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American furniture history has flourished in this century 
with more than two hundred books being produced on the 
furniture of New England and the mid-Atlantic colonies. 
Interestingly, fewer than a dozen have been produced on 
Southern furniture, partly because of the mistaken belief that 
little furniture was made in the South. This misconception has 
largely toppled under the cascade of work, produced in recent 
years, including the work of such energetic scholars as Brad 
Rauschenburg and John Bivens at the Museum of Early 
Southern Decorative Arts at Winston Salem, North Carolina, 
whose field-work has been on an unprecedented scale, result



ing in hundreds of pieces of Southern furniture being record
ed, and thousands of references to furniture makers being cat
alogued. Other, more localised, works have followed includ
ing Wallace Gusler's ‘Furniture of Williamsburg and Eastern 
Virginia 1710 - 1790' (1990), and John Bivens Jnr's ‘The Furniture 
of Coastal North Carolina; 1700- 1820' (1988). It comes as no sur
prise, therefore, that, as a natural progression, Ronald L Hurst 
and Jonathan Brown have collaborated, as curatorial colleagues, 
at the Williamsburg Foundation, in producing this detailed 
and beautifully illustrated account of 183 selected pieces from 
the Museum's remarkable collection of almost seven hundred 
items of Southern Furniture, dating from the seventeenth, 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These emanate from 
Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, the District of Columbia 
and North and South Carolina, and includes furniture made 
in the southern seaports of Baltimore, Norfolk, and Charleston, 
as well as from the small inland centres of Winchester, Fayetteville, 
he spoke on at the RFS Research in Progress day at Exeter 
College, Oxford in September 1994) Furniture from isolated 
rural areas also forms an important part of the work included 
in the book, from such diverse places as the eastern shore of 
Maryland, the Virginia Piedmont, and the Carolina Backcountry.

For those not familiar with the geography and cultural his
tory of the area, the book opens with three initial, well-illus
trated essays, which elucidate the cultural history of the South's 
principal regions; the Chesapeake Bay, the Backcountry, and 
the Carolina Low Country. Maps are also provided, to which 
furniture items can be related. These essays are followed by 
the furniture examples, which are catalogued within four sec
tions: seating furniture, tables, case furniture, and miscellaneous 
forms. Helpfully, each section begins with a detailed glossary 
of terms which are applied to photographs of the furniture. 
Each entrv which follows, has a full page colour photograph 
of the furniture item, followed by extra colour or black and 
white photographs of significant details, or related pieces, 
resulting in more than eight hundred photographs in total.

The attendant general descriptions are fluently written with 
a balance achieved between contextual and cultural information 
about each furniture item, often interwoven with construction
al issues, material use and provenance. Additional information 
is given under the separate headings of construction, condition, 
materials, dimensions, marks, and provenance; footnotes are 
given also.

The entries essentially concentrate on those issues which 
designate each item as distinctly Southern in origin, and in 
particular, draw stylistic connections to other furniture, both 
in the Southern and Northern American traditions. The authors 
recognise, too, the indebtedness of much fashionable eighteenth 
century Southern furniture to the design books produced in 
England, whose influence reached the South either directly 
from England or through interpretations of English designs 
produced in Northern America. In this way, many of the fur
niture designs executed in the South may be directly related to 
English metropolitan styles. Yet others have only passing 
design affiliations to fashionable furniture from Britain, and 
represent new and significant statements in their own right. 
Other furniture amalgamates design elements from different 
European cultures, and others have clear affiliations with



Fig. 2 Armchair - Black Walnut, circa 1760 -1780. 
Frederick, Maryland.

fashionable British furniture styles, but have been interpreted 
within local traditions, often in the most compelling and satis
factory ways.

In common with many American furniture scholars, the 
authors of this book exhibit, too, a deep affinity with the 
notion of regionality being at the centre of their analyses, and, 
crucially, the role which immigrants played in bringing 
regional furniture designs from both the vernacular and fash
ionable traditions of their originating cultures.

Frown sets the scene for this in his essay on the Backcountry 
(p38) in pointing out that a fundamental obstacle (in interpret
ing the influence of British regional design), involves the eth
nic terms used to describe immigrants. Since the eighteenth 
century, he tells us; 'Scotch-Irish' has been...applied to non
English Backcountry settlers regardless of their native culture, 
although vast differences separated lowland from highland 
Scots and Ulstermen from other regional groups around the 
Irish sea...' He rightly recognises that within the immigrant 
groups, in fact, were Scottish, Welsh, Northern English and 
Irish peoples particularly, and that they were, in turn, divided 
by linguistic, cultural and religious affiliations.

In concert with the complexity of British cultural groups 
was the over-arching categorisation of the 'Pennsylvania 
Germans' who also inhabited the Backcountry. These groups, 
in fact, included not only regional German groups, but Swiss 
too, some of whom came from Pennsylvania and others who 
came directly from the mother country. The term 'Pennsylvania 
Germans' fails to recognise, too, the religious factions which 
existed amongst them; Moravians, Lutherans, Baptists, 
Anabaptists, Mennonites and Dunkards; amongst whom the 
manufacture of separate furniture traditions was often part of 
their culture. Interpreting the furniture produced by these 
European groups is also made more difficult, since the majori

ty of the settlers were rural in origin, and as such fall into the 
least researched of the European Furniture traditions.

Bearing these complexities in mind, it is not surprising, per
haps, that the authors struggle with the problem of deepening 
the interpretation of American furniture origins through the 
process of drawing parallels between European and American 
design. The authors know that this search for familial relation
ships is fraught with false leads, and that attempts to illuminate 
at least part of the origins of American furniture through this 
route will rely on the evidence of increasing research into fur
niture from Britain, and that probably it will be evidence at 
the level of micro analysis of constructional devices and design 
motifs which will ultimately further this cause. Even so, great 
care will be needed not to misinterpret apparently significant 
similarities; and the application of the normal requirement of 
replication and reinforcement of evidence will be a constant 
requirement. However, as the fundamental taxonomic work of 
recording British regional furniture proceeds, so new dimen
sions are ever, and excitingly, a possibility.

In fact, some firmly identified British regional design ele
ments may already be confidently related to items included in 
this book, although these are not always referred to by the 
authors. For example, there are recurring features of Scottish 
furniture design in many pieces of furniture, including both 
single and double chests of drawers. This is illustrated partic
ularly in the use of three equally sized small drawers in the 
top. More securely, in the case of the double chest of drawers 
shown in entry 119 pp.383, and as the frontispiece to the book, 
an 'eye' shaped fret is included in the frieze, a motif which 
David Jones' research has identified as a characteristic of 
Edinburgh furniture.

Fig. 3 Armchair. Wych Elm. Circa 1780. Lowland Scotland. 
Note the pronounced scrolled arms terminating in 
volutes, and the crest rail, terminating in pronounced 
scrolled and fluted ears, features common to this chair 
and the example shown in figure 2
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Some elements, and indeed, over-all designs of certain chairs show clear 
Scottish affiliations, too. For example, the arm chair entry 19, pp97-99, is strongly 
related to a group of Lowland Scottish armchairs, which are characterised in 
having pronounced scrolled and fluted ears to the top rail and boldly shaped 
arms with carved volutes. See comparative illustrations in figures 2 and 3. Some 
comparisons, however seductive, may be misguided. For example, the chest of 
drawers shown in entry 112 pp 356 - 359 has a central cupboard with two small 
drawers either side of this. The authors suggest a regional connection between 
this and chests made in East Anglia which have similar features; and one is illus
trated in Figure 112.3 to reinforce the point. However, the comparison is mis
leading, since the proportions of this well-known English form are quite different 
from the American example; and the English chests were typically made with 
integral clothes presses on the top, which are often now removed, as is evidently 
the case in the example illustrated here. The American chest is, in fact, more 
closely similar to Scottish 'lum' chests which have this general drawer configuration.

In other entries, the regional links are more certain. For example, the glorious
ly expansive Windsor arm chair shown in entry 45 ppi66 - 167 has clear affilia
tions with Welsh chairs of similar design.

Other pieces suggest a Welsh connection too. The candlestand illustrated in 
entry 103 pp 325 - 327 shows simple, flat, silhouette feet mortised and tenoned 
into the base of a turned column, rather than the more usual sliding dovetail.
The scribe lines for the mortice and tenon are visible, as are the oval pegs used to
secure them. This particular form of foot, oval pegging, and the use of scribe lines, 
has been recorded particularly on Welsh tables of this kind. See figures 4,5,6, 7.

Compelling though the search for the European connection is, however, one 
must be careful not to obscure or diminish the wealth of new design interpreta
tions which American craftsmen produced. This book brings to life so many 
pieces which excite and remind us of new possibilities. For example, the sturdy 
chairs from Petersburg, Virginia, which Prown intersperses in the chair section, 
have the striking capacity to imbue our sense of joined chairs, albeit with clear
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Scottish references, with new, often subtle stylistic interpretations.
The methodological perspectives which this book demonstrates are essential to 

the future development of this subject, 
and we are reminded in this work of the 
liberal and advanced level which 
American furniture scholarship has 
attained. The broad parameters of 
descriptive and historical inclusions, the 
solidly informed sense of materials and 
construction, as well as a questioning 
approach to the cultural antecedents of 
pieces are successfully combined. Its 
failure to fulfil attribution to regional 
origins in Britain falls squarely to the 
development of the subject here rather 
than with the authors of this book.
Hopefully a new awareness of the recip
rocal nature of the subject between 
Britain and America is at last at a new 
threshold of mutuality.

Fig. 5 Feet jointing detail of table 4. Note 
the use of mortice and tenon joints as 
opposed to the more usual sliding dovetails; 
the use of oval pegs, and the presence of 
scribe lines in this and figure 7.

Fig. 6 Round Tea Table. Oak. Circa 1750 
-1780. Vale of Glamorgan, Wales.

Fig. 7 Feet jointing detail of table 6
Fig. 4 Round Tea Table. Black Walnut. 
Circa 1830. Southampton County, Virginia.
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