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INTRODUCTION

A merican furniture of the 18th

century stands as one of the pinnacles of
human creativity. In a newly settled land,
often torn by political and economic strife,
one would not expect the design and
construction of household furnishings to
advance to such a high state of refinement
as to be considered among the greatest of
artistic achievements. What occurred in
America in the 18th century was a rare
combination of resources, tradition,
inspiration and determination. The forms
and structures that resulted remain as
standards of design and construction for all
furniture that followed.

During this amazing century, furniture
design seemed to awaken from a long post-
medieval slumber and literally burst onto
the world stage. The 18th century was
witness to four totally new design styles:
William and Mary, Queen Anne,
Chippendale and Neoclassical. These styles
followed one another in rapid succession,
each a reaction to, or an advancement on,
the previous style. The designs were a
reflection of the changing world at the
time. Commerce, politics, social structure
and economics all contributed to the
new designs.

Antiquarians, furniture historians and
furniture makers have often approached
the subject from different points of view.
To these groups, 18th-century furniture
is art, artifact or craft, but rarely a combina-
tion of all three, and that is reflected in
the literature. Every museum and major
collection has a catalog that documents its

holdings in great detail, and includes as
much of their historical background as
possible. For those of us who have a strong
interest in period furniture, these books are
valuable resources. Without them, few of us
would have been exposed to the full depth
and breadth of American furniture. In
addition, a number of superb furniture-
history books have been published that
painstakingly trace the development of
styles and place them in context with
trends in interior design and social and
political movements. The two landmark
books by Albert Sack, Fine Points of
Furniture (New York, 1950) and The New
Fine Points of Furniture (New York, 1993),
are among the few that address the artistic
merits of originals and define their value to
collectors. Within the last 30 years, books
dedicated to the craft of furniture making
have proliferated. The methods and
techniques that were once the secrets of the
apprentice system are now available in
print. These books illustrate some of the
classic designs, provide measured drawings
and often give step-by-step descriptions of
the building process.

What seemed to be missing from the
literature was a work that sought common
ground between art, artifact and craft: a
book that presented the viewpoints of the
connoisseur, historian and artisan to one
another. Antiquarians and furniture
makers look at the same subject matter,
but with different perspectives. This book
is intended to present the craftsman’s art
to the connoisseur and connoisseurship to
the craftsman. It is not primarily meant to
be a book on how to make furniture, but
rather on how period furniture was made—
and why.

The furniture maker’s viewpoint would
help antiquarians better understand the
methods of work that yielded the forms of
period pieces. It would also explain the
evolution of woodworking techniques that
enabled new styles to develop, as well as
design trends that forced advances in
techniques. It illustrates the limits placed
on designs by materials and methods, and
presents the dynamic nature of wood and
its implications on structure and joinery.
For example, an antiquarian could better
understand the degree of development of a
cabriole leg if he or she were familiar with
the process of shaping one from rough
stock, and could better determine the
level of sophistication achieved by the
original maker.

The antiquarian’s view would benefit
cabinetmakers by explaining the important
aesthetic points of American furniture, and
what differentiates a great expression of
style from a mediocre one. The antiquarian’s
perspective stresses the importance of form
in furniture, and how that form applies to
the style determines its merit. Students
of American furniture know that
ornamentation does not make a piece great
and that not everything old is worth
venerating. Antiquarians have a sense for the
historical evolution of design and how world
events helped shape it. Similarly, they
understand the effects of time and have a
reverence for the color, surface and radiance
that period pieces achieve over centuries.



All of this cannot be achieved without
some risk. I know that exploring the area
where the fields of the connoisseur,
historian and craftsman converge is bound
to generate some discord. For one thing,
some long-cherished myths may be
endangered. Folkloric explanations and
romantic notions are fascinating, but
practical reasons take precedence. I have
also been so bold as to make aesthetic
judgments. While every piece of period
furniture is important for its contribution
to the body of knowledge on the subject,
some pieces uphold the design ideals of
their era better than others. Subjective
evaluations are by their very nature not
quantifiable and therefore arguable, but
such is the nature of the discussion of
artistic achievement.

In addition, this book is full of references
to the various periods or styles of furniture
design that emerged over the course of the
18th century. [ have noticed an increasing
reluctance to use the traditional period
names of Jacobean, William and Mary,
Queen Anne, Chippendale, Hepplewhite
and Sheraton. Being nonjudgmental can
easily extend to being nondescriptive, and
avoidance of “labels” can mean avoiding the
fact that there have been and will continue
to be preferences in popular fashions.
Granted, the names that have come to be
associated with some of these styles are not
wholly appropriate. The names of English
monarchs have only the loosest association
with the designs, and the furniture
designers probably wouldn't recognize
much of what in America came to bear
their names. However, these names do
represent certain popular styles of furniture

design that were in keeping with the ideals
of the day, and they are very useful for
that purpose.

With each phase of 18th-century
furniture design, underlying philosophical
goals manifested themselves in the various
styles. These styles were more likely to be
part of a desirable “look,” with common
distinguishable attributes, than any
consciously stated objectives. In each there
are common proportions, elements and
ornamentation that are characteristic of
that trend in design, and which differenti-
ate it from preceding and following styles.
Despite the colloquial origins of the style
names, they can be useful and descriptive in
identifying these trends, their evolution,
and the spread and duration of their
popularity. Taken for their general descrip-
tive value, style names are valuable in
establishing a common ground of under-
standing among historians and enthusiasts.

With such a broad subject to cover, this
cannot be an academically detailed history
of furniture design. As a result there are
some areas that cannot be explored in the
detail they deserve. Among them are clocks,
looking glasses and Windsor chairs. I have
purposely chosen to concentrate on the
main body of 18th-century American
furniture and would refer the reader to
sources that address these subjects in detail
(see the bibliography on pp. 302-303).

As a professional furniture maker who
specializes in the 18th-century American
styles, I learned the subject by studying the
originals in depth and by building hundreds
of examples. I feel that this has given me a
practical perspective on the techniques and
designs of the era. Building these pieces on a
daily basis imparts an insight into the way
the original makers thought and worked

and adds another dimension to even the
closest examination of a finished example.

If I can impart some insight into how the
cabinetmakers of the 18th century thought,
worked and approached their designs, I will
consider this effort a success. Some of the
finest furniture ever made was crafted with
relatively simple hand tools two or three
centuries ago, which underscores the
original makers’ skill as designers as well as
builders. Their work verifies the fact that
aesthetic achievement and technical skill
are equally important, and it is a reminder
that a solid foundation in design and
craftsmanship is essential to the successful
practice of any craft. It also speaks to the
capabilities and importance of fundamental
hand tools, a point that is becoming lost
amidst the proliferation of modern
equipment. To build furniture by traditional
methods, furniture that has a soul, one has
to work with the wood. Machining wood is
just something done 1o it.

History can often be reduced to a dry
series of events, and a similar view of the
history of furniture can rob it of its
ingenuity and spontaneity. [ have come to
view this history as a vibrant account of
human effort and try not to forget that
the people of this country two or three
centuries ago were not that different from
we who have inherited it. From the
surviving fruits of their labor, I give the
original makers great credit and respect for
their efforts and ingenuity, and for their
skills as consummate artists and craftsmen.

INTRODUCTION 3



Part One

THE ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION
OF AMERICAN FURNITURE
STYLES

The account of how and why American furniture reached such a high level of
development during the 18th century is a fascinating historical narrative. This furniture,
and the extraordinary achievement it represented, was anything but the chance product
of a distant colony. It was rather the logical outcome of practical requirements molded
by aesthetic trends. In addition, the influences of global commerce, shifting political
alignments, evolving social customs, personal preferences, market forces and an occasional
spark of genius all contributed toward shaping the work of American craftsmen.

To understand 18th-century American furniture, we must look outside the
18th century and beyond the shores of America. The development of American
furniture during this era had its origin deep in the previous century, and it continued
well into the following century, so the narrative stretches over a span of 200 years.
America was a part of the worldwide British Empire for three-quarters of the
18th century and remained closely linked with England even after the Revolution.
English tastes were influenced greatly by those of continental Europe, especially the

French. If American styles followed British trends, then those influences were truly global



in scope. As a result, much of the discussion of American furniture of the 18th century
takes place in other lands and during other times, since it was there that American
furniture had its roots.

Thé essence of 18th-century American furniture is not easily defined, but it is clearly
recognizable to those who have a passion for the subject. American craftsmen, inspired
by English styles, infused a purity of line and a refined sense of proportion into their
designs. Without the undue ornamentation or uninspired appearance that plagued most
Luropean work, American furniture of the period had a spirit and clarity that was
missing from the English pieces on which it was based. To what degree this resulted from
the conservative and practical dictates of the American market or the independent spirit
of the American craftsman is arguable, but the results are apparent. The 19th-century
essayist John Ruskin summarized the effect in stating, “No architecture is so haughty as
that which is simple.”

The thread of refined simplicity runs through 18th-century American furniture
design, but simplicity of design should not be confused with simplistic design. Refined
simplicity denotes an optimized form, while simplistic designs are undeveloped. Without
an aristocracy, American cabinetmakers had to achieve more with less. Cost was an
object, and American tastes were more restrained than those of the wealthy English elite.
Early in the century, American cabinetmakers developed a distinctive style based on
refined and well-proportioned forms. Their furniture was never just a platform for
ornament, and they were wary of short-lived stylistic trends. Even the more highly
ornamented American pieces have at their core carefully proportioned and optimized
designs. As the important style periods of the 18th century evolved and ebbed, American

artisans kept pace with the changes and breathed their own refinements into the designs.



Prelude to Change

THE JACOBEAN PERIOD
(1607-1690)

Ihe 17th century was a period of

profound transition in Europe, and nowhere
more so than in England. Colonization,
expanding commerce and governmental
upheaval brought a change in the patterns
of daily living and in England’s role among
the nations of the world. With an
increasingly global network of trade came
an infusion of new ideas and goods. The
rising affluence of the merchant middle
class fueled a demand for consumer
products, which was answered by a growing
number of skilled artisans. These artisans
functioned as the manufacturers of their
day, choosing from the increasingly diverse
supply of raw materials to produce finished
goods, including furniture, for both
domestic consumption and export to the
English colonies. This combination of
commercial prosperity and new cultural
influences invited a dramatic change in
taste and design, which began in earnest
with the Restoration of Charles II.

This detail from A Lady at Her Toilet, ¢.1660, by the
Dutch painter Gerard Terborch (1617-1681), illustrates
some of the northern European tastes that were
among the many global influences converging in
England after the Restoration of Charles II.

OURTESY THE DETROIT INSTITUTE OF ARTS)




This prosperity extended beyond
England itself. By mid-century the recently
settled colonies in America were well
established and thriving. During the 1630s,
60,000 Englishmen left for America, and
20,000 of them settled in New England.

In 1634, colonist William Wood wrote of
the need for “an ingenious Carpenter, a
cunning Joyner, a handie Cooper, such a
one as can make strong ware for the use of
the countrie.” A popular English song of the
day was entitled Summons to New England.
Skilled craftspeople and people from all
walks of life came to America and brought
with them their traditions, trades and a
desire to carve out a new world.

The Restoration of
Charles II

In May 1660, Charles Il returned to
England from the mainland of Europe. He
had left England after the execution of his
father, Charles I, in 1649. The execution
had been preceded by six years of war, and
was followed by eight years of Puritan rule
under Oliver Cromwell. The Puritan
regimen had brought what was left of the
arts to a grinding halt and imposed a strict
moral order that reduced daily living to an
unending effort to avoid damnation. The
restoration of the monarchy came as a great
liberation from the burden of Puritan rule
and the two years of virtual anarchy that
had followed.

With the Restoration came a resurgence
of art and culture. The ten years that
Charles IT had spent in Europe influenced
the prevailing court tastes of the period.
Two years after taking the throne, Charles
married a Portuguese princess, Catherine
of Braganza, whose dowry included the
privilege of free trade with Portuguese
possessions.

England had been languishing in a
cultural depression and stylistic slump for
nearly two decades. Its internal strife had
kept its attention focused inward, in stark
contrast with the commercial exuberance
that characterized the first half of the
century. With the Restoration, England was

Floating panels
fit in grooves in
frame members.

Frame-and-Panel Chest Construction

Stiles

Mortise-and-
tenon construction
throughout

able to embrace some extravagance, and it
was suddenly inundated with the most
fashionable tastes of the French court of
Louis XIV, the Low Countries and the
Portuguese and all their trading partners.

Of these various influences, the Dutch
influence was most important. Not only
had Holland been the refuge for many
loyalists during the years of Cromwell’s
Protectorate government, but prosperity
and power were shifting from Holland to
England after the Restoration. Many Dutch
craftsmen were following this change by
moving to England, and many Dutch
furniture makers who chose to remain were
exporting their finished work to England.
The English furniture-making business was
suddenly busy supplying the prosperous
and style-conscious English, and it was even
busier after the Great Fire of London in
1666, which destroyed two-thirds of the
city. London furniture makers were also
exporting finished furniture to Norway and
Denmark in exchange for high-quality,
cabinet-grade wood.

Jacobean Furniture

Before the Restoration of Charles II, English
furniture was built much as it had been for
centuries. The construction of these pieces
was not unlike that of the timber-frame
houses of the period, with a framework of
straight members, square, or nearly square,
in cross section. These members were
joined at right angles by mortise-and-tenon
joints. Whereas timber-frame houses were
covered by a sheathing that became the
walls and roof, the flat sides of furniture
were panels let into the stiles and rails of the
structure (see the drawing above).

This frame-and-panel style as it was
manifested in the 17th century has come to
be known as Jacobean, from the Latin “of
James.” James [ was king during the first
quarter of the century and the predecessor
of the ill-fated Charles I. As with most
furniture-design trends named after royalty,
the style includes many aspects that were
introduced outside of the years of James's
reign. In this case, what has come to be
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called Jacobean includes the first three
quarters of the 17th century.

While the frame-and-panel method
of construction proved to be durable
and practical, it was at the same time
stylistically confining. The straight frame-
work and flat panels limited the overall
designs to severe rectilinear forms. Within
this system of building there was no
practical way to incorporate sweeping
curves or gentle contours, even though
they would have made the furniture more
comfortable to the user. Decoration was
limited to surface carving of the panels,
applied geometric shapes or half-turnings.

CAROLEAN FURNITURE

The Late Jacobean, or Carolean period,
refers to the period from the Restoration
until the ascendancy of William and Mary
in 1689. This period includes the rule of
Charles II, and the brief reign of James II,
which lasted from 1685 to 1688.

Chests of drawers, cabinets on stands,
tall case clocks and fall-front writing
cabinets were among the newer forms that
flourished after the Restoration. Walnut
began to replace oak as the wood of choice
for fine furniture, because of its warm
color, attractive grain and workability.
Scrolled legs, ball feet, extensive carving and
inlaid marquetry were among the elements
that were introduced from the Dutch.
Brass mounts or pulls, in the familiar drop
shape, and likely of Oriental design origin,
replaced earlier iron hardware.

Many of the changes that were
introduced in the Carolean period have
come to be associated with the William and
Mary style. The Carolean period is best
remembered as a transitional period from
the pre-Restoration Jacobean styles to the
fully developed William and Mary style.
During the Carolean era, external
influences were having a powerful effect on
English furniture design, and it was
undergoing drastic changes in both
structure and appearance. In America,
these changes had not yet come to the fore.
Throughout furniture history there was a
lag in the time required for English styles to
become established in America. Many of
the changes that occurred in England after
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CHEST, CONNECTICUT (PROBABLY NEW HAVEN), 1640-1680.
This frame-and-panel chest with a lift top typifies the structure and form of chests of the 17th century.
Chests of the second half of the century frequently included one or two drawers in the bottom of the case.

[COURTESY YALE UNIVERSITY ART GALLERY]

the Restoration came to America as part
of the later William and Mary style, so
until the last decade of the 17th century,
the English Jacobean style dominated
American furniture design.

American Jacobean
Forms

In America, the first furniture had come
from England with the early settlers.
Almost immediately, however, furniture
that was needed for the use of the settlers
was also made domestically. From the
outset, tradespeople who came to America
found their skills in demand in a new
market. The Great Migration that followed
the first settlers brought more specialized
craftspeople, along with their methods and
styles. The regional variations of England
were transplanted to America. For much of
the 17th century, American furniture was a
continuation of the prevailing English
tastes, which included the infusion of
Dutch tastes and European Renaissance

influences that started to find their way
into the forms after the Restoration.

CASE PIECES

One of the most familiar forms of
American Jacobean furniture is the chest,
which for most of the period had a lift top
and often one or two drawers at the bottom.
Depending on the place of origin, the
exterior, and in particular the front, was
either carved or decorated with applied
half-turnings or geometric shapes (photo
above). The stiles at the front and back
corners continued beyond the bottom of
the case to form the feet as well. These
chests share a common structure and trace
their roots to medieval pieces.

A distinction should be made between
chests with drawers and chests of drawers.
Chests comprised entirely of drawers,
usually four, appeared later in the period
and were seen in America with increasing
frequency after about 1670. Documents
from the time often refer to them as cases
of drawers, and early 17th-century English
references mention cases of drawing boxes.



PRESS CUPBOARD,
ESSEX COUNTY,
MASSACHUSETTS,
1675-1695.

Press cupboards are among
the most impressive of 17th-
century pieces. This example
shows contrasting ebonized
balusters and half-turnings.

(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS,
BOSTON)

TABLE WITH DRAWER,
PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS, 1660-1680.

Most tables of the period have stretchers and stout
turnings and are related to similar English tables.
This example features shallow lunette carvings on
the drawer front. Larger versions, without the drawer,
functioned as dining tables.

(COURTESY SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION)

The Dutch influence after the
Restoration brought about one of the more
spectacular case pieces of the period: the
cupboard. Cupboards had an English origin
in Elizabethan designs of the previous
century, but the Dutch influences gave
them a new stature. They are visually
complicated, with strong horizontally
layered elements and exceptionally bold
turnings. As is the case with chests, these
turnings and half-turnings are usually
ebonized. Ebonizing involves painting
these parts a strongly pigmented black to
make them stand apart from the lighter
colored case (see pp. 194-195). The use
of contrasting light and dark colors, not
unlike the paintings of the Dutch masters,
is a theme that runs through much of
Jacobean-era design.

Cupboards were made to stand in the
most important room of the house, and
were a reflection of wealth and social
standing. Needless to say, only the very
wealthy owned them, since the complexity
of these pieces made them prohibitively
expensive. Apart from its role as a symbol
of refinement, the cupboard’s primary
function was to store linens. Textiles
were very valuable in the 17th and 18th
centuries, and many important pieces were
dedicated to their storage and protection.
Jacobean cupboards are categorized today as
either press cupboards, which have their
lower portion enclosed, or court cupboards,
which have the bottom part open.

TABLES

Stylish tables of the period featured turned
legs and stretchers, and were similar to
English examples. They were made in a
range of sizes from about 3 ft. to over 6 ft.
in length and served a variety of purposes.
Their primary requirement was their
functionality, so they were usually built
without as much decoration as other pieces.
In addition, trestle-type tables were in use,
sometimes of the variety that was easily
disassembled for storage. Another variety
was the chair-table, the hinged top of which
allowed it to be converted from table to
chair. With space at a premium in many
early houses, tables that folded or
disassembled were not uncommon.

THE JACOBEAN PERIOD 9



CHAMBER TABLE, SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS, 1690.

Chamber tables functioned as dressing tables. This
table is one of the few 17th-century pieces to move
away from the low horizontal Jacobean format.

(COURTESY WINTERTHUR MUSEUM)

JOINT STOOL,
MASSACHUSETTS,
1690-1715.

Joint stools with turned
and splayed legs were
made in great quantity
for use as seating
furniture into the early
18th century.

(COURTESY YALE UNIVERSITY
ART GALLERY)
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One very unusual form that survives
from the 17th century is the chamber table
(top photo at left). A chamber table is best
described as a small lift-top chest with one
drawer beneath, but built on tall turned
legs with decorative stretchers. The
construction is frame and panel with
mortise-and-tenon joinery throughout. Its
purpose was to hold personal effects in the
bedroom, and the interiors of the drawer
and case were divided by partitions. In this
way, chamber tables fulfilled much the
same purpose as dressing tables or lowboys
did during the 18th century. The personal
nature and intricate design of the originals
suggest that they may have been built, and
perhaps given as gifts, to mark important
events like marriages or the coming of age.

SEATING FURNITURE

One of the most commonly used pieces of
seating furniture of the Jacobean period
was the joint stool (bottom photo at left).
Joint stools are comprised of four turned
and splayed legs joined by an apron and
stretchers, with a board top. Structurally,
they have more in common with tables
than with chairs, and when needed they
could double as small tables. Joint stools
were the most affordable and common type
of seating furniture of the period. Ina
household that may have had only one or
two regular chairs, the remaining family
members would use joint stools for dining
or sitting near the fire. An elongated
version of the joint stool, called a form,
was more like a bench and could seat two
or more people. There was a certain
practicality to the use of joint stools,
considering both the bulkiness of winter
clothing and the practice of rearranging
the furniture in a room according to the
activity going on there.

Among the more conventional chairs
were a number of standard designs.
Wainscot chairs were built with the frame-
and-panel method of construction. The
ornamentation of these chairs was
primarily surface carving of the panels and
frame members. Turned chairs were
comprised of elements that were all turned
on the lathe. This method allowed for the
component parts to be turned to decorative



WAINSCOT ARMCHAIR, CONNECTICUT, 1640-1680.
Frame-and-panel wainscot chairs are highly rectilinear
in form. As on chests, the flat panels and frame
members were decorated with shallow moldings

and carving. This Connecticut example has turned
front legs.

(COURTESY CONNECTICUT HISTORICAL SOCIETY)

profiles, and resulted in visually interesting
chairs. Because turned chairs are comprised
of spindles rather than panels, they can be
looked through as well as at. The beauty of
turned chairs is in their silhouette, while
that of wainscot chairs is on their surface.
Turned chairs are sometimes categorized as
either Brewster or Carver chairs, after
William Brewster, an original chair owner,
or John Carver, the first governor of
Plymouth. Brewster chairs have vertical
turned spindles under the seat, whereas
Carver chairs do not. It was customary to
use a separate upholstered cushion on the
hard seat panels of Jacobean-era chairs.
Another form of chair, sometimes called
a Cromwellian chair, is a very rectilinear
form of joined chair. These chairs appeared
in the last quarter of the century, well after
the others. Rather than havi_ng inset panels,
the backs were either upholstered in fabric
or leather, or colonnaded with vertical
spindles. In either case, they are usually
without arms (to accommodate the bulky
dress of the day) and have a large space
between the seat and the back. The stark

TURNED GREAT CHAIR,
EASTERN MASSACHUSETTS, 1640-1680.

This striking armchair, made contemporaneously with
wainscot chairs, is comprised entirely of turned
elements. Chairs of this type with vertical spindles
below the seat are often referred to as Brewster chairs.
(COURTESY THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART)

TURNED ARMCHAIR, SOUTHEASTERN
MASSACHUSETTS, 1640-1680.

Similar to the turned great chair, this turned armchair
(or Carver chair) from the same period has no vertical
spindle turnings below the seat.

(COURTESY COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG FOUNDATION)

CROMWELLIAN CHAIR,
MASSACHUSETTS, 1670-1700.

Side chairs of this rectilinear design were made in
quantity in Boston in the last quarter of the 17th
century. This example retains its original ‘Turkey
work,” a European imitation of Middle Eastern
upholstery fabric.

(COURTESY THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART)

SIDE CHAIR, PHILADELPHIA, 1680-1705.
Similar in form to the Boston chairs, this Philadelphia
version has twist-turned stretchers and spindles, an
English design element from after the Restoration.
(COURTESY WINTERTHUR MUSEUM)
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plainness of some of these chairs belies
their age and association with the Jacobean
period. Existing examples show that those
with a New England heritage are upholstered
in leather or fabric with marsh-grass
stuffing and have ball-turned stretcher

and leg details. An elongated version with
arms is the basis for an early couch. An
unupholstered Philadelphia chair from
during or after the 1680s shows the twist-
turned spindles and stretchers that had
come into fashion in London after the
Restoration (see the bottom right photo on
p. 11). In a slightly different style, the
Dutch tradition of using horizontal slats
across the backs of turned chairs continued
in the regions that they populated, namely
the New York and New Jersey coastal areas.

BEDSTEADS

During the 17th century, the term “bed”
referred to the mattress itself, and the
bedstead was intended as both a frame for
the rope suspension and the bed hangings.
With the inherent cold and draft of early
houses, it was essential that the bed be well
off the floor and surrounded by curtains.
Though none survive, it is known through
documentary evidence that there were
frame-and-panel bedsteads with turned
posts. Another type of bedstead, called a
French bed, was a light frame of a simple
style that held the mattress and hangings.
This form probably evolved into the
common pencil-post bed of slender
proportions in the 18th century. Examples
of a third type of bed, with low posts and
turned elements, are reminiscent of the
Brewster and Carver chairs (see the photo
at right).

TURNED BEDSTEAD,
NEW ENGLAND, 1670-1710.

With the exception of the rails, this bedstead is made
up of turned elements. The use of turnings and the
profiles of the spindles are reminiscent of the turned
chairs of the mid-17th century.

(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON)
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Jacobean Structure

Because it was built from stout frame
members, American Jacobean furniture
was rugged enough to withstand heavy
use. As in England, oak was a favorite
wood. In New England, oak and ash were
in abundant supply, and they were the
woods with which most immigrant joiners
were experienced. Furthermore, these
woods were strong and durable, and
without the brittle characteristics of fruit
woods. Frame members and panels were
easily split from short logs with a froe and
dressed to final dimensions with a hand
plane. Compared to sawing, this method
was quick and easy. The mortise-and-tenon
joinery and floating panels were seemingly
impervious to the ravages of climatic
extremes and constant use.

Relatively few tools were required to
make the structural elements of Jacobean

furniture. Joiners, as furniture makers of
the 17th century were known, needed only

an auger, saw and chisels to make a snug-
fitting joint. Higher levels of sophistication
or decoration required a more extensive
array of tools. There was a certain
modularity to this kind of construction.
The same kind of elements that made up a
chest also made a wainscot chair or a cradle.
The same tools and techniques were used
to make the elements of each, but the
dimensions were varied to fit the piece.

The mortise and tenon was a basic and
universal joint during this time, and the
joiner’s skills were employed in more than
just furniture making. Joiners often
doubled as housewrights, wagon builders
and general repairmen as well. Since nearly
everything was made out of wood and the
joiner was the primary tradesman of the
medium, he often wore many hats.

Parts of furniture that couldn’t be joined
by mortise and tenon were usually nailed.
Until the end of the 18th century, nails
were hand-wrought. The multifaceted head
gave them the name “rosehead.” Chest
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bottoms and backs were often nailed in
place, as were hinges and any other
hardware that was attached. Until near the
end of the century, drawers were also nailed
together (see the top drawing at left). The
sides were nailed to the front and back, and
the bottom was nailed on as well.

The standard method of suspending a
drawer in a case was to have a groove cut
along the center of the drawer side from
front to back, which rode on two runners
nailed to the inside of the case. These are
known as side-hung drawers (see the
bottom drawing at left). To accommodate
the grooves and the nails, the drawer parts
needed to be thick. Some examples have
drawer parts as thick as 1 in. Since the wood
of choice was usually oak, the drawers were
very heavy.

The mass of these thick drawers, along
with that of frame-and-panel construction,
did not facilitate the building of tall or
delicate furniture. By its very structure,
Jacobean furniture was obliged to maintain
the low, solid and horizontal format that
was indicative of the style.

Seventeenth-Century
Decoration

The solidity and practicality of early
Jacobean pieces did not preclude them
from being handsome, decorative and well
proportioned. With a simple lathe, the
joiner could produce turnings for table legs
and stretchers as well as chair and bed
parts, and thereby add some decorative
embellishment to otherwise utilitarian
forms. The flat panels of Jacobean pieces
were also well suited to shallow carving,

a style of decoration used widely during
the period.

TURNINGS

Seventeenth-century turnings are noted for
being robust, often bordering on stout,
though some turnings of great delicacy and
refinement appeared as ornamentation on
chairs and bedsteads. Half-turnings were
applied to chest and cupboard surfaces as
an alternative or addition to carved panels.
The distinctive shapes of turnings
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differentiate the work of various craftsmen
and regions, and are important details in
determining the origin of pieces.

By their very nature, turnings are
inherently decorative. Woodturning
comprised an important subset of
woodworking that had developed as a field
in itself. In areas that had the population
density to support full-time turners,
joiners often purchased their turnings
from these specialists. While most joiners
owned lathes, economy often dictated that
repetitive or elaborate turnings be bought
from specialists. Throughout much of
American furniture history, turners were a
group separate and apart from joiners and
later cabinetmakers. The two groups
enjoyed a parallel development and their
paths crossed continually. Not only did
turners supply joiners with turned
elements, but they also developed their
own kinds of furniture, most often chairs.
In the American Jacobean period, joiners
built their wainscot chairs from square
or rectangular members with panels
incorporated into them. The joinery was
the pegged mortise-and-tenon joint used
on a variety of pieces. Turners’ chairs
were the Brewster and Carver chairs, made
entirely of turned pieces and put together
with round turned tenons and round
drilled mortises.

CARVING

Carving had been an important part of
ornamentation for millennia, and, besides
turnings, was the predominant method of
embellishing the flat surfaces of frames and
panels. Most of the carving on 17th-century
American furniture was botanical in nature
and derived from Renaissance designs. As
with most ornamentation, each region had
an identifiable set of designs.

The very first American chests were
stylized with scratch or shadow moldings
(top photo at right). These shallow profiles
were literally scraped lengthwise into the
stiles and rails to give some visual relief to
an otherwise plain frame-and-panel facade.

The most recognizable kind of carving
was the shallow relief carving of panels,
often done in conjunction with the use of
half-turnings (bottom photo at right). One
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CHEST WITH DRAWERS, WETHERSFIELD,
CONNECTICUT, 1675-1710.

This chest is attributed to Peter Blin of Wethersfield.
The design, including the shallow relief carving of the
sunflower and the use of halfturnings, is nearly
identical to several other chests attributed to him.
(COURTESY WETHERSFIELD HISTORICAL SOCIETY)

of the most prolific practitioners of

this style was Peter Blin of Wethersfield,
Connecticut, who was working during
the last quarter of the century. Blin
carved the panels with the sunflower (or
perhaps marigold) and tulip design that
became a signatory detail of that region.
A consummate craftsman, Blin planned
his carving carefully and stayed within the
confines of the panels. On the North Shore
of Massachusetts at about the same time,
Thomas Dennis and William Searle were

CHEST, CONNECTICUT
RIVER VALLEY OF
MASSACHUSETTS,
1685-1700.

This oak chest is
clearly of frame-and-
panel construction.
Like many chests of
the 17th century, its
only ornamentation is
the shallow shadow
moldings on the stiles
and rails.

(COURTESY HISTORIC
DEERFIELD)

carving in a similar way, but including more
free-flowing ornamentation, scrolls and
references to more medieval designs. Some
chests of coastal New England origin have
applied geometric designs on the panels and
drawer fronts, which was another influence
of Dutch taste on the English styles.

Some of the most interesting examples
of carved ornamentation come from farther
north in the Connecticut River Valley,
namely the Hadley, Massachusetts, area.
Although the structure of the furniture
from this area was nearly the same as
elsewhere, its proportions were somewhat
lighter and its carving was remarkable. The
fronts of Hadley-area chests are covered
with all sorts of fanciful carvings in very
shallow relief (see the photo on the facing
page). At first glance the designs appear to
be a whimsical kind of folk art, but the style
is consistent among a number of pieces and
shows a high degree of sophistication. The
designs include all kinds of botanical
subjects, stylized animals and figures, and
geometrical and compass designs. The
carvings know no bounds and extend all
over the front of these chests. Despite their
exuberance, the carvings are arranged in an
orderly manner and are consistent within
their respective frame member or panel.
On close examination they are like no
other kind of carving, and, despite their
magnificence, the observer cannot help but
wonder how their creators were inspired.



CHEST OVER DRAWER, CONNECTICUT RIVER VALLEY OF MASSACHUSETTS, 1670-1710.
This painted Hadley chest has the characteristic shallow relief carving of stylized botanical elements.
Over 125 original chests with this type of ornament exist, and nearly half of them are of this form.

(COURTESY YALE UNIVERSITY ART GALLERY)

PAINTS AND STAINS

Carved pieces were very often painted as
well. The entire spectrum was to be found
highlighting the carvings or coloring the
ground between raised portions. Deep reds,
blues, greens and ivory are frequently seen
colors on surviving examples. While it

was to be another two centuries before
commercially produced paints were
available, a number of naturally occurring
pigments could be ground with linseed oil
from flax seed to make a very good paint.
Some of these pigments were available
locally, and others were imported. In urban
areas there was enough of a demand for
paint and decoration to support a separate
profession by the end of the century.

It is not known for certain what kind of
stains (if any) were used in 17th-century
America. Based on the sophistication of the
furniture, it is probable that the builders of
the period would have used some kind of

tinted wash to impart at least an even tone
if not darken the wood. Any number of
plant materials, like bark, roots or nut
shells, could be boiled in water to extract
their dye. Throughout the 18th century,
water-based dyes continued to be among
the formulae for colorants.

Any colorants were likely sealed into the
wood with a top coat of boiled linseed oil or
wax. Both linseed oil and beeswax were
readily available, and they could be applied
alone or in succession to give a protective
finish with a nice luster. Both materials are
rubbed in and buffed off, making them
very easy to apply. With either finish, the
oxidation of the surface deepened the color
of the wood in time. Almond and walnut
oil were also used as furniture finishes in
early America. It has been suggested that
some of these pieces were not originally
finished, and that their present surface is a
result of centuries of use. This seems highly

unlikely, since raw wood quickly becomes
dirty when handled, and it is even more
improbable that a piece would be handled
all over to give it the patina we see today.
The original makers were trained and
skilled craftspeople, and applying an oil or
wax finish would have protected and
enhanced their work. (For more on period
finishes, see Chapter 12.)

The spirited decoration of 17th-century
American furniture, while seemingly in
contrast to the strict moral values of a
Puritan society, was a holdover from the
Renaissance and the jubilance of
Elizabethan England. While there was sin
in public overindulgence, there was no
limit in indulging in fancifully decorated
furniture. Owning a highly decorated piece
was a way of showing one’s wealth or
importance in society, since most house-
holds had few pieces of furniture and the
forms of the pieces were fairly uniform.
The Puritans did not frown on success, and
the decorative arts were a measure of it.
According to Puritan ethics, material
success could be considered a reflection of
one’s goodness in the eyes of God. As a
practical point, at a time when most people
had relatively few possessions and houses
were poorly lit, it seems natural that
brilliant colors and extensive carvings
would be in fashion. Just as spinning and
weaving were winter work for women,
elaborate carving and painting were likely
indoor pastimes for men, especially in
isolated rural areas. Many of the pieces of
the period show evidence that they were
carved after they were built, suggesting that
the decorative work was taken up when
there was time for it.

Historians all too often attempt to find
serious reasons for every aspect of early
American life, as if these were dour souls
who needed a solid reason for every action.
Like all people they could appreciate a bold
design and some bright colors. After all,
these designs were rooted in their recent
English history, and the long New England
winters called for something to brighten
them up. To deny these people their
spontaneity robs their surviving work of
some of the creativity and individualism
that is inherent in any handcraft.
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The Century of Cabinetmaking Begins

THE WILLIAM AND MARY PERIOD

Tle many influences that converged in
England after the Restoration of Charles II
combined to form a new style that began a
century of rapidly changing furniture
design. The new style was uniquely English,
but American craftsmen added their own
refinements of design and proportion, based
on the tastes and needs of the flourishing
colonies. The American interpretation of
the English designs imbued them with a
distinctive spirit that was to continue as a
hallmark of American design.

Foreign Influences and
Baroque Ideals

With the ascendancy of William and Mary
in 1689, the Dutch influences that had
arrived in England with the return of
Charles IT were further reinforced. Both the
Dutch and Portuguese were trading
extensively with the Orient, and their tastes
were colored by cultures far different from
their own.

Cabinetmakers to the court were
instrumental in incorporating the new
foreign influences and helping to synthesize
a new style. One of the leading cabinet-
makers of the day was Gerreit Jensen, a
craftsman of Flemish and Dutch origin who

(1690-1725)

\

B The T E A-TABLE |
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was a cabinetmaker to the Crown from
1680 to 1715. He was skilled in marquetry
and lacquerwork and worked under

Charles II, James II, William and Mary and
Queen Anne. His skill and versatility were
instrumental in keeping the royal families
supplied with furniture of the latest tastes.
An influential craftsman best known for his

The Tea-Table is an
engraving by an
unknown English artist
[§] published in London
about 1710. In addition
to showing cane-back
chairs and a gateleg
drop-leaf table in the
William and Mary style,
it documents the
relationship between
increasing prosperity
and leisure time and
the growing importance
of furniture as the
centerpiece of social
gatherings.

(COURTESY BRITISH MUSEUM
LONDON, ENGLAND)
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carving technique was Grinling Gibbons
(1648-1720). Gibbons was born in
Rotterdam but had moved to England
shortly after the Restoration. He is known
for his deep, airy and fluid style of carving
of both architectural details and furniture.
His style permeated Late Jacobean
ornament, and set a standard in carved
design that continued into the William and
Mary style.



The revocation of the Edict of Nantes in
1685 led many French Huguenot craftsmen
to flee France for other European countries
and America. One of these French
Protestants was Daniel Marot (1662—1752).
Marot was an architect and a designer of
both furniture and ornament. He fled to
Holland and then came to England with
William III. Marot served as King William's
architect before returning to Holland in
1698. He brought with him a decidedly
French taste in the style of Louis XIV,
and introduced some details that were to
become synonymous with the William and
Mary style. Among these are cross
stretchers and the turned leg in the trumpet
and inverted cup shape.

THE BAROQUE STYLE

Apart from the stylistic influences
brought to England by trade, monarchs

or their spouses, and foreign craftsmen,
the emerging designs were also the
manifestation of the Baroque style. The
Baroque is a term that is used to describe
the artistic style prevalent in Europe from
about 1600 through 1750. It spread
northward from Rome and did not come
into vogue in England until after the
Restoration. While Renaissance design was
refined but static, the Baroque was
intended to be dynamic. In addition, work
was to be done with a flourish and every-
thing was to appear effortless. There is an
increased sense of drama and flair in the
furniture designs of the period, in keeping
with the Baroque idea that artists and
scientists were, according to art historian
Helen Gardner, “brilliant performers” and
“virtuosi proud of their technique and
capable of astonishing quantities of work.”
The difference is evident when comparing
the solid, rectangular forms of the best
Renaissance-inspired Jacobean style with
the complexity and bold undertaking of
William and Mary designs.

Furniture met the Baroque ideals by
becoming more vertical and more ornate.
By Baroque standards, one of the best ways
to create an impressive piece of furniture
was to make it tall. Court furniture makers
were building taller and taller pieces to fill
the increasingly cavernous interiors of

palaces that were being built at Versailles
and elsewhere. Chests became nearly
square and were full of drawers. Some
chests were placed on top of stands (see
the photo above). Chairs became taller and
were crowned with ornate carved designs.
In addition, case pieces were given the
flourish of elaborate moldings at top and
bottom. Legs became excuses for showing
off dramatic turnings. Aprons and
stretchers became decorative as well as
functional, and wildly grained veneers were
everywhere. Those of the old school must
have shaken their heads in disbelief.

CABINET-ON-STAND,
ANTWERP, FLANDERS,
1680-1690.

The ancestry of the
English and American
high chest is evident in
this piece of late-17th-
century Flemish court

furniture.
(COURTESY TOLEDO MUSEUM
OF ART)

At the same time that Baroque design
was encouraging dramatic results,
Enlightenment ideals were demanding logic
and order. The two were not at odds in the
William and Mary designs, and in fact they
merged nicely. The new style was a very
orderly display of drama. Pieces were
designed to be impressive, and part of this
was in the logical arrangement of their
component parts and the great attention
paid to symmetry and order. In subtle ways,
the vertical mass of these pieces was made
apparent. Feet and bases were designed to
show that they carried weight. It was as if
Enlightenment logic sought to make it
evident that designers went to great lengths
to achieve Baroque drama.
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THE USE OF
STYLE NAMES

As with most styles, it is
impossible to trace the
lineage of the emerging design of
furniture, which would come to
be known as the William and
Mary style, to any one place or
person. It is instead the sum of
many global influences and the
willingness of the enlightened
English aristocracy to embrace
them. The William and Mary
name is a modern one, and like
the names of other periods, it is
not entirely accurate. In England
the style had started to develop
under Charles II, in the so-called
Carolean period, and the
prevailing tastes during his reign
actually had more to do with the
fundamental development of
the style than the influences
brought by William and Mary’s
ascension nearly 30 years later.
As with all other furniture
periods named after royalty, the
monarchs were usually gone by
the time the styles became
popular in America. William
and Mary’s joint rule ended
with her death in 1694, and
William III ruled alone until
1702, just as the style was
emerging as an important trend
in American design. Like most
emerging styles, what we now
call the William and Mary
period in retrospect was simply
called the “new furniture” or
the “latest English style” in its
day. In American furniture, the
William and Mary style first
appeared toward the end of the
17th century and dominated the
first quarter of the 18th century,
roughly from 1690 to 1725.
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The Convergence of
Design and Technique
Some details of the William and Mary style

can be traced to specific origins. Spanish
feet, delicate turnings and the colonnaded

bases of high chests were Moorish in nature,

and indicate the influence of England’s
connections with Portugal. Scrolled legs,
trumpet and ball turnings, and inverted
cup-shaped turnings used for legs can be
traced directly to Dutch and earlier French
designs. Distant trading partners like
Affica, India, Ceylon and China inspired

the use of exotic burled and figured veneers

on the faces of pieces. Decorative brass
hardware such as drawer pulls and
escutcheons, inspired by the Orient, added
a new element of design to functionality.

THE DOVETAIL JOINT

The single most important contribution
that enabled the development of the
William and Mary style was the increased
use of the dovetail joint. Dovetail joints
made it possible to join two thin pieces of
wood at right angles by cutting interlocking
triangular elements into their ends.
Dovetail joinery had been used by the
ancient Egyptians, and occasionally by
Renaissance craftsmen, but it wasn’t until

CHEST-ON-STAND,
PROBABLY BOSTON,
ABOUT 1700.

Standing less than 3 ft.
tall, this chest-on-stand
is among the few pieces
of American furniture
built with frame-and-
panel construction that
rose above the horizontal

Jacobean format.
(COURTESY MUSEUM OF ART,
RHODE ISLAND SCHOOL OF
DESIGN)

the 17th century that its use formed the
basis for a whole system of structure.

The dovetail enabled drawers to be built
of very thin wood, because they no longer
needed to be nailed together. Case pieces
could be dovetailed together as well,
superseding the frame-and-panel method
that had been the basis for Jacobean pieces.
The lighter construction facilitated by this
joint enabled chests to be taller and allowed
for the design trends that were synonymous
with the Baroque.

Dovetails had started to show up in
American furniture long before the
William and Mary style arrived in America.
Toward the end of the 17th century,
dovetailed drawers were becoming more
frequent in frame-and-panel cases. At first
the dovetails were large and crude, perhaps
only one or two on a drawer corner, but as
time progressed they became smaller and
more closely spaced and the drawer parts
became thinner. While it is true that
William and Mary designs would not have
been possible without the advent of
dovetail joinery, furniture makers did not
seem to be at an impasse for want of better
joinery. With the exception of a handful of
late-17th-century pieces made with long
legs or stands (see the photo below), there




are no existing pieces that indicate a
conscious effort to move to a more vertical
format while using frame-and-panel
construction. Dovetails were one of the
many innovations in technique and design
that converged at the time and enabled the
development of the William and Mary style
as we know it today.

The William and Mary

Style in America

Since the first settlers had arrived in New
England in 1620, there had been a constant
influx of new craftsmen and new ideas in
design from overseas, primarily from
England. It stands to reason that the major

seaports would have been the first to receive

new trends, and that the new fashions
would work their way inland over time. The
local tastes, skills and available materials
would alter the purity of the imported
design as the style found acceptance farther
inland from the coast. As the 17th century
was drawing to a close, the most important
points of entry for new furniture designs
were Boston, New York and Philadelphia.
Through those bustling ports were coming
a new sense of design and a new approach
to furniture making.

Just as England was ready to embrace
new designs following the Restoration of
Charles II, so was New England ready to
accept the William and Mary style some 30
years later. The tide of the Great Migration
had been stemmed in the 1640s with the
outbreak of war between the forces of the
Crown and those of the Puritans and
nonconformists. New Englanders found
themselves somewhat isolated, without
frequent infusions of new ideas and
struggling to hold onto Puritan ideals while
becoming increasingly prosperous. They
held onto fashions and manners that had
long since passed out of style in England.
As late as 1689 an English visitor wrote
that they were “very home-bred” and
“exceedingly wedded in their own way.”

As their prosperity and commerce
increased, however, so did their appetite
for new fashions.

The acceptance of William and Mary
furniture in America was based on an

American desire to remain stylistically
competitive with England. By the last two
decades of the 17th century, travelers
between New England and England were
primarily engaged in government or
private business. The colonies had become
stable trading partners and were enjoying
a prosperity of their own making.
Government officials and merchants were
in frequent contact with London, and
anything unavailable in America could
easily be imported. To the most affluent
colonists, the latest and most stylish
designs in furniture and other goods were
readily available.

By 1700, the William and Mary styles
had captured the imagination of style-
conscious buyers in the major American
seaport cities. American furniture makers,
quick to capitalize on their affluent
customers’ desire to keep pace with both
London and their neighbors, took up the
new style wholeheartedly. Human nature
dictates that when one successful family
received new furniture, others would soon
follow. “Equal or Superior to the Most
Fashionable London Styles,” or a variation
thereof, was a phrase that was found in the
advertisements and labels of American

furniture makers for another hundred years.

CHEST OVER DRAWERS,
NEW ENGLAND,
1700-1735.

This chest shows the
near-square proportions
of William and Mary
chests with double-arch
moldings and ball feet.
This example is actually
a chest over two drawers
built to look like a more
up-to-date four-drawer

chest.
(COURTESY YALE UNIVERSITY
ART GALLERY)

William and Mary Forms

Because of the changes in structure brought
about by the use of the dovetail joint,
William and Mary pieces were able to take
on forms that were not possible with earlier
frame-and-panel construction. Generally,
the use of the dovetail joint allowed for
several levels of drawers to be stacked in one
case, and for cases to be tall or placed upon
stands. Seating furniture, while not affected
by the new methods of construction,
followed the Baroque trend for greater
height and ornamentation.

CHESTS

The design possibilities enabled by the use
of the dovetail joint gave a new impetus to
case pieces such as chests. Drawers had
proven to be very practical, and with
dovetail joinery drawers and their cases
could be made light and strong. Chests
evolved to include more drawers, and
chests-on-frame and tall chests continued
the shift toward the vertical format.

Chests of drawers

During this period, chests took on nearly
square proportions (see the photo above).
While the earlier fashion of a lift-top chest
with one or two drawers underneath
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HIGH CHEST OF
DRAWERS, EASTERN
MASSACHUSETTS,
1695-1720.

The earliest American
high chests used the
standard form of chests
of drawers on low bases
with turned legs and

stretchers.
(COURTESY HISTORIC
DEERFIELD)

continued in America through the first
quarter of the 18th century, the coastal
style centers were building chests with four
drawers as early as 1670. As with every
stylistic change, the transition from one
period to another is best described as an
evolution. The horizontal forms evolved
into the familiar square form, and this style
spread out from the urban centers of
design. Many of the early 18th-century
chests that were built with drawers and lift
tops were made to look like the more stylish
examples with four drawers. Rectangular
legs, which had been the extension of the
vertical corner stiles in frame-and-panel
construction, were phased out in favor of
plump turned ball feet. Simple, bold
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moldings graced the top and bottom of
the case, adding definition and flair. Half-
round moldings on the case front, either
alone or in pairs and called arch or double-
arch moldings, surrounded the plain

drawer fronts.

High chests

By placing a chest of drawers on a stand, a
new form of furniture came to America in
the early 18th century. The high chest (or
highboy as it came to be known in the late
1800s) was a form that had been known in
late Renaissance Europe (see the photo on
p. 17) and had come into fashion after the
Restoration in England. American high

HIGH CHEST OF DRAWERS,
MASSACHUSETTS, 1700-1725.

In its most developed form, the proportions of the
William and Mary high chest became more refined
and better expressed the Baroque ideals of height

and order.
(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON)

chests, first seen about 1700, were initially
little more than chests standing on bases
with turned legs, stretchers and perhaps
one wide drawer (photo at left above). Early
bases show legs that were twist-turned, sawn
from flat stock in the shape of Flemish
scrolls or turned in familiar inverted-cup or
trumpet-shaped profiles. As the style
developed, the design of the chest and the
base became more integrated and the
proportions of the piece as a whole became
more refined (photo at right above). As with
any other chest, the high chest was intended
for the storage of clothing or linens.

High chests were the most impressive
pieces of furniture in their day, as the
cupboard had been in the previous century.



As such, the maker and his customer could
maximize their impact by building a piece
that embodied all the maker’s talent and
exhibited his customer’s good taste. Thus
high chests tend to be some of the best
examples of William and Mary design and
technique and show the full breadth of
design elements and decorative methods in
use at the time. High chests exemplify the
period so well that a separate discussion of
their design is taken up later in this chapter
(see pp. 30-32).

DESKS

Another form that was new to America
during the William and Mary period was
the slant-front desk (photo below).
Previously, the function of desks to store
papers had been given to document boxes,
sometimes with sloping lids, that were
portable and used on tabletops. The new
desk was an integration of a chest of
drawers with a slanted front that folded
down to become a writing surface. It is
likely that the slant-front desk evolved from
a small number of bureau-cabinets that
were made before the turn of the century.
These pieces were cabinets of many small

DESK, BOSTON, 1700-1725.
William and Mary desks used most of the same
ornamental and construction details as chests of the

period.
(COURTESY HENRY FORD MUSEUM AND GREENFIELD VILLAGE)

compartments and drawers, fronted by a
panel that folded down to double as a
writing surface (photo above). The base of
the cabinet was a case of drawers, with the
usual William and Mary detailing (flush-
fitting drawers, surrounding moldings and
ball feet).

Freestanding cabinets that concealed
drawers and compartments behind doors or
panels had been popular in England, but
were not practical enough to warrant
widespread use in America. In the case of
the American bureau-cabinet, the upper
cabinet could be of a shallow depth, but
the base needed to be as deep as a chest of
drawers for stability. The slanted lid proved
to be an elegant way to make the transition
between the two halves. The substitution of
a bookcase top yielded the desk bookcase
form that would continue to evolve through
the century (photo at right). The base alone,
with the slanted lid on top and drawers
below, was able to stand on its own as a
complete piece.

BUREAU-CABINET,
PHILADELPHIA, 1707.
The case and fall-front
writing surface of turn-of-
the-century bureau-
cabinets were forebears
of the familiar slant-front
desk.

(COURTESY COLONIAL
WILLIAMSBURG FOUNDATION)

DESK BOOKCASE,
CONNECTICUT OR NEW YORK, 1700-1730.

The inclusion of a bookcase top was the beginning of
an important form that would continue to develop over

the rest of the century.
(COURTESY YALE UNIVERSITY ART GALLERY)
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DRESSING TABLE, MASSACHUSETTS, 1710-1735.
With bold turned legs and stretchers, dressing tables
shared a similar structure with the bases of high
chests. This piece, which is acknowledged to be the
finest example of the form, has all the best attributes

of William and Mary dressing tables.
(PRIVATE COLLECTION, PHOTO COURTESY
ISRAEL SACK, INC., NEW YORK)

TABLES

The William and Mary period brought a
proliferation of tables for various purposes.
Dressing tables, for use in the bed chamber,
evolved from the chamber table. Tea and
tavern tables were made in great number as
tea drinking, card playing and other social
pastimes became important. Large tables
with drop leaves came into use and
combined ample dining surfaces with an
ease of storage.

Dressing tables

Dressing tables (or “lowboys,” as they came
to be called in the late 1800s) served a
function similar to that of the chamber
table of the previous century, in that they
were bedroom pieces that held jewelry and
personal effects. Since they were usually
used in the same room as a high chest, it is
not uncommon to find dressing tables and
high chests that were made as a matching
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set. Structurally, dressing tables are very
similar to the bases of high chests, except
for the inclusion of the tabletop.

A typical William and Mary dressing
table has four turned legs, whereas high
chests usually had six. While their apron
designs are similar, dressing tables often
have two turned drop finials below the
apron where a high chest would have had
two front legs. It was also customary to
strengthen the legs by connecting them
with cross stretchers just above the foot.
Frequently a third finial, pointing up, is
located at the intersection of the stretchers.

Tea or tavern tables

A number of other tables from this period
survive, and they document a blossoming of
the form in the early 18th century. Small,
multipurpose tables with turned legs and
stretchers abounded. These are called tea
tables or tavern tables, but, in fact, they

TABLE, ESSEX COUNTY, MASSACHUSETTS,
1710-1750.

Small tables of varied design proliferated in the early
part of the century. This one, with Spanish feet and
well-turned and splayed legs, is one of the more stylish

examples.
(COURTESY HISTORIC DEERFIELD)



were used any time a compact horizontal
surface was needed. Within this one group
there is a wide variation of shape and detail.
Rectangular, oval and octagonal tops can be
found, and the bases vary from rectilinear
forms with gentle turnings to splayed-leg
examples with deep and robust leg profiles.

Drop-leaf'tables
The drop-leaf gateleg table reached its
zenith during the William and Mary
period. Used primarily as a dining table, its
gatelegs swung out from a central frame to
support two leaves (top photo at right).
When not in use, the table was easily folded
to about one-third of its fully opened width
and moved out of the way. The vast
majority of gateleg tables are round or oval,
and about 4 ft. or 5 ft. long. Some of the
most spectacular examples of this form
appeared early in the century. They feature
robust turned legs and stretchers that make
the base as visually interesting as any other
piece of William and Mary furniture.
Another type of drop-leaf table used
folding wings to swing out in support of the
leaves (bottom photo at right). This variety
is generally known as a butterfly table.
Without the fully swinging leg, these tables
were not as stable as gatelegs, and thus were
usually somewhat smaller. Both butterfly
and gateleg tables often have drawers in
the end of their bases. Drop-leaf tables, in
one form or another, remained in use
throughout the entire 18th century. Their
flexibility and functionality were well
suited to the demands of space and utility
to which life at that time subjected them.

SEATING FURNITURE

In keeping with Baroque ideals and the
practical considerations of comfort, seating
furniture took on a distinctive William and
Mary style. Chairs continued the theme of a
vertical format and were ornamented in a
more fluid style than their predecessors.
Fully upholstered easy chairs, most often
used by the aged or infirm, came into
widespread use. Couches, based upon the
prevailing designs of chairs, served as
furniture for both sitting and reclining.

DINING TABLE, BOSTON AREA, 1715-1735.
The drop-leaf dining table was a form that was to continue for most of the century.
William and Mary drop-leaf tables have bold turnings and stretchers and often

include a drawer at one end.
(COURTESY MUSEUM OF ART, RHODE ISLAND SCHOOL OF DESIGN)

TABLE, CONNECTICUT, AFTER 1710.
Butterfly tables were small drop-leaf tables, usually with splayed legs for increased

stability, which featured hinged wings to support the leaves.
(COURTESY WADSWORTH ATHENEUM, HARTFORD)
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Chairs

Although chairs were not subject to much
structural change, they underwent a
transformation to conform to the Baroque
ideals of the day and embody many of the
important elements of William and Mary
design. Dramatically turned legs and
stretchers were incorporated along with
gracefully curved arms with scrolled ends
(photo at left below). In comparison to
Jacobean forms, these chairs were much
taller, sometimes more than 4 ft. tall.

The backs of the chairs, while still straight,
were slanted back from the vertical at a
noticeable angle (no doubt a small

concession to those who had to sit in them).

The backs consisted of two vertical stiles,
continuations of the back legs, with either
vertical banisters or a narrow panel of
caning or leather upholstery. The crowning
of any of these chairs was a tall and
elaborately carved crest rail. These rails,
while taking many forms, carry the eye

ARMCHAIR, COASTAL NEW ENGLAND (PROBABLY
MASSACHUSETTS), 1700-1720.

The dynamic flourish of Baroque ornament is
evident in the turnings, arms and crest rail of this
Massachusetts-area banister-back chair. The canted
back provided a great improvement in comfort over

earlier chairs.
(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON)
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upward and emphasize the height of the
chair. Most crest rails are about half as tall
as they are wide, and rise to an apex in the
center (see the photo on p. 28). In the
Philadelphia area, arched crest rails over
vertical banisters were in favor. In New
England, the designs were based on Flemish
scrolls, and the rails were pierced and
deeply carved. As if to counterbalance the
ornate crest rails, carved Spanish feet were
usually used on the front legs of the best
New England chairs.

A subset of the chairs of the period are
those with caned back panels and seats
(center photo below). Caning was quite
fashionable in London at the start of the
18th century, and the style found its way
to Boston shortly thereafter with the
importation of some English chairs. Rather
than caning the entire back of the chair,
American craftsmen built a vertical frame
inside the rear posts and caned that. This
left tall narrow spaces on either side of the

SIDE CHAIR, BOSTON, 1710-1725.
Imported English chairs with caned seats and backs
were fashionable at the turn of the century, which

spurred Boston chair makers to adopt the style for their

own use over the next two decades.
(COURTESY HISTORIC DEERFIELD)

caning, and allowed the rear posts to be
turned. The arrangement as a whole
emphasizes the vertical better than some of
the English imports, and creates an effective
contrast of solids and voids that lends the
design a lively vigor. These caned chairs date
from the first quarter of the century.
Another important subset of William
and Mary chairs is a leather-upholstered
design that is called a Boston chair (photo at
right below). These chairs were in vogue
starting about 1715 and were made for
about another 35 years. Boston chairs used
turned front legs and stretchers, Spanish
feet and vertical proportions like other
chairs, but the narrow back panel and seat
were upholstered in leather fastened with
decorative round-headed brass tacks. At the
time, leather was less expensive than either
cane or fabric. In its most common form,
the crest rail is of a simple cyma-curve
shape, rising to a flat plateau at the center,
though variations exist. The rear posts are

SIDE CHAIR, BOSTON, 1720-1750.

‘Boston chairs,’ upholstered in leather, were made in
quantity for sale outside of New England. Their cyma-
shaped rear stile and back shape were innovative and

foreshadowed the later evolution of chair design
(COURTESY COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG FOUNDATION)



flat faced with beading at either side, a
profile that carries through the crest.

Boston chairs are important for two
reasons. First, when viewed from the side,
the back of the chair has the shape of a
gentle S or cyma curve, making the chair
actually comfortable to sit in. In literature
of the period, these chairs are often called
crooked-back chairs. Stylistically, they were
a great departure from the straight-backed
chairs that had preceded them. Rather than
being turned on a lathe, the curved
elements could only be shaped and molded
by hand from solid material. As a result,
even leather crooked-back chairs were three
or four times more expensive than common
banister backs. Second, this design was a
forerunner of the Queen Anne style in the
second quarter of the century.

Boston chairs were made in great
numbers and exported to New York and
Philadelphia, much to the chagrin of the
indigenous furniture makers. In both those
cities, resident craftsmen were forced to
compete with the Boston imports by
offering lower prices or better style, but the
imports continued to do well. This example
demonstrates the extent of intercolonial
commerce in existence early in the 18th
century, completely debunking the idea

that furniture making was a relaxed
business catering to a local clientele. In the
urban areas it was as much of a large-scale
business as any other, and its owners sought
to capture as much of the market share as
possible. Business concerns were very much
a part of the trade.

Upholstered pieces

Fully upholstered easy chairs, known today
as wing chairs, also made their debut in the
William and Mary period. These were the
first pieces of seating furniture to be
enveloped in permanently attached
upholstery. Like other pieces of the period,
they employ bold turnings as stretchers and
front legs, and they have Spanish feet. The
known original examples have horizontal
arm rolls at the arms and vertical rolls over
the front legs. The ends of the two rolls are
connected by a sweeping curve (photo at
right). The folkloric explanation for the
wings is that they were protection from
drafts, which seems plausible enough. The
original upholstery padding is known to
have been quite full, and the seat cushions
were thick and full of down, in keeping
with a long history of thick cushions for
unupholstered chairs. Springs were not
used during the 18th century, and

COUCH, BOSTON AREA, 1710-1730.

Couches are stylistically linked to the chairs of the
period and share many similarities in their backs and
turnings. The back of this example is hinged for
reclining.

(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON)

EASY CHAIR, BOSTON, 1710-1725.
Fully upholstered easy chairs first appeared in the
William and Mary period. The upholstery on this chair
is an accurate reconstruction of the appearance of the
original. The seat cushion is thick because springs

were not used in 18th-century upholstered pieces.
(COURTESY MUSEUM OF FINE ARTS, BOSTON)

upholstered pieces were dependent on
stretched webbing or fabric and a variety of
stuffings for comfort and support. Peculiar
to the period is the shaped and upholstered
front rail. Textiles were expensive in the
18th century, and thus easy chairs
represented a considerable investment.
They are known to have been bedroom
pieces at the time, and were not used in the
main room of the house.

Couches, today known as daybeds,
are a variation on William and Mary chair
designs. They have most of the same design
elements as unupholstered chairs of the
period, but have dramatically different
proportions. Their backs are shorter, and
the seats can be more than 5 ft. long (photo
at left). The stuffed cushions are separate.
Couches were made for reclining, and the
backs are frequently hinged and adjustable
to any angle. The extra length necessitated
as many as eight legs and a host of turned
stretchers to connect them.
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Dovetailed Case Construction
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William and Mary
Structure

The structure that is the basis for William
and Mary pieces revolutionized the way
furniture was to be built for the rest of the
18th century and beyond. As discussed
earlier, the dovetail joint had rendered the
frame-and-panel method of construction
obsolete. The lightness of drawers and cases
afforded by dovetail joinery allowed for the
more vertical forms of the William and
Mary period.

CASE CONSTRUCTION

The cases of chests, including the upper
half of high chests and desks, shared similar
structures. In each of these examples, the
cases consisted of two sides, a topand a
bottom. The beginnings of these cases
resembled a vertical box without a front or
back. Rather than being a panel set inside a
frame, each of the parts was one wide board
or two glued side to side. They were joined
to each other at the corners by a row of
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dovetail joints, as shown in the drawing
above. Since the grain ran along the length
of each piece, they all expanded and
contracted in unison with changes in
humidity. The resulting case was very light,
strong and easily built.

Drawer dividers were let into the front of
the case with sliding dovetail joints that
often extended through the sides to the
outside of the case. Runners to support the
drawers were nailed to the inside of the case
behind the dividers, sometimes in shallow
dadoes to hold them in position. The back
of the case consisted of thin boards of
secondary wood nailed into rabbets in the
back of the case. The moldings at the top
and bottom were nailed in place on the sides
and front. Ball feet, if they were included,
were fastened with a round tenon, turned as
part of the foot, glued and inserted into a
hole drilled into the case bottom.

The use of attached parts, like moldings
and feet, seems to reflect an increased
acceptance of glue and nails, which were no
doubt more readily available and of better
quality than they had been in the previous

century. In Jacobean forms, both moldings
and feet tended to be built into the
structure of the piece, which limited their
use as visually important components of
the overall design.

The cases of dressing tables and high-
chest bases were structurally similar but
differed from those of chest and desk cases.
In these cases, the grain ran horizontally
on the four pieces that comprised the sides,
front and back (see the top drawing on
p. 140). The pieces were dovetailed at all
four corners, with the row of dovetails
running vertically. The bare case was
essentially a horizontal box with no top or
bottom. Like chest cases, the components
expanded and contracted together,
allowing the joinery to retain its integrity.
For aesthetic reasons, the dovetails were
usually half-blind, that is, they did not
extend through the case sides. Runners and
guides for drawers were mortised into the
front and back. As with other case pieces,
horizontal and vertical drawer dividers
were dovetailed in place.

This light case construction did not
provide a convenient place to attach the
turned legs used on dressing tables and
high chests. Therefore, large blocks were
glued inside the corners of the cases, which
were then bored to receive the tenons of
the turnings. Since the legs were not an
integral part of the case, and since William
and Mary turnings were very thin in some
places, flat stretchers connecting the legs,
just above the feet, were structurally
necessary.

DRAWER CONSTRUCTION
Drawer construction saw a great evolution
during the William and Mary period. At
the beginning of the 18th century, drawer
components were thick, heavy and joined
by a few large dovetails. The drawer
bottoms were nailed in place. By 1725, the
components were light, thin and elegantly
joined by a series of finer dovetails. Drawer
bottoms were glued and nailed into a
rabbeted drawer, or slid into grooves from
the back. Drawer development was a
microcosm of construction techniques as



Drawer Construction
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awhole. It represented the introduction of
a new method of joinery and the evolution
that ensued to optimize the details of the
new furniture forms.

TABLES AND CHAIRS

Tables and chairs continued to be made
with mortise-and-tenon construction, since
most were comprised of turned or narrow
elements. With the notable exception of
dressing tables, table aprons were tenoned
into the legs. Like the turnings on case
pieces, the legs required stretchers to tie
them together. On chairs and tables, these
stretchers were usually turned to familiar
William and Mary profiles and tenoned
into leg mortises.

Decorative Elements

The decorative details of William and Mary
designs fall into three main categories: the
use of figured veneers, deep carving and
dramatic turnings. Figured veneers allowed
the cabinetmakers of the period to achieve
striking surfaces but necessitated the use of
varnishes to protect and enhance the wood.
Carving, in the manner of Gibbons, became
an important embellishment for chairs.

Turnings were important decorative focal
points for many case pieces and offered a
simple and effective method of ornament
for a variety of other pieces. Moldings,
previously integral to frame-and-panel
construction, were now added to dovetailed
cases, offering a new flexibility in their
design and placement.

FIGURED VENEERS

Figured veneers were the primary surface
decoration of the period. The use of veneers
superseded the Jacobean penchant for
intricate but shallow surface carving on the
front face of case pieces. The very word
“veneer” has become a pejorative term from
its use in the late 19th and 20th centuries.
It implies a thin layer of high-quality
material over a base of inferior quality, and
it earned a poor connotation when it was
used for that purpose.

HIGH CHEST OF
DRAWERS,

NEW ENGLAND,
PROBABLY
MASSACHUSETTS,
1700-1725.

The highly figured veneer
of this piece is its most
important decorative
element. To extend the
effect, the cabinetmaker
simulated the figured
pattern with paint on the

turned legs of the base.
(COURTESY WINTERTHUR
MUSEUM)
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In the case of William and Mary
originals, the use of veneer has no negative
implications. Veneering a piece was a labor-
intensive process requiring hard-to-find
materials, but it gave a high level of
sophisticated decoration to a piece. There
are some strictly practical reasons for
applying figured wood as a veneer. Burled or
figured wood is not easy to come by, and by
sawing it into thin sheets, the yield of well-
figured wood is increased. Because of its
swirling grain, it lacks strength for
structural purposes and would be nearly
impossible to work with in solid form.
Sawing highly figured wood into veneer is
the only practical way to use it, and since it
is applied to the surface, the joinery and
structural work can be done in more easily
worked material, like pine or maple.

Consecutive sheets of veneer have nearly
identical grain, and they can be opened and
applied to a surface to give a perfectly
symmetrical, or bookmatched, grain. This
kind of symmetry was important to
William and Mary design and exemplified
the logic and order that accompanied
Enlightenment ideals. It is not uncommon
to see four or even eight bookmatched
veneers across a drawer front, dividing it
evenly into identical, symmetrically grained
sections. This pattern was repeated on every
drawer and on the front of the case itself.
Four sections of veneer, symmetrical about
the center point, were used to decorate
larger areas like desk lids and dressing-table
tops. In most examples, veneered panels
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and drawer fronts are framed with a border
of contrasting veneer—often a herringbone
border consisting of two veneer strips cut at
45° to the orientation of the grain. A cross
banding, a strip cut at 90° to the grain, was
sometimes used in conjunction with the
herringbone inlay.

The veneers of the period were much
thicker than modern veneers—as much as
/g in. thick. They were sawn from a solid
block of figured stock with a frame saw, and
/8 in. was probably about as thin a veneer as
that method would allow. The substrate to
which the veneer was to be applied was
prepared by roughening its surface with a
finely toothed plane to improve the
adhesion of the glue. The veneers were
glued in place with a hide glue, and held in
place until the glue cured. Documentary
evidence from the period shows that the
veneers were held in place by weights or
clamped between boards. (For more on
period veneering, see Chapter 10.)

These highly figured pieces required a
finish that would enhance the grain, protect
the wood and impart a nice luster to the
surface better than the oils and waxes of the
previous century. William and Mary pieces
required the use of varnishes, which at the
time encompassed all kinds of clear, hard
finishes. Like many aspects of William and
Mary furniture, the raw materials for these
finishes came from extensive foreign trade.
There were a number of different tree
resins from Africa and the Orient that

could be dissolved in alcohol (distilled from
wine) or sometimes oil, to make a hard,
glossy finish. It was long thought that
shellac, refined from the deposits of the
Asian lac insect and dissolved in alcohol,
was the primary 18th-century finish.
Recent analysis has disproven this, however,
and shellac did not come into widespread
use until the next century. A number of
other resins, principally sandarac, were
soluble in alcohol and no doubt were
similar in application and appearance.
Another resin, copal, was soluble in hot oil.
Although it was more difficult to prepare, it
is known to have been used throughout the
century, but especially after 1776 when the
formula and procedure for making it were
published. (For more on period varnish
resins, see Appendix Il on p. 296.)

CARVING

Carving took on a new sense of purpose
during the William and Mary period. The
primary focus of the carver’s attention was
chairs, which were well suited to this kind
of decoration. Whereas Jacobean carving
was a thin surface treatment that included
Renaissance and medieval botanical,
strapwork and geometric motifs, the
carving of William and Mary chairs was
mostly of Baroque Flemish design, and was
more integrated into the form of the piece.
These carvings were deep, bold and
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