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Dedicated to the memory of
ISAAC M. LEVY

by his son and grandson

in whom he kindled a love
and respect for American
antique furniture. His
reference, Century of
American Chairs 1720-1820
(1942) remains a valuable
study which includes the
New York maker.




The modest sign of NEW YORK craftsmen

is raised in new appreciation as we, you and I,
visually journey through the accomplishments of
their personal interpretation of dominant English
designs, naturally borrowed, but released in

the free spirit of the time. Their hands turned

to clarify form and decoration, creating a truly
American posture within their chairs.




igh style and taste were always an integral part of New York throughout its

history. They went hand in hand with the industrious populace who achieved an
uncommon affluence, making it possible for them to not only desire, but have the very
best. Even before the Revolution a staggering amount of currency was directed to the
building of great New York houses and to their lavish furnishings. Leading eighteenth
century families, like the Verplanck, Van Rensselaer, Beekman, Livingston, Schuyler,
Apthorp, Baldwin, wanted the ultimate style in living, and therefore naturally commis-
sioned leading New York cabinetmakers for comparable furniture. This wealth of New
York elegance so impressed John Adams when he visited the city in 1774 to comment on
the “Opulence and Splendor” he saw. Such an atmosphere was evident in New York
throughout all its remarkable furniture periods: William and Mary, Queen Anne,
Chippendale, Federal and Empire. It was an atmosphere which motivated cabinetmak-
ers to produce their greatest pieces.

The object of this exhibition of New York Chairs is to call attention to the artistic
merits of the New York maker. Their unique style, craftsmanship, and sense of beauty is
dramatically visible in the creation of their chairs. One will ask, ‘why only chairs’ It
was this furniture form which allowed makers the greatest freedom of artistic expres-
sion. Fashionable shapes of the period were chosen on which an infinite variety of
patterns were employed and embellished by florid carving or intricate inlay. A descrip-
tive language developed to define their character, such as: yoke, fiddle, vase, shield,
heart, harp, lyre for shapes; shell, tassel, ruffle, scroll, gadroon, acanthus, swags, bowed
thunderbolts, rosettes for carving, and the popular patera and bellflowers for inlay.
Square or rounded seats, such as the horseshoe or balloon, were joined to these backs,
while legs were turned or modelled to a cabriole ending in trifid, pad, or boxed claw-and-
ball feet, as well as saber legs and paw feet. From this panorama of stylistic choices
seating furniture rose to the stature of sculpture, which is evident in the chairs selected
for this exhibition; all displaying the self-conscious creativity of their New York
makers.

In the 17th century the ‘great’ chair was the focus of importance. With its bold
turnings and pierced, fully carved crest rail, plus notable height, the sitter became the
dominant force among those gathered around. The rare and vigorous Bannister-Back
Armchair illustrated in no. 1 was sold by Ginsburg and Levy, Inc. to Katharine Prentis
Murphy more than half a century ago, and for thirty years was exhibited at The New
York Historical Society. It was chosen to begin our exhibition of New York seating
furniture.

From this early period on the superiority of New York craftsmen becomes even more
evident. In the Queen Anne period, the influence of the Dutch remained but was
stripped down to contour alone, with a minimum of decorative carving, usually reserved
to a shell on the crest rail and knees. Within this period New York developed a unique



manner in placing their shell on the crest rail, pietcing it underneath to give a free
standing attitude as illustrated on the famous Apthorp chair (no. 10). Just as Rhode
Island has the open claw-and-ball foot, New York has the open shell which no other area
imitated. Chair seats and legs drifted toward the Georgian influence and we find rear
legs ending most often in a squared pad.

In the transcendence of style from Queen Anne toward the Chippendale, chairs held
their rounded seats, but the backs now favored the English mode with undulating crest
rails ending in flaring ears, while splats took on a vasiform, pierced in various intricate
patterns, clearly demonstrated in the Verplanck family chair (no. 11) and in the use of
the diamond motif (no. 14). There was also a turn toward the use of mahogany rather
than walnut.

When the full high style Chippendale period appears there is a total reliance on the
Georgian taste, but again holding to a reserve in interpretation. Shells were used now
primarily on the knees and as in earlier periods had the addition of a husk pendant,
peculiar to New York. Rich acanthus carving was generously employed on Chippendale
chairs, capping the ears, embellishing splats and sweeping directly downward on knees
in the New York manner. Also carved ruffles and tassels, as well as gadrooned seat rails
were chosen for the great examples. A review of illustrations nos. 15, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22
accurately describes the richness of design found in New York during this period.

It is remarkable that early period chairs of this beauty and quality survive down to
the twentieth century, considering that in 1777 New York City suffered the ‘great fire’
which destroyed so many of its finest houses. We thank the previous owners for their
sense of preservation, making possible the enjoyment of those remaining examples by
today’s collectors.

After the Revolution, New York gracefully turned to its Federal design, inspired by
England’s tastemakers, George Hepplewhite and Thomas Sheraton. The change was as
fresh as the new republic and New York took on the spirit with its shield-back and
heart-back chairs developed with a refinement of carved motifs. Drapery swags and
carved or inlaid bellflowers were particularly favored and perfectly executed as seen in
no. 28 and nos. 33 and 27. Note how New York defined their inlaid bellflowers with
etched lines. Also in New York the shield was developed to have either a highly arched
top or the rarer truncated top. Though legs followed a square tapering line, they often
received moulding, carved or inlaid elements and spade feet. Seats had the tendency to
be almost always over-upholstered. The feeling of lightness prevailed.

Toward the end of the eighteenth century when the late Sheraton and early Empire
designs took over, Duncan Phyfe became the dominant force with his workshop on
Partition Street (now Fulton Street) producing his neo-classic pieces. Michael Allison
and Charles-Honoré Lannuier, equally respected makers, were his competitors, with
each respectfully influencing the other. However, the regarded master of the late



Federal period, Phyfe’s exquisite suites of furniture served the likes of John Jacob
Astor’s family, and patrons along the Hudson, as far as Albany, and into Philadelphia
and New Jersey. His square back chairs took on the new antique posture, rolling
slightly backward to have their rectangular crest rails carved with bowed darts, water
or laurel leaves, cornucopia, or carry rich panels of veneer, while the splats below were
composed of cross stretchers centering rosettes, medallion tablets held by scrolls, or the
truly opulent harp and lyre splats. Caning appeared on seats. Reeding of the stiles, seat
rails and legs are found on the best chairs, brought to perfection by a carved and gilded
hairy paw foot, or a gilded brass paw foot as seen in no. 41. Two forms dominated, the
klismos derived from the ancient Greek chair as shown in no. 36 and the rarer curule
seeninno. 43. And, indeed it was Duncan Phyfe who properly ended the Sheraton period
and brought full glory to the Early Empire period, not only in New York, but throughout
the country, becoming our most influential tastemaker, down to this day. It is fitting
that his chairs close the exhibition.
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Rare and Important

WILLIAM and MARY ARMCHAIR

Circa 1690

Primary wood: Maple (painted black)

Secondary wood: Ash Seat Rails

Height: 50 inches Width: 22%; inches Depth: 17 inches

Reference: V. Isabelle Miller, Furniture by New York Cabinet-
makers 1650-1860, no. 19.

Exhibited: New York Historical Society, The Prentis Rooms,
1951-1981.

Provenance: Ginsburg and Levy, Inc., New York; Katharine

Prentis Murphy
From a Private Collection

The earliest chair in this exhibition and an extremely rare exam-
ple. A sense of elegance is achieved in the design of the arched
crest rail having a pierced triple-tier of carved scrolls set on leaf
forms, completed by flanking scrolls meeting the blocked and
turned stiles; the deeply contoured arms terminate in ram’s-horn
hand rests, while the legs and stretchers received most vigorous

turning,




QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1740-1750

Primary wood: Mahogany

Secondary wood: Cherry

Height: 40 inches Width: 19% inches Depth: 15% inches
Provenance: Board Family of New York

From a Private Collection

The front legs of this tall back chair are interestingly treated,
combining a deeply scrolled bracket, widely rounded knees and a
trifid slipper foot into the composition of the cabriole form. Made
for the Board family of New York, the chair could have been in a
large set.




QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1740

Primary wood: Mahogany

Secondary wood: Cherry Seat Frame

Height: 38 inches Width: 20% inches Depth: 18 inches

Reference: A similar example is pictured in John T. Kirk, Amer-
ican Chairs-Queen Anne and Chippendale, no. 131

From the Collection of: Bernard and S. Dean Levy, Inc.

Showing the influence of the Dutch settlers taste in its broad
weighty appearance, relieved by the overall elegant shape, with
the hooped back interrupted to drape down to the rear legs, while
the splat decidedly follows the form of the stiles. The fully carved
convex shell, in relief, is proportionately generous.
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QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1740

Primary wood: Mahogany

Secondary wood: Cherry

Height: 38 inches Width: 20% inches Depth: 18% inches
Provenance: Baldwin Family, New York

From a Private Collection

In the same style as catalogue number 3, but having more detail to
the carving of the shells and leafage tendrils; in addition the splat
is richly veneered, revealing the maker’s desire for the utmost
style.
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QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1740

Primary wood: Walnut

Secondary wood: Maple Seat Frame, Walnut Veheer on Maple

Splat
Height: 38% inches Width: 20% inches Depth: 18% inches
Reference: A similar example isillustrated in V. 1. Miller, Furni-
ture by New York Cabinetmakers 1650-1860, Museum
of the City of New York 1957 Catalogue, no. 33; New
ork State Furniture, Metropolitan Museum Exhibi-
tion Catalogue, 1934, no. 54; Joseph Downs, American
Furniture-Queen and Chippendale Periods, no. 106.
Provenance: David and Elizabeth Davis, descendants of Philip
Schuyler
From the Collection of: Bernard and S. Dean Levy, Inc.

One of a small group of Queen Anne chairs having a carved and
pierced shell extending from the crest rail, a particular treatment
found only in New York, together with C-scrolls and flanking
leafage. Splats received rich veneering to be set in a cupid’s-bow
shaped shoe; shell carved knees carried the addition of a pendant.
Numbered 12, while the original seat is number 11, the chair is
obviously part of a large set of at least twelve.




QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1745

Primary wood: Mahogany

Secondary wood: Ash Seat Frame

Height: 38% inches Width: 21 inches Depth: 17% inches

Provenance: Ginsburg and Levy, In¢, New York; Austin Keough
Collection, New York; Private Collection, New York

From the Collection of: Bernard and S. Dean Levy, Inc.

A tall and beautifully proportioned chair with its crest rail having
a variation of the New York carved shell and leafage streamers.
The feet are precisely defined by well delineated high knuckles
and webbing drawn back. This modelling of the claw and ball foot,
as well as the better known squared type, is seen on many great
New York pieces; for exam})le, compare the Livingston family
chair number 7 in this catalogue.




Rare

QUEEN ANNE SIDE CHAIR

Circa 1740-1760

Primary wood: Mahogany

Secondary-wood: Pine, White Oak, Beech

Height: 41% inches Width: 22% inches Depth: 19% inches

Reference: Robert Bishop, Centuries and Styles of The American
Chair1640-1790, pages 142, 143; John T. Kirk, Amer-
ican Chairs-Queen Anne and Chippendale, page 112,
number 127; Patricia E. Kane, 300 Years of American
Seating Furniture, page 81, no. 61; Helen Comstock,
American Furniture, no. 171.

Provenance: Made for Robert and Margaret (Beekman)

Livingston, New York
From the Collection of: Peter Eliot

Originally belonging to a set, of which six are known, these are
the only New York, and only American chairs having initials
carved in cipher (R.M.L., the first owners) developed into the
beautiful scroll-worked splat. The back follows the usual Queen
Anne form, but has its crest seroll around into the splat, almost
holding it, as well as the deeply profiled shell. Cabriole legs are
rather slender, giving additional pronouncement to the knuckled
claw and ball feet. The Livingstons, who married in 1742, lived
at Clermont on the Hudson River and in a New York City town-
house neighboring Bowling Green where these chairs were most
likely housed. Other chairs from the set are now in the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, The Museum of the City of New York, The Art
Institute of Chicago, Bayou Bend (Museum of Fine Arts, Hous-
ton), and the Henry Francis duPont Winterthur Museum.




