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Figure �
Jacques Du Broeucq, Saint 
Bartholomew, 1572, figure 
from an not extant altar-
piece, collegiate church of 
Sainte-Waudru, Mons
(Photo Aleksandra Lipińska)

chapter 1

Alabaster as a Sculpture Material

 Physical Properties

In order fully to understand the formal attributes of works in alabas-
ter we need to be aware of its physical qualities as a material and of 
how the sculptor works in it. Moreover, a rudimentary knowledge 
of the conservation issues peculiar to this material is also crucial 
to the art historian for accurate interpretation of the state of works 
under study. I shall attempt here to offer a brief overview of these 
matters.

The term ‘alabaster’ was used in the past to describe two different 
types of stone, one gypsum and one limestone.1 The most widespread 
in Europe, and that used by the Southern Netherlandish cleynstek-
ers – ‘true’ alabaster – is hydrated calcium sulphate (CaSO4 · 2H2O), 
a fine-grained form of mineral gypsum. The second type, which is 
now known as calcite alabaster, onyx marble, Egyptian alabaster or 
Oriental alabaster, is a translucent variety of limestone composed 
largely of calcium carbonate (CaCO3) mineral calcite.2 The name 
‘alabaster’ is generally thought to be derived from the Greek ‘alabas-
trites’ (ἀλαβαστρίτης) and probably comes from the Greek name for 
the Egyptian town of Alabastron, which was situated east of Thebes.3 
The word ‘alabastron’ (ἀλάβαστρον) was also used to describe a flask 
for fragrances made originally from calcite alabaster, though later 
also from clay or bronze.

Gypsum alabaster is relatively soft (Mohs 2) and easy to work, has 
a high visible light transmission factor, and varies widely in colour. 
Contrary to the received opinion that it is snow-white, it also occurs 
in yellowish, light grey, green, red-brown, and even black varieties. 
Historically, however, only light-coloured types were referred to as 
alabaster. The various types of alabaster also differ in the forms and 
colours of their veining and clouding. Alabaster is distinguished 
from the visually often similar but harder marble (Mohs 2–5), which 
is also cooler to the touch, by its greater translucence and less cohe-
sive structure.4

Gypsum alabaster can be worked using either stonecutting or 
woodcarving tools.5 The raw block is first pared down to the appro-
priate format using a saw; saw marks are sometimes visible on parts 
of sculptures not intended for viewing. Freshly sawn alabaster had 
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to be protected from dirt and breakage. In the case of the material 
for the tomb of Philipp the Bold in the Charterhouse of Champmol, 
50 ells of cloth were purchased as a cover, and wooden crates were 
fashioned to shield the valuable slabs. There was clearly a fear of 
theft, because the crates were also fitted with metal reinforcements 
and locks.6 The fresh material is softer and hardens with time, hence 
seasoning of alabaster was advised.7 Use of a light hammer might 
be necessary only at the initial stage of working the block with flat 
chisels. At subsequent stages, precision carving is possible freehand, 
by cutting the stone with knives and finishing it with various chisels, 
points and rasps. Because alabaster is so brittle, it is not worked on 
a bench or rack, or held in clamps (as are sculptures in wood). Small 
figures were probably placed in boxes filled with sand while they 
were being worked on. Use of a drill facilitates deep incisions and 
varying depth of relief, such as openwork for curls in hair. A lathe 
has always been used for working objects with symmetry around a 
central axis, e.g. vessels or banisters (cf. Fig. 12).

Alabaster is suitable for a broad range of sculptural solutions: 
from sculpture in the round (Fig. 1), through virtuoso openwork 
forms (Fig. 2) and the subtle gradation of relief of varying depths, 
to the painterly rilievo schiacciato (Fig. 3).8 Where an ‘latticework’ 
with details lifted off the surface was being carved the slabs were 
sometimes glued onto thick plaster supports to prevent breaking 
and allow subtle, almost filigree details to be worked into them.9

The last stage of executing an alabaster figure or relief was to fin-
ish the surface. Usually the desired result was to remove all traces of 
toolwork, and only certain areas were given a texture: areas depict-
ing grass or fabrics, for instance, were covered with crescent-like 
cuts by rocking a knife back and forth (known as ‘Tremolierung’). 
Areas that were to be smooth were first cut with knives, scrapers and 
rasps, leaving delicate marks on the surface. These were smoothed 
over with small off-cuts of alabaster or pumice, as well as sand, pol-
ishing powders and dried shark skin, to achieve a semi-polished tex-
ture and a matt or slightly glossy finish.10 For a perfectly smooth, 
highly polished finish with a waxy sheen, the stone was buffed with 
horsetail, more delicate polishing powders (zinc white, chalk or 
finely ground alabaster), and finally with a clean linen or woollen 
rag, possibly with the addition of beeswax. Sculptors must have rec-
ognised the importance of this finishing work to the ultimate effect, 
as considerable blocks of time were reserved for this stage of the 
stoneworking process, and specialist craftspeople were brought in to 
do it.11 For instance in 1388 two (female!) Parisian polishers went to 

Figure �
Initials of Philibert of Savoy 
and Margaret of Austria, 
detail of a decoration on 
the tomb of Margaret of 
Austria, 1526–1528, Church 
of St Nicholas of Tolentino 
in Brou
(Photo Aleksandra Lipińska)
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Figure 3
Crucifixion, circle of Jean 
Mone, c. 1550–1555, relief in 
the altarpiece of the former 
Church of the Knights Hos-
pitaller of St John in Słońsk, 
Poland 
(Photo Grzegorz Solecki)

work in Champmol on the alabaster openwork arcades of the tomb 
of Philipp the Bold executed by Jean de Marville.12

The porous, non-compact surface of alabaster is a good ground 
for polychromy, even without a primer. An overview of alabaster 

Figure 4
Isaac blessing Jacob (detail), 
Mechelen, c. 1575–1600, 
Treasury of the Pauline 
monastery at Jasna Góra in 
Częstochowa, Poland
(Photo Aleksandra Lipińska)
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sculpture through the ages reveals a predominance of works only 
partly polychromed and gilded or not painted at all. The role of 
painting was to make fine sculptural details readable, which is why 
paint was usually applied to emphasise facial features, ornamenta-
tion of clothes and architecture or greenery (Fig. 4).13 This indicates 
that the material was deliberately exposed for its aesthetic values 
and the conviction that it reinforced the noble aspect of a monu-
ment. One confirmation of this is the direction contained in a letter 
from Elector Augustus of Saxony to Antwerp sculptor Anthonis van 
Seron, who made the tomb of Prince Maurice of Saxony in Freiberg 
(cf. Fig. 155):

[. . .] only the eyes and lips need be painted in natural hues; 
aside from that do not smear colour on anything save that 
which must be gilded, [otherwise] the whole work will be 
altered and deprived of its nobility.14

In some cases, if there was surface veining that was undesirable in a 
particular area of the sculpture, it might be concealed with paint in 
order to produce a homogeneous surface colour.15 Where paint was 
used on larger areas (e.g. in the case of medieval English alabasters), 
it was usually in the form of a glaze, so that the optical qualities of 
the alabaster were exploited (Fig. 5). Examples of polychromy being 
used to cover fully the entire surface of the alabaster are relatively 
rare, but one of the contexts where this may be found is in medieval 
Spanish sculpture.16 A ‘third way’ was the use of covering paint on the 
clothes but exposure of the natural tones of the alabaster on areas of 
skin; this is common in English Renaissance tomb sculpture (Fig. 6). 

One disadvantage of alabaster has always been its lack of resil-
ience to atmospheric influences, in particular to the direct action 
of water.17 Hence it has been used almost exclusively in interiors. 
Under the influence of high temperatures, on the other hand, ala-
baster loses its water molecules and becomes as matt and opaque 
as gypsum. This is an irreversible process and can only be slightly 
corrected by polishing with wax or the application of a warm 
glaze tone.18

Alabaster has often been selected for small works and com-
bined with other, more durable framing materials such as marble 
or sandstone. This is the source of the belief that it only occurs in 
small blocks, which is only partly consistent with the reality. Ala-
baster blocks are not available in sizes comparable to marble and 
in many European deposits (e.g. Volterra) they are indeed predomi-
nantly small.19 English quarries in the Midlands (Fauld, Chellaston) 

Figure 5
Christ and Doubting Thomas 
(detail), England, 1340–1380, 
National Museum in Gdańsk
(Photo Aleksandra Lipińska)
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Figure 6
Detail of the tomb of 
Elisabeth, Countess of 
Shrewsbury (d. 1608), Derby 
cathedral
(Photo Aleksandra Lipińska)

however, which supplied many continental workshops, among them 
those in the Low Countries, provided blocks big enough to execute 
effigies of natural size from a single piece of stone.20 Proof of this is 
offered by the many medieval and Early Modern tombs, as well as 
written records, such as that left by English historian Thomas Fuller 
in 1684:

I confess Italy affords finest Alabaster [. . .]. But such Alabaster 
is found in small bunches and little proportions: it riseth not 
(to use the language of Workmen) in great Blocks, as our 
English doth.21

One limitation for sculptors was the shape of the elongated blocks 
which, even if they were of satisfactory length, were relatively thin. 
By way of example, the blocks of Saint-Lothain alabaster ordered 
by Jean de la Huerta in 1462 for the tomb of John the Fearless and 
Margaret of Bavaria in the Charterhouse of Champmol were 7 feet 
long, 2 feet wide and 3 feet deep (approx. 227–260 × 65 × 95 cm).22 
As a result, protruding elements such as hands or arms, attributes, or 
more plastically sculpted elements of drapery tended to be added.

Another potential problem was the varying size of blocks within 
any one deposit, and the unpredictability of their internal structure. 
A case in point is the fact that in the years 1462–1463 Antoine Le 
Moiturier was called upon three times to assess the blocks selected 
for the gisants of John the Fearless and Margaret of Bavaria. The first 
consignment from the quarries in Salins was rejected due to flaws 
(scratches, veins and air bubbles), and the figures carved from them 
cracked during the sculpting process. The second batch, from the 
deposit in Foncine, also fell short of the sculptor’s expectations, and 
it was only the third delivery, from Saint-Lothain, that brought suit-
able material.23

Since there were no deposits of alabaster actually in the Low 
Countries, the material was sourced from three main locations: Bur-
gundy, Lorraine and England. The Burgundian quarries were located 
in the Jura Mountains: in Foncine, Saint-Lothain, Salins and Saint-
Claude. The tomb of John the Fearless and the sculptural furnishings 
of the Church of St Nicholas of Tolentino in Brou, discussed below, 
were executed in Saint-Lothain alabaster.24 Visual evidence proves 
that some Mechelen alabaster works were also made of Burgundian 
alabaster.

The Lorraine quarries in the vicinity of Metz supplied alabas-
ter with various properties. The jasper or porphyry-like variety was 
used for the columns on the altarpiece of the mercers in Antwerp 
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Figure 7
Cornelis Floris, Tomb of 
Jan van Merode and Anna 
van Gistel, 1553, Church of 
St Dymphna in Geel
(Photo Copyright  
IRPA-KIK, Brussels)

groundbreaking article by Bandmann published in 1969 that laid the 
foundations for the study of material iconology did much to change 
this.32 Since the 1990s, however, and particularly in recent years, we 
have seen an intensification of interest in the role of the material in 
creating the overall message of an artwork.33 I firmly believe that 
alabaster is an ideal medium for a presentation on how a knowledge 
of the broad cultural context in which a material functioned facili-
tates interpretation of artworks and enriches our understanding 
of them.34
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cathedral, as stipulated in the contract with Willem van den Borcht 
in 1539.25 According to a report drawn up for Landgrave George of 
Hesse-Darmstadt by an unknown master, who can be probably iden-
tified with Joris Robyn, concerning the sources of alabaster, there 
was also a very pure alabaster available near Metz, but the blocks 
were small.26

The main source of alabaster used by Netherlandish sculptors 
was undoubtedly the very rich deposits in the Midlands: Fauld in 
Staffordshire and Chellaston in Derbyshire.27 One of the many who 
worked in English alabaster was Cornelis Floris, who in a letter to the 
secretary of the Chancellery of Brabant regarding the tomb of Jan 
van Merode and Anna van Gistel (1553) in Geel complained about 
the length of time he had had to wait for the delivery of the mate-
rial (Fig. 7).28 ‘Pure and good alabaster from England ’ was used also 
in the choir screen in the Church of St Julianus in Aat, according 
to a contract of 1602.29 The popularity of Midlands alabaster on the 
continent was to be credited firstly to the availability of relatively 
big blocks, and secondly to the convenience of transportation 
ensured by the Trent river and then by sea. Given the brittleness of 
the material transportation by water was the most appropriate, and 
generally – no matter what the merchandise – the cheapest.
Differentiation of examples of alabaster sculpture by the prov-
enance of the material is particularly difficult, as even material 
extracted from the same deposit can have different qualities. Such 
attempts have been undertaken, but usually in respect of works from 
a single area.30 A comparative examination of the material of sculp-
tures whose different provenance has been established by art his-
tory methods could be decisive in determining the auxiliary role of 
such analyses. Nevertheless, any interpretation of the results of such 
examination should take into account the fact that as additional 
hints in attribution they must be treated with great caution, given 
that export of the raw material has been a practice used throughout 
the ages. English alabaster, for instance, was used by Netherlandish 
sculptors both in their native centres and abroad.

 Meaning

In the past, art historian studies rarely addressed in any breadth 
the role of the material, the issue of its place in the overall hierar-
chy of artistic materials, or its symbolic potential.31 Not even the 
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