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One of the tasks faced by the student of vernacular buildings is that of interpreting the 
layout of the early house, especially in terms of the perceived functions of the rooms 
provided by standard house-plans. Since the function of a room is best explained by 
reference to its furnishings, a most important documentary tool is the vast number of 
probate inventories which survive for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These are 
especially helpful where individual rooms are named, allowing a clear analysis of the 
balance of furnishings contained in rooms of given function (kitchen, hall, parlour, 
bedchamber, etc.).

The interpretation of domestic inventories is fraught with a series of problems, not the 
least of which is the common incompleteness of descriptions and coverage. But the worst 
tangle of all can lie in the area of terminology, which is victim to carelessness on the part of 
appraisers, aggravated by the use of local dialect words and often eccentric spellings. It is 
easy for the modern interpreter to make assumptions about furniture terms, by accepting 
the modern meaning of a term instead of the one understood by the compiler, thereby failing 
to understand the function and balance of furniture present in a room. Besides reflecting 
furnishing conventions at specific times, and at differing social levels, inventory references 
can trace the introduction of novel items (or at least of new names for variations on old 
themes) and their subsequent increase in popularity. The speed with which domestic life 
changed after the middle of the seventeenth century is noted in the new appearance and 
accelerating frequency of items such as chests of drawers, desks, clocks, looking-glasses,1 
framed pictures and maps, window-curtains, coffee-pots, and other notions of modem 
comfort.

Names for furniture-types often appear with some kind of qualifying adjective, usually 
relating to construction (joined, boarded, turned or ‘thrown’); purpose (livery, glass, bread 
keep); decoration (of cutwork, carved, inlaid, painted or stained —  often giving only a 
single colour —  red, green, blue; or wood-grained —  ‘painted walnut-colour’ ); the 
materials from which it is made (oak, walnut, elmen, ashen, yewtree, deal, twiggen), or with 
which it may be covered (Russia leather, cloth, serge, velvet, turkeywork); or size and 
condition (great, large, long, little, new, old, best, next best, worst, sorry, sorewom). Any 
large piece of furniture might be referred to as ‘standing’, conveying a general sense of 
presence and importance in the landscape of the room.

These qualifications were often included originally as a means of identifying the actual 
piece in the room, perhaps to distinguish it from another rather similar. In this way, 
conventions for locating certain items are of great interest, e.g. chests placed ‘at the stairs 
head’ or ‘at the beds foot’ ; but for the present purpose some of the adjectives are vital clues 
in distinguishing the form, function and general character of conventional pieces, and more 
importantly, how these were perceived at the time. One caveat is the earlier understanding 
of the word ‘furniture’, which we now tend to restrict to movable (usually wooden) pieces of
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a certain size. In the past, all the furnishings of a room were included in the wider term, and 
indeed ‘ furniture’ encompassed all those necessities and decorations with which the room 
was supplied (‘fitted up with appendages’ —  Dr Samuel Johnson, Dictionary, quoting 
Francis Bacon). The interpretation of particular terms has been the subject of considerable 
discussion by commentators on wills and inventories,2 but specialist writers on furniture 
have generally provided a more incisive and comprehending analysis, especially by relating 
specific words to known furniture-forms. However, such authorities do not always agree 
(with each other, or with the apparent facts), and some question marks still remain.3 It is 
easy to confuse form with function in considering names for furniture. The two are not 
entirely interdependent, and the compiler of an inventory may have referred to the use to 
which a piece was being put at the time, regardless of the fact that its form might suggest 
another name.

Perhaps the most important adjective is the frequent appearance of ‘joined’ furniture in 
yeoman and other middle-class homes, signifying that the piece was made by a joiner, and 
not by the carpenter who generally made inferior ‘boarded’ furniture. Joined furniture was 
well-made, usually in a good quality timber such as oak or walnut, and often incorporated 
some ornamental work, such as caning and turning. All these factors were a source of 
special pride to their owners, and singled out such pieces for special attention which is 
usually reflected in the valuation. The inventories give us a special insight into the lives of 
householders, and their individual condition is fleshed out for us by the numbers, values and 
disposition of their belongings. The following represents only the briefest survey of the most 
common furniture terms, within the space available.

SEAT FURNITURE

‘Chair’ is, in modem usage, a fairly general term denoting a single seat in various 
manifestations, but before 170 0  English usage lay a little closer to the French and Germanic 
origins of the language. Thus a ‘stool’ (German: stuhl) could in some circumstances have 
arms and/or a back (a long stool was called a ‘form’ or a ‘bench’, or occasionally a ‘trestle’ ). 
But broadly, the following definitions apply for the range of seat furniture:

stool a single seat without a back
backstool a single seat with a back and without arms
chair a single seat
armchair a single seat with a back and arms (Fig. 1)
form a multiple seat without a back
bench a multiple seat, sometimes with a back
settle a multiple seat with a back and (usually) arms
couch an upholstered multiple seat with back and arms

Generally, the major distinctions noted between chairs are in the techniques of construction 
used by the separate trades. Boarded chairs appear to have always been fairly uncommon, 
so the most usual types of wooden chair are ‘joined’ (synonymous with ‘deled’ and 
‘wainscot’ ) and ‘turned’ or ‘thrown’ . The latter were entirely made by turners, and were not 
part of the wider class of joined chairs with subsidiary turned decoration. M any of the 
‘ three-footed’ chairs and stools were made by turners. The ordinances of the Turners’ 
Companies allowed turned chairs to be fitted with board seats, but otherwise every 
process of manufacturing the parts for turners’ work had to be performed on the lathe.
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I. A 'wainscot armchair' or 'joined
chair'; oak, c. 1640-80

Private collection

2. A 'joined stool', sometimes termed ;1 'short
form '; oak, c. 16,0-)0

l'rivate collection

Country-made turned chairs were commonly seated with woven rushes, and so were
referred to as 'rush-bottomed', 'matted' or 'flagged' (Fig. 3). A 'twiggen-turned' chair in
Banbury in 1618 must have been of this type, perhaps with a wicker seat. ~

An adjective which appears in association with stools and chairs, and which gives some
confusion, is 'buffet'. The term has been interpreted as referring to upholstered seats, or to
the three-legged chairs made by turners, but Randle Holme was quite explicit when he noted
that 'If the chaire be made all of joyners worke, as back and seare then it is termed a Joynt
chaire, or a Buffit chaire ... ', contrasting it dearly with 'a chaire ... covered with Turkey
work (or the seate and back of Needle work) ... ffringed answerable thereto, Garnished (or
set with Nayles)". He is also dear that a buffet stool has a wooden seat when he speaks of 'a
Joynt stoole. It is so called because it is all made and finished by the Joyner, haveing a wood
cover: In most places in Cheshire it is termed a Buffit stool' (Fig. 2). He mentions Cheshire,
not because local practice was different from other areas, but because that was the setting
hr his personal experience." The wooden seat of a chair or stool was termed a 'cover' or
'list' in the seventeenth century.

Upholstered seat furniture of one sort or another was rather more common in the
seventeenth century than is now generally supposed. This is especially true of stools; but



3. A turner-made 'matted' or 'flagged'
backstool, here lacking the original woven

seat, but revealing the cut rails; ash,
c.1650-1700

Private collection
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4. A 'Russia leather chair' or 'leather
backsrool'; oak, c. 1670-1700

Private collection

chairs and backstools (Fig. 4) are frequently mentioned, and even couches make an
occasional appearance. The upholstery is easily inferred when appraisers describe them in
terms of their textile coverings (flowered damask, red serge, green cloth, red leather, Irish
stitch, turkey-work); or the fact of the upholstery may be made more explicit by use of a
number of different terms (wrought, embroidered, quilted, cushion, lined, easy). A 'cushion
stool' seems to have been a stool with fixed upholstery; whereas a 'squab' was a cushion, or
a stool for holding a separate cushion (and so could also be called a 'squab frame').
Upholstered furniture was broadly of two classes; the first having joiner-made frames which
were bought and finished by the upholders (later upholsterers); and the second made by
coffermakers, who made their own frames of inferior timber (normally beech) and covered
them entirely with nailed textiles or leather. The two are rarely distinguished in inventories.
A common product of both joiners and coffermakers was the 'close stool', a coy term for the
container which held a pewter or pottery chamber-pot, and which went under other polite



10 HlltNlTlIlH. TEKMINOI.OGY

.~ . A 'great straw
(hair' or '~ro.lI1in~

(hair' of lipp-work.
Nineteenth century,
hut of traditional
form



V I C T O R  C H I N N E R Y  21

euphemisms (necessary stool, night stool, stool of ease or easement, stool of office); though 
a ‘close stool’ might be nothing more than a box stool, or ‘stool with a lid’.

Many inventories refer to the cheap basketware chairs which were once very common, 
but which have not survived. These are described in terms of their materials (twiggen, 
wanded, rodden, withen, straw, sedge). We know these today by their basketwork terms 
(wicker, lipp-work), but Randle Holme referred to them more graphically by the noise they 
made when sat upon, and by their specialised usage as *. . .  Growneing chaires, or Child-bed 
chairs . . . ’ (Fig. 5).

Settles, especially the boarded variety (and sometimes rendered as ‘ longsettles’ ), were 
found in many seventeenth-century farmhouses and cottages, sometimes built-in or acting 
as a room-divider; but a more obscure term is the word ‘setlis’ or ‘series’ (plural ‘setlesses’ ), 
which will be found in some regions, especially the Midlands. In particular there are 
frequent references to bedsteads ‘with setlesses about’ them, or otherwise associated. This 
may nearly always be explained as a kind of plank seat or shelf, like the one that used to be 
attached to the Great Bed of Ware, and which may relate to the ‘bench-board’ which Steer 
found in his Mid-Essex inventories, and which so puzzled R. W . Symonds.6 A  partial 
confirmation lies in the survival of the word ‘setlas’ in West Midlands farms, describing the 
slate bench or shelf in dairies on which bowls of cream are set for cooling.7

T A B L E S ,  C U P B O A R D S  A N D  D R E S S E R S

I have brought these apparently unrelated groups together because of their common links in 
form and etymology, which will become clear below. In sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
usage, the word ‘board’ (often ‘table-board’) almost always denoted the top of a large table 
as a separate item from its method of support.8 The board was laid out for use on a ‘pair of 
trestles’ (sometimes called ‘dormans’ or ‘dorments’) or on a ‘joined frame’, which in their 
turn were referred to separately, though in close association with the top (Fig. 6). Table 
boards in this period were constructed in a variety of conventional ways, varying in the 
number of planks contained in the width and whether plain-cleated, mitre-cleated or 
fully-framed; but such distinctions are apparently never observed in inventories. The form 
of the support on the other hand is often defined quite clearly and, if expensively decorated, 
then in some detail (e.g. ‘uppon Antique trestles’, ‘with four turned pillors’, or ‘with carven 
feet’).9

Paradoxically, the word ‘table’ is less predictable than ‘board’, since a ‘table’ could be any 
rectangular panel, whether set horizontally as a functional table-top, or vertically as a 
framed picture (e.g. ‘a table of the Kinge his Person’). In the latter sense ‘table’ is related to 
‘ tablet’ and ‘tableau’, and survives today in ‘timetable’ et al. By the same token, a ‘pair of 
tables’ describes a folding gaming-board such as for chess or backgammon, the two boards 
hinged together, and not two identical standing tables. The smaller type of side table usually 
appears quite simply as a ‘ little table’ or a ‘table with a drawer’ ; whilst a centre table may be 
differentiated by the shape of its top (square, round, oval). The longer serving table (which 
also sits against a wall) may be called a ‘serving board’ or ‘side board’. This function was 
also fulfilled by the multi-shelved ‘court cupboard’, of which more below.

In smaller homes with limited space were found gatelegged tables, which folded away 
when not in use. Inventories normally specif)' two types, firstly the ‘ folding table’ in which
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6. A ‘table-board and frame’, the separate three-plank top located by means of slots on 
to the extended uprights of the joined ‘frame’; oak, seventeenth century

Private collection

the hinged leaf folded over on top of  the fixed leaf; and secondly the ‘ falling table’ where the 
hinged leaf or leaves hung down from the fixed leaf and lifted up for use (Fig. 7). The other 
popular design for extending the size of table-tops was the ‘draw-leaf’ or ‘withdrawing’ 
table, in which leaves were stored under the main top and drawn out on lopers from under 
each end for use. Many specialised tables appear in inventories, such as the ‘oyster’ table 
(probably with a round stone or marble top, with a hole in the centre for discarding the 
shells); and the ‘counter’ , which was often in the home and not necessarily in a retail shop 
(where it was sometimes called a ‘shop-board’). The counter was clearly recognised as such 
by appraisers, but we have little clue as to its specific characteristics. We cannot even know 
whether the name describes a special form of table (perhaps with a sliding top and a 
compartment beneath), or whether a conventional table could be called a ‘counter’ when 
put to a particular use.

The medieval term for a side table was ‘cup-board’ (literally a board to hold cups, and 
often called a ‘court cupboard’), which persisted in use well into the seventeenth century. 
This could be a formal piece for the display of valuable plate and finery, or simply a ‘ serving 
board’ for holding dishes of food in the dining parlour. Some accounts specify the number of 
open shelves (sometimes termed ‘desks’) which ‘court cubbords’ contained. Late medieval
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7. A ‘falling 
table’ or ‘folding 
table with falling 
leaves’ ; oak, 
c. 1680—1720
Photo courtesy of 
Sotheby’s

8. A ‘court 
cupboard’ of three 
shelves; oak, 
c. 1600—50
Photo courtesy of 
Sotheby’s
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9. A ‘press’ or “close cupboard’, or ‘cupboard with lockers’ ; oak, made for Thomas &  
Ellen Meller (probably in or near Sheffield) in 1681 

Photo courtesy of Sotheby’s
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Royal occasions often demanded cup-boards of ten or fifteen shelves according to prece
dence, and there are elaborate descriptions of the displays. In more humble circumstances 
there were normally three shelves, and such pieces were made until the end of the 
seventeenth century (Fig. 8). The meaning of the word ‘court’ has been much discussed, but 
it may well accord with the French meaning ‘short’ , since the surviving court cupboards 
all reach to below eye-level, with neatly-finished top shelves. Evidence suggests that 
a ‘court cupboard’ could also be nothing more than a simple side table of only one 
shelf.

It is generally impossible to be sure whether the ubiquitous ‘cubbords’ are actually side 
tables or enclosed cupboards fitted with doors. As the very' broadest rule of thumb, we might 
presume that pre-1600 cupboards were more likely to be side tables or ‘buffets’ of some 
kind, whilst seventeenth-century references are more likely to be enclosed by doors. 
Certainly, the term evolved by transferring its meaning during this period. We are on more 
certain ground when the cupboard is specified as being ‘close’ (i.e. enclosed),10 or if it 
described as a ‘press’, ‘locker’ or ‘aumbry'’ . These are unequivocally fitted with doors which 
enclose an inner compartment (Fig. 9), though this may form part of a larger piece with open 
shelves (as in ‘my new cubbarde with yepressein yt’ —  15 5 2 ) . As noted below, a ‘hutch’ (or 
whitch) might have doors, or it could be a chest.

One piece of whose function we can be sure was the ‘glass cupboard’ (sometimes shelf, 
perch or case). This was a lightly-built case of shelves (like the later delft rack) which 
normally hung on the wall and was designed for holding drinking glasses in safety, and 
sometimes enclosed by doors which would be fitted with ventilated panels of fretwork or 
turned spindles. Contrary' to the supposition of some commentators, they did not have 
glazed doors (at least, not before the latter part of the seventeenth century). Related to these 
were ‘dole’ and ‘ livery’’ cupboards, used for the storage and distribution of food (the former 
generally for charity’, and the latter within the household), but these terms are more an 
expression of usage than precise descriptions of particular forms. One credible interpre
tation of ‘livery cupboard’ could be the ‘cupboard with a press in it’, 11 but in practice any 
side table or cupboard used for the distribution of food could conceivably be called a ‘ livery 
cupboard’.

Dressers appear in several guises, all related to the board/cup-board family. A  good deal 
of confusion will be avoided by mentally dividing dressers into two very distinct families, 
appearing in the dining room and the kitchen respectively. The dining room provided an 
opportunity’ for display, and so the earlier dresser (‘buffet’ or ‘plate cupboard’) sometimes 
had an oversailing canopy (called a ‘sayling hance’), perhaps with a bank of shelves (called 
an ‘haut pace’ ), which would emphasise the element of formal parade. This form survived 
into the eighteenth century’ with the ‘cwpwrdd tridam’ of North Wales.

English kitchens before the eighteenth century were frequently equipped with a purely 
functional ‘dressing board’, a heavy scrubbed table clearly intended for the preparation or 
‘dressing’ of food and finished dishes before they were delivered to the dining room. The 
dressing board was often closely associated with a separate wall-rack or ‘bank’ (sometimes 
rendered as ‘binke’) of shelves to store dishes; which just as clearly combined with the 
display rack of the plate cupboard to become the shelved rack fitted to ‘sideboard’ dressers 
in the eighteenth century’. Even after 1700 , some distinction of material was still retained 
whereby the inferior kitchen dresser was still made of cheaper timbers (pine, sy’camore, elm,
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ash; usually painted) and the superior dining-room dresser continued to be made of better 
timbers (oak, walnut, fruitwood, yewtree, etc.).12

C H E S T S ,  C O F F E R S ,  T R U N K S  A N D  B O X E S

Randle Holme made a clear distinction between chests and coffers by noting that ‘ . . .  if it 
have a streight, and flat cover, it is called a Chest; which in all other things represents the 
coffer, save the want of a circular lid, or cover. . . ’ . Contemporary observers seemed always 
to be able to distinguish between chests, coffers and trunks, to the extent that some rooms 
are recorded with all three. Yet, we are left with little clue as to how coffers and trunks 
differed from each other. A basic attempt to distinguish all three would suggest that chests 
are normally of panelled or boarded construction, raised from the ground on elongated feet, 
and have flat lids of planks or panels (Fig. i o); whilst coffers and trunks are closely related to 
each other, being without feet, made of cheap boards covered with leather or textiles, 
studded with patterns of nails, and having domed lids and carrying handles (Fig. n ) .  But 
contemporary usage clearly made different distinctions than this. The term ‘trunk’ is 
eloquent of the early origins of domed-lid chests, hollowed out from the trunk of a tree, with 
one rounded flank retained to form a curved top. Trunks used for carrying baggage in travel 
were generally round- or gable-topped in order to throw off rain, and were also generally 
iron-bound for strength and security. Travelling chests such as ‘sumpters’ fall into this 
category, usually provided in pairs to be slung either side of a baggage horse.

io . A  “joined chest’ ; oak, c. 1 6 3 0 —80  

Private collection
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Other chests ^Lat. cista) were intended by terms such as ‘standard’, ‘ark’ (Lat. area) and 
‘hutch' (Fr. huche), but such words seem imprecise as to size, form, usage and materials. A  
‘hutch’ could even be a cupboard with doors. Imported chests of different kinds were very 
common, especially those from Danzig and Prussia (‘Dansk’ and ‘Spruce’) or the Rhineland 
and Antwerp (‘Flemish’, ‘Flanders’), and Italy (‘Cyprus’). More obscure are the frequent 
references to ‘sea’ or ‘ship’ chests, which are sometimes specified as being bound with iron. 
Were they imported chests of a foreign type, or simply a type commonly used on ships and 
brought home by seafarers?

Boxes of various sorts are usually more clear, being smaller than chests and normally 
lacking legs of any kind. The ‘casket’ makes rare appearances, but the same object appears 
more often as a ‘ forcer’ or ‘fosset’ .13 Randle Holme illustrated a small lidded casket and 
called it a ‘cabinett’, noting that ‘ . . .  Ladyes (use them to) keepe their rings, necklaces, 
Braclett, and Jewells in . . . ’ . Boxes are noted variously containing ‘evidences’ (legal papers 
such as leases and wills), books, writing tools, gloves, and many other items. A  specialised 
box was the slope-lidded desk box, usually called simply a ‘desk’, though in some contexts

1 1 .  A ‘ coffer’ or ‘ trunk’ , of beech boards covered with leather and fitted with drawers 
behind a fall-front, the drawers lined with block-printed papers, mid-seventeenth century

Photo courtesy of Sotheby’s
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the word seems to refer to nothing more than a shelf for storage or display (see ‘court 
cupboard’ above), or actually for writing upon. Contemporary prints show writers sitting at 
a table, their paper or a book resting on a ‘slope’ ; or else sitting in an upholstered armchair 
with the arms extended to provide a support for a shelf ‘covered suitable to the chair'.1-*

CHESTS OF DRAWERS

A  good deal of energy has been expended on deliberating the development of the chest of 
drawers. Debate has largely centred over whether the idea followed a logical progression, 
with the original insertion of one or two drawers at the base of a chest, then naturally 
evolving upwards through the chest; or whether a full bank of drawers appeared right from 
the start, though often hidden behind a pair of doors.15 Both types appeared in England 
before the end of the sixteenth century, whilst built-in banks of drawers for archives were 
known much earlier.16 The earliest names for drawers appear to have been ‘drawing tills’ 
and ‘drawing boxes’, so-called because they are ‘drawn’ out from the carcase on runners. An 
early free-standing example, the famous ‘Newe Cubborde of Boxes’ made by Lawrence 
Abell and Oliver Hickox for the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon in 15 9 4 , was so 
called in the bill of account for that year. This piece takes the form of a substantial 
two-doored cupboard enclosing a double bank of large drawers. Another enclosed chest of 
drawers of more developed form, made by Francis Bower for the Drapers’ Company at 
Shrewsbury in 16 3 7 , was called a ‘Chest presse’ in the purchase accounts, but in an 
inventory of 166 4 the same piece is called the ‘Cubboard of drawing boxes’ 17 The term 
‘drawing box’ was contracted to ‘drawer’ in the course of the seventeenth century. The ‘case 
of drawers’ makes frequent appearances, and the earliest reference to a ‘chest of drawers’ 
appears to be that by Samuel Pepys in his Diary for 16 6 1.

The term ‘cabinet’ is rare before the middle of the seventeenth century, but (despite 
Randle Holme, above) it may usually be taken to refer to a doored cupboard enclosing a 
bank of drawers. Cabinet-makers’ work (defined as case furniture made of dovetailed 
boards) made only rare appearances in English homes before the 1660s, but their work met 
with a rapid acceptance in fashionable taste during the rebuilding of London which 
followed the fire of 16 6 7.

BEDSTEADS AND BEDDING

In inventories, the term ‘bed’ normally refers only to the stuffed mattress, or to the wider 
collection of textiles and padded fillings which we would today call the ‘bedding’ (mattress, 
sheets, blankets, bolsters, pillows, pillowcases, coverlets, counterpanes, quilts, rugs, etc.), 
which were housed in the wooden ‘bedstead’. These materials were supplied by the 
upholders, and were sometimes called ‘hillings’ or ‘healings’. The bedstead in turn was 
composed of several different parts according to type. The heavy base rails formed the 
‘bedstock’, which was ‘bottomed’ in various ways (corded, girted, canvas-bottom, sacking- 
bottom, stave, slatted, boarded) to support a straw mat and undercloth, on which was 
placed the all-important ‘bed’ or ‘materass’ . This might be nothing more than a large bag 
made of canvas or linen ticking, stuffed with feathers, hair, flock, wool, straw or chaff; or it 
might be properly constructed with raised sides, and sewn with buttons and cords 
(sometimes called a ‘walled’ mattress).
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The bedstead took many different forms, all with their own names. The great ‘tester 
bedstead’ (dominated by the carved decoration of panelled headboard and tester, and with 
two turned footposts) was probably always in the minority. Much more common were 
bedsteads with simple wooden frames and four posts, entirely draped with textile hangings 
and called ‘French’ or ‘tent’ beds. These were easily collapsed to be folded up and packed for 
transport (about the house or the country), as suggested by other names (field, trussing). The 
textile hangings might be suspended by cords from the ceiling, and their various shapes are 
suggested by yet further names for beds (canopy, pavilon, sparver, half-tester, slope); whilst 
simpler folk slept in the less extravagant ‘half-headed bedstead’ with a low wooden 
headboard, simple finials to the posts and no hangings (thus a ‘naked bed’). Servants and 
children occupied low bedsteads on wheels (truckle, trundle or wheelbed) which could be 
rolled away under the main bed during the day; or on the simplest of ‘boarded bedsteads’ .

Bed hangings (sometimes called the ‘ furniture’) came in an infinite variety of textiles and 
were often carefully specified (camlet, damix, linsey-woolsey, serge, worsted, grogram, say, 
velvet, turkeywork, tapestry, painted cloth, etc.). Beds are often described in terms of their 
textiles alone; and no bed was fully equipped without a (sometimes boxed) set of six 
‘bedstaves’ or ‘bed sticks’. These turned staves were ‘stuck anciently on the sides of a 
bedstead to hold the cloaths from slipping on either side’ (according to Dr Johnson).

MISCELLANEA

The above by no means exhausts the list of ‘ furniture’ recorded in inventories. In addition to 
wooden furniture, a complete glossary' would include all the other furnishings such as 
pottery, glass, metalwork ‘and other trifles yet forgot’ ; even to the architectural fittings 
which, not being movable chattels, might be thought attached to the freehold. Some 
inventories included window-glass, wainscot panelling (by the yard), wainscot ‘portals’ , 
and even (in at least one case) the wallpaper: the 17 4 3  inventory of Theophilus Lingard of 
Writtle included ‘the paper hangings’ of the ‘Best Room’, amongst a very modem-sounding 
group of objects which included sets of fire irons and a hearth brush, window-curtains, a 
looking-glass, chests of drawers, a cane couch and chairs, pictures and fifty-five pieces of 
‘Delph’ and earthenware.18
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inventories.
3. Wide efforts to interpret furniture-forms associated with particular terms will be found amongst the articles and 
books of R. W. Symonds (a valuable bibliography was published in Furniture History, xi (1975). Other 
wide-ranging discussions are by Peter Thornton in Seventeenth Century Interior Decoration in England, France &  
Holbr.d (Paul Mellon and Yale University Press, 1978); and in Furniture History, vn (19 71), pp. 6 1 - 7 1  (re. 
cupboards and imported chests); by Penelope Eames, Furniture History, xm  (19 77); and by Simon Jem s in ch. 8 of 
The Late King’s Goods, ed. Arthur MacGregor (Alistair McAlpine and Oxford University Press, 1989).
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4. See Banbury Inventories, op. cit. (Table II, p. 90).
5. An Academie or Store House of Armory &  Blazon, by Randle Holme of Chester Gent (16 17 -9 9 ), ed. 1. H. 
Jeayes (Roxburghe Club, London, 1905).
6. Examined in a pioneering article, ‘The Value of Inventories to the Student of Old Furniture’, The Antique 
Collector, Sept.—Oct. 1950 , pp. 17 9 -8 4  and 19 1 .
7. I am grateful to Jean Shuttleworth for bringing the term ‘setlis’ to my attention in her (unpublished) study of 
Coventry inventories, and to Stephen Price for telling me of the West Midlands survival of the dairy ‘setlas’ .
8. In the context of a craftsman’s workshop, a ‘board’ might well represent the actual plank or ‘theal’ as the raw 
material from which furniture and other woodwork was made. In some contexts, a ‘plank’ was regarded as a 
thicker piece of wood than a board.
9. The entire length of the legs of tables and chairs were referred to in this period as the ‘ feet’ , the term not as now 
restricted only to the lower extremity of the leg. By the same anthropomorphic process, the rear feet of chairs were 
sometimes called ‘heels’, and those swept out towards the rear came to be called ‘great heels’.
10. ‘Close’ was a widely-used term, signifying a general sense of enclosure, especially by means of a lid, doors or 
even (in architecture) walls, as in the Close of a cathedral. Perhaps, by contrast, ‘court’ may be taken to imply an 
open space.
1 1 .  See Peter Thornton, Furniture History, vii (19 71), pp. 6 3 -6 4 ; and Victor Chinnery, Oak Furniture —  The 
British Tradition, (Antique Collectors’ Club, Woodbridge, 1979), pp. 3 1 9 - 2 1 .
12 . The medieval origins of this distinction are explored by Penelope Eames in Volume xm  (1977) of Furniture 
History, pp. 5 5 -7 2 . See also Victor Chinnery', op. cit., pp. 3 4 0 -5 1 .
13 . E.g. the keeper of an inn at Stratford-upon-Avon in 160 2 kept his ‘money fosset’ in his own chamber; see J . O. 
Halliwell, ‘An inventory of the Furniture, & c., of a Tavern at Stratford-on-Avon, taken in the time of Shakespeare’ , 
Extr. Collectanea Archaeologica, Vols 1 and 11, parts 1 and 2 (1862-64 ).
14. As in a portrait of Bishop Lancelot Andrewes, dated 1 6 1 5 ;  now at Agecroft Hall, Richmond, Virginia, USA.
15 . The theory of a natural and somehow ‘organic’ evolution of furniture forms is a very attractive one, but it does 
not always hold much water. Several of the theories proposed along such lines earlier in this century (such as the 
development of the box-chair and settle by adding a back and arms to a chest; or the backstool by literally adding a 
back to a stool) are seen to be untenable in any practical sense. Most furniture types have long existed and 
developed side by side, and did not evolve one from the other.
16. See Penelope Eames, op. cit., pis 19—26.
17 . Illustrated by Victor Chinnery, op. cit., figs 2:5 and 6.
18. Francis W . Steer, op. cit., p. 269.




