
TWO GUERNSEY PAINTED CHESTS

Furniture gaily painted in the idiom of Continental 
folk art is seldom encountered in the British Isles until 
it emerged in the mid 19th century as an imported 
tradition associated with itinerants - gypsy caravans 
and canal barges. I am grateful to Alan Rubin of the 
Pelham Galleries for supplying photographs of a 
remarkably fine Guernsey Dower Chest (Fig.4) the 
front decorated with stylised flowers and stem systems 
in white and red on a blue-green ground, bearing the 
initials RBH and date 1754. The ends display 'sponged' 
decoration and all the hardware is intact. This 
important specimen has now been acquired by 
Guernsey Museum and the Director, Rona Cole, is 
hopeful that the original owner can be identified. It was 
the custom in Guernsey to split the surname into two 
initials (this often occurs on door lintels) and as the 
combination BH is not that common the name in 
question is likely to be 'Brehaut'.

The bold painted designs of stylised ball flowers, 
tulips and carnations (symbol of betrothal) seem to be 
derived from ornamental nail patterns on leather 
covered trunks in vogue in the Channel Islands c. 1680- 
1760. These bridal chests known as 'baheurs' survive in 
surprising numbers, many being studded in brass 
headed nails with initials and dates (Joan Stevens, Old 
Jersey Houses, Vol II pp 51-53). By coincidence, our 
member, Andrew Jenkins of Bradford on Avon, 
currently has in stock a strikingly similar polychrome 
chest on stand constructed throughout of oak (refer to 
cover illustration). Both are fitted with a small internal 
lidded till on the left hand side. Finally, it is worth 
mentioning that there is a highly significant signed and 
dated early 19th century elaborately painted chest of 
drawers at the Saumarez Park Folk Museum in Guernsey.

Christopher Gilbert

Fig. 3 Construction detail of the 18th c. chest on stand.



Fig. 4 Guernsey painted chest on stand, pine and oak, bearing the initials 
RBH and dated 1754. H. 41"; W 40"; D 21".
Courtesy of Guernsey Museums and Galleries. Photograph Pelham Galleries.
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