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John Conybeare has unusual, and many would say, 
highly relevant qualifications for writing both this and his 
previous book, Trees, Chests and Boxes, which he published 
in 1991, and which Dr Bill Linnard reviewed in the RFS 
Newsletter No. 15 (Winter 1991). His credentials for 
writing these texts include a passionate interest in Oak 
furniture from the 16th and 17th centuries, and particularly 
boxes and desks, of which he has collected, recorded, and 
examined in detail, probably more than any researcher. 
This accumulation of experience with his subject is 
combined with his professional knowledge as a Forestry 
consultant who manages privately owned Oak woodland.

It is this association which leads Conybeare to espouse in 
his first book the interesting but highly controversial 
thesis that Oak boxes might be attributed to regions of 
origin through an examination of the annual rings in the 
wood they are made from, and examining their 
correlation with known growth cycles in Oaks from 
different regions. This, beguiling, if ultimately 
unconfirmed methodology, sets the scene for Conybeare's 
original and undaunted approaches to furniture studies.

This new book logically and comprehensively extends the 
categories of information included in his first work, and 
his approach illustrates many of the central questions 
which studies using the object as their departure point 
should properly ask. These are included in a series of 
wide-ranging chapters which, for example, explore 
carved and punched decoration, both classical and non- 
classical in origin; construction techniques; the maker; 
metal work; and paper linings which are occasionally 
found in boxes.

In his opening analysis of classical motifs carved onto 
boxes and desks, his analysis follows conventional 
explanations for the origins of such devices as nulling, 
lunette, and acanthus leaf carved motifs. But it is his 
explanations for the common 'S' scroll and its various 
carved interpretations, that illustrate, again, Conybeare's 
ability to think in original and provocative ways, to 
explain different interpretations of this motif, and to 
illustrate his examples with excellent black and white 
photographs.

Curiously, Conybeare interrupts this flow of analysis, and 
rather than move to his investigation given in Chapter 3 
of carved motifs which have strong regional connections, 
he follows Chapter 1 with an excellent, if all too short 
exposition, (which he has given more fully in his first 
book) on' reading' the biography of the oak used in boxes 
by examining end grain and relating this information to 
the chronological occurrence of climate and other factors. 

He follows this information with a review of the 
metalwork found in boxes and desks, including hasp 
locks and lockplates; although he claims that the design of 
these does not enable us to date them. He completes the 
section with illustrations of paper linings which he has 
found in boxes, and which he knows are also less than 
absolute in dating boxes, but which often add intriguing 
information to the analysis.

Chapter 3 illustrates many of the regional forms of carved 
decoration commonly found on boxes and desks, and the 
author does offer interesting explanations for certain of 
the motifs which were commonly used. The various forms 
of the 'Tree of Life', for example, and the possible 
relationship which some of these form may have with 
plant drawings in Gerards Herbal, 1597, (pp 112-113) is a 
valuable insight.

Chapter 4 offers a highly personal view of Conybeare's 
sense of the makers of boxes, and he speaks in the 
confident and relevant way which only one who has seen 
many examples can. He illustrates different forms of 
jointing (butting, rebating, and dove-tailing), and hinging, 
(ring, butterfly, round fishtail, and fishtail), which he, 
again, tells us add nothing to our capacity to date the 
object using this evidence, since they were alternatives 
rather than representative of a chronology. His analysis of 
ten different lid edge mouldings (pp 136,137) and their 
associations with the boxes he illustrates, is an excellent 
example of systematic analysis used in the book. This, in 
combination with his analysis of bottom edge mouldings, 
is the stuff on which modern furniture history studies 
must continue to build, since it inevitably draws us to that 
which is distinctive and cohesive about traditions.

Conybeare's book represents the record of a dedicated 
observer of furniture who comes to the work without the 
formal reticence about speculation which guides the 
tutored academic, and in many ways, the book has many 
fresh and intuitively derived themes as a result. His work 
is disappointing in that it largely fails to advance the stock 
of knowledge about regional origins in the forms of his 
particular group of the 17th century Oak furniture. 
Perhaps that would be asking too much of a book which 
has other priorities, but one is left with the feeling that 
imaginative minds, of which Conybeare is included, may 
yet provide the key to decode that great mystery.

Bill Cotton
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