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Professor Edward Cooke of Yale University addressed members 
of the Society last March in an open lecture organised jointly by 
the RFS and the BRFSC. The depth of his research and the 
freshness of the conclusions which were revealed in that illus
trated talk are presented in greater detail in this monograph.

American furniture history comes in many shapes and sizes, 
and Cooke's approach is at the opposite end of the spectrum 
from those which concentrate on superficial stylistic develop
ment. Drawing inspiration from several disciplines, he adopts 
what we might term a cultural materialist standpoint. 
Recreating the economic background and social structure of 
two neighbouring rural townships between 1760 and 1820, he 
examines the part played by one section of the community, 
the joiners. The particular requirements of both customers and 
makers, and the technology available, determined the furni
ture forms and degree of ornamentation produced.

His purpose is to put the artisans centre-stage, and analyse 
the various pressures and opportunities to which they 
responded. He uses the concept of 'social economy' to refer to a 
type of pre-industrial society where the locality produced 
most of the goods and services it required, and where the 
craftsman had additional non-commercial ties to his customers.

From the mid-eighteenth century, minor cultural differences 
between Newtown and Woodbury, only eighteen miles apart, 
became progressively magnified and led to distinct furniture 
traditions. Newtown (the 'yeoman town') was characterised 
by part-time joiners who also farmed, who worked all of their 
life in the one place, and trained local (often related) appren
tices. They made furniture which was conservative and which 
could be produced as part of the agricultural cycle.

Joiners in Woodbury (the 'gentry town') held little or no 
land and derived their whole income from their craft. Among 
their number were many who had arrived from Ether centres, 
and they catered for a more stratified society which included a 
wealthy elite. Their furniture was a fusion of many influences 
and included versions of fashionable metropolitan forms.

Since the material used is extremely complex, it is fortunate 
that the argument is developed in a clear and logical manner. 
The first half of the book is concerned with the context of fur
niture production, both in the wider region of Western 
Connecticut, and in these two communities. An impressive 
array of documentary sources is used, including wills and 
inventories, tax lists, census returns, town and church records, 
land deeds, genealogies, and diaries. In particular, there is the 
benefit of an enviable number of joiners' account books. 
Together with joiners' own inventories, these show work pat
terns, tools and timber used, types of furniture made, and 
training methods. For example, when the part-time joiner 
Ebenezer Booth died in Newtown in 1790, he left a farm as 
well as a workshop. The latter contained chairs and turned 
chair parts, tables, and case furniture in addition to expensive 
tools and patterns, and a quantity of local timber. Many of the 
forms in his workshop are listed in quantity in local invento
ries, which are examined in detail and presented in the book in 

the form of tables and graphs. These show the types, numbers, 
and relative values of furniture among different economic 
classes in different time periods.

Although ostensibly similar, important differences are 
charted between Newtown and Woodbury using the informa
tion available on both joiners and their clients. Furniture in the 
former was dominated by traditional forms which neverthe
less changed slowly to accommodate those new ideas which 
were deemed appropriate, and which required no technologi
cal change. An awareness of outside influences was evident in 
the few instances where household contents included 
mahogany pieces, clocks and looking glasses. But particular fea
tures of the society mitigated against the ready acceptance of 
'fashionable' furniture even though it was available. This ten
dency was reinforced by the slowly changing composition of 
the population, and the existence of 'dynasties' of furniture 
makers who played a full part in their community. 
Ornamentation was subdued, and when fashionable elements 
were incorporated the forms did not basically change.

Before about 1770 the material culture of Woodbury was 
similar, but showed increasing divergence after that date. There 
was a greater turnover of the population which showed less 
social cohesion, and the joiners were less integrated into the 
community. The wealthier inhabitants acquired more expen
sive possessions and a greater variety of all categories of furni
ture. The demand was met by joiners who were less tied to 
local traditions by training, and freer to introduce newer 
forms such as the archetypical neo-classical sideboard.

The second half of the book looks at the actual furniture pro
duced, characterised by 'workmanship of habit' in Newtown, 
and 'workmanship of competition' in Woodbury. 
Unfortunately, there are only two pieces from each town 
which actually bear makers' marks. Based on family histories 
of ownership, stylistic and technical similarities, Cooke has 
nevertheless identified one hundred and fifty pieces, and 
many of these have been sub-divided into workshop groups.

To establish these, "... data was gathered on overall measure
ments, dimensions of individual parts, layout, evidence of 
patterns, wood usage, surface preparation, carcase construc
tion, types of joints, workmanship evident at the joints, index
ing marks such as awl lines or chalk marks, placement of pegs 
or nails, turned vocabulary, and drawer construction."

A chapter is devoted to each town, and accompanied by 
groups of 21 and 25 monochrome photographs respectively. 
After the suggested polarity of the traditions, the outward sim
ilarity of the furniture does come as something of a surprise. It 
is customary in a review to offer some criticism, and a larger 
number of photographs might have been expected, especially 
since the argument hinges on there being significant differ
ences between large groups of furniture. But by closely fol
lowing the text and the informative captions, the similarities 
and differences, and change over time, can be appreciated.

Both towns used mainly local timber, but in Newtown it was 
of better quality and more care was taken over constructional 
details. The styles were conservative and popular forms 
hardly changed from the mid-eighteenth to the early nine
teenth centuries. For example, a 'case of drawers' (on cabriole 
legged stand), the most common form of storage found in 
Newtown, is illustrated to represent a larger group which dis
plays restrained decoration but high quality of finish, even on 
the hidden parts.



In contrast, the Woodbury joiners reduced the time spent on 
construction, and spent longer on the decoration. A greater 
variety of forms and alternative features was produced, often 
inspired by the centres where they had previously worked. 
Their aim was to provide fashionable furniture at a low cost. 
A series of nine photographs of chests of drawers, some on 
stands, and bureaux, some with cabinets, apparently suggest 
that the craftsman responsible trained in the Norwich- 
Colchester area. In Woodbury he produced a variety of pieces 
which included both local and innovative forms, as well as 
pieces which fused elements from a number of traditions. He 
also offered a range of options in regard to legs, feet, carved 
ornament, and inlaid decoration. Many of these features were 
in turn copied by other local joiners.

Such a localised study incorporating the widest available 
range of documents and a large pool of artefacts, involves 
considerable perseverance. Without such a full account, the 
furniture of the area would remain largely anonymous, and 
be classified according to other criteria. Rather than seeing 
two local traditions side by side, each responding differently 
to a period of great cultural change, we would not identify 
them as groups at all. The furniture would be categorised as 
merely derivative of outside fashionable forms and late in date.

It is not in the nature of such books to become best sellers, 
but it does deserve to be read by all serious furniture scholars. 
It is to be hoped that the paramount importance of context 
will filter through to a wider circle of researchers. In keeping 
with his wish to give the artisan his rightful place, Edward 
Cooke ends with the biographical details of the 113 joiners he 
has identified, which include fascinating and detailed invento
ries. We have a similar duty to resurrect as much information 
as possible on the craftsmen who actually made furniture, 
without whom we would have nothing to study.

Richard Bebb


