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To anyone familiar with farmhouses or croft houses of the Scottish Highlands even a 
generation ago, the kitchen dresser must hold a strong and affectionate place in the memory'. 
This piece of country furniture continued to be a central feature of many a Highland home 
long after the dictates of fashion, or the practicalities of cheaper mass-produced goods, had 
brought about the rejection of locally-made beds, chairs, settles and the like. A dresser 
adorned with a transistor radio and a cheap alarm clock as well as jugs, plates and porridge 
bowls would not have been an uncommon sight in many, especially island, homes in the 
1960s.

But this lingering affection for the kitchen dresser should not be seen as an example of 
innate conservatism, as a fierce clinging to the last remaining example of traditional 
furnishing; for the dresser is a relative newcomer on the Highland scene. The dresser does 
not appear in the list of standard items of furniture for Highland homes, drawn up by Sir 
John Sinclair in 17 9 5 .1 It must have been known by that time, at least in economically 
advanced areas of the Highlands, but obviously was not occurring in large numbers and yet 
in the next three decades it spread so rapidly that it became ubiquitous.

Another pointer to the relative novelty of the dresser lies in the multiplicity of forms in 
which it is to be found. No two Highland dressers are completely alike, and even imported 
pieces are normally altered in individualistic and idiosyncratic ways. This suggests that 
there was no perceived local style, no pattern handed down by generations of traditional 
craftsmen. Rather the dresser seems to emerge during the closing decades of the eighteenth 
century and the opening decades of the nineteenth from a combination of changing social 
concepts, imported ideas, economic revolution, and the continuation of certain practical 
necessities.

The socio-economic base of the Scottish Highlands was, until the period in question, 
radically different from the rest of Britain, and indeed most of Western Europe. It was 
essentially tribal in terms of social organisation (the Clan system); pastoralism (beef cattle) 
was the economic mainstay; and it remained highly militaristic long after the private armies 
of barons and lords had become a romantic memory elsewhere. For the majority of the 
people it was essentially a subsistence economy, based on small joint-tenancy farms, and the 
range of material possessions which these Highland farmers had was relatively limited. The 
traditional marks of success, the status symbols, were equally distinctive, being based not on 
personal or domestic finery but on the possession of cattle, the ability to keep them in a 
society where cattle-raiding was endemic and quasi-respectable, and on the number and 
quality of personal arms.

The battle of Culloden M oor (1746) marked the beginning of the end for this traditional 
way of life. And although it had lingered late, the collapse, when it came, was rapid. The 
closing decades of the eighteenth century, and the first few of the nineteenth, saw a social 
and economic revolution in the Scottish Highlands no less traumatic than those experienced
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by Tropical African countries a century' later. The clan structure was seriously undermined, 
and modem capitalist economics determined the actions of landlords to an extent pre
viously undreamed of. The period saw mass emigration, both voluntary and enforced; the 
old communal farming system, based on small family-based settlements known as town
ships, was effectively destroyed; and new methods of commercial farming and crofting 
emerged. The transition from a medieval to a capital-dominated society was possibly more 
rapid in the Scottish Highlands than anywhere else in Western Europe.

The broad social and political impact of the transition, and the cost in human terms, have 
been the subject of more historical analysis than any other single event in Scottish history, 
and rightly so for the Highlands of today still bear the scars. But what is relevant in the 
current context is that for those who remained and survived there was now access to cash 
and to southern markets where it could be spent. Large-scale seasonal migration to work in 
the harvest fields of the Lowlands as casual labour became a commonplace event for many 
Highland communities. And among other new experiences, this process brought High
landers into contact with mass-produced earthenware from Scottish and English potteries. 
Possession of such ‘china’ rapidly became the ambition of every self-respecting housewife.2 
Willow pattern plates, brightly glazed bowls and other such tableware became a new
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symbol of status among them, now that the cattle were virtually gone and an array of 
weapons no longer socially acceptable. It is in this context that the appearance of the dresser 
has significance.

From its early origins in the medieval hall, as a buffet for gold and silver plate, through its 
various forms in the court cupboard to its popular appearance in the homes of yeoman 
farmers and cottagers in eighteenth-century England, the dresser has always had as a 
primary function the conspicuous display of relative wealth and treasured possessions.3 It is 
no coincidence, therefore, that this item makes its appearance in the Highlands in order to 
provide a medium for displaying the ‘china’, which was the new mark of social success and 
achievement. It is, moreover, a clear indication of how important was the display function 
when imported Lowland dressers, or copies of these, have almost always had a plate rack 
added, where none was originally intended.

The economic revolution of the eighteenth century brought changes too on one of the 
traditional pieces of storage furniture —  the aumrie. Aumrie or aumbrie, from the Old 
French almarie (now armoire), was the Scottish term for a shelved cupboard, either 
free-standing or built-in to the structure of the house. As its Latin roots arma (utensil) 
implies, this was where both tableware and cooking utensils, together on occasion with 
food, were stored.4 In its free-standing form (Fig. 1), by the early eighteenth century', it 
paralleled the Welsh cw pw rdd deuddam  and the English press cupboard. The Scottish 
variant was less obviously a development from the open two-piece court cupboard than the
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7. Dresser with meat aumbrie, nineteenth century, Perthshire 
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others. The top section was not recessed, and the decoration included neither pillars nor 
vestigial pendants.5

By the end of the eighteenth century, the lower section of this cupboard had been replaced 
by a chest-of-drawers (Fig. z), again providing a pointer of the fact that people now 
possessed a greater number and a greater diversity of small possessions. The simple kist and 
the aumrie no longer served as adequate storage. The perception of the aumrie may have 
altered, but a practical need remained — storage of basic kitchen utensils in a low-level 
cupboard. The introduction of the dresser may well have been a way of meeting this need. 
There are a number of indicators which link the dresser to the aumrie, the most obvious 
being shape. In comparison with most English or Welsh dressers, Scottish dressers are very 
squat. They are shorter in length and often considerably deeper. The enclosed Lowland 
dresser is little more than the base unit of a two-piece aumrie with a spice rack added on top 
(Fig. 3). Highland versions of the enclosed dresser are similar, but with a plate rack added 
(Fig. 4). In some pieces, locally made rather than imported, the spice rack disappears (Figs 5 
and 6). A piece of linguistic evidence is found in the local Scots dialect of Caithness. There 
the term for a plate rack above a dresser, be it open or enclosed, is aumry.6 Here the
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traditional name has transferred with the utensils to a new piece of furniture serving the 
original function.

Thirdly, there is a small group of Highland dressers7 which have not only a plate rack for 
dishes and utensils, a set of drawers for spoons, and an open potboard for cooking 
equipment, but also a ventilated cupboard or ‘meat-aumrie’ in the centre (Fig. 7). These 
dressers thus fulfil all of the original functions of the aumrie, but in a manner acceptable to 
the new fashion.

While it is relatively easy to show that the dresser appears late on the scene in the Scottish 
Highlands, and that this involved the merging of new cultural and social concepts with 
imported furniture designs, it is much more difficult to pinpoint how these designs reached 
the Highlands and from where. So far we have looked to the south, to Lowland Scotland 
and to England, and there is no doubt that these areas were important sources of ideas for 
the rapidly developing Highlands. Not only were Highlanders going south to work, but in 
the decades following Culloden settlers from the south were ‘planted’ in the Highlands as a 
civilising influence. A worthwhile study might be made in considering the influence on 
furniture design caused by, for example, groups of Cumbrian ironworkers or Welsh slate 
workers being settled in remote parts of the Highlands.

But, given the strong traditional links between the West Highlands and Ireland, it is 
necessary to look west for influences too. And a firm connection can certainly be made in 
terms of the plate racks, and, the way in which the plates are displayed on Irish and 
Highland Dressers.8 The plates lie forward and rest on a bar running across the front of the 
rack at approximately the half-way point between each two shelves. The rim of the plate 
rests against the back board and, usually, the plate protrudes above the edge of the 
succeeding shelf (Figs 4, 5 and 10).

This contrasts with the English and Welsh method, where plates usually stand on their 
edges and lean slightly back against the boards at the rear. Running lengthwise along each 
shelf, about the centre of the board, one finds either a groove or a raised bead. Each has the 
purpose of preventing plates slipping forward and crashing off the shelf. The distance 
between shelves needs to be greater for this upright array, making the southern racks 
altogether higher. The lower wall height of the average Highland or Irish house might explain 
the advantage of this regional variation, as might the fact that forward-leaning plates can be 
better seen than upstanding ones from the low chairs and stools which were another feature of 
both areas. The parameters which led to this design solution were, therefore, very similar in 
both Ireland and the Scottish Highlands, and it is possible that dresser makers in the latter 
areas reached it independently. However, given, again, the late arrival of the dresser in the 
Highlands, it is more likely that this idea was imported from Ireland.

Changing economic circumstances and changing social values may well have combined 
with ideas from outwith the Highlands to bring about the introduction of the dresser, but in 
terms of living conditions, the domestic reality for most Highland families, it was another 
century before standards improved to any measurable degree. Thus the dresser was 
introduced into the traditional Highland house, and it was the practical necessities of living 
and working in such a house which led Highlanders to adapt the dresser, and give it its 
distinctive Highland characteristics.

Most Highland dressers are of the open rather than the enclosed variety. The base unit 
comprises a work surface underhung by a drawer or drawers, with the remainder of the
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space forming a storage area for pots and other cooking equipment (Fig. 8). The potboard is 
created by shelving the area between the stretchers of the legs, normally in the form of a 
series of narrow slats running from front to back. The predominance of the open dresser 
relates directly to the cooking arrangements in the Highland home. The absence of hearth 
ovens, and, indeed, the survival of the central hearth until well into the nineteenth century, 
meant that most food was cooked by boiling in an iron pot hung over a peat fire, or 
baked/grilled on a girdle. These utensils, together with large iron kettles, were of an 
awkward shape and often rather dirty, and the potboard of the dresser must have proved a 
boon (Fig. 9).

Highland open dressers again seldom match the grace and elegance of those from the 
south. They remain short and deep, and, below the plate rack at least, show little pretence of 
being other than serviceable work units. And that is what they were. Most traditional 
Highland homes had one room which served as both kitchen and living room, so that the 
distinction one gets in the south between dressers for display and storage and those in the 
kitchen (often built-in units) for food preparation does not apply. The worktop of the 
Highland dresser was used for food preparation, and the effects o f a century o f scrubbing 
can normally be plainly seen. The long continuance o f the central hearth tradition made the 
kitchen table a relative rarity, thus placing even more value on the dresser as a work surface.

Plate racks, on the other hand, were meant to be looked at, and often reveal a much higher 
degree of decoration than the base units. One finds examples of scrolling of the sides, carved 
friezes and mouldings, and even relatively elaborate cornices on the plate racks of otherwise 
very plain dressers. Moreover, in contrast with the scrubbed base, racks have often been 
stained or painted, the better to display the ware.

The rack on a Highland dresser was normally detachable from the base section, and in 
some cases simply sat on it with no fixing devices. More commonly the rack was pegged, 
pinned or screwed at some point to the lower section. The Lowland-type enclosed dresser 
from North Uist (Fig. 3) has had a rack attached by the simple expedient of fixing two pairs 
o f hooks and eyes to the respective backs. These would have prevented the laden dresser 
from toppling forwards, and, one assumes, the wall behind provided the necessary support 
in the other direction. Apart from the practical realities of the domestic interior, another 
factor which helps to create the distinctive character of these dressers is the dearth o f decent 
timber in some areas. M any of the islands are virtually treeless, and some areas in the 
north-west mainland are little better off. And throughout the Highlands access to good 
timber was difficult, being dependent on the goodwill o f the landowner. Recyled wood, 
therefore, was commonplace in vernacular furniture, with the best source of supply often 
being the beach. Driftwood furniture abounded in the islands especially, and that tradition 
was continued with the dresser.

The little dresser from South Uist shown in Figure 10  is a reminder that any conclusions 
drawn from academic research must be tempered with caution. In terms of construction, it 
is easy to see the connection with Irish dressers,8 for, almost uniquely in Highland examples, 
the plate rack is integral with the base unit. The rear plank of the side panels in the base 
continue up to form the sides of the rack. Equally its squat form is highly characteristic of 
those dressers which have been linked through the Lowland dresser to the aumrie. And yet 
both parallels may be coincidental. The piece is entirely made from driftwood, and the 
‘Irish’ quality may have been determined purely on the sizes and shape of the gathered
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timber. Similarly, the length and depth may relate more to the re-use of two wooden sugar 
boxes, which form the drawers, than to any design concept whatsoever. The end result, 
however, is not without aesthetic quality, and, indeed, the scrolling of the canopy has a 
considerable charm. Without much more research, and perhaps a wider sample than the 
forty or so pieces looked at so far, the most one can say about this, and many of the other 
dressers illustrated here, is that it is another highly individualistic Highland dresser.
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