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The engraving used by the Edinburgh cabinet maker Francis Brodie at the top of most of his 
bills is of considerable interest for many reasons, especially in the light of several recent 
discoveries (Fig. i). Brodie used this particular billhead from at least 1738 to 1753 , and it 
was evidently only replaced in 1767 when he took his son William into full partnership; the 
new design consisted simply of playful rococo foliage surrounding nine diminishing lines of 
text (Fig. 2).

This billhead was certainly unique in a Scottish context, as the only known billheads of 
other cabinet makers and upholsterers are of the fairly standard pattern of a decorative 
design surrounding a specific piece of furniture, or other emblem, which normally also 
served as the address and shop sign. Consider for instance William Lamb’s Gilded Sopha, 
William Murray’s Royal Tent (bed), or James Caddell’s Crown and Cushion.1 These also all 
date from the second half of the eighteenth century. A comparative glance through the 
illustrated billheads in Ambrose Heal’s London Furniture Makers 1660-1840  also con
firms the uniqueness of Brodie’s example in a British context.

If it is not already apparent, the major distinction of this engraving is the use of a bust at 
the centre, inscribed above Palladio and below Fras. Brodie. That the bust represents 
Palladio, and not Brodie as has been suggested, becomes clear in the knowledge that 
Brodie’s shop was commonly referred to as being at ‘Palladio’s Flead’. It is also possible to 
trace an exact source of this portrait to Sebastiano Ricci’s design for the frontispiece of 
Leoni’s 17 15  edition of The Four Books o f Palladio (Fig. 4). This was a completely fictional 
portrait — Palladio was in fact bearded and balding — but was nevertheless the accepted 
one at the time, even being used by Campbell in his 1728 edition of the First Book.2

It was an unprecedented move for a cabinet maker at that time to associate himself so 
strongly, in a spiritual sense, with an architect, and that Brodie chose Palladio is a good 
indicator of his knowledge not only of design and fashion but also of the tastes and 
pretensions of his potential patrons. It was sixteen years later that Thomas Chippendale, 
who was content with a chair on his trade card, stated in the preface to The Director: ‘Of all 
the Arts which are either improved or ornamented by Architecture, that of CABINET
MAKING is not only the most useful and ornamental, but capable of receiving as great 
Assistance from it as any whatever’.3 Brodie was clearly aware of this and illustrated it in a 
very direct manner.

The overall pattern of this engraving seems also to have had a particular source. The 
billhead used by Robert and John Hodson between 1730  and 1786 is of striking similarity 
to Brodie’s and must surely have been the inspiration for it (Fig. 3). It is not unlikely that 
Brodie could have seen it as the Hodsons provided furniture for several Scottish patrons, 
including the Dukes of Gordon, Montrose and Atholl and Colonel Kennedy of Dalquhar- 
ran.4 Of the known Hodson accounts for these patrons all but those for the Duke of Gordon 
pre-date the appearance of Brodie’s billhead, so perhaps he would have had opportunities to
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see the Hodson accounts if the furniture passed through Edinburgh on the way to its 
destination, or if he was called in to repair damage which occurred in transit, a frequent task 
for provincial tradesmen. He certainly worked at one time or another for the first two of the 
Hodsons’ Scottish patrons.5

Alternatively Brodie may have been shown the Hodson billhead as an example and 
recommended that he borrow from it. Brodie’s family would have had a certain social 
position in Edinburgh as his father was a Writer to the Signet (lawyer) and descended from 
the Brodies of Brodie Castle, while his wife and mother were directly related to Sir Francis 
Grant, Lord Cullen.6 Thus they or their acquaintances would have been in a position to 
encourage Francis to make the very best of his chosen profession, and he clearly had 
considerable ambitions. His use of the billhead is first known only three years after he 
completed his apprenticeship, and the quality’ of the engraving is a substantial improvement 
on the Hodson example.

The most obvious and significant difference, without wishing to labour the point, is the 
Palladio motif, and the addition of the eagle pier table, a ty pe strongly associated with 
neo-Palladian interiors. Also there is the fashionable updating of chair and pier glass. The 
similarities speak for themselves, but the correspondence between the text of Brodie’s first 
example and the Hodson text is striking, even dow n to the character of the lettering (Fig. 5). 
Brodie adapted this further when he moved to new' premises after his marriage in 1740 
(Fig. 1).

An example of Brodie’s standing in that year is given by an extract from a letter from the 
architect William Adam to the Duke of Hamilton:

1 sent this day to M r. Broddie and talked with him about chairs he’s the best man in town and I doubt if 
anybody else would please. I have sent from him a pattern of some chairs he has ready. The bottoms 
are to be wood with stuff but the backs are Walnut tree. He has some for the Dutchess of Gordon 
which are to be covered back and bottom, but he cannot manage to dispose of them. They are made of 
elm no part is seen but the feet which are of the form of the scitch also sent. He says to make new ones 
you’d not be done sooner than the middle of Jan .7

This tantalising mention of ‘scitches‘ brings up the further relevance of Brodie’s engraving. 
These are essentially the only Scottish eighteenth-century furniture designs of any sort that 
are presently known. No drawings have been discovered to date. It seems likely in view of 
the above description that the chairs made for the Duke of Hamilton w’ould have been 
similar to that depicted on the billhead. They were described in the final account as ‘Six 
Mahogany Chairs with Eagles feet 2.5 sh/each’,8 so perhaps were covered ‘back and bottom’ 
like the Duchess of Gordon’s, or were one of those rare examples of solid splat back chairs 
made of mahogany. At any rate they must have been ‘new’ ones’ as they were not invoiced 
until 14 January.

That the types illustrated in the billhead are representative of furniture being made in 
Edinburgh during the eighteenth century’ can now’ be firmly established as closely corres
ponding documented examples of most of them have been found. There are basin stands of 
an identical pattern at Dumfries House made by Alexander Peter in 1759 for 15  shillings 
each (Fig. 6),9 and also one at Penicuik House supplied by James Blaikie in i769«.10 Dumfries 
House also has a rare example of a dressing glass which can be firmly attributed to the carver 
William Mathie,11 and again is of the self-supporting kind illustrated (Fig. 7).



4. Sebastiano Ricci. Frontispiece of Leoni’s edition of TAe Four Books o f  Palladio
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Of a rather more substantial nature is the bureau writing cabinet. One of these of a 
slightly different nature was made by Francis Brodie for the Earl of Dumfries in 1753 
(Fig. 8).12 It is referred to in the account as ‘a Lady’s Closet’ and has a lower section in the 
form of a chest of drawers supported on shaped bracket feet, surmounted by a cupboard of 
half the depth with a single door containing a full plate of mirrored glass. The flat section in 
front of this folds forward to give a baize lined writing surface. Within, there are two 
adjustable bookshelves and twelve drawers surrounding a small central mirror with a 
compartment behind it; one assumes this was a dressing glass (Fig. 9). All the finishes are 
very fine mahogany. That this piece of furniture is a ‘Lady’s Closet’ is confirmed by the 
existence of another of identical pattern, but not quite as good quality, at Penicuick House. 
This was made by George Riddell, of Edinburgh, in 1722  and was described as a ‘ fine Ladys 
Closet with an Large Glase in the doore’ and cost nine pounds (Figs 10 and 1 1) .13 The exact 
dimensions of the glass are given forty-seven years later when John Thompson, an 
Edinburgh carver, provided ‘a Glass for Lady Clarks Cabinet Door 19 V2 By 35 ’ which then 
cost £2 18s. 8d.14 It would be interesting to know whether this type of furniture and its 
particular name was confined to Scotland, or used throughout Britain.

In 17 53  Brodie also provided a ‘Sconce glass the frame Carved 8c guilt in burnisht Gold’ 
with ‘a pair of Carved brass Arms’ for Lord Dumfries at a cost of £7 2s.15 It cannot 
confidently be traced at Dumfries House but would surely have had a form similar to that on 
the billhead, especially given the fact that the house still contains what was described in one 
of Brodie’s 1753  accounts for Lord Dumfries as a ‘Marble Slabe supported by an Eagle — 
guilt in Burnisht gold’ (Fig. 12 ).16

On the evidence of the billhead alone it would be possible to assume that the eagle table 
was part of Brodie’s repertoire, but the existence of three accounts for such a piece confirm 
this beyond doubt. The ‘sideboard Table supported by an Eagle done in bumisht gold 8c a 
Marble Top’ made for the Duke of Hamilton in 1738 at a cost of £ 17  17 s .17 is perhaps the 
one still at Holyroodhouse,18 but another was made for the Duke of Gordon in 1739  
(Fig. 5). The example at Dumfries House was made more than ten years later than these two 
and does show a much lighter touch than most tables of this type. As far as this author is 
aware these are the only accounts known for such tables, and certainly the only documented 
examples. Although this is a type associated with William Kent no drawings by him for such 
tables exist, but there is in the RIBA Drawings collection a design by John Vardy for a pier 
glass and table which is comparable to Brodie’s designs. This is probably of a similar date to 
the Dumfries House table, although having even more distinct rococo overtones, with 
scrolled supports flanking and rather subordinating the position of the eagle, and rococo 
foliage playing around the architectural frame for the glass.19

The general thrust of this paper has been establishing the remarkable personality and 
ambitions of the cabinet maker Francis Brodie, and the way in which he used his billhead to 
advertise and express not only the quality and design of his wares but also his own status as a 
man of dependable taste. This can be reinforced here by the publication of his portrait, 
painted by his brother Joseph (Fig. 14).20 Joseph Brodie painted four members of his 
immediate family, as well as two grand portraits for the lairds of Brodie Castle, and his 
position as a painter certainly adds to an understanding of his brother Francis. To conclude 
this section an exchange of letters between Robert Ewing of Craigtoun and Brodie speaks 
for itself, as well as giving a fascinating insight into the trade at the time.
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Addressed to Francis Brodie:
Craigtoun iz ja n r y  1 7 5 3

Sir...
It is true the work was deliverd and paid for some little time before and if you insist upon it I shall 
scarce contest this article Altho the table which was your own work Sc Cost me 3 guineas was so ill 
Packd that it was all spoilld before it came this tenth and is the only peice of work I received from You  
that was worth betwixt Man and Man half the price I paid, Your Walnut tree Chairs wrere made of 
Rotten worm eaten wood the holes filld up with Saw’ dust 8c Glue 8c now' open 8c ready to drop down 
Your dockcase the same 8c the Bit Glass for the sconce so ill fastened on the frame that it dropt down 
and broke in Twenty peices the day it was put up Upon the whole I reckon myself nothing in your debt, 
and if you persue what is said above is my defense, but to save us both trouble if you will come here any 
day and see the work as it stands and if on the word and honour of a Master Joiner you can say after 
seeing it that your demand is just and right I will pay it without a process, and Altho you may think it a 
Trifle not worth nine miles riding for, upon recollection you will be of a different opinion, for it is not 
the Interest of any Tradesman or Manufacturer to have-it said that he sold Dirt to his Customers at 
high price, without abatement even after it was discovered to be but Dirt, I shall expect your answer to 
the above before you raise your Process 8c I am Sir 

your most Humble Servant

Robert Ewing

Brodie, who did seem to have a slightly litigious character, replied to this veiled threat in the 
following restrained terms:
Sir
I am favoured with yours 8c as you desired it have sent this answ'er to your Letter 8c am hopefull your 
defenses will be found insufficient when the work is inspected by knowing tradesmen,. . .  the rest of 
your arguments as to the sufficience of the work will be determined when inspected by proper judges, 
as to my Intended suffering I am not afraid for that, 8c as for dirty words thrown out upon my work 
they are below my notice 

Sir
I am your most humble Servt 

F.B.

Ewing was finally ordered to pay the full amount owing, plus interest, in 176 3 .21

P OS T S C R I P T

At the 1989 AGM of this society held at Temple New'sam it wras suggested by David Jones, 
perhaps with his tongue in his cheek, that the wralnut Master’s Chair surmounted by a gilt 
eagle, which belongs to the museum, could be attributed to Francis Brodie (Fig. 15). The 
Temple Newsam chair has no pre-twentieth-century provenance, but there is a similar chair 
in a private American collection w'hich must have come from the same workshop (Fig. 16). 
It was acquired in the vicinity' of Edinburgh in 1974, and was apparently thought to have 
been of local origin.22

Assuming that the two chairs do come from an Edinburgh workshop, then that of Francis 
Brodie is an entirely logical attribution. The Temple Newsam example obviously has a link 
via its eagle, but the detailing of both chairs, and in particular the animal heads terminating 
the arms and the figure of the splats, can also be compared with the chair on Brodie’s 
billhead.



6. Basin stand. Alexander Peter 1758 
Dumfries House



7. Dressing Glass. William Mathie 1759 
Dumfries House



8. Lady’s Closet. Francis Brodie 1753 
Dumfries House



9. Interior of Fig. 8 
Dumfries House



io . Lady’s Closet. George Riddell 1722  
Penicuik House



i i .  Interior of Fig. io
Penicuik House

7



i2 . Eagle Table. Francis Brodie 17 s 3
l)ionfries House

The eagle is clearly in a fragile condition and teas unable to support the existing marble top and 
frame. These do however appear to be a Victorian replacement

13. Arms of the Antigallican Association



14- Portrait of Francis Brodie. Joseph Brodie 1737 
Current whereabouts unknown



15. Master’s Chair 
Temple Newsam, Leeds
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These chairs evidently had a ceremonial purpose, and if they would have been drawn up 
to a table this perhaps explains the plain treatment of the seat rail and legs. Edinburgh was 
certainly rife with eighteenth-century societies and institutions, however few of them had 
the permanent homes which these chairs would have needed.

It has not been possible to find a totally convincing origin for the Temple Newsam chair, 
but one of the Masonic Lodges in Edinburgh, No. 160, is known as Lodge Roman Eagle. 
This Lodge was granted its charter in 1785 and was founded by essentially professional, 
medical men. From 1787 to 1790 its Master was William Little,23 from whom Francis 
Brodie and subsequently his son William leased their house and most of Brodie’s Close, and 
who employed them at least once. Even allowing that such chairs would have been made in a 
consciously conservative manner this date is clearly late, probably somewhere between 
1730  and 1760 being more likely. Besides Francis died in 1782, although William did 
continue running the workshop until 1788. Therefore this origin has problems with the 
dates. Nevertheless there is no reason why it could not have had a masonic, or some similar 
source, as the standard masonic symbols are by no means prerequisites for such chairs, and 
Francis Brodie himself was a mason, as was most of the professional male society at that 
time.

The chair in America can be dealt with in a more satisfactory manner. It originally had a 
carved and gilt cresting similar to the Temple Newsam example, only representing Britannia 
rather than an eagle; this had been replaced with a Victorian copy which has subsequently 
been removed. It also has inlaid at the top of the splat the words FOR OUR CO U N TRY  
which was the motto of the Antigallican Association or Society; Britannia also always 
surmounted the Society’s crest. This society was founded in 1745 to promote British Arts 
and Manufactures over those of the French, and does seem to have had a certain position 
as a dining club, its crest being relatively common on dinner services and snuff boxes 
(Fig. 13 ).24 Given the Society’s promotional activities it must come as no surprise that it 
was popular with British craftsmen; Thomas Johnson was a member and the frontispiece 
to his 1758 Collection o f  Designs, which is dedicated to ‘the Right Honble Lord Blakeney 
Grand President of the Antigallican Associations, and the rest of the Bretheren of that 
most Honourable Order’, is an elaboration on its crest.25 Lord Blakeney had been 
governor of Stirling Castle, resolutely defending it during the ’45, before being sent to 
Minorca where he became a national hero over his handling of the island’s siege by the 
French at the beginning of the Seven Years War.26 The Society may have been active in 
Scotland in Lord Blakeney’s time and was definitely active in Edinburgh in 1780 but by 
now had taken on a distinctly military bent, stating in an advertisement in the Edinburgh 
Evening Courant on Wednesday 2 February ‘That it is the design of the Society to 
promote every measure that contend to strengthen the hands of Government, and 
contribute to the defense and security of our country against our enemies.’ David McElroy 
in his thesis on the ‘Literary Clubs and Societies of Eighteenth Century Scotland’ suggests 
that the Antigallican Society was an offshoot of the Poker Club, a famous Edinburgh 
political dining club which was founded in 1762.27 This seems to give too strong an 
emphasis to the military functions of the Antigallican Society. However the fact that the 
Society did have strong links with Edinburgh does at least strengthen the argument for the 
attribution of these chairs to Francis Brodie, which if correct must certainly enhance his 
reputation considerably.28
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