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This book is like an old-fashioned museum with all its 
holdings on display so that every nuance of design and 
technique can be seen and compared with its neighbours. 
There is a great deal to be said for this approach, 
especially when supported by detailed captions and a 
sound text summarising the historical, technical and 
stylistic background. This new edition of ‘English 
Country Furniture' comes, eight years after the first, with 
textual revisions, additional illustrations, and a 
rearranged format which now follows a convenient 
logic based on furniture types rather than, as before, on 
period divisions.

In his introductory chapter, Knell discusses historic 
attitudes to furniture studies in general and the lack of 
interest in vernacular traditions until relatively recently, 



and at the same time explores the problems of his title. 
As he points out, much of the furniture he discusses 
emanated from town workshops, including those of 
London, Liverpool, Bristol and Macclesfield, and the 
'country' umbrella could be misleading. One senses 
that he would have felt more comfortable with 
'vernacular' in his title, or even 'everyday', for this is the 
essence of the subject matter.

Sections follow on timber and construction, including 
finishes and hardware, a historical survey of the main 
furniture styles in relation to the furniture of ordinary 
people, and a short section on the regional and domestic 
context. In this he flags up the huge variety of 
distinctive regional types and styles - one could call 
them the dialects and accents of furniture, and he 
mentions the possibility of connections with other 
countries vernacular traditions, yet he seems reluctant 
to develop this aspect of his study.

The main body of the book, with its generous helpings 
of illustrations, is divided into sections focusing on 
storage, tables, seating, sleeping and hygiene, longcase 
clocks and miscellaneous items. While some of the 
material inevitably overlaps with Victor Chinnery's Oak 
Furniture and Bernard Cotton's English Regional Chair, 
Knell's approach is a more generalised one, and his 
book should be seen as a companion rather than a 
competitor for these standard volumes.

If there is a weakness in English Country Furniture, it is 
Knell's reticence in describing regional characteristics. 
In many of his captions he attributes pieces to particular 
localities, but rarely tells us why. Among his 
illustrations of clothes presses and wardrobes, for 
example, he places several in the 'North' or 'North- 
West' (plates 254-257) without discussing the reasons or 
pointing out the distinguishing regional characteristics, 
either in the captions or in the preceding text; a side 
table of oak with mahogany cross-banding (plate 312) is 
labelled 'probably Midlands/East Anglia'for no 
obvious reason, and two rush-seated ladderbacks (plate 
439) of a type usually associated with the North West, 
are given a 'possibly Lincolnshire' attribution, without 
any explanation.

The occasional reference to particular characteristics - 
the concave slab-ends of dressers from West Somerset, 
and the narrow central drawer above a fixed panel in 
the base, typical of those from Devon, for instance - is 
welcome, but all too often the captions are tantalising in 
their lack of precision with regard to regional features.

This is a serious reservation about an otherwise 
valuable book, rich in historical insights and admirably 
clear in imparting constructional and other technical 
information. Knell is obviously a passionate history 
man whose warmth for this facet of his subject is 
evident in his lucid and accessible text. He is 
meticulous in pointing out alterations and restorations 
to his illustrated examples; there are some excellent 
footnotes, and the reproduction is nearly always good.
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