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Details

The Importance of Design and Construction Elements in
Determining Condition and Authenticity in American Antiques

Over the years our clients have often inquired as to how
we are able to ascertain if an antique is authentic. In
answering this question, we explain that one must have a
great deal of experience, and be able to interpret these
experiences, which form a cohesive body of knowledge.
Basic to the knowledge of American antiques is the study
and regard for design and construction elements, and their
interdependence. These elements, though often over-
looked, are of the utmost importance in properly assessing
condition and authenticity. Even in this presentation of
only a few examples, you will discover just how sensible
and elementary some of these concepts are.

The design elements visible in much of the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and pre-Industrial nineteenth century furni-
ture and decorative arts objects reflect the world view prev-
alent at that time —namely a coherent and ordered
universe. Even those objects made during the Rococo
period, known for its appreciation of asymmetrical deco-
rative motifs, rarely display a divergence in form from an
imposed order. Note, for example, the ordered structuring
of the carved elements of this Philadelphia Chippendale
W

side chair. ’
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Today we appreciate American antiques first for tHeir aes-
thetic appeal, and secondly for their use. It is crucial to
remember, however, that during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, a time when there were few collec-
tors, the objects themselves had little or no monetary
value, and were looked upon solely for their utility. Resto-
rations were often made to pieces to accommodate the
changes in the way they were used, which was different
from their original functions. During colonial times, for
example, the rooms in a house were multi-purpose: the liv-
ing room served as both a sitting and entertainment center
for the day and evening, and a guest room at night. Sofas
were therefore designed to be commodious and deep, and
as a result, were somewhat uncomfortable for sitting,
making the use of large cushions necessary. When larger
homes with guest quarters were built in the nineteenth
century, the sofas of the later periods were fashioned with
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seating comfort in mind. Sometimes cabinetmakers
would reduce earlier sofas (considered to be “second-
hand” furniture) in depth upon their customers® request,
in order to make them more comfortable.

The federal sofa attributed to Samuel McIntire of Salem
on page 82 is an excellent example where design can be
used to determine a sofa’ originality, and the fact that it
has never been reduced in depth or length. The design of
the top rail is a complete statement—its three carved
panels are flanked by carved rosettes, as the designer,
Thomas Sheraton had intended. In Sheraton’s The Cabi-
net-Maker and Upholsterer’s Drawing Book of 1793, plate
35 illustrates the prototype of this form of sofa. The
design was followed meticulously by the Salem cabinet-
makers, and no elements were excluded. When one exam-
ines similar sofas still in original condition, it is apparent
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that there was no deviation from the overall design. There
are many recorded examples: such as those in The Yale Art
Gallery (Patricia Kane, Three Hundred Years of American
Seating Furniture, pages 240-244, numbers 226 and
227), The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Marshall David-
son, The American Wing—A Guide, page 171, figure
109), the Karolik Collection at The Boston Museum of
Fine Arts (Edwin J. Hipkiss, Eighteenth— Century
American Arts, The M. and M. Karolik Collection, pages
184-187, numbers 121 and 122), and The Winterthur
Museum (Charles F.-Montgomery, American Furni-
ture—The Federal Period, pages 304-305, numbers 269
and 270). _

Sofas which have been réduced in'depth or length are mis-
sing some of their carved elements, most frequently the
carved rosettes that flank the panels on the top rail. There-
fore, as small as these details seem, they are extremely

important, and enable you to determine whether or not
the sofa has sustained one of the most commonly found
and serious alterations made to sofas, a reduction in size.

Another common restoration was the reduction of feet on
Sheraton and Hepplewhite furniture due to breakage.
Although sometimes only an inch was removed, it is dis-
cernible if one is familiar with decorative details. Because
of the weakness caused by stress arising at the juncture of
the brass caster and the wooden leg, most of these reduc-
tions were made at this point. Originally wooden legs
were adapted for the purpose of strengthening the joint
with the brass caster by having a ring turning on turned or
reeded legs, or a cuff on square legs. Note the ring turn-
ings of a New England Sheraton canterbury (detail from
page96), and the detail from a Duncan Phyfe Grecian
couch, showing a cuff as the complete ending of the reed-
ing at the juncture of the brass caster.




Common sense was always foremost in a cabinetmaker’s
design and construction decisions—he built his pieces to
endure. The William and Mary period was the first to have
turned, decorative legs, a new experiment in design and
construction (legs on earlier pieces were extensions of the
vertical stiles at the corners of the case).

William and Mary legs, such as those on highboys and
lowboys, were made of two pieces of lumber. Because of
this construction, an inherent weakness existed in the area
in which they were joined, thereby making them suscep-
tible to damage. As a result, few William and Mary case
pieces have survived with their legs intact.

Having learned their lesson from the William and Mary
period, cabinetmakers of the ensuing periods constructed
the legs of case pieces from a single piece of lumber run-
ning from the floor up to the cabinet. Even in those
instances where small pieces of wood were applied to the
knees to create a more robust visual form, the leg itself still
runs the distance from the floor to the case.

The Walcott Family William and Mary lowboy illustrated
on page 18 is an excellent example of a case piece in origi-
nal condition, and with its legs and stretchers intact. Will-
1am and Mary legs were always made in two sections only:
the first is the turned piece from the caSe to the flat
stretcher, doweled into the case above; the second is the
turned foot, held onto the upper leg with a dowel forced
through the bottom of the hollow foot, and extending
through the stretcher into the upper part of the leg. The
stretchers were made of flat pieces of wood held at the
joint of the leg and the foot. If one finds a different con-
struction, such as a leg made in one piece, or of more than
two pieces of wood, it would obviously be a later restora-
tion or replacement.

Although we have given only a few illustrations of how
design elements and construction details play an integral
part in properly assessing condition and authenticity, their
utmost importance is clearly evident. It is the cognizance
of these details that forms the building blocks of our knowl-
edge. In order to develop this awareness, any serious stu-
dent needs to continually examine objects first-hand, and
refer to recorded examples and original design books as
often as possible. We hope that this catalogue will serve as
another source of reference in this quest for knowledge.
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EARLY PRESS CUPBOARD
Attributed to the Workshop of Jobn Taylor
Cambridge, Massachusetts ~ Circa 1670

Primary Wood: Oak, Maple  Secondary Wood: Pine, Oak
Height: 53 inches  Width: 46%2 inches Depth: 19% inches
Provenance: Private Collection, Pawling, New York.

Reference: For information about the workshop of John Taylor, see
Ian Quimby, editor; Arts of the Anglo-American
Community in the Seventeenth Century, Winterthur
Conference Report, 1974, the article by Robert E
Trent, “The Joiners and Joinery of Middlesex County,
Massachusetts, 1630-1730) pages 123-148.

The earliest form of the American press cupboard, and probably

made by John Taylor of Cambridge, Massachusetts, who was appointed
joiner to Harvard College in approximately 1638, and remained in
that position for forty years. It is one of seven related examples.




RARE AND IMPORTANT
HADLEY CHEST WITH ONE DRAWER

Connecticut River Valley, probably Hartford Area
Circa 1680-1710

Primary Wood: Oak, Pine, Maple Spindles
Secondary Wood: Pine, Oak

Height: 31% inches
Width: 45% inches
Depth: 20 inches
Reference: A similar example is illustrated in Clair Franklin Luther,
The Hadley Chest, page 99, which is missing the applied, split-spindles.

This previously unrecorded chest is one of three known examples
incorporating the Hadley carved motif within octagonal, moulded
panels and applied, black-painted, maple split-spindles. It remains
in excellent original condition.



EARLY ONE DRAWER SUNFLOWER-CARVED CHEST

Attributed To Peter Blin
Wethersfield, Connecticut  Circa 1675-1700

Primary Wood: Oak Case, Pine Top, Cedar and Maple Applied Split-Spindles
Secondary Wood: Pine, Oak

Height: 32 inches  Width: 46 inches ~ Depth: 20 inches
Provenance: The Tucker Family of Middletown, Connecticut; to the North Family

Exhibited:
Reference:

and Simeon North, a gunsmith in Middletown, Connecticut; remained
in the North Family, who moved to Clinton, New York, and to a later
Simeon North, a president of Hamilton College in the 1850%, who
retired in 1857; then to his descendants until sold to Ginsburg & Levy,
Inc, New York, together with a pencil post bed now in the Barbour
Collection (see pages 18-19 in Barbour Furniture Collection, The
Connecticut Historical Society, Catalog 4, 1963).

The Lyman Allen Museum, New London, Connecticut.

Similar examples fitted with one drawer are illustrated in Wallace
Nutting, Furniture Treasury, Volume One, figure 59; The Magazine
Antiques, May 1977, “Furniture in the Milwaukee Art Center,” page
975, figure 2, and Christic’s Auction Catalogue, Important American
Furniture, Silver, and Decorative Arts, New York, Thursday, June 2,
1983, lot 374.

Most recorded sunflower chests have either two drawers or none. Single drawer chests
are extremely rare.



