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ﬁ?’ scove and seven years ago when Isaac Levy and
John Ginsburg became dealers, they learned to discriminate
between the ordinary and extraordinary, and were deter-
mined to learn all they could through the careful observation
and study of each and every detail of the furniture, silver,
paintings, and ceramics they encountered. In this way, they
joined a small group of collectors who sought excellence.
It was the beginning of the quest for and appreciation of
American antiques. At that time, an exhibition of this
magnitude would have been inconceivable. Knowledge
was fragmentary, reference libraries devoted to American
decorative arts did not exist, and almost nothing had been
published. Irving W. Lyon’s, The Colonial Furniture
of New England, was the earliest reference book. Luke
Vincent Lockwood’s, Colonial Furniture in America,
had just been published in 1901, and The Pendleton
Collection would appear in 1904. Furniture of our Fore-
fathers, that amazing book by Esther Singleton, was and
still is a “gold mine” of information, although it contains
no references for her sources of information.

Much has happened since that period, much has been
learned, but the passion and enthusiasm of these early
collectors and dealers are shared by those of us involved
today, and our wish is that future generations will share
this feeling of excitement.

We wish to thank those people and museums who have
graciously consented to lend their tables for this exhibi-
tion, allowing our gallery the privilege of presenting to
the public many of the finest colonial tea and breakfast
tables in existence.



Tea Tables in Colonial Amervica—
1715 to 1783

With its introduction from the East in the seventeenth century to England and Europe, tea
was regarded as a physic or medicine, hailed for its ability to “preserve a perfect health until
extreme old age”

The importation of porcelain to Europe in the late seventeenth century altered this concept,
and tea drinking was considered pleasurable. By the beginning of the eighteenth century, serving
tea was a social event in wealthy households. Part of its popularity can be attributed to the
belief that tea was an “alcoholic” drink—as tea’s popularity rose, the drinking of gin declined.
Samuel Johnson was a “hardened and shameless tea drinker?”

Queen Anne of England influenced society at home and in the colonies. She held court across
the silver and the porcelain of her tea table, instead of in her bedstead, as had been the custom.
In imitation, every wealthy colonial woman sipped tea from tiny Chinese porcelain bowls, and
ordered a fashionable tea table upon which to serve it. The tea table on which tea was served
then became the focal point of the front parlor.

As the eighteenth century progressed, colonial joiners in both the large coastal centers and in
the smaller cities made tea tables for this expanding market. They worked with native woods
(cherry, maple, and walnut), as well as mahogany imported from the West Indies. Tea tables
were constructed in several forms: “square tea tables™of rectangular shape, with or without
moulded tops; “round tea tables™-tripod tables with flat, moulded, and piecrust or “scolloped”
tops; or “breakfast tables™four-legged tables with drop leaves.

The variety of fashionable design elements of these tables are as different as the ethnic and
cultural backgrounds of the people in each region, and they exhibit the ingenuity and versatility
of colonial craftsmen. Even with these extreme design differences, the tables from each region
have the same basic construction techniques. Although cabinetmakers were taught the
same basic methods throughout the colonies, they astonish us with their remarkable originality
of design.

This exhibition and its accompanying catalogue analyze regional differences and focus on the
ingenuity and versatility of the colonial craftsmen who fashioned this most beautiful form.
These master craftsmen, although influenced by English modes and manners and by the
import of tea and china from the Far East, produced tea tables that were distinctly American.




New Hampshire

A
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The tables of New Hampshire are typically very simple, such as the
engaging maple example with its unusually tiny pad feet and
shaped, reverse moulded top (Number 1). However, there is a small
group of tables of highly sophisticated design with square legs
and saltire stretchers that were made in Portsmouth (see Number 2).



Number 1

QUEEN ANNE SQUARE TEA TABLE
New Hampshire Circa 1730

Primary wood: Maple

Height: 25% inches
Width: 36 inches
Depth: 21% inches

From the Collection of Bernard & S. Dean Levy, Inc.

The table remains in superb condition, retaining its original
“oxblood” color surface on the base, “scrubbed” top,

and unusually tiny pad feet. One other table with similar
characteristics is known to us, and was also found in Exeter,
New Hampshire.
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Number 2

CHIPPENDALE SQUARE TEA TABLE
Portsmouth, New Hampshire Circa 1765

Primary Wood: Mahogany, Mahogany Veneers
Secondary Wood: Maple

Height: 27% inches
Width: 35 inches
Depth: 23 inches

Loaned by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Provenance: Probably made for William Knight, a merchant of
Portsmouth, who married Deborah Cutts;
To the Borland Family of Boston, Massachusetts.

Portsmouth was a major port city in the eighteenth century, and many
of its most important houses still stand. It should not surprise us that
sophisticated pieces made of mahogany were produced there, since
mahogany had to be transported by ship, most of its use was limited
to port cities, This table is a rare and unusual form with a “saltire”
stretcher, pierced finial, and brackets. It is one of six similar examples
that have survived.



Massachusetts

Massachusetts tables range from the great delicacy of the example
with the star-inlaid top (Number 7) to the robust beauty and crisp
carving of the tea table designed with many turrets, each to hold

a cup and saucer (Number 8). The turret-edged table has a top cut
from a solid block of wood, reduced in the same way as that of a
piecrust top. Most tables were made with applied rims, occasionally
with shaped ends at the corners. Other examples were made with
pull-out slides at either end on which candlesticks could be placed.

The simpler Massachusetts examples have flat tops with no applied
mouldings, are usually made of domestic woods such as maple,
cherry, or walnut, and are often shaped as porringer tops or ovals.



Number 3

QUEEN ANNE SQUARE TEA TABLE
New England Circa 1750

Primary wood: Cherry

Height: 263% inches -
Width: 30% inches
Depth: 25 inches

From a Private Collection

Rectangular tea tables with rounded and notched corners were referred
to as “porringer” tables. The beauty of this table lies in its shaped skirt
which reflects the “porringer” form of its top as well as its delicate legs
and tiny pad feet. Other examples of “porringer” end tea tables are in
the collections of Historic Deerfield and The Winterthur Museum.
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Number 4

QUEEN ANNE SQUARE TEA TABLE
New England  Circa 1720-1740

Primary wood: Maple, Gumwood

Height: 26% inches
Width: 30% inches
Depth: 19% inches

Reference: Joseph Downs, American Furniture—Queen Anne and
Chippendale Periods, Plate 368, illustrates a tea table of similar design.

From a Private Collection

The splayed legs of this tiny example show the exuberant spirit and
variety of design which a provincial cabinetmaker could achieve. A very
unusual table, whose proportions feature a large overhanging top,

a superbly shaped skirt, and turned, outswept legs.



Nuwmber 5

QUEEN ANNE SQUARE TEA TABLE
North Shore, Massachusetts Circa 1720

Primary wood: Maple

Height: 27%% inches
Width: 30% inches
Depth: 20% inches

Reference: A somewhat similar table but without the moulded
top is shown in Joseph Downs, American Furniture—The
Queen Anne and Chippendale Periods, number 352.

From the Collection of Bernard & S. Dean Levy, Inc.

The cabriole legs with pointed knees ending in slipper feet plus
the vigorous shaping of the skirt give a strength and beauty

to this table. The use of maple is indicative of its early date,
and the remnants of its old “stained” surface give this table

an impressive visual effect.
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Number 6

QUEEN ANNE BREAKFAST TABLE
Massachusetts Circa 1740

Primary wood: Mahogany ,
Secondary wood: Maple, Pine ‘ ; k\

Height: 27 inches ,
Width: 113 inches !
Depth: 312 inches ’

Provenance: Branded “T. Dakin” on the frame, probably the
first owner.

From the Collection of Bernard & S. Dean Levy, Inc.
Small size breakfast tables are rare, but were useful in the eighteenth

century, as they could be stored with their leaves down when
not in use.
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Number 7

QUEEN ANNE SQUARE TEA TABLE
Massachusetts Circa 1735-1745

Primary wood: Cherry
Secondary wood: Pine Blocks

Height: 27 inches
Width: 26 inches
Depth: 183 inches “

From a Private Collection

A table of unusual delicacy and tiny pad feet. The inlaid
mariner’s star in its top is a detail rarely found on case
furniture, and 1s even rarer on tea tables. It is one of the
best New England Queen Anne examples.
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Number 8

CHIPPENDALE SQUARE TEA TABLE P
Boston, Massachusetts Circa 1760-1780

Primary wood: Mahogany
Secondary wood: Pine

Height: 27% inches
Width: 30 inches
Depth: 193 inches

Reference: Joseph Downs, American Furniture—
Queen Anne and Chippendale, number 370.

Loaned by and photo courtesy, The Henry Francis duPont Winterthur Museum

One of a small group of known examples with the top scalloped in half-round
bays, this unusual and beautiful table shares the distinctive construction of
having the top mouldings carved out of a solid board. This is the same con-
struction of the Rhode Island block-front tea table (see Number 16). The
carving on this example has a crisp, gem-like quality seen on few pieces of
Massachusetts furniture.



