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% this eX_hibitiOIl, we mark our 91st year in the art and antiques field, and the

introduction of our fourth generation, Frank M. Levy. As always, we hope to share our love and
excitement for the American decorative arts with both new and experienced collectors. The
exhibition and catalogue represent the continuation of a tradition started in 1901 by our father,
grandfather, and great-grandfather, Isaac M. Levy, and his brother-in-law, John Ginsburg: the
gathering of knowledge, the sharing of information, and encouraging others to participate in
our enthusiasm for Americana.

This show purposely exhibits objects that are not ordinarily on public view, allowing students,
curators, collectors, and novices to see, many for the first time, museum-quality pieces not easily
available for study. Proceeds from an opening party and five dollars from the sale of each cata-
logue will be donated to an institution that shares our excitement for America’ decorative past,
The Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities.

The catalogue and exhibition reflect the dedicated work of three extraordinary professionals.
Without Arthur Vitols’ photography, Bob Cihi’s design and layout, and Shari Erdman’s super-
vision of the entire project, none of this would have been possible. We also thank the private
collectors who have graciously allowed us to include their high chests and dressing tables in our
exhibition and catalogue. Their generosity gives us the rare opportunity to present the public
with many of the finest examples in existence.

We look forward to our one hundredth year—confident that as long as there is an interest in
American arts, there will be a member of our family involved in this special field.



@istinctly American in Design

The use of dressing tables and high chests changed little
in the American colonies from 1680 to the end of the
eighteenth century. Both functioned primarily as storage
facilities in the bedroom chambers of the period. Stored in
the drawers of high chests were linens, textiles, and
clothing, while important documents, jewelry, and money
could be hidden in the cove-moulded drawer at the top
(numbers 12,15 and 18 have this feature). Dressing tables
contained the vanities needed for eighteenth-century
dressing, such as toilet sets, perfumes, and cosmetics.

These forms had alternative functions, however. Both
men and women would dress, make up their faces, arrange
jewelry, and set their hair sitting at dressing tables. Eithera
small free-standing dressing mirror that sat on top of the
table or a wall mirror that hung just above the table
enabled the dresser to view his or herself. Although dress-
ing table drawers housed toiletries such as combs, buckles,
and perfumes, many of these items remained on top of the
tables in a display. They often sat on an expensive textile
called a “toilet.” which was draped across the table. Since it
was common for ladies and gentlemen to entertain close
friends in their chambers, these displays had an impres-
sionable audience. William Gay 1713 poem, “The Fan)
offers a fascinating view of a period dressing, or as the
English called it, “toilet” table. Gay writes:

There stands the toilett, nursery of charms,
Completely furnished with bright beauty’ arms,
“The patch, the powder box, pulville, perfumes,
Pins, paint, a flatt’ring glass and black lead combs.

High chests, particularly in the William and Mary and
early Queen Anne periods, also served as display areas.
The flat tops of these early forms often displayed valuable
textiles, silver, and important ceramics. Some high chests
had separate “steps” placed on top, allowing for a more
prominent display. Unfortunately, because they were
made of cheap pine boards and not attached to the high
chest, few of these original sections survive (see Edith
Gaines, “The Stepped Top Highboys,” The Magazine
Antiques, October 1957, pages 332-334, for amore com-

plete discussion).

Although the functions of dressing tables and high chests
did not change over time, their style, construction, and
ornamentation evolved significantly. Benno Forman, in
his article entitled, “Furniture for Dressing in Early Amer-
ica, 1650-1730.” Winterthur Portfolio, Summer/
Autumn 1987, suggests that the earliest form of the Amer-
ican dressing table is the seventeenth-century chamber
table(numbersland 2). Construction of these seventeenth-
century chamber tables resembles the chests from this peri-
od, asthe legs or stiles extend from the floor tothe top of the
case (figure 1). Mortise and tenon joints secure the cross
rails and side panels into the stiles, supporting the table.
Snipe-bill hinges connect the top to the base, and allow
easy access to the interior. The single drawer at the bottom
of the case can be either side-hung or supported by run-
ners (for an in-depth discussion of seventeenth-century
joinery techniques and tools, see Robert F. Trent, “New
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England Joinery and Turning Before 1700, New Eng-
land Begins: The Seventeenth Century, pages
501-550). Paint, usually red, green, or black, served as a
primary decoration for these chamber tables, as number 2
tllustrates. However, some chamber tables depend solely
on form, turnings, and mouldings for decoration, and
exhibit no evidence of painting, such as the Hubbard Fam-
ily chamber table (number 1).

The William and Mary period marked a significant shift in
the design of home furnishings. For the first time the high
chest, a chest of drawers placed on top of a separate base
with drawers, came into vogue. This form appears to be a
direct descendant of the great European cabinets, which
were also on frames. Actually, the dark stained bases of
American high chests and dressing tables appear to be
an imitation of the dark wood bases of the European
cabinets.

Ornamentation on William and Mary high chests and
dressing tables primarily consists of elaborately turned
legs, scalloped skirts, shaped stretchers, and often, highly
figured and elaborate veneers. However, the design of
these elements, particularly on dressing tables with cross-
stretchers and an open-center skirt, was careful not to
restrict the use of the form (see Courts and Colonies:
The William and Mary Style in Holland, England,and
America, number 99).

Structurally the legs on William and Mary dressing tables
and tall chests are particularly weak. They extend from the
flat stretcher to case bottom, but are not an integral part of
the case. The case sides are dovetailed to themselves,
unlike the tenoned joinery of the seventeeth-century
chamber tables, and the turned legs fit into these sides.
The feet fit into legs either by a round dowel forced
through the foot and flat stretcher, or a round tenon from
the leg itself extending through the stretcher into the foot
(see figure 2).

By the Queen Anne period, high chests and dressing tables
developed into a more structurally sound form. In almost
every region, construction techniques evolved so that the
legs and side posts are a single piece of wood that extends
to the top of the lower case. The case sides are tenoned
into these posts. On early Queen Anne high chests, the
upper case remained virtually identical to William and
Mary examples, having the sides, bottom, and top dove-
tailed together, the back nailed to the sides, and a flat top.
The development of shaped tops, including bonnet and
swan’s-neck pediments, occurred later in the period. The
change was gradual, as number 19 reveals. This high chest
contains a combination of structural and decorative fea-
tures of both flat-top and shaped-top examples, suggest-
ing that it was made during the transition between the
two.

The development of the cabriole leg, rather than a turned
leg, also indicates the Queen Anne period. Four cabriole
legs, or “crook’d” feet as period documents called them,
formed the base for both high chests of drawers and dress-
ing tables. Stretchers no longer support these elements.
Nevertheless, early Queen Anne furniture retains many
decorative elements from the previous style. On many
early Massachusetts high chests and dressing tables, highly
figured veneers and cross-banding remained in use as a
primary form of decoration. Occasionally, line or the more
elaborate checkerboard inlay, enhanced these veneers. In
addition, the shaping of the skirt and drawer arrange-
ments echo the earlier period. Gradually however, cabinet-
makers moved away from the earlier styles, and with the
development of the bonnet top, began to use solid wood
surfaces and a more shallow skirt design. The carved,
gilded, or inlaid shell drawer was a new innovation, while

' painting and japanning, as they had been during the

William and Mary period, remained fashionable.

During the Queen Anne and Chippendale periods, the
production of high chests and dressing tables spread
throughout the colonies. Whereas in carlier times the
majority of these pieces were made in the Boston area, by
the Queen Anne period, craftsmen from New York, New
Hampshire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts,
Maryland, and Pennsylvania had increased their output of
these forms. With this inter-regional increase came struc-



tural and decorative variations among the areas. Though
most Queen Anne high chests and dressing tables have
their cabriole legs extend the height of the base, on nearly
all Newport and some New York examples, these segments
are “removable” The legs do not extend to case top, but
instead are secured by glue blocks and faced with a thin
veneer on the front, which allowed for their quick removal
during transport. This meant that the piece occupied less
space and was safer. Upon delivery, the legs were re-
attached (see figure 3).

Given the importance of inter-colonial trade to Newport
cabinetmakers (see Margaretta Lovell, “The Business of
Cabinetmaking in Eighteenth-Century Newport,” Win-
terthur Portfolio, Spring 1991), this structural feature
must have been desirable and necessary. Some New York
City craftsmen, such as Robert Carter, also constructed
their high chests with “removable” legs (see number 38).
Again, the extent of inter-regional trade for New York City
craftsmen made this construction desirable.

Interestingly, as the American Colonials created greater
numbers of high chests and dressing tables during the
Queen Anne period, the forms lost fashion in England. By
the Chippendale period, the English replaced the high
chest and dressing table with chest-on-chests and knee-
hole desks, respectively. In fact, not one design for a high
chest appears in Thomas Chippendales The Gentleman
& Cabinet-Maker’s Director, and what he designates as
dressing tables are now called knechole desks or bureau
tables.

Why Americans continued using and perfecting forms
that were unfashionable by English standards remains a
mystery. Perhaps the additional storage space afforded by
the larger bureau tables and chest-on-chests was unneces-
sary in the Colonies, where textiles, clothing, cosmetics,
and the other accoutrements for dressing were less plenti-
ful. Interestingly, the two areas that had the closest social
and economic ties to England, New York, and the South
produced the fewest number of surviving high chests and
dressing tables. Surviving objects from these regions indi-
cate that they followed English fashion closely, and pro-
duced more chest-on-chests and knechole desks than high
chests and dressing tables.

By the Chippendale period, high chests and dressing
tables had developed into highly carved and ornate
objects. They are generally constructed of solid mahogany
or walnut, although a few examples, usually from Phila-
delphia, have veneered drawer fronts. On these veneered
objects, unlike carlier pieces, a beaded edge surrounds the
drawer front to protect the veneer (see Morrison H.
Heckscher, American Furniture in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art—Late Colonial Period; The Queen
Anne and Chippendale Styles, number 168). The most
ornate Chippendale high chests and dressing tables

Figure 3

exhibit elaborate carving on the knees, central drawer
front, tympanum, and base. To reduce cost and labor,
cabinetmakers began to apply some carved elements,
rather than carving the decoration from the solid board. A
comparison of the carved streamers on the central drawer
of two dressing tables in this exhibition (numbers 27 and
39) exemplifies the differences between applied and solid
carved elements.

Essentially no changes in construction technique occurred
between the Queen Anne and Chippendale periods. Most
Rhode Island and some New York pieces still exhibit the
“removable” leg construction, while other regions con-
tinue the leg to the top. Almost all of the high chests have
bonnet tops by this time, and many dressing tables and
high chests exhibit claw-and-ball feet.

By the end of the Chippendale era, high chests and dress-
ing tables began to lose popularity, and by the Federal
period, they were no longer being made. By this time
house designs began to include closets, so the large high
chest was no longer necessary. When additional storage
was necessary, cabinetmakers provided their clients with
large wardrobes, no longer the traditional high chest.
Dressing tables were also replaced with a form that was
new and different from than the earlier examples. How-
ever, for over one hundred years, the high chest and dress-
ing table had been important bedroom furnishings for
Americans.



Number 1

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY CHAMBER TABLE
Massachusetts Circa 1690

Primary Wood: Oak, Pine
Secondary Wood: Pine

Height: 35 inches
Width: 30 inches - From the Collection of Bernard &
Depth: 19inches S. Dean Levy, Inc.

Provenance:
The Hubbard Family, who resided in Boston during the first half of the 18th century, and then moved to
Hallowell, Maine. This chamber table descended through the family.

Reference:
Wallace Nutting, Furniture Treasury, Volume I, illustrates a similar example, plate 216.

Early chests-on-stands or chamber tables have one-part leg construction, rather than the two-part construction of
the later William and Mary pieces. The top of this chamber table is dowel-hinged to the base, and has an incised
banding along its edge. This piece was never painted and retains its original surfaces.



Number 2

SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY CHAMBER TABLE
New England Circa 1690

Primary Wood: Oak, Pine
Secondary Wood: Pine

Height: 34" inches
Width: 31 inches
Depth: 19%:inches

Provenance:
The Dwight Blaney Collection, Massachusetts;
The Katharine Prentis Murphy Collection.

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

Reference: From the Collection of Bernard &
The New York Historical Society Quarterly, 1951, page 14. S. Dean Levy, Inc.

This is probably the best preserved seventeenth-century chamber table known. Its original painted surfaces remain
intact, as the border of the single drawer is painted to resemble two drawers, the recessed pine panels are decorated
with green-painted tree branches, and the stiles and top have a green-painted surface. Moreover, the feet have not
been reduced, all mouldings are original, and the painted pine top is the first.



