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Decorative Arts and Furnishings

design and decoration of objects, usually utilitar-

ian, that in themselves do not necessarily possess
aesthetic qualities. Certain of the decorative arts—basket-
ry, pottery, and weaving, for example—are also collected
under the term arts and crafts. By whatever name, they are
distinguished from the fine arts in that the latter concern
themselves with objects whose sole function is aesthetic
appeal. The objects with which the decorative arts concern
themselves range from humble household implements to
monumental public works, and they include architectural
units, furniture, rugs, and a host of items of metal, glass,
clay, fabric, and other materials.

Decorative arts are those arts concerned with the

This article treats a number of traditional decorative arts
in succession; the order in which they are discussed is
suggested partly by historical development and partly by
affinities. The opening section, an overview of interior
design, sets a context in two senses: first, it begins with a
general consideration of design that has implications for
all the fine arts; and second, it discusses interior design as
an art that makes extensive use of the products of the in-
dividual arts subsequently discussed in detail. Each section
devoted to a particular form of decorative art includes
discussions of materials and techniques and of significant
historical developments.

The article is divided into the following sections:

Interior design 2
Principles of interior design 2
Aesthetic components of design
Physical components of design
Design procedure
Kinds of interiors
Historical developments 17
Origins of interior design
Interior design in the West
Interior design in the East
Furniture and accessory furnishings 44
General considerations 44
Materials
Stylistic and decorative processes and techniques
Kinds of furniture
Kinds of accessory furnishings
History 56
Western
Eastern
Rugs and carpets 69
Elements of design 69
Field and border designs
Design execution
Colour
Materials and technique 70
Ornament and imagery 71
Individual motifs
Symbolism of overall design
Uses of rugs and carpets 74
Periods and centres of activity 74
Oriental carpets
Western carpets
Tapestry 81
Materials 82
Techniques 82
Periods and centres of activity 84
Ancient Western world
Eastern Asia
Pre-Columbian Americas
Middle Ages in Egypt and the Near East
Early Middle Ages in western Europe
14th century
15th century
16th century
17th and 18th centuries
19th and 20th centuries
Floral decoration 93
Elements and principles of design 93
Materials 94
Techniques 95
Forms of floral decoration 95
Historical and stylistic developments 96
Western
Eastern
Other cultures
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Kinds, processes, and techniques 101
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INTERIOR DESIGN

Although man’s desire to create a pleasant environment is
as old as civilization itself, interior design, the conscious
planning and design of man-made spaces, is a relatively
new field.

Since at least the middle of the 20th century, the term in-
terior decorator has been so loosely applied as to be nearly
meaningless, with the result that other, more descriptive
terms have come into use. The term interior design in-
dicates a broader area of activity and at the same time
suggests its status as a serious profession. In some Euro-
pean countries, where the profession is well established,
it is known as interior architecture. Individuals who are
concerned with the many elements that shape man-made
environments have come to refer to the total field as en-
vironmental design.

The following section deals with principles of good de-
sign that are applicable to all design activities, with special
emphasis on interior design, particularly as a creative and
problem-solving activity.

Principles of interior design

It is important to emphasize that interior design is a spe-
cialized branch of architecture or environmental design; it
is equally important to keep in mind that no specialized
branch in any field would be very meaningful if practiced
out of context. The best buildings and the best interiors
are those in which there is no obvious disparity between
the many elements that make up the totality. Among
these elements are the structural aspects of a building, the
site planning, the landscaping, the furniture, and the ar-
chitectural graphics (signs), as well as the interior details.
indeed, there are many examples of distinguished build-
ings and interiors that were created and coordinated by
one guiding hand.

Because of the technological complexity of contemporary
planning and building, it is no longer possible for a single
architect or designer to be an expert in all the many aspects
that make up a modern building. It is essential, however,
that the many specialists who make up a team be able
to communicate with each other and have sufficient basic
knowledge to carry out their common goals. While the ar-
chitect usually concerns himself with the overall design of
buildings, the interior designer is concerned with the more
intimately scaled aspects of design, the specific aesthetic,
functional, and psychological questions involved, and the
individual character of spaces.

Although interior design is still a developing profession
without a clear definition of its limits, the field can be
thought of in terms of two basic categories: residential
and nonresidential. The latter is often called contract de-
sign because of the manner in which the designer receives
his compensation (i.e., a contractual fee arrangement), in
contrast to the commission or percentage arrangement
prevalent among residential interior decorators. Although
the volume of business activity in the field of residential
interiors continues to grow, there seems to be less need

and less challenge for the professional designer, with the
result that more and more of the qualified professionals
are involved in nonresidential work.

The field of interior design already has a number of
specialized areas. One of the newer areas is “space plan-
ning”—i.e., the analysis of space needs, allocation of space,
and the interrelation of functions within business firms. In
addition to these preliminary considerations, such design
firms are usually specialists in office design.

Many design firms have become specialized in such fields
as the design of hotels, stores, industrial parks,or shopping
centres. Others work primarily on large college or school
projects, and still others may be specialists in the design of
hospitals, clinics, and nursing homes. Design firms active
in nonresidential work range from small groups of asso-
ciates to organizations comprised of 50 to 100 employ-
ees. Most of the larger firms include architects, industrial
designers, and graphic designers. In contrast, interior de-
signers who undertake residential commissions are likely
to work as individuals or possibly with two or three as-
sistants. The size of the firms involved in nonresidential
design is a clear indication of the relative complexity of
the large commissions. In addition to being less com-
plex, residential design is a different type of activity. The
residential interior is usually a highly personal statement
for both the owner and the designer, each of whom is
involved with all aspects of the design; it is unlikely that
a client who wished to engage the services of an interior
designer for his home would be happy with an organized
systems approach.

Most large architectural firms have established their own
interior-design departments, and smaller firms have at
least one specialist in the field. There are no precise
boundaries to the profession of interior design nor, in fact,
to any of the design professions. Furniture design, for ex-
ample, is carried out by industrial designers and furniture
designers as well as by architects and interior designers. As
a rule, furniture designed for mass production is designed
by industrial designers or furniture designers; the interior
designer or architect usually designs those special pieces
that are not readily available on the market or that must
meet specific needs for a particular job. Those needs may
be functional or aesthetic, and often a special chair or
desk designed for a specific job will turn out to be so suc-
cessful that the manufacturer will put such pieces into his
regular line. The same basic situation holds generally true
in the design of fabrics, lighting devices, floor covering,
and all home-furnishing products. All design activities are
basically similar, even though the training and education
in the different design fields varies in emphasis. A talented
and well-trained designer can easily move from one spe-
cialized area to another with little difficulty.

In the discussion of the general aspects of design, it is
important to note that there is an important distinction
between art and design. A designer is basically concerned
with the solution of problems (be they functional, aes-
thetic, or psychological) that are presented to him. The
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artist is more concerned with emotive or expressive ideas
and with the solution of problems he himself poses. A
truly great or beautiful interior can indeed be called a
work of art, but some would prefer to call such an interior
a “great design.”

AESTHETIC COMPONENTS OF DESIGN

A general definition of beauty and aesthetic excellence
would be difficult, but fortunately there are a number of
generally accepted principles that can be used to achieve
an understanding of the aesthetic considerations in design.
One must note, however, that such understanding requires
exposure and learning; an appreciation of any form of art
needs such a background.

A thorough appreciation of design must go beyond the
first impression. The first impression of the interior of a
Gothic cathedral might be that it is somewhat dark or
gloomy, but, by the time the visitor senses its majestic
proportions, notices its beautiful stained glass windows
and the effect of light, and begins to understand the superb
structural system that permitted builders of cathedrals to
achieve their lofty goals, he can truly begin to appreciate
the overall aesthetic qualities (Figure 1).

One of the key considerations in any design must be the
question of whether a design “works” or functions for its
purpose. If a theatre has poor sight lines, poor acoustics,
and insufficient means of entry and egress, it obviously
does not work for its purpose, no matter how beautifully
it might be decorated. Such a design could be considered
good only if it were thought of abstractly as a kind of walk-
in sculpture. In some cases the building is meant to be
sculpture rather than architecture. The Statue of Liberty,
for instance, is primarily intended as a monument, despite
the fact that it contains rather tortured interior spaces.

To use function as the only aesthetic criterion would be
limiting, but it certainly is a valid consideration to be kept
in mind. Designers are often tempted to overdesign or
“style” an object or interior rather than design it. Some
of the most beautiful objects of the 20th century are
beautiful because they were the result of purely functional
considerations. It is conceivable that future art historians
will consider a modern jet plane the crowning artistic
achievement of the middle of this century, rather than any
building, interior, or conscious art form.

The aesthetic response to an interior and its furnishings
must take into consideration the social and economic con-
ditions as well as the materials and technology of the time.
The elegant or ornate interiors that are usually associated
with the 18th and 19th centuries were appropriate to the

Figure 2: Social and economic considerations in interior design.
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Figure 1: Majestic overall aesthetic quality of a Gothic interior:
nave and choir, cathedral of Notre Dame, Paris, 1163-c. 1200.
Shostal—EB Inc.

social and economic conditions of the nobility or the
wealthy bourgeois who were the original occupants. The
chairs were designed for formal living, and the elaborately
carved furnishings were designed to be cared for by many
servants (Figure 2, left). Such an interior is alien to the
20th-century way of life and would be totally inappropri-
ate for a contemporary middle class family. It would also
be inappropriate to use modern materials and processes
to imitate earlier materials and processes (Figure 2, right).
Many manufacturers try desperately to make plastic look
like wood, stone, or just about anything but plastic. All

By courtesy of (right) Knoll International, Inc.; photograph, (left) Louis Reens

(Left) Elaborate mid-19th-century dining room in the Gothic Revival style, Lyndhurst,
Tarrytown, New York, designed by Alexander J. Davis. (Right) Simple pedestal table and
chairs appropriate to the dining room of the mid-20th century family, designed by Eero
Saarinen, 1956-59. Synthetic materials and mass production methods are used to achieve

furniture suited to its function.




4 Decorative Arts and Furnishings

Relation
of interior
to basic
structure

aesthetic criteria have something to do with honesty. Some
aestheticians have compared beauty to truth, and there
can be little doubt that honestly expressed functions and
honestly expressed materials and manufacturing processes
are far more beautiful than fakery and imitation.

All interiors, by definition, occur inside buildings and
therefore have a very real relation to these buildings. The
best interiors today, as well as in the past, are those that
relate well in character and appropriateness to the par-
ticular building. The furnishings designed and scaled for
spacious country homes or palaces would obviously be out
of place in a small urban apartment or suburban home.
A strong and unusual piece of architecture such as New
York City’s Trans World Airlines terminal (at John F.
Kennedy International Airport) could not be properly fur-
nished with standard commercial furniture and products.
The building, as well as the interiors, was conceived as a
total design by the Finnish-born architect Eero Saarinen.
Whether the observer agrees with the architect’s concept or
not, he clearly senses the strong interrelationship between
the exterior and the interior—and therefore the aesthetic
unity and success. Another successful interior and building
is the Ford Foundation headquarters in New York City,
the work of architects Kevin Roche and John Dinkeloo,
with interiors by Warren Platner. The design is notable
for its handsome spaces opening out toward an enclosed
garden space (Figure 3). This obviously would not have
been possible or appropriate if the view from the offices

had been unattractive.

J. Zimmerman—FPG

Figure 3: Aesthetic unity in the interrelation of exterior and
interior space: Ford Foundation headquarters, New York City,
designed by Kevin Roche and John Dinkeloo, 1967.

The interiors within indifferent or unattractive buildings
must strive to make up for the lack of design qualities in
the structures. Thus, it is sometimes necessary to ignore
the ugliness of the building and create an inward-looking
beauty if no architectural character exists.

The most difficult aesthetic consideration is the problem

of appropriateness. The appropriate atmosphere or char- -

acter of an interior must take all the foregoing points
into consideration. The architectural character of the Twa

terminal would make it inappropriate for use as an of-
fice building. The appropriateness of individual, more
intimate, and small-scaled interiors is more subtle. The
interior design of a discotheque would hardly be appropri-
ate for a research library, and a college classroom would
hardly provide the desired atmosphere for a kindergarten.
Many of these responses and relationships are complex
and have psychological as well as aesthetic factors.

Elements of design. Of all the component elements
that together form a completed interior, the single most
important element is space. Spaces can be exhilarating or
depressing, cheerful or serene, all depending upon the use
the designer has made of the various elements that form
the whole. Space is, in modern times, a costly commod-
ity. The beautiful space of the Gothic cathedral achieved
its success through generous proportions and lofty heights
(see Figure 1). Due to the vast increase in construction
costs in contemporary structures, spaces tend to be smaller
and less generous; more skill on the part of the designer
is required to give such limited spaces a particular atmo-
sphere or character. On the other hand, sheer volume of
space is not sufficient. There is hardly a larger space than
the interior of the Vehicle Assembly Building at the John
F. Kennedy Space Center in Florida, yet the aesthetic
impact of that immense interior is negligible. A space
need not be large and monumental to be aesthetically
successful. The handling of mass and form even within a
small structure can become exciting and beautiful. Frank
Lloyd Wright was masterful in creating beautiful spatial
sequences within residential-scale buildings (Figure 4). The
Ford Foundation building is a relatively small structure
among the huge buildings of New York City, yet the ex-
perience of that space is real and pleasurable.

Space can be thought of as the raw material which must
be molded and shaped with the designers’ tools of colour,
texture, light, and scale. The interrelationship of design
elements can be clarified by visualizing the result if the
interior of St. Peter’s in Rome were painted in garish
colours or painted all black or sprayed with a foamy
texture covering all surfaces or flooded with enormously
intense floodlight that eliminated all play of dark and
light. Obviously, any of these modifications would totally
destroy the beauty and success of that space.

Colour is the quality of light reflected from an object to
the human eye. When light falls upon an object, some of
it is absorbed, and that which is not absorbed is reflected,
and the apparent colour of an object depends upon the
wavelength of the light that it reflects. The scientific at-
tributes of colour and light in interior design are, however,
less important than the skillful combination of colour val-
ues, hues, tones, shades, and above all textures. Although
there can be no strict rules about colours and textures, it is
well to remember the famous statement of the modern ar-
chitect Mies van der Rohe that “less is more.” His Crown
Hall at Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago, built
in 1956, is elegant, understated, subtle, and is notable for
its careful handling of textures and materials. To accept
“less is more” as the sole guideline to design, however,
would be a serious fallacy. Space, which is the essence of a
meaningful interior, would be dull indeed if it were never
varied—if there were no intimate spaces with low ceilings,
in contrast to large spaces of greater height, and if spaces
did not interrelate to provide the user with a sequential
experience of moving from one to another. Monotony
would also result if all interiors in a given building were
of the same colour, material, and textural quality. Man
needs variety and change.

The manipulation of space is a matter of both aesthetic
and functional consideration. A small entrance vestibule
in a building is needed to keep out wind and cold or heat
and rain, yet it is equally important in providing a visual
transition from outdoors to the interior of the building.
The  sheltered sleeping alcoves in early cave dwellings
served not only to express man’s desire for smaller and
more intimate spaces for personal use but gave protection
from draft or cold.

Much in our man-made structures is built of natural
materials, and it must be remembered that these materials
have natural colours and textures that usually are supe-
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Figure 4: Carefully modulated spatial sequences in residential
scale exemplified by the living room designed by Frank Lloyd
Wright for his home and studio, Taliesin East, at Spring
Green, Wisconsin; photograph, 1939.

Hedrich-Blessing photo

rior to anything man can create artificially. Competent
designers are very much aware of the innate qualities and
textures of all materials, especially natural ones (see Figure
4). For instance, a sensitive designer would choose a sim-
ple oil finish on wood to bring out the beauty and quality
of the grain rather than use the once-fashionable high-
gloss finish that tended to obscure and change the texture.
Textures are important not only for their appearance but
also for their sense of touch, and for their effect on light
absorption or reflection. Abrasive surfaces or very rough
plaster would obviously be unpleasant to the touch and
possibly dangerous in an interior, depending upon the use
the interior is intended for. Textures can evoke feelings
of elegance (such as silks) or informality (such as rough,
tweedy materials).

Light, both natural and artificial, is one of the most
important design elements, but unless surfaces are ap-
propriate in colour and texture, the control and effect
of light will be lost. The beautiful quality of space in a
Gotbhic cathedral is very much related to the handling of
light (see Figure 1). The source of daylight, high overhead
or filtered through stained glass, creates exciting patterns
of light and shade and a variety of intensities and pools
of light. This same principle can be used in all interior
spaces, and contemporary interiors often have skylights or
high windows to provide variety and changing patterns of
light. Artificial lighting is equally important, and, again,
the same considerations of highlights, good overall illumi-
nation, and variety are important.

Concepts of design. The scale and proportion of any
interior must always relate to the architecture within
which the interior exists, but the other important factor
in considering the scale of man’s environment is the hu-
man body. Throughout the ages, designers and architects
have attempted to establish ideal proportions. The most
famous of all axioms about proportion was the golden
section, established by the ancient Greeks. According to
this axiom, a line should be divided into two unequal
parts, of which the first is to the second as the second is to
the whole. Leonardo da Vinci developed a figure for the
ideal man based on man’s navel as the centre of a circle
enclosing man with outstretched arms. The French archi-
tect Le Corbusier developed a theory of proportion called
Modulor, also based on a study of human proportions.
Yet, at best, these rules are merely guidelines. They can
never substitute for the eye and judgment of the designer,
and it is reasonable to predict that attempts to make the
all-powerful computer a substitute for the designer’s sen-
sitivity are also bound to be far from perfect.

It was stated earlier that the need for a changing scale

Decorative Arts and Furnishings 5

and spatial relationship in the environment seems a natu-
ral one, almost a physiological as well as a psychological
one. Perhaps the need for “personal” environment and
scale can best be understood by considering some extreme
examples. To a person flying at 30,000 feet in an airplane,
the scale of anything seen on the ground appears so small
that he loses touch with the reality of objects. People who
fear heights are rarely bothered by the view out of an
airplane because the distance to the objects on the ground
has transcended normal perceptions of scale. In a similar
manner, a person’s reaction to the scale of a small house is
quite different from his reaction to a large high-rise build-
ing. Details of pattern, texture, and material are accepted
and expected in the small structure since they are in a
meaningful scale with respect to man. By the same token,
the sculptural ornaments on the tops of early skyscrapers
seem absurd today.

Almost all principles of design for interiors can be com-
prehended with clear analytic understanding and common
sense, without regard to dogmatic rules. If a beautiful 18th-
century breakfront (which might be more than eight feet
tall) is placed in an apartment with a ceiling height just an
inch higher than the piece of furniture, it would obviously
look out of scale. If a space is planned so that all the
heavy and massive pieces of furniture are pushed toward
one end of the room, with nothing on the other side, the
room would obviously look out of balance. Yet balance
and symmetry applied as inviolate design principles would
result in very formal, very traditional, and somewhat dull
interiors. Careful symmetry was a generally accepted rule
during the Renaissance, and in any classic building one
can be sure to find a carefully balanced and symmetri-
cal facade, just as most formal and classic interiors have
rigidly balanced plans. It is now recognized that balance
can also be based on asymmetry. Both architecture and
interior design in the 20th century have consciously bro-
ken with the many rules handed down from past eras. It
is more important for a building or space to be expres-
sive of its purpose. At one time, it was traditional for a
theatre, opera house, or concert hall to embody certain
forms and shapes without any real consideration of sight
lines, seating distance from the stage, or acoustics. On
the other hand, the Berlin Philharmonic Concert Hall
(1964) works beautifully as a concert hall and expresses its
purpose and function clearly in an exciting and dynamic
way (Figure 5).

Balance and symmetry, colour, pattern, and repetition
used to be a matter of adherence to a tradition. Until fairly
recently, many interiors were painted in dark colours,
often ignoring the fact that light reflection was adversely
affected and that no real contrast or sparkling accent was
achieved. In many contemporary rooms, however, most
surfaces are kept in neutral or light colours, possibly with
one wall accented in a strong colour or texture. An interior
with uniform overhead lighting might be an efficient work
space but would lack the character that can be achieved
by providing some accent lights in small areas.

The designer’s concern for honesty of materials and tex-
tures has brought about changing attitudes toward some
of the conventional practices of interior decoration, such
as the use of strongly patterned wallpapers and flowered
prints. Any interior that has too many different patterns,
too many textures, and too many repetitive features of any
kind will appear overpowering, overly busy, overdesigned,
and confusing. A designer often attempts to have a dom-
inant theme or idea, be it colour, form, texture, or some
rhythmic pattern. It must be noted also that design is
influenced by changing attitudes and fashions. The move-
ments in art and architecture of the 1950s and 1960s have
influenced interior design in the direction. of an emphasis
on pure form, the absence of superfluous decoration, and
expressiveness of materials. Recently, however, a kind of
countermovement in the field of painting and sculpture
has been influential. For instance, the use of large-scale
graphic elements (supergraphics) in interiors has become
popular and accepted, in spite of the fact that its very idea
often consciously denies or destroys the visual clarity of
existing architectural design features. Some of the leading
designers in the United States and in several European
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Figure 5: Dynamic, asymmetrical architecture creating an unconventional yet functional
interior design space: Berlin Philharmonic Concert Hall, designed by Hans Scharoun, 1964.

By courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek Preussischer Kulturbesitz Bildarchiv, Berlin

countries have also become very interested in large pat-
terns, rhythmic geometries, and decorative surfaces, and
this may point toward a new trend (Figure 6).

Most interiors consist of a series of interrelated spaces.
It is important that the various spaces be designed in a
sequential relationship to each other, not only in terms of
planning but also in terms of the visual effect. A successful
interior should be cohesive within each area and cohesive
as a totality. It must above all relate to the building and
to the architectural concept. A good example is the previ-
ously mentioned TWA terminal by Eero Saarinen. In spite
of the extremely complex sculptural forms used, there is
a sequence and clearly balanced rhythm that not only
unifies the total composition but clearly relates it to the
total architecture.

Jeremiah O. Bragstad

Figure 6: Supergraphic interior emphasizing decorative rather
than architectural design: Hear-Hear Record Shop, San
Francisco, designed by Daniel Solomon, graphics designed by
Barbara Stauffacher, 1969.

The best examples of design are those in which no visi-
ble difference exists between the interior and the exterior,
between the building and its site, and between the many
parts or spaces to each other and the total building. An
example is the house of the American architect Philip
Johnson in New Canaan, Connecticut. Johnson’s home
and its setting appear effortlessly united, with individual
parts subordinated to the success of the whole (Figure 7).

Design relationships. The real and conscious relation-
ship between art, architecture, and design is of long stand-
ing. Though mural painting was largely neglected in the
mid-20th century, in the past great murals have been the
planned focal points of interiors and have in a way deter-
mined the architecture (Figure 8). Similarly, sculpture or
sculptural forms, as fixed and permanent spects of build-
ings, can be the most important design features if planned
that way by the architect together with the interior designer
and artist. Perhaps the best design is one in which there is
no visible difference between architecture and interior and
in which even the artwork is incorporated as an integral
part of the total (see Figure 14).

The design relationship of interiors to architecture can
be clarified by citing an extreme example: the stage set. A
set for a theatrical production is a form of interior design
but, unlike all other aspects of interior design, it attempts
to create its own world and atmosphere concerned only
with the play and not at all related to the world or even
reality. The creation of a world of make-believe is pre-
cisely the function of a stage, but in real life it is impos-
sible to divorce a particular interior from everything else
around it. Sometimes a designer may attempt to create
a “theatrical” interior, but the point being made strongly
and unequivocally here is that every interior must relate
to the architecture and to the nearby environment.

Design relationships of individual works of art (paint-
ings, prints, or sculptures) to interiors are most significant
in terms of scale and placement, rather than in terms of
subject matter, colour, or style. A very old painting, if it
is good, will look well within a contemporary interior; a
very modern piece of sculpture can be beautiful within an
interior furnished with some beautiful traditional pieces.
Any work of art, if successful within itself, is “correct”
with any interior if properly placed or selected to work
with the total space. Certainly there is no need to match
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Figure 7: Interrelation of interior and exterior space.

Harmony of landscape, architecture, and interior design: Glass House, New Canaan,
Connecticut, designed by Philip Johnson, 1949. (Left) Exterior. (Right) Interior.

Russ Kinne—Photo Researchers
colours of paintings to interiors or to select subject matter
in works of art that reflect a particular theme, such as
food for dining rooms or hunting scenes for the den.
Interiors as they relate to landscape or cityscape are
sometimes misunderstood by architects. A crass but typi-
cal example is the ubiquitous picture window in suburban
housing tracts. Often the only view from the window is
the picture window of the neighbouring house. When the

view is a beautiful one, it should be possible to plan the
SCALA —Art Resource

Figure 8: A simply designed interior space made vivid and
compelling by frescoes on the ceiling and walls: Sistine
Chapel, Rome, by Michelangelo, 1508-12, 1533-41.

interior with the furniture plan and orientation such that
seating arrangements can take advantage of the view and
yet work for other functions, such as relation to a fireplace
or a conversation group, as well.

In many areas of interior design the field of graphics is
taking on increasing importance. In every public or institu-
tional building, signs, directories, and room identifications
play an important visual part. Good architectural graphics
have been stressed only in recent years, as a result of
the increasing size and complexity of structures. Buildings
such as airports depend upon clear and handsome graphics
to make the spaces work and to make them aesthetically
cohesive. A related aspect of graphics is the printed matter
that is part of certain interior functions. Interior designers
must be concerned with the design of menus, wine lists,
napkins, and matchbooks in a well-designed restaurant.
Designers dealing with stores or shops are concerned with
the graphics of shopping bags, signs, and posters. Often the
interior designer is the actual graphic designer, or he works
together with the graphic designer, just as the architect
works with the interior designer or landscape architect.

Modes of composition. It must be emphasized that there
are many different moods, or modes of composition, that
are possible in interior design. The recognition of this fact
makes it difficult to apply valid critical criteria to these
modes, since many of them are intensely personal. What
may appear to be picturesque to one person might be ugly
or cluttered to another. Each person brings to interior
design his own cultural mores and his own prejudices,
and in many ways he is psychologically conditioned and
influenced to accept certain things and to reject others.
In discussing various modes of composition, one must
therefore take into consideration the occupants and their
backgrounds, the locale and site, and then try to apply the
most basic design principles as general guidelines.

Formal and informal compositions are relatively easily
defined and classified; in fact, this distinction is useful
throughout the history of furniture and interiors. Formal
styles are usually associated with life at court or furnish-
ings for the palatial homes of nobles or a moneyed elite.
The informal periods usually are associated with rural
living or the simpler pieces of furniture made by the local
craftsmen in rural areas, where they plied their trade with
limited tools, using local woods. Formal furniture, as a
rule, leads to formal interior compositions. Balance and
symmetry certainly tend to lead to formal compositions.
Formality is not associated with any particular period. In
fact, a very famous contemporary chair, the Barcelona
chair by Mies van der Rohe (Figure 58), is an extremely
formal and elegant piece. It would seem wrong to use that
chair in a casual catercorner room arrangement.

Setting strongly influences the character of a space. By its
very definition, a rustic setting would be rural and infor-
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mal and would seem wrong and incongruous in a formal
townhouse or city apartment. Since most business and
public interiors are located in urban centres, any attempt
to make such interiors look rustic or homey would be
an aesthetic paradox. By the same token, it would appear
equally incongruous to design a restaurant located in an
old mill or barn in New England in a formal and urban
character with elegant furnishings, whether they were con-
temporary or antiques of a formal nature.

Certain modes of composition are determined by the
function of the spaces as much as by the location and by
the architecture. For example, a cozy or homey interior
is normally associated with residential interiors or simi-
larly intimate interiors, such as restaurants that may wish
to appear “cozy.” Some interiors, such as discotheques,
require excitement and other interiors, such as funeral
parlors, require serenity or dignity. One expects certain
modes of composition for certain functions, but one’s ex-
pectations are subject to many external influences, such as
personal background, location, psychological associations,
and changing fashions. For instance, the typical bank in-
terior until about 1950 was expected to be solid, dignified,
awe-inspiring, formal, and above all confidence inspiring.
Contemporary design for business and industry has be-
come accepted by all, and the early 1950s saw the logical
extension of these firmly established design principles into
the area of bank design. One of the first radical departures
of traditional design for banking spaces was the Manu-
facturers Trust Company Manhattan office designed by
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill in the early 1950s. It was
the first widely published “glass” bank, and it set a trend
that has become the new mode of composition for banks.

Fashion or design trends influence one’s reactions to
many kinds of designs. The term clutter is usually associ-
ated with Victorian design of the 19th century. Under the
usual definition of the term clutter, one thinks of home
interiors with collections of accessories and with an over-
abundance of knickknacks—the typical Victorian home
(Figure 9). In the mid-1960s a new approach to office
design, reflecting the “cluttered” approach, was developed.
This office appears disorganized at first glance. Actually,
the system (called office landscape; see below Kinds of
interiors: Public interiors: Space planning) is very efficient
and for that reason is deemed acceptable, even if the visual
impact tends to be chaotic. Traditionally, office and busi-
ness interiors were pristine, orderly, and very organized,
and the idea of a cluttered appearance would have been
anathema to designers.

The most difficult mode of composition for objective
analysis is one that some people call exotic. The chances
are that all exotic interiors are highly personal statements
and cannot be rationally understood in theoretical design
terms (Figure 9). To begin with, what may appear exotic
to the average American could be very ordinary or even
homey to another culture. Japanese or oriental design in
general serves as an example. A Japanese style interior is
extremely subtle, serene, and understated, yet to the unini-
tiated such an interior will appear exotic. Undoubtedly that
same phenomenon holds true in reverse. Oriental people
have often been impressed with Western-style design and
have adopted it presumably because to them it appeared
exotic. The increased mobility of the middle classes of
many nations today has made foreign travel possible for
more and more people, thereby tending to soften some of
the very strong regional differences in design. The modes
of composition are still discernible nationally or certainly
by major geographic and ethnic divisions, but they tend
to be less distinct. Many subtle differences exist within
the same country, some of which are based on varying
socioeconomic backgrounds, much in the manner of the
traditional difference between formal styles (at court and
in homes of nobility) and informal modes of composition
for the country people and middle classes. The labels that
one applies to these modes of composition are often only
descriptive. They must not be confused with objective
evaluation of design values. An interior that is by the
creator’s definition exotic or picturesque may or may not
be a well-done exotic design.

Symbolism and style. There are many historic examples

Figure 9: A cluttered Victorian interior in the exotic Moorish
style, designed by the landscape painter Frederick Edwin
Church for his home, Olana, at Hudson, New York, 1870-72.

Frank Lerner

of symbolism in design, but often the symbolism is not
a conscious statement so much as a more subtle reflec-
tion of style. Religious buildings, especially churches, have
until recently been consistently traditional expressions of
style or symbolism. The church and church architecture
flourished during the Middle Ages, and the style of church
architecture that became the dominant symbol was the
Gothic style. Until the recent past, churches were still
designed, as a matter of course, in Gothic style. It is inter-
esting to note that a “Gothic” church designed and built
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By courtesy of United Airlines, Inc.
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Figure 10: An interior shaped by objects symbolizing Theodore
Roosevelt's personal interests and personality, North Room,
Sagamore Hill, Oyster Bay, Long Island, 1880.
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in 1820 can be clearly identified as such, and a “Gothic”
church from the year 1920 has the imprint of that year as
obviously as the date on its cornerstone. There has been
a similar symbolic or stylistic tradition in the design of
public or governmental buildings. Both interiors and exte-
riors of city halls, court buildings, and major government
structures were usually in the “classical” style, symbolizing
authority, power, and stability, based on our long historic
association of these concepts with Greco-Roman antiquity
and Renaissance thought.

Another form of symbolism in interior design has been
the creation of interiors around specific themes or con-
cepts. Among the earliest examples is the Egyptian tomb.
The interior design and decoration depicted the life of the
king or special events from his life, and the total interior
was intended as a kind of magic to assure the occupant’s
journey into life after death and guarantee his happiness
there. Another example of a symbolic interior created for
a specific purpose is the Roman hunting lodge, Piazza
Amerina, in Sicily, which has splendid murals and floors
depicting animals and hunting. A more recent example
of a similarly symbolic interior on the same subject is
Theodore Roosevelt’s home at Oyster Bay on Long Island,
built in 1880. It is full of hunting trophies and memen-
tos symbolizing his personal interests and his personality
(Figure 10).

The styles that developed in interiors and in interior
furnishings were always symbolic of the social structure of
the society that created them. It is easy, for instance, to
look at the graceful, feminine lines of a Louis XV chair,
delicately curved and luxuriously upholstered, and to see
it as a symbolic expression of the superficialities of court
life. One can also look at some of the crudely fashioned
early American furniture and see in one’s mind the life of
the settler who fashioned it. Life was harsh, time was pre-
cious, and articles of furniture were confined to essentials.
The need for economical use of space was symbolized by
dual-purpose, functional pieces such as dough boxes that
served as tables and tables that turned into chairs and had
storage compartments for the family Bible as well.

As functional and efficiency-oriented as business and of-
fice design is today, it is full of unwritten rules relating
to symbolism. The design of an office reflects the status
of the occupant. Top executives are located in the largest
corner offices with the best views of the city and invariably
are on the top floors of the corporate headquarters. The
size of desks is a symbolic indication of the executive’s
importance in the hierarchy of the firm. The very top
officers may, however, do away with desks altogether and
have offices resembling living rooms—to symbolize the
fact that they are beyond routine paperwork and above
the need for standard office furnishings. The fashions (or
styles) of design vary and develop even within a brief
period of 10 or 20 years. Thus, another symbol—carpet-
ing—has become somewhat outdated. Until recently, top
executives expected wall-to-wall carpeting in their offices.
Today such offices may have wood or other natural floors,
perhaps with beautiful area rugs. The very idea of a private
office is, of course, the most important symbol in a status-
conscious business community (Figure 11). Designers have
found, however, that the need for communication between
executive and staff, including visual contact, often makes
private offices less than efficient.

Symbolism in residential interior design occurs on many
levels but again tends to be influenced by changing styles.
When television first became available, the home screen
became a symbol of prosperity and at the same time be-
came the focal point of residential interiors. By the 1970s
a television set had become a standard possession and was
no longer a compositional emphasis; in fact, it was often
concealed or casually incorporated into the total design.

A homeowner is likely to be very conscious of the image
his house or apartment conveys. Traditional furniture, for
instance, is still associated with elegance in the minds of
many laymen, a situation that can lead to the acquisition
of poor reproductions or meaningless imitations of nonex-
istent styles. To most people a real fire in a fireplace is
a delightful physical and visual experience that often has
nostalgic associations. Since they are no longer needed to

Decorative Arts and Furnishings 9

-

Figure 11: Executive office resembling a residential interior:
Fabergé Corporation Headquarters, New York City, designed
by Dallek Inc., Design Group, 1968.

By courtesy of Dallek Inc., Design Group

heat houses, fireplaces in the 20th century increasingly
have become a luxury and thereby a symbol of substance
to many people. These circumstances have often resulted
in imitation fireplaces of the worst possible design, with
simulated fires.

From the designer’s point of view, design symbolism in
public spaces is valid at times but can and should be used
in contemporary terms rather than as stylistic imitation of
past eras. An example of the success of such design can
be seen in the new Boston City Hall, built in 1968, which
symbolizes government, authority, and dignity in totally
original and contemporary terms. There is little valid rea-
son to consciously introduce symbolism into residential
interiors, unless it is the kind of cultural symbolism exem-
plified in Japanese interiors, such as that of the Zen tea
house (cha-shitsu), where certain design features reflect a
way of life and have ceremonial meanings.

PHYSICAL COMPONENTS OF DESIGN

The foregoing section on aesthetic components stressed
the fact that, in design, the whole or total effect is more
important than the specific device or element used. The
same is true of architectural components, and this should
be kept in mind in the following discussion.

Ceilings. Although ceilings are in most interiors the
largest unbroken surface, they are often ignored by ama-
teur designers and even by professional designers. The re-
sult, especially in public and office interiors, is frequently
a mass of unrelated lighting devices, air conditioning out-
lets, and the like. Ceilings were emphasized in the Baroque
and 18th-century traditions: beautiful interiors of these
periods had highly ornate, decorated ceilings, with painted
surfaces or with intricate plaster details and traceries (Fig-
ure 12, left).

Few modern designers take advantage of the design pos-
sibilities offered by ceilings. One such possibility is the
creation of textural effects with wood. Of course, one must
respect the effect of a simple plaster ceiling in an otherwise
well-designed interior; often the white plaster ceiling is
needed to reflect light and to provide a calm cohesiveness
to the space (Figure 12, right). Since most modern ceilings
are low, a heavy texture or a strong colour could create a
depressing feeling; hence, the popularity of a plain white
ceiling. It is important for a plain ceiling to be just that:
a surface without blemishes, without bumps, and without
small unrelated areas of different height.

In contemporary public buildings there is frequently a
“hung” ceiling below interior concrete structural slabs.

Con-
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The space between the slab and the “hung” ceiling is
needed for mechanical equipment as well as to allow for
the recessing of the lighting system.

An earlier section of this article discussed the variation
of heights in relation to scale and space. It is important to
keep such varying ceiling heights related to the plan of the
room if such a device is to succeed. A lowered ceiling in
a dining area, for instance, can be pleasant and intimate,
but a lowered ceiling covering only part of the area can
be most distracting.

Floors. Basically, there are two kinds of floors for inte-
riors: those that are an integral part of the structure and
those that are applied after the structure is completed.
Interior designers working together with architects have
the opportunity to specify flooring such as slate, terrazzo,
stone, brick, concrete, or wood, but in most interiors the
flooring is designed at a later stage and is often changed
in the course of a building’s life. Sometimes it is possible
to introduce a heavy floor, such as terrazzo or stone, in a
finished building or during remodeling, but these materi-
als, beautiful as they are, tend to be too costly as surface
applications.

Man-made, or synthetic, floor coverings are usually clas-
sified as resilient floors. The oldest of this type is linoleum.
The resilient flooring materials marketed in the late 20th
century include asphalt, vinyl asbestos, linoleum, cork,
and vinyl. Cork, which is not a synthetic, is handsome, but
is difficult to maintain and is not exceptionally durable.
Basically, other resilient floor tiles are excellent flooring
materials that are both economical and easily maintained.
They can be given almost any appearance, which is a
temptation that manufacturers are unable to resist. When
the tiles are plain, in good colours or textures, they are
very attractive and appropriate, but often they are made
to imitate stone, brick, mosaic, or other materials, and
the results are generally of a less satisfactory nature. Pure
vinyls are the most expensive of the resilient floorings and
have been the most tortured in terms of “design.” The
vinyls are the softest and most resilient of the tiles and are
very easy to maintain. Asphalt tile is the least expensive
and consequently the most widely used resilient flooring,
although it is quite brittle and hard underfoot. Vinyl
asbestos is somewhat softer underfoot and, being grease
resistant, is easier to maintain than asphalt, but its cost is

Figure 12: Ceiling design.

(Left) Highly ornate Rococo ceiling, Pilgrimage Church at Wies, Upper Bavaria
(Germany), designed by Dominkus Zimmermann, 1745. (Right) Simple, white
plaster ceiling, Christ Lutheran Church, Minneapolis, Minnesota, designed by
Eliel and Eero Saarinen, 1950.

(Left) Toni Schneiders, (right) Balthazar Korab

generally higher. Linoleum, which ranges in cost between
the asphalt and pure vinyl floorings, is strong and suitable
for heavy-duty uses.

Ceramic tiles and quarry (unglazed) tiles are made not
only for such areas as bathrooms but, particularly in the
case of quarry tiles, are suitable for almost any space. In-
stallation usually requires a cement bed over the existing
subfloor, making this material difficult to use in existing
buildings. Like other natural materials, quarry-tile floors
possess a natural beauty and have the additional advan-
tage of easy maintenance.

Wood floors still account for a very large percentage
of all floors, especially in residences. In addition to the
strip oak floors, the standard for many apartment houses
or homes, many beautiful prefabricated parquet patterns
are available in a variety of woods and in many shapes
and sizes. These wood tiles can be installed, just like the
resilient floor tiles, over existing floors. Wood floors have
great warmth and beauty but have the disadvantage of
needing more care than do some of the synthetic tiles or
quarry tiles.

Walls. Every wall is a material in itself; and ideally no
material, if it is properly used, needs to be covered up.
Some elegant buildings constructed since 1960 have used
concrete in its natural texture—i.e., showing the form-
work left by wooden forms as a conscious expression of
the material. During the 19th century, fakery in design
was very popular, and part of the concern with the true
expression of materials today is a revolt against the ear-
lier tradition. In the 20th century, for instance, interior
brick walls are considered very beautiful and desirable, yet
many old townhouses have layers of plaster and paint or
wallpaper on top of attractive brickwork.

It is not unusual for a decorative detail or device to sur-
vive long after the valid reason for it has disappeared. Wall
panelling has been popular for hundreds of years, and,
indeed, a natural wood texture adds warmth and elegance.
The only way the craftsmen of earlier periods were able
to apply wood panelling was in frames (stiles and rails)
or wainscotting, since wood panelling was made of solid
wood and had to be broken up into narrow dimensions in
order to prevent warping and shrinking. Out of that need
developed beautiful details of moldings, carved details,
and carefully proportioned panelling. A similar art devel-
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oped somewhat later in plaster. Obviously, 20th-century
building costs and methods rarely permit real quality in
elaborate panelling or highly ornate plasterwork (Figure

13), nor would this sort of imitative design be appropriate
in a modern building. But wood panelling and plywoods
in many beautiful veneers are readily available and pro-
vide a vast range of beautiful, if expensive, wall surfacing
for important spaces. Prescored, pre-finished inexpensive
plywoods, on the other hand, are often used as finishing
materials for basement, recreation, or utility rooms in
many homes in the United States.

The use of fake moldings, with printed moldings or pan-
elling or with any of the countless imitation wall-surfacing
materials from brick wallpaper to artistically poor wall
murals, is the kind of decoration that a good designer
avoids. Even so, not every interior should be a plain
space with nothing but the natural walls. Highly deco-
rative wallpapers have long been available in bold and
exciting patterns. Often in 20th-century design a strong
paper is employed on one wall only, instead of having
the whole space surrounded by a dominant pattern. Many
wallpapers, such as grasscloth and shiki silk papers from
the Far East, have natural textures. For public spaces
and for any space requiring easy maintenance and special
cleanliness, a number of wallpapers have been developed
that are completely washable and sanitary. Most of these
are vinyl-coated fabrics, and some of them are extremely
strong and durable and are particularly suited for such
spaces as hospital or hotel corridors. Because these vinyl-
coated wall fabrics are usually specified by designers and
architects, the level of design is far superior to those made
for the home.

There are many wall-surfacing materials using fabrics
laminated to paper. These coverings provide warmth and
texture, as well as acoustic properties. Fabrics in general
have been used widely as wall-coverings in the past and
continue to be popular.

A designer’s imagination and the client’s budget are the
only limitation on the materials that may be used for
wall surfacing. Some, such as ceramic or mosaic tiles, are
extremely practical; some, such as cork, have excellent
acoustical characteristics. For functional or for aesthetic
reasons the designer may elect to use such materials as
leather, metals, plastic laminates, or glass. No wall in it-
self should be designed or selected without relation to the
total scheme.

Windows and doors. Windows and doors in contem-
porary design are not placed as decorative elements or as
parts of symmetrical compositions but are primarily con-
sidered as functional elements and are expressed as such.
If windows are carefully designed and placed for light, for
ventilation, for air, and for view, decorative treatment is
often unnecessary and a simple device such as a shade
or shutter will suffice to control light and privacy. Most
buildings, however, need window treatments, since no
particular care in the placement of fenestration was taken
by the builders.

The most frequently used devices are curtains and
draperies. Although semantically there is no clear dis-
tinction between the two, drapery implies more elaborate
treatments with lining, overdrapes, valances, and tassels.
A curtain, on the other hand, is lighter, more direct, less
theatrical, and more functional. Frequently, a light ma-
terial is chosen to provide privacy or light control with
minimum emphasis. Curtains, however, offer only partial
control over light, glare, and privacy; complete control or
privacy often requires shades, blinds, or shutters. Window
shades without overly ornate borders and tassels are a per-
fectly good device for those controls, and Venetian blinds
are also a most acceptable treatment.

Since the 1960s designers have tried to simplify window
treatments, and, if curtains, shades, or blinds were not
deemed appropriate for functional or aesthetic reasons,
devices such as chains or beads on windows or very simple
sliding panels were found to be more effective than more
elaborate treatments.

The essential considerations for windows must be based
on the functional needs and on the overall aesthetic in-
tent. If a space is well designed in architectural terms
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and presents a cohesive image, it rarely makes sense to
feature a window or door. Poorly detailed windows in of-
fice buildings or apartment houses are often overcome or
played down by using a simple curtain material covering
a complete window wall. The wall-to-wall and floor-to-
ceiling treatment of a window wall is frequently the only
way to screen out unattractive details.

Doors must be carefully planned, relating the swing and
location to the functional needs, and their heights, colour,
material, or textures to the adjoining wall surfaces or de-
sign elements in the space. Most doors used in the 20th
century are “flush” doors—that is, they have unbroken
surfaces made of wood or metal; even where glass is used
the attempt is usually made to have maximum glass area
unbroken by frames and moldings. Sometimes the en-
trance doors to important spaces are designed or decorated
as compositional focal points, but usually the emphasis is
on excellence in detailing and hardware rather than on
decorative surface designs.

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Fletcher Fund, 1931

Figure 13: Ornate plasterwork to decorate wall and ceiling:
dining room from Kirtlington Park, Oxfordshire, designed
by Thomas Roberts, completed 1748. In the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York City.

Other components. The detailing referred to in con-
nection with the handling of doors is one of the most
important factors in interior design. Every architectural
component must be detailed well. Poor details make for
poor design. The meaning of detailing in a design sense is
more than the graphic explanation of certain components
on a drawing. It means the way materials are put together,
the way one part is fastened to another, the way parts and
materials are expressed and articulated. Stairs or ramps are
architectural components of great importance, whether in
stores, in public buildings, or in homes. Since these struc-
tural features represent large vertical forms in space, they
often become the dominant design feature in an interior
space (Figure 14). Stairs in hotel lobbies, for example,
are usually in very prominent locations. The actual stair
design, however, is surprisingly restrictive and set. The
height of riser and its relation to the tread is fixed, and
variations for normal vertical circulation are extremely
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limited. Matters of detail involve such considerations as
whether the stair is open or enclosed, whether it is a
bold sculptural form or an airy dynamic shape (resulting
from the use of open treads without risers), whether the
stair honestly expresses its material (be it wood, steel, or
marble), or is wrapped in carpeting. The many detailing
possibilities present a real challenge to designers and, un-
like mass-produced windows, light switches, or plumbing
fixtures, give designers a chance to design in a completely
personal or creative way.

Maynard L. Parker

o

Figure 14: A ramp functioning as the focal element of an
interior: the former V.C. Morris Shop, San Francisco, designed
by Frank Lloyd Wright, 1948.

Components such as heating units, electric outlets and
switches, and telephone connections offer no design choice
other than the limited selection among mass-produced
products and the best placement within the space. The
pattern created by the placement of fixtures is as important
with walls or any other surfaces as it is for ceilings. A given
wall may have doors, windows, electric outlets, switches,
air-conditioning registers, and heating units (radiators or
convectors). It is the designer’s job to deal with all of
these components by design, by organization, by place-
ment or elimination, and by detailing. Often, the more
bulky components, such as radiators, can be “eliminated”
by building the unit into the wall or, in existing, poorly
detailed buildings, by creating a “built-in” appearance
through the inclusion of some design feature. Radiators or
convectors are often housed in neatly detailed enclosures
that may run the whole length of a window wall and
may at the same time provide an additional surface under
the windowsill. Depending on the location, a continuous
enclosure may contain some shelving or storage elements,
thus making use of the extra space not needed for the
actual heating unit (or air-conditioning unit).

In large, nonresidential interiors, the mechanical com-
ponents are often massive. For instance, the telephone
installation needed in an office for several hundred people
requires a very large space and a complex installation of
conduits and other elements that affect the interior design.
The air-conditioning or heating unit for a simple store
may be fairly bulky, and again the designer deals. with
the allocation of space as well as with the mechanical
function of the equipment. All of the mechanical equip-
ment for buildings is specified or engineered by specialists,
but it is essential that an interior designer have the basic
knowledge and understanding to be able to coordinate
the various specialties. The many pipes, stacks, and vents
that go into a plumbing system, although not exposed
and shown as a rule, are of real concern to the designer.

Whether architectural components are expressed and de-
tailed, whether they are concealed or built-in, they are
incorporated in the design.

Furniture and accessories. To the layman, furniture is
the most important aspect of interior design. It is a sig-
nificant component of design to the professional as well,
since it is the most personal and intimate product relating
man to a building. It is also personal because it can be
moved from one home to the next and handed on from
generation to generation, and often furniture takes on
important sentimental value. Accessories are even more
personal, but they are less significant to the overall effect
of the interior, since they are by nature smaller than furni-
ture. Almost anything that people own or collect could be
called an “accessory,” including functional objects, such as
ashtrays, and decorative objects, such as porcelain, glass,
Or ceramics.

Although some quite sophisticated furniture existed in
ancient Egypt, the use of furniture was rare during the
Middle Ages and only became significant in the West
during the Renaissance. During most subsequent periods
there have usually been close interrelations between archi-
tectural and furniture styles and modes of interior design.
(That aspect of furniture will be discussed below under
Historical and stylistic developments of interior design.)
The 20th-century pioneers of design and architecture—
such as Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, and Marcel
Breuer—were not able to find any suitable contemporary
furniture available in the 1920s and 1930s when they built
structures without historical references. They designed
much of their own furniture, and some of these modern
“classics” are still very much in demand. Well-designed
modern furniture developed in Scandinavian countries in
the 20th century out of the long tradition of craftsman-
ship and design prevalent in those countries. The real
beginning of modern furniture design in the United States
came only after World War II, and much of it was first
developed for nonresidential uses. Charles Eames, George
Nelson, and Florence Knoll are among the distinguished
American designers who have pioneered furniture design
and manufacturing processes. Their furniture primarily
was introduced to the public through use in public or
work spaces. A large segment of furniture manufacturers,
however, has still not been touched by design of any kind,
and furniture under such invented names as “Mediter-
ranean” or “Italian Provincial” (both nonexistent historic
styles) is still being foisted upon the public.

Whatever material or manufacturing process may be
used, the important criteria that must be applied in fur-
niture are function, comfort, and durability, together with
aesthetic considerations. Architects and interior designers
often prefer to build in furniture wherever possible, and,
indeed, some of the best historic and contemporary inte-
riors contain little movable furniture. An interior without
any furniture or accessories would probably appear stark
and uninviting, and it is clear that the personal touches
possible through selection of appropriate furniture and
accessories are very important.

One can use a vast array of decorative objects or plants
as accessories. In a way, every accessory used in'a home,
office, or public space is in some way a part of the total
composition, and must therefore be selected with care.
No rules exist on what is “proper” other than the basic
principles of design that were discussed earlier.

Lighting. Light is one of the key elements of interior
design. Most interior spaces constructed in the 20th cen-
tury are used as much with artificial light as with daylight;
because of this lighting has become a very significant tool
for the interior designer. There are three major aspects to
lighting: function, aesthetics, and health. The latter factor
is often ignored, but insufficient illumination can cause
eyestrain and physical discomfort. Illuminating engineers
have established recommended standards of illumination
for various tasks and have also provided rules and stan-
dards relating to brightness of the source of lighting and
controls for shielding the eye from direct glare. Light
can be diffused and can, in general, be controlled very
accurately.

Two basic types of lighting are used in modern interiors:

Personal
nature of
furniture

Use of
built-in
furniture



Types of
lighting

Design in
portable
lamps

Decorative Arts and Furnishings 13

Figure 15: Fluorescent, incandescent, and neon light used to create a particular atmosphere

or mood: Ocean Tank, New England Aquarium, Boston, architects and designers, Cambridge
Seven Associates, Inc., 1967. The dim light of the aquarium is immediately evocative of the

dark, mysterious underwater worid.
By courtesy of the Cambridge Seven Associates, Inc.; photograph, Norman McGrath

incandescent and fluorescent. The former is somewhat
redder than daylight but contains all colours of the spec-
trum. Since fluorescent light has an uneven spectrum,
colours tend to appear distorted. A mixture of the two is
often the best way to achieve colour accuracy. Some of
today’s fluorescent lamps are close to daylight accuracy,
and manufacturers continue to improve the quality of
available lamps. Both types of light can be used in “direct”
or “indirect” lighting in interiors or in a combination
of these methods known as semidirect or semi-indirect
(Figure 15).

Designers and architects strive to build in lighting as
much as possible. Recessed lighting, lighting coves, and
architectural lighting in general can be controlled much
more efficiently than portable lamps.

A good lighting scheme must provide some variety in
highlights, shadows, and accent lights to avoid monotony.
An even, overall lighting system, such as a luminous
ceiling, can be highly efficient, but it lacks character and
interest. Most interiors require a certain flexibility for dif-
ferent functions within the space at different times of day
and night. In certain interiors, such as stores and shops,
lighting becomes a display and sales tool, and in festive
spaces, such as ballrooms or theatres, the quality of light
can provide sparkle and mood more effectively than any
other component of design. One can think of the potential
of lighting in terms of the theatre. Some productions are
staged without formal sets, yet the changing mood and
setting can be suggested by controlled illumination.

Most intimate interiors depend to some extent on por-
table or fixed (ceiling and wall-mounted) lamps. The design
of lamps, especially table lamps for homes, has some-
how brought forth a vast array of bad designs, together
with a smaller number of good ones. Many lampshades
are similarly banal in design, but a shade as such is an
excellent diffusor of light and shield against glare. Some
lamps and shades are designed for specific tasks, others for
accent lighting.

Fabrics. There are three basic aspects that determine
appearance and suitability of fabrics for interior use: fibre
content, weave, and pattern. Fibres are either natural or
man-made. The important natural fibres are cotton, wool,
linen, and silk. Although silk has long been considered
the most elegant and desirable of all natural fibres, it does
not stand up well under direct sunlight and heat and, in
general, requires more care than most other fibres. Wool,
like silk, is an animal fibre; depending upon its weave, it

can be made into extremely strong and beautiful fabrics
and is therefore very much in demand for contemporary
interiors. Both cotton and linen are made from vegetable
fibres and are both durable and pliable. Unless cotton and
linen are interwoven with other fibres, however, they are
not generally as strong as wools or man-made fibres and
tend to be restricted to light-duty interior purposes.

Man-made (synthetic) fibres in the 20th century abound
under a variety of trade names, and new synthetics are
continuously being developed. Some of the major fami-
lies of synthetic fibres are glass fibres, acetate, acrylic and
modacrylic, nylon, olefin, polyester, rayon, and saran. The
chemical composition and processes used in the manu-
facture of man-made fibres make possible a variety of
specific qualities. Some offer strength and elasticity; some
offer resistance to fire, stain, mildew, sun, or abrasion;
and some offer resistance to moisture and organic agents,
others to crushing and wrinkling.

Many fabrics are woven in a combination of two or more
fibres in an attempt to improve the appearance or utility
or both. Another factor in selecting or specifying fabrics
is the touch of the fabric, or the “hand.” Certain fabrics
made from man-made fibres seem unpleasant to the touch
compared to silk or wool fabrics.

Weaving is an ancient art, and fundamentally there is
little difference between the very early handlooms and
the power looms found in major textile plants today. The
three most common weaves in use are plain weaves, which
include basket weaves; floating weaves, which include
twill and satin weaves; and pile weaves, which include
both cut and uncut weaves. Weaving techniques of lesser
importance to interior design include knitting, twisting,
forming, and felting.

The pattern of textiles, especially in contemporary terms,
is frequently the natural pattern created by the weave of
the fabric, although patterns are also created by printing.
In traditional textile terms, reference to pattern usually
meant a historic style. The history of textiles ranges from
early Egyptian and Oriental patterns to the present. Each
era has developed fashionable and popular patterns. Con-
temporary textile designs, for instance, are usually abstract
or geometric, but floral and large flowing patterns were
also popular in the 20th century.

Colour is one of the most important aspects of fabrics
in interior design, inasmuch as the colours of fabrics are
frequently the most important areas of colour in interiors.
Dye colours can be added to unspun fibres, spun yarns,
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or woven textiles. Colour fastness is a major concern to
interior designers, for faded fabrics can be quite detrimen-
tal to an interior.

Natural elements. No man-made object can equal the
beauty found in nature, and it is not surprising that the
introduction of natural elements into interiors has always
been considered desirable. In spite of their beauty, one
cannot arbitrarily introduce a plant, a tree, or rocks, or
water into an interior. The foremost considerations must
be the location of the space, its climate, and its relation-
ship to the outdoors.

Climatic considerations determine the kind of plant,
flower, or tree that can prosper in an interior. The most
beautiful plant will not survive long under adverse con-
ditions, and a dying tree or plant certainly offers no
decorative advantage.

The location and orientation of interior to exterior spaces
is another important consideration in the introduction of
natural elements. In warmer climates, it is possible to
have a gradual transition between interior and exterior,
and plants providing this natural transition will look well
and will prosper. In colder climates a real barrier of glass
or a solid wall separates the indoors from outdoors, and
at best the transition can be made visually.

There are a number of simple devices that make it
possible to keep delicate plants and flowers alive under
controlled conditions. Greenhouses in all sizes, ranging
from window size to room size can be the most delightful
areas of an interior, but obviously special conditions and
maintenance must be provided. The scale of plants or
small trees must be considered. One large indoor tree can
be a beautiful accent in even a small space. Too many
trees or plants in a small space would be overpowering,
unless indeed the space is designed primarily as a green-
house space or plant room.

Natural elements other than plants and flowers that can
be used in interiors are water, rocks, stones, or pebbles,
and planting areas in natural soil. For large spaces, usually
public buildings, pools or contained areas of water can be
extremely beautiful and exciting. Some interior features
have been created with running water and small recircu-
lated waterfalls. Sometimes a small area of pebbles with
a few plants or carefully chosen rocks can add a touch
of real beauty to an interior. Even collections of rocks,
minerals, seashells, and other natural elements provide the
touch of nature that can make an interior come alive.

DESIGN PROCEDURE

Professional interior-design assignments may range from
the design of a small apartment to extremely large and
complex jobs such as the planning and design of all of
the floors in an office building or the design of all the
spaces in a hotel or resort. The procedures vary somewhat
from one job to the next and depend upon the size of the
design organization, but the following basic outline covers
the usual procedures followed by professional designers.
Preliminary phases. The first step is the interview with
the client. This is often a series of conversations and must
eventually lead to a mutual agreement. Clients usually
have a good idea of their needs and preferences, yet an
experienced designer frequently sees some needs not en-
visioned by the client, and often he must reeducate the
client’s attitude about preferences. Obviously, the inter-
view must also convince the client that the designer is the
right one for his needs. Most established professionals do
not commence any design work nor engage in prolonged
meetings and conversations without a retainer for their
services. Depending upon the scope and complexity of
the job, agreements between clients and interior design-
ers range from simple letters written by the designers to
lengthy legal documents, covering precisely the services to
be rendered, as well as the procedures and responsibili-
ties. The designer makes a survey, including an analysis
of the client’s present program, and he often prepares a
new program. Frequently, for instance, a designer upon
surveying existing facilities finds that the redesign of these
facilities would be more suitable to the client’s needs and
more economical than the leasing of a new space or the
adding of additional space. More often the situation is

reversed: the client does not realize that investing in a
major renovation of his space does not permit room for
future change or expansion, and upon the design firm’s
advice new premises are obtained or built. Sometimes
there is a question of whether a particular interior of some
value or meaning should be restored or reconstructed, and
again the experience of the interior designer is needed for
those decisions.

When the job involves redesigning existing spaces, at a
very early stage the interior designer will require very
accurate plans of existing conditions. In many older build-
ings, there are no up-to-date plans, and the design firm
must take exact field measurements in order to obtain
plans and elevations for the existing spaces. These plans
must also reveal whether walls are bearing (supporting) or
whether they can be demolished. The electrical and me-
chanical system must be carefully evaluated, sometimes
by engineers.

For large jobs pre-architectural planning and program-
ming can consume many months or even years. Major
corporations contemplating major building projects need
precise programs, analyses of existing facilities and equip-
ment, and a number of alternate schemes and proposals.
Based upon the functions performed by the various de-
partments of a corporation and the interrelation of these
departments to each other, designers actually prepare a
schematic building shape (such as a high-rise building or
a series of smaller structures), including a basic system for
offices or other functions.

The final program outline is eventually presented to the
client for approval prior to any actual design work. The
budget obviously is a paramount consideration. Together
with the program analysis, designers must frequently pre-
pare an approximate budget or attempt to make their
proposals based upon a budget set by the client.

Among the additional factors that must be considered
are availability of materials and furnishings, maintenance
of the interior, and the character or appropriateness of the
planned scheme. Business interiors often represent large
investments for the clients, and a delay of several weeks
in the completion of a job, due to the non-availability
of products or furnishings, could represent a sizable loss.
In public interiors, such as hotels, stores, or educational
institutions, the maintenance factors must be carefully
analyzed. On a smaller scale, residential interiors must be
considered with similar care. Maintenance factors for the
floors of kitchens or children’s rooms are important.

Design and presentation. After the completion of a pro-
gram and the acceptance of the program by the clients,
the actual design work can begin. Designers usually work
on many alternative schemes. A single space such as a
restaurant or a carefully designed store takes many days
of preliminary design studies. As the size of the job in-
creases, the interrelation of individual spaces increases the
complexity of these studies, and it is quite likely that the
designer will need a rough study model in order to visual-
ize the spaces three dimensionally. Drawing and drafting
at that stage is the designer’s way of visualizing his own
ideas and at the same time putting them in such a form
that they can be communicated to his associates for dis-
cussion and eventually communicated to his clients. All
the aesthetic components come into play at that stage of
design, including colours, lighting, and textures, although
at the early design stages no precise selection of materi-
als or objects is made. Obviously, this creative phase of
interior design is based on thorough research and critical
analysis and is not simply the result of a sudden flash
of inspiration.

Once the designer or the team of designers feels that a
scheme has been arrived at within the stated objectives,
a preliminary presentation will be prepared. Although a
competent designer will try a number of possible schemes
for every job, he will, as a rule, decide which of the many
ideas he explored in rough form is the most successful
and that will be prepared for a preliminary presentation.
For important commissions, such a presentation might
consist of a number of sheets or presentation boards
showing plans, elevations, sketches, and renderings, and,
in many cases, models as well. Most clients are not

The need
for up-to-
date plans

Mainte-
nance
factors

The pre-
liminary
presen-
tation



Prepara-
tion of
final
drawings

Selection
and spec-
ification

of
furnishings

Building
supervision

trained to visualize space from plans and elevations, and
perspective sketches and renderings are necessary to fully
explain a scheme. At the preliminary presentation the spe-
cific colours, furnishings, and details are not resolved yet,
since the aim at that stage is to obtain the basic approval
from the client.

Final drawings and specifications. If a preliminary pre-
sentation has been completely accepted, the designers can
proceed to the final design stages. If changes have to be
made, another meeting (or meetings) with changed pre-
sentations may be necessary.

The next stages of the design may consist of a series of
drawings done by professional draftsmen or by the interior
designer himself, if he works as an individual. Depending
on the type of job, final drawings may consist of just a few
sheets or a very large number of drawings. Plans, eleva-
tions, details, sections, and specifications are the language
of architectural and design offices, and they are prepared
with carefully drawn dimensions and notes for the many
contractors who carry out the actual construction. Cer-
tain drawings may be done by subcontractors or related
trades; for instance, the air-conditioning system is usually
designed by air-conditioning engineers, and the duct work
must be designed in connection with the lighting system
in order to assure that lighting fixtures do not conflict with
ducts. Similarly, mechanical equipment—such as heating
or plumbing pipes, telephone cables, and electrical lines—
must be coordinated to avoid conflicts and problems.
Before outside firms or subcontractors become involved,
the designer or design firm usually prepares the design
drawings with sufficient information to enable various
contractorsto submit bids. Almost all major jobs are sent
out for bid to several contractors, in order to provide the
client or the designer as his agent with a series of compet-
itive estimates.

On complex and costly design commissions a final and
elaborate presentation may be prepared after the accep-
tance of the preliminary presentation. This might include
very carefully drawn perspective renderings in colour.
Many presentations include scale models and may consist
of nothing but carefully crafted models.

Together with the preparation of final drawings, interior
designers begin the process of final selection and speci-
fication of all furnishings. The process of selecting and
ordering fabrics, furniture, lighting, and all other furnish-
ings requires a thorough knowledge of available products.
In large cities there are often hundreds of sources, but, in
spite of the vast product choice available, it is not always
possible to find just the right fabric or just the right piece
of furniture. In such cases interior designers may have to
design special furniture, floor coverings, lighting fixtures,
or fabrics. Most interior designers are familiar with quality
products and maintain within their offices samples and
catalogs of furnishings that they consider of merit. The
products that have been selected by the designer are usu-
ally submitted to the client either as part of the original
design presentation or in a separate approval step. Meth-
ods of placing purchase orders vary. Many design firms
and individual designers prefer to limit their activity to
selection and specification and arrange to have the client’s
purchasing office place the orders. In other cases the de-
signer places the purchase orders but then submits the
invoices to the client for direct payment. In either case
ordering and specifying is an exacting task. Delivery and
availability is an important concern that the interior de-
signer is responsible for. If a hotel is scheduled for opening
at a specified date, it may be necessary to place orders
for furniture and furnishings as early as two years before
completion date in order to assure delivery on time.

Construction. The actual building of the interior, be
it a renovation or a new construction, needs consider-
able supervision by the designer, although constant on-
site supervision is not always required. For an office or
residence, a few visits may be sufficient. The thoroughness
of working drawings and details influences the degree of
supervision that is needed: the more complete the draw-
ings and specifications for a particular job, the less time
must be spent on the site during the building stage.

In spite of the fact that the workers are usually highly
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skilled craftsmen, there are questions that can only be
answered on the site, and there are always unforeseen
problems that require changes or on-the-spot decisions.
Many interior designers have considerable understanding
of construction and building technology, can communi-
cate with tradesmen intelligently, and are able to offer
valuable advice and suggestions. The situation can also be
reversed. Many construction workers are very skilled and
knowledgeable and are able to offer suggestions that de-
signers are happy to accept. The supervision must proceed
through all stages of a job. Knowledgeable designers spare
no effort to see that every phase of the job is done in the
best possible way.

As with other furnishings, interior designers select, com-
mission, or purchase artwork, plants, and accessories. In
residential interior design, clients usually own many of
these things or will certainly be involved in the selection
and purchasing, but in interior design for commercial
or public spaces this responsibility is in the hands of
the designer.

From the foregoing discussion, it will be clear that the
design of large interior jobs involves many detailed con-
siderations from the inception to the completion. For this
reason most large design firms dealing with hotels, gov-
ernmental or institutional clients, or large business firms
have developed work sheets and checklists for all aspects
of the work. Each phase of a job is usually under the
supervision of a job captain or chief designer, and each
checklist or form is controlled and checked repeatedly in
order to assure that everything has been considered and
that the job is moving smoothly to completion.

KINDS OF INTERIORS

Although the foregoing sections have mentioned differ-
ent kinds of interiors, in reference to both aesthetic and
physical components of design, there has been no specific
discussion of different design considerations for varying
interiors. The aesthetic criteria suggested in earlier sections
are subject to considerable variation, depending on the
kind of interior involved.

Residential interiors. Residential interiors are obviously
much freer and much more personal for both the interior
designer and the occupants than other types of interiors.
In fact, homes that have been designed unconsciously by
creative occupants without any standard decorative rules
are often the most beautiful ones. Certain planning and
functional considerations are constant in any residence,
and, although these too may be ignored by the occupant
who wishes to be strongly individualistic, they can provide
at least basic guidelines.

The planning of modern houses or apartments must take
into consideration the location of certain needs in rela-
tion to others. The dining space should be near the food-
preparation area, and the food-preparation area should be
accessible to the entrance used to bring in food supplies
and remove waste. Access to children’s sleeping areas
should not be through the adults’ living spaces. Access
to bathrooms should be close to the bedroom areas and
should not be through living or dining spaces.

The furniture arrangement for a living space must take
into account the occupant’s life-style and preferences. If
a space is planned for young people, no seating might
be provided other than the floor, but, for the more
conservative or older occupants, comfortable seating for
conversation and other activities is essential. Open-plan
houses (living, dining, eating facilities without separate
rooms) work splendidly and beautifully for some people
but might not be the ideal answer for a family with many
children and a desire for privacy at the same time. The
special storage needs that must be considered for many
homes vary from bookshelves to storage areas for bicycles,
from facilities for recorded music to storage of sporting
equipment. Such facilities can often be added by interior
designers, if not provided by the architect.

There are several types of residence, and each one may
require a different approach, partially based on economic
considerations. The private house owned by the occupant
warrants not only built-in designs and other permanent
design features (lighting, flooring, etc.) but, in general,
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lends itself naturally to anything within the imagination
of the designer and the budget of the owner. Cooperative
apartments are prevalent in larger cities, and those that
are bought outright by the owners can be designed and
changed as long as the structure of the building is not
tampered with. A different approach is usually called for
in rented apartments or houses. Major changes and special
furniture and other built-in features would be considered
a poor investment by the client and would, as a rule, be
frowned upon by the landlords.

In the past, professional help for residences has been basi-
cally reserved for wealthy clients. The residences involved
were often status symbols, and the furnishings were to a
large extent traditional furnishings and antiques. The best
of such ornately designed homes are authentic, museum-
like interiors, which indeed only the very affluent can
afford. (Most status-conscious interiors, however, consist
of reproductions and imitations and have little to do with
good design.)

Today, instead of being limited to the service of the
wealthy, the designer has a widening and important oppor-
tunity in a totally different aspect of residential interiors:
mass housing and low-income housing. Although only
in recent years have some designers involved themselves
in this area, with an increasing concern on the part of
both government and private enterprise for the effect of
environment, the field should offer a growing opportunity
for challenging creative work. Such designers, as well as
helping to create more liveable spaces for those with lim-
ited housing budgets, can also be of great help in assisting
occupants to choose simple, sturdy, attractive, and func-
tional furnishings. A major problem for many people, on
a variety of income levels, is the high cost of furnishings;
mistakes in judgment are too costly to be discarded and
thus must be endured. The help of professionals can min-
imize this problem and also protect low-income families
from being induced to buy installment-plan furnishings of
poor quality and design.

Public interiors. Space planning. Although many de-
signers are engaged in residential interior design, there has
been a marked shift away from that field since 1950, and
more designers than ever work in the design of public,
institutional, and commercial spaces. Space planning for
business firms, governmental agencies, and institutions
is a significant aspect of office design and is concerned
primarily with planning, allocation of spaces, and inter-
relations between offices, departments, and individuals.
The aesthetic or design phase varies with the degree of
importance attached to offices by the clients. In a large
firm, the clerical, accounting, or filing areas tend to be
well designed in terms of lighting, efficiency, space, and
function but have few frills or design features. The exec-
utive offices, reception areas, and conference rooms, on
the other hand, are frequently elaborately and luxuriously
designed, since they serve as images for the corporations
as well as status symbols for their occupants. Decisions
relating to size of offices and their furnishings are basically
arrived at through functional considerations. An executive
frequently must seat groups of people in his office. A
department manager or clerk will rarely need more than
one or two extra chairs.

Pre-architectural planning has taken on such importance
that many design firms provide™ this service. Through
careful study and analysis, standards of typical offices,
relationships of offices and departments to each other, the
need for flexibility and storage, and many other aspects of
work within a given business can be arrived at, and such a
study then becomes the program for the actual design of a
new building or premises. When truly large firms or gov-
ernmental agencies are involved, space studies preceding
the actual design may take several months or even years.

A rather recent innovation in office design is known as
office landscape (from the German word Biirolandschafi).
Above, in Modes of composition, it was noted that the
appearance of a “landscaped” space might seem chaotic.
Actually, however, the system was developed in the 1960s
by a German team of planning and management consul-
tants who made intelligent use of computer technology
to arrive at predictable relationships between persons and

departments in a given organizational structure. Office
landscape also takes into consideration the high cost of
building and the continuous need for change in large
corporations. The solution offered by these planners was
not to build the traditional permanent walls and private
offices but to arrange a large open space in a purely func-
tional plan. Divisions between people and departments
are created by free-standing screens, and plants are often
used to divide and enhance space. Office landscape has
been used in several major installations in the United
States, following considerable popularity in Europe, but
there are skeptics who question the basic claims of office-
landscape supporters that less space is required and that
the resulting democratization creates a better spirit and
working relationship among staff members.

It is interesting to note that even in conventional office
planning there is controversy about whether or not the
occupant of an office should be involved in its design.
Designers tend to insist on making all decisions, and man-
agement usually supports that point of view, yet psycholo-
gists, among others, counsel that a greater involvement of
the individual with his own personal environment would
be desirable.

Governmental interiors. A notable characteristic of in-
terior design for public buildings—such as court rooms,
assembly halls (on all levels of government including the
United Nations), city halls, and cultural buildings—is that
the consumer is excluded from participation in decision
making. Another is that in all cases the interiors try to
present a very definite image or symbol. Governmental
buildings, especially in the past, were designed to present
a solemn, awe-inspiring, majestic, and even slightly omi-
nous look, both in their architectural composition and
their interior treatment of spaces. For centuries, marble,
stone, lofty ceilings, and imposing architectural elements
have been traditional.

Institutional interiors. Schools, hospitals, and universi-
ties are examples of institutions now extensively using the
services of interior designers and architects. Many uni-
versities have staff designers dealing with the institution’s
many design needs, from office spaces to dormitories.
Certain institutional needs, such as operating rooms in
hospitals, are strictly functional, yet the patients’ rooms
and many other hospital facilities are very much within
the scope of interior design. Until recently, however, such
involvement was not prevalent, and it has been common
to refer to a sterile, dull-looking space as “looking like
a hospital.” A greater recognition of the influence of the
environment upon human behaviour has brought about
increased emphasis on interior design for all kinds of in-
stitutional interiors. Indeed, even though up to now little
work has been done by designers in penal institutions, it
is a safe prediction that in a short time there will be con-
siderable concern for the environmental qualities of these
institutions, as well.

Commercial interiors. Contemporary designers are
much involved with commercial spaces—such as stores,
hotels, motels, and restaurants. Many designers and design
firms specialize in highly specific spaces such as restau-
rants, and others may become specialists in the design
of showrooms for the garment industry. Frequently, the
design of a restaurant, shop, or hotel must be keyed to a
theme. It might be a nautical theme for a yacht club or
a theme based on the artifacts of the particular region in
which a hotel is located. Obviously, all commercial spaces
must be designed in a highly functional way. A store with
a beautifully designed interior will fail if it does not work
for circulation of customers, for display, for storage, and
above all for sales. Some of these functional needs create
difficult design problems. A hotel or motel room, for in-
stance, must be designed for use by individuals, couples,
and family groups. Maintenance is also an important fac-
tor in the design of commercial spaces.

Religious interiors. Religious architecture is heavily in-
fluenced by symbolic concepts as well as by the ritual
and traditions of a particular faith. Designers of religious
interiors must, therefore, base their approach on a set of
rules preceding all other design considerations. The simple
and modest Quaker prayerhouses, for instance, express the
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tenets of that faith as clearly as some of the richly ap-
pointed Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches.

Industrial interiors. Industrial interiors do not usually
involve interior designers. There are, of course, many
industrial spaces, such as workshops, laboratories, and fac-
tories, that have been planned by architects and designers,
and there are a few that have stressed some aesthetic con-
siderations. By and large, however, industrial interiors are
created as strictly functional spaces. For this very reason,
some of these spaces are quite beautiful. This may sound
paradoxical, but, like the modern bridge or airplane, they
can be extremely handsome without the conscious attempt
to create beauty.

Special interiors. Although an attempt was made to
classify the kinds of interiors that are the prevalent concern
of interior design, there are many kinds of special interiors
that at times fall within the larger field of environmental
design and that do not fit into a particular category or even
a professional subspecialty. Transportation design may be
part engineering, part industrial design, part architecture,
and part interior design. Interiors of ships are certainly
interior design, but the interiors of automobiles, aircraft,
and trains are often a combination of many specialties.
The advent of large commercial aircraft has taken the air-
craft interior out of the area of the strictly functional, and,
indeed, the introduction of these large planes has seen an
intense competition among the airlines to create spaces
that go beyond the concept of mere seating. Also included
in transportation design are the terminal buildings associ-
ated with air, road, and water transportation systems.

A less spectacular example is the field of exhibition de-
sign, another area of design having interfaces with other
fields, including, in this case, graphics and advertising.
Related to this field are museum design and exhibition
and the preservation and restoration of historic buildings.

It is clear that any man-made interior or exterior space
is influenced by design or its absence. More important
than a listing of the various kinds of special interiors is
the underlying fact that designers are becoming involved
in all aspects of the environment. (AAF)

Historical developments

The art of interior design encompasses all of the fixed and
movable ornamental objects that form an integral part
of the inside of any human habitation. It is essential to
remember that much of what today is classified as art and
exhibited in galleries and museums was originally used
to furnish interiors. Paintings were usually ordered by
size and frequently by subject from a painter who often
practiced other forms of art, including furniture design
and decoration. Sculptors in stone or bronze were often
goldsmiths who did a variety of ornamental metalwork.
The more important artists had studios with assistants and
apprentices and often signed cooperative work. Many ar-
chitects also designed interiors, including the accessories—
furniture, pottery, porcelain, silver, rugs, and tapestries.
Paintings often took the form of cabinet pictures, framed
to be hung on a wall in a particular position, such as over
a door. Murals were painted on a diversity of subjects;
during the period of the Baroque style in the 17th century,
murals sometimes were painted to look like an extension
of the interior itself, making it appear more spacious. Mir-
rors were employed for the same purpose of adding space
to an interior.

The deliberate use of antiques as decoration was unusual
in most periods. Generally, in older houses elements of
the previous decorative scheme were relegated to less im-
portant rooms when new decoration was undertaken to
bring an old interior into line with current fashion. In this
way many antiques have been preserved. The art market
has existed from the earliest times for the purpose of
providing both new and antique works for the decoration
of interiors, but in early times the market in old work
was usually limited to paintings by admired masters and
goldsmith’s work.

Only within the recent historic past have any interiors but
those belonging to the rich and powerful been considered
worthy of consideration. Still more recent is the collection
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of the interior furnishings of the past by museums and
galleries, where they are studied in scholarly isolation. The
segregation of such objects in galleries, however, has led to
an increasing misunderstanding of their original purpose;
and the division of the arts by museum curators into the
fine arts and the decorative (or industrial) arts has helped
to obscure the original functions of interior furnishings.

To some extent the present attitude has resulted from the
rise of the specialist collector since the 1840s. Porcelain
and silver, for instance, no longer fulfill their original pur-
pose as part of the household furnishings but are collected
into cabinets, since they are so precious. Similarly, the
small porcelain figures of Meissen, which were originally
part of a table decoration and an integral part of a service,
are now too highly valued to be so used.

ORIGINS OF INTERIOR DESIGN

The notion of interior design historically has arisen as
part of a settled agricultural way of life. The tents of
nomadic peoples were hardly suitable for the more perma-
nent forms of decoration. Among Central Asian nomads,
however, carpets and rugs have been employed to deco-
rate and provide comfort in tents and portable dwellings,
usually taking the form of coverings for floor and bed, and
these have been the principal form of art of the peoples
concerned. The oldest nomadic carpet, found in Central
Mongolia, dates to the 5th century Bc, but geometrically
patterned stone reliefs from Assyria in the 7th century BC
are thought to be based on earlier carpet patterns.

Hunting peoples living in caves decorated the walls with
paintings as early as 20,000 years ago, but these were
almost certainly votive paintings rather than decoration,
and no trace of movable furniture has survived.

Primitive peoples. Although the practices of present-
day primitive peoples sometimes shed light on the histor-
ical origins of those practices, there is too little art and
decoration in such communities today to illuminate the
beginnings of interior decoration. No clear-cut progres-
sions of styles, like those that occurred in Europe, can
be identified except among peoples who could hardly be
regarded as primitive, such as the former civilizations of
South America or the Benin culture of Africa. Neverthe-
less, even the poorest and most primitive peoples devote
some time to the production of works that give them
pleasure, and these works often are employed to deco-
rate interiors. Primitive painting often consists of a series
of abstract patterns, such as that on the pottery of the
Pueblo Indians. Furniture, such as wooden stools, usu-
ally has some ornamental carving. Basketwork, wooden
vessels, and pottery are decorated with abstract geometri-
cal patterns, and an insistence on symmetry is the rule.
Since most of these patterns—especially those to be found
in basketry and textiles—bear no resemblance to natural
forms, they probably arose from the nature of the tech-
niques employed in making the objects in question.

Ornament based on natural objects more or less re-
alistically depicted probably had a magical connotation;
animals, for instance, are intended to promote success in
hunting. Even the most abstract and geometric of motifs
have a symbolic meaning, which can be interpreted by
those who know the key, and this meaning is almost al-
ways magical. There are few objects or motifs that do not
have some meaning, and the making of objects that have
no other purpose than the pleasure taken by their creator
in executing them is very rare.

Origins in Western antiquity. Excavations in ancient
Mesopotamia and Egypt suggest that the earliest equiva-
lent of furniture consisted of platforms of bricks, which
served as chairs, tables, and beds, no doubt spread with
textiles or animal skins. There is also good reason to think
that walls were painted and, in the case of more impor-
tant buildings, decorated with mural paintings. Movable
furniture first occurred only in the most important resi-
dences, such as palaces, and in public buildings. Furniture
is of considerable antiquity, though it is known, for the
most part, only from wall paintings, sculpture, and vase
paintings. Some furniture survives from ancient Egyptian
tombs from about 3000 Bc in the form of beds, chairs,
tables, and storage chests. It is in such furniture that dec-
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oration is first seen—in the leg of the bull and the lion
employed as a furniture support, especially for beds. It is
from this point in the ancient past that the development
of interior design can be traced historically.

INTERIOR DESIGN IN THE WEST

Ancient world. Egypt. In contrast with the monumen-
tal tombs and temples of stone, many of which remained
intact to the 20th century, Egyptian houses were built
of perishable materials, and, therefore, few remains have
survived. Sun-dried or kiln-burnt mud bricks were used
for the walls; floors consisted of beaten earth, and a thin
coat of smooth mud plaster was often used as an inter-
nal wall finish.

In its simplest form the applied decoration was a plain
white or coloured wash, but, in larger houses, patterns in
varying degrees of elaboration were painted on the plaster.
Rush matting was hung across most internal door open-
ings and used as screening inside the small, high windows.
It is probable that decorative wall hangings and floor
coverings were made of rushes or palmetto woven into
a pattern, since painted representations of such hangings
have survived from 5th-dynasty tombs at Saqgarah. In the
workmen’s village of Kahun, built in the 12th dynasty (c.
1900 BC), some of the more well-to-do houses contained
rooms decorated with brown-painted skirting, one foot
(0.3 metre) high, then a four-foot (1.2-metre) dado (the
lower portion of wall that is decorated differently from
that above it) striped vertically in red, black, and white.
Above this the walls were buff coloured with brightly
painted decorative panels in the more important rooms,
and ceilings were also often of painted wood. It may be
assumed that the lavish tomb decoration of all periods was
basically derived from the domestic interiors of their time.

Many Egyptian decorative motifs are stylized from natu-
ral forms associated with the life-giving Nile. The lotus bud
and flower, the papyrus, and the palm appear constantly
with borders of checkered patterns or coiled, ropelike spi-
rals, giving an air of space and elegance. The palace of
the pharaoh Akhenaton and other large houses at Tell el-
Amarna (c. 1365 Bc) reflect a tendency toward naturalism
in their ornamentations. Akhenaton, his queen Nefertiti,
and their daughters are frequently represented, usually
grouped affectionately together. Other painted panels show
animals and birds with twining borders of vegetation.
Molded, coloured, glazed ware was introduced to give a
brilliant inlay of grapes, poppies, cornflowers, and daisies,
all in natural colours. The use of square ceramic tiles as
a wall surfacing was uncommon but not unknown. Pri-
mary colours were the most common, a brilliant yellow
being among the most frequently used, but terra-cotta,
gray, black, and white were all added to give contrast.
Even floors were delicately painted to represent gardens
or pools. One of these at Tell el-Amarna shows a rectan-
gular tank with swimming fish and waterfowl, bordered
with lotus and papyrus marshland, with an outer band
showing more birds and young cattle in the meadows
beyond. Furniture ranged from the simplest benches and
ceramic pots to beautifully designed chairs, small tables,
and beds in the homes of the rich, where many vases,
urns, ceramic, wood, and metal utensils evince a fastidi-
ous, luxurious way of life.

Mesopotamia. Very little furniture survives from an-
cient Mesopotamia, principally because climatic condi-
tions are not conducive to the preservation of wood. What
is known has been learned principally from reliefs and
cylinder seals. Furniture mounts of bronze and ivory have
been excavated, however, and fragments of furniture were
uncovered in the royal tombs at the city of Ur, in an-
cient. Sumer. In quality of craftsmanship and decoration,
Mesopotamian furniture was comparable to that of Egypt.

The mud-brick houses of the Sumerian and Old Baby-
lonian periods in the Tigris-Euphrates valley resembled
their modern counterparts in their rectangular outline and
the groupings of rooms about a central court, which was
either roofed or open. In most houses, decoration proba-
bly was confined to a wide black or dark-coloured skirting
painted in diluted pitch with a band of some lighter colour
above. Door frames were sometimes painted red, probably

as a protection against evil influences, and where doors
were used they may have been of palm wood. The poorer
houses were simply whitewashed.

In the most elaborate Assyrian palaces the main decora-
tive features were panels of alabaster and limestone carved
in relief, the principal subjects being hunting, ceremonial,
and war, as in the palace of the warrior king Sargon II
at Khorsabad (705 Bc). Panels and friezes of ceramic tiles
in vivid colours decorated the walls inside and out, and
it is evident that this brilliance of colour was a feature
of much Assyrian and Babylonian decoration (Figure 16).
Carved stone slabs were used as flooring, with typical
Mesopotamian rosette and palmette (stylized palm leaf)
borders. Occasionally, Egyptian lotus motifs also appear.

EB inc. with permission of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin-GDR
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Figure 16: Brilliantly coloured glazed brick decoration, facade of the
throne room, palace of Nebuchadrezzar I, Babylon, c. 600 BC.

Vigorous and warlike figures characterize both Assyrian
and Babylonian work, and the standard of execution was
extremely high. Naturalistic detail was often engraved on
the surface of the figures and animals, which themselves
were in relief. After the Persian conquest (539-331 BC)
this vigour declined. The palaces built by the Persian
kings Darius and Xerxes I at Persepolis show a lighter use
of animal figures. Glazed and enamelled tiles were used
on the walls, while timber roof beams and ceilings were
painted in vivid colours.

Crete. The most important buildings of the pre-Hellenic
Minoan and Mycenaean periods were the citadel com-
plexes, housing the entire court of the ruler. The palace of
King Minos at Knossos in Crete (c. 1700-1400 BC) gives
evidence of a small but sophisticated society with a taste
for luxury and entertainment and a corresponding skill
in applied decoration. Frescoes (paintings executed with
water soluble pigments on wet plaster) and some panels of
painted relief decorated the walls of living rooms and cere-
monial rooms, which were grouped asymmetrically round
a series of courtyards (Figure 17). Many aspects of Cretan
life were depicted, the recurring theme being the acrobatic
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Figure 17: Frescoed throne room, palace of King Minos at
Knossos, Crete, c. 1700-1400 BC.
Bernard G. Si Rapho/Photo

bullfighting on which a religious cult was probably cen-
tred. Even the backgrounds of friezes and panels, which
depicted many-coloured painted birds, animals, and flow-
ers, were given an effect of movement, being divided into
light and dark areas. Plain dadoes and borders provided
an effective foil and gave articulation to the interiors.

As seafarers, the Cretans could import a rich variety of
materials for building and decorative purposes; a wealth of
ideas can be seen in the fine pottery, carved ivories, and
beaten gold, silver, and bronze with which their palaces
were ornamented.

The pottery and metalwork of the Minoans was techni-
cally in advance of other Mediterranean peoples of the
time, and they were especially expert in firing such large
pottery objects as storage jars and baths. Some furniture,
especially storage chests, was made of terra-cotta. A chalice
made of obsidian, a volcanic glass about as hard as jade,
could only have been shaped by grinding with an abrasive
such as emery procured from Cape Emeri on the island
of Néxos; the form was apparently based on metalwork.
Excavations have proved the existence of an advanced
sanitary system, with baths either of marble or terra-cotta.

Greece. A period of so-called dark ages in Greece fol-
lowed the destruction of Knossos in ¢. 1400 Bc, but
Cretan civilization had already influenced the mainland
before then. Small terra-cotta models of furniture and
fragments of tables and chairs dating from as early as
1350 Bc have been found. Homer’s epic Odyssey, dating
from the 9th-8th century Bc, speaks of a chair inlaid with
ivory and silver, and sheet copper was used to sheathe
beams and architraves. The description of a bed reveals it
to have been a rectangular wooden frame with coloured

leather thonging, like the usual Egyptian bed, and inlaid

with silver and ivory. At this time also, wooden vessels
were decorated with sheet-gold ornament with repoussé
work (ornament in relief made by hammering the reverse
side).

Little or no Greek furniture survives from the classical
period (5th century BC), but there is ample evidence that it
was well constructed and elaborately decorated. The large
number of surviving painted vases are a valuable source
of information about many aspects of Greek life, and
furniture of all kinds—chairs, tables, day couches used
for dining, and a large number of accessories—can be
identified. These paintings, in fact, were among the major
influences on the French Empire style of the early years
of the 19th century. Egyptian influence can be traced in
some of the early pieces of furniture, an example being a
type of chair having a single leg with a lion’s head at the
top and a single paw at the bottom. This also was to be a
favourite theme of the Empire style.

In the Hellenistic period (323-31 Bc), domestic comfort
and decoration were considered once more. Mosaic floors
were an important decorative device, originally made of
pebbles as at Olynthus but later developing into the black-
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and-white or coloured mosaics that were widely used
throughout the Roman Empire (see the section Mosaic
below). A central, finely designed panel with realistic mo-
tifs and a wide, more coarsely executed border of scroll
or key patterns acted as a focus for the arrangement of
furniture, which was still limited in quantity.

Rome. Much more is known about Roman interior
decoration, and Roman furniture was based on earlier
Greek models. From the beginning of the Christian era
the predominant Western style was that derived from an-
cient Greece by way of Rome. Classical styles were based
on mathematically expressed laws of proportion that were
applied not only to buildings as a whole but also to much
of the interior decoration.

Roman interior decoration is known both from literary
sources, such as Pliny’s Natural History and the Histories
of Suetonius, and from excavations, such as those that
uncovered the remains of the Golden House of Nero soon
after 1500 and those at Pompeii and Herculaneum in Italy
in the 18th century.

There are many misconceptions about the decoration of
the period, most of which date from the 18th century and
the classical revival that began soon after 1750. Many ex-
cavated bronze objects, including statues, and any bronze
that remained above ground, such as the roofing of the
Capitol, were melted during medieval times for new work,
since bronze was a scarce and expensive metal. This led
to the assumption that marble predominated, which is not
necessarily true, especially in the case of statuary. Time
and exposure to the weather has removed the colour from
much of the marble that has survived, but in classical
times it was commonly painted and sometimes gilded.
Wall paintings at Pompeii and Herculaneum are ample
testimony to this. Wall decoration began there about 150
BC, and, by about 80 Bc, plastered walls were being made
to look like masonry. Such decoration was combined with
the true architectural features—e.g., doors and pilasters
(flattened columns attached to the wall). The panels are
painted variously in yellow, black, magenta, and red, with
some imitation marbling indicating an earlier custom of
applying marble veneers. Rich colour was also supplied
by superbly executed mosaic floors, elegant couches with
coloured cushions, and bronze tripods and lamps, such as
in the cubiculum of a villa at Boscoreale near. Pompeii
preserved in the Metropolitan Museum in New York City
(Figure 18).

Roman wall painting depicted columns, niches, and open
windows with elaborate imaginary views and figures be-
yond. Painted ruins, such as those in the Villa of Livia,
Rome, were the precursors of the 18th- and 19th-century
Romantic taste in western Europe.

It has been said that Augustus, who was emperor from

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1903

Pompeii, 1st century AD. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York City.
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27 BC to AD 14, found Rome of brick and left it of marble,
and certainly the interior decoration of imperial Rome ex-
pressed the emergence of the city as a world power toward
which flowed much of the wealth of the empire. Exotic
marbles began to be imported, and brick walls were faced
with polished slabs of white and coloured stone. In the
more luxurious interiors or for special purposes, obsidian,
a natural volcanic glass dark green or purplish-brown in
colour, and copper-green malachite were occasionally to
be found in the capital. A limited amount of window
glass—mostly small, thick, and discoloured panes—was
used, for sheet glass was difficult to manufacture. Large
translucent crystals of selenite (a kind of gypsum) were
sometimes employed to admit light.

Some of the large houses contained a picture gallery,
known as the pinacoteca, for the display of easel pictures.
These have now virtually disappeared, but mural paint-
ings are fairly common. Pictorial decoration for floors and
walls was supplied by mosaics, the picture built up of small
fragments (tesserae) of coloured stones, mostly marble, or
of small pieces of coloured glass backed by gold foil to
increase its reflective power. The subjects are very diverse.
Floor-mosaics in dining-rooms were sometimes decorated
with simulated fragments of food, as though they had
dropped from the table.

Roman furniture was made of stone, wood, or bronze.
Villas were largely open to the air, and stone benches and
tables were common. Wooden furniture has not survived,
but bronze hardware for such furniture is well-known.
Buffets with tiers of shelves were used to display silver.
Tables were often made of exotic woods and veneers, with
ivory, bronze, or silver trim. Tortoiseshell veneers were
popular. The dining couches, which replaced chairs, were
richly decorated, often with gilded silver or bronze. Chairs
followed earlier Greek forms, and while no fixed uphol-
stery was provided, cushions were plentiful.

The art of tapestry came to Rome from Egypt, where
the craft was an ancient one. Few Roman textiles have
survived, and those have mostly been found in Egypt and
were probably made there. Rugs woven on a linen foun-
dation were imported from Egypt, and fabrics, including
rugs, were imported from the Near East. The richest car-
pets came from Pergamos, in Asia Minor, and were the
most highly valued. They were probably woven with gold
and silver thread. Nothing survives of these rich textiles
because they were all burned long ago to extract the metal.
Roman walls were hung with tapestries, and pillars were
decorated with textiles. Silk was imported from China
until the time of Justinian, in the 6th century, when silk-
worms were clandestinely brought from East Asia and the
industry was established in Europe.

The Romans were highly skilled glassworkers. Domestic
glass was made in large quantities, both utilitarian and
decorative, and factories were established for the purpose.
Mirrors, however, were normally made of polished bronze
or silver; if glass mirrors existed at all, they must have
been very small.

The amount of bronze employed in household equip-
ment of all kinds was vast. Small pieces of furniture, such
as stools, were made wholly of bronze, and a few spec-
imens have survived. Saucepans were made in factories,
some bearing what appears to be the trademark of a swan.
Lighting fixtures were also made in quantity, of prefabri-
cated parts, and they played a large part in the decoration
of the interior. By the st century AD enormous quantities
of silver went into the making of such objects as large and
heavy platters displayed on the buffets. Bowls and simi-
lar pieces of hollow ware were commonly decorated with
repoussé ornament, less often with engraving, which is
usually to be found on the backs of bronze hand mirrors.
Antique silver commanded a high price.

Statuary in bronze, from Etruscan sources or looted
from Greece and the Greek colonies, decorated the more
important interiors. The theatre of Scaurus, for instance,
housed 3,000 bronze statues. Some Roman statues have
been excavated at Pompeii and elsewhere, but most were
remelted. Only one Roman bronze statue has remained
above ground in Italy since it was made—the equestrian
Marcus Aurelius in Rome.

Pottery was not among the luxuries of ancient Rome. Ves-
sels such as storage jars (amphorae), lamps, bricks, pipes,
and architectural ornament were made in factories. Pot-
tery for the table was usually of the so-called Samian ware,
although it was made in many other places than Samos;
this had a red polished surface and, often, molded relief
decoration reminiscent of contemporary silver. Tableware,
too, was made in factories and often marked with the
name of the potter. Pottery vases of fine quality were made
in imitation of those of Greece. They include most of the
familiar Greek types, especially the krater (with a large
round body, large mouth, and small handles), although
the form often varies. The decoration is principally of
the red-figure type (black with decorations in red) but is
usually much more elaborate than on the Greek originals.

Themes of decoration are many, and most come from
Greek sources. They became part of the vocabulary of
classical ornament that was employed during later classi-
cal revivals, such as the Renaissance and the Neoclassical
movement of the 18th century. The acanthus leaf is by far
the most common, and it was in almost continuous use
from the 5th century Bc in Greece to the 19th century in
the West. The Greek and Byzantine acanthus leaf is in-
clined to be stiff and formal; the Roman and Renaissance
form is much more natural. The vine-leaf and grapes
motif is also common, and the palmette occurs especially
on painted vases. The ivy, laurel, olive, and honeysuckle
(anthemion) are usually to be found as frieze ornament,
sometimes in stylized form. Festoons, garlands, and swags
of laurel were common decorative elements in relief sculp-
ture. “Cable,” or “twisted rope,” a kind of plaited orna-
ment, was often used for the same purpose. Rosettes—
stylized simple roses with equally spaced petals—were
widely used. Originally an Assyrian design, they have
continued in use to the present. Egglike forms alternating
with tongue- or dart-shaped ornaments originally were a
carved stone architectural ornament; they were taken over
in later times as part of interior plasterwork.

The lion was very popular, especially the mask and
paws, and was employed over a long period, as late as
the 19th century, as a furniture ornament or as a door-
knocker or handle. Mythological animal forms included
the griffin and the chimera, both of Mesopotamian origin,
and the sphinx, from Egypt and Corinthian Greece. The
head of the ram, a sacrificial animal, commonly orna-
mented altars and candelabra. The ox skull and horns
occur during Roman times, but not often thereafter. The
eagle, representing Jupiter, was the symbolic motif of the
Roman legions. The human mask surrounded by foliage
was common and is usually derived from the masks em-
ployed in the theatre or from the head of Medusa, which
was especially used as a shield ornament. Atlantes and
caryatids, male and female human figures, respectively,
were originally used instead of plain columns on building
exteriors but were later employed for a variety of orna-
mental purposes—for example, as part of the decoration
of some Renaissance cabinets of architectural form. Tro-
phies were always popular. Weapons arranged in a pattern
were carried in the Roman triumphs and later sculptured
on monuments. This classical form of ornament was later
extended to other groups of implements: in the 18th cen-
tury, for instance, rustic trophies were formed by grouping
agricultural implements, such as spades, bechives, and
rakes, into a decorative pattern, and musical trophies were
made of musical instruments for the same purpose.

A common type of decoration surviving especially in
Pompeii is the frieze of small putti, or cupids, in a variety
of guises and at work at a large number of different tasks.
These persisted in popularity until well into the 18th cen-
tury, when porcelain figures of putti in disguise or in an
allegorical pose became common. They were also painted
on furniture or as part of wall decoration.

Equally popular, but remaining virtually unknown till
the discovery of the Golden House of Nero c. 1500, are
the ornamental motifs known as grotesques (because they
were found below ground in a “grotto,” a word that strictly
means an excavated chamber containing murals). Roman
grotesques were fantastic figures, human and animal, that
terminated in leafage (usually the acanthus leaf) or in a
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fishtail, in conjunction with floral and foliate ornament

and arabesques. Revived by Raphael about 1517 for the

decoration of the loggia of the Vatican, these motifs be-
came widely popular, in many different forms, from the
first decade of the 16th century until late in the 18th.

Middle Ages. From the fall of Rome, when the city
was finally sacked by Odoacer in 476, to the 15th cen-
tury, when the Renaissance was already well advanced,
information about the decoration of interiors is scarce. Its
history has to be pieced together from surviving objects
and illuminated manuscripts.

Byzantium. The capital of the Eastern Roman Empire,
Constantinople (formerly called Byzantium, later Stam-
boul, presently Istanbul) was a convenient meeting place
for East and West. It felt the influence of Persian art
and transmitted it to early medieval European Christian
styles. Most surviving Byzantine interiors are ecclesiasti-
cal, although secular wall paintings and especially mosaics
continued to be popular. The Iconoclasts of the 8th cen-
tury, however, not only proscribed the making of images
but destroyed most of those already existing. Ivory carving
was highly developed, and furniture was inlaid with ivory
plaques and decorated with carvings. Goldsmith’s work,
which had existed in large quantities in ancient Rome,
was equally popular in Constantinople. Decoration was
usually of the repoussé type, with subjects from classical
mythology. Very few gold objects have survived, and most
bronze work has also been lost. Decorative textiles of fine
quality were common, and a few fragments have survived.
It is in some of the rare fragments of patterned silks of
the 7th or 8th century that the Persian influence is most
often to be found. Silk at one time was imported in vast
quantities from China.

Constantinople tended to become increasingly an Orien-
tal city as the Greek influence introduced by Alexander
the Great waned in the Near and Middle East and the
new civilization of Islam was established. (Ge.S./Ed.)

Early medieval Furope. In the constant warfare that
was waged in Europe in the early medieval period, mate-
rial possessions dwindled to a minimum: a man did not
own for long anything he could not defend and had little
use or opportunity for interior decoration. If he possessed
more than one house, his furniture and possessions would
go with him from place to place. During this time, the
arts came to be monopolized by the church, which grew
to dominate all aspects of the medieval world.

By the 9th century the Romanesque style was well es-
tablished in northern Europe. It made far greater use of
the semicircular arch and vaulting than had the Imperial
Roman style. Much of the sculpture decorating buildings
was influenced by the Middle East. The court of Charle-
magne in the 9th century was in communication with
that of the caliph Harun ar-Rashid, in Baghdad, and the
Arabs had opened up a sea route between the Persian Gulf
and China. Oriental textiles, imported through Venice and
Genoa, began to be found in the more luxurious Euro-
pean interiors, and in the 13th century the first piece of
Chinese porcelain, brought back by Marco Polo, found its
way to the West and is still preserved in the treasury of
St. Mark’s, Venice.

Late into the medieval period, the larger houses, generally
called castles, were designed according to military rather
than aesthetic principles. The main room was a spacious
hall with timber or stone walls (sometimes plastered), an
open-beamed roof, narrow slit windows (as yet unglazed),
and a floor of stone slabs, tiles, or beaten earth. In the ear-
lier houses the fire burned in the centre of the floor, and
the smoke either drifted through a central hole in the roof
or dispersed among the rafters; but wall fireplaces soon re-
placed this unsatisfactory system. Furniture was probably
limited to plain stools, benches, and trestle tables, made
of local timber, and some heavy chests in which personal
possessions were stored. The feudal lord and his lady sat
on more elaborate chairs on the dais (raised platform), and
a coloured hanging of plain fabric sometimes decorated
the wall behind them. Wall hangings and tapestries be-
came more common in Norman times (1066-1189), when
stone carving on doorways, fireplaces, window openings,
column capitals, and arcading superimposed on the inside
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walls was also introduced. Such hangings can still be seen
in the Norman castles of Rochester, Kent, and Chepstow
in England. The whole community often lived and slept
in the one hall, but as time went on, two main rooms—
the hall and the chamber—were provided. At first, rooms
were divided by woolen hangings, hung from iron rods
or from the rafters. The houses of the poor were simple,
timber-framed shelters with bare earth floors and undec-
orated walls. Such conditions, with variations according to
local circumstances, were generally prevalent in western
Europe until the end of the 12th century.

Late medieval Europe. During the 12th and 13th cen-
turies those who had taken part in the Crusades learned
something of luxurious living in the Near East, and as a
more secure way of life was becoming possible at home,
they began to improve their own living conditions. The
castle slowly evolved into the manor house. Household
equipment became more elaborate and important, no
doubt partly because the women had played a greater part
in household management since the absence of the men
on the Crusades.

Curtains of finer texture began to replace wooden window
shutters or heavy homespun hangings. Tapestries relieved
the bareness of the walls and gave additional warmth to
rooms, and other textiles and tapestries were draped over
chairs and tables, and brightly coloured woven or embroi-
dered cushions were used. The fine wood ceilings of the
large rooms were sometimes coffered and often painted in
bright colours, particularly in France. The disappearance
of much of this colour with the passage of time lends a
false austerity to surviving medieval interiors.

A greater number of rooms, serving special needs and
giving increased privacy, came into use, although the
house was still not planned as a whole. The kitchen, but-
tery, and pantry were placed at the lower end of the hall
beyond a carved timber or stone screen, which, in larger
houses, supported a minstrel’s gallery. At the opposite
end, there was a chamber, or withdrawing room, perhaps
with a solar (upper room) above it, used as a bedroom or
as a special apartment for the ladies. A guest room was
occasionally provided. In the 13th and 14th centuries, the
wardrobe was a room with presses for storing curtains,
hangings, bed and table linen, as well as the clothing
and materials needed by the members of the household.

Giraudon—Art Resource

Figure 19: Gothic courtly dining hall with tapestry covered
walls, plaited rush mats, trestle table set with gold and
silver tableware, and a side table for displaying household
plate; Duc de Berry at table from the illuminated manuscript
Trés Riches Heures du duc de Berry by Pol de Limburg and
his brothers, France, before 1416. In the Musee Condé,
Chantilly, France.
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Here sewing and tailoring were carried on, and the room
became a combined workroom and storeroom, furnished
with heavy, plain tables and chairs.

In the kitchen, rotating spits and adjustable hooks for
suspending cooking pots were fixed into a vast hooded or
recessed wall fireplace. Plain but pleasing utensils of wood,
copper, and iron were kept on hooks on the walls, and
enormously solid tables stood on the stone or tiled floor,
which was strewn with sawdust or rushes (Figure 21). In
the hall the rushes were mixed with fragrant herbs and
helped to absorb some of the dirt, smells, and grease. By
the 15th century plaited rush mats were common (Figure
19). The introduction of linen tablecloths resulted in a
great improvement of manners and cleanliness at meals.

Ornaments and various luxuries, which had become more
common during the time of the Crusades, proliferated in
subsequent centuries as commerce with the Near East in-
creased. Household plate, of gold or silver, was frequently
displayed on dressers or cupboards as decoration and to
impress visitors (Figure 19), and it was not unknown for
these possessions to be roped off to prevent pilfering.
Indoor arrangements for washing and bathing were con-
sidered a luxury. A flat-sided metal bowl was sometimes
fixed to the wall of a living room with a swinging ewer or
a small cistern with a tap over it and a towel on a hinged
rod. Small convex mirrors were hung in the walls as early
as the 15th century, such as the one in the background of
Jan van Eyck’s “The Marriage of Giovanni Arnolfini and
Giovanna Cenami” (Figure 20).

The Gothic style first made its appearance in the Ile de
France, toward the end of the 12th century. It derived
originally from Middle Eastern sources and was developed
by Islamic builders. It came to be widely employed in
western Europe, where, for uncertain reasons, it gained
the name Gothic by the 17th century. It is characterized
by the extensive use of the pointed arch, by spacious inte-
riors, and by walls pierced with numerous windows, often
of stained glass (see Figure 1). The style had no fixed rules
governing proportion, and decoration, generally, was the
free expression of craftsmen within the limits of current
fashion and the purpose of the building.

By courtesy of the trustees of the National Gallery, London;
photograph, J.R. Freeman & Co. Ltd.
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Figure 20: Northern Gothic bedroom with canopied bed,
convex mirror, Oriental carpet, and brass chandelier, “The
Marriage of Giovanni Arnolfini and Giovanna Cenami (?),”
panel by Jan van Eyck, 1434. In the National Gallery, London.

Knowledge of Gothic interiors derives from illuminated
manuscripts (Figure 19) and panel paintings (Figures 20
and 21) from the few surviving objets d’art. Much use was
made of textiles for covering walls, especially tapestries
(Figure 19); the principal medieval centres of tapestry
manufacture were Paris and Arras (see the section Tapestry
below). European courts at this time were very mobile and
moved from place to place: tapestries were remarkably
versatile, for they could be taken down and rehung else-
where. They were employed to partition rooms, and were
sometimes suspended under a high roof to act as a ceiling.
Rugs and carpets had been brought back from the East by
the crusaders and were at first employed as a covering for
a divan or, in the case of the finer varieties, as bed and
table coverings. The carpet for the floor was introduced
comparatively late (Figure 20). Weavers of Saracen origin
had settled in Sicily and on the Italian mainland, and they
produced all kinds of rich fabrics, such as silk and velvet.

Furniture was not present in such quantities as in later
centuries, chairs especially being fairly rare. Tables were
long and rectangular, laid on trestles, with benches for
seating (Figure 19). At the head of the table, for the
principal person of the household, was a straight-backed
chair. Chairs, generally, were the subject of a certain
etiquette, being reserved for the most important people,
and they were often surmounted by canopies. Retainers
had to stand (Figure 19); less important members of the
household were sometimes supplied with stools. Folding
chairs, like the old Roman curule chair, appeared in the
14th century. Although a few chairs had seats and arms
stuffed with rushes, it was more common to drape them
with textiles and put cushions on the seats. Buffets, often
superbly carved, were used as a stand for silver and for
serving food.

Medieval bedsteads, with highly carved posts and
canopies, were often of great size, and they were custom-
arily occupied by several persons—as well as the favourite
dogs, who slept on top (Figure 20). The Great Bed of Ware
in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, is reputed
to have held six couples in comfort.

Goldsmiths’ work was often decorated with enamel, and
bronze was similarly treated. The usual technique was the
champlevé type, in which the metal is engraved or carved
and the spaces then are filled with powdered coloured
glass, subsequently fused by firing. At Limoges and in the
Rhineland a wide range of objects were executed: quite
large works, such as tombs, as well as smaller pieces, such
as chasses and reliquaries. Lighting appliances were made
of bronze or wrought iron. Those for suspension were
usually intended for oil lamps, and standing candlesticks
and candelabra were provided with spikes onto which the
candle was forced (pricket candle sticks).

Very little decorative pottery was made, although the
colourful dishes and vases of Moorish Spain are an ex-
ception. Tiles were extensively employed for both . walls
and floors in houses of the better class, and there was a
proverb in Spain to the effect that a poor man lived in
a house without tiles (see Figure 30). The technique of
manufacture was often quite complex and included inlay-
ing with clay of a different colour. The vogue for tiles was
imported from Islam by way of Moorish Spain. Chinese
porcelain was known in western Europe by the late 14th
century but was, of course, extremely rare; indeed, spec-
imens were often mounted in silver in the same way as
the semiprecious hard stones such as amethysts, garnets,
and peridots.

The Gothic style lingered in England and northern Eu-
rope much longer than it did in the south, and many
more examples of it escaped destructive wars than on the
Continent. The panelled room characteristic of the style
and the period has survived more or less intact in England,
where panelling with traces of paint can still be found.

Gothic ornament sometimes makes use of motifs similar
to those of classical interiors, such as the acanthus leaf and
the rosette, but the treatment is very different. The Gothic
craftsman liked to abstract certain features of his model
and emphasize them in a stylized manner, as in the heraldic
eagle, especially as it is used on the reverse of dishes from
Moorish Spain and in coats of arms like that of the Holy
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Roman emperor. It no longer bears any resemblance to
the naturally depicted Roman eagle but is stylized, with a
geometrically drawn tail. Similarly, the lion has its open
mouth, tongue, mane, tail, and claws treated in the same
way. Compass work is a marked feature of much Gothic
ornament. The cross, for instance, is never a plain cross
but is ornamented with geometric motifs; it may represent
a reemergence of some old Celtic motifs, which were often
based on compass work. Much Gothic ornament is floral
and foliate, freely and naturally treated in some cases but
stylized in others. Like interiors, paintings were in bright
colours. Some of the ornamental motifs to be found in
objects intended for interior furnishing are architectural,
like the crocket (projections in foliate form), the panelling
of chair backs, and the doors of buffets (Figure 21).

By courtesy of the Museo del Prado, Madrid

Figure 21: 15th-century Flemish interior with
Gothic ornamented furniture: “St. Barbara,” oil
on panel, attributed to Robert Campin, 1438.
In the Prado, Madrid.

Islamic countries. The Arab conquest in the 7th cen-
tury AD and, in the 8th century, Muslim expansion into
India and Spain had profound influence on the decorative
arts throughout the known world, especially as most of the
long-distance trading routes passed through Arab lands.
The skills of the conquerors fused with the traditional skills
of their subject peoples, and because Islam forbade the
portrayal of human or animal form, whether for religious
or artistic purposes, and encouraged the incorporation of
Qur'anic texts into design, religion played a considerable
and direct part in the development of design. As with
nearly every other society, the finest and most lasting
buildings were of a religious nature, and, unfortunately,
few domestic dwellings have survived.

Architectural quality and form were subordinated to in-
tricate and richly coloured surface decoration. Perhaps the
finest results were achieved in Persia, where a high level of
technical ability already existed in combination with great
lyrical sensitivity. There the principal decorative features
were the ceramic tiles and tile mosaics that encrusted
floors, walls, roofs, and domes both inside and out (Fig-
ure 22). The mosques of Isfahan, Meshed, and Tabriz,
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ranging in date from the 13th to the early 17th centuries,
demonstrate a completely satisfactory use of colour in
architecture. Lustred tiles with a combination of floral
and geometric design date from the 10th and 11th cen-
turies, and naturalistic flowers frequently give a gardenlike
effect to the tile decoration. Iris, rose, carnation, tulip,
pomegranate, pine, and date are depicted, always with
delicately interlacing stems, and contained within plain or
patterned borders. Blues of all shades, from turquoise to a
deep ultramarine, are characteristic.

Patterns for tilework and patterns for the Persian car-
pets are frequently interchangeable. Carpet designers soon
managed to circumvent the Muslim ban on the use of an-
imal forms: lions, deer, leopards, ornamental birds, and,
occasionally, even mounted huntsmen were depicted, the
figures always judiciously placed to give the maximum
decorative effect. Artistic achievement reached its peak
under Shah Abbas I (Ap 1588-1629), but well before
this time Persian carpets, silks, and pottery were known
and valued among Europeans, as they still are in the
20th century.

In Egypt and Sicily one of the results of Muslim domi-
nation was the introduction of a high degree of ornamen-
tation on wall surfaces, once again principally by means
of vividly coloured ceramic tiles. The patterns are more
solid than those of Persia, filling up the areas between the
containing arabesques and with less open backgrounds.
Moorish design in Spain shows even more complex in-
terlacing geometrical framework, which is filled in with
formalized leaves, flowers, or calligraphic inscriptions.
Ceilings and the upper parts of walls were modelled in flat
relief with coloured and gilded arabesques, while the lower
wall areas were tiled. The decoration was partly hand chis-
elled and partly molded. Such decorations may be seen
in the Alhambra, built at Granada in the 15th century, a
pleasure palace whose arcaded courts and halls are embel-
lished with stuccoed decoration in honeycombed ceilings,
stalactite vaults and capitals, tiers of horseshoe-shaped or
stalactite-fringed arches, and pierced or latticed windows.

In the mosques of Turkey, walls were veneered with mar-
ble, and ceramic tiling was introduced only in small areas.
Colours, too, are less exuberant in the large mosques,
where a sense of space rather than of overwhelming dec-
oration is preeminent. Domestic buildings were largely of
wood, looking inward to secluded courtyards and gardens,
but with elaborately latticed windows projecting at upper-
floor level over the street. As in most other Islamic coun-
tries, the wealthy furnished their houses with velvet and
silk hangings, couches, and innumerable cushions (Figure
22).

Islamic influence in India appears at its finest in the
interiors of mosques, tombs, and palaces built during the
Mughal period (1556-1707).

Renaissance to the end of the 18th century. The Re-
naissance was a revival of the old classical styles, and it
is not surprising that it first showed itself to a marked
degree in Italy. The Gothic style had made comparatively
little headway in Italy, where it was regarded as barbarous
except in some of the more northerly towns, such as Milan
and Venice. The style had more or less coincided with a
period of primitive commerce. With the Renaissance the
complex commercial organization of ancient Rome began
to be revived by the towns of Tuscany, especially Florence.
Feudalism disappeared, and the bourgeois merchants and
financiers of the town rose to power and influence. Money
began to circulate, banks were established, checks and bills
were honoured over long distances, factories were opened,
and men grew rich enough to buy and commission works
of art for interior furnishing from those who owned their
own workshops, employed assistants, and were no longer
reliant on a system of patronage. With the rise of the town
and the invention of gunpowder, the fortified country
house became obsolete.

In and around Florence the new commercial civilization
was most highly organized. The old Greek and Roman
manuscripts had been preserved, not only by the Christian
monasteries but to an even greater extent by the Mus-
lims, and soon after 1350 these began to find their way
into northern Italy. Men became increasingly dissatisfied
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Figure 22: Manuscript illumination depicting the

intricately patterned geometric and floral ceramic tilework
characteristically used in 16th-century Persian interiors.
“Bahram Gr in the Yellow Pavilion on Sunday,” illustration
from the Khamseh of Nezam1, Tabriz School, 1524-25. In the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City.

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
gift of Alexander Smith Cochran, 1913

with the spiritual outlook of medieval Christianity, and
the old Greek curiosity and philosophical speculation be-
gan to revive.

The Renaissance was, in fact, a return to the mainstream
of Western art after what could fairly be described as the
Gothic interregnum. Nevertheless, a thousand years lay
between the fall of the Roman Empire and the Renais-
sance, and the classical styles of the Renaissance bear the
same kind of resemblance to those of Rome as modern
Italian bears to Latin. They are similar, but by no means
the same thing.

The Renaissance brought back the Roman vocabulary of
ornament, although the emphasis was now sometimes in
different places (Figure 23). The classical orders (columns
with base, shaft, capital, and entablature) were borrowed,
and adapted to dress the new architectural style. Archi-
tects became highly skilled in the treatment of space, and
decoration often played a major part in defining and en-
riching their vigorous spatial effects. Classical architectural
forms were used in plasterwork, inlaid woodwork, and
painted decoration as well as for staircases, doors, win-
dows, and fireplaces, which formed increasingly important
and elaborate features of interior design. Decorative de-
tails inspired by the antique were also used, executed in a
wide variety of techniques; garlands, caryatids (statues of
women used as supporting pillars), lion masks, grotesques,
reclining amorini (cupids), cornucopia (horns overflow-
ing with flowers or fruit), arabesques (entwining scroll
and plant motifs), and trophies of arms are among the
most familiar. Floors of coloured and patterned marble
paving are frequently integrated with the overall decora-
tive scheme. Modelled stucco, sgraffiti arabesques (made
by cutting lines through a layer of plaster or stucco to
reveal an underlayer), and fine wall painting were used

in brilliant combinations in the early part of the 16th
century.

In Venice the transition from Gothic to Renaissance
building came less abruptly, as demonstrated in the Doge’s
Palace, where a Gothic exterior is found in combination
with a late 15th-century facade on the east of the courtyard
and a series of High Renaissance council chambers, famous
for wall paintings by the Venetian painters Paolo Veronese
and Tintoretto. Wood panelling with flat pilasters and a
molded frieze forms the lower part of the interior wall
decoration, with the fine series of historical and allegorical
paintings, above, divided into panels between painted and
gilded moldings and pilasters. The ceilings of a later date
are particularly richly painted, their heavily scrolled carved
and gilt cornices and framing introducing a touch of the
Baroque style. Windows with twin semicircular headed
frames surmounted by a lunette (a semicircular wall area)
and fitted into a third, larger round-arched opening are
a typically Venetian feature of the waterside palaces. In
these, as in all the great Italian houses of the time, the
works not only of the finest painters of the period but of
the sculptors, goldsmiths and silversmiths, wood-carvers,
bronzeworkers and ironworkers were used to embellish the
principal rooms. Silks, embroideries, and cut velvets were
used as hangings and upholstery, together with elaborately
cut and framed looking glasses and carved gilt pendant
chandeliers, as in the Palazzo Corner-Spinelli, Venice
(1480). Costly carpets were imported, and much fine linen
was in use. Trompe l’oeil (realistic) effects of perspective
were achieved in the painting of walls and ceilings and
also with intarsia (inlaid wood) decorated panelling such
as in the study of Federico da Montefeltro, formerly at
Gubbio, Italy and now in the Metropolitan Museum, New
York City (Figure 24) or in the Palazzo Ducale, Urbino
(completed about 1500), where a startling effect is created
simulating open cupboards full of books.

During the Renaissance, Venice became a glass-making
centre and introduced many new techniques. Blue glass
with fine enamel painting dates from the end of the 15th
century. Excellent engraving was done with a diamond
point as soon as glass of sufficiently good colour was
produced, by using manganese to neutralize the colour
introduced by impurities in the raw materials. Such glass,
which was called cristallo from its fancied resemblance to
the hardstone known as rock crystal, is the origin of mod-
ern crystal glass. The Venetians also imitated coloured
hardstones in glass. Glass made white and opaque with tin
oxide was sometimes used for enamel painting in the style
of porcelain, and clear glass with opaque white threads em-
bedded in it in lace-work patterns was called vitro di trina.
The Venetians also made mirror glass of excellent quality;
in the 17th century they supplied the mirrors for the Ga-
lerie des Glaces of the palace of Versailles. Large sheets,
however, were not practicable until the French discovered
a method of making plate glass late in the 17th century,
when the national factory of Saint-Gobain was founded.

During medieval times, Italian wood-carvers had achieved
a high level of skill in the decoration of churches; now
they turned to secular furniture, for which they employed
oak, walnut, cypress, and a new, rare, and expensive
wood—ebony. (In 17th century France, the craftsmen
skillful enough to be entrusted with this wood—who were
also makers of cabinets—came to be called ébénistes,
a term that remains the French equivalent of the En-
glish “cabinetmaker.”) Many ancient Roman furniture-
decorating techniques were revived. Inlaying with a vari-
ety of coloured woods, with ivory, mother-of-pearl, and
tortoiseshell, with a mosaic of coloured stones known as
pietra dura, and with painting and gilding in addition,
ornamented the finest furniture. The chest (cassone), often
commissioned on the occasion of a wedding, was deco-
rated with elaborate painting and gilding, sometimes with
a large pictorial subject and sometimes with elaborately
carved work, which was later coloured. Italian furniture in
its design often made use of architectural motifs. Cabinets
were often exceptionally luxurious, with such elements as
caryatids flanking central doors, arcades of semicircular
arches, and triangular pediment tops. The interiors were
sometimes small models of architectural interiors, with
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Figure 23: Classical ornament used in Italian Renaissance
interiors; “Dream of St. Ursula,” canvas by Vittore Carpaccio,
Italy, c. 1495. In the Accademia, Venice.

SCALA-—Art Resource

mirrors inset to give an impression of spaciousness. Sil-
ver furniture, no longer extant, was used in considerable
quantities in late Renaissance times, usually crafted from
plates of silver beaten over wooden formers.

An innovation in Italy, which rapidly spread throughout
the rest of Europe, was tin enamelled pottery, known in
Italy as majolica and farther north as faience or delft.
Colourful dishes were often painted in a style known as
istoriato (history painting) with mythological and biblical
subjects. As some of the subjects were taken from engrav-
ings of Raphael’s work, this pottery became known during
the 18th and 19th centuries as Raffaelle ware. The ma-
jolica potters, the best of them located in Tuscany, made
extensive use of grotesques, which show the style at its best.

The old Roman fashion for small bronze figures was re-
vived during the Renaissance, and the fashion for these in
interior decoration continued almost to the end of the 19th
century. The earliest were fairly exact copies of excavated
classical bronzes and may have been forgeries intended
for sale at the time as genuine Roman work. The art
developed rapidly. Before the 16th century, bronzework
was done by the goldsmiths, and, as in most goldsmiths’
work, general effect was subordinated to meticulous de-
tail. After 1500, when bronze became popular for lamps,
candlesticks, sconces, inkstands, small freestanding deco-
rative figures, and furniture mounts, treatment of suitable
subjects developed along the lines laid down for full-sized
sculpture. Many small bronzes were made, some of them
in the grotesque style.

At the beginning of the 16th century, the revived clas-
sicism of the Renaissance began to be modified, and
eventually the style divided into two distinct paths. One
remained faithful to tradition. The architect Andrea Pal-
ladio took ancient Roman works as a model, basing his
designs on the theory of proportion laid down by Vitruvius
in the Ist century BC in the Ten Books on Architecture.
The second path was initiated by Michelangelo and led
by way of Mannerism to the Baroque style. In both these
latter styles, a deliberate exaggeration of forms displaced
the strict logic and precision of the High Renaissance and
aimed to convey freedom of movement and to involve the
spectator in the drama of the design. Mannerism had only
a limited influence on interior furnishing, as in the bronzes
by Cellini and by Giambologna. Poses are often strained,
the torso twisted, and the musculature emphasized; the
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favourite Mannerist subjects are violent ones, such as the
rape of the Sabines and Hercules slaying Antaeus.

Baroque was the style of the Counter-Reformation and
was intended by the Jesuits to express the temporal power
and riches of the Catholic Church in contrast to the aus-
tere doctrines of Protestantism. The theatricality of the
Baroque style soon attracted the attention of princes, who
wanted it to be used in the palaces they built (Figure
25). Coloured marbles were used extensively, frequently
in combination with bronze and rich gilding. Coloured
glass windows were often used for lighting special features.
Walls were sometimes painted to appear to be a contin-
uation of the interior, giving an impression of spacious-
ness. Certain materials were often simulated by others:
scagliola, for example, is a mixture of marble chippings,
gypsum, and glue that was widely employed to imitate
brecciated marble. What appeared to be richly coloured
marbles were often no more than painted wood. Drapery
was frequently imitated in carved marble, and wooden
columns, the purpose of which was purely decorative, were
painted like marble or some other exotic stone. Marble
or stucco was made to imitate brocaded hangings, as in
the Sala Ducale, Vatican, where an effect of space from
limited means is created. Basic techniques were unaltered,
but all restraint in their use vanished in bold theatrical
effects and sensual luxuriance of modelling. Walls became
curved, pediments were broken (i.e., with central part
omitted), columns and pilasters twisted until the buildings
seem to come alive with movement. Bernini exuberantly
combined rockwork, figures, and draperies with columns,
panelling, and vaulting.

From Italy these styles spread across Europe, where they
were absorbed in varying degrees and tempered by the
national or local taste and genius. Many Italian designers
and craftsmen travelled and worked abroad in France,
England, Austria, and Spain.

France. From the middle of the 15th century, ideas
from Italy began to change the face of French buildings;
this change came gradually, first in the applied decorative
detail superimposed on basically Gothic designs, then ex-
tending to a symmetry and regularity of the whole. Indeed,
one of the basic differences between the Renaissance in
France and in Italy is that in the latter the revolution in
style involved, from the very outset, the whole conception
By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1939

Figure 24: Intarsia panels from the small study of Federico
da Montefeltro, duke of Urbino, at Gubbio, attributed to
Francesco di Giorgio of Siena, c. 1480. In the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York City.
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Figure 25: Baroque cupids supporting painted and gilded
ceilings in the theatrically conceived bedroom of the Palazzo
Sagredo, Venice, c. 1718. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art,

New York City.

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1906

of design. The centralization of power and the brilliance of
French court life was consolidated under Francis I (1515-
47) and had already resulted in patronage of artists and
craftsmen from Italy. Since the need for churches had been
fulfilled in the great age of Gothic building, the king and
his court rivalled one another’s magnificence in building

new chiteaux in the early Renaissance style. Stone and
timber were readily available, with masons and carpenters
skilled in their use.

Among the earliest attempts in the new manner are the
additions made by Francis I to the Chiteau de Blois.
The spiral staircase, with its own open stonework tower,
may have been designed by Leonardo da Vinci, who died
nearby at Amboise in 1519. Even at this early stage, the
decoration of the staircase ceiling with carved bosses (an
ornamental ceiling projection) featuring the monogram
and heraldic device of the king shows a typical French
contribution to Renaissance decoration. Such shields and
monograms formed an important element in many deco-
rative features, being used in wall and ceiling panel design
or on the large carved stone chimneypieces. The fine gal-
leries of Francis I and Henry II (1547-59) in the royal
Palais de Fontainebleau illustrate the increasing elabora-
tion of applied decoration and colour (Figure 26). The flat
ceilings are of wood, coffered, coloured, and gilded in a
variety of geometrical forms outlined with fine moldings.
Molded panels enclose paintings on the upper section of
the walls, and molded or carved wood panelling the lower
parts, as in Italy. Floors are of hardwood strips, some-
times repeating the pattern of the coffered ceiling above.
Benches supported on consoles (ornamental brackets) are
designed as part of the overall scheme of wall panelling.
Italian artists had been employed at Fontainebleau and
elsewhere, influencing the contemporary French architects
toward a more Italian conception. Rosso Fiorentino and
Francesco Primaticcio decorated the Galerie de Frangois
I, while the hexagonal coffered ceiling in the Galerie de
Henri Il was designed by the French architect Philibert de
I’Orme. The architects Sebastiano Serlio and Giacomo da
Vignola, together with the goldsmith Benevenuto Cellini,
all worked for a time in France, and much of the decora-
tive work in the chateaux of the Loire valley was executed
by Italian craftsmen.

In the early 17th century and during the long reign of
Louis XIV (1643-1715), formality and magnificence be-
came paramount in the life of the court. Suites of large
rooms elaborately decorated provided an opulent back-
ground for the King and his courtiers; such suites usually
consisted of a vestibule, antechamber, dining room, sa-
lon, state bedroom, study, and gallery. Staircases were
stately and spacious, offering a fitting approach to the
main rooms. Decorative schemes incorporated the fittings,

hangings, and furniture with that of the room.
Giraudon—Art Resource

Figure 26: Elaborately carved and painted gallery characteristic of French Renaissance

design: Palais de Fontainebleau, Galerie de Frangois |, c. 1533-45.
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Versailles

Figure 27: Formality and magnificence appropriate to the court

The Baroque style was admirably fitted to express ideas
of luxury and pomp. It inspired the building of some
of the finest palaces erected in Europe since the days of
Imperial Rome. The palace of Versailles built in the mid-
17th century and widely imitated, led to the French court
style in interior decoration and furnishings. Versailles was
intended to be the outward and visible expression of the
glory of France, and of Louis XIV, then Europe’s most
powerful monarch. His finance minister, Colbert, set up
a manufactory that made works of art of all kinds, from
furniture to jewellery, for interior decoration. A large ex-
port trade took French styles to almost every corner of
Europe, made France a centre for luxuries, and gave to
Paris an influence that has lasted till the present day. The
vast initial cost of Versailles has been more than recouped
since its completion. Even Louis XIV’s most violent en-
emies imitated the decoration of his palace at Versailles.
In 1667 Charles Le Brun was appointed director of the
Gobelins factory, which had been bought by the King,
and Le Brun himself prepared designs for various objects,
from the painted ceilings of the Galerie des Glaces (Hall
of Mirrors) at Versailles to the metal hardware for a door
lock. (It should be noted that at the Gobelins, as elsewhere
in France, furniture was designed by artists or architects
who had no practical experience of manufacture, whereas,
in the great age of furniture making in England, most
designs were made and executed by the cabinetmaker
himself, who had an intimate knowledge of his material.)

Though the Baroque trend is well established in the
Versailles interiors, generally speaking it was regulated in
France by an underlying restraint that seldom permitted
decoration or movement to dominate entirely. Besides the
Galerie des Glaces at Versailles (Figure 27), the Galerie
d’Apollon at the Louvre is an example of magnificence
in decoration. The vastness of these rooms and the lavish
use of marble, plasterwork, and painted ceilings (with the
addition at Versailles of mirror glass panels) created an
effect of overwhelming grandeur.

Giraudon—Art Resource

of Louis XIV: Galerie des Glaces (Hall of Mirrors), Versailles,
designed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart, ceiling painted by
Charles Le Brun, 1678.
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Figure 28: A delicacy of decorative motif in panelling and
furniture characteristic of the Rococo design of the Louis
XV style: room from the Hotel de Varengeville, Paris, design
attributed to Nicolas Pineau, c. 1735. In the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York City.

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, acquired
with funds given by Mr. and Mrs. Charles B. Wrightsman

Among the architects and artists working at this time
were Jean Berain, André-Charles Boulle, Jean le Paultre,
Robert de Cotte, and Jules Hardouin-Mansart. Their work
continued in the later period in which Baroque ornament
was transformed into the airy, delicate Rococo of the
mid-18th century (Figure 28). The beginning of this more
fluent treatment can be seen in the work of Robert de
Cotte at Versailles and the Hotel de Toulouse, Paris. An
immense variety of materials was used for the inlaid and
decorated furniture; in a piece by Boulle, for instance,
the designer employed—in addition to the tortoise-shell
and brass inlay—ebony, copper, lapis lazuli, green-stained
ivory or horn, and mother-of-pearl.

Despite its freedom from onerous restrictions, the Baroque
style had preserved the classical idea of symmetry. Not
until the early decades of the 18th century were there
marked departures from the notion that an object divided
vertically should consist of two halves that are mirror
images of each other. The Louis XIV style embodied a
passion for symmetry, but with the Regency of the duc
d’Orléans, which began in 1715, asymmetry became one
of the features of contemporary decoration and one of the
major aspects of the Rococo style. The principal designer
in this style, who was largely responsible for its devel-
opment, was Juste-Auréle Meissonnier, a goldsmith and
ornemeniste. It is no accident that many objects in Rococo
style, including furniture, look as though they had been
designed by a metalworker. It has been said that Rococo
began when the scrolls stopped being symmetrical. The
influences that brought about this revolutionary concept
are worthy of consideration.

Beginning in the early decades of the 17th century, Chi-
nese porcelain and lacquer were imported into Europe in
ever-increasing quantities. Porcelain, especially, attracted
many distinguished collectors, including most of the roy-
alty of Europe. This increasing use of Chinese art objects
in European decorative art provided a powerful influence
with no trace of classical tradition. Soon after 1650 the
Dutch began to import porcelain from Japan, at first
decorated in blue, but toward the end of the century
in polychrome, painted either by, or in the manner of,
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Sakaida Kakiemon. This was widely sought, and even
more highly valued than Chinese porcelain. When Au-
gustus the Strong, elector of Saxony and king of Poland,
bought a palace early in the 18th century to house his col-
lection, for instance, he called it the Japanische Palais, and
in France Louis-Henri de Bourbon-Condé, duc de Bour-
bon, established a factory at Chantilly to imitate Japanese
porcelain. The decorations of Kakiemon were markedly
asymmetrical, as were the painted lacquer panels that were
imported to be made into screens and furniture, and there
seems no doubt that this feature also influenced European
Rococo art.

Despite the quantities in which it was imported, the de-
mand for Oriental porcelain could not be satisfied, and
European potters sought desperately to discover the se-
cret. The first factory to make porcelain in the Oriental
manner was at Meissen in Saxony, patronized by Au-
gustus the Strong, but soon many small factories began
to spring up in Germany, Austria, and Italy. France had
several factories making a modified type of porcelain, the
most important being the Sévres factory, owned by Louis
XYV and patronized by his mistress, Mme de Pompadour.
The first English factory, at Chelsea, was established as
late as 1745. Porcelain was probably the most important
expression of the Rococo style in the first half of the
18th century, with bronze and goldsmiths’ work closely
following in second place; indeed, this period might well
be called the age of porcelain. Rooms entirely decorated
with porcelain still exist. These included not only vases
and figures, but also mirror-frames, scrollwork, cornices,
and even small console tables. A very fine example still
survives at the Palazzo di Capodimonte (Museo e Gallerie
Nazionale di Capodimonte) in Naples.

The French style developed, in the 18th century, into a
very skillful synthesis of materials in which bronze and
porcelain played an important part. Furniture was elab-
orately mounted in bronze with a marble top and was
often decorated with porcelain plaques, as well. Clocks
were made from porcelain vases. Jardinieres and vases
were filled with porcelain flowers with bronze stalks and
leaves. Veneering with rare woods reached its height,
and decorative marquetry, often elaborately pictorial, was
practiced. Much sought at this time was the marquetry of
brass and tortoiseshell, which began with Boulle, although
it was a revival of an Imperial Roman fashion. Tapestries
covered the walls when these were not decorated with
carved wood-panelling known as boiserie. Another form
of wall-decoration, also employed in the making of fur-
niture, was vernis Martin (Martin’s varnish), an imitation
of Oriental lacquer that was extremely popular after 1730.
The large salon de reception of the 17th century gave place
to smaller, more intimate rooms, and more of them, and
the furniture and decoration of the period are also on a
smaller scale.

The Rococo style is remarkable for its flowers and its
curves. Furniture legs were gracefully curved, and tops
were cut into serpentine shapes. It is easy to see when
the Rococo style ends, because chairlegs at once become
straight.

Typical Rococo features are seen in the interiors of the
architect and decorator Germain Boffrand for the Hotel
de Soubise, Paris (begun 1732), where architectural form
has been subordinated to the demands of the decoration;
the cornice has disappeared, and walls curve into the ceil-
ing, appliquéd with ragged C scrolls, garlands of flowers
decked with ribbons, sprays of foliage, trellising, and shell
motifs. The reduced scale of rooms and the reaction from
monumental design result in elimination of the classical
orders. Relatively small painted panels, idealizing peasant
life, were enclosed in flattened moldings, silvered or gilt;
pastel-coloured backgrounds prevented the smaller size of
the salons from becoming too evident. The use of Chinese
motifs typifies the search for novelty and blends well with
the general lightness of style. The Cabinet de la Pendule
(Room of the Clock) at Versailles (1738), designed by J.
Verberckst, is another excellent example of French Ro-
coco interior design. Gilles-Marie Oppenordt and Francois
de Cuvilliés also were distinguished designers who worked
with the best artists and craftsmen of the time.

The Rococo fashion spread across Europe to the courts of
minor royalties, where many Frenchmen were employed
to provide up-to-date buildings and schemes of decoration.
In France the Gobelins factory became restricted mainly
to the output of tapestries; equally fine work is seen in
Aubusson and Beauvais carpets and tapestry. Improve-
ment in glass manufacture resulted in larger mirror panels
and brilliant crystal chandeliers.

The Louis XVI, or Neoclassical, style began, in fact, to
take root before the death of Louis XV in 1774; Mme
de Pompadour and her brother, the Marquis de Marigny,
were among the first to be attracted by the new classical
style in the 1750s. From 1748 onward the characteris-
tically French regard for formality was stimulated by the
archaeological discoveries at the sites of the ancient Ro-
man cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii and by the other
surveys of classical remains published at this time.

It is sometimes forgotten that contemporary English
styles also had influence in France, mainly through the
published works of the architects Robert and James Adam.
The asymmetrical, sinuous lines of the Rococo were
slowly replaced by a more restrained form of decoration
based once again on straight lines, right angles, circles,
and ovals, arranged symmetrically. The lightness and fine
moldings were retained, but the decorative forms were
once more contained by the architectural framework. New
motifs, many of them selected from antique Roman wall
painting, decorated the panelling, in paint or in flat relief;
palmettes, husks, urns, tripod stands, sphinxes, trophies of
arms or musical instruments were frequently combined in
the decorative schemes (Figure 29). Gilt bronze was used
with wood and plasterwork for moldings and ornamental

By courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London; photograph, John Webb

ot

antique designs characteristic of the early Neoclassical Louis
XVI style: boudoir of Madame de Serilly, HGtel de Soubise,
Paris, c. 1732. In the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

fillets, emphasizing the rectilinear character of the design.
The work of J.-A. Gabriel in both the Chambre du Con-
seil at the Ecole Militaire (begun 1751) and the Galerie
Dorée, Ministére de Marine (begun 1762) may be cited as
Parisian examples. The keynote of colouring, as well as de-
sign, is refined simplicity. Silk tapestry wall hangings with
fine flower and ribbon motifs appear in pale blues, greens,
rose, and lilac. Similar colourings were used for satin and
velvet upholstery. The fine wood carving of the brothers
Rousseau, gilt bronze work by Clodion (Claude Michel),
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and furniture pieces by David Rontgen, C.E. Riesener,
and Jean Oeben show Louis X VI decoration at its highest.
Apartments for Queen Marie-Antoinette at Versailles and
her boudoir at Fontainebleau are full of this extravagant
delicacy, soon to be obliterated in the French Revolution.

Spain. In Spain, Moorish influence mingled with subse-
quent Western classical styles to produce a unique flavour
in decorative design. The style known as Mudéjar (c. 12th-
17th century) was the early outcome of these blended
Christian and Arab ideas and consists in essence of tiled
floors and skirtings in polychrome (Figure 30), plain
white walls, carved stucco friezes, and intricately deco-
rated beamed wooden ceilings. The Duke of Alba’s palace,
Seville, contains fine interiors decorated in this style.

Yellow tiles decorated with freehand motifs in blue be-
came common in the 16th century. Tiles were often used
on the ground floor of summer living rooms. Since fire-
places were seldom used in southern Spain, these rooms
were vacated in the winter for the upper rooms.

The discovery of the New World, with the riches Spain
subsequently drew from Mexico and Peru, created a pe-
riod of Spanish ascendancy in the 16th century that
encouraged building and coincided with the spread of
Renaissance ideas throughout Europe. The influence of
decorative craftsmen from Italy, together with the abun-
dance of precious metal, encouraged the development of
Plateresque (“silversmith-like”) decoration. This type of
Renaissance decoration was first seen in church interiors,
in the form of tombs, retablos (a decorative structure be-
hind an altar), and ironwork screens. The Italian motifs
were used in a totally non-Italian manner, encrusting the
surfaces as in the late Gothic or Mudgéjar style.

This unique Spanish blend of widely separate styles pro-
duced the fine interiors of the late 15th-century Panteon de
los Duques del Infantado, Guadalajara, by Vazquez, and
the Palacio de Pefiaranda de Duero (c. 1530), probably by
Francisco de Colonia, where interlaced ceiling beams and
timber panels were supported on honeycomb cornices and
finely ornamented friezes. (Unfortunately, much of this
work is now damaged or destroyed.)

Smaller houses as well as palaces were built around a
patio, usually colonnaded and with modelled or carved
friezes, columns, and bracket capitals.

Window grilles, or rejas, often form an important part
of the decorative scheme, the ironwork being traditionally
of a high degree of excellence. Love of closely patterned
decoration, enveloping all surfaces that could easily be
carved or modelled, is an important characteristic of early
Renaissance work in Spain, and of the contemporary
Manueline style in Portugal. Similar, if rather coarser,
work in this style flourished in the American colonies.

High Renaissance decoration in Spain was influenced
deeply by the austere character of Philip II and his vast
combined palace and monastery, El Escorial (1559-84),
near Madrid (Figure 30). This was built for him by Juan
Bautista de Toledo and Juan de Herrera. Much of the
granite of which the monastery is built is left unadorned,
and frescoed vaulted ceilings are the main decorative fea-
tures of interior design.

A revival of decorative arts took place in the late 17th
century under the influence of José Benito Churriguera,
his family and followers. The Churrigueresque, which also
remained a peculiarly Spanish style, expressed the Baroque
feeling of the 17th century in extravagant polychrome.
Surfaces were broken into scrolls, rosettes, volutes, and
fantasticated moldings; bunches of fruit and flowers hung
from broken or inverted cornice moldings; and the whole
interior—for example, the Sacristy of the Cartuja, Granada
(1727-64)—appears to drip with ornament. Here, even
cupboards and doors were inlaid with silver, tortoiseshell,
and ivory, and the only plain surface is the checkerboard
tiled floor. Remarkable among domestic examples of this
style is the Palacio del Marqués de Dos Aguas, Valen-
cia (1740-44).

Under the Bourbons, French and Italian influence in-
creased, as can be seen in the interiors of the Royal Palace
at Madrid (1738-64), with its handsomely painted ceilings
and brocade wall hangings. Here, also, subsequent changes
of taste are echoed in the lighter Rococo treatment of the
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Figure 30: Austere Spanish interior of the Renaissance period;
apartments of Philip II: El Escorial, near Madrid, second half of
the 16th century.

By courtesy of the Newsweek Book Division; photograph, Michael Holford

Gasparini Saloon. Toward the end of the 18th century the
Neoclassical movement gained a limited footing, though
regional styles continued to incorporate the Baroque and
older forms.

Fine examples of Spanish colonial work exist in Mex-
ico, Peru, and other South American countries where
the Baroque was allied, as in Europe, with the Jesuits.
Churches are painted and gilded with an exuberance equal
to or even greater than that found in the mother country.
Sometimes the churches are encrusted with tiles, and they
always possess elaborate retablos.

Northern Europe. After spreading from Italy to France,
Renaissance influence began to filter to Belgium and
Holland, later reaching the various Germanic states and
finally dying out in Scandinavia and Russia.

In the Low Countries and northern Germany during
the 16th-century Renaissance, ornament was adapted to
form an entirely individual style, which can be seen in
the pattern books of the artists Hans Vredeman de Vries
and Wendel Dietterlin. Strapwork (interlacing bands) and
raised faceted ornament were widely employed, together
with muscular, grotesque masked caryatids and distorted
architectural features arranged in undisciplined designs
(Figure 31). Chimney pieces, with overmantels carried
to the ceiling, were embellished with marble columns
and elaborate strapwork patterns, while similar ornaments
flanked the doorways and enriched the ceilings. The great
tapestries for which the Netherlands had long been fa-
mous were still in use, and Oriental carpets were spread
as table covers and not used on the floors. Many town
houses and civic buildings were comfortably appointed,
yet without spectacular extravagances, and give an impres-
sion of modest prosperity. In Belgium the Musée Plantin-
Moretus, Antwerp (1550), is unusually richly decorated,
showing the influence of Spanish rule in the use of em-
bossed leather as a wall covering. Large windows, with
rectangular leaded lights, are again typical of a northern
climate. Ceilings are beamed or plastered, and floors most
frequently are of tiles on the ground floor and timber on
upper floors.

The later styles of Baroque and the 18th-century tastes
are copied from French models, particularly in Belgium.
The Dutch, after achieving independence in the latter part
of the 16th century, developed their decoration on more
individual lines. Typical domestic interiors on a small
scale are familiar through the paintings of the 17th-century
artists Jan Vermeer and Pieter de Hooch (Figure 32). The
fine series of town houses by Daniel Marot and his sons
in The Hague illustrate the cross-currents of the various
styles; built at the turn of the 17th century, they were con-
ceived in the Louis XIV, or Régence, manner, yet could

Use of
strapwork

Marot
town
houses



30 Decorative Arts and Furnishings

scandi-
1avian
nteriors

Figure 31: Strapwork and facetted ornament: Swiss Renaissance room from the Rosenburg

at Stans, Switzerland, 1602.
By courtesy of the Musee National Suisse, Zurich

be set down in 18th-century London without incongruity
(and Marot did, in fact, work for a time in England). Fine
stuccoed ceilings and overdoors, largely uncoloured, and
wrought iron balustrading are characteristic.

In Germany the general trend was similar, but in south-
ern Germany and Austria fresh impetus and individuality
were given to Baroque and also Rococo design. French
and Italian craftsmen worked throughout the 17th century
on the many Catholic churches built in south Germany,
Austria, Bohemia, and Moravia. The use of colour, fresco,
and stucco that they introduced has its own particular
flavour when seen in cool northern light (see Figure 12,
left).

Secular building from the early 18th century, in the
hands of such architects as Johann Lucas von Hildebrandt
and Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, makes use of
much sculptural detail. Windows are round or oval, fig-
ures strain to support capitals, balustrades are carved in
sculptural manner, and modelled niches contain larger
than life-sized figures; all these give a feeling of movement
reminiscent in its impact of Bernini’s work in Rome.
Another characteristic was the enormous staircase hall, or
Treppenhaus, which was one of the most notable interior
features of German and Austrian Baroque and Rococo
architecture. In the halls, colour was frequently confined
to the painted ceilings, giving increased force to the novel
and delicious colours of the rooms beyond. A vermil-
ion dado or olive-green panels may be contrasted with
white and gold. In the Nymphenburg Palace, near Mu-
nich (1734-39), by the Frenchman Frangois de Cuvilliés,
the Rococo reaches its crowning achievement: mirrors are
framed in freely scrolled moldings, which in their turn
are interspersed with trellising, garlands, baskets of fruit
and flowers, cupids, birds, and fountains in silvered stucco
on a pale blue or yellow ground, the whole evoking the
essence of pastoral Romanticism (Figure 33).

Mingled influences from France, Holland, and England
reached Sweden and Denmark in the mid-17th century
and are seen in the Baroque and Louis XIV interiors
of the Riddarhuset and Royal Palace in Stockholm and
in the chinoiserie (Chinese-influenced decoration) of the
Royal Palace of Drottningholm. Scandinavian interiors,
however, largely continued to be of the traditional exposed
timber boarding, hung perhaps with painted linen panels
and brightened by woven chair and cushion coverings
(Figure 34).

Russia imported foreign designers and styles in the late
17th and 18th centuries for the palaces built under the
westernizing influence of Peter I the Great, his daughter
Elizabeth, and Catherine II the Great. In the mid-18th cen-
tury the Italian Bartolomeo Francesco Rastrelli designed
the Tsarskoye (Detskoye) Selo (now called Pushkin), Pe-

terhof, and Winter palaces in or near St. Petersburg, and
A.B. Kvasov, S.I. Chevakinsky, and Rastrelli designed the
Hermitage, also in St. Petersburg. Each worked largely
according to his own current national styles. The same is
true of the work of the British architect Charles Cameron
at Tsarskoye Selo Palace and Pavlovsk Palace.

In many areas of Europe, Renaissance, Baroque, and Ro-
coco had little effect on interior decoration. In the Alpine
lands, where wood was cheap and plentiful, traditional
medieval methods continued for a long time. Wooden
floors and ceilings and panelled walls, or partly panelled
with plain plaster above, were the general rule. The mold-
ings were bold, but carving was usually in low relief and
often the woodwork was painted in bright colours.

England. The breakup of the feudal system during the
Wars of the Roses and under Henry VII in the late 15th
century had far-reaching effects on the social structure
of the time and consequently on domestic buildings and
their decoration. The new conditions necessitated a larger
number of rooms, and a great hall, though still an im-
portant apartment, was no longer the focus of indoor life.
Wider distribution of wealth gave rise to numerous coun-

By courtesy of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Figure 32: Domestic interior typical of the 17th-century Dutch
home; “Maternal Duty,” canvas by Pieter de Hooch (1629-
c. 1683). In the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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Figure 33: Sinuous, intricate curves characteristic of the
Rococo decorative vocabulary: circular mirror room in the
Amalienburg pavilion, Nymphenburg Palace, near Munich,
designed by Francois de Cuvilliés, 1734-39.

Gunther Schmidt—EB Inc.

try houses, and for the next 400 years the English excelled
in their building and decoration.

The Italian style reached England in the early 16th
century; the earliest example is the tomb of Henry VII
in Westminster Abbey, designed by Pietro Torrigiani of
Florence at the command of Henry VIII and completed
in 1518. For the next 40 years or so, English craftsmen
borrowed from the repertoire of Italian ornament, at first
inspired by and imitating the Italian artists and crafts-
men employed on royal works at Hampton Court Palace,
Middlesex, and the Palace of Westminster, London, who
used arabesque decoration, medallion heads, and amorini
on panelling and plasterwork, often mingling them with
the traditional Gothic motifs. The great hall at Hamp-
ton Court (1515-30) shows a combination of Renaissance
carved and gilded detail with the traditional type of open
timber roof, known as the hammerbeam roof, and win-
dows divided into sections by vertical posts (mullions). In
spite of Henry VIII’s example, however, the Gothic style
died hard in England, lingering in the remoter districts
well into the 17th century.

During the second half of the 16th century, as a result of
the break with Rome, the Italian style was largely replaced
by the distinctive Renaissance style of the Low Countries
and Germany, fostered by the close religious, political,
and economic relations between England and the Low
Countries, the influx of immigrant workmen, and the cir-
culation of Flemish and German pattern books. This new
manner became the dominant influence in the decoration
of panelling and plasterwork, characteristic features being
intrinsic strapwork patterns, pyramid finials (sculptured
ornaments used to terminate roof gables), raised faceted
ornament, masks and caryatid figures, scrolls, and pi-
lasters. Both the Italian and Flemish styles were adapted
and naturalized to some extent by the English craftsmen,
producing a new style that is peculiarly English.

At this time, also, the internal porch was introduced into
many houses; this device excluded drafts from the room
and also in some cases made it possible to reach a second
room without passing through the first.
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The frescoing of walls continued; of the few remaining
examples, some show scenes from biblical and classical
sources and incidents from local folklore. A good Eliza-
bethan example depicting scenes from the story of Tobit
was found at the White Swan inn at Stratford-on-Avon.
Embossed, painted, and gilt leather was less used in Eng-
land than on the Continent, but tapestries and such woven
fabrics as velvet and damask for the wealthy and “says”
(fabrics resembling serge) and “bayes” (baize) for people
of more modest means were widely used as wall cover-
ings. The inventories of Henry VIII’s palaces show the
vast number of tapestries and various hangings possessed
by kings and great men. Hangings of painted cloth were
widely used as a cheaper substitute for tapestry; these,
too, depicted incidents from biblical and classical sources
and employed decorative motifs ranging from Gothic to
Renaissance subjects. Nearly all of this “counterfeit arras”
has perished. The plaited rush matting continued to be
used as a floor covering in Elizabethan interiors.

Great chambers and long galleries, usually on the up-
per floors, are distinctively Elizabethan or Tudor and
were used in many cases for work and recreation in bad
weather (Figure 35). Barrel-vaulted ceilings occupying the
roof space often increased the height of the rooms, as
at Chastleton House, Oxfordshire (c. 1603). The plas-
ter ceilings were treated elaborately; narrow interlaced
bands formed geometrical patterns, with semistylized flo-
ral, arabesque, or heraldic motifs in the panels between.

The steep medieval winding newel stair (stair with central
pillar from which steps radiate) in wood or, more often,
stone was abandoned for the more spacious staircase with

Tudor wall
decoration

Staircase

straight flights of stairs, easier in gradient and planned design

round an open well. This was most frequently constructed
of oak, with carved newel posts (the upright terminating
a flight of stairs) and balusters (individual columns in a
balustrade) making the most of the opportunity offered
for decoration and enrichment.

Toward the middle of the 16th century, a feeling for clas-
sic reserve was spreading and the late Renaissance period
might have flowered under Charles I had not political up-
heaval checked the zest for fine building. The architect and
stage designer Inigo Jones twice visited Italy and was one
of the few north European architects completely to absorb
the spirit and decorative repertoire of Italian Renaissance
classicism. He introduced the new style in the Banqueting
House at Whitehall, the Queen’s House at Greenwich; and
with his associate and kinsman, John Webb, built Wilton
House, Wiltshire.

At Wilton the Double Cube Room (c. 1649) shows
the nobility of effect Jones was able to achieve in a
small compass, for the dimensions of the room—60 by
30 by 30 feet (18 by 9 by 9 metres)—are not large,
comparatively speaking (Figure 36). The basic influence

By courtesy of the Nordiska Museet, Stockholm

Figure 34: Pine panelled bedroom with painted linen
hangings, Oktorp farmstead, Stockholm, 18th century. In the
Skansen, Stockholm.
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Figure 35: Panelled walls, tapestries, and intricately molded plaster ceilings characteristic of

the most sumptuous Jacobean interiors: the Long Gallery at Aston Hall, Birmingham, 1618. In

the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, England.

By courtesy of the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, England

is Italian, but the final result—with wide oak-boarded
floor, and white- and gold-plastered and panelled walls
designed to accommodate portraits by Van Dyke, the
white marble fireplace, and the Corinthian doorcases—is
truly English. The coved and painted ceiling, executed by
Edward Pierce and Emanuel de Critz, plays a vital part in
balancing the proportions of the room. Though Renais-
sance principles are demonstrated in design such as this,
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Figure 36: Double Cube Room at Wilton, Wiltshire, designed
by Inigo Jones, c. 1649.

they were not fully developed in the country at large until
the 18th century and the advent of the Palladian school
of architecture and decoration (influenced by the 16th-
century Italian architect Andrea Palladio).

After the unsettled period of the Commonwealth, the
Restoration introduced new Baroque influences from the
Continent. -These were fused with the restraining classi-
cism (which was still considered to be a new style) to
produce a successful balance of contrast. The designs of
the great architect Sir Christopher Wren, though mainly
for church and monumental buildings, relied for a great
deal of their embellishment on the work of the fine artist-
craftsmen such as Grinling Gibbons, sculptor and wood-
carver, and Jean Tijou, ironworker, whose work can be
seen in close association in St. Paul’s Cathedral. In the
many country houses, large plain-surfaced oak wall panels
provided the perfect foil to the grace and liveliness of
Gibbons’ carved limewood swags (festoons), garlands, and
picture borders, which incorporated flowers, fruit, musical
instruments, cherubs, and monograms. In the words of
the 18th-century writer Horace Walpole, Gibbons “gave
to wood the loose and airy lightness of flowers, and
chained together the various productions of the elements,
with the free disorder natural to each species.” At Pet-
worth house, Sussex, Gibbons’ genius may best be seen
in the series of perfectly executed picture borders, which
date from about 1690. Chimney pieces and doorcases
were also decorated in Gibbons’ manner, and similar flo-
ral motifs can be seen on the plaster ceilings at Ham
house, Wiltshire. This house, relatively modest in size,
represents without ostentation or extravagance the height
of luxurious interior decoration in the late 17th century
and incorporates many of the decorative innovations of
that time. Among these are the practice of painting wood
panelling in imitation of marble or wood graining and
of gilding the moldings. Wall hangings include tapestry,
gilt and painted leather, and silk damask; there is elab-
orate parquetry (floors inlaid with woods in contrasting
colours).

Paintings of allegorical subjects by Sir James Thornhill
and Antonio Verrio ornament some of the more impor-
tant buildings of the age, including the Painted Hall at
the Royal Hospital in Greenwich, Wren’s additions to
Hampton Court, and the great chamber at Chatsworth
House, Derbyshire. The intricate work of Daniel Marot, a
French Huguenot architect who had worked for William
III in Holland (see above Northern Europe), had a modest
influence on the design of many small fittings and shelved
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cabinets to display china—the collecting of which was a
favourite pastime of Queen Mary II. Imported lacquer
panels were sometimes used for the panelling of rooms, in
accordance with the Chinese taste of the period.

In the last years of the 17th century and in the early 18th
century the woodworker found his domain contracting.
Through the influence of the grand tour and under the
patronage of Lord Burlington, Italian influence predomi-
nated, the work of Inigo Jones was studied, and stone and
stucco became more widely used, particularly in larger
houses. The influence of the architect spread from the
outside of the house to the interior decoration and even to
the design of the furniture itself. Where wooden panelling
was used, it was set in a simple framework. Pine largely
replaced oak, and it was painted green, blue, brown, and
other colours; walnut and mahogany were occasionally
used for panelling. The increased use of stone and mar-
ble began with Sir John Vanbrugh, playwright turned
architect, who, in his first commission at Castle Howard,
Yorkshire (1699), showed an individual and masterly in-
terpretation of Baroque, sculptural and yet with a certain
grim epic quality. Applied decoration was kept to a mini-
mum, a practice that he followed later at Blenheim Palace,
Oxfordshire, where the severe and spacious entrance hall,
with marble-paved floor, ashlar-faced (i.e., faced with thin
slabs of hewn stone) walls and columns, wrought-iron
gallery railing, and frescoed dome, is the most impressive
apartment in the building.

Stone staircases with wrought-iron balustrading came into
common use, and by the latter part of the 18th century had
almost entirely replaced the earlier, heavier timber stairs
such as those at Wolseley Hall, Staffordshire, or Eltham
Lodge, Kent, which had carved openwork balustrades or
heavy timber balusters. In the smaller houses of the early
18th century, woodwork continued to provide the main
decorative features. Wall panelling, moldings, window
shutters, and many chimney pieces in simple painted pine
echoed the comfortable elegance of the tall sash windows
and well-proportioned rooms. Wealthier classes still em-
ployed Italian craftsmen, particularly for stuccowork, and
the now familiar repertory of garlands, masks, and putti
(cupids) was applied not only to the designs of Nicholas
Hawksmoor, James Gibbs, and other architects of the
quasi-Baroque group but also to the interiors of William
Kent and the Palladian architects, whose influence became
dominant toward the middle of the century (see Figure
13). In such houses as Holkham Hall, Norfolk, designed
in strictly classical manner by Kent in 1734, can be seen
the results of extensive travel by both architect and owner.
The magnificent entrance hall is again one of the most
important rooms, designed on the general lines of a Ro-
man basilica with apse (recess) and side colonnades. At
Houghton hall, also in Norfolk, Kent designed fine suites
of furniture for Colin Campbell’s interiors; these pieces
are usually gilt, with acanthus scrolls, consoles, heads, and
sphinxes; with feet and legs scrolled or of ball and claw
type; and with upholstery in velvet or silk. The plaster
ceilings are by Italian craftsmen, with gilded and painted
ornament; the walls are dressed with classical plinth, pi-
lasters, and frieze; and pedimented marble chimneypieces
contain bas-relief panels above the mantelshelf.

Wall hangings were of tapestry, cut velvet, or watered
silk and damask. Elsewhere, hand-coloured, wood-block-
printed papers and papers with flocking (pulverized cloth)
were coming into use as an economical substitute.

Although the Rococo style never fully established itself in
England, many interiors were influenced by the asymmet-
rical motifs (rocaille) found in the designs of such French
decorators as Nicholas Pineau and J.A. Meissonier. The
stucco and carved decoration became lighter, more fanci-
ful, and more tortuous in design. Though many Baroque
motifs were still used, they were more delicately mod-
elled, and the Rococo style was characterized by elaborate
patterns of interlacing C scrolls combined with such nat-
uralistic ornaments as flowers, foliage, shells, and rocks,
arranged subtly in asymmetrical yet balanced patterns.
The plasterwork and carved panelling were often painted
in light colours and the detail picked out in gold.

Closely allied to the introduction of the French rocaille
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was the revival of the Chinese taste, or chinoiserie, for
architects and designers, in search of further novelty,
turned again to China for inspiration. Books on travel
and topography, notably Jean-Baptiste du Halde’s General
History of China, published in Paris in 1735 and trans-
lated into English in 1736, gave added stimulus. Pagodas,
mandarin figures, icicles and dripping water, and exotic
foliage and birds reached the height of Rococo invention.
Chinoiserie was particularly popular for bedrooms, where
elaborate chimneypieces and doorcases were set against
the background of imported or imitation Chinese wallpa-
pers, and the beds and windows were hung with Eastern
textiles. Window hangings, with carved and gilded pel-
mets (valances), were becoming increasingly important,
and at Harwood House, Yorkshire, the furniture designer
Thomas Chippendale executed a series of pelmets with
mock draperies also carved in wood and coloured to de-
ceive the eye completely.

The Gothick taste, a further variation of the Rococo,
was peculiar to England at this time. The Gothic Revival,
engendered by antiquarian scholarship at the turn of the
17th century, later spread to literature and during the

1740s appeared in the more concrete forms of architecture -

and interior decoration. By the middle of the century the
fashion was widely popular, and many houses, large and
small, were in part Gothicized, both inside and out. As
with chinoiserie, the products of this 18th-century vogue
bore little resemblance to the original medieval models.
Gothic details, originally worked in stone, were borrowed,
adapted, often mingled with rocaille and Chinese motifs,
and were executed in wood and plaster. At Strawberry
Hill, Twickenham, Middlesex, Horace Walpole, leader of
the “true Goths,” borrowed the designs of medieval tombs
and turned them to designs for fireplaces and bookcases.
Though this vogue fell out of general fashion in the 1760s,
a few enthusiasts remained who carried the Gothick taste
through until it was vigorously revived again in the 19th
century.

About 1760 the Rococo style, with all its vagaries of
taste, began to give way before the Neoclassical style,
largely inspired and introduced by the architect Robert
Adam, whose work reflected the newly awakened interest
in classical remains. Adam returned from Italy in 1758,
and, strongly influenced by both Roman architecture and
interior decoration, he evolved a new style based on clas-
sical precedent, using as ornament a medley of paterae
(plate-shaped motifs), husk chains, the ram’s head, the
formalized honeysuckle, and other elements. His style of
interior decoration was deeply influenced by the gay and
delicate patterns of arabesques and grotesque ornament
that he had seen in various classical remains in Rome
and that had already been copied during the Renais-
sance by Raphael and others. Adam strongly criticized the
Burlington (Palladian) school for using heavy architectural
features in their interiors and replaced them with delicate
ornament in plaster, wood, marble, and painting, against
which, in its turn, criticism was levelled. Much of his work,
it may be said, is applied decoration—pretty but without
basic architectural quality. With Adam, the despotism of
the architect over the craftsman was complete. No detail
of decoration or furnishing escaped him; his rapid and
precise draftsmanship covered the whole scheme, from the
overall treatment of the walls and ceiling to the decorative
details of the pelmets and grates. Even carpets were made
to order, and often they repeated or echoed the design
of the ceiling, bringing the whole room into harmony, as
in the green drawing room in the manor house of Oster-
ley Park in Middlesex or in the dining room at Saltram
House in Devonshire (Figure 37). Wood was not often left
unpainted, and, although the joinery was still admirable,
the enrichment was frequently in composition or metal
inlay. There were especially designed templefronted book-
cases, and the plasterwork was often made a frame for the
decorative paintings of such artists as Antonio Zucchi or
Angelica Kauffmann.

At this time, cheaper and quicker methods of decoration
began to be introduced; a considerable amount of the
plaster decoration was cast from molds, and a composite
imitation marble called scagliola was sometimes used for
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Figure 37: Neoclassical early style dining room at Saltram
House, Devon, designed by Robert Adam, plasterwork and
paintings by Antonio Zucchi, 1768.

A. F. Kersting
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floors and columns, while cheaper woods were disguised
by marbling and graining.

At the close of the century the Neoclassical style was fur-
ther refined, the plaster relief decoration being simplified
and lightened. The best of this style, strongly influenced by
French decoration, can be seen in the work of the architect
Henry Holland, who enlarged Carlton House, London, for
the Prince Regent and built Southill in Bedfordshire. Hol-
land, like Adam, was inspired by the classical monuments
in Italy, where for some time he maintained a draftsman
whose drawings of classical detail Holland incorporated in
his plasterwork.

United States. The story of the domestic interior and its
decoration in the United States is inseparable both from
its own architectural development and from the story of
English architecture and decoration, from which it was
largely derived even long after the American Revolution.
Any discussion of United States decorative design, there-
fore, must refer constantly to the architectural ideas that
prompted change on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.

Contrary to popular legend, the log cabin was not the
earliest shelter of the first English settlers. The turfed-over
dugout hut of mud-chinked saplings, not unlike the In-
dian wigwam with the addition of a clay-daubed wooden
chimney at one end, was probably the first home of the
settlers in both Jamestown and Plymouth.

These primitive dwellings were speedily replaced by
frame structures, copying the traditional small house of
southeast England. At first a single room was flanked by
a massive chimney (where brick quickly replaced wood
and clay), but a second room was soon added on the
opposite side of the chimney. The attic, later expanded
into an overhanging second story, was reached by narrow
winding stairs between the central entranceway and the
chimney stack.

This development in New England is well represented
by such vestiges as the Capen House, Topsfield, Mas-
sachusetts (1683) or the Old Iron Works (ironmaster’s)
House, Saugus, Massachusetts (1636). The interior clearly
reflects the structure, with its massive exposed oak corner
posts, beams, and joists and its huge open fireplace, which
served as the cooking and heating centre of the household.
Inside walls were usually of undecorated lath and plaster,

covering the studs and their clay or brick filling. Windows
were small and originally of casement type, with small
leaded panes in a wood frame. Small windows with low
ceilings conserved heat in the severe winters. Floors of
wide riven boards of pine, smoothed and sanded, replaced
the beaten clay of the first shelters (Figure 38).

The furniture, with few exceptions, was simple and
sparse. It was decorated with simple carved and turned
ornament and touches of earth colours.

By the end of the 17th century, homespun textiles were
supplemented by imported woven materials in the houses
of the more affluent; these were used for curtains, table
covers, bed hangings, and seat pads. Richly coloured
damasks and velvets, enhanced by the unpainted wood
and plaster surfaces, were found in Puritan New England
and, probably to a greater extent, among the less austere
New York Dutch and the comparatively wealthy tobacco
planters of Virginia.

In houses south of New England, brick and stone tended
to replace wood as a building material, though there were
many smaller timber structures that have largely disap-
peared. In the Hudson River region, the traditional cottage
of the Flemish and Huguenot settlers, long and low with
steep pitched roof and extended eaves, became the typical
farmhouse. At the same time, the narrow Dutch town
house of brick with its stepped gable ends gave New Am-
sterdam, even after the English occupation, an appearance
completely different from that of the English settlements
to the north and south.

In the Dutch houses, windows tended to be larger and
ceilings higher. The early fireplace, with its tiled border,
surmounted with a deep hood, was flush with the wall
instead of deeply recessed. Dutch features such as the hor-
izontally divided door, the monumental cupboard, or kas,
the built-in bed, and tiling and dishes of delftware gave the
early New York interior an individuality that withstood
English influence until well into the following century.

Similar national characteristics must have distinguished
the early Swedish settlement on the Delaware, where, later
in the century, the log cabin of the pioneer may have first
appeared. The Swedish contribution was only temporary,
for the settlement was absorbed by both the Dutch and
the English. The early settlements of the English in east
New Jersey were founded by migrants from New England
who at first designed typical central-chimney houses but
before the end of the century largely abandoned them for
the Flemish type of house in the neighbouring Hudson
River region. The first settlers in Pennsylvania, arriving in
Philadelphia at the end of the century, built the type of
town dwelling devised for the rebuilding of London after
the Great Fire of 1666.

In Virginia and the South, scant evidence remains of the
early 17th-century house. Bacon’s Castle in Surry County,
Virginia, with its projecting two-story porch in front and

Figure 38: Simply furnished New England domestic interior:
Great Room, Old Iron Works (ironmaster’s) House, Saugus,
Massachusetts, 1636.

Richard Merrill

Dutch
features in
New York



Influence
of Wren
and Jones

Colonial
furniture

rear stair tower, built in brick about 1665, is all that re-
mains of a colonial version of the small English Jacobean
manor, though there must have been several other exam-
ples. From surviving evidence and deduction it is believed
that panelled walls, carefully designed beamed ceilings,
and ornamental plasterwork in colour were employed in
larger Virginia houses. Yet, while the milder climate made
loftier ceilings and larger rooms possible, it is unlikely
that the ordinary early dwelling differed from its Northern
contemporary except in its greater use of brick and in
placing chimneys at the ends instead of at the centre of
the structure.

Among the wealthy the principal articles of furniture
were undoubtedly English imports; the more humble set-
tler probably had to make do with articles of the simplest
sort, but since few articles survive from this period, little is
known about it. Certainly the scattered or rural character
of the Southern settlements and their concentration on to-
bacco planting failed to encourage the early development
of skilled crafts found in villages and towns of the North-
ern communities. By 1720 the design innovations of Inigo
Jones and Sir Christopher Wren, as reflected in the Queen
Anne style with its strong mingling of Dutch and Flemish
elements, had already crossed the Atlantic. Wren’s influ-
ence is increasingly evident in the tendency to employ
symmetrical design around an accented central feature
and, particularly in the interiors, in the greater insistence
on classic arrangement in the positions of openings and
of panelling. Panelling, usually of pine in the north, was
generally painted. Relatively deep and strong tones—red,
blue, green, brown, and yellow—were used either singly
or in combination, producing an effective background for
the walnut furniture of the period.

Additional colour was introduced by more elaborate use
of woven and embroidered textiles, in upholstery as well
as draperies. Though woven carpets for floor coverings
were rare even at midcentury, frequently their effect was
achieved by stretched canvas painted with allover repeat
patterns.

Throughout the colonies, furniture became more plen-
tiful and varied. Chairs without arms took the place of
stools, the cabriole (curved leg) largely replaced the turned
leg, and small drop-leaf tables replaced the fixed-frame
type. Bedroom furniture became differentiated with the
development of the high chest (highboy) and the dressing
table (lowboy), and later the case-top desk or secretary be-
came the principal ornament of the living room. Tall mir-
rors with crested tops replaced the small, square, Jacobean
style looking glasses of the 17th century, and portraits
and prints came into more general use, sharing the wall
space with bracketed candle holders or sconces. Artificial
light still came mainly from small wick and grease lamps,
but tallow and wax candles held in sconces, in adjustable
metal and wood floor stands, or in candlesticks of brass or
pewter (and occasionally in brass chandeliers) were used
by the wealthier.

Though domestic comfort was improving, north of Vir-
ginia the large formal house or mansion remained a rarity
until about 1750. In the South the wealth of the slave-
holding planter made it possible for him to copy the
early Georgian type of manor house in England. Great
houses of two or three stories with side dependencies (out-
buildings) became numerous. Stratford in Westmoreland
County and Westover in Charles City County, Virginia,
built about 1735 by the Lee and Byrd families, are early
examples of the type. The elaborately panelled rooms of
these mansions were furnished according to the latest Lon-
don fashion. Probably only later in the century were these
English pieces mingled with those from the cabinetmakers
of Philadelphia, New York, and Boston. Between 1750
and the Revolution this Georgian phase reached its highest
development. Though generally smaller and lacking the
forecourt and dependencies of the southern mansion, the
larger houses of the north, such as the Wentworth house
in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, mark perhaps the most
distinctive achievements of colonial design and decoration
by their apt translations into wood of brick and stone
Georgian forms.

In the Middle Atlantic colonies, particularly in Philadel-
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phia (which by 1760 had assumed urban leadership in
the colonies), a type of domestic design midway between
that of New England and Virginia had developed. There
the English Rococo decorative style publicized by Thomas
Chippendale received its most competent and original in-
terpretation. This is well seen in Philadelphia interiors such
as those of the Powel House (1765) and Mount Pleasant
(1762) and in the work of cabinetmakers such as Thomas
Affleck and Benjamin Randolph (Figure 39). By this time
mahogany, with its fine grain, so receptive to carving and
By courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art

Figure 39: Middle Atlantic adaptation of the English Rococo
style using Philadelphia Chippendale furniture: Great Chamber

at Mount Pleasant, Philadelphia, 1762.

high finish, had largely replaced walnut as the principal
cabinet wood. Inspired by this material and the challenge
of London design, these Philadelphia craftsmen and their
northern contemporaries, particularly John Goddard and
Job Townsend of Newport, Rhode Island, brought their
art to the highest level of perfection.

During the third quarter of the 18th century, the panelled
interior reached its most elaborate form in the colonies.
North of Virginia a fully panelled room was exceptional,;
wood panelling was reserved for the chimney breast and
its flanking recesses or cupboards. In Virginia and the
South, full panelling remained the rule. (At colonial
Williamsburg, Virginia, surviving houses have been care-
fully restored and furnished, giving a complete picture of
the comfortable panelled rooms dating from the middle
decades of the 18th century.) In both North and South,
however, the mantel and its overmantel were emphasized
as a decorative unit, and the Baroque broken pediment
became the usual crowning feature of both overmantel
and doorway. Painted woodwork remained popular, but
with softer and lighter tones, tending toward white and
gray. Plaster wall surfaces were also painted. Block-printed
and painted wallpapers were frequently used in the main
rooms of these houses, and there are indications that fab-
ric wall hangings were used also.

Plaster ceilings completely concealed the floor beams by
the second quarter of the century, and after 1750 these
were frequently decorated with ornament in low relief
in the French or Rococo manner and hung with many-
branched chandeliers of crystal. Floors of hardwood, oc-
casionally parquetry, were more frequently covered with
patterned rugs of European or Oriental origin.

During the 18th century imports of printed cottons or
chintz in the Indian taste, and silk brocades and damasks,
largely replaced the linen and woolen weaves of earlier
days. Upholstered furniture, wing chairs and sofas, and
elaborate draperies increased still further the richness of
the fashionable interior.

As in Europe, the growth of tea and coffee drinking en-
couraged production of suitable silverware and the import
of English and Oriental porcelains, which required corner
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Figure 40: Roman decorative motifs characteristic of the
Empire style: bedroom of the empress Josephine in the

Chateau de Malmaison, near Paris, 1810.

By courtesy of the Musee National du Chateau de Malmaison; photograph, Studio Laverton

and wall storage cupboards. Demand was also created for
a variety of small movable tables and stands for tea and
coffee services.

During this century the German settlers in Pennsylvania
added their traditional styles of design to the dominantly
English tradition of the colony, the effects being more ev-
ident in folk arts than in formal decoration. It was to this
style and its development after the Revolution that the
first American decorative glass of Henry William Stiegel
and Frederick Amelung must be credited, as well as most
of the decoration on early American pottery.

19th and early 20th centuries in Europe. Neoclassicism

predominated in France till the rise of Napoleon, when
to Roman styles were added Egyptian motifs from his
Egyptian campaign of 1798. This was known in France as
the Empire style, after the First Empire of France (1804-
14), and in England as Regency, for the period (1811-
20) when George III was too deranged to rule. Furniture
design, for the most part light and graceful during the
early part of the Neoclassical period in France, had be-
come more consciously luxurious as the Revolution was
approached. During the Empire period it became mas-
sive, imposing, dark, and pompous (Figure 40). The usual
vocabulary of classical ornament is to be found in both
Empire and Regency, with some modifications from ear-
lier times. The cabriole leg of the Rococo style became
straight, and curves tended to disappear in all furniture.
Symmetry of ornament replaced the asymmetrical curves.
In England, in the latter part of the 18th century, porcelain
became less and less fashionable, and its place was taken
by the cream-coloured earthenware (creamware) of Josiah
Wedgwood, and by his jasper and basaltes stonewares, all
admirably adapted to the new style. Greek vase-shapes and
classical ornament were commonly used in the decoration
of Wedgwood wares of all kinds. In England, the work of
Thomas Hope, a wealthy amateur architect, gained much
attention through the publication of his Household Fur-
niture and Interior Decoration (1807). He enlarged and
decorated his London home in Duchess Street, Portland
Place, and also his country house, Deepdene, in Dorking,
Surrey, with somewhat heavy and pedantic design that
was at variance with the general trend of the time but
influenced later work.

In Germany the solid bulk of the Biedermeier style, with
its thick curtains, draperies, antimacassars, and padded
upholstery, gave evidence of material prosperity. Many of
these features were to become commonplace in Victorian
England, but in the meantime, the Regency style was
prevalent and contributed many masterpieces of design.
Brighton Pavilion (begun 1815) was built by John Nash for
the Prince Regent. Much lacquered and bamboo furniture
was used, blending with Chinese wallpapers, fanciful treat-
ments of palm trees as columns, and the most extravagant
of crystal chandeliers (Figure 41). In general, however, the
Regency style strove for elegance without extravagance;
innumerable smaller houses were built and decorated with
fine wrought-iron balustrades on curving stone staircases,
pleasing carved wood or marble mantelpieces of modest

By courtesy of the Royal Pavilion, Brighton, England

Figure 41: Regency style interior using bamboo and lacquered furniture and decorated with
chinoiserie motifs: the Prince Regent's bedroom, Royal Brighton Pavilion, Brighton, England,

designed by John Nash, begun 1815.
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sizes, and plain or panelled walls of light colouring, on
which the use of wallpaper was becoming more common.

By the latter part of the 18th century, the Industrial Rev-
olution was slowly developing, particularly in England,
and machinery was increasingly producing many objects
of interior decoration, modifying their form to suit the
new methods and reducing the price to make them avail-
able to new markets, a situation envisaged by Wedgwood.
The less affluent of the middle classes became the largest
section of consumers, and manufacture was increasingly
directed toward catering to their tastes. In the early years
of the 19th century a new concept was beginning to take
shape—the notion of eclecticism, which propounded that
any style was as good as another. This led to the idea that
styles could legitimately be mixed together. In this way
Horace Walpole’s nightmare of a garden-seat—Gothic at
one end and Chinese at the other—became, in principle,
an accomplished fact: one firm, for instance, made a clas-
sical urn on a Gothic base.

In the early decades of the 19th century, in addition to
the Empire and Regency styles, there was a Greek style of
marked simplicity, and an Italian style described as ‘pictur-
esque with Palladian detail’ (a contradiction in terms), as
well as an “Elizabethan” style, a “Tudor” style, a “Baroni-
al” style (under the influence of Sir Walter Scott), an “Ab-
botsford” style (also resulting from Scott’s influence, based
on his house of that name), and a revived Gothic style,
far removed from Walpole’s modest and amusing essay.
The revived Gothic was at first inspired by James Wyatt’s
pseudo-cathedral built for the author William Beckford at
Fonthill Abbey, with interiors of cathedral-like amplitude
and about a 300-foot (90-metre) tower.

This Gothic Revival produced a small number of houses
in which the pointed arch together with fan vaulting and
crocketed (carved with foliated ornament) or deeply un-
dercut moldings were used with some taste and discretion.
Toddington Manor, Gloucestershire (1829), by the archi-
tect Charles Barry (who, with A.W.N. Pugin, designed the
Houses of Parliament), and Hughenden Manor, the house
of British prime minister Benjamin Disraeli, exemplify a
style used later in the century with greater ostentation and
coarseness of detail.

In the principal European countries, interior decoration
grew increasingly heavy and elaborate. Ornament came
to be considered synonymous with beauty, and pattern
covered every possible surface. The products of indus-
trial manufacture were mostly very crude, and their use
resulted in loss of refinement; for example, aniline dyes,
which are harsh in colour, were first made in 1856 and
soon replaced the softer, more harmonious colours. Ar-
chitects decked out their buildings according to whim in a
variety of styles.

In less ambitious schemes of decoration brightly coloured
wallpapers with bold patterns were widely used, and the
white plaster ceilings were relieved by modelled cornices
and often also by some central feature, frequently in
a coarsened Rococo design, which made a background
for the elaborate light fitting. Rooms became crowded
with furniture, and fireplaces were often mounted with
elaborate overmantels, fitted with mirror panels and a
multitude of shelves and brackets for the display of knick-
knacks. Both furniture and fittings were draped in dark-
coloured plush with heavy fringes. Varnished pitch-pine
dadoes, stained-glass windows, and encaustic-tiled floors
were also popular.

By the 1830s there was a revival of Rococo, to be seen in
the porcelain of the period and the chairs of John Belter
of New York, and there was something called the “Louis
XIV” style, which that monarch would have found diffi-
culty in recognizing. Throughout this period there was a
limited amount of pseudo-Chinese decoration, principally
on pottery and porcelain and papier-maché. After 1853,
when Commodore Matthew C. Perry of the U.S. Navy re-
opened Japan to Western trade and influence, a new kind
of Japanese art began to be exported, such as the vases
of unprecedented ugliness decorated in Tokyo and called
Satsuma, or enormous, grossly over-decorated vases from
Seto in Owari (presently Aichi Prefecture), none of which
would have found a buyer in the Japanese home-market.
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The 19th century was an age of eclecticism. Decorators
introduced the custom of having a different style for each
room—*“Gothic,” “Elizabethan,” or “Old English” for the
dining-room; “Queen Anne,” “Chippendale,” or “Louis
XVI” for the drawing-room; with pseudo-Elizabethan fur-
niture for the library. Design reached its nadir with the
Great Exhibition of 1851, in London, the low-water mark
in the history of European taste in interior decoration,
from which there was no conceivable direction except
upward.

In France, where there was a sounder tradition and
Gothic had not been influential for centuries, 19th cen-
tury taste was not quite so debased as in England. A light
and amusing version of Gothic known as the Troubadour
style made its appearance in the 1830s, perhaps an inter-
national tribute to the contemporary fame of Sir Walter
Scott. ' Rococo was revived as the Pompadour style, and
there was a neo-Renaissance period, with furniture designs
based on 16th-century Italian work. On the whole, the
furniture of the second empire (1852-70) was very accept-
able in design, although these pieces were based largely on
the 18th century; these styles harmonized well with the
contemporaneous music of Jacques Offenbach and the
brilliance of the court of Napoleon IIIL.

In England there were a few people who recognized the
depths to which taste had fallen. The designer and writer
William Morris advocated a return to fine craftsmanship
in furniture, textiles, and wallpaper, and started his own
firm in 1861. Under the influence of the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood, artists who advocated a return to medieval
principles, his furniture designs were based on actual sur-
viving specimens instead of on Gothic architecture of the
most florid periods. Morris’s productions were well-made
and well-proportioned, often with painted decoration in
the old style (Figure 42). He helped to organize the Arts
and Crafts Society with the object of improving design.
His influence was limited, however, because, like his con-
temporaries, he looked backward for inspiration and in
doing so refused to accept the possibilities of machine
production.

The 1870s and 1880s saw a fashion for reproductions of
18th-century furniture, especially the designs of Chippen-
dale, Hepplewhite, and Sheraton, in which a few minor
crudities, of a kind thought to be inseparable from hand-
work, were added to machine-production. Much of the
“18th century” furniture that decorates today’s interiors is
no older than this vogue. A fashion arose in the 1880s for
Japanese fans and screens and blue and white porcelain, in
conjunction with bamboo and lacquer furniture, a taste to
some extent influenced by the paintings of James Whistler.

By courtesy of ti

toria and Albert Museum, London; photograph, John Webb

Figure 42: Outstanding craftsmanship and design based

upon medieval aesthetic principles: mid-19th century arts

and crafts movement English room decorated by William
Morris with furniture by Philip Webb. In the Victoria and Albert
Museum, London.
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The influence of Whistler, Morris, and others may be
seen in the Art Nouveau style of decoration, which was de-
veloped in the 1890s by the Belgian architect and designer
Henry van de Velde and the British designer Arthur Hey-
gate Mackmurdo. This was a style in interior decoration
which went under various names at the time—Art Nou-
veau in England, Modern Style in France, the Jugendstil
in Germany, and the Stile Liberty in Italy, in reference
to the influence of the London firm of Liberty & Co. in
promoting the style. Art Nouveau was most reminiscent
of Gothic, with overtones of the Japanese art imported
during the last quarter of the 19th century. Its ornament is
markedly asymmetrical, and principally floral, particular
use being made of the lily. It is strongly curvilinear, and
there is hardly a straight line to be seen. It often derives
its-effect from an incongruous juxtaposition of decorative
motifs. In furniture, for instance, the asymmetry of Ro-
coco is to be found in its ornament, but in Art Nouveau
the whole piece of furniture in some cases is asymmetrical,
one side being higher than the other. Although the style
created much interest at the Paris Exhibition of 1900, it
never became very widely established but was one of sev-
eral leavening agents in the sphere of design. Nonetheless,
its influence extended beyond World War I into the 1920s,
when the Art Deco style from Paris became current (see
below). Its influence can also be found in such relatively
modern designs as the Barcelona chair of Mies van der
Rohe of 1929.

Reaction against overcrowded, fussy interiors gathered
strength. Plain interior walls in white or very light colours,
natural woods, and simple doors and fireplaces were
among the changes introduced by the more advanced de-
signers in an attempt to create an original style suited to
the changed circumstances of life in the first part of the
20th century.

Late 18th to early 20th centuries in the U.S. Classic
movement after the Revolution, 1785-1835. Even after
the American Revolution, English decorative influence
predominated in the United States, in spite of greatly in-
creased contacts with French thought and ideas. Although
many leaders like Thomas Jefferson wished to see a com-
plete break with English traditions, the Georgian forms of
colonial days persisted in common usage till 1800 or af-
ter. By 1785, however, the reaction in Europe against the
rather heavy classic style called free Palladianism and its
Rococo and Baroque elaborations began to affect design
in the United States. .

Jefferson, largely under French influence, became the
leader of one aspect of the new movement in the South
that combined practical planning with a literal classicism

By courtesy of Antiques Magazine; photograph, Helga Studio

based on the direct study of ancient monuments. While
Jefferson’s interest in strict classic form was felt partic-
ularly in architecture, the decorative phase of the move-
ment, both North and South, was dominated by the freer
and more personal interpretation of classic motifs based
on the work of the Adam brothers in England, before and
during the American Revolution. This was the principal
influence in the designs of the Boston architect Charles
Bulfinch and his followers and was popularized about
1800 in the builders’ pattern books of William Pain and
Asher Benjamin.

The houses of Boston, Salem, and Portsmouth that
were built around 1800-10 by or under the influence of
Bulfinch and Samuel Mclntire, an architect of Salem, are
the best examples of the changes wrought by the fine scale
and delicate precision of their Adam-inspired designs, pro-
ducing what has become known as the early Federal style.
In the houses of the time, the circle, the ellipse, and the
octagon were introduced as occasional variations in the
plan, and the flying or freestanding staircase became a
characteristic of the entrance hall (Figure 43).

In interior decoration, wood panelling was practically
abandoned or was restricted to the area below the chair
rail—i.e, the wall molding at the height of the chair
back. Decorative emphasis was concentrated on the man-
tel and overmantel, the doors and window frames, and
the cornice, all usually of wood and enriched with delicate
repeat ornament (either carved or applied). Rich colour in
draperies and upholstery was set off by wall surfaces and
decoration in light tones, grayed tints, or white. Block-
printed wallpapers with classical motifs were frequently
used, as were stencilled decorations in the simpler homes.

In general, geometric forms and the urn, swag, patera,
and wreath were employed. The taste for lightness and
attenuation verging on dryness was reflected in the furni-
ture. The designs of the English furniture manufacturers
George Hepplewhite and Thomas Sheraton, influenced by
Louis XVI and Directoire forms, found American versions
around the turn of the century in the work of Samuel
Mclntire of Salem, John Seymour of Boston, Duncan
Phyfe of New York, Henry Connelly of Philadelphia, and
the cabinet shops of Baltimore and Charleston. At first,
light woods and finishes and decorative inlays were pre-
ferred, but by 1820 French Empire influence substituted
dark reddish mahogany, carved and gilded ornament, and
heavy, often ill-proportioned forms considered more in
keeping with classic taste.

After 1820 the early Federal style waned, and Jefferso-
nian classicism was modified by the introduction of Greek
and even Egyptian detail, constituting the so-called Greek

Figure 43: American neoclassical room in the manner of the Adam brothers: Oval Music
Room, Nathaniel Russell House, Charleston, South Carolina, c. 1800.
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Revival. Accompanied by furnishings and draperies in the
heavier Sheraton-Empire taste, the classic pattern estab-
lished in the 1820s became the basic style in building
and decorative design. Stimulated by the Greek struggle
for national independence, it lasted until about 1850 and
constituted for the time a national style without parallel in
Europe. In its later decorative aspect, however, the Greek
Revival became a fashion rather than a style. As such it
marks not only the end of the 18th-century Neoclassicism
but the beginning of the Romantic movement.

The Romantic movement and the battle of the styles,
1835-1925. The ordered symbolism of the Roman clas-
sic style had been envisaged by Jefferson as a proper
expression of the American national ideal; but by 1835 its
restraints had grown tedious. Social and economic changes
already initiated by the Industrial Revolution encouraged
reaction. This found more or less romantic and emotional
expression in a series of style revivals ill-adapted to ac-
tual conditions.

The Greek Revival was diluted almost immediately by
the antiquarian Romanticism of the “Gothic,” “Tuscan,”
and “country cottage” fashions. These offered opportunity
to the undercurrent of practical utilitarianism, repressed
or thwarted by the classic formula, and also gave a fertile
field for the novel or exotic in decorative taste fostered
by a wealth-induced appetite for comfort and display
(see Figure 2, left and Figure 9). By the middle of the
century the last vestiges of order in early Victorian Ro-
manticism had disappeared under a plethora of decorative
motifs and objects easily and inexpensively produced by
machine (Figure 44). Colour became confusedly drab or
brilliant and generally out of character, as a result of the
introduction of uncontrolled chemical dyes and the magic
of the Jacquard loom, which permitted the weaving of
intricate patterns. Increased travel and ease of communi-
cations made American styles hardly distinguishable from
those of Europe.

This decorative salad of classic and medieval motifs
was supplanted by the revival of the 18th-century forms
which temporarily triumphed in the “second Rococo” of
the 1850s, when rosewood and walnut took the place of
mahogany. This was succeeded by fashions based on the
17th century and the later Renaissance, until the Philadel-
phia Centennial Exhibition of 1876 brought to America
the “craft” medievalism and a new series of more literal
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G s
Figure 44: Victorian parlour with characteristic tufted
upholstered chairs, medallion portraits, corner whatnot, and

floral carpeting: Robert J. Milligan House, Saratoga, New

York, c. 1853. In the Brooklyn Museum.

By courtesy of the Brooklyn Museum

style revivals including that of colonial times. These in
turn absorbed the exotic Eastern influence of the Aesthetic
movement of the later 19th century.

In the first quarter of the 20th century this confusion cul-
minated in antiquarianism for the wealthy and, for most
people, period reproductions provided by the wholesale
decorator and manufacturer. These 90 years of enormous
technical and financial development are too confused and
complex for further analysis here. Almost from the begin-
ning, however, a body of criticism and rational experiment
was developing both in Europe and America that was to
find effective expression in the early 1920s amid the social
and economic upheavals following World War 1.

20th century. The principle behind a great deal of 20th
century interior decoration was first expounded in Chicago
in 1896 in a magazine entitled the House Beautiful. This
journal opposed both the perpetuation of vulgar display

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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Figure 45: “Design for a Living Room,” by Will Bradley, com

missioned by The Ladies Home

Journal, 1902. In the early 1900s The Ladies Home Journal published a series of simplified,
contemporary house designs appropriate to the needs and taste of the new century. In the

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City.
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and the excess of ornament that had characterized most
of the 19th century. Other American magazines like The
Ladies Home Journal soon followed House Beautiful’s
lead and published articles on modern decorating (Fig-
ure 45). In Europe a group of architects and designers
whose thesis was that “form follows function” started the
Bauhaus, a school of design founded in 1919 at Weimar,
Germany. With such pioneers of modern art and design
as Walter Gropius, Paul Klee, Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy, and
others on its staff, it sought to teach the combining of
art with craft, and to combat the dehumanizing effect of
the machine.

The struggle between the desire to cling to tradition and
the necessity of accepting a society based on mechanized
industry came into the open between World War I and
World War II. The aim of the Bauhaus group was to
adapt industrial techniques to meet the needs of a soci-
ety impoverished spiritually and materially by war. Their
work was the culmination of the numerous reform move-
ments of the late 19th and early 20th centuries; cathartic
and analytical in its methods, on one hand it shocked
the conservative into immoderate fury and on the other
converted its radical adherents into equally uncompro-
mising iconoclasts. Many of the “functionalist” ideas they
employed were inspired by the subtle simplicities of the
Japanese tradition and by the innovations and writings
of the Chicago architect Louis H. Sullivan. Functionalism
demanded a complete break with the ornamental motifs
of the past and a quickened response to form, proportion,
line, and texture. It also aimed at a scientific study of
human behaviour, correlating psychological responses to
physical stimuli of all kinds. The acceptance of its thesis
ran parallel to the growth of interest in abstract art, and,
although the uncompromising application of so intellec-
tual a program proved immediately impracticable, its bold
challenge to convention resulted in notable changes in
interior design.

The style that emerged from the Bauhaus, called the In-
ternational Style, was felt by many to be lacking in human
warmth. Its boxlike forms, its hard and glassy surfaces, its
use of metal tubing and plywood, and its lack of colour
and of ornament were received with mixed feelings. The
French architect Le Corbusier adhered to similar prin-
ciples. His famous dictum that the house is a machine
brought the retort that most people do not like living
in machines. Functionalist thinking, however, led to an
increasing use of the materials the machine is capable of
producing, such as plastics, synthetic fibres, acrylic paints,
and so forth, but these materials were still too often used
to simulate other materials.

German Functionalism was slow to establish itself in Eu-
rope and hardly affected American design until its leaders
found refuge in the United States from Nazi oppression.
There the movement was brought to public attention in
the mid-1930s by the need for new stimuli in the trough
of economic depression, by the educational campaigns of
the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, and by the
reestablishment of the Bauhaus teachings in the Institute
of Design of the Armour Institute (now part of the Illinois
Institute of Technology) in Chicago.

In the decade following the Exposition Internationale des
Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, held at Paris in
1925, progressive Western design was influenced princi-
pally by the less radical productions of the French luxury
crafts, based on a modified Art Nouveau, and by the
Swedish success in combining and developing craft tradi-
tions in cooperation with industry. These influences, which
developed the Art Deco style, were, however, confined to
relatively small and semiprofessional coteries, while the
market as a whole continued to concentrate on traditional
forms, producing and adapting them at various levels of
quality and taste (Figure 46). By 1935 the Functionalist
movement, led by the disciples of the Bauhaus program,
had gained a substantial following among the younger
architects and designers. During World War II, develop-
ment virtually ceased in most European countries, and
subsequently attention turned again to the Scandinavian
countries, particularly Sweden, where strict consideration
of function led to simple furnishing schemes which relied

on natural wood grains, clear colouring, and texture for

their effect. Pattern was subdued and, where used, uncom-
plicated in outline.

Meanwhile, in the United States, during and after World
War II, the Functionalists, still with the help of the muse-
ums and the more progressive schools and periodicals, had
gained the interest of a considerable proportion of both
the wealthier members of society and the manufacturers
who catered to them.

The most obvious changes resulting from the Func-
tionalist movement were mechanization, redistribution of
interior space, and elimination of formal barriers between
indoors and outdoors. These developments, most preva-
lent in the United States but disseminated throughout
much of the world, were accompanied by radical changes
in decoration and the design and use of furniture and fit-
tings. Equipment for heating and lighting, sanitation, and
food preparation, all derived from inventions of the 19th
century, were brought to a high degree of mechanized
efficiency, taking full advantage of advanced production
methods. Since convenience and economy became prin-
cipal considerations, utility units were fitted into living
space instead of being hidden in otherwise unused areas,
as in the traditional room arrangement. By insisting on
simplicity of form, colour, and texture, they were made
to obtrude as little as possible. In particular, the appear-
ance of the kitchen was studied carefully, especially in
smaller houses.

Under the influence of electric power, liquid fuels, flex-
ible controls of temperature, ventilation, and lighting,
and countless labour-saving devices, the mid-20th-century
house began to fulfill Le Corbusier’s dream of an efficient
“machine for living.”

Reconsideration and correlation of the space needed in
living areas broke down traditional room divisions. The
new interior, with its invitation to movement, both actual
and implied, was in harmony with the times. Decoration
became concerned with function (see Figure 2, right), and,
because a living area served more than one purpose, it

Photo Fratelli Fabbri Editori, Milan, Italy

Figure 46: Art Deco bathroom designed by Armand-Albert
Rateau for Jeanne Lanvin, Paris, 1920-22. In the Musée des
Arts Décoratifs, Paris.
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was frequently irregular in plan and impossible to treat
as a unit in the traditional formal manner. Changes of
colour, texture, and materials consequently became the
chief resources of decorative design, taking the place of
ornament (Figure 47). Earlier attempts at the functional
mode suffered from too much anxiety over simplicity and
unity and thus became monotonous and cold.

Photo R. Guil
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growth after World War II of the trade in old furnishings
of all kinds, with ever-increasing prices. A parallel vogue
resulted in an increase in the manufacture of reproductions
of all kinds, especially furniture, made partly by machine
and partly by hand, leading to the revival of some of the
old handcrafts.

INTERIOR DESIGN IN THE EAST

TOP

3 SRR

Figure 47: Dining room and living area designed by Claude
Lombardo for his apartment outside Brussels, 1969. Supple,
rounded forms made of cement reinforced with glass fibre are
used to create a free-moving, open-plan interior.

The demands of space made it necessary to keep movable

pieces of furniture to a minimum and encouraged the use
of built-in units. An earlier overemphasis on straight lines
and angles was countered by greater use of curved and
molded forms in furniture design. As the average house
became smaller and more efficient in its use of enclosed
space and as the desire for outdoor living grew, there was
a tendency to replace at least one of the enclosing walls
of both livingroom and bedroom with glass. With a well-
arranged plan, this gave each room an everchanging mural
and better light, and it also extended the apparent size of
the interior. The illusion of bringing the outside indoors
gave a feeling of freedom, but it also created practical and
psychological problems (see Figure 7).

Despite the reaction that developed against it, the func-
tional modern movement had served an important pur-
pose. Although it produced no recognizable themes of
ornament, it did eliminate the horror vacui that afflicted
the Victorians and Elizabethans alike. It cleared the way
for a fresh look at the art of interior decoration as a
whole, and for the fresh inspiration that came in the
1950s from Scandinavia and Denmark, which retained the
human qualities that much of the work of the Bauhaus
was felt to lack. At the same time there was a revival of
interest in true Japanese art in interior decoration, which
has a certain affinity with Scandinavian. In the 1960s
patterns began to return—abstract patterns such as those
to be found in Op art. Elegant materials, easily washable,
became available for upholstery, and easy cleaning made
it practical for them to be produced in pastel shades and
light colours.

That large numbers of people had found it difficult to live
with modern austerity became apparent with the immense

East Asian motifs of decoration bear no relationship to
those of the West, although many of them are familiar
from objets d’art and decoration exported during the last
five centuries. No such conflict of styles as those to be
observed in the West has existed.

The motifs of Eastern art are many and varied, such as
the dragon (a ubiquitous and beneficent creature), the so-
called phoenix (actually the Chinese long-tailed pheasant),
and creatures of all kinds, actual and legendary. Flowers
and foliage are part of an elaborate flower-symbolism,
and there are many abstract motifs, all of which are part
of a complex and rich symbolism, which can usually be
interpreted if the key is known. The Chinese language
contains many identical words, which have completely
different meanings that are identified in speech by into-
nation; the word fi, for example, can mean either a bat
or happiness. Therefore, a decoration of bats symbolizes
happiness. This is not true in the Japanese language, but
the Japanese have taken over many Chinese motifs, such
as the bat (komori). The purpose for which a Chinese
object decorated with a dragon was originally intended
may often be deduced from the number of claws to the
foot—five for the Emperor, four for princes of the blood,
and three for officials. The pine, willow, and bamboo in
conjunction are termed the “three friends,” and represent
Buddha, Confucius, and Lao-tzu.

Scrolls of painting or calligraphy are characteristic of
interior design in the East. They are changed from time
to time to give freshness to the decorative scheme and
also to emphasize their quality. Similarly, a vase with a
single branch of peach blossom or other flowers may be
set out with care. Cabinets and storage chests are of great
importance and are often made of camphor wood. An
important feature in the houses of north China and Korea
is the k’ang, or heated brick platform, on which the family
sleeps or sits in the cold northern winter.

China. Possessing the oldest Eastern civilization, China
has powerfully influenced the others. Forms and motifs
of decoration, which began as early as the Shang dynasty
(18th to 12th century BcC), or even before in the legendary
Hsia dynasty, persist throughout Chinese history. Early
forms of bronze altar vessels, for example, are found in
porcelain in the 18th and 19th centuries, slightly altered
in profile but still recognizable.

Materials are very different from those of the West.
The Chinese have always been masters of the ceramic
art, and their skill spread northward to Korea, northeast-
ward to Japan, and south to the countries of Southeast
Asia. Nearly all the more important techniques—majolica
excepted—came from China. The T’ang dynasty (618-
907) was renowned for fine earthenwares; the Sung dy-
nasty (960-1279) for superb stonewares; and from the
Yiian dynasty (1206-1368) onward the Chinese have led
the world in the manufacture of porcelain, the secret of
which reached Europe only after the porcelain had been
imported for several centuries. Bronze was employed for
vessels rather than figure sculpture. Originally purely reli-
gious in connotation, bronze vessels were given as gifts of
emperors to their favoured subjects by the Chou dynasty
(1111-255 BC), and from that time on were commonly
employed for secular purposes. During the T’ang dynasty,
handsome mirrors as well as such useful and decorative
things as toilet-boxes were commonly made.

China was known for its silk in the West in ancient
Roman times. Fragments of silk were found in Chinese
Turkistan dating to the 1st century Bc with motifs of
design strongly resembling those of the 20th century. The
Chinese have always been noted for superb silk embroi-
deries, highly detailed in a manner requiring a multitude
of tiny stitches. Painted silks have been produced in large
quantities. Velvet weaving, usually in long strips as chair

Eastern
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Chinese
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covers, was an art probably learned from the West, but
the art of tapestry (k‘o-ssu), may go back as far as the Han
dynasty (206 Bc-AD 220). Carpet-knotting of the highest
quality, no doubt learned from Persia, cannot be proved
to date before the 17th century, but it may have started
at a much earlier date. Rare carpets are knotted with silk
and gold, but those with a woollen pile are of fine quality.
Pillar-carpets, woven to encircle pillars, are a distinctively
Chinese type. Motifs of decoration are those common to
other materials.

Jade (nephrite and jadeite) is carved in China into objects
with many different purposes. In early times, like bronze,
it was mainly used for religious purposes, but it later came
to be employed for a variety of secular objects, princi-
paily those intended to furnish the schoiar’s tabie, such
as brush-pots, ink-slabs, water-droppers, table-screens, and
paper-weights. In the 18th century especially, bowls and
covers, handsomely carved and pierced with a variety of
motifs and patterns, were made for interior decoration as
incense burners.

Lacquer, the solidified sap of a tree (Rhus vernicifera), has
been widely employed for a variety of decorative purposes
on a foundation of wood or, less often, hempen fabric.
Lacquer is employed as a form of paint, or applied in
thick layers that can be carved with knives. It is also used
to decorate structural timbers in the interior. The finest
lacquer came from Japan in the 17th and 18th centuries.

Enamelling on metal is an art that the Chinese learned
from Europe, but, in the 18th century especially, some
very large bronze vessels in a variety of ornamental forms
were covered with enamel utilizing the closionné tech-
nique. Painted enamels came from Canton in the 18th
century, and resemble in style contemporary porcelain
enamelling from the same place.

Paintings are usually on silk, and most are in the form
of scrolls to be hung on the wall. A long and narrow form
is customary. The best of Chinese painting is superb in
quality, but criteria of judgment are very different from
those applicable to Western art. Style is to a considerable
extent affected by calligraphy, and the quality and type
of brushstroke plays an essential part. Subjects are usu-
ally the poetic delineation of landscape, floral and foliate
sprays, and, less often, pavilions. Chinese painting is often
pervaded by a subtle and gentle humour hardly seen in
Western art. Calligraphy plays an important part in the art
of the East; scrolls decorated with an admired calligraphy
are hung on walls. Calligraphy often plays a part in the

Museum of Art.

By courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, given by Wright S. Ludington (in memory of his father)

Figure 48: Chinese scholar’s study, Peking, late 18th or early 19th century. In the Philadelphia

decoration of bronzes and porcelain, and inscriptions on
paintings are not uncommon.

The East Asian house is usually constructed of wood and
tiles. The ridge-tile in China, made of glazed stoneware,
is often very handsome. Architecture has never been the
principal medium for the expression of the Chinese artistic
impulse; conservatism, perhaps rooted in ancestor wor-
ship, has been paramount and stylistic innovation practi-
cally unknown. The basic structure of the Chinese house
has remained almost unchanged at least from the Shang
dynasty (18th to 12th century Bc). In all types of buildings
the roof is the most important feature, and by the T’ang
dynasty (AD 618-907) the characteristic upturned eaves
and heavy glazed and coloured tile covering had devel-
oped. The roof is chieily supported by timber posts on
stone or bronze bases, and the walls of the building serve
merely as screens in brick or timber. Floors are often of
beaten earth packed tightly into a timber border. Usually,
a family house was composed of a series of buildings or
pavilions enclosing a garden courtyard and surrounded
by a wall. The courtyard played an immensely important
part, because of the ever-present ideal that man should
live in harmony with nature: a small pool with a lotus
plant, a tree, and large rocks symbolized the whole natural
landscape, and it was on these features that most care
was lavished.

The supporting pillars and brackets of important build-

ings were carved and painted, many of the designs being
similar to those made familiar by Chinese pottery and
porcelain. The yellow dragon symbolizes the power of the
spirit, the tiger the forces of animal life. Windows were
latticed with strips of wood in varying patterns over which
translucent white paper was stretched. In addition to the
lattice-work patterns, the windows themselves took on
great variety of outline, for instance that of a diamond,
fan, leaf, or flower. Doorways, too, were fancifully shaped
in the form of the moon, lotus petal, pear, or vase, for
structural support was not required from the light panel-
type walls. Some walls may have been removable alto-
gether, as they were subsequently in the Japanese house;
others were of painted wood, hung with tapestries or
paintings on silk and other materials.

A description of a Ming (1368-1644) home of the leisured
class mentions ceilings with cloisons (compartments) in
yellow reed work, papered walls and pillars, black polished
flagstones, and silk hangings. Richly coloured rugs, chair
covers, and cushions contrasted with dark furniture, which
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was arranged according to the strict ideas of asymmetri-
cal balance.

Little is known of early Chinese furniture, apart from
what may be gathered from paintings and similar sources.
Low stools and tables were early in use, and chairs, dress-
ing tables, altar tables, and canopied beds were common
by the Western (early) Han dynasty (206 Bc-AD 25). De-
signs and materials underwent very little change in the
intervening years. Rosewood has always been widely em-
ployed, and in the palaces elaborate pieces were encrusted
with gold and silver, jade, ivory, and mother-of-pearl.
The Chinese interior was more extensively furnished with
chairs, tables, couches, beds, and cabinets of cupboards
and drawers than was the custom elsewhere in the East
(Figure 48). As in Europe, the chair with arms was thought
to be a seat of honour. The woods employed are native to
the country and were hardly ever exported to the West,
though Chinese rosewood is fairly well known in the West
because most exported furniture was in this wood. Carved
lacquer furniture, like the throne of Ch’ien Lung in the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, was reserved for
the emperor and high officials, and the massive incised lac-
quer screens, known in the West as Coromandel screens,
were occasionally exported. Furniture of bamboo, princi-
pally intended for garden use, has hardly survived, but
barrel-shaped seats of porcelain for the same purpose are
not uncommon. Carved decoration on furniture is nearly
always extremely simple in design and limited to some
form of interlacing fret.

Japan. Interior decoration in Japan was much influ-
enced by Chinese ideas, especially between the 8th and
12th centuries, but it developed along lighter, more austere
and elegant lines. It has altered little since medieval days.
The most important differences in modern design are that
the matting has been extended to cover the whole of the
wooden floor, and sliding doors have replaced single-leaf
screens or curtains. Two sides of a Japanese house fre-
quently have no permanent walls, and interior partitions
are of paper on a wood frame which admits a soft, diffused
light. These partitions are usually moveable, allowing the
interior to be rearranged (Figure 49).

The Japanese interior is a carefully thought-out arrange-
ment. Wall-decoration hardly exists, and the walls provide
a neutral background for the rest. Since the Japanese in-
variably cover their floors with rice-straw mats and sit on
them instead of on chairs, tables are low, and are also
used as an arm-rest. Tiers of shelves are common, usu-
ally covered with lacquer, and painted decoratively. They
occur in a variety of forms, and the asymmetrical quality
of Japanese art may be seen in these pieces of furniture,
the number and position of the shelves differing on either
side, and set at different heights.
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In contrast to Western practice, the Japanese do not
decorate their rooms with seéveral works of art, but have
a special place in the room, a focal point, at which one
work of quality is displayed, and this is changed from time
to time. Both the Chinese and the Japanese venerate the
work of former times, and the Japanese possess the oldest
art collection in the world, in the Shoso-in repository at
Nara, which was formed in the 9th century AD.

At that time, doors were pivoted in the Chinese manner,
and instead of the sliding shoji, windows were made of
wooden latticing that pushed outward, as may still be seen
in shrines and temples. There was a curtained dais for the
most important person and separate mats on the wooden
floor for others. Then, as now, there was a connecting
corridor outside the rooms. The Seiryo-den, or ordinary
residence of the sovereign in the Kyoto Imperial Palace,
belonged to this period and was reconstructed in the 19th
century on the model of the original. A present-day family
could live quite comfortably in its simple suite of rooms
with walls and standing screens decorated with pictures in
the Chinese classic manner.

Late in the 15th century the interior began to assume its
present form as a result of a slow blending of the older
court style with the more austere type of house favoured
by the military caste, which was much influenced by Zen
Buddhist architecture. Toward the end of the 16th century
came the rise of the tea masters. These connoisseurs of
the “way of tea,” which involves the construction of the
tearoom and its garden and correct deportment in them,
established hereditary families and schools who remained
the aesthetic advisers on most aspects of domestic archi-
tecture, interior decoration, and garden planning. They
aimed to achieve beauty with frugality, asymmetry, and
economy of movement, and much of the simple grace of
Japanese interiors is due to them.

In a modern Japanese house built in traditional style,
decoration is almost entirely structural, and the residences
of all classes are equally neat and free from vulgarity.
Their harmony and delicacy derive from an endless varia-
tion of detail in a setting that is completely standardized.
Ordinary rooms are reckoned in terms of multiples of
the floor-mat unit, six by three feet (1.8 metres by 0.9
metre); the sliding doors five feet eight inches (1.7 metres)
high by three feet wide; the supporting pillars four to
five inches (10 to 13 centimetres) square, set at six-foot
intervals; and the ceiling boards one foot to 1.5 feet (30
to 45 centimetres) wide. All woodwork is unpainted and
rarely lacquered, but there is great variety in the fusuma,
or sliding doors, which divide the rooms and which are
covered with paper of many patterns or decorated with
paintings or calligraphy. Thus, the whole side of a room
may present a landscape either in black and white or in

By courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 49: Japanese pleasure house: “Moonlight Revelry at the Dozd Sagami,” ink,
colour, and gold on paper by Kitagawa Utamaro (18th century). In the Freer Gallery of

Art, Washington, D.C.
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colours, often on a silver or gold background. A change
of these fusuma will alter completely the appearance of a
room, and their removal will convert two or more rooms
into one. All rooms can be used as bedrooms, since the
bedding is stored in spacious cupboards. The reception
rooms provide more scope for decoration than the others,
for one end of the room is occupied by a roko-no-ma,
an alcove with a canopy above it supported by a pillar
of fine or uncommon wood, in which is hung the pic-
ture or set of pictures that, with the flower arrangement
that usually accompanies it, is the only ornament. Both
are changed frequently according to the season or mood.
Next to the toko-no-ma, there is often a built-in writing
table. Beside this is usually a chigai-dana, an asymmetric
arrangement of cupboards and shelves somewhat like a
sideboard. Between the top of the fusuma and the ceiling
is often a ramma, an openwork frieze carved with pat-
terns or landscapes in wood or bamboo. A framed tablet
with a poem or painting on it sometimes may be placed
there. Other walls are of plain plaster in subdued shades,
mostly of gray or brown. The ceilings are usually of thin
boards, slightly overlapping, upheld by bars about an inch
(three centimetres) square, the whole suspended from the
roof or floor beams. In large apartments, as in shrines
and temples, the coved and coffered “Chinese ceiling,”
with lacquered woodwork and pictures and patterns in
the coffers, is sometimes found. Fancy varieties made of
bamboo and reeds and plaited wood are not uncommon.
Bamboo has many uses in the Japanese house as pillars
and window bars and ceiling material, when split and
flattened, it may take the place of boards. Windows are
of many shapes—round, square, bell-shaped, jar-shaped,
gourd-shaped, diamond-shaped, fan-shaped, and purely
asymmetric—and make centres of interest in a blank wall.

The furniture in a traditional Japanese house is sparse,
perhaps consisting of a cabinet of blackwood or lacquer,
a low writing table or a screen, either twofold or sixfold
(the latter generally in pairs), decorated with landscapes
on a gold or silver background and mounted in brocade.
A single-leaf screen sometimes stands in the entrance hall.
Among the well-to-do, other valuables such as scroll pic-
tures, charcoal braziers, articles of pottery, spare fusuma,
books, and curios are kept in a detached fireproof store-
house and produced only occasionally to ensure a constant
variety in the rooms. It is a principle that rooms that
are only occasionally occupied may be more showy and
fanciful than ordinary living rooms, and these are most
often met with in hotels and restaurants and other places
of entertainment. Just as much care is taken with the
interiors of the bathroom as with the other rooms, and
the doors and windows and walls of these are usually of
excellent workmanship.

India. Words of Indian origin such as calico, chintz,
and palampore indicate the importance of Indian textiles
in the history of western interior design. Yet the Indians
themselves have never been very conscious of this role,

Figure 50: Simplicity of domestic Indian interior: Chamba school
miniature of a lady suffering the sorrows of love, late 8th century.
In the National Museum of India, New Delhi.

Smeets Lithographers, Weert, Holland

their own domestic interiors being of the utmost simplic-
ity, with hardly more than a carpet or prayer mat to
offset stone floors and plain white walls (Figure 50). The
impermanence of the materials used for the majority of
dwellings may have been a contributory factor. In more
palatial buildings, however, and commonly in both Hindu
and Buddhist temples, walls were painted, a practice that,
according to literary references, may go back to the Mau-
rya period (321-185 BC). Paintings that survive in cave
temples of the Gupta period (AD 320-600) usually depict
groups of active mythical or human figures and are charac-
terized by their sinuous lines. A late example occurs in the
unfinished early 17th-century murals of the Mattancheri
palace, Cochin, Madras. Inlay of semiprecious stones,
carved and bracketed pillars and capitals, and openwork
marble panels also adorned the palaces of local rulers.
(Ge.S./Ed.)

FURNITURE AND ACCESSORY FURNISHINGS

The word furniture comes from the French fourniture,
which means equipment. In most other European lan-
guages, however, the corresponding word (German Mdbel;
French meuble; Spanish mueble; Italian mobile) is derived
from the Latin adjective mobilis, meaning movable. The
continental terms describe the intrinsic character of furni-
ture better than the English word. To be furniture, it must
be movable.

In general, furniture produced in the last 5,000 years has
not undergone innovative development in any profound
sense. An Egyptian folding stool dating from about 1500
BC fulfills the same functional requirements and possesses
the same basic features as a modern one. Only in the mid-
20th century, with entirely new, synthetic materials such
as plastic and completely new fabrication techniques such
as casting have there been signs of a radical revision of
the concept of furniture. Since furniture presupposes some
degree of residential permanency, it is understandable that

no independent furniture types seem to have been devel-
oped among the Africans, the Melanesians, the Eskimos
in Greenland, the American Indians, or the Mongolian
nomads in Asia.

This section deals with the materials, processes and tech-
niques, ornamentation, kinds of furniture, and, finally,
with the history of furniture.

General considerations

MATERIALS

Wood. Wood is the most used and possibly the best
suited material for making furniture. Although there are
over a hundred different kinds that can be used for furni-
ture, some woods have natural properties that make them
superior to the others.

A relatively cheap material, wood lends itself to various
kinds of treatment; for example, it can be stained, painted,
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gilded, and glued. It can be shaped by means of hand-
or power-operated cutting and drilling tools. Heated, it
can be bent to a certain extent into a predetermined
shape and thereafter will retain the shape. The annual
rings in wood create a structure with varying character,
which in itself provides a natural ornamental surface, in
which patterns can be formed by means of precalculated
juxtapositions. Colours range from white, yellow, green,
red, brown, grey to black through countless intermediary
tones. By juxtaposing wood of different colours, extremely
rich effects have been achieved, especially in the 17th and

18th centuries. Wood, if stored under favourable condi-
By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1906

Figure 51: Carved wood chairs (1600s) and wood-panelied
room (1682-85) from the Schidssli at Flims, Switzerland, and
through the door an English carved oak bed (late 1500s) from
Cumnor Palace, Berkshire. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York City.

tions, is durable, and pieces of furniture from the oldest
civilizations—Egypt, for example—are still extant. Lastly,
most wood has an aromatic scent.

Developments in the sphere of craftsmanship and me-
chanical techniques, during the past two hundred years
or so, have made furniture production both cheaper and
quicker. Using timber as a basis and applying techniques
such as shredding, heating and glueing, it has been pos-
sible to evolve new materials. To an increasing extent,
cabinetmakers and furniture factories are using semi-
manufactured wood such as veneer, carcass wood, ply-
wood, laminated board, and hardboard (fibreboard).

Veneer is a very thin layer of particularly fine wood that
has been glued on to inferior wood in order to produce a
smooth and beautiful surface. It would hardly be possible
to achieve such a surface by using solid wood, partly be-
cause of the expense, partly because of its brittleness, and
partly because the grain can never be shown off to its best
advantage when the timber is cut into solid boards.

The practice of veneering furniture has been known since
the time of pharaonic Egypt, but it was not fully exploited
until the beginning of the 18th century. During the Rococo
period, especially, great virtuosity was displayed by the
craftsman in the veneering of curving, concave, and con-
vex surfaces; for instance, as found on chests of drawers.

Veneer is made by sawing, machine-cutting, and peel-
ing. Saw-cut veneer is best, but because of the relatively
large loss of wood in the form of sawdust, it is also the
most expensive. Therefore, furniture veneer, as a rule, is
machine-cut.
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Veneering is done on carcass wood, either in the form
of a solid surface or a surface composed of several layers

glued together. Old furniture is nearly always veneered on

solid wood of an inferior quality to the veneer, such as
beech, oak, or deal. High-quality English mahogany furni-
ture made in the 18th century, however, was veneered with
mahogany on mahogany. In the 20th century, machine-
made laminated board of various thicknesses is generally
used. The advantage of ready-made laminated board is
that it does not shrink. Wood expands and contracts in
various ways, and its strength can vary axially, radially, or
tangentially; by blocking the wood—i.e., glueing pieces of
wood together in different directions—such differences are
eliminated and equal strength is obtained both longitudi-
nally and laterally. The characteristic feature of laminated
board is that the veneer on both sides encloses a wooden
board composed of narrow strips of wood glued together
on edge. The board is therefore thick enough to be suitable
for table tops or doors.

If laminated board consists only of single sheets of veneer
glued together, it is known as plywood. Plywood is widely
used in the manufacture of furniture, particularly as back-
ing for chests and other storage pieces, for the bottoms of
drawers, and for shelves.

Metal. Metals have been used since antiquity for mak-
ing furniture or ornaments for furniture. Splendid Egyp-
tian pieces, such as the thrones and stool that were found
in the tomb of the youthful Tutankhamen (14th century
BC), were rich in gold mounts (decorative details). In an-
cient Greece, bronze, iron, and silver were used for making
furniture. Finds that were buried in the ashes of Pompeii
and Herculaneum in Italy included tables with folding
underframes and beds made partly or entirely of metal.

Throughout the Middle Ages the metal chair—for exam-
ple, the 7th-century throne belonging to Dagobert I, king
of the Franks—was used for special ceremonies.

Various examples of silver furniture have been preserved;
not solid metal, they consist of embossed (decorated with
relief) or chased (hammered) plates of silver fastened to a
wooden core. Silver furniture was made for palaces in the
days when monarchs amassed enormous wealth. In times
of war, the silver mountings were melted down and turned
into silver coins; it was thus that all the silver furniture
disappeared from the royal palaces of France.

During the 18th and 19th centuries, iron furniture be-
came a typical industrial product. Iron beds in particular
became popular. Because they could be easily folded up,
they were much in demand as camp beds; one used by
Napoleon at St. Helena is a famous example. As ordinary
beds in private homes or hotels, they could be decorated
with brass ornaments such as big knobs screwed onto
their posts. Iron has also been used for chairs; for in-
stance, rocking chairs or, perhaps more frequently, garden
chairs that can stand out in the rain, protected only by a
coat of paint.

The possibilities of steel for furniture were explored in
Germany during the 1920s, notably by architects associ-
ated with the Bauhaus, where architects, designers, and
artists experimented with modern materials. Experiments
were made with steel springs and chromiumplated steel
tubing. The genre was soon imitated, and tubular steel
furniture became a symbol of functionalism. Since then,
thinner tubing and plaited wire, with a resiliency similar to
that found in wickerwork chairs have been used. Because
of its lightness, aluminum became a furniture material.

Metal, however, is still employed primarily for locks,
mounts, and hinges used on furniture or for purely orna-
mental purposes. In the Middle Ages, simply constructed
chests demanded extensive use of iron bands to provide
extra strength, and the ends of these bands were cut to
form decorative shapes. Cabinets of the Renaissance and
Baroque periods were decorated with mounts of pewter
or bronze. Inlaid objects, decorated with material such as
wood or ivory, set into the surface of the veneer furniture
made at royal furniture workshops in France, especially
so-called boulle furniture, were marked by an elaborate
style of marquetry (patterns formed by the insertion of
pieces of wood, shell, ivory, or metal into a wood veneer);
they were influenced by Oriental traditions, in which blue-
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tempered steel, brass, and copper were customarily used.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, especially in England
and the American colonies, a refined style for furni-
ture mounts, keyhole escutcheons (an ornamental shield
around a keyhole), hinges, and the like, all based largely
on Chinese models, was developed. The design of these
mounts was dictated by a clear functional purpose, in
contrast to contemporary French Rococo mounts, the
majority of which were ornamental, often at the expense
of utility. French bronze founders displayed great skill in
making purely decorative mounts for the bodies of chests
of drawers and protective mounts for corners and legs. No
essentially new, independent forms of furniture mounts
seem to have been developed since the 18th century.

Other materials. Among other secondary materials in
furniture making, glass has been used in the form of mir-
rorglass or as a purely decorative, illusionistic element in
cabinets and writing desks. Italian craftsmen have made
glass furniture; that is, wooden furniture covered with
silvered glass in various colours. Ivory and other forms of
bone were used as inlay material in Egyptian furniture.
During the 17th and 18th centuries, ivory was widely used
for inlay work in cupboard doors and table tops.

Tortoiseshell was also used, as a costly inlay on a sil-
vered ground, in furniture made during the Renaissance
and Baroque periods. Mother-of-pearl has been used, par-
ticularly as inlay material and for keyhole escutcheons.
Marble and, to a certain extent, plaster of paris have been
used, especially in the 18th century, for the tops of chests
of drawers and console tables, and in the 19th century for
the tops of washstands and dressing tables.

In Victorian England, papier-maché (a molding material
made of paper pulped with glue and other additives) was
used to make such items of furniture as fire screens, small
tables and chairs, and clock cases. Finally, since World
War II, various plastic materials have been used quite ex-
tensively in the construction of chairs with seats and backs
molded in one piece and provided with a metal base.

STYLISTIC AND DECORATIVE PROCESSES AND TECHNIQUES

Constructional style and stylization. In general, furni-
ture can be designed in two styles, one of which is con-
structional in that the appearance of the piece reflects the
way it is put together, and the other of which is stylized
in that the appearance of the piece conceals the way it is
put together, the principle being to make the joints flush
with adjoining members so as to give the impression that
the object is made in one piece.

Examples of furniture made in a purely constructive style
are forms employing wickerwork or bamboo, in which
even the greatest display of imaginativeness in design
and pattern serves to make the construction stronger and
more resilient.

Constructional details and joints are not normally visible
and are, therefore, seldom of aesthetic importance to the
external appearance, but joints can be emphasized artis-
tically. The Greek form of chair known as the klismos
(Figure 52) demonstrates its joints boldly in the form of
solid junctions holding the legs, seat, and stiles together.
The curvature of the legs and of the backrest suggests elas-
ticity. Extremely delicate joinery with invisible joints can
be deliberately indicated by means of inlay work, exam-
ples of which can be seen in ancient Egyptian furniture.

Stick-back and tubular steel chairs are also examples of
constructional styles. The stick-back chair consists of a
solid seat into which the legs, back staves, and possibly
the armrests are directly mortised (joined by a tenon
or projecting part of one piece of wood and mortise or
groove in the other piece). Furniture of bent steel tubing,
particularly tables, chairs, and stools, was manufactured
in Germany in the 1920s (Figure 58). In this fashion a
new constructional style arose, for the steel tube, which
makes smaller dimensions possible, was so strong that it
opened up the possibility of completely new designs. Bent
steel tubes form a resilient structure.

In contrast to the constructional style is stylization, in
which there is no internal conformity between the motifs
and the strength of the joints. There have been any number
of examples of stylization throughout the history of fur-
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Figure 52: Greek klismos and small footstool, marble
grave Stele of Hegeso, 2nd half of the 5th century BC. In
the National Archaeological Museum, Athens.

By courtesy of the National Museum, Athens; from Historia del Arte; photograph,
E.D.I. Studio, Barcelona

niture. In both Egyptian and Chinese furniture the joints
might be deliberately concealed by painting or lacquer.
Chinese furniture can also appear stylized in the sense
that it gives an impression of having been put together in
a more constructive manner than is actually the case. (In
other words, stylization attempts to make joints flush with
adjoining members so as to give the impression of an un-
interrupted, harmonious, or sensitive contour. When two
pieces of wood are joined together with a modern, strong
glue, the resulting joint will be so rigid that, in the event
of a severe shock to the piece, the wood itself will be more
likely to break than will the actual joint.)

A good example of stylization is to be found in French
furniture made around the middle of the 18th century. In
French Rococo commodes, only the back is straight. The
serpentine front and sides meet in sharp corners, at which
the joints are covered by brass mounts. The number and
position of the drawers is concealed by an over-all pattern
of veneer and bronze ornament that disregards the edges
of the drawers. (In a number of cases the bronze mounts
on the front consist of fanciful handles and keyhole es-
cutcheons, but are never emphasized the way they are
in corresponding English commodes, even in the case of
false drawer fronts or drawers provided with moulding
that serves to protect the veneer.) The fully developed
French Rococo chair (Figure 53) with armrests has no vis-
ible joints. The back, arms, and frame form a continuous
whole; the difference between supported and supporting
members is concealed. There are no stretchers (horizon-
tal rods) between the legs to strengthen the construction,
which is solid enough by reason of the thick dimensions of
the members that meet in the seat frame. To counteract
the impression of heaviness in these essentially thick di-
mensions, the wood is molded to give a sensation of light-
ness without in any way weakening the construction. A
chair of this type when painted or gilded looks as if it had
been made in one piece, which is precisely the intention.

Decorative processes and techniques. Whether con-
structional principles are exploited as a motif or elegance
of overall shape is stressed through stylization, every piece
of furniture can be embellished in one way or another. A
piece of furniture may be embellished by effects produced
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Figure 53: French Rococo chairs by Louis Delanois (1731-92).
In the Bibliothéque de I'Arsenal, Paris.
By courtesy of the Bibliotheque de I'Arsenal, Paris; photograph, Eddy van der Veen

in the structural wood itself or in another kind of wood
added to the first; that is, by carving and turning or by
inlay work. Alternatively, the piece can be decorated by
the addition of materials other than wood, such as bronze,
ivory, or marble. Finally, in the case of furniture meant
for sitting or lying on, there is the possibility of textile
enrichment in such forms as upholstery, loose covers,
and cushions.

Carving. There are examples of furniture carving in
Egypt at the time of the pyramids: animal legs of cedar-
wood on biers, beds, and chairs; and ducks’ heads termi-
nating the legs of folding stools. A more constructionally
determined type of carving resulted in the creation of
elegant headrests that took the place of pillows in a hot
climate.

Whereas carving does not appear to have played a sig-
nificant part in Greek and Roman furniture, it was a
dominant feature of European furniture of the Middle
Ages. The fronts of chests bear Gothic perpendicular trac-
ery (decorative interlacing of lines) in imitation of the
decorative stonework found in ecclesiastical architecture.

Another source of inspiration for carved ornaments in
bourgeois furniture was the ecclesiastical wood carving
found in choir stalls and altarpieces. The art of the wood-
carver also flourished in Islam during the Middle Ages,
especially in kiosks (open pavilions), oriel (large bay win-
dows projecting from the wall and supported by brackets)
windows, and Quran lecterns. The most original and re-
markable form of medieval carved ornamentation was the
linenfold, which resembled folded sheets of linen laid on
the surface of the wood. Although the motif was widely
known, its origins are obscure.

During the Renaissance, wood-carvers changed motifs:
new ornamental riches, partly inspired by the forms of
classical antiquity, began to adorn cupboards and chests.
Acanthus leaf designs, strapwork (narrow bands folded,
crossed, and sometimes interlaced), Moresque designs, the
auricular (resembling a flowered Alpine primrose) style,
bunches of fruit, and scrollwork for over a hundred
years dominated the figure-carving repertoires of Euro-
pean cabinetmakers.

During the 17th century the fashion for carved work at
first receded but came to the fore again in the console ta-
bles (tables designed to fit against the wall), mirror frames,
and high-backed chairs of Court Baroque. In striking
contrast to lacquer cabinets of Japan, sumptuous, gilded
carved work became popular on the stands invariably
made for them in Europe.

In the 18th century, wood-carvers enjoyed a final splen-
did period of prosperity when the Rococo style of orna-
mentation called for the plastic effects obtainable through
carving. Whole panels of woodwork (Figure 51), doors,
mirror frames, chairs, and settees were adorned with the
finest wood carving, featuring combinations of mussel-
shell patterns and naturalistic vines and plant tendrils.
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Even in English furniture of more sober design there were
ample opportunities for carved work; for example, in the
many chairback variations in the Chippendale manner.

American cabinetmakers were particularly skillful at carv-
ing block fronts (the sides curving forward and the middle
receding) on the drawers of chests of drawers, and the En-
glish at framing tea tables with piecrust (scalloped) tops.

Turned work. Turning is a process by which parts of
furniture, such as legs and posts, are shaped while turn-
ing on a lathe. Turned work is found on Greco-Roman
furniture. It is not certain whether the technique was
actually employed in Egyptian furniture, though some
members look as though they might have been turned. It
was particularly in the shaping of wooden chair legs that
Greek joiners used the lathe; the same sharp edges and
deep molding seem to be repeated in the legs of bronze
furniture. It is possibly ancient turned work traditions up-
held in Byzantium that are reflected in certain chairs of
medieval form found, for example, in Norway; made of
pinewood, the construction consists principally of turned
staves (thin bars), some with appendant loose rings, some
of them fluted (grooved). Similar turned chairs were made
in Wales in the 16th century. In the 17th century, turned
work was concentrated on pillars for cupboards and on
ball feet, but is also seen on chair and table legs, on which
rich variations involving twisted and intertwining forms
occur. Turned work in ivory also flourished in the 17th
century. Except for the Windsor chair, or stick-back, how-
ever, the craft of the turner played no significant role in
English furniture of the 18th century; it is similarly alien
to French Rococo furniture.

Inlay and marquetry. Inlaid woodwork, in which dec-
orative material such as wood or ivory is set into the
surface of the veneer, has accompanied the art of furniture
making for thousands of years. Ivory inlay can be seen
in Egyptian furniture, particularly in small, meticulously
executed toilet caskets, but it is difficult to locate in Greek
and Roman furniture, today known almost exclusively
from pictorial representations.

In medieval Europe, inlay work gave way to wood carv-
ing and then experienced a rich period of development
during the Renaissance in Italy. Italian intarsia (mosaic
of wood) work found particular favour in panels over the
backs of choir stalls and in the private studies and chapels,
or oratories, of princes. An intarsia study of the Duke of
Urbino, an Italian nobleman and patron of the arts, is still
preserved in the palace of Urbino, and a corresponding
room, originally at Gubbio, is now in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York. Together with illusionism,
linear perspective (the technique of representing on a plane
or curved surface the spatial relation of objects as they
might appear to the eye), which had just been discovered,
achieved triumphs in Italian intarsia work.

Ivory was used on both Renaissance and Baroque cup-
boards, sparingly to begin with, lavishly later on. Inlay
work was especially used in the many splendid Ger-
man and French cabinets of the period. In Holland and
England an extremely rich form of marquetry (patterns
formed by the insertion of pieces of wood, shell, ivory, or
metal into the wood veneer) was developed, incorporating
floral motifs in various kinds of exotic wood on walnut.
English grandfather clocks made around 1700 often had
richly inlaid cases. It was in France, however, during the
Rococo period especially that inlay work reached unprece-
dented levels of quality. The serpentine sides and fronts of
commodes were veneered with costly woods whose often
relatively simple grain patterns formed an effective back-
ground for richly ornamented mounts of gilded bronze.

Upholstery and covers. Upholstery and covers belong
to the sphere of furniture designed for sitting or lying on.
From the Orient, Europeans learned the use of wickerwork,
which provided a ventilated and resilient background for
loose cushions. The upholstered chair is a genuinely Eu-
ropean phenomenon that achieved its most distinguished
and logical form in England during the 18th century. Poor
heating systems in houses, general prosperity, and a desire
for comfort were the conditions that gave rise to a number
of imaginatively varied types of upholstered armchairs in
which the only wood visible is in the legs, with the back
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closing right up against the sitter and side wings affording
protection from possible drafts.

The upholstered chair created a new effect that depended
almost entirely upon the craftsmanship of the upholsterer.
The upholstered chair or sofa has remained a specialty of
the Anglo-Saxon world; club life in particular contributed
to its popularity and resulted in heavily stuffed forms in-
cluding that of the so-called chesterfield.

By mid-20th century, new materials such as foam rub-
ber and various types of plastic composition had inspired
independent methods that dispensed entirely with tradi-
tional upholstery techniques. Upholstery was succeeded
by molded plastic forms and by sacks filled with plastic
balls that are able to conform to the changing positions
of the body.

Imagery and ornamentation. Painted and plastic images,
or ornamental decoration, on furniture are secondary pro-
cesses compared with construction and design. Some of
the best and most expressive furniture forms, such as the
Greek klismos chair and the English Windsor chair, are
quite independent of imagery or ornamentation. On the
other hand, no period in the history of furniture is entirely
devoid of these secondary processes.

All furniture decoration is normally concentrated where
it will not be in the way; for example, on the legs, arms,
and backs of chairs; on the ends and canopies of beds; on
the legs and stretchers of tables; and on all vertical sur-
faces of cupboards and chests of drawers. The superfluous
nature of furniture decoration is particularly pronounced
in forms that express rank or prestige. The thrones of
kings and bishops, the seats of guild masters, beds of state,
the writing desks of chief executives, and the like have all
lent themselves to imagery and ornamentation; and as the
functional aspect of the piece has declined, it has seemed
that the amount of ornamentation has increased. Purely
functional milk stools and typewriting tables are devoid of
ornamentation. This division can be noted with varying
clarity throughout the history of furniture.

At times the ornamentation itself has, in a sense, been
functional. The decoration of the earliest examples of fur-
niture from Mesopotamia and Egypt, for example, had a
symbolic or magical function. The legs of Sumerian stools
are shaped like those of an ox, which was the guardian
animal of the city of Ur. Egyptian furniture shows a much
wider development of furniture legs based on animal
models. Three-footed stools ending in dogs’ paws, folding
stools with legs in the shape of ducks’ heads, and bed legs
in the form of lions’ feet are known from a thousand
years of Egyptian furniture history. Tables with lions’ legs

de Vries. (1567-16307).

By courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London; photograph, John Webb

Figure 54: Dutch Renaissance designs for cabinet furniture with columns, by Paul Vredeman

can be seen on Assyrian reliefs. Similar animal symbols
are known from representations of Greek furniture. Some-
times the arms as well as the legs of Greek chairs had
animal shapes—terminating, for example, in the head of a
lion or a ram. It is thought likely that ceremonial seats and
thrones featured animal motifs partly as a magical expres-
sion of the transference of power. This ancient tradition
lived on in European furniture; for example, in thrones,
where griffons, lions, and eagles played a prominent part
in the decoration.

Even in the furniture of antiquity it is difficult to differ-
entiate between the symbolic and the aesthetic in decora-
tive features. It is clear, however, that the animal world
has always been one of the primary sources of ornamental
motifs in furniture. Animal legs and heads are found, for
example, as terminal decorations in the French Rococo
chair and imitations thereof. The animal leg played a
prominent part in English furniture of the 18th century
and later passed into American furniture. English cabinet-
makers and chair makers devised a naturalistically carved
lion’s foot and a characteristic claw-and-ball foot, a motif
that may stem from Chinese forms of ornamentation (not,
however, on furniture) such as the dragon’s claw holding
a ball or a pearl. Richly carved English mahogany chairs
sometimes also feature the heads of birds, lions, or dogs as
terminal decorations on the arms. Although the majority
of Chinese chairs and tables are supported by straight legs
of rounded wood, Chinese thrones and seats for dignitaries
have curved legs that, for some unknown reason, may be
imitations of elephant trunks.

Next to the animal world—and of more recent origin—
architecture is the most important source of decorative
motifs in furniture. In the late Middle Ages, the per-
pendicular tracery of Gothic architecture was transferred
through the craft of the wood-carver to the fronts of
chests. Italian chests and walnut cupboards of the same
period were modelled on the marble sarcophagi of clas-
sical antiquity, which are entirely architectonic in form.
During the Renaissance and Baroque periods the column
was introduced as a strikingly decorative frontal feature
in the form of table legs and on cupboards. The fronts
of very big, heavy cupboards particularly lent themselves
to architectonic composition corresponding to the portals
and gables of houses (Figure 54). At about the same time,
the ornamental wealth of the Renaissance broke through
in rosettes, cupids, and fruits on panelling and frames.

During the Court Baroque period under Louis XIV in
France, the royal official style left its mark not only on
ornate pieces of furniture but also on panels, doors, mir-
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ror frames, and, indeed, even on the facades of palaces
and chiteaus and the layout of formal gardens. The co-
herence between interior and furniture was even more
pronounced during the Rococo period and under Louis
XVI, culminating temporarily in the furniture and rooms
of the French Empire style.

The 19th century often seems to have offered nothing

more than a breathless repetition of this coherence between
the ornamental design of furniture and the architecture
of the interior—both revivals of the styles of the past.
A new style did not arise until the close of the century.
French Art Nouveau furniture, with its gliding vegetable
forms, must be seen in conjunction with the houses and
rooms for which it was executed. The furniture of Anto-
nio Gaudi, a Spanish architect and designer, for example,
had a profound coherence with his own buildings; and the
strangely expressive and stylized furniture of a Scottish
architect, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, forms an integral
part of his buildings and interiors in Glasgow.
* The influence of architecture on furniture can also man-
ifest itself in a lack of ornament. There is a relationship,
for example, between functionalistic architecture as it was
first manifested in the 1920s at the Bauhaus in Germany
and steel furniture designed by the German architect Mies
van der Rohe.

KINDS OF FURNITURE

Chair. Of all furniture forms, the chair may be the
most interesting. While most other forms (except the bed)
are intended to support objects, the chair supports man.
The term chair is used here in the widest sense, from stool
to throne to derivative forms such as the bench and sofa,
which may be regarded as extended or connected chairs,
and whose character (i.e., whether they are intended for
sitting or reclining) is not clearly defined.

The social history of the chair is as interesting as its his-
tory as an art and craft. The chair is not merely a physical
support and an aesthetic object; it is also an indicator of
human worthiness. One is offered a chair; one does not
just sit down anywhere at all without being asked to do
s0. Chair forms may also involve an indication of rank.
At the old royal courts there were social distinctions be-
tween sitting on a chair with arms, on a chair with a back
but no arms, and having to make do with a stool. In the
20th century, the director’s or manager’s chair has been
an indicator of superior dignity, and even in democratic
parliaments the speaker sits on a raised level.

As a furniture form, the chair encompasses a wealth of
variations. There are chairs designed to match man’s age
and physical condition (the high chair, the wheelchair)
and for his position in society (the executive chair, the
throne). In the olden days there were chairs to be born in
(birth chairs); in the 20th century, there have been chairs
to die in (the electric chair). There are chairs with one,
two, three, and four legs, chairs with or without arms, and
chairs with or without backs. There are chairs that can be
folded up, chairs on wheels, and chairs on runners.

Modern living has developed special chairs for automo-
biles and aircraft. All of these chair forms have been
evolved to conform to changing human needs. Because
of its close association with man, the chair appears to
its full advantage only when in use. Whereas it makes
no difference to one’s appreciation of a cupboard or a
chest of drawers whether there is anything inside or not,
a chair is best seen and evaluated with a person sitting
on it, for chair and sitter complement one another. Thus
the various parts of a chair have been given names corre-
sponding to the parts of the human body: arms, legs, feet,
back, and seat.

Because the basic function of the chair is to support man,
its value is judged primarily on how well it fulfills this
practical role. In the construction of a chair, the designer is
bound by certain static laws and principal measurements.
Within these limits, however, he has great freedom.

The history of the chair covers a period of several thou-
sand years. There are civilizations that have created dis-
tinctive chair forms, expressive of the highest endeavour
in the spheres of technique and aesthetics. Among such
cultures, special mention must be made of ancient Egypt
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and Greece; China; Spain and Holland in the 17th cen-
tury; England in the 18th century; and France in the 18th
century during the reigns of Louis XV and Louis XVI.
Egypt. Two ancient Egyptian chair forms, both the re-
sult of careful design, are known from discoveries made in
tombs. One of these is a four-legged chair with a back, the
other a folding stool. The classical Egyptian chair (Figure
55) has four legs shaped like those of an animal, a curved
seat, and a sloping back supported by vertical stretchers.
Photo by F.L. Kenett © George Rainbird Ltd., 1963

831
Figure 55: Golden throne from the tomb of Tutankhamen
at Thebes, wood overlaid with gold and inlaid with faience,
glass, and calcite, Egypt, 18th dynasty, c. 1350 BC. In the
Egyptian Museum.

In this way a strong triangular construction was obtained.
There was apparently no marked difference between the
construction of Egyptian thrones and chairs for ordinary
citizens. The main difference lies in the decorative orna-
mentation, in the choice of costly inlays. The Egyptian
folding stool probably was developed as an easily portable
seat for officers. As a camp stool the form persisted until
much later times. But the stool also took on the character
of a ceremonial seat, its mechanical function as a folding
stool being forgotten. This can already be observed, from
as early as 1366-57 BcC in two stools, executed in ebony
with ivory inlay work and gold mounts, from the tomb
of Tutankhamen. They are in the form of folding stools
but cannot be folded as the seats are of wood. The simple
construction of the folding stool, consisting of two frames
that turn on metal bolts and support a seat of leather or
fabric fastened between them, reappears somewhat later in
the Bronze Age folding chairs of Scandinavia and northern
Germany. The best known of these is the folding stool,
made of ashwood, found at Guldhgj (National Museum
in Copenhagen).

Greece and Rome. The typical Greek chair, the klis-
mos, is known not from any ancient specimen still extant,
but from a wealth of pictorial material. The best known is
the klismos depicted on the Hegeso Stele at the Dipylon
burial place outside Athens (c. 410 BC) (Figure 52). It is
a chair with a backward-sloping, curved backboard and
four curving legs, only two of which are shown. These
unusual legs were presumably executed in bent wood and
were therefore subjected to great pressure from the weight
of the sitter. The joints fastening the legs to the frame of

the seat are therefore very strong and clearly indicated.
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The Romans adopted the Greek chair; a number of stat-
ues of seated Romans show several examples of a heavier
and apparently somewhat more crudely constructed klis-
mos. Both types, the light and the heavy, were revived
during the Classicist period. The klismos chair is found
in French Empire furniture, in English Regency, and in
special forms of considerable originality in Denmark and
Sweden around 1800.

China. The ancestry of the chair in China cannot be
traced as far back as in Egypt and Greece. Since the T ang
dynasty (AD 618-907) an unbroken series of drawings and
paintings has been preserved showing the interiors- and
exteriors of Chinese houses and their furniture. Also pre-
served since the 16th century are a number of chairs of
wood or lacquered wood that bear an astonishing resem-
blance to representations of older chairs.

As was the case in Egypt, there were two major chair
forms in China: a chair with four legs and a folding stool.
The four-legged chair is found both with and without arms
but always with a square seat and straight stiles (upright
side supports) to support the back. In one form, however,
the stiles are slightly curved above the arms so as to con-
form to the rhythm of the S-shaped back splat (the central
upright of a chairback). All three parts are mortised into
the yoke-like top rail. While the design of the back splat
exercised an influence on English chairs of the Queen
Anne period, wooden members that only to a limited
extent reinforce corner joints (and are loose into the bar-
gain) represent a feature exclusive to Chinese chairs. The
four legs pass through the seat frame, which closes about
the rounded staves. All members are round in section or
have rounded edges—it is as though one can just discern
a bamboo tradition hovering in the background. The seat
is uncomfortable and may have a plaited bottom. These
chairs must have required the sitter to remain stiff and
upright; for if too much pressure is exerted on the back,
the chair has a tendency to topple over. In patriarchal
Chinese homes of this period armchairs presumably were
reserved for the senior members of the family, for they
were held in great esteem.

The Chinese folding stool is presumed to have travelled
to China from the West. It does not differ so very much
from the Egyptian or Scandinavian folding stools, but it
has a variation in that the top rail is elegantly joined to the
two legs of the stool by means of a curved member, which
is often provided with metal mounts. From a Western
viewpoint the overall effect of both these furniture forms
is stylized. The constructive and decorative elements are
combined in a manner that is simultaneously naive and
refined. The pieced-together appearance is a result of the

By courtesy of the trustees of

engraving by Abraham Bosse, 1635.

fact that the individual members do not appear to have
been joined together with either glue or screws, but have
been mortised into one another and locked into position
in the manner of a Chinese puzzle.

Spain: 17th century. The Golden Age of Spain during
the 17th century also left its mark on the chair. Paint-
ings show a type of chair with a relatively crude wooden
frame; a back and seat, nailed on, consisting of two layers
of leather, with horsehair stuffing in between, stitched to
produce a pattern of small pads. The front board and
a corresponding board at the back could be folded after
loosening some small iron hooks. Thus the chair was an
easily portable piece of furniture for travelling which, at
the same time, had the dignity of a four-legged, high-
backed armchair.

Holland: 17th century. A low, square, upholstered type
of chair can be seen in engravings of interiors of affluent
Dutch homes by Abraham Bosse, a French artist (Figure
56), and in paintings by the Dutch artists Jan Vermeer
and Gerard Terborch. Although this kind of chair is also
found in countries where Dutch styles of interior deco-
ration and Dutch furniture won favour, it is not certain
that the form actually originated in Holland. Normally,
the legs of the chair are smooth, round in section, and
of slender dimensions; they are sometimes balustershaped
(vase-shaped) or twisted. It is clearly a bourgeois piece of
furniture and was made in considerable numbers, as can
be seen from one of Abraham Bosse’s engravings, in which
a whole row of such chairs has been lined up against a
wall. The form asserts itself by virtue of its harmonious
proportions and fine upholstery in gilt leather or fabric
bordered with fringes.

France and England: 17th and 18th centuries. The
French Rococo chair in its most mature form—that is,
as developed in Paris around 1750—spread over most of
Europe and has been imitated or copied into the mid-20th
century. The model owes its popularity to a combination
of comfort and elegance. The seat conforms to the human
body and permits a relaxed sitting position. The back is
bow-shaped, the legs curved. Normally the seat and back
are upholstered, and there are small upholstered pads on
the armrests. Smooth transitions achieved between seat
frame, legs, and back disguise all the joints, which are
solidly constructed on craftsmanlike principles despite the
absence of stretchers between the legs.

French Rococo chairs and imitations thereof employ
wood of fairly thick dimensions; but all members are
deeply molded, all superfluous wood has been cut away,
and finer examples may be further embellished with very
delicate and decorative carving. The wood may be left in

Figure 56: Low, square, upholstered chairs typical of 17th-century Dutch homes shown in “Recreation,”
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its natural state, painted, or gilded. Silk damask or tapestry
is used for the upholstery on the seat, back, and armrests;
canework is sometimes used in place of upholstery.

English chairs of the 18th century are more differentiated
in design than the French. The French taste for stylis-
tic uniformity, which spread from the most distinguished
circles in Paris and Versailles over most of France and
won favour in several parts of the Continent, had no
parallel in England. Prior to 1740, the most commonly
used wood was walnut; thereafter, and for the rest of the
century, it was mahogany. Walnut, though beautiful in
hue, was soft and therefore less suited to wood carving
than to rounded, curving forms. Outer surfaces, such as
the back and seat frame, were usually veneered. During
the walnut period, highly overstuffed armchairs, covered
with leather or embroidered material, were also developed.
The best upholstery of this period is precisely and firmly
modelled and accentuated by braiding or tacks. When im-
ports of mahogany became common, no specifically new
chair designs appeared, but the character of the wood-
work changed. Mahogany, having a firmer, closer grain,
could be cut thinner, which meant that individual parts
of the chair could be more slender in shape. Mahogany
also lent itself better to carving than walnut. Carving was
concentrated more on the arms and back than on the legs,
which as a rule were straight and smooth with chamfered
(bevelled) edges and molding. There was a wealth of vari-
ety in chairback designs, featuring elegant, pierced, vase-
shaped splats or two upright posts connected by horizontal
slats (ladderback).

Alongside the French Rococo chair and the best English
chairs in walnut and mahogany, the more countrified
stick-back chair was relatively unaffected by the stylistic
changes of the day. Originally a medieval form, known,
for example, from paintings by Pieter Bruegel the Elder
and still found in mid-20th century in the churches and
inns of southern Europe, the stick-back chair (in all of its
variations) consists basically of a solid, saddle-shaped seat
into which the legs, back staves, and possibly the armrests
are directly mortised. This typically peasant form under-
went a renewal and a process of refinement in England
and America during the 18th century. Under the name
Windsor chair (a term that seems to have been used for the
first time in 1731) or Philadelphia chair, it became well-
known and was widely distributed throughout the world.
Related in form to the Windsor chair is an American chair
made by members of the Shaker sect in the workshops
they set up in their small, closed religious communities.
Some of the best examples of these were executed around
the middle of the 19th century at the Shaker headquarters
in Pennsylvania.

Late 18th to 20th century. During the Neoclassical pe-
riod, no basic changes took place in chair forms, but legs
became straight and dimensions lighter. Backs in the shape
of classical vases replaced the fanciful outlines of the Ro-

Figure 58: Twentieth-century chair design.
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coco period. Around 1800, freely executed imitations of
Greek and Roman chairs of the klismos type, with curved
legs and backrest, appeared. French chairs of the Empire
period, executed in dark mahogany and embellished with
ornate bronze mounts, created a ponderous effect.

In cheaper versions of inferior workmanship, bourgeois
chairs of the 19th century carried on the traditions of
the 17th and 18th centuries. The only real innovations
were the bentwood (wood that has been bent and shaped)
chairs in beech that became popular all over the world
and are still made in the 20th century (Figure 57). Around
1900 the continental Art Nouveau and Jugendstil styles

By courtesy of the Technisches Museum fur Industrie und Gewerbe, Vienna

Figure 57: Bentwood rocking chair designed by Michael
Thonet, Vienna, c. 1860. In the Technisches Museum fiir
Industrie und Gewerbe, Vienna.

(French and German styles characterized by organic foliate
forms, sinuous lines, and non-geometric forms), and the
Arts and Crafts movement in England (established by the
English poet and decorator William Morris to reintroduce
standards of medieval craftsmanship), gave rise to original
chair designs by Eugéne Gaillard in France, Henry van
de Velde in Belgium, Josef Hoffman in Austria, Antonio
Gaudi in Spain, and Charles Rennie Mackintosh in Scot-
land. These new furniture styles did not exercise wide,
let alone decisive, influence. The Art Nouveau chairs
designed by the French architect Hector Guimard, for
example, are collector’s pieces, but his name is known to
a broader public only because of his fanciful entrances to
the Paris Métro.

Modern. After World War I, the Bauhaus school in

By courtesy of (left, centre) the Museum of Modern Art, New York, (left) gift of Herbert Bayer, (centre) gift of Knoll Associates, Inc., (right) Herman Miller Furniture Co.

(Left) Chrome-plate tubular steel armchair with canvas seat back and armrests, designed
by Marcel Breuer, Germany, 1925. In the Museum of Modern Art, New York. (Centre)
Chrome-plated steel lounge chair (Barcelona chair) with leather cushions and supporting
straps, designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Germany, 1929. In the Museum of Modern
Art, New York. (Right) Molded plastic armchair reinforced with glass fibres, designed by

Charles Eames, U.S., 1949.
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Germany became a creative centre for entirely revolution-
ary thinking, resulting, for example, in tubular steel chairs
designed by the architects Marcel Breuer, Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, and others (Figure 58). During World War
II, the aircraft industry accelerated the development of
laminated wood and molded plastic furniture. The dom-
inant chair forms of this period go back to designs by
a Finn, Alvar Aalto, Brun Mathsson, and an American,
Charles Eames (Figure 58). Rapid technical developments,
in conjunction with a severance from all tradition, suggest
that completely new chair forms will probably be evolved
in the future.

Table. Fixed and mechanical tables. In general, tables
can be divided into fixed and mechanical types. The fixed
table, consisting of a square or round top supported by one
or more legs, is the least complicated from the viewpoint
of craftsmanship. It is a form that requires wood of thick
dimensions in order to make the joints by which the top
is fastened to the legs strong enough to resist lateral pres-
sure. Old Spanish or Italian tables are often constructed
with sloping stretchers to counteract this pressure. The
simplest way to make a table steady without exaggerating
the dimensions of the individual parts is to fasten the
legs to an underframe. Fixed tabletops can also make

By courtesy of the Kunstindustrimuseet, Copenhagen

Figure 59: Walnut table with wrought-iron stretchers, Spain,
early 17th century. In the Kunstindustrimuseet, Copenhagen.

do with a single leg; for example, the so-called pedestal
table, terminating in a tripod or quadripod. Pedestal tables
topple over easily, however, unless both top and pedestal
are particularly heavy. Three-legged tables with a fixed
top provide a more reliable support than a single-legged
type but are unstable when subjected to uneven pressure
from above. :

The term mechanical refers to all tables whose tops can
be enlarged or reduced according to need. Such tables
may require pivotable or collapsible legs to augment the
strength of the top. A familiar solution to the extension
of a tabletop is the so-called Dutch system, known since
the 17th century from Dutch engravings and paintings, in
which the extension leaves, when pulled, slide out on slop-
ing runners. When the leaves have been fully extended,
the top is lifted and then dropped into place. The table
height remains the same. The construction demands great
accuracy and skill on the part of the craftsman. There
are also more complicated forms of extension tables with
runners enabling the legs as well as the leaves to be drawn
out; extra leaves can then be inserted.

Tables with flaps also are constructed to take up less
space when folded away and can be variously made, either
with flaps that are supported by brackets that swing out on
hinges or on so-called gate legs. During the 18th century,
England was a leader in the design of ingenious folding
tables, especially card tables. In the gateleg card table, the
top can be folded so as to occupy half the space, and when
opened is supported by a leg that swings out like a gate. In
another system, the square underframe can be extended
to form a rectangular top, the two sides being divided by
hinges. On modern card tables, all four legs can be folded
up within the frame surrounding the top; when not in use,
the tables can therefore be stored easily.

Historical forms and styles. Round stone tables on low

pedestal legs are known in Egypt from the time of the
pyramids (c¢. 2700 Bc). Egyptian limestone reliefs also show
tables of normal height. Dating from the later dynasties,
crude wooden tables with architectonic molding have been
preserved. No tables have survived from ancient Greece.
From the Roman ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum,
however, there are examples of monumental table supports
or side members made of marble decorated with relief
work and metal tables (Figure 64), many of them of the
folding type. All wooden furniture has been lost, however.

Several wooden-topped communion tables dating from
the early Middle Ages still stand in churches, hidden by
altar cloths or built into boxes. Usually, such tables rest
either on solid masonry or on a stone socle (a projecting
member beneath the base of a superstructure), but they
are sometimes elegantly supported by several columns.
Generally, communion tables are made of stone, and since
one stands before them, they are higher than the usual
table. Examples of wooden tables preserved from the late
Middle Ages are, as a rule, long narrow tops fastened to
side members.

The interesting feature about the tables of the Re-
naissance and Baroque periods is their constructive and
aesthetic design. Their thick and heavy tops rest on an
underframe; the legs are baluster-shaped or turned, with
deeply carved bulbous decoration. In the 17th century
and later, table forms were widely differentiated and made
for a great variety of purposes; i.e., dining tables, library
tables, drawing-room tables, card tables, tea tables, small
candlestick tables, sideboards, and console tables.

From the Ming dynasty and the 18th century, several
interesting Chinese fixed-top table forms have been pre-
served, in which the constructive elements are in some
cases emphasized and in others deliberately disguised.
Like other Chinese furniture forms, the tables create a
stylized effect, with a naive, calculated character. Chinese
tables may be completely covered with lacquer and gilt
ornamentation, but sometimes the wood is left in its nat-
ural colour.

Bed. In Homer’s Odyssey there is a description of how
QOdysseus made his own bed: the trunk of an olive tree
was cut to the exact shape and planed smooth; after holes
had been drilled in the framework, oxhide thongs, dyed
crimson, were threaded back and forth to make a pliant
web; finally, the wood was embellished with inlay work in
gold, silver, and ivory.

As a furniture form, the bed is as old as the chair. In
principle the construction of the bed is extraordinarily
simple: it consists merely of a rectangular platform raised
in some way or other slightly above floor level. A consid-
erable number of bed forms cannot be classed as furniture
at all. Alcoves and bunks in ships, railway carriages, and
airplanes belong more to the sphere of building trade join-
ery than to cabinetmaking.

That a number of beautiful and original bed forms of
fine artistic execution have been created since antiquity
is attributable to the fact that the bed gives the furniture
designer rich possibilities in terms of framing and pre-
sentation, particularly in conjunction with textiles. Apart
from the actual bedclothes, which will always be of greater
importance than the actual platform and the surrounding
framework, imaginative experiments combining the prac-
tical and the impressive—in four-poster beds and tentlike
canopies, for example—have been made for centuries.

An Egyptian bier dating from the 1st dynasty (c¢. 3100-
2890 BC) shows the original form of the bed: a rectangu-
lar framework of staves, round in section and mortised
into one another so as to leave the ends free lengthwise,
supported on four small legs carved to represent stylized
lions’ feet. Amusingly, the feet face in the same direc-
tion—as if they were walking with the dead person. This
is characteristic of all Egyptian beds. Made of cedarwood,
the light framework is higher at the head than at the foot;
and whereas the foot is always terminated by a footboard,

there is no board at the head. The beds were so con-

structed because the Egyptians when sleeping or resting
used a stool-like support for the head (Figure 62). Essen-
tial to the Egyptian bed, countless examples of this piece
of equipment—made usually of wood but sometimes of
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ivory and faience—have been found in Egyptian tombs.
The actual framework of the bed was often covered with
plaited leather thongs.

In China, a bed in the form of a complete little house,
with an anteroom in the form of a veranda, was placed in
the middle of the room.

Before central heating and a knowledge of hygiene be-
came common, the closed bed was the generally accepted
form in cold climates. The simplest way to avoid drafts
was to place the bed in an alcove—as was the practice
in farmhouses right up to the 19th century. The most
frequently encountered form of bed in European civi-
lization, however, was the four-poster. Throughout the
Middle Ages and later, the four-poster was developed in
a variety of forms. Already during the Middle Ages, beds
were designed for clearly ceremonial effect. The four posts
supported an expanse of cloth that extended from the
head like a canopy, just as the most distinguished row of
choir stalls in a church was crowned by a baldachin (an
ornamental structure resembling a canopy). Miniatures in
illuminated manuscripts of the same period show tentlike
beds entirely closed by drapery and curtains.

In the time of the absolute monarchies in the 17th and
18th centuries, pompous four-posters were developed in
which the surrounding textile drapery completely con-
cealed the wooden construction of the bed, thereby achiev-
ing a synthesis of practical and ceremonial considerations.
Every palace or mansion had a chamber of state among its
official reception rooms. Contemporary memoirs describe
the complicated ceremony that took place at Louis XIV’s
daily awakening. Where his royal highness spent the night
was his own concern, but his awakening was an act of
state, in the conduct of which princes of the blood, dukes,
and distinguished courtiers all had their respective duties:
one would draw aside the bed-curtain, another would
have the royal dressing gown ready, another the royal
slippers. It was the first audience of the day, the king’s
levee. A large number of 17th- and 18th-century four-
poster beds are still preserved in palaces, country houses,
and museums; and most of them have a clearly dramatic,

By courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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almost theatrical effect (Figure 60). The four-poster beds
of the Baroque and Rococo periods, moreover, reflect
great artistic refinement, especially in the rare instances
in which they can still be seen in their original interiors
complete with their entire textile adornment. Such beds
of state are typical of continental Europe. In England and
America, particularly toward the end of the 18th century,
greater interest was taken in showing off the bedposts
and the upper framework connecting them. Many English
four-posters have slender, finely carved mahogany posts,
whereas on the Continent the corresponding parts may be
entirely covered with the same silken material as that used
for the curtains, canopy, and bedspread.

During the Empire period in France an entirely new form

Empire

of bed was developed and won favour throughout most of bed

Europe. The design was inspired by the Roman couch as
known from reliefs and from excavations in Pompeii and
Herculaneum. The frame was very high, and the bed ends
consisted of volutes (spiral or scrollshaped forms) of equal
height. The bed was crowned by a tentlike superstructure,
and the martial aspect was further emphasized by the
use of spears to support the draperies and curtains; the
whole bedroom, in fact, might well be draped like a tent
(Figure 40). In these surroundings, the army comman-
ders of Napoleon’s time could feel like the caesars and
consuls of ancient Rome. During a campaign, however,
collapsible iron camp beds were more practical. Napoleon
owned several and died in one on St. Helena in 1821. As
a furniture form, the iron bed was a neutral framework
built to support bedclothes and equipped with stanchions
(upright supports) for curtains; it was light, transportable,
and spartan.

Among plantation owners in the West Indies and the
southern United States, a type of four-poster popular at
the beginning of the 19th century was dominated by
wood, rather than textile hangings. The posts supported
very light, roughly made wooden frames, to which thin,
white mosquito netting was fastened to protect the sleeper.
The monumental and dignified effect was obtained by the
quality of the woodwork. Of thick dimensions, the wood is

Figure 60: Japanned, four-poster bed with canopy in the Chinese style, probably made by
the firm of William Linnell for the Chinese bedroom at Badminton House, Gloucestershire,
England, c. 1750-54. In the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Figure 61: Renaissance cassone, painted and gilded wood, Florence, 15th century. In the
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
By courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London; photograph, John Webb

solid mahogany polished to a high gloss. The four bedposts
are not necessarily identical at the head and foot of the
bed, but all have bulbous and turned sections, exaggerated
almost to the point of crudeness. The headboards and
footboards are imaginatively designed with voluted gables
(triangular decoration) and galleries (ornamental railings)
supported on pillars. Besides the practical function of
these West Indian beds, they also served to indicate the
importance of their owner; like the royal four-poster of
the days of absolute monarchy, they clearly showed the
difference between master and slave.

In the 20th century, the bed has belonged exclusively
to one’s private life; and compared with those of the
past, modern beds are simple. Four-posters are still “mod-
ern,” possibly because they appeal to something primitive,
namely the sensation of sleeping in a tent. In general,
development has been concentrated on improving the
quality of bedclothes and increasing the amount of com-
fort by attention to springs, spring mattresses, eiderdowns,
and pillows. The actual woodwork of the bed is usually
restricted to joined veneered sections of laminated board,
canework sometimes being used for the headboards and
footboards.

Storage furniture. Chest. The chest, including the cof-
fin (and sarcophagus), is an ancient primitive furniture
form that has survived into the 20th century. The design
of a clothes chest is optional; its size depends on chang-
ing demands. The construction of a coffin, on the other
hand, is a set task. The format is determined by certain
principal .dimensions, and the human figure has at all
times exercised an influence on the shape of the coffin;
the Egyptian mummy case, which takes on the form of
the swathed corpse, is an example. Traditional features
of ancient Roman sarcophagi, and simplified versions of
the monumental style of the Baroque and Renaissance
periods continue to thrive.

The principal constructional features of early medieval
chests lasted until the Renaissance. The so-called Oseberg
ship, dating from the Viking era (9th century AD) and
discovered in 1904 in Vestfold, Norway, included among
the furniture on board a chest made of oak planks secured
by iron bands. The planks are not mortised together, and
the end sections stand vertical, thereby forming feet, wider
at the bottom than above. The lid is formed by a single
curved oak plank that has been roughhewn into shape.
The bottom of the chest rests in a groove cut into the
end sections. The wooden construction, a primitive form
of carpentry, is held together by broad iron bands, the
nails are tin-plated. In this Oseberg chest, the iron mounts
essential to the construction constitute the decorative el-
ement as well. All medieval chests are developments of
the same principle: a piece of carpentry with decorative
iron mounts, but the principle found freer application in
medieval church doors than in the chests of the period.

The chest often appears in portable form as a traveller’s
trunk that can also serve as a stationary piece of furni-
ture. A number of painted, parchment-covered Florentine
chests dating from the middle of the 15th century have

been preserved. These were used as trunks by young girls
on their way to enter a convent and later stood in their
cells as pieces of storage furniture for clothes and other
personal belongings. A “nun’s chest” of this type is in
principle quite different from the sumptuous cassoni of the
Italian Renaissance that were adorned with gilded stucco
work and painted panels (Figure 61). Cassoni were sta-
tionary pieces of palace furniture. Specifically designed for
travelling, however, were Javanese camphorwood chests
that made the long voyage round the Cape of Good Hope
full of stuffs and spices and eventually came to rest in an
English manor house or in a gabled Dutch mansion in
Amsterdam. The plank construction with metal mounts
is of primitive craftsmanship. The large, smooth expanses
of reddish-brown wood, with their elaborate openwork
brass mounts and big, chased bolt heads to take the
brunt of rough handling, have a kind of sophisticated
crudeness about them. On later camphorwood chests the
brass mounts are sunk flush with the surface of the wood,
just as on portable writing desks and toilet cases of the
French Empire period. Veneered wood was not suitable
for chests intended for travel purposes, but it was possible
to cover the entire chest with leather fastened with metal
nails, possibly to form a pattern. Several beautiful, leather-
covered chests made in Italy and Spain in the 17th century
are known, and the form persisted in the large wardrobe
trunks of succeeding centuries.

When furniture-making techniques demanding the skill
of the cabinetmaker evolved during the Renaissance,
frames, panels, and carving appeared on chests. In south-
ern Europe, walnut lent itself admirably to carving; in
northern Europe, oak. While the Italians were inspired by
the molding and decorative plant ornamentation of the
stone sarcophagi of ancient Rome, in northern Europe
late medieval wood carving traditions were continued. As
a rule the carved woodwork was picked out (trimmed)
with paint and gilded. In the 18th century, the chest was
largely supplanted for storage purposes by the chest of
drawers and the commode (low chest of drawers), but it
never entirely disappeared. Particularly in the big country
houses of England and America, chests of mahogany or
walnut were used for a long time, often having drawers
in the bottom and finely fashioned brass mounts that
revealed Chinese influence. : .

Cupboard. Strictly speaking, the cupboard is a deriva-
tive form of the chest. Early Renaissance cupboards re-
sembled two chests placed one on top of the other, but
they were opened from the front by means of doors. The
design and construction of the cupboard’s pronounced
front have always provided ample scope for artistic com-
position, and it is no mere coincidence that the cupboard
more than any other furniture form should have closer
links with architecture. It literally invited an architectonic
composition: socle, columns, cornice. This development
can be traced from the close of the Middle Ages in a
large number of southern German and Tirolean cupboards
bearing late Gothic perpendicular tracery and smooth sur-
faces veneered with ashwood. Very large cupboards took
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on their most striking form, however, during the Renais-
sance in 17th-century Holland and northern Germany. In
molding and composition, they have much in common
with architectural facades, but their picturesque and tex-
tural effects are the result of refined craftsmanship. The
use of veneer was almost essential if these large expanses
of wood were to be infused with life. A carcass of wood
was given a veneer of fine walnut; socle, frames, columns,
and cornice were decorated with veneered black ebony.
The doors were furnished with strong locks, and the
keyhole was concealed behind a sliding middle column.
The cornice was often decoratively crowned with a set of
Dutch faience or Chinese porcelain vases. These heavy
cupboards were made to appear lighter by placing them
on big, turned ball feet. In marked contrast to the Euro-
pean Baroque cupboards, Chinese cupboards of the same
period were simple, smooth-surfaced, and boxlike. Their
construction was based on a simple system of uprights and
frames, and as a rule they were made in pairs. If painted,
a large decorative painting was spread across the entire
surface, including the doors. Inside, Chinese cupboards are
finished with great care and painted in a different colour
from the outside. The mounts are of various white and
yellow metal alloys, smooth, either round or square; and
the locks are secured with prismatically designed padlocks.
Japanese and Siamese cupboards, apart from certain inde-
pendent features, follow the old Chinese traditions.

The clothes cupboard of the 19th and 20th centuries, an
indispensable piece of bedroom furniture wherever there
are no built-in cupboards, is based on traditional features
of the 18th-century English clothespress but equipped to
meet the changing fashions of modern times.

Bookcases. Bookcases or bookshelves are a less inter-
esting form of storage furniture from the viewpoint of
furniture history. Perhaps the most significant innovation
appeared in 18th-century England in the bookcase with
adjustable shelves and a closed-off lower section for folio
files. The shelves were protected by glass doors consisting
of an ingenious trelliswork of carved wood. Bookcases
and shelves become interesting only when they form part
of specially designed library interiors and when several
shelves full of books create an intimate, compact whole.

Mixed forms. Apart from the kinds of storage furni-
ture already mentioned, there are numerous combination
forms. An ordinary table can be used as a writing desk,
and the only differences between the typical French Ro-
coco writing desk of the 18th century and other tables
are the drawers in the underframe and the leather-covered
top. The novelty of Louis XV’s writing desk consists of
a rolltop device for closing the writing flap. In England a
special type of writing desk was developed which, besides
drawers in the underframe, has a side cupboard fitted with
additional drawers and, occasionally, sliding trays. Some
have a false drawer front that can be pulled out to form a
writing surface. When a writing desk has a cupboard built
on the top of it and is placed on a chest of drawers, the
result is a cabinet or secretary. There are also bookcases
with lower sections equipped with a flap, either hinged or
sliding, for writing. All of these combinations, frequently
of ingenious design, were made anonymously in England
during the 18th century, apparently having arisen from
a desire on the part of the well-to-do middle classes to
develop a sophisticated and differentiated pattern of life.

A special group of storage furniture embraces the various
forms of corner furniture, low or high cupboards that were
made in pairs (just as in the case of several other old fur-
niture forms) particularly for small rooms, in which they
became fixed components of the interior scheme.

Kitchen furniture and furnishings. Kitchen furniture
and furnishings go back to antiquity. In the Middle Ages,
the kitchen, with its fireplace, was the most centrally
placed room in the home. Later, closed fireplaces were
constructed in the form of stoves; and cupboards, sinks,
and plate racks were fixed to the wall. The kitchen in a
modern home, if not combined with a dining area, is a
small room filled with equipment. On the other hand, in-
stitutional kitchens have expanded enormously. Outdoor
cooking equipment, such as various forms of open-air
grills, also forms part of modern kitchen furniture.
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Bathroom furniture and fixtures. Bathrooms in large
private homes were not unknown in the 18th century, and
splendidly equipped marble bathrooms are still preserved
in several European palaces and mansions. But not until
the 19th century did bathrooms in private homes become
more commonplace. Fixtures generally include a toilet,
bidet, washbasin, bath, mirror, and shelves. In the 20th
century the equipping of bathrooms became a separate
industry with a wide variety of special forms of bathroom
furniture and fixtures. The materials used are porcelain,
enamel, plastic, wood, and stainless steel.

Specialized furniture. Office furniture in the widest
sense of the term has undergone rapid developments since
mid-19th century. Such pieces as the high desks used by
clerks in old offices and the big American rolltop desks
have been replaced by carefully designed standard forms
of writing desks with side cupboards, typewriting tables,
filing cabinets, and office chairs with adjustable backs and
swivel seats. From office furniture one passes naturally to
the vast sphere of institutional furniture: theatre furnish-
ings in the form of rows of connected seats, restaurant
furniture, furniture for conference rooms, laboratories,
workshops, and factories. Several of these specialized fur-
nishings reflect past traditions. The way in which the
British House of Commons is furnished, for example, de-
rives without doubt from the pattern in which choir stalls
were grouped in medieval churches; whereas the semicir-
cular, often amphitheatrically designed assembly halls of
the United States Congress and the parliaments of many
European countries are developed forms of academies of
surgery or other university auditoriums. Similarly, muse-
ums, libraries, and archives have their special furniture in
the form of showcases, desks, special tables, and socles.

There are also furnishings for movable premises, primar-
ily railway carriages equipped for sleeping or dining, pas-
senger ocean liners with cabins, airplanes, buses, coaches,
and private cars.

Finally, there is the large, highly heterogeneous group
comprising outdoor or open-air furniture; for example,
furniture for gardens, balconies, terraces, and solaria.

KINDS OF ACCESSORY FURNISHINGS

Besides the aforementioned kinds of furniture and all the
many special forms (which it would be almost impossible
to list), there is an extensive group of accessory furnishings
that is not furniture in the strict sense but, nevertheless,
constitutes an important element in the furnishing of in-
teriors. Included here are clocks and other mechanical
works, mirrors, textiles, screens, stoves, and fireplaces;
and a number of smaller articles made by cabinetmakers,
such as boxes, caskets, sewing tables, wastepaper baskets,
lighting fixtures, frames, panelling, and floor surfaces.

Clocks. Clocks are considered furnishings if the move-
ment is enclosed within a case, which need not necessarily
be of wood. Clocks can, be divided into table clocks and
long-case clocks. There were two creative centres for table
clocks, namely England and France. In 17th- and 18th-
century France, the table clock became an object of mon-
umental design, the best examples of which are minor
works of sculpture. The actual movement is framed by a
marble socle, and the clockface by a sculptural frame of
solid bronze incorporating freely molded figures and or-
namentation. Some of France’s best sculptors and bronze
casters were engaged in the creation of decorative frames
for clock movements. A French speciality, imitated else-
where on the Continent, was the wall clock, or so-called
cartel clock, the earliest examples of which were designed
by a goldsmith and ornamentalist, Juste Meissonnier.
The clockface is the centre of an ornament, or rocaille-.
cartouche, cast in bronze, sometimes garnished with fig-
ures of symbolic significance; for example, Time, a man
with a scythe, or a crowing cock. In England, where tastes
were more bourgeois, the fine movements made by skill-
ful London clockmakers were built into wooden cases,
architectonic in composition and featuring pilasters (part-
ly recessed columns) and cornices. Simple walnut cases
could be adorned with metal ornaments and brass balls.
The more expensive table clocks were concealed in cases
embellished with inlaid wood or tortoiseshell.
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Long-case clocks were also made in France and England.
French long-case clocks are monumental and richly de-
signed. In the reign of Louis XIV there were long-case
clocks of the boulle type with metal and tortoiseshell inlay
work. Later, in the 18th century and especially during the
Rococo period, the case that concealed the weights ac-
quired more dramatic form: richly inlaid wooden surfaces
were framed and adorned by magnificently gilded Rococo
ornaments in bronze. The English long-case clock was to a
greater extent a piece of furniture, and the main features of
its construction remained unaltered throughout the 18th
century. The longcase clock stands on a base, or socle,
from which the somewhat narrower case for the weights
rises up, crowned by the framework of the actual move-
ment and clockface. The last-named section is in reality
a table clock mounted on a weight case. Each individ-
ual section of the long-case clock is thus clearly separate;
each has its distinct function; and no attempt was made,
as in France, to veil the independence of the individual
parts. The weight case is provided with a door in which
there may be a window through which the position of the
weights can be observed.

During the 18th century, barometers became increasingly
popular. The mechanism was provided with a decorative
wooden framework intended to harmonize with the other
furniture in a room.

Mirrors. The use of mirror glass in furnishings arose
during the 17th century. The discoloration of the melted
glass because of silvering and, not least, the prohibitive
cost and difficulty of manufacturing mirror glass of con-
siderable size restricted the possibilities of large-scale ap-
plication. The mirror gallery at Versailles (Figure 27) was
thus an outstanding technical achievement for its time.
When Louis XIV strode through the gallery at the head
of his court, the glass walls reflected the diamonds in
his crown. This effect was imitated to a greater or lesser
degree in all the courts of Europe. In the 18th century the
wall mirror found its way into most interiors. The popu-
larity and wide distribution of mirror glass was stimulated
by the need for an increased amount of artificial light.
During the 16th and 17th centuries, this need had been
satisfied by placing candles in front of highly polished
concave metal plates. By using silvered mirror glass, the
light effect was multiplied. From then on, large mirrors
hung over console tables were a necessary and functional
part of rooms illumined by artificial light.

Fabrics. The use of fabrics in furnishing rooms is
closely bound up with the need for heating. In the primi-
tively heated rooms of the Middle Ages, textiles were used
to keep out cold and drafts. In 12th- and 13th-century
churches, painted textile drapery can still be discerned be-
neath the picture friezes. In rather cold churches, just as in
poorly heated homes, loosely hung textile wall coverings
were of the greatest importance. They were hung loosely
because of the practice of taking them down and moving
them, together with the relatively few items of furniture,
according to need. It was not until the end of the 17th
century and during the 18th century that tapestries and
other forms of textile wall hanging became fixtures; that
is, fastened to the wall within frames. Wall pictures made
of paper and, subsequently, patterned wallpaper became a
cheaper substitute for textile wall hangings during the 19th
century. Screens or room dividers were often covered with
textiles, partly to afford protection against direct radiant
heat and partly to create cozy corners in large rooms.
Framed screens were often covered with pieces of tapestry,
with other woven materials, or with gilt leather. (See the
section Tapestry below.)

Fireplaces. The heating of rooms and large halls re-
mained a major problem until the advent of modern cen-
tral heating systems. The open hearth was replaced during
the late Middle Ages by the fireplace, which is merely
an architectonic way of framing the burning logs. During
the period when it was important as a source of heat, the
fireplace became the object of design work by significant
artists. A Scottish architect, Robert Adam, and his broth-
ers and an Italian architect and engraver, Giambattista
Piranesi, made considerable artistic contributions to the
design and construction of fireplaces.

Other accessory furnishings. Small utility objects con-
stitute an important part of the furnishing of interiors.
Several of them are the work of cabinetmakers; for exam-
ple, boxes for writing paper and playing cards, caskets for
letters and documents, trays for serving or presentation.
Accessory furnishings include the various articles, large
and small, that are employed in the course of domestic
work—from small looms to lace pillows, spinning wheels,
embroidery frames, and sewing tables. Women’s chattels,
partly in the form of equipment for domestic needs and
partly in the form of items of storage furniture for such
small items as pins, scissors, wool, and materials, all had
their place in the home.

Finally, the structure and decoration of the walls, ceil-
ings, and floors—for example, panelling, stucco work,
parquet flooring, carpets—also come under the heading of

accessory furnishings. (Er.L.)
History
WESTERN

Egypt. Beds, stools, throne chairs, and boxes were the

chief forms of furniture in ancient Egypt. Although only a
few important examples of actual furniture survive, stone
carvings, fresco paintings, and models made as funerary
offerings present rich documentary evidence. The bed may
have been the earliest form; it was constructed of wood
and consisted of a simple framework supported on four
legs. A flax cord, plaited, was lashed to the sides of the
framework. The cords were woven together from oppo-
site sides of the framework to form a springy surface for
the sleeper. In the 18th dynasty (c. 1567-1320 BC) beds
sloped up toward the head, and a painted or carved wood-
en footboard prevented the sleeper from slipping down
(Figure 62).

The great beds found in the tomb of Tutankhamen were
put together with bronze hooks and staples so that they
could be dismantled or folded to facilitate storage and
transportation; furniture existed in small quantities and
when the pharaohs toured their lands, they took their beds
with them. In the same tomb was a folding wooden bed

with bronze hinges.
By courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

Figure 62: Reconstructed bed canopy with bed, chair, and
curtain box from the tomb of Queen Hetepheres at Giza,
wood overlaid with gold foil, Egypt, 4th dynasty, c. 2600
BC. A bed, with detachable footboard of inlaid faience and
silvered headrest, and a low armchair stand beneath a canopy
designed to take hangings. In the Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston. Original in the Egyptian Museum.
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Instead of pillows, wooden or ivory headrests were used.
These were so essentially individual, being made to the
measure of the owner, that they were often placed in
tombs to be used by the dead man on his arrival in the
land of eternity. Folding headrests were probably for the
use of travellers.

Early stools for ceremonial purposes were merely squared
blocks of stone. When made of wood, the stool had a flint
seat (later shaped concavely) covered with a soft cushion.
In time the stool developed into the chair by the addition
of a back and arms. Such throne chairs were reserved for
use by personages of great importance. Footstools were of
wood. The royal footstool was painted with the figures of
traditional enemies of Egypt so that the pharaoh might
symbolically tread his enemies under his feet. Carvings
of animal feet on straight chair legs were common, as
were legs shaped like those of animals. Boxes, often elab-
orately painted, or baskets were used for keeping clothes
or other objects. Tables were almost unknown; a pottery
or wooden stand supporting a flat basketwork tray held
dishes for a meal, and wooden stands held great pottery
jars containing water, wine, or beer.

The Egyptians used thin veneers of wood glued -together
for coffin cases; this gave great durability. Egyptian fur-
niture in general was light and easily transportable; its
decoration was usually derived from religious symbols,
and stylistic change was very slow.

Mesopotamia. The furniture of Mesopotamia and
neighbouring ancient civilizations of the Middle East had
beds, stools, chairs, and boxes as principal forms. Docu-
mentary evidence is provided chiefly by relief carvings.
The forms were constructed in the same manner as Egyp-
tian furniture except that members were heavier, curves
were less frequent, and joints were more abrupt. Ornament
was richly applied in the form of cast-bronze and carved-
bone finials (crowning ornaments, usually foliated) and
studs, many of which survive in museums. Mesopotamia
originated three features that were to persist in classical
furniture in Greece and Italy and thus were transmitted
to other western civilizations. First was the decoration of
furniture legs with sharply profiled metal rings, one above
another, like many bracelets on an arm; this was the ori-
gin of the turned wooden legs so frequent in later styles.
Second was the use of heavy fringes on furniture covers,
blending the design of frame and cushion into one effect;
this was much lightened by classical taste but was revived
in Neoclassicism. Third was the typical furniture group-
ing that survived intact into the Dark Ages of Europe:
the couch on which the main personage or personages
reclined for eating or conversation; the small table to hold
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refreshments, which could be moved up to the couch;
and the chair, on which sat an entertainer—wife, hetaera
(courtesan), musician, or the like—who looked after the
desires of the reclining superior personages. From this old
hierarchy of furniture derive the cumbersome court regu-
lations concerning who may sit and on what, persisting in
the palaces and ceremonies of 20th-century monarchs.

Greece. Principal furniture forms were couches, chairs
(with and without arms), stools, tables, chests, and boxes.
From extant examples, the depiction of furniture on vases
and in relief carvings, and literary descriptions, much more
is known about Greek furniture than about Egyptian. At
Knossos, a built-in throne of stucco, much restored, is
often considered to represent pre-Hellenic furniture in the
Aegean area (Figure 17). Primitive Aegean pottery shows
rounded chair forms, perhaps indicating basketry mod-
els, and Bronze Age sculpture shows complex-membered
chair frames.

In ancient Greek homes, the couch, used for reclin-
ing by day and as a bed by night, held an important
place (Figure 63). The earliest couches probably resembled
Egyptian beds in structure and possibly in style. The legs
occasionally imitated those of animals with claw feet or
hoofs, but usually they were either turned on the lathe
and ornamented with moldings or cut from a flat slab of
wood sharply silhouetted and decorated in various ways—
with incised designs or with volutes, rosettes, and other
patterns in high relief. From about the 6th century Bc, the
legs projected above the couch frame; these projections
became headboards and footboards, the latter eventual-
ly made lower than the headboards. In Hellenistic times
headrests and footrests were carved and decorated with
bronze medallions carrying busts of children, satyrs, or
heads of birds and animals in high relief. Turned legs
largely replaced rectangular ones. Although a bronze bed
of the 2nd century Bc has been found at Priene and mar-
ble couches sometimes occur in tombs, the usual material
was wood. The legs often terminated in metal feet and
sometimes were encased in bronze moldings, and the rails
also were sometimes covered with bronze sheathing.

From the Greek Archaic period onward many varieties of
individual seats are known, the most imposing, perhaps,
being elaborately adorned, high-backed ceremonial chairs
of wood or marble. Like the couches, they were supported
on turned legs, legs cut from a rectangular piece of wood,
or legs with animal feet; they frequently had arm rails. An-
other type of boxlike seat with no feet and with or without
a back is also found. The klismos chair was lighter and
had a curved back and plain, sharply curved legs, indi-
cating a great mastery of wood-working. The diphros was

By courtesy of the Staatliche Antikensammlungen und Glyptothek, Munich

Figure 63: Greek couch and rectangular table from an Attic amphora decorated by Andocides
with scenes of Heracles dining, c. 510 BC. In the Staatliche Antikensammilungen und

Glyptothek, Munich.
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a stool standing on four crossed, turned legs, sometimes
connected by stretcher bars and sometimes terminating in
hoofs or claw feet. The convenience of folding stools was
realized at an early date, and the diphros was popular.

Greek tables were usually small and easily portable. An
interesting type had an oblong top supported by three legs,
two at one end and one at the other. These legs usually
tapered from the top and terminated in claw feet, and the
bronze and stone examples which are occasionally found
show carved flutings on the front of the legs and scroll
ornament at the side below the table tops. Rectangular
tables with four legs were also used, as were round tops.

Rome. Principal furniture forms were couches, chairs
with and without arms, stools, tables, chests, and box-
es. Excellent documentary evidence is found in mural
paintings, relief carvings, and literary descriptions. Extant
examples are more common than those of the ancient
Near East: a wealth of bronze furniture was recovered at
Pompeii; at Herculaneum even wood pieces were part-
ly preserved.

As in Greece, the couch was a principal furniture form.
At Pompeii couches with bronze frames closely resembled
Greek examples. Gold, silver, tortoiseshell, bone, and ivo-
ry were used for decoration, with veneer of rare woods.
Later couches, found in Italy and in distant parts of the
empire, were characterized by the high back and sides.

Roman chairs developed from Greek models. The Greek
throne chair evolved into a small armchair with solid
rounded back made in one piece with sides set on a rect-
angular or semicircular base. This armchair was often of
wickerwork, wood, or stone. The Greek klismos chair was
given heavier structural members by the Romans and was
called the cathedra.

The Romans developed a decorative type of stool, often
made in bronze. This was supported by four curved legs,
ornamented with scrolls. The folding stool, with cross legs
sometimes connected by stretcher bars, was used both by
Roman officials and in households. Remains of folding
stools are known from sites such as those at Ostia, Italy,
and barrows in Britain—on the Essex-Cambridgeshire bor-
der, and in Kent. This developed into a stool that had
more solid double curved legs; examples were found at
Pompeii. An example in iron with bronze decorations,
even heavier in form, was found at Nijmegen, in The
Netherlands.

Tables with round and rectangular tops and three and
four legs were common. Tables with round tops and three
legs of animal form became increasingly popular from the
4th century Bc onward (Figure 64). A nearly complete
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Figure 64: Roman table or stand with circular
top from the Temple of Isis at Pompeii,
bronze, before AD 79. The clawed legs,
connected with elegantly scrolled braces,
are surmounted by winged sphinxes. In the
Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples.

wooden table, found in Egypt and now in the Palais du
Cinquantenaire, Brussels, is decorated with swans’ heads
with graceful necks rising out of a band of acanthus fo-
liage, below which are very realistic antelope legs, with
hoofs instead of claw feet. This type of table seems to
have been popular throughout the Roman empire, as it
often appears on tombstones depicting funerary banquets.
It is known that citrus wood and Kimeridgian shale were
favourite materials. Several complete tables found at Pom-
peii and Herculaneum, usually in gardens or open courts,
are made of marble and decorated with beautifully carved
heads of lions and panthers. Another type of smaller table
is round or rectangular with only one central leg. Also
found are pairs of solid slabs ornamented in high relief,
carrying carved tops of marble or wood.

Pompeian wall paintings show that plain, undecorated
wooden tables and benches were used in kitchens and
workshops, and some household possessions were kept
in cupboards with panelled doors. Rectangular footstools,
sometimes with claw feet, were used with the high chairs
and couches. Small bronze tripods and stands were also
items of Roman furniture. Clothes and money were stored
in large wooden chests with panelled sides, standing on
square or claw feet. Roman treasure chests were covered
with bronze plates or bound with iron and provided with
strong locks. Jewelry and personal belongings were kept in
caskets, in small round or square boxes, or even in baskets.

Middle Ages. Early Middle Ages. With the collapse of
the Roman Empire during the 4th-5th centuries, Europe
sank into a period in which little furniture, except the
most basic, was used: chairs, stools, benches, and primitive
chests were the most common items. Several centuries
were to pass before the invading Teutonic peoples evolved
forms of furniture that approached the Roman standard
of domestic equipment.

Comparatively little furniture of the medieval period in
Europe has survived, and only a handful of these pieces
date from before the end of the 13th century. One rea-
son for this is the perishable nature of wood, but more
important is the fact that furniture was made in relatively
small quantities until the Renaissance. Much of the earlier
history of furniture has to be drawn from contempo-
rary literature, illuminated manuscripts, Romanesque and
Gothic sculpture, and later inventory descriptions.

There is evidence that certain ancient traditions of furni-
ture making, particularly that of turnery, influenced early
medieval craftsmen. Turnery was used in making chairs,
stools, and couches in Byzantium, and it seems that
this technique was known across Europe as far north as
Scandinavia. The Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf, which
gives some glimpses of the domestic economy of western
Europe in about the 7th century, mentions no furniture
other than benches and some kind of seat or throne for
the overlord.

Later Middle Ages. 1In the 14th and 15th centuries there
were many developments both in construction and design
of furniture throughout Europe; a range of new types,
among them cupboards, boxes with compartments, and
various sorts of desks, evolved slowly. Most of the furni-
ture produced was such that it could be easily transported.
A nobleman who owned more than one dwelling place
usually had only one set of furnishings that he carried with
him from house to house. Anything that could be moved,
and this frequently included the locks on the doors and
the window fittings, was carried away and used to furnish
the next house en route. Furniture was so scarce that it
was quite usual for a visitor to bring his own bed and
other necessities with him. These conditions had a double
effect on medieval furniture, not only making it difficult
for men to possess more than the basic types of furniture
but also affecting the design of the furniture itself. Folding
chairs and stools, trestle tables with removable tops, and
beds with collapsible frameworks were usual.

The religious houses were an exception to this in that
they enjoyed a certain security denied to the outside world.
Much of the best furniture of this period was therefore
made for use in churches and monasteries, and many of
the ideas and developments that were later to add to the
domestic comfort of Europe originated in the cloister. An
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example can be seen in the early development for eccle-
siastical use of the various types of reading and writing
furniture, such as lecterns and desks, that show ingenuity
in construction. Throughout the Middle Ages and well
on into the 16th and 17th centuries, all types of furni-
ture remained scarce, and any reasonably good furniture
belonged to the nobility and the wealthy merchants. The
household equipment of the peasantry throughout Europe,
even as late as the 18th century, was frequently crude in
design and roughly constructed.

Framed panelling had been used in ancient times, as ex-
amples found at Herculaneum testify; its reintroduction in
the Burgundian Netherlands at the beginning of the 15th
century was an improvement that soon spread throughout
western Europe. Panelled construction solved the problem
of building large surface areas, as on the front of a chest
or cupboard, which before this time had been limited by
the size of individual planks. These planks, usually hewn
with an adz, were heavy and liable to warp and split.
Panels could be cut thinner, the main strain being taken
by the framework, and the furniture was therefore lighter;
moreover, if the panels were not fitted too tightly in their
stiles, the wood was less likely to split if it did warp. Now
that it was possible to construct larger surface areas, a
new range of storage furniture, cupboards and chests in
particular, was developed.

Other constructional improvements of the 15th century
included the introduction of drawers into cupboards and
similar storage furniture, and neater and more efficient
joints, such as the mitre and the mortise and tenon. Panel-
ling was frequently decorated with a flat form of ornament
called linenfold, or parchment. Linenfold was widely used
in the north of France, Flanders, Low Germany north
to the Baltic, Scandinavia, and England. The linenfold of
France, the Low Countries, and Germany is carved with a
sharper definition and greater delicacy than was usual in
England and elsewhere. Both panelled furniture and room
panelling were decorated with linenfold. Other forms of
carved decoration on furniture became more common
during the 15th century, when surfaces were carved with
tracery and other Gothic motifs. During the Middle Ages
a great many pieces of furniture, including those with
carved decoration, were painted and sometimes gilded, a
practice that continued well on into the Renaissance (the
present state of existing pieces, with their plain wooden
surfaces, is misleading). Chairs, tables, and various types
of cupboards were also frequently draped with bright fab-
rics, while chairs, settles, and other seat furniture were
provided with cushions.

The chest was the basic type of medieval furniture, serv-
ing as cupboard, trunk, seat, and, if necessary, as a simple
form of table and desk. It was from this versatile piece
of furniture that several other types, such as the cupboard
and the box chair, were evolved. Chests were made of six
planks, crudely pegged or nailed together and frequently
strengthened with iron banding. Examples of this sort, dat-
ing from the 13th century and in many instances found in
churches, are among the earliest pieces of extant European
furniture. The chest remained one of the most important
pieces of furniture until the end of the 15th century, when
on the Continent the cupboard began to compete with it
in usefulness.

Chairs remained scarce throughout the Middle Ages, and
occupation of a chair long symbolized authority or a
mark of honour, and even a large house might possess
only chairs for the lord and his wife and perhaps another
for a distinguished visitor; the use of the word chairman
is a modern reflection of this medieval custom. Early
chairs constructed of turned spindles, seen in Romanesque
sculpture, have already been mentioned. Later there were
two main types. One was a variety of folding chair, with
X-shaped frame, made of both wood and metal, the seat
and back consisting of rectangular strips of some strong
fabric or leather (Figure 65). Eventually there evolved a
heavier type of chair. This was basically a development
of the chest, and in many cases the seat was hinged,
allowing the base to be used for storage. Panelling, often
carved with linenfold and sometimes with other Gothic
motifs, was used on the back, arms, and base. Many of
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these chairs had exaggeratedly high backs terminating in
elaborately carved canopies; some were freestanding, while
others had their backs fixed to the wall in the manner of
a church stall. Settles were also used for seating during the
15th century. An innovation on the Continent was the
settle with a pivoted bar forming the backrest, which could
be swung over to allow a person to sit on either side—
evidence of the weight of the furniture of this period.

Tables were mainly of trestle construction (with a braced
frame serving as a support for the tabletop) with long rect-
angular tops that could be dismantled. During the 15th
century on the Continent, smaller tables were made which
could be more conveniently moved and, especially, drawn
up to the fire. Various forms of cupboards, ambries, and
dressoirs were developed at this time, panelled and deco-
rated with linenfold or Gothic carved ornament. All these
types were basically a chest with doors, of simple rectan-
gular form raised on legs; elaborations of construction and
decoration soon followed, as did the specialization of their
functions. Cupboards, dressoirs, and credence (sideboard
or buffet) tables were used for the storing of plate and for
serving at banquets, the plate being displayed on the top
and on shelves above and below the main serving surface.
Top shelves were sometimes cantilevered or projected on
brackets to free the front corners of this surface for use.
Other cupboards were made to hold food and day-to-
day provisions; in the case of food, or dole cupboards
as they were called, the front and sides were pierced
for ventilation.

Medieval beds are known from documents and a few
late examples. Recalling Egyptian beds, throughout most
of this period a diagonal surface, lifting the head high, was
common. Some beds had daringly cantilevered ceilings
supported from the headboards.

By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Cloisters Collection

Figure 65: Massive limestone mantelpiece from Alencon
and chairs with X-shaped frames, France, 15th century.
In the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The
Cloisters Collection.

Tables
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Little English furniture survives from medieval times,
and, as on the Continent, information must be sought
in contemporary references and from the picture of do-
mestic interiors in illustrated manuscripts. Most of these
manuscripts are of French or Flemish origin, but they
furnish reliable evidence on English interiors because the
governing classes, who were practically the sole possessors
of proper furniture, copied the domestic habits of the
Continent. English oak was the chief material, but soft-
er woods also were used. A certain amount of furniture
was imported from abroad, providing new ideas for the
English carpenter and joiner. The furniture usually found
in important houses consisted of beds, chests, cupboards,
tables, benches, and stools.

The Renaissance. [taly. From the beginning of the Re-
naissance in the early 15th century, there were changes
in furniture forms that were to spread over Europe. The
growth of a wealthy and powerful bourgeoisie caused
the building of more substantial houses and a demand
for good furniture. Italian Renaissance furniture shows a
strong architectural bias, and the purpose of the piece, as
in Roman furniture, was subordinate to its form. The fur-
niture of the early Italian Renaissance is often restrained,
with beautiful, simple designs carved in walnut (Figure
66). For more elaborate work, sculpture in low relief and
stucco modelled in intricate patterns were much used.
The stucco was usually gilded all over and picked out in
bright colours.

The cassone, or marriage coffer (hope chest), was a form
on which the craftsman’s skill was lavished. In addition to
elaborate relief work and gilding, these coffers often were
painted on the front and sides and occasionally inside
the lid as well, with appropriate biblical or mythological
scenes. Motifs popular with the Italian carver included
cupids, grotesque masks, scrolled foliage, and strapwork.
The fixed writing desk is the forerunner of the writing
bureau, which became an indispensable article of furniture
as writing became more general.

A type of chair called a sgabello was much favoured
at this time in Italy. The seat was a small wooden slab,
generally octagonal, supported at front and back by solid
boards cut into an ornamental shape; an earlier variety
was supported by two legs at the front and one in the rear;
a solid piece of wood formed the back (Figure 24). An-
other chair of the period was the folding X-shaped chair,
sometimes called a Dante chair. Tables were generally

oblong, supported by columns, consoles (brackets), or ter-
minal figures, with a long central stretcher running from
end to end. Italian Renaissance furniture forms reshaped
the furniture of the remainder of Europe.

France. The furniture of France was among the first to
be influenced by the Italian Renaissance. Louis XII and
many of his court visited Italy and soon took Italian artists
and craftsmen and works of art into France. The French
Renaissance of furniture can be divided into two stages.
First was a period of transition and adaptation; during the
reign of Louis XII and the first part of the reign of Francis
I, the pieces were basically Gothic in form, and Gothic
ornament was mixed with the cupids, medallion heads,
and grotesque decorations of the incoming Renaissance
style. During the second phase, from the end of the reign
of Francis I, the new style displaced the Gothic. The more
exuberant arabesque shapes of Renaissance decoration,
however, gave way to increasingly architectural design, and
oak was almost entirely superseded by walnut. Centres of
furniture making were established at Fontainebleau, where
Francis I employed several Italian artists and craftsmen;
in Ile-de-France, headed by the work of Jacques du Cer-
ceau; and in Burgundy, where, led by the craftsman and
designer Hugues Sambin, design was influenced by the
Renaissance style evolved in the Netherlands.

French furniture of the 16th century was remarkably
graceful and delicate; it was enriched with inlay of small
plaques of figured marble and semiprecious stones, some-
times with inlay or marquetry of ivory, mother-of-pearl,
and different coloured woods.

Chairs began to be lighter in design; the back became
narrower, the panelled sides and base were replaced by
carved and turned arms and supports, and legs were joined
by stretchers at their base. A specialized chair known as a
caquetoire, or conversation chair, supposedly designed for
ladies to sit and gossip in, had a high, narrow back and
curved arms.

Elaborately carved oblong tables were supported by con-
soles or fluted columns connected by a stretcher surmount-
ed by an arched colonnade. Chests decorated in the new
style were still widely used, although frequently replaced
by the armoire (a tall cupboard or wardrobe), which was
sometimes made in two stages, the upper compartment
containing numerous small drawers.

Spain. Because of the long occupation of Spain by the
Moors, a style called Mudéjar evolved. While furniture in
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Figure 66: Renaissance furniture from the Sala dei Pappagalli in the Palazzo Davanzati,
Florence, 15th and 16th centuries.
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this style remained in form essentially European, decora-
tion had an oriental flavour. A type of cabinet known as
vargueno was typically Spanish. The upper part, in chest
form, with drawers inside, had a fall front (a hinged writing
surface that opened by falling forward), often elaborately
mounted in wrought iron and backed by velvet, with a
massive iron lock. The cabinets were richly carved, paint-
ed, gilded, and inlaid with ivory in a Moorish manner.
There was a tendency for Italian models to be followed in
the furniture of the 16th and 17th centuries.

Low Countries. In the 16th century, Italian Renais-
sance ornament was adopted and transformed by artists
and designers of northern Europe, particularly in north-
ern Germany and the Low Countries, who created an
independent style of decoration. Strapwork, cartouches,
and grotesque masks are characteristic features of this
northern Renaissance style, and are found repeatedly in
the pattern books of German and Flemish artists of the
time—books of ornament which circulated among and
influenced metalworkers, carvers, plasterers and furniture
makers throughout the north.

Heavy oak tables, sometimes draw (extension) tables, had
massive legs and solid stretchers. Beds were heavily draped
to provide privacy, as the bed might be located in any
room of the house. Folding wooden chairs and low stools,
with more or less elaborate turnery, were still used, besides
a new type with baluster-formed or twisted legs and arms,
and straight backs heightening through the 17th century.

England. The Italian Renaissance did not affect the de-
sign or ornament of furniture in England until about 1520.
Evolution from the Gothic style was a gradual process,
influence coming first from Italy and, in the second half
of the 16th century, from the Low Countries. In the early
stages, furniture remained Gothic in form, though Italian
motifs slowly replaced the older Gothic ornament. Many
pieces of early Renaissance English furniture combined
linenfold panelling with medallion heads and Italianate
cupids, but by the middle of the century both new or-
nament and new forms had replaced the medieval style.
About the middle of the century the direct influence of
Italy weakened, and its place was taken by that of the Low
Countries. The northern style of Renaissance ornament
was propagated in England by pattern books, immigrant
workmen, and imported Flemish and German furniture,
and before long it was adapted by English craftsmen into
an individual and peculiarly English style.

Characteristic of this style is the enrichment of every sur-
face with flamboyant carved, turned, inlaid, and painted
decoration, which strongly reflects the spirit of the En-
glish Renaissance. During Elizabeth I's reign there was a
considerable and fairly widespread increase in domestic
comfort, to be seen in improved construction, multiplica-
tion of types, and the tentative beginnings of upholstered
furniture. A series of inlaid chests with perspective archi-
tectural scenes, often called nonesuch chests, were either
imported from Germany or made by German workmen
in England. They were influential in propagating the tech-
nique of inlaid decoration, which by the end of the century
was being applied to every type of furniture.

Apart from the gradual change from Gothic to Re-
naissance ornament, the 16th century produced several
changes in the design and construction of individual types.
Chairs became slightly more common, though even in
Elizabeth’s own palaces, stools were the usual form of
seating. From the box chair evolved a type in which the
arms and legs were no longer filled in with panelling but
which had plain or turned legs, with shaped arms resting
on carved or turned supports. The backs of chairs were
still panelled and decorated with carving and inlay or sur-
mounted with a wide and richly carved cresting. Folding
chairs, X-shaped and of varying construction, were also
used. Chairs without arms, called farthingale chairs, were
introduced in the early 17th century to accommodate the
wide skirts, called farthingales, that were popular at the
time. Farthingale chairs had upholstered seats and a low,
rectangular upholstered back raised on short supports a
little above the seat. Armchairs of similar design were
made. Turkey work (a type of needlework) and velvet
were usually employed for upholstery.
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Early in the 16th century a new style of bed design ap-
peared; the greater part of the frame was left exposed and
was enriched with carving and other decoration, making
the frame itself an important part of the design. Favourite
carvers’ motifs for beds and other types of furniture in-
cluded strapwork, grotesque masks, and caryatids (draped
female figures), bulbous turned pillars and supports, ar-
cading (decorating consisting of arches or arcades), and
patterns of scrolled foliage. The heavily turned “cup and
cover” motif is frequently found on bedposts in the later
16th century. The cumbersome Gothic trestle tables were
replaced by “joyned tables,” with tops fixed to the frames.
Draw tables, which could be conveniently lengthened by
pulling out the two leaves concealed under the top, were
also introduced. Table legs and sides were decorated with
carving and inlay, and the cup and cover motif is often
found on the legs. Various types of cupboards were made,

‘usually in two stages, or levels. In court cupboards both

stages were left open. A simple form of chest of drawers
was introduced about 1620.

17th century: the Baroque style. During the 17th cen-
tury, the Baroque style had a marked effect upon furni-
ture design throughout western Europe. Large wardrobes,
cupboards, and cabinets had twisted columns, broken
pediments, and heavy moldings. In Baroque furniture the
details are related to the whole; instead of a framework
of unrelated surfaces, each detail contributes to the har-
monious movement of the overall design. The Baroque
style was adopted in the Low Countries in the 1620s and
extended late into the 17th century, when Germany and
England began to develop it. It owed much to the Orien-
tal influence that swept over Europe in the 17th century,
when several maritime countries, particularly Portugal,
Holland, and England, established regular trading relations
with India and the Far East. Lacquered furniture and do-
mestic goods were imported from the East, where Oriental
craftsmen also worked in a pseudo-European style from
designs supplied by the traders. Before the end of the 17th
century, Oriental decorative techniques were being widely
imitated in Europe, and the roots of the “Chinese taste”
were firmly entrenched. Heavy tropical woods were also
brought to Europe, and from these, furniture was made
that borrowed much from the prevailing taste for Oriental
elaboration.

Flanders and Holland. The early Flemish Baroque fur-

Figure 67: Flamboyantly carved late Baroque chair made of
boxwood by Andrea Brustolon, Venice, c. 1690. In the Ca’
Rezzonico, Venice.
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niture, dating from the second quarter of the 17th century,
was but a slight adaptation of the late Renaissance style.
Typical are the oak cupboards with four doors and the
chairs with seats and backs of velvet or leather held in
place by nails.

In Holland the Baroque style did not encroach on late
Renaissance furniture until nearly 1640. Dutch furniture
of this period can be distinguished by its simpler design
and a preference for molded panels over carved ornament.
Later, marquetry decoration and walnut-veneer surfaces
became the most common decorative treatments. At the
end of the century lacquered furniture became popular.

Italy. Though it was in Italian architecture, painting,
and sculpture that the Baroque style was evolved, Italy
was not the first to apply this style to furniture. But by
the mid-17th century Italy was producing flamboyant-
ly carved, painted, and gilded furniture, decorated with
such typical motifs as cupids, acanthus, shells, and boldly
drawn scrolls (Figure 67), and was further enriching chairs
and stools with fine-cut velvets and table tops with marble
or pietra dura (a mosaic-like technique in which coloured
stones are cut and shaped and inlaid in a design). Chairs
and stools with exaggerated scrolled arms and legs, and
handsome walnut and ebony cabinets and cupboards with
carved decoration on the pediments, friezes, and corners
and sometimes inlaid with marble or pietra dura set in
molded panels, typify the Italian furniture of the later
Baroque phase (Figure 68). .

France. In France the Italian influence of the 16th
century was gradually assimilated, and a national style of
furniture was evolved that soon spread its influence into
neighbouring countries. The reign of Louis XIII, covering
most of the first half of the 17th century, was a time of
transition. The Gobelins factory was founded by Louis

Turners (Photography) Ltd

Figure 68: One of a pair of Baroque cabinets inlaid with pietra
dura made for Louis XIV by the Italian furniture maker and
sculptor, Domenico Cucci, at the Gobelins factory, France,
1681-83. In the collection of the Duke of Northumberland,
Alnwick Castle, Northumberland, England.

X1V for the production of deluxe furniture and furnish-
ings for the royal palaces and the national buildings. The
painter Charles Le Brun was appointed the director in
1663. Furniture was veneered with tortoiseshell or foreign
woods, inlaid with brass, pewter and ivory, or heavily
gilded all over. At times it was even completely overlaid
with repoussé (formed in relief) silver. The name of André-
Charles Boulle is particularly associated with this style of
decoration. His cabinets and tables were completely cov-
ered by sheets of tortoiseshell and brass cut into intricate
patterns so as to fit into one another, the tortoiseshell
alternately forming the pattern and the ground: hence
the two types, boulle (buhl) and counterboulle. The light,
fanciful designs of the architect and designer Jean Berain
were much used for this work. Heavy gilt bronze mounts
protected the corners and other parts from friction and
rough handling, and provided further ornament.

England. After the Restoration, from 1660 onward,
there was almost revolutionary progress in English cabi-
netmaking, as it came to be called at about this time.
On its return, the exiled court introduced French and
Dutch fashions, and the English craftsmen were consider-
ably helped in supplying the tastes of the nobility by a
large influx of foreign workmen. Furniture became lighter,
more highly finished, and better adapted to varying needs.
The general increase in technical skill of the cabinetmaker
between 1660 and about 1690 is astonishing. Walnut was
the favourite wood, though the use of oak continued in
the country districts for many generations. New processes
appeared, notably veneering wide surfaces with thin sheets
of wood into which floral patterns in marquetry often
were inserted. In the earlier period of the Restoration these
patterns were large, but toward the end of the century they
grew smaller and more intricate, leading eventually to the
type of marquetry made up of numerous small scrolls and
called seaweed marquetry.

The passion for colour found an outlet in lacquer dec-
oration in England as in other European countries. The
importation of works of art from the East had begun in
Tudor times but was of little account until after the Res-
toration, when the taste became widespread. The diarist
John Evelyn and others reported their friends’ houses to
be furnished with Indian screens or panelled in the finest
“japan” (the process that imitated Oriental lacquery was
called “japanning” in England).

New forms of furniture began to develop: the daybed, a
form of couch with an adjustable end; the winged arm-
chairs; the upholstered armchair called in the 17th century
a sleeping chair; and, a little later, toward the end of
the century, sofas with backs and arms carried comfort a
step further. Velvet, silks, and needlework were the usual
materials for upholstery. Various kinds of writing furni-
ture were rapidly developed, including toward the end of
the century, the bureau with enclosed desk and interior
fittings of small drawers and pigeonholes.

Chests of drawers came into more general use. Mirrors
were no longer rarities, though glass remained expensive.
The frames were carved, lacquered, or decorated with mar-
quetry. Fashions succeeded each other with great rapidity.
Chairs show these changes most clearly, developing in a
brief period from mere seats of Charles II, while, later,
straight tapering baluster forms were used. In the grander
beds of this period, the tester (canopy), back, and posts
were covered with material. The beds were of enormous
height with elaborately molded cornices and had ostrich
plumes or vase-shaped finials at the corners of the tester.
These state beds were strongly influenced by the designs of
the French architect Daniel Marot, who went from France
to England to work for William and Mary.

During the late 17th century and on into the first half of
the 18th century, a certain amount of elaborately carved
and gilded furniture, much influenced by the style of
Louis XIV, was produced in England (Figure 69). Fore-
most among the makers of this deluxe furniture were three
cabinetmakers: John Pelletier, Gerrit Jensen, and James
Moore. Toward the end of the 17th century, during the
reign of William and Mary, Baroque furniture tended to
become simpler and the use of ornament was somewhat
restrained. At the beginning of the 18th century, during
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Figure 69: Late Stuart style dining room, Belton House (1685-
89), near Grantham, Lincolnshire, England.
Edwin Smith

the reign of Queen Anne, a new and simpler style arose,
much influenced by the contemporary furniture of Hol-
land. Carving and applied ornament were reduced to a
minimum and the beauty of a piece was made to rely
on carefully designed curved lines and the colour of fine
walnut veneers. The cabriole leg, originally devised in
classical times and based on the curve of an animal’s leg,
was introduced into England from the Continent about
1700. Terminating in a claw-and-ball or paw foot and
soon discarding the stretcher, it was widely used on chairs
and tables and for every kind of support. The stretcher
had become obsolete because of improved joining and
gluing. Chairs had hooped uprights, and fiddle-shaped
splate curved to support the back. Tallboys, or double
chests of drawers, cabinets fitted with shelves, and bureaus
in two stages met the demand for greater convenience, as
did a new range of dining, card, and other tables.

The American colonies. As in all colonial settlements,
the furniture of the American colonies reflected the style
preferences of the individual national groups. This influ-
ence, coupled with the existence of new materials and
the time lag in transmitting styles and tastes from the
home country, in some instances produced highly individ-
ual furniture.

Information in inventories and wills about 17th-century
furniture of the English colonies indicates that it existed
in its simplest forms—stools, benches, tables, cupboards,
and a few chairs (Figure 38). This furniture, often made of
oak, recalled the tradition of Elizabethan England and was
turned and decorated with chip carving, often picked-out
in earth colours. By the end of the century, pine, maple,
and other woods were used.

The Dutch and Scandinavian settlers carried with them
individual furniture forms whose influence remained local.

By 1700 the effect of French and Dutch fashions on
late Stuart furniture in England had become evident in
the American colonies. Fashion consciousness appeared,
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though for decades to come the furniture of the average
colonial home kept to the earlier tradition evolved from
medieval joining. The box chest was succeeded by the
chest of drawers, often placed on a stand with turned
legs. Chairs began to replace stools; and the early heavy,
turned, and wainscot (panelled back) types gave way to
simplified versions of the high-back scrolled forms of the
English Restoration fashion. The daybed appeared with
its upholstered pad. Small folding tables, cabinets, and the
tiered dresser to store and display tableware testify to the
rapidly increasing standard of comfort among the more
prosperous. Carved surface decoration was largely replaced
by colour, through the use of paint, veneers, or inlays of
contrasting wood.

These innovations accompanied the use of the cabriole,
or reverse curve, which, about 1725, became the favoured
form for legs of chairs, tables, cabinets, -and - stands. At
first it had little or no carving and a simple paw foot, but
the design was elaborated, and this cabriole leg became
the principal feature of the so-called Queen Anne style
that dominated colonial furniture designs until the Revo-
lution. Walnut became the principal wood of the early
18th century.

18th century: the Rococo style. The influence of French
furniture was predominant in Europe during the 18th cen-
tury. In the second half of the century England played a
leading role in establishing the Neoclassical style, and for
supreme craftsmanship provided an inspiration to work-
shops in several countries; but in the diffusion of the two
styles, the Rococo and the Neoclassical, French designs
were universally imitated, with varying degrees of success.

France. The transitional phase in French furniture from
Baroque to Rococo is called Régence. The heavy, mon-
umental style of the earlier part of Louis’s reign was
gradually replaced by a lighter and more fluent curvili-
near style. The leading exponent of the Régence style was
Charles Cressent, ébéniste (“cabinetmaker”) to the regent
Philippe II, duc d’Orléans. In his work the ormolu (a brass
imitation of gold) mounts, so important a part of the de-
sign of French furniture in the 18th century, became equal
to if not more important than, the marquetry decoration
of the carcass. The curvilinear form was introduced not
only to externals, such as legs and supports, but, in the
bombé (rounded sides and front) commodes that first ap-
peared during this period, to the case itself. High-quality
marquetry in coloured woods replaced ebony.

The Rococo style, a development of the Régence, af-
fected French furniture design from about 1735 to 1765.
The word is derived from rocailles, used to designate the
artificial grottoes and fantastic arrangements of rocks in
the garden of Versailles; the shell was one of the ba-
sic forms of Rococo ornament. The style was based on
asymmetrical design, light and full of movement. The
furniture of this period was designed on sinuous and com-
plicated lines. Designs of Juste Meissonier, goldsmith to
Louis XV, sculptor and architect, were instrumental in
creating the Rococo. The repertory of ornament was large
and included the C-scroll, scrolled foliage, floral motifs,
ribbon, and, on occasion, trophies formed of musical in-
struments or gardening implements. The Rococo Chinese
taste had conventions of its own: pagodas, exotic birds,
Chinese figures, icicles, and dripping water. The grace-
ful bombé commode, often with marble top and two or
three drawers, the surface enriched with finely modelled
ormolu mounts, was popular. Under Cressent’s influence
the mounts predominated, though later in the century the
marquetry decoration gained first importance. Commodes
and other pieces were decorated with marquetry of floral
or geometrical patterns, or sometimes with lacquer dec-
oration, again combined with ormolu mounts. The most
celebrated makers of mounts during Louis XV’s reign
were Jacques Caffieri and his son Philippe. Jean-Francois
Oeben was made ébéniste du roi (cabinetmaker to the
king) in 1754; a pupil of Boulle, he was the most cele-
brated cabinetmaker of the period (Figure 70).

England. About 1720, mahogany was imported into
England and slowly superseded walnut as the fashionable
wood for furniture. The Palladian (after the Italian Re-
naissance architect Andrea Palladio) interiors demanded
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Figure 70: Rococo writing desk, the bureau du roi, with intricate
pictorial marquetry and elaborate ormolu mounts made

for Louis XV, begun by Jean-Francois Oeben in 1760 and
completed by Jean-Henri Riesner, 1769. In Versailles.

Giraudon

furniture more striking and larger in scale than the walnut-
veneered pieces of the early 18th century. Inspired by the
interiors of French and Italian palaces, architects such
as William Kent began to design furniture. The design
was classical, in keeping with the traditions of Palladio
and the English architect Inigo Jones; the ornament was
Baroque. At Holkham Hall in Norfolk, Rousham Hall in
Oxfordshire, and elsewhere, Kent’s furniture may be seen
in its proper environment: gilt mirrors and side tables with
sets of chairs and settees covered with patterned velvets
matching the grandeur of elaborate architectural Palladian
interior decoration.

Despite the resistance of the Palladian classicists who
deplored its asymmetrical principles, in the 1740s the
Rococo style crept into English decoration and furniture
design. During this decade pattern books of ornament
in the full Rococo style by Matthias Lock and Henry
Copland were published in London; and in 1754 Thomas
Chippendale published his Gentleman and Cabinet Mak-
er’s Director, which provided patterns for a wide range of
English furniture in the Rococo style and its Chinese and
Gothic offshoots. During the following years several simi-
lar works were published by such craftsmen and designers
as William Ince and Thomas Mayhew, Thomas Johnson,
and Robert Manwaring. The Rococo style was firmly es-
tablished in England throughout the 1750s and into the
1760s. Chippendale and other cabinetmakers borrowed
not only ornament from the French rocaille but designs
for individual types. Chippendale’s fame rests largely on
his publication, though in fact it has now been more or
less conclusively proved that he himself was not respon-
sible for the designs, but employed two other designers,
Lock and Copland. There were several cabinetmakers—
for example, William Vile and John Cobb—whose only
memorial is a small quantity of furniture attributable to
them. Though it has become the practice to speak of a
Chippendale chair or a Vile commode, this does not imply
that the pieces were actually made by these craftsmen but
that they were made in their workshops.

By mid-18th century every act of the day that necessitat-
ed the use of furniture was catered to by some specialized
piece, while the basic furniture such as chairs, cupboards,
beds, and tables were designed and decorated in innumer-
able forms. The number of variants on the Rococo chair
splat runs into several hundreds. The ingenuity of the
cabinetmaker and carver knew few limitations.

An offshoot of the Rococo style, the Gothic taste was par-
ticularly well developed in England. Starting early in the
century as a literary device, in the 1740s it began to take
more solid shape in architecture, interior decoration, and
furniture. As with furniture in the Chinese taste, Gothic
furniture bore no relation to its medieval equivalents; the
ornaments, such as tracery and cusped (a point formed
by the intersection of two arcs or foils) arches, applied
to furniture were borrowed from Gothic architecture. The
Gothic taste was much publicized by the writer Horace
Walpole’s celebrated villa, Strawberry Hill, in Middlesex,
England. Chippendale included designs for furniture in
the Gothic taste in all three editions of his Director.

The American colonies. Shortly after 1750 the earlier
cabriole style was transformed by two factors. One was
the rapidly increasing popularity of mahogany. The other
was the influence of the English version of free Rococo
ornament, as reflected in the publication of Chippendale’s
book of patterns.

While the Southern planter still depended largely upon
London for his fine furnishings, the merchants of Philadel-
phia, New York, Newport, and Boston were well rewarded
by their* patronage of local craftsmen. In Philadelphia a
local version of the Chippendale style was brought to the
highest mastery by such craftsmen as Thomas Affleck,
Jonathan Gostelowe, Benjamin Randolph, and William
Savery. In Newport, Rhode Island, the genius of the
John Goddard and John Townsend cabinetmaking fam-
ilies evolved an equally distinctive style by developing a
block front decorated by the patterns of the wood grains
instead of carving, as used by their contemporaries in
Philadelphia. In spite of the Philadelphians’ evident de-
sire to match the works of the best London shops, they
actually created their own style as distinct from that of
England as the innovations of their Newport colleagues
(Figure 39). The cabinetmakers of Boston, New York, and
the Connecticut valley also produced work of high quality
and a definitely local flavour. Maintaining its hold on
popular taste until well after the Revolution, this colonial
Chippendale retained more of the sturdy elegance of the
earlier cabriole style than did its English equivalent. The
tendency of English design to massiveness and surface
decoration contrasts with the vertical and linear tendency
in much colonial design.

18th century: the Neoclassical style. France. The Neo-
classical style, sometimes called Louis Seize, or Louis X VI,
began in the 1750s. Tiring of the Rococo style, craftsmen
of the 18th century turned for inspiration to classical art.
The movement was stimulated by archaeological discov-
eries, by travel in Italy, Greece, and the Near East, and by
the publication, all over Europe, of works on the classical
monuments. The Neoclassical style, based on straight lines
and rectilinear forms and using a selection of classical
ornaments, was first applied to French furniture during
the 1760s. Classical motifs at first were sparingly applied
to furniture of unchanged form, but slowly the curved
line of rococo was replaced by a simpler and more severe
rectilinear design: chair legs became straight, tapered, and
fluted; commodes and other storage furniture were no
longer of bombé form. Marquetry was still widely used
for decoration, and some cabinets were made of ebony
inset with panels of Japanese lacquer. Boulle, which had
not been employed in Louis XV’s reign, returned to fash-
ion. A greater number of pieces were signed during this
period (signing had been made compulsory in Paris), and
Jean-Henri Riesener, Martin Carlin, and Jean Saunier
were a few of the leading cabinetmakers. Several German
craftsmen migrated to France because of the royal patron-
age, among them Abraham and David Roentgen, Adam
Weisweiler, and Guillaume Beneman.

These craftsmen were often directly under the patronage
of the king, having their workshops in the cellars of the
Louvre. Within the shop there was a division of labour,
with one craftsman specializing in furniture construction,
another in lacquering, and so forth. The craftsmen and
the shop were licensed by the government.

England. The classical reaction, which set in shortly af-
ter 1760, reimposed a classical discipline on design, though
of a lighter and more delicate touch than that of the previ-
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ous classicists, the Palladians. Robert Adam, whose name
is inseparably associated with this movement, had, like
earlier architects, studied in Italy. There he sought inspi-
ration in the monuments of both classical times and the
Renaissance. When given a free hand, he included interior
decoration and furniture in his architectural schemes, one
of the best examples being his alterations and redecora-
tions at Osterley, Middlesex, where he provided harmo-
nious designs for even the lock plates and chimney pieces.
His furniture makes restrained use of classical ornament;
but paterae (disks with a design in relief or intaglio), husks
(a drop ornament made of whorls of conventionalized
foliage usually in a diminishing series), rams’ heads, and
urns are less eloquent of the change than the symmetrical
structural lines. Marquetry, ormolu mounts, and painting
were employed as decoration (Figures 37, 71). Adam’s
furniture was copied and modified by contemporary cab-
inetmakers such as George Hepplewhite in his Cabinet-
Maker and Upholsterer’s Guide (1788).

In the last 20 years of the 18th century there was a ten-
dency toward greater refinement, lightness, and delicacy
in furniture design. Symmetry of form and excellence of
proportion were retained for the most part. Heart- and
shield-shaped backs on chairs and settees and tapered and
fluted supports for tables and other pieces are character-
istic; feathers, wheat ears, and shells are prominent in
the painted or inlaid decoration. This refinement, strongly
feminine in character, is represented in Thomas Sheraton’s
Cabinet-Maker and Upholsterers’ Drawing Book (1791).

The United States. The new classicism of Robert and
James Adam came into vogue in the new republic during
the last years of the century (Figure 43). The shipowners
and merchants of Salem, Boston, and New York equipped
their mansions with the work of Samuel Mclntire, John
Seymour, and Duncan Phyfe, each of whom produced
individual interpretations of the Hepplewhite-Sheraton
mode. This early Federal style is characterized by small-
scale rectangular design and by a preference for light-
toned wood finishes. Surfaces are generally unbroken but
decorated with bandings and inlays of contrasting woods,
or in Phyfe’s case with low relief carvings in the Adam
manner. The most typical pieces are the sideboard (a piece
of dining room furniture with compartments and shelves
for dishes) and the small secretary desk, both of which
developed a peculiarly American form.

ourtesy of the Metropolitan Museum
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19th century. The Empire style began in Paris about
the time of the Revolution and quickly spread through-
out Europe, each country adapting it to its own national
taste. In England it is commonly called the Regency style.
Two French architects, Charles Percier and Pierre Fon-
taine, who designed the furnishings for the staterooms of
Napoleon, contributed in great measure to the creation of
the style. Their ideas were incorporated and propagated in
Recueil de décorations intérieures (1801 and 1812; “Col-
lection of Interior Decoration™).

Basically the new style was a continuation of the Neoclas-
sical style, with a much stronger archaeological bias, leading
to direct copying of classical types of furniture; to this was
added a new repertory of Egyptian ornament, stimulated
by Napoleon’s campaigns in Egypt. Mahogany-veneered
furniture with ormolu mounts assumed the shapes of Ro-
man, Greek, and Egyptian chairs and tables, with winged-
lion supports and pilasters headed with sphinxes’ busts or
palm leaves; where no classical prototypes existed, con-
temporary designs were enlivened with classical ornament.

In England, Thomas Hope, an amateur designer with
some knowledge of antiquities, was the chief exponent
of the Regency style and entirely decorated his country
house, Deepdene, Surrey, in it. When the fashion was
taken up by cabinetmakers, the results were often woe-
fully incongruous. Mahogany and rosewood were used
with bronzed or gilt ornament, and metal inlay, a cheaper
technique, replaced inlay and marquetry. Along with this
style came a renewed enthusiasm for the Chinese taste,
as best exemplified in the furniture- and decoration of
the Brighton Pavilion (Figure 41). In the final stages of
the Regency style, both the design and construction of
furniture in England and on the Continent showed signs
of heaviness and overelaboration that heralded the general
decline throughout Europe in the 19th century.

In the United States the style was widely adopted. Its
chief native practitioner was the New York cabinetmaker
Duncan Phyfe, who in the first decade of the century
produced furniture for the wealthy of his city. His designs
gave a unique interpretation to Empire ideas (Figure 72).
French cabinetmakers, such as Charles-Honoré Lannuier,
emigrated to the United States at this time and produced
furniture in a stricter French style.

By the 19th century, with increases in the efficiency of
transportation and communication, styles became more

Art, New York, Rogers Fund, 1932

Figure 71: Neoclassical dining room from Lansdowne House, Berkeley Square, London,
designed by Robert Adam, c. 1765. In the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Character-
istics of
the Empire
style

The work
of Duncan
Phyfe



66

Decorative Arts and Furnishings

3ieder-
neier style

S

Figure 72: Parlor furniture made by Duncan Phyfe for Samu
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Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 19th Century Centennial Exhibition, 1970.
By courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 1966 Purchase, L.E. Katzenbach Foundation Gift

universal in their adoption but still maintained national
and regional differences.

The Empire style, which carried over into the 19th cen-
tury, began a series of styles that revived form and deco-
ration from the past. This reinterpretation often resulted
in a product removed from the principles of the original
style. The introduction of the machine and of the factory
method sometimes brought about a decline in quality in
furniture production.

The Biedermeier style, which originated in Germany and
Austria, flourished in the prosperous middle class homes
of Europe from about 1815 to 1848. This style is charac-
terized by classical simplicity. Chairs had curved legs, and
sofas had rolled arms and generous upholstery. Mahogany
veneers and light birch, grained ash, pear, and cherry were
used. The design and much of the ornament were influ-
enced by the Empire style, in particular the Grecian ele-
ment. The style took its name from “Papa Biedermeier,”
a fictitious character whose column, offering opinions on
taste in furniture, appeared in Austrian newspapers.

In the 1820s there was a revival of the Gothic style,
which in England was partly stimulated by romantic lit-
erature such as the novels of Sir Walter Scott. Losing all
the lightness and humour of the mid-18th-century Gothic
revival, heavy medieval motifs were profusely and indis-
criminately applied to every type of furniture.

A series of other revival styles followed the Gothic. The
Rococo revival was one of the most popular; it borrowed
the curvilinear elements of the French Louis XV style,
especially the cabriole leg, and restated them in a heavier
idiom. Entire suites of this furniture were fashioned in
mahogany, rosewood, and walnut, the price being highly
dependent upon the amount of carving on the frame.

During the first half of the 19th century (the exact date
is unknown), metal springs were introduced into furniture
construction. The spring construction made chairs and
sofas much more comfortable than had the stuffing em-
ployed by cabinetmakers during the 18th century.

Another technical improvement introduced into furni-
ture design was the use of plywood. Plywood had great
strength and stability and could be more intricately curved
than a natural piece of wood. One of the chief exponents
of this technique in the United States was John Henry
Belter, who was born in Germany in 1804 and served

his cabinetmaker’s apprenticeship in Wirttemberg. He
reached a height of popularity in the 1850s. Belter’s work
is mainly in the Louis XV revival style.

Michael Thonet, an Austrian craftsman, experimented
with bending layers of veneer in Boppard, Germany.
Thonet was successful in perfecting a process for bend-
ing solid beechwood by heat into curvilinear shapes. His
chairs, popular during the latter half of the 19th century,
are still made.

Elizabethan and Louis XIV revival furniture was also
very popular. The Baroque twisted upright was one of
the chief elements employed. The straight, turned leg was
also reintroduced. This elaborately upholstered furniture
was produced in suites and was blocky and square in its
overall form, in contrast to the Rococo revival form.

The Louis XVI style was reintroduced in suites of fur-
niture with round tapering legs, oval backs on chairs and
sofas, and elaborate upholstery. The Louis XVI leg was
often used on comfortable upholstered furniture whose
structure consisted primarily of a flexible metal, or “Turk-
ish,” frame. The only wood visible on this furniture was
in the legs, the remainder of the frame being completely
upholstered. In such furniture the art of the upholsterer
reached its height through the use of elaborate tufting,
tassels, and braids.

The English poet and artist William Morris has been
called the father of the modern movement. Critical of
the shoddiness of the machine-produced goods of his own
day, he turned for inspiration to the handcraftsmanship
of the Middle Ages and, basing his own work on their de-
signs and methods, attempted to revive a respect for fine
craftsmanship and to stir the aesthetic sense of his con-
temporaries (Figure 42). His influence, though important,
might have been greater if, instead of turning away from
the machine, he had applied his high ideals to discover-
ing a way in which ‘machines might be used to the best
advantage. Morris’ followers in the field of cabinetmaking
included such designer-craftsmen as Ernest Gimson and
the Barnsley family who, working with a few assistants,
produced small quantities of high-quality handmade fur-
niture, the craftsmanship of which has never been rivalled.
The example of Morris and his followers was so widely
copied on the Continent that many people believe modern
furniture design originated exclusively there.
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During the third quarter of the century, there was a
movement in England toward greater simplicity and aes-
thetic beauty in furniture. The straight and simple lines of
Japanese design served as a source of inspiration. The re-
sult was the aesthetic, or artistic, style; its chief exponents,
producing both designs and furniture, were Edward God-
win and Christopher Dresser.

Henry van de Velde, a Belgian architect and designer,
followed in the footsteps of William Morris and was the
conscious propagandist of the Art Nouveau style, which
flourished from about 1893 to 1910. Characterized by
moving, sinuous curves, the style found its inspiration in
organic and natural forms and in the Japanese prints that
were so popular in Europe during the third quarter of the
19th century. Van de Velde’s furniture was often designed
en suite so that it would give an effect of totality to a room.
The interiors of a house in Brussels, created by another
Belgian architect, Victor Horta, well illustrate the sinuous
curves and natural forms employed by the Art Nouveau
designers. The movement was also adopted in France
where Hector Guimard was one of its chief exponents.
A variant of the style is seen in furniture produced by
the Scottish architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh (Figure
73). The Art Nouveau style in furniture design was not as
popular in England or in the United States as it was on
the Continent. (J.T.B.)

By courtesy of the University Art Collections, University of Glasgow, Scotland

Figure 73: Art Nouveau painted oak cabinet with coloured
glass by Charles Rennie Mackintosh, 1902. In the University
Art Collections, University of Glasgow.

Modern. After the late 19th century, furniture design in
the West was divided into two main categories: revivals of
past styles—only occasionally precise reproductions, more
often free adaptations; and various expressions of chang-
ing modern life. The latter category absorbed the best as
well as the most progressive talents of the era.

Modern furniture design after World War I was of three
kinds: functionalist modern—progressive, adhering to an
aesthetic of the machine and often designed by leading
architects; transitional modern, which came to be called
contemporary and was infused with elements from the
past; and commercial modern, called “Borax” because
hawkers of that cleanser used to offer premiums, and the
word became associated with extra values which commer-
cial furniture often offered by the manner in which it was
advertised, or in overblown forms and gaudy veneers. All
furniture design was influenced by the social and econom-
ic trends of the era: formal living declined; mechanization
of household labour expanded; living spaces shrank, par-
ticularly in height; and home entertainment became im-
portant. After World War 11, especially, people married at
a younger age, total population growth accelerated, and a
generally rising standard of living was enjoyed by a vastly
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enlarged middle-income group. Furniture became smaller,
lighter, easier to maintain, and more widely distributed.

Functionalist modern. About 1925, a new rationality
began in furniture design, stimulated by the emergence of
progressive experiments typified in the works and theories
of the Bauhaus, a revolutionary German school of arts and
crafts established in 1919 and staffed by leading architects,
designers, and painters until Hitler closed it in 1933. Bau-
haus instruction used crafts as experimental techniques
and trained students to design for mass production. Low
price levels, maximum utility, good quality, and simple,
clear forms were considered essentials of well-designed
consumer goods. The celebration of modern technology in
progressive design was the most effective accomplishment
of the Bauhaus. Forms, colours, and materials hitherto
confined to shops and laboratories were introduced into
homes and offices with programmatic earnestness and con-
siderable stylishness. Tubular chrome-plated metal, black
Bakelite, and large unframed planes of glass were typical.
Much furniture used at midcentury in reception rooms,
terraces, kitchens, or dining alcoves derived from Bauhaus
originals. The availability of wood in Scandinavia led, in
the 1930s, to similar rational, modern furniture, using a
variety of laminating techniques. Related, more ambitious
experiments in three-dimensional molding of wood lami-
nates were undertaken in the United States around 1940.
Then wartime austerity enforced a salutary simplicity.

After World War II, earlier design activity resumed.
Scandinavian designers abandoned advanced technology
for a time and launched a victorious campaign for sculp-
tured, solid-wood furniture in matte finishes that notably
enlarged the vocabulary of progressive design. Italian fur-
niture was similar in trend, more open to structural and
technological experiments but more accented and less ac-
ceptable generally. American modern furniture achieved
its first international influence in molded plywood and
plastic chairs and in semiarchitectural storage units.

Functionalist modern furniture consciously related itself
to progressive architecture, which aided its steady growth
in the third, fourth, and fifth decades of the 20th century;
at the same time it was also encouraged by friendly pe-
riodicals, shops, and museums. Educational and cultural
agencies earlier in the century had generally opposed mod-
ern design, but gradually there was a change in attitude
and by mid-20th century, it was accepted.

Transitional modern. Conservative in style (but not im-
itative), well-constructed, and carefully finished, the best
modern furniture earned its reputation of being in good,
correct taste. Often relying on handcraft details and on
wood, most factories used speeded-up variations of earlier
cabinetmaking operations. This, along with the United
States’ emphasis on artificially stimulated obsolescence,
affected all modern design between World Wars I and II.
As in the case of stylistic revivals, favourite sources of
inspiration for transitional modern were late 18th- and
early 19th-century court and country house furniture, with
variations in Chinese and Rococo. This furniture served a
wide public that found the avant-garde forms and materi-
als too cold and “clinical.”

Commercial modern. Most modern furniture designed
between 1930 and 1940 was bulky, bulbous, glowingly col-
oured, glossily finished, and rich with hardware or shiny
fabric. It pleased the public but not critics and connois-
seurs. Gradually, and more noticeably after 1945, stylistic
details filtered down from more progressive design levels
to appear as commercial fads, such as sectional seating
and storage units, spidery metal frames, and plastic-shell
seats; the Victorian whatnot (set of open shelves for the
display of bric-a-brac) was revived, freestanding and rec-
tilinear, as the room divider. Convertible sofa beds and
radio and television cabinets were almost all designed in
the commercial manner. The innovation of foam uphol-
stery was bitterly fought by union workmen around 1940,
but in 15 years had become commonplace in sleeping and
seating furniture.

In time a continual flow of new production methods
effected basic changes. Lighter masses, thinner silhouettes,
and new forms made possible by new materials as well as
new technologies seemed to put modern furniture design
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on the threshold of a new era. By 1970, however, faddism
and commercial versions of bizarre and bloated shapes in
seating furniture again ushered in a new brand of “Borax.”

(E.J.Wo.)

EASTERN

China. Remarkably little systematic study has been
made of Chinese furniture. Its origins remain comparative-
ly obscure, its workshops mostly unrecorded, its designers
unknown; consequently, its dating is extremely difficult.
Most of the forms of Chinese furniture, such as the low
table and the covered bed, are found in the oldest Chinese
paintings in existence; the designs have been remarkably
conservative throughout the ages.

Chinese furniture can be divided into two main types:
lacquered wood pieces either inlaid with mother-of-pearl
or elaborately carved, and plain hardwood pieces.

Of the first, almost nothing is known, and dating of pieces
is possible only from the designs of decorative motifs,
such as dragons and peonies, and from their background
motifs. The most important historically in this class are
black lacquer pieces inlaid with mother-of-pearl that have
been preserved in the Imperial repository (Shoso-in) in
Japan from the 8th century. Of the red lacquers, such as
seats and tables, the earliest pieces date from the Ming
dynasty (1368-1644); their workmanship is characterized
by softer contours and freer, more spirited designs than
the later pieces of the Ch’ing dynasty (1644-1911/12)
(Figure 74). These lacquered objects influenced European
cabinetmakers.

Plain hardwood furniture is frequently encountered. Its
deserved popularity both in China and the West has been
won by its classical simplicity, reserved ornament, and
lack of pretense. In these products of the finest workman-
ship, purity of line, plastic strength, and a flawless polish
produce a harmonious, solid effect (Figure 48).

A Chinese house requires less furniture than a Western
house. Correspondingly, the types of furniture are fewer,
being limited mainly to wardrobes, chests, tables both high
and low of all types and shapes (altar and couch tables, for
example), stools, beds (sometimes testered with curtains),
screens and stools for use by the bed, and chairs.

Although the fundamentals of Chinese joinery must have
been formed a millennium before the modern era, the
great development in Chinese furniture took place with
the introduction of Buddhism from India during the first

centuries AD. Before that time the Chinese had sat cross-
legged, or knelt on the floor or on stools. Buddhism in-
troduced a more formal kind of sitting on stiff, higher
chairs with back rests and with or without side arms. The
chests and armoires are superb examples of careful joinery
and often have finely worked metal mounts that greatly
enhance the beauty of their solid design.

A number of hardwoods were used for the plain fur-
niture: purple sandalwood (the most distinguished); rose-
wood of many varieties, mostly imported from Indochina
and called “old,” “new,” and “yellow”; redwood; burl
(especially for inlay); and so-called chicken-wing wood.
Rosewood in its many varieties is perhaps the most fre-
quently encountered and the most popular for its seeming
translucence and satin, soft finish. It is above all the fault-
less workmanship, so typically Chinese, and the fine polish
of Chinese furniture that attracts the Westerner. It was the
Chinese respect for the spirit of wood and their command
of line, curve, and cubic proportions that became the ideal
of the 18th-century Western cabinetmaker.

Japan. Japan was one of the few civilizations that did
not develop many specialized furniture forms. Instead, the
interior architecture of the house, with the garden as its
focal point, served the aesthetic and social requirements
that furniture has served in many societies. The chief re-
quirement for the few forms that were developed was that
they be easily movable.

Thin mats made of rice straw called tatami covered
the floors and were used for sitting. The tatami utilized
only natural patterns for decoration, although they often
were bound in cloth. Cloth cushions were also used, as
were small tables of wood or lacquer, either folding or
rigid. Dressing tables and writing tables were specialized
forms that evolved from the simple table (Figure 49). The
folding screen was an indispensable adjunct to the other
furnishings as it could be moved to change the entire as-
pect of the room. The one stationary piece was the shoin,
a type of bay window from which extended a fixed desk
used for reading.

Japanese furniture forms have changed little for centu-
ries. Because there are few extant pieces from the early
periods, information about early furniture is gleaned from
literary descriptions, engravings on mirrors, clay images,
and graphic representations.

India. India’s place in the history of furniture is that
of an adapter or transformer of imported Western styles

Photograph, American Heritage Publishing Co., Inc.
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Figure 74: The Ch’ien-lung emperor, art collector and skilled painter, with tables, screen, and

daybed from his furniture collection, China, 18th century.
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rather than a creator of independent styles of its own.
Domestic furniture in the sense in which it is known in
Europe was not traditional in India before the 16th cen-
tury, and even such familiar objects as tables and chairs
were rarely used until the spread of Portuguese, Dutch,
and English furniture.

It was precisely the difficulty of obtaining suitable furni-
ture locally for their settlements that encouraged the Eu-
ropean traders to export Western prototypes for copying.
It was soon found, however, that the Indian craftsman,
although an inaccurate copyist, was a skilled and imag-
inative adapter of foreign decorative detail. This led to
the emergence of an independent Indo-European style of
furniture that was much admired for its own sake and
subsequently exerted fresh influences in the West. Early
Indo-European furniture can be divided into two distinct
groups, according to whether the influence was primarily
Portuguese or Dutch. (The English did not exert a nation-
al influence on styles until the late 18th century.)

The Indo-Portuguese group includes a northern Indian,
or provincial Mughal, style and a southern, or so-called
Goanese, style. The former is artistically the more interest-
ing and includes a variety of furniture decorated with in-
laid bone or ivory on ebony and other dark woods. Tables
and writing cabinets in the Italian Renaissance form are
found in this category because this was the dominant style
in Portugal.

The second Indo-Portuguese style, sometimes called
Goanese (though in fact more probably made on the Mal-
abar coast, south of Goa), is more stereotyped in form
and in decoration. It is distinguished by large and rath-
er cumbersome cabinets of a type known in Portugal as
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contador, the inlay ornament being either geometrical or
semiabstract. The Indian contribution to this style is more
inhibited and lacks altogether the charm and fancifulness
of northern Indo-Portuguese furniture.

Indo-Dutch furniture is easily distinguishable from Indo-
Portuguese, since it reflects contemporary Dutch taste as
clearly as the latter reflects Portuguese. There are two
types of Indo-Dutch furniture. The first, which was made
on the Coromandel coast, was mainly in light-coloured
woods, the decoration being inlaid bone, incised and lac-
quered. The second is a style of carved ebony furniture
which, although commonly found in India and often
thought to be Indian in origin, was in fact made at Bata-
via (modern Djakarta) in Java, the Dutch administrative
headquarters in the East. The carved relief decoration of
the ebony furniture is floral in character and closely relat-
ed to the flowering-tree style of contemporary Indo-Dutch
embroidered bedspreads and hangings in which the tulip
is prominent.

With the growth of British power in India in the 18th
century, all Indo-European furniture styles came increas-
ingly under English influence. Whole suites were made in
ivory in the manner of Chippendale and Sheraton, not
only for European buyers but also for Indian rulers who
increasingly favoured European styles of furniture.

In the 19th century, Indian artistic standards degener-
ated, as is clearly reflected in the furniture of the period.
The emphasis was on decorative elaboration for its own
sake and, although much 19th-century Indian wood carv-
ing shows great technical skill, this rarely compensates for
formlessness and stereotyped ornament.

(J.T.B)

RUGS AND CARPETS

The word carpet was used until the 19th century for any
cover made of a thick material, such as a table cover
or wall hanging; since the introduction of machine-made
products, it has been used almost exclusively for a floor
covering. Both in Great Britain and in the United States
the word rug is often used for a partial floor covering
as distinguished from carpet, which frequently is tacked
down to the floor and usually covers it wall-to-wall. In
reference to handmade carpets, however, the names rug
and carpet are used interchangeably and are so used in this
section, which deals almost exclusively with handmade
products. Since such carpets are not always intended for
use on the floor, the section extends the term rugs and
carpets to cover products intended for other uses as well.
Handmade carpets are works of art as well as functional
objects. Indeed, many Oriental carpets have reached such
supreme heights of artistic expression that they have al-
ways been regarded in the East as objects of exceptional
beauty and luxury in the same way as masterpieces of
painting have been in the West. Handmade carpets are
discussed in this section in terms of their elements of de-
sign, material, technique, ornament and imagery, use, and
stylistic characteristics in different periods and cultures.

Elements of design

FIELD AND BORDER DESIGNS

Designs usually consist of an inner field—the pattern in
the centre of the carpet—and a border. The latter serves,
like the cornice on a building or the frame on a picture,
to emphasize the limits, isolate the field, and sometimes
control the implied movements of the interior pattern.
The design of inner field and border must harmonize
pleasingly, yet remain distinct.

The border consists of a minimum of three elements: a
main band, which varies greatly in width according to the
size of the rug and the elaborateness of the field design,
and inner and outer guard stripes, decidedly subordinate
bands on either side of the main band. The guard stripes
may be the same on both sides of the main band or be
different. The most common decoration for the field is
an allover pattern, a panel composition, or a medallion

system. The allover pattern may be of identical repeats
(Figure 75), either juxtaposed or evenly spaced, though the
latter, while common on textiles, is rare on carpets; or it
may be of varied motifs in a unified system (e.g., different
plant forms of about the same size), but even this freest
type of design almost invariably includes bilaterally bal-
anced repetitions. The varied motif type of design is found
most typically in formalized representations of the parks
or woods that were a feature of Persian palace grounds.

Another type of allover design appears to be entirely free
but is actually organized on systems of scrolling stems,
notably on the east Persian carpets of the 16th and 17th
centuries.

The value of panel subdivisions for controlling patterns
had been discovered in a simple rectangular version by
the Upper Paleolithic period (¢. 25,000 Bc), and panel
systems have been a basic form of design since 4000 BC,
when pottery painters were already devising varied sys-
tems. On carpets, the lattice provides the simplest division
of the field, often a diagonal lattice as on an embroidered

By courtesy of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Figure 75: Detail of a Persian kilim from Sehna (Sanandaj),
Iran, 19th century. A tapestry-woven wool rug with an allover
identical repeat pattern of béoteh (leaf with curling tip) in
rows. In the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Full size
1.656X1.19m.
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carpet found in an excavated tomb (Ist century BC to

Ist century AD) at Noin Ula in northern Mongolia; the
diagonal scheme also appears on Sasanian capitals and in
Coptic tapestries. But a characteristic field design of the
Persian court carpets of the Shah ‘Abbas period, the so-
called Vase pattern, is constructed from the ogee, a motif
that became prominent in Middle Eastern textile design
in the 14th century. Simple rectangular panelling—really
a large-scale check—is typical of one style of Spanish rugs
of the 15th and 16th centuries.

The most frequent medallion composition consists of a
more or less elaborate medallion superimposed on the
centre of a patterned field and often complemented with
cornerpieces, which are typical quadrants of the central
medallion (Figure 76). But multiple-medallion systems
also are developed: either a succession or a chain of
medallions on the vertical axis; two or more forms of
medallions alternating in bands, a scheme typical of the
Turkish (Ushak) carpets of the 16th and 17th centuries; or
systematically spotted medallions that may or may not be
interconnected or that may interlock so that the scheme
logically becomes an elaborate lattice.

Persian carpets of the 15th-17th century commonly have
multiple-design schemes; that is, composition systems on
two or more “levels.” The simplest is the medallion su-
perimposed on an allover design, but more typical are
subtler inventions such as two- or three-spiral stem sys-
tems, sometimes overlarded with large-scale cloud bands,
all intertwining but each carried independently to comple-
tion. The finer Vase carpets have double or triple ogival
lattices set at different intervals (staggered), each with its
own centre, and tangent motifs that also serve other func-
tions in the other systems. What at first sight appears to

By courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.,
Widener Collection; photograph, Otto E. Nelson—EB Inc

Figure 76: Persian silk carpet from Kashan, Iran, late 16th
century. The field is decorated with a central medallion,
surrounded by a wreath of small cartouches and framed by
corresponding cornerpieces. In the National Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C. 2.41 X 1.65 m.

be a great multiplicity of independent motifs thus proves
on careful examination to be ingeniously contrived and
firmly controlled.

Occasionally, stripe systems are used, either vertical or
diagonal; but this conception is more natural to shuttlewo-
ven fabrics, and, when employed in the freer techniques
of rug weaving, it is probably an imitation of textiles.

DESIGN EXECUTION

Transferring the design is done in various ways. It can be
transferred to the carpet directly from the mind and hand
of the craftsman or indirectly from a pattern drawn on
paper. Using the latter technique, a rug can be executed
directly from the pattern, or the design can be transferred
first to a cartoon. The cartoon, or talim, is a full-size pa-
per drawing that is squared, each square representing one
knot of a particular colour. The weaver places the talim
behind his loom and translates the design directly onto the
carpet. The cartoon is used for reproduction of very intri-
cate designs and as a master pattern for the production of
more than one carpet. Many of the finest Oriental rugs,
which achieve a magnificent effect through wealth of de-
tail, are thought to have been woven from cartoons drawn
by manuscript illuminators. Such methods of transfer re-
sult in unavoidable irregularities of pattern that, because
they are signs of the artistic individuality of the craftsman,
lend a particular charm to the handwoven carpet. The
major difference between handmade and machine-made
carpets is that the mechanical transfer of design in the
latter creates a uniformity of pattern, obliterating signs of
individual workmanship.

COLOUR

From earliest times until the late 19th century, only natu-
ral dyes were used. Some have come from vegetables such
as madder, indigo, sumac, genista, and woad; some from
minerals such as ochre; and some from animals, mollusks,
and insects. Most have been improved by the addition of
various chemicals, such as alum, which fix colours in the
fibre. Except for dark brown to black dyes, which have
high iron-oxide content that often decomposes fibres, nat-
ural dyes have proved to be excellent; they have remark-
able beauty and subtlety of colour, and they are durable.
Much of the charm of antique carpets lies in the slightly
varying hues and shades obtained with these natural dyes.
In the 19th century, synthetic, aniline dyes were devel-
oped, becoming popular first in Europe and, after 1860,
in the East; but their garish colours and poor durability
were later thought to outweigh the advantages of brilliance
and quick application, and natural dyes regained favour
with many craftsmen. More recently, synthetic dyes have
been improved.

Materials and technique

Most carpets are made of sheep’s wool, which is durable,
dyes readily, and handles easily. Camel or goat wool is
rarely used. Too dull to make an attractive pile, cotton’s
strength and smooth yarn make it an ideal warp (see be-
low); it is used in the East for the entire foundation or for
the warp only.

Silk is so expensive that its use is restricted; but no other
material produces such luxurious, delicate rugs, display-
ing subtle colour nuances of particular charm in different
lights. Some of t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>