
Book Reviews

Victor Chinnery, ‘Names for Things’, A Description of 
Household Stuff, Furniture and Interiors, 1500-1700, 
edited by Jan Chinnery (Oblong, 2016) 311pp.

For those who wish to place artefacts into their authentic 
historic context, rather than in the shallow modem world 
of aesthetics, patination and price as ‘antiques’, the major 
problem is nomenclature. There is little shortage of 
relevant archival evidence especially from the wealth of 
published probate records listed in Simon Jervis’s British 
and Irish Inventories of 2010 and early dictionaries and 

glossaries such as Randle Holme’s Academic of Armory of 
1688. These, with other sources, give us access to 
thousands of nouns and brief textual descriptions of their 
original meanings, but relating these to actual objects that 
have survived either in use or in archaeological contexts 
presents constant challenges. The editors of volumes of 
probate inventories usually provide glossaries of little- 
known terms, but these often make all too obvious, but 
entirely false assumptions. One published last year defined 
a glass case as a ‘case with the upper part made of glass’
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Merchants House, Marlborough 
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and a spittle as a device for putting oatcakes into an oven. 
The actual word of the former and physical appearance of 
the latter make these descriptions entirely logical, yet both 
are grossly untrue. It takes considerable experience of both 
artefacts and archives to enable an accurate understanding 
and interpretation of their mutually important attributes to 
be achieved.

One of the rare people to have such experience was 
Victor Chinnery. He devoted his life to the handling and 
study largely of oak furniture, his Oak Furniture, the British 
Tradition being the standard source on this subject, and 
other early modem artefacts, and in setting them into their 
original contexts. Unfortunately his death in 2011 left his 
second major work Names for Things still incomplete, but 
we must for ever be grateful to his wife Jan for seeing it 
through to publication. Victor’s aim was to ‘evaluate 
ancient artefacts [in] ways which they were viewed and 
used by their makers and original users.’ To do this he 
combined his own vast knowledge with that of leading 
specialists in related fields, many being members of this 
Society, along with museum curators, collectors and others 
in order to produce a comprehensive glossary of the 
artefacts, materials and techniques used in England during 
the 16th and 17th centuries. Each entry defines its subject, 
many having dated and provenanced quotations to further 
illustrate their meaning. It is invaluable in bringing so 
much diverse information into a single, immediately 
accessible source, without the need to search through the 
Oxford English Dictionary, the English Dialect Dictionary and 
individual volumes of transcribed records. It also provides 
a greater understanding of terms traditionally, not Always 
accurately, used by the antiques trade, by presenting and 
discussing contemporary evidence. A good example of this 
is ‘Court Cupboard’, but there are many others. For those 
who want to access further information, the final 
bibliography includes over five hundred relevant published 
sources. In addition, the main domestic utensils and 
furniture page of Randle Holme’s Academie of Armory with 
its fully transcribed captions is reproduced in full, as are 
the captioned woodcuts of Johann Comenius’s primer, The 
Visible World or a Nomenclature, and Pictures of all the CHIEF 
THINGS that are in the World ... (London 1689). Relatively 
little known, but extremely useful, this book was first 
published in Nuremberg in 1658, its 25 illustrations 
therefore showing German, rather than English artefacts, 
but still of great use in explaining their appearance and 
function.

Although only occupying a tenth of the book, the 
introductory chapters ‘Names for Things, Furniture 
Technology in Post-Medieval Middle-Class Inventories’ and 
‘Notes towards a Glossary of Terms Illustrating Interiors by 
means of Contemporary References 1500-1700’ are of 

particular interest and value. Written entirely by Victor, 
these give a brief yet masterly overview of the role and 
naming of domestic artefacts in the Tudor and Stuart 
household. His definitions of the different varieties of seat 
furniture, tables, cupboards, dressers etc. making sense of 
their respective diverse entries over the following pages.

In brief, there has been a growing need for a volume of 
this sort for the use of collectors, historians, dealers, 
archivists, re-enactors etc., in order for them to further 
their studies and activities. This excellently designed and 
produced work sheds a revealing light into the confused 
mass of artefacts and terms that face all who work on the 
material culture of the Tudor and Stuart periods. It is an 
invaluable work that can never be complete, and should 
never be viewed as such as much remains to be studied 
and clarified in this wide-ranging field.

All who knew Victor and his work must regret that he is 
no longer with us. However, we should be extremely 
grateful for this, his final contribution to our knowledge, 
and particularly to Jan, without whose dedication, energy 
and skill this important book would never have seen the 
light of day.

ISBN 978 0 9575992 8 4. Names for Things is available 
via the Regional Furniture Society website with 
sales@jeremymillspublishing.co.uk, £35

Peter B rears

Book Review update:
Denis Lake’s The men who made the Celebrated Chairs: 
Windsor Chairs Making in Tasmania (Pagunta Press, 2016), 
reviewed in Spring 2017 Newsletter no. 66, is now available 
in the UK from the shop of James Mursell at The Windsor 
Workshop in West Sussex, and website 
www.thewindsorworkshop.co.uk, tel: 01798 815925
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