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For those of us in Britain who share the perspective that the 
most exciting research discoveries in furniture history will 
continue to be located within the vernacular traditions, 
'American Windsor Chairs' will provide both a formidable 
and inspirational work.

When she began work on this project in the 1960's, as a 
young graduate of the Winterthur Masters' Programme in 
Early American Culture, Goyne Evans' choice of subject - that 
quintessential^ American and most democratic form of 
seating, the Windsor chair, must have offered one of the most 
enviable and promising areas of research in furniture history; 
one where a truly systematic analysis, involving a radical 
history of change and design dissemination seemed possible. 
Even being aware of this potential however, can hardly have 
prepared her for the colossal and truly absorbing adventure 
which would lead her towards a lifetime of research.

The book is divided into two parts. The first includes essays 
on the classical and European background and the introduc
tion of the Windsor chair into America, in 1726. The introduc
tion is both strong and weak in one; strong in its scholarly 
blending of the earliest references to the use and design of 
Windsor seating in England, largely in the gardens of the 
nobility or landed gentry in the Thames Valley region, includ
ing Windsor Castle itself. It is weak in its lack of acknowl
edgement that Windsors were made elsewhere in England, 
and that many chairs made in the West Country have greater 
design affinities with American styles than those from the 
London and Thames Valley area. She complements this histor
ical review with a short profile of the American Windsor fur
niture industry, including topics such as early owners, design
ers, production, and eventually the mass production of 
Windsor chairs.

The second, and far longer part of the book deals systemati
cally with the regional production of Windsors, beginning in 
Philadelphia from the 1740's to 1800. This is followed by a 
chapter on the development of the Windsor in both New York 
city and state, from the 1740's to the 1850's, which saw the 
development of the continuous bow armchair, a remarkable 
design unknown in Philadelphia. Section two continues the 
story into New England, and illustrates the development of 
many new Windsor designs in a chronological order extend
ing from 1750 to 1775,1775 to 1800, and then includes the later 
agenda of designs up to 1850, under the regional headings of 
Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Northern New 
England. Finally, the author illustrates what she (contentiously) 
concludes are the minor traditions of the South and MidWest, 
and in Upper and Lower Canada. True to form, the book con
cludes, quite properly, with a section on Windsor craftsmen 
1745-1850, a Glossary of terms, a selected Bibliography, and 
an Index.

The resulting publication is of such complexity and compre
hensiveness that the published work can not be judged in the 
terms of more restricted works. The scale of the subject is 
exceptional in both its scope and the detail eventually devel
oped from it. It is arguably the first truly diachronic analysis 

ever brought to an aspect of furniture history.
Establishing and analysing the information needed to 

achieve this work must have represented a most difficult, if 
not unusual, research problem. Through the firm establish
ment of maker identified items within each stylistic group, she 
moved to establish the key 'signatures' of regional styles, and 
often what individual makers included as their own indelible 
design features, including elements of turnery work or seat 
shapes. Through this, she began the exacting task of bringing 
order to a disparate mass of superficially similar objects.

Beyond the level of description, the text offers welcome 
flashes of insight, for example, into the origins of design ele
ments or authentic terms. Some are highly significant findings 
which will cause a flurry of activity in the British research 
camp. For example, the revelation that some of the turnery 
devices from American Windsors are directly related to those 
used in rush bottomed turned chairs is demonstrated in the 
upright back turnings of a Boston Banister-back side chair 
dated 1710-1740, which are replicated in the legs of a 
Newport R.I. low back Windsor armchair of 1765-1770. 
(pp.240-241) The front under arm turnings of a rush seated 
armchair by William Savery of Philadelphia, circa 1750, are 
clearly similar in profile to the underarm turnings of a high 
back Windsor armchair from the greater Lancaster County 
Pa., region, dated circa 1775-1785. (p.109) Whether such trans
ference of design between two vernacular chair groups appears 
in the British Isles has yet to be demonstrated, but the American 
evidence will surely spur on similar enquiries in the U.K.

Her explanation of the method of cutting circular Windsor 
seats from a plank to accommodate the coffin-shaped exten
sion at the rear is graphically displayed on p.93 in a way that 
convincingly explains why such chair seats typically have 
diagonal grain running across them. This finding transfers 
directly to English Windsors, including the much published 
Oliver Goldsmith chair, circa 1774, now in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum.

In the hands of a less organised scholar, the complex and 
detailed research findings she has produced in this volume 
might easily have been fragmented into a melee of uncoordi
nated information. In the event, the extraordinary order which 
she had brought to the material, and the even-handedness of 
the narrative which attends it, conducts the reader carefully 
through the dissemination of design from both cosmopolitan 
and rural centres of production, in a clear and ordered way.

Each regional chapter includes maps showing the distribu
tion of chair makers. The text is punctuated throughout with 
annotated references to genealogical and other historical 
details about individual makers. This section also includes an 
all too rare picture of a chair maker, Ebenezer Tracy, and a 
picture of his now reconstructed craft shop, pp.285-308.

The beguiling case with which references to particular 
makers and designs intersperse the text may, paradoxically, 
obscure the enormous research achievement which finding 
this evidence represents. The notes at the end of each section 
give evidence of the most detailed and broadly based docu
mentary searches imaginable. Workshop account books, 
newspaper advertisements, makers' labels, paintings of 
domestic interiors, bills, probate inventories of craftsmen, 
estate papers, travellers' diaries, ships' manifests, and many 
more sources have been rigorously culled for particular 
insights into the Windsor chair, its manufacture, trade, and 
use, of course, but also for the most obscure and rare informa-
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tion too; details of craftsmen's dress, apprenticeship terms, 
and the like.

The illustrative component of the book represents a major 
information source which, in a sense, stands in its own terms 
as an important chronological and geographic portrayal of the 
stylistic development of the Windsor chair. The short captions 
provide consistent forms of information. In the case of chair 
illustrations, these include chair name, regional origin, woods, 
dimensions, descriptions of any alteration or absences, and 
location or owner.

Beyond the manifest intentions of the work, Goyne Evans' 
project must also be seen to address many of the most perti
nent and dynamic questions in furniture history today, 
including the importance of regionalism in providing a focus 
for analysing differences in style. Within these terms, Goyne 
Evans' project must be seen as clearly ahead of its time at its 
inception, and intensely relevant at its point of completion, 
providing as it does, a fully fledged work which uses this 
concept as its overarching axis of organisation.

For all its virtues, however, this book will disappoint many 
who will immediately recognise that at one level, this book is 
essentially an encyclopaedia of Windsor side and arm chair 
designs and their makes, and that many other aspects of 
Windsor furniture are absent from the book. Many of these 
areas are to follow in two further books written by Goyne 
Evans. The first of these is due out in the Autumn of 1997, and 
will illustrate other, more specialised, Windsor forms; writing 
arm chairs, rocking chairs, settees, children's chairs, stools and 
stands, wheels and reels, as well as wash stands, riding chairs, 
and barbers' chairs. Each of these categories will, too, be dis
cussed in regional terms.

The third book, which, although written, has no certain pub
lishing date, will include the organisation of the craft shop, 
production techniques, tools, the use of woods and surface 
finishes, as well as merchandising and the sea trade in 
Windsors. We can only hope that these two texts come to 
hand as quickly as possible to redress absences and complete 
the picture.

Dr. Bernard D. Cotton , October 1996


