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Signs & Symbols : Reredoses 
My parents had a wonderful oak sideboard which took pride of place in the sitting room. It 
was about six feet long, two feet wide and three feet high. On it they stood one or two special 
items, like a flower arrangement and the latest enlarged photo of all the family. Whenever we 
moved house they always took thought as to where they placed the sideboard, so that it was 
prominent and not taken over by the pattern of the wall paper behind it, or by being in a dark 
place. 

 
The church altar is rather like that. Because it is the most 
important item of furniture in the building it is crucial that what is 
behind the altar enhances its visual and symbolic meaning 
rather than overpowering it. As a result the wall behind the altar 
was usually ornamented in some way and this is called the 
‘Reredos’. 
 
Today you can find a reredos and no altar directly in front of it; 
as many churches have either moved the altar forward to 
enable the priest to stand behind it and face the congregation or 
there was more than one altar in the building and it has been 
removed at some time. 
 
Often the East wall has a window, and the reredos fills the 
space between the top of the altar and the window-sill. 

Sometimes the reredos will be taller than that and actually obscure part of the window. 
 
Most original reredos were made of stone or alabaster with carved figures, or sometimes 
wooden panelled with paintings. Favourite subjects were the twelve Apostles and scenes 
from the Passion.  
 
However many have been destroyed and lost over time, and few churches still have the 
original reredos, but have embroidered hangings or wooden panels instead. Some churches 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries used panels containing the Ten 
Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer and the Creed. 
 
In one church where I now often worship the original reredos was lost some time ago and a 
modern painted wooden one was made and fitted in the 1950’s. Each half folds in half to 
enclose the pictures and this is always carried out at the end of the evening service on 
Maundy Thursday; adding to the visual atmosphere already begun by the stripping of the 
altar. 
 
This month 
Have a close look at a reredos and think about why it is where it is. Does it actually add 
meaning and if so, in what ways? Perhaps you think it creates clutter, in which case think 
about what would you put there if you could start afresh today. 
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