

richness of decoration. They flourished due to the combination of wealth, availability of suitable stone and craftsmen

to carve it, and a need or desire to commemorate individuals, but also their position and standing in local society.

Most date to the later 17th, 18th and early 19th centuries. They tell stories from the past of local communities,

providing an invaluable local history resource. Each monument is significant in its own right. Its design, position and

inscriptions tell us much about the families that built them. A group of monuments together in a churchyard speaks

of the society that created them, as well as the individuals commemorated on them.

The authors’ experience and contribution to table tombs conservation projects 

Adam Klups works for the Diocese of Gloucester supporting parish volunteers planning building repair, conservation

and development projects. He is passionate about educating local volunteers about the significance of table tombs. He

supports volunteers with practical advice on project planning, accessing conservation expertise and finding funding

opportunities, and assists them with securing permissions under the Faculty Jurisdiction Rules, which Church of England

churches and churchyards are subject to.

Graham O’Hare’s involvement as a freelance conservator usually begins when he is contacted by a parish volunteer

asking for his professional assistance. They might be concerned about the condition of their monuments, often because

at least one is a safety issue. That often leads to a request to carry out a condition survey. Each monument is examined,

photographed, and documented, its condition assessed, and where appropriate, treatment suggested. Priorities are

suggested too; some tombs might be in imminent danger of collapse, others in good condition. The conservator’s

condition survey provides the client with a comprehensive record of the table tombs, their significance historically and

artistically, their condition, what conservation problems they experience, how these can be addressed, and how much it

might cost to treat them. Thus, the condition survey becomes a useful tool for the management of the churchyard and

its monuments in the long term. Parishes often decide to act on the condition survey’s recommendations, as long as

funds can be raised. This can be a one-off intervention on one or more tombs, or an involvement over several years,

with tombs treated one by one as more funding becomes available. Graham’s involvement creates opportunities to

raise the community’s awareness of the importance of conservation and significance of table tombs.

Importantly, the role both authors play is providing volunteer conservation leaders with encouragement and motivation.

DETERIORATION MECHANISMS AND CONSERVATION 
TREATMENT

Six monuments were identified as needing attention. The condition survey was completed in January 2019. The

report aided the PCC’s decision making and raising of funding. It became a management tool. It was realised

that savings could be made through the greater efficiency of working on all six monuments at the same time,

rather than dealing with them individually, as the equipment needed to do one could be used on all the others.

Treatment was carried out between August and October 2019. It included the complete reinstatement of the

monument commemorating Mary Manning dated 1715, from a collapsed pile of pieces to a standing chest tomb.

The conservation project led to an increased interest in the churchyard and local history in the village, and a

greater sense of the continuity of village life and death represented physically by the churchyard and its

memorials. This was followed up and encouraged by an informal talk on churchyard monument conservation,

using the churches own monuments as examples. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic this had to be delayed until

August 2021, but interest had not waned in the meantime!

The Revd Fiona Crocker, Vicar of St Cyr’s, Stinchcombe said:

At St Cyr’s, Stinchcombe, we are fortunate to have a number of table tombs. With the passage of time sadly many

of these had deteriorated, but thanks to the extraordinary knowledge and work of Graham O'Hare, they have

been beautifully conserved. Whilst raising funds to have our table tombs repaired was part of a larger picture of

maintaining our village history, it provided a focus for all in the village who were interested in local history to get

involved when Mr O'Hare spoke about his work. This took place as the work happened and at a special evening

gathering.

It was heartening to see the interest generated in the preservation and understanding of this aspect of the history

of our village. History allows us to be placed as human beings in the context of time and allows us to have that

sense of belonging to something which is so much bigger than ourselves. The work of preserving our tombs was

an important and enlightening process and enabled a part of the history of this village to be preserved.

St Peter’s, Little Barrington

The condition survey of seven chest tombs, including a late Mediaeval one was commissioned by the PCC and

carried out in Autumn 2020, due to concerns raised after an architect’s quinquennial survey of the church and

churchyard. Conservation treatment is ongoing as this poster is being finalised (April 2022). Further involvement

with and within the local community is planned in the form of a talk and guided tour by the conservator. This will

combine the celebration of the completion of this project with celebration of the local community, and its place

in the national community at the time of the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee.

FIGURE 3. Churchyard of St Peter’s, Little Barrington. Graham O’Hare (right) discussing the progress of works with Jacky 
King and Jan De Haldevang. Image: Adam Klups

Adam Klups and Graham O’Hare

Table tombs are often built over a brick-lined shaft designed to contain multiple burials and these can deteriorate

due to material failure, tree roots and burrowing animals. If their structural stability is compromised, table tombs can

pose a safety risk. Typical conservation treatment involves dismantling unstable parts, reattaching broken elements,

replacing iron fixings with non-ferrous ones, repointing with lime-based mortar, repairs to the tops of burial shafts,

and rebuilding. Although most table tombs are built in a similar way, each monument is unique, with its own set of

challenges requiring individual solutions. It is this subtle variety that makes them so interesting to conserve.
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Jacky King of Little Barrington PCC reflected:

When chest tombs were identified in our architect’s report as needing attention, the PCC’s initial reaction was

to question if it was really necessary to preserve them, or whether there were more important things to spend

our limited time and money on. Graham O’Hare’s report transformed our thinking: we understood the

importance of the tombs as part of our heritage, and were convinced that we should make every effort to

conserve them.

As I had recently retired, I volunteered to lead the project and raise funds for the necessary work. I admit to

being tiresomely meticulous when it comes to completing forms so applying for necessary permissions played

to my strengths in that regard. However, as it was my maiden voyage into this process, I was helped

enormously by Adam Klups and his team, who were incredibly patient in helping me through each stage.

Through this process, I moved from “not understanding the question” to really challenging myself to justify why

the conservation project was so important – so the first person I truly persuaded of this was myself! In

particular, reflecting on the “living churchyard” made me see things from a completely new perspective, and

the ancestry angle revealed a clear route for channelling the residents’ interest in local history into a stronger

interest in the church. For many years, I have walked through the churchyard into church, barely noticing the

tombs on either side of the path. Working on this project has opened my eyes to a whole treasure-trove of

fascinating facts about their construction and symbolism and awakened my interest in all the people who have

been buried here through the ages. Having read the amazingly well-researched condition report by our

conservator, the whole PCC is now hugely well-informed and inspired by the project, and the excitement is

beginning to ripple through the whole community.

CASE STUDIES

It is hoped that this poster will contribute to the limited literature concerning the significance of table tombs

and the challenges involved in conserving them. The poster celebrates the leadership and successes of

volunteer conservation leaders; both those mentioned above and many others, whose initiative helped to save

hundreds of Gloucestershire’s table tombs from perishing.

The authors recognise that further efforts are needed to encourage rural communities to positively engage

with their local heritage.
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Although the majority of table tombs are found in churchyards managed by volunteer members of local worshipping

congregations, the question of who should be responsible for conservation planning, commissioning, and funding

conservation treatment is not always clear. While legally any churchyard memorial remains in ownership of the heirs

in law of those it commemorates, in practice tracing those liable for older memorials is close to impossible. The

burden of custodianship, ongoing maintenance, as well as ensuring safety of churchyard users most often rests with

Parochial Church Councils (PCCs), formed by worshipping communities from their membership. An exception to this

rule are churchyards which have been closed for burials and where the maintenance responsibility has been formally

passed to the relevant tier of local government i.e. the Parish, Town, City or District Council.

The conservation wellbeing and ultimately the survival of table tombs depend largely on the success of calls for action

on the local level, and volunteers’ willingness to effectively step in as conservation project managers and work with

conservators, even if they have little or no prior experience of conservation. With church congregation numbers and

resources required to keep up with maintenance and repair of the church building and not just the churchyard

dwindling, planning a table tomb conservation project can seem a daunting and costly prospect. Yet, faced with the

choice between taking action to conserve significant local heritage or letting table tombs gradually deteriorate and

perish, many communities take it upon themselves to obtain conservation advice, fundraise and commission work by

experienced conservators.

Deterioration mechanisms relevant to table tombs are well understood and can be managed successfully by an

experienced stone conservator. They include the usual water, air, and frost-related stone deterioration. Carved stone

inevitably weathers away, and while this process can be slowed, it cannot be stopped. In addition, the iron cramps

used in their construction rust and expand, causing cracks and lifting stones out of alinement. Many of the problems

encountered in work on table tombs are caused by structural issues

St Cyr’s, Stinchcombe

The monuments were first examined in summer 2018 because of concerns over stability and safety issues of one of

the monuments. There had been two collapses prior to this. Subsequent visual inspection of other monuments in

the churchyard as a whole showed that others too needed attention due to rusting iron fixings.


