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A single text dealing with domestic Canadian coun
try furniture has been long awaited. Michael Bird, an 
authority on western furniture of ethnic and religious 
affiliation, has produced the first text of its kind span
ning 275 years of Canadian furniture history. Divided 
into three sections the main text opens briefly with an



introduction to the 
field of furniture stud
ies, moves quickly to 
histories of regional 
furniture, and a lavish
ly illustrated catalogue 
then follows. But as 
Newfoundland materi
al culture specialist 
Gerald Pocius stated 
during a conference 
held a decade ago, it 
does not seem possible 
for researchers to pro
vide a body of work 
that truly represents 
the whole of Canada 
(Pocius, Living in a 
Material World, St. 
John's, Nfld.: 
Memorial University, 
1991). Bird commences both his historical introduction 
and later catalogue with 18th century furniture from 
east coast homes, deals briefly with Quebec, provides a 
solid look at Ontario furniture, and later highlights 19th 
and 20th century Mennonite, Hutterite, Ukrainian and 
Doukhobor hand-made furniture from the western 
provinces. He selectively restricts his survey of western 
furniture to these four groups, relegating Polish, 
Chinese, Japanese, Hungarian, Romanian, Icelandic, 
and Scandinavian furniture to future writers. The wares 
of the Pacific Rim are completely omitted, including the 
fantastic bentwood cedar chests of the west coast 
indigenous peoples. Instead, it is clear that the research 
undertaken focuses on regions familiar to Bird, namely 
Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta.

A major concern with this text is related to the limit
ed depth of research undertaken. For example, in one 
sentence Bird claims that New Brunswick cabinetmak
ers Thomas Nisbet worked between 1814 and 1838 and 
Alexander Lawrence operated out of Saint Stephen. In 
fact, Nisbet (Sr.) became a wright in 1813 and produced 
furniture until his retirement in 1848, and Lawrence's 
business was in the city of Saint John. Part of the unreli
ability of the text derives from Bird's dependence upon 
inappropriate or out-dated research. For New Brunswick 
furniture history he cites Walter Peddle (Forgotten 
Craftsmen, St. John's, Nfld: Harry Cuff Publications 
Limited, 1986), an authority on Newfoundland furni
ture, and Huia Ryder who published pioneering work 
in the early '60s (Antique Furniture by New 
Brunswick Craftsmen, Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1965). 
He ignores revisionist studies by authorities Darrel 
Butler and Tim Dilworth. Made wary about the accura
cy of Bird's statements with regards to New Brunswick 
it becomes difficult to rely upon what he writes about 
histories of cabinetmakers from other provinces. With 
reference to influences from abroad, his comments 
about European furniture forms which became obsolete 
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in Canada are also questionable. While Bird claims that 
creepies (stools) were abandoned as a furniture form in 
Canada, this researcher is aware of extant examples 
from New Brunswick at both Kings Landing Historical 
Settlement (Prince William, New Brunswick) and the 
Maine State Museum (Augusta, Maine). Perhaps this is 
due to the fact that few curators were enlightened 
enough to collect wares with manure and soil attached.

The main strength of the work is over seven hun
dred illustrations most of which are included within a 
catalogue in the second half of the text. Black and white 
plates are interspersed with some fine colour examples 
of painted furniture. The international design roots of 
Canadian cabinet and chair productions are referred to 
within the author's lively captions, which also include 
interesting details regarding usage, unique features 
and folklore. However, researchers using this text 
might be frustrated with some captions which do not 
list where the furniture can be found. In his goal to pre
sent the vitality of Canadian country furniture makers' 
creative ingenuity, their aesthetic insights, interpretive 
imagination, and visibly expressive craftsmanship, Bird 
is to be congratulated. The sheer magnitude of this 
undertaking will ensure that his work will inevitably 
find its way into fine libraries and eager hands of 
enthusiasts in both North America and Europe.
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