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The Entry: I am entering a prototype for a 1480ôs trestle table based on the scant 
information available with allowances for easy disassembly for maximum transportability. 

 

History : 
 

Sawhorse style trestle tables were common in paintings and illuminations from the early 

14th century till the mid 16
th
 century. In these illuminations there are many distinct 

variations with no distinct style being located in any one specific region. The one major 

commonality between almost all examples I could find where they had three legs. One of 

the difficulties in gathering details on these styles of tables is the lack of surviving 

examples. Victor Chinnery states in his book Oak Furniture: British Tradition ñno example 

has survived of the earlier type as usually seen in medieval illustrationò.   Add to that the preference 

of medieval artists to display the tables with cloths covering the surface and the upper 

support system and you have very little to work with. 

 

This image is a decent example to work with as 

it shows a fair amount of detail in the image. 

The lack of table covering on this image shows 

us a fair bit of detail that in normally obscured. 

We can see that the upper cross beam in not 

substantially larger that the legs in width. The 

decorative center brace is set back into the legs, 

rather than being attached either flush or in front 

of the legs. It is unclear if the V meets at the top 

support, or if it is spread out. The two trestle 

seem to conflict with each other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"compalatim des chronicles des bretons"                  

Pierre Le Baud 1480 Paris, France  

(BnF Fr. 8266, f. 5.) 

 

 

. The design is similar to the one illustrated in the Luttrell Psalter 1325-1335. The same 

spread out legs, the same decorative brace can be seen, and the same problem as whether 

the leg meet in the center or are separated. This gives me two similar designs spanning 

150 years, and since the Luttrell Psalter is an English manuscript, two separate countries. 



 
 

"Luttrell Psalter" 1325 -1335 (British Library, Add. MS 42130)        

 

Now how was the upper support connected to the legs. As these last two images 

illustrate, there is no absolute way to be sure. The sort of detail is just about non-existent. 

The only image I could find giving any detail on this problem is from a stained glass 

panel. 

 

This panel is located in the 

Metropolitan museum, and is listed as 

1480-1500 German ñApes build a 

trestle tableò. It shows that the legs are 

mortise and tenon work. This was a 

common technique used by joiners in 

period as seen in countless chairs in 

museums around Europe. It again 

causes some confusion as the left trestle 

shows two separate mortise holes for 

the legs, and the right side has only 

one. 

Joseph Moxon goes into great detail 

about avoidance of weakening the 

edges of mortises and I am choosing to 

have both legs tenon into a single 

mortise for this reason. (appendix B for 

graphic illustration as to why I prefer 

this method) 
 

 

Photo from stuffinhergoose flickôr account (better 

quality than the museums) 

 



During my research I did come across a reference to an existing trestle in an article 

written in the On-line magazine ñDragonò . It shows a line drawing of an ornate version, 

but it offers conflicting documentation as to which museum had it in their collections. 

Having contacted both museums (Cluny and Arts Decoratifs) and not gotten any response, I 

queried the members of Medieval Sawdust email group if anyone had information on this 

trestle. They knew nothing about that table support, but one member did have 

photographs of an existing table on display at the Our Lady of the Pottery hospital museum 

(Onze-Lieve-Vrouw ter Potterie) in Bruges (Line Drawings by request of image owner for 
electronic distribution).  
 

This caused a fair bit of 

excitement on the woodworkers 

list as most people had run into 

similar problems with 

establishing details when 

looking into building trestle 

tables. 

 

The example at the museum is 

dated to 15
th
 century, and is a 

large permanent example of this 

style of table. They look to be 

built of oak, and are more table 

than I would ever want to try to 

take camping. They were never meant to be taken apart, and as such not all that useful in 

the context of the SCA. To have any real practical value in a society that continually is 

packing a household worth of belongings into a vehicle smaller than a lot of peoples 

bathrooms, requires items to take up the smallest amount of space possible. In this case, 

the trestles I will make have to be able to come apart into pieces. Even the decorative leg 

brace will not be drawbore pinned in place. 

 

 

 

In the existent example the ñVò meets dead 

center at the top support. The decorative brace is 

again set back into the legs in a dado. This time 

the brace has a beveled surface. That detail is 

not obvious in the 1480ôs illumination so I think 

I will not bother with it.. 

 

I am grateful to Jeffrey Johnson for having the 

foresight to take photos with a size gauge in 

them.  It lets me do some rough calculations as 

to the approximate height and length that I can 

use on my version. 



                                                                                     Image of existing trestle in Bruges 

museum - Photo by Jeffrey Johnson 

Construction Techniques:  
One can find tools from trades located in museum catalogues. Images of craftsmen using 

tools can be seen regularly in illuminations and paintings. What can not normally be 

accounted for is, how were these tools used in period. Most images  give you enough 

detail as to what the item is, but not enough to see if there are details giving us clues as to 

how they may have been used in specific instances. Is a planes blade at a low angle or 

not, Is that chisel used bevel up or down. Most of it comes down to trial and error. There 

are to my knowledge no manuals on woodworking with in the SCA timeline. It is not 

until Joseph Moxonôs ñMechanick Exercises or the doctrine of Handy-Worksò do we 

have a usable manual on how joinery was done. Published in England in 1678, Moxon 

goes into excruciating details on not only the tools of the trade, but how and why the 

tools are used.  

 

In context of the trestles I am building, I will use the techniques described in Moxonôs 

book, and noting where I deviated from practice when constructing the prototype. 
 

 

The Design: 
 

To find out the size needed, I had to do some rough calculations with the photos sent me. 

 

  

 



The illustration and the existent trestle have angles of  27
o &

 33
o
 angle. I made my first 

prototype to the illuminations 27ô and it just seemed a bit unstable. I have decided to cut 

the difference in half and go with 30
oôs

. 

 

 
 

Drafting images of design available in Apendix C. 

 

 

Materials:  
The wood of choice in England throughout most of the SCA timeline was oak. Heavy, 

and rot resistant due to the high tannin levels, oak has been prolifically used in furniture 

building. English oak is particularly nice as the grain is finer than in varieties that are 

found both on the continent and here in North America. Victor Chinnery states  
ñThroughout the middle ages and later, the most popular and plentiful of timbers was the native English 

Oakò.  This does not preclude the use of other woods, but do to the strength, and 

resistance to rot of Oak it makes a superior long lasting building material. The inventories 

of medieval wooden furniture  in museums around England are predominantly made of 

oak and add credence to that idea. The existent trestle in Bruges also appears to be 

constructed of Oak. 

 

 

Prototype: I am using standard spruce dimensional lumber. Cheap, plentiful, and easy to 

work with. Downside is its light and wasnôt a commonly used material for the south of 

England.  

 

I will be going with 1 İò thick boards for the legs and top beam, and Ĳò board for the 

inner óVò brace. This means I can use Standard size dimensional lumber for the prototype 

without worrying about differences in thickness for the final oak product.  

 

This practice dose have a basis in English history as there were trademens who sold saw 

board to craftsmen in the larger cities. ñMost Timber was converted into standard Scantlings, such 
as İ inch, 1 inch or 1 İ inch boardsò- again Victor chinneryé 



 

 

The Prototype: 
 

I made a prototype of the design using standard spruce dimensional lumber.  

I used the 27ô angle on the first trestle trying keep the angle the same from the 

illumination 

 
 

The trestle on the right hand side of the photo has a splayed leg angle of 27ô. The one on 

the left has 30ô. Those three degrees made all the difference in the world. I also enlarged 

the decorative insert to closer recreate the 1480ôs trestle.  

 

The Prototype Build:  
 

 

Using a square, bevel, and 

scratch awl (penciled in for 

image clarity), I marked out the 

cut angles. These marking were 

then carried around the edges 

and then onto the underside of 

the legs. The same method went 

into marking out the mortise 

holes for the front and back 

legs. 

 

 

 

 



 

Using a hand saw
 
I cut away the 

shoulders of the tenon. This was 

repeated on the feet angles and 

the rear leg shoulder. 

(Image of the Oak trestle being 

made, as I have no image of the 

prototypes shoulders being cut.) 

 

Deviation: A tensioned bow 

saw would have been used, but 

my bow saw has a very light 

blade, and I was worried about 

cutting the lines straight. 

 

 

Double checking to see that the 

angle on the foot is correct. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Checking to see how the tenons 

match up.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Having marked out the mortice, 

I preceded to chisel out the 

unwanted wood.  

 

Deviation: Joseph Moxon goes 

into great detail on how to go 

about chiseling out a mortise 

hole. It involves chiseling a 

small space inward of the 

mortising markings. When the 

mortise is done, you go back 

and chisel away the left over 

wood next to the mortise 

markings.  

 

On the prototype I skipped to chiseling away at the line. The finished Oak version will be 

done as per Moxonôs instructions. 

 

 

 

The finished mortise hole. The 

same procedure was used for 

the rear leg. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image of the two tenons 

inserted into the mortice hole. 

The fit is snug, but no so tight 

so that disassembly is difficult. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

Next was the making of the 

decorative center brace. 

Marking out the 30ô and then 

adding a İò for the dado recess 

in the legs.  The pattern was 

made with a compass and lead. 

And then cut out with a bow 

saw. The scroll edge was then 

filed down to remove the sharp 

edge.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The legs then are marked with a 

dado. I placed the brace a İò in. 

This looked like a reasonable 

amount in comparison to the 

1480ôs painting. I then cut out 

the hole with chisel and 

hammer. Chiseling carefully 

around the leg tenon as this will 

be a weak place in the dado. 

 

 

 

 

Once both legs dados have been 

hogged out, the brace fits in 

snuggly. The leg tenon still 

matches up decently. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

The final leg has a simple 

shoulder notch on both sides.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The end leg also fits snuggly.  

Its tight enough I can pick up 

the trestle, but not difficult to 

remove from the mortice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spruce lumber had an inked 

label on the wood. To get rid of it, 

I used a scrapper to draw off the a 

small layer of wood fiber at a time. 

 

I also removed all the obvious 

marking lines from the trestle. 

There are numerous example of 

English furniture that still have 

marking lines still on them. I 

prefer the look of no lines. 

 



 

I then used a plane to knock the 

sharp edge off the corners of the 

trestle. The sharp corners are more 

likely to splinter, and get damaged 

if left alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Insert image of applying a finish (lindseed, beeswaxé. Research) 

 

The final step for the prototype is a coating of boiled linseed oil.  This trestle will end up 

being used outside, and moisture wick is a problem. The oil treatment will help with this 

problem. 
 

Conclusion: 
 

This project was challenging for the lack of physical examples. For approximately two 

hundred years this a the predominate style of table depicted in illuminations. Falling out 

of favor for the stretcher style trestle table in the 16
th
 century, it seems the original 

designs where either too impractical or unfashionable to be able to survive to this day. If I 

had chosen almost any other type of furniture, I would have had more data to play with. 

 

Using hand tools to simulate the work done was interesting. You can become very 

accustomed to having chop saws cut prefect straight lines every time. 

 

I really wish I could have presented a finished oak set for the competition, but my broken 

ribs prevented this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix A 

 
The owner of the images of the trestle table from the museum 

in Bruges has asked that I do not distribute the images 

electronically. I am very grateful for the images in the 

firstplace so, I am happily complying with his wishes.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix B 

 
 

 

 



APPENDIX C 

 



 




