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Robert Towne (documented between 1756 and 1767) 
Henry VIII; Mary Queen of Scots 
 
A pair of cannel coal busts, 37 and 39.5 cm high respectively 
 

 
These fascinating sculptures are quintessentially British (for the author, the subject, and the 
material) and extremely rare. 
 
Cannel coal, unlike common coal, can be carved in very fine detail without breaking, as it can be 
seen in the embroideries on the clothes of the sitters. It can also be polished and acquire the 
brilliant shine of our examples. The busts are kept together with a wooden pin that is very 
visible inside the hat of Mary Queen of Scots. 
 
Robert Town lived in Wigan, where seams of cannel can be found, and worked in cannel coal for 
clients, including for the Earl of Crawford. 
Very few of his works are known. A bust of Henry VIII is in the museum in Wigan, another bust 
of the same king is in the Victoria and Albert Museum, and a pair of busts of the same subject as 
ours is in the British Museum. The Rjiksmuseum in Amsterdam owns a cannel medallion by him, 
representing Henry VIII, and a small bust was on the London art market some time ago. 
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Our busts are taken from prints by Jacob Houbraken (1698-1780), from The Heads of Illustrious 
Persons of Great Britain (London, 1743-1752). 
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