


Cover picture
A Guernsey chest with painting predominant!' in shades 
yellow and orange on a green background, typical!' me . 
tulips. Courtesy os Martel Maides, Guernsey



Guernsey painted chests

The purpose of this paper is to explore the links between 
the painted chests of Guernsey and the use of the tulip and 
the carnation in their decoration, as well as the 
connections with the Huguenots and Protestant Calvinism.

Back in the summer of 1994 Christopher Gilbert 
published a brief article entitled Two Guernsey Painted 
Chests in the RFS Newsletter (No. 20). In the article he 
seems to suggest that the style of decoration on these 
chests was an imported tradition from the Continent in the 
19 th century and is associated with itinerants - gypsy 
caravans and canal barges. The chest below (Fig 1) 
illustrated the article.

During the course of my research into Channel Islands 
furniture and cabinet makers pre-1830,1 came across this 
chest and became intrigued. Before my recent visit to 
Guernsey this group of painted chests appeared to 
comprise just three. The visit coincided with a press article 
and further chests have since appeared, making the known 
total now 11. This type of furniture has so far only been 
seen in Guernsey or elsewhere 
with a Guernsey provenance, 
and it appears to be unique to 
the island.

These chests have been 
variously referred to as dower 
chests, wedding chests and 
marriage chests and we will 
utilise the latter term in this 
article for reasons explained 
further on. All the pieces seen 
so far appear to fall into the 
period 1720-1805, although 
the latter is considerably 
beyond the date range of the 
majority. Apart from two, all 
are similar in appearance to 
Fig 1; the other two are simply 
low chests.

All the chests are painted in 
polychrome, mostly in a 
curiously stiff manner, some 
with more formality than 
others, with stylised flowers, 
vines and tendrils; some have 
daubed or sponged decoration 
to the end panels. The overall 
effect has an enchanting vitality. 
At least two of the chests 
appear to ha^e been painted by 
the same hand, either the joiner 
or a local painter. Two of the 
flowers are easily identifiable as 

the tulip (Liliaceae) and the carnation or pink (Dianthus) 
and these are believed to be significant for two reasons 
explained later on.

The tulip originates in Eurasia and humankind has a 
long relationship with the flower, both good and bad, 
dating back to the Greeks and Romans. In Turkey, in the 
16th century, it was seen as a symbol of wealth and power, 
a tradition that continued when it arrived in Europe later 
that century; in the early 17th century this was reflected in 
‘tulipomania’. The combination of the tulip, representing 
love, and the carnation or pink, representing betrothal, has 
been used in art forms for centuries and was a favourite of 
the Ottomans; it is often depicted on Iznik pottery of the 
period (Fig 2). The use of these flowers is therefore 
entirely appropriate for the decoration of marriage chests.

It has been suggested that the inspiration for the 
painting originates either in the Frisian Islands or the 
Baltic States or, less specifically (as suggested by 
Christopher Gilbert) the continental mainland, but it is 

difficult to see the connection. 
However, there are strong 
similarities to examples of 
painted furniture in America, 
particularly in New Jersey and 
Pennsylvania - an area known 
for its large European immigrant 
population in the 17 th century, 
some of whom were Huguenots. 
Alternatively, perhaps this style 
of painting was developed in 
Guernsey and taken from there 
when emigrants went to 
America in the 17th or 18th 
century. The use of the tulip in 
the Connecticut area, another 
popular destination for Channel 
Islanders, is found on a number 
of painted chests of the late 17th 
and early 18th centuries.

Two of the group of chests so 
far identified are dated. One, a 
rather crude example (Fig 3 
detail) is at the National Trust 
Folk and Costume museum, 
Saumarez Park, Guernsey, one of 
two at the Museum. It is dated 
1805 and signed by the maker, 
Pierre du Four. This is painted 
on a grey ground and has a chest 
section above three drawers, and 
stands on a plinth base. This 
chest is initialled ERB for

Fig 1 Guernsey painted chest (courtesy of Sothebys)

Fig 2 Iznik dish
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Fig 3 Detail from the chest by 
Guernsey National Trust Folk 
Fig 4 An example of a Baheur

Pierre du Four. Courtesy of 
and Costume Museum

Elizabeth Robilliard and was apparently made on the 
occasion of her marriage to Pierre du Four. It is decorated 
with stylised tulips in a naive style.*

The second dated piece is in the Guernsey Museum and 
Art Gallery, Candie Gardens (Fig 1). This is altogether 
more sophisticated and there is some semblance of skilled 
cabinet making in its construction. It is dated 1754 and 
initialled RBH probably for Rachel or Rebecca Brehaut on 
the occasion of one or the other’s marriage. This piece has 
a chest section above two drawers separated with a convex 
moulded waist, and stands on squared cabriole legs. This 
again is decorated with tulips, pinks and other flowers but 
this time in a more formal fashion on a greenish-black 
ground. Another chest in the Guernsey Museum and Art 
Gallery’s collection is similarly painted on a green ground.

The construction of the chests is very basic and 
employs mainly softwood with, on occasions, oak for the 
end panels. Mostly the softwood is of poor quality and 
often resembles salvaged timber. The drawers on all the 
examples seen are nailed rather than dovetailed. Most have 
squared cabriole legs although sometimes these have rotted 
from standing on an earth floor.

It is worth noting at this point that the tulip is again 
incorporated in the decoration of a type of trunk/marnage 

chest found in Jersey and on the UK mainland. In Jersey 
these are known as baheurs and they are relatively common 
there and on the mainland (Fig 4). There is no evidence 
yet that they were ever made in the Channel Islands and a 
number of them seen there bear London trade labels.
Stylistically they appear to be 17th or 18th century and are 
made of a wood carcass covered in what is known as cuir 
de Russie or Russian leather. Presumably they were 
travelling trunks doubling as marriage chests and once a 
new wife had been installed in her new home the trunk 
never moved. Many have later stands to keep them from 
the earth floor and this is why a lot of the examples seen 
are in such good condition. Most of them have the stylised 
tulip decoration, and some have initials and dates, usually 
18th century but these are all picked out with brass
headed studs. Many of those seen have a crown 
escutcheon which many believe indicates an association 
with the monarchy of the day, but this seems doubtful.

In conclusion we should perhaps consider the 
possibility that wherever 17th or 18th century furniture 
decorated with tulips turns up, whether in the Channel 
Islands, London or America, there is evidence of an 
immigrant Huguenot or Calvinist population. Another 
destination for the fleeing emigrants was the Western 
Cape, South Africa, but this area has yet to be researched. 
A number of the baheurs seen in Jersey are in the 
ownership of families of Huguenot descent.

Little known in the world of decorative arts is that this 
group, persecuted for their Protestant or Calvinist religion, 
were often driven underground to practise their beliefs. 
Furthermore, at this time Calvinists were often referred to 
by the acronym of TULIP The acronym derives from the 
five theological points of Calvinism and is translated into 
the following tenets:

Total Depravity 
Unconditional Election 
Limited Atonement 
Irresistible Grace 
Perseverance of the Saints.

Apart from the use on marriage chests could this be an 
explanation for the tulip decoration - a sort of codified 
message to fellow followers of the faith? The style of 
painting and decoration on these chests and the use of the 
tulip and carnation is unusual if not unique and, given 
where they are found, London, the Channel Islands and 
America, and the association with religion, could it be that 
it originated in the Channel Islands, probably Guernsey?

John Vast

If anyone has information regarding these chests, or Channel 
Islands furniture 1680-1830, please contact John Vost at: 
enquiries@vosts.co.uk
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