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The Perceval/Compton chair is a painted wooden armchair with armorial bearings and 
inscriptions. It measures 92.5 cm. high, 7 1 cm. wide and 42 cm. deep. The woods used 
in its construction are hidden under one or more layers of paint but beech, elm and 
walnut components have been identified.1 There are some signs of overpainting and 
retouching in purple, black and pink paint, perhaps to mask replacement rear legs, a 
replacement spindle and sections of the H stretcher that unites the underframe. The 
chair’s components have been shaped and fixed using a combination of hand tools and 
techniques. A heraldic medallion is pegged to the cresting and the three-part armbow is 
joined together with a sophisticated T shaped joint. The elm seat is 5 cm. thick and 
irregularly adzed into a D saddle shape. The arm supports are cleft, the spindles drawn 
and the legs and applied roundels (on the seat edge and at the end of the arms) are turned. 
The legs are splayed and terminate in colt’s foot feet.

Yet this chair falls outside the typical conventions of Windsor chair-making in this 
period. Its proportions are unusual, as is its general bulk. It expresses a strong Gothick 
aesthetic through the half cinquefoil cusping of the crest rail and the use of heraldic 
decoration and archaic script for the inscriptions. Judging from the harmony between 
circular medallion, central splat and patterned ornament, it is likely these elements were 
conceived as parts of the original design, rather than later additions. It seems immediately 
probable that this chair was a commissioned object, designed to occupy a specific 
permanent position within a domestic interior.

The significance of the Perceval/Compton chair lies in the fact that it appears to be one 
of the few dateable eighteenth century Windsor chairs that can be attributed to a specific 
time and place. The armchair was acquired by the Victoria and Albert Museum, without 
documented provenance, from a London dealer. Nevertheless, curators have made useful 
extrapolations from the painted inscriptions on the surface. ‘Enmore’ is painted on the 
armbow together with a date of 1756  in Roman numerals. It has been deduced that the 
chair was probably one of a set, designed to commemorate the wedding of John Perceval, 
then 2nd Earl of Egmont, to his second wife Catherine Compton in 1756; and secondly, 
that it was probably intended for the interior of his newly built country seat known as 
‘Enmore Castle’ in Somerset.2 Enmore, recorded in an engraving shown in figure 3, was 
a picturesque Gothic house built in the castellated style. The architect is unknown.

The predominantly deep pink and white patterned surface decoration on the armbow, 
splat and seat of the Enmore Castle chair is derived wholly from the main charge of The 
coat of arms of John Perceval, 2nd Earl of Egmont. Emblazoned on the circular medallion 
too, is an earl’s coronet, above a shield that is surrounded by a laurel wreath and flanked 
by mythical beasts, or ‘supporters’ . The design on the shield includes the impaled arms of 
Perceval and Compton, which conforms to contemporary heraldic conventions and 
denotes that the couple were married. Beneath the shield is a painted ribband bearing the
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i . The Perceval/Compton chair 
Courtesy of the Victoria &  Albert Museum
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2. Joshua Reynolds,
Portrait o f John, Second Earl o f Egmont and his second wife Catherine c. 1 7 5  6
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3. Engraved view of Enmore Casde, Somerset c. 1 7 8 3
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earl’s motto; ‘Sub cruce Candida’ . The earl’s crest (a thistle) sited on the centre of the seat 
distinguishes the chair as the property of a man rather than a woman. This is 
straightforward, empirical evidence; but what of the supposed regional origins of this 
chair?

Cotton has shown in The English Regional Chair that it is generally possible to discern 
where and when a Windsor chair was produced by analysing the combination of features 
employed. However, it is apparent that the construction and design of this chair 
transcends the conventional boundaries of chair-making in the American, Irish, English 
and even Somerset traditions.

A low back armchair in the Philadelphian tradition, circa 1750-60, (Figure 4) 
exemplifies the difficulties encountered in trying to determine where this chair may have 
been produced. The shape of the chair from the armbow to the feet bears some similarity 
to the Perceval/Compton armchair. Additionally, both chairs are alike in the shaping of 
the crest rail and seat, the splaying of the legs and the positioning of the arm supports. 
Nevertheless, like its English counterpart, American production was founded on the use 
of indigenous timbers. Frequently, these included combinations of woods not available in 
England such as hickory, tulip, yellow poplar, chestnut and maple. No native American 
woods are discernible in the Perceval/Compton chair. Moreover, typically, American 
chairs lack splats, have a greater splay to the legs and include more turned elements. It is 
improbable that the V 8c A chair was made in America. The principal regionally-specific 
feature of the Perceval/Compton chair appears to be the three-part armbow. This 
component appears to have originated in Somerset, in conjunction with an H shaped 
stretcher, and is deemed to be a defining characteristic of chairs produced in the English 
West Country tradition up to c.1750. However, the early version of the three-part 
armbow had a joint at an angle of 900. The design was subsequently developed into a 
sophisticated stylised T shaped joint, which is evident on the Perceval/Compton chair. It 
is seen on extant examples of London made chairs, but has only been identified on chairs 
attributed to Somerset production from 1780. Of the few extant Somerset examples 
which include this stylised joint, 90% are attributed to 1780-1850 .

Unlike chairs in either the English or American traditions this Windsor armchair 
makes use of a constructional technique known as ‘foxtail wedging’ for strengthening 
those joints which secure the spindles into the armbow.4 As Claudia Kinmonth suggests 
in Irish Country Furniture 170 0 -19 50 , this technique seems to have been characteristic 
of chairs made in the Irish tradition. In the Perceval/Compton chair its purpose seems to 
be functional rather than decorative. However, Irish made chairs rarely included H 
shaped stretchers, although they were used in some finer quality chairs, perhaps produced 
by specialist craftsmen.5 Also, the three-part armbow is not seen in the Irish chairmaking 
tradition.

A common feature shared by chairs made in America, England and Ireland was that 
cheaper versions were typically painted in monotone colours to mask the different hues 
of the timbers used in their construction. For example, those made in America were 
predominantly painted yellow, green, black or white, whereas in England green and blue 
were fashionable colours. Given that the walnut used in the construction of the 
Perceval/Compton chair was admired for its beauty and figuring and was one of the most 
expensive wood of the eighteenth century, it seems wasteful to have obliterated it
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4. Low  back Windsor chair, Philadelphia,
c .1755-60 

Private Collection

5. Comparator to the Perceval Compton
chair

Private Collection



with multi-coloured patterned ornament. In England the cost of a monotone painted 
chair amounted to nine shillings at this time, four shillings for the chair and five for the 
painting; whereas an unpainted Windsor chair in yew or mahogany cost £4/

Could the Perceval/Compton chair have been made at Enmore? Whilst there is 
contemporary, independent proof of the availability and accessibility of both elm and 
fruitwoods in the vicinity of Enmore, and it is clear that there were sawyers, carpenters 
and a chair-maker there or nearby, there is no conclusive evidence to suggest that it was 
made either there or then.7 Moreover, during the course of this study no evidence has been 
discovered amongst the Earl’s papers relating to either the commissioning or the gift of 
this Windsor chair. In summary, the materials and components used in the construction 
of the Perceval/Compton chair and how the constituent pieces were formed, assembled 
and fixed, expresses a broader knowledge of design and construction techniques than 
might be anticipated amongst local rural craftsmen of the mid-eighteenth century. Thus 
it remains difficult to attribute the production of this chair to a particular region, maker 
or place. However, what is clear is that here is a design that conflates some, but not all 
of the features of chairs produced in the American, English and Irish traditions. During 
the course of this study, six, other, possibly related, chairs have been recognised. 
Cumulatively, these chairs demonstrate that there were at least two sets, each with 
different armorial bearings, plus one or more similar examples of a much higher quality. 
Together these reinforce the significance of considering the relationship between 
production and consumption and its effect upon Windsor chair designs. One of these, 
which I shall term Chair I, will now be considered as a comparator (Figure 5).8 It enables 
us to begin to come closer to dating the Perceval/Compton chair and thus fitting it into 
the chronology of Windsor production.9

Chair I shares the same Windsor form, the stylised T shape joint on the armbow, and 
similar turnings to those on the Perceval/Compton chair. In all other respects it differs. It 
appears to be produced from yew or mahogany and is only partially painted. The 
terminations to the arm bow are knurled and the applied roundels are flatter and painted 
to correspond to the squares found on the seat.10 The front profile of the seat is finer and 
the adzing appears more regular. Indeed key variants include the quality of the materials 
used in its construction and the overall refinement demonstrated in the execution of the 
inscriptions and heraldic motifs. The level of sophistication suggests that it was probably 
produced by specialist craftsmen in London.11 Indeed Cotton suggests a London chair, 
circa late seventeenth or early eighteenth century, as a model for the Perceval/Compton 
chair, though Thames Valley chairs typically had a curved arm support and the earlier 90° 
armbow joint at that time.

An analysis of both coats of arms shows three salient features: a small brown shield on 
Chair I, the different representations of mythical beasts on both chairs and a laurel 
wreath encircling the shield on the Perceval/Compton chair. Together, these indicate a 
different date for the Perceval/Compton chair than has previously been proposed.

The small brown shield on Chair I is an ‘escutcheon of pretense’. It denotes that there 
was at least one child of the marriage at that time, and is only tenable so long as that 
child remained a minor.12 The eldest son of the Perceval/Compton marriage was Charles 
George Perceval, born in 1756. Additionally Chair I displays an earl’s rather than a 
baron’s coronet and the arms of his late first wife. Bearing in mind that John Perceval was
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6. Painted heraldic motifs on the Perceval Compton chair 
Courtesy o f the Victoria &  Albert Museum

7. Painted heraldic motifs on the comparator chair 
Private collection
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created Baron Lovel and Holland of Enmore in 1 7 6 3 ,  this indicates that the chair dates 
from the period 1 7 5 6 - 6 3 .  In my opinion, it is Chair I that com m em orates the z nd Earl of 
Egmont’s marriage to Catherine Compton in 1756.

In contrast, the impaled arms of Perceval and Compton on the shield of the V Sc A 
Windsor chair omit an escutcheon o f  pretense on the earl’s side, suggesting that either the 
eldest child was not yet born or that he had attained the age of majority. Yet, the 
supporters on this chair are not taken from each of the parties to the marriage, nor are 
they presented in such a careful, detailed form. Instead, two impressionistic identical 
brown mythical beasts are displayed that are quite different from those seen on Chair I. 
These are described on the museum file as ‘griffin supporters’ .13 If this representation and 
interpretation are correct, then the griffin supporters relate directly to Catherine 
Compton’s accession to the baronetcy in 1770, when she was created Baronness Arden 
of Lohort Castle, Co. Cork, Ireland.14 Her supporters inevitably descended down the 
male line to Charles Perceval on her death in 1784.

The inclusion of a laurel wreath on the Perceval/Compton chair may be an 
augmentation to differentiate between John Perceval’s arms and those of his second wife, 
when both are impaled. Or it may distinguish the arms of Catherine Compton from those 
of their eldest son. Nevertheless, the heraldic evidence suggests that the 
Perceval/Compton chair is unlikely to have been produced before 1777  when Charles 
Perceval attained the age of twenty one.

Although Charles Perceval was not the only surviving child of the family, he perhaps 
had greater cause to look back nostalgically to the past. Like his father he was fascinated 
with genealogy, although his interest lay primarily in the Irish baronetcy. Indeed, through 
his father’s efforts to obtain a peerage for his mother, he acceded to the title of Baron 
Arden, again of Lohort Castle in 1784. Reason enough, perhaps, to commission a 
commemorative chair then, or thereafter, signifying his birth, his parent’s marriage, 
Enmore Castle and his pedigree.

In conclusion, it is possible and perhaps, probable that the Perceval/Compton chair 
was commissioned by an Irish peer and produced in Ireland, modelled on memories of a 
pre-existing set of chairs. But I write this advisedly. In the course of this study, I 
discovered a 1686 reference to ‘Two Twigg’d chairs’ in an inventory compiled on the 
death of one of Charles Perceval’s forebears.15 This reference perhaps suggests that the 
Perceval family had earlier versions of what we now call ‘Windsor’ chairs. Furthermore, 
it is interesting to remind ourselves that the earliest published reference to Windsor chairs 
appeared first in a letter written in 1724  by John Perceval’s father to his brother in law. 
The i st Earl of Egmont, also an Irish peer, records having seen a Windsor chair in 
England, and he uses the term ‘Windsor’ without further clarification. This suggests that 
not only was the form familiar to him but that he anticipated it would be equally well 
understood by the letter’s recipient. The contribution to the evolution the Windsor chair 
by Irish patrons and craftsmen remains tantalising.
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