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ABSTRACT 

CHAIR-TABLES: A HISTORY AND EVOLUTION OF FORM AND FUNCTION 
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Heretofore overlooked, the history of chair-tables remained obscure and largely 

unexamined by furniture historians. Since chair-tables were understudied yet survive in 

large quantities, an in depth study of these objects is long overdue. Chair-tables arrived in 

America after existing in Europe for over two centuries. The transition from Europe to 

the American colonies created discernible differences between American chair-tables and 

their European counterparts. The form has been produced since the fifteenth century and 

continues being made in the twenty-first century. How were chair-tables used 

historically?  Did their use vary by gender or ethnicity? How common was their use in 

America?  How did the form evolve over time?  Using a material culture methodology, 

the long history of chair-tables will be examined to uncover their significance as objects 

of status, utility, and symbolic importance. By evaluating primary sources, including 

wills, probate inventories, and chairmaker bills, the historic uses and values of chair-
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tables were uncovered. Once seventeenth and eighteenth century American chair-tables 

were defined and described, the evolution of the form was traced from a purely useful 

object to its growing symbolism in the twentieth century when the form became a 

medium for artistic expression.  After surveying nearly two hundred surviving examples, 

distinct regional characteristics appeared amongst groups of chair-tables and documented 

the history of American settlement since 1633. These forms have preserved cultural 

identities, stylistic evolution, and social reform movements through decorative elements 

and construction techniques. As a result, chair-tables prove to be stylish and culturally 

significant forms deserving a prominent place in the canon of American furniture. Future 

researchers can use the research presented to continue studying chair-tables and evaluate 

the form as a connoisseur. The study of chair-tables is innovative because it evaluates 

pieces that are not considered elite objects, and it encourages researchers to consider 

other previously disregarded furniture forms when making their own contributions to the 

field.   
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CHAIR-TABLES: THE OBSCURE PAST OF A PREVALENT FORM 

Furniture is often taken for granted until a seat is not available in a crowded room, 

or until a guest arrives and with nowhere to sit or store their belongings. Early settlers 

began life in the New World with a different outlook from their European counterparts in 

regards to domestic goods, such as furniture. Historically, furniture held a prominent 

position in the home and functioned as both utilitarian objects and symbols that conveyed 

the wealth, success, and prominence of the owner. If a craftsman was not to be found in a 

new settlement, individual settlers gathered the raw materials and produced their own 

necessary furniture. Early Colonial American furniture was generally not high-style; it 

followed the maxim “form follows function” long before the twentieth century Modern 

Movement. This simple day-to-day furniture, such as the chair-table, often served 

multiple functions, but at times appeared with decoration and symbolic ornamentation 

that told a story about its owner (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Chair-table, attributed to Cornelius Clark (w. 1760-1780), Schuyler, Herkimer County, New York, ca. 

1760-1780, Cherry, 27 ½ H x 12 ¼ D x 37 ¾ in. Diam., The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1958.34. 

 

The chair-table existed well before European immigrants had knowledge of the 

American continents. The form likely evolved from the settle with its high back and boxy 

shape; it set a precedent for convertible furniture throughout Europe during the late 

Middle Ages and Renaissance (Figure 2). The backs of chair-tables were usually 

rectangular, but they were also square, octagonal, or round (Figures Figure 1, Figure 

3Figure 4Figure 5).1 Wainscot chairs, another form closely related to the chair-table, 

were architectural in form with high backs and box-seats popularized in the Renaissance 

(Figure 6). However, few chairs from this time survive; the majority of antique chair-

tables date from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  

 

                                                 
1 Tobias Jellinek, Early British Chairs and Seats 1500-1700 (Woodbridge, Suffolk, UK:  

The Antique Collectors’ Club Ltd., 2009), 124. 
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Figure 2. Joined Settle, England, ca. 1680, oak, 51 ¼ H x 39 ¼ in. W, Clive Sherwood Collection, 

published in Early British Chairs and Seats 1500 to 1700 by Tobias Jellinek. 

 

 

Figure 3. Chair-table, England, ca. 1650-1660, carved oak with applied ornament, 

53 H x 26 in. W, published in English Chairs by Ralph Edwards. 
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Figure 4. Chair-table, Pennsylvania, ca. 1745-1765, walnut and pine, 43 ¾ H x 28 ½ W x 57 1/8 in. D, 

The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1967.0796. 

 

 

Figure 5. Chair-table, America, 17th century, pine, published in 

Furniture of the Pilgrim Century: 1620-1720 by Wallace Nutting. 
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Figure 6. Wainscot armchair, England, ca. 1600, oak, 49 H x 23 W x 16 ½ in. D,  

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, gift of Mrs. Russell Sage, 1909, 10.125.191. 

 

How did the meaning of the chair-table change from its introduction as a 

utilitarian object in the Middle Ages to its use as a symbolic object by artists in the 

twentieth century? This thesis will first examine the European heritage of chair-tables and 

then trace their cultural interpretations in early American colonies through probate 

inventories. Examining the inventories will document the history of these forms based on 

the frequency in which they are mentioned, the period terminology for chair-tables, and 

the locations they might be found in a house. Next, this thesis will define and describe the 

chair-table as it was made and used in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century America and 

how the use varied between males and females. Comparing and contrasting surviving 

chair-tables and their regional variations in form, construction techniques, and materials 

will establish how these forms endured and how their function changed over time as 

different ethnic groups interacted and interpreted chair-tables to meet their needs. Finally, 
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tracing the story of the chair-table, from a purely useful object to its symbolic form in the 

late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Colonial Revival period and then in the 

twentieth century, when it became a medium for artistic expression and conveyed ideas 

about social reform, will demonstrate the continued significance of chair-tables, 

establishing their place in the canon of American furniture. 

One of the major issues deciphering the history of chair-tables was nomenclature. 

While chair-tables had many names, the terms “monk’s bench” or “monk’s chair” 

typically appeared only in Britain, although they were used in America in the nineteenth 

century. Tracing chair-tables in America was difficult because each inventory used its 

own terminology and phrasing. One such inventory referred to a “seat table,”2 another a 

“bench table & cushion,”3 whereas others mention a “chairtable.” Some mentioned 

“hutch tables,” “table with a cup-board under it,”4 “settee table,”5 and a “sitting table.”6 

Often, general terms such as “old table,” “pine table,” and “oval table” were used but 

without mention of any specific function for these tables. Chair-tables would have been 

an old form by the eighteenth century and would not have been considered stylish pieces 

of furniture once the colonies began to prosper and the Queen Anne period introduced a 

                                                 
2 Margaret B. Schiffer, Chester County, Pennsylvania inventories, 1684-1850 (Exton, 

PA:  Schiffer Publications, 1974), 127. 
3 Ibid., 100. 
4 Ibid., 270. 
5 Ibid., 144. 
6 Ibid., 144. Hutch tables are generally narrower and somewhat taller than chair-tables as 

their secondary function was focused on storage rather than seating. However, since they 

are closely related in form and are derived from chair-tables, they will be considered in 

this study under the general umbrella of chair-tables. 
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radical change in furniture fashion. It is impossible to determine if these vague terms and 

references to age, material, and shape indicate a chair-table.  

Determining if these terms referred to the same form ̶ a chair with a tilting top and 

possibly a drawer or door in the seat for storage ̶ or if they referred to a different form and 

object entirely, was a significant challenge. The dough-trough of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries was similar to chair-tables in form with the lid sliding off to allow 

access to the flour storage below. However, the dough-trough may have evolved from the 

chair-table itself as it was specialized to meet the needs of the kitchen. The Gunston Hall 

Plantation Room Use Study examined the issue of furniture function in close detail. 

Historians Susan A. Borchardt, Mickey Crowell, Ellen K. Donald, and Barbara A. Farner 

wrote, “It is clear that usage may have differed depending upon the owner's needs from 

day to day, and that varying perceptions may have led one individual to see a tea table 

where another might have only noticed a small, multi-functional stand.”7 The “varying 

perceptions” possibly account for roughly 65% of all tables remaining “undesignated as 

to function.”8  

However, the variety of terms gives insight into the use of these objects within the 

home. Chair-tables were moved and maneuvered around the home since they served as an 

extra table or a seat for an honored guest or head of the household. The multi-functional 

chair-table often provided storage and a work or dining surface. Possibly originating 

                                                 
7Susan A. Borchardt, Mickey Crowell, Ellen K. Donald, and Barbara A. Farner, "Gunston 

Hall Room Use Study," Gunston Hall Plantation, 

http://www.gunstonhall.org/mansion/room_use_study/furniture.html#ref1. 
8 Borchardt, "Gunston Hall Room Use Study."  
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within churches or religious spaces in Europe as part of the austere furnishing of a 

monk’s cell, they were also practical for many people who lived in restricted spaces.9 

Chair-tables would similarly have been useful for nobility on the move as it was 

customary for travelers to take their own furniture and necessities with them. However, in 

America, their practicality in restricted spaces would have been their primary appeal to 

the entrepreneurial settlers who built purely functional structures to survive their first 

years.10  

When not in use, the chair-table was typically pushed against the wall in the chair 

form, with the back raised.11 When used as a table, the back was lowered, secured with 

pins or dowels, and situated near a light source as seen in the display at Plympton House 

in South Sudbury, Massachusetts (Figure 7). The chair-table would most likely have 

spent the majority of its life in the chair form against the wall or near a fireplace, and yet 

it is commonly grouped with tables when discussed by modern furniture historians.  

 

  

                                                 
9 Jellinek, Early British Chairs and Seats, 124. 
10 George Francis Dow, Every Day Life in the Massachusetts Bay Colony (New York:  

Dover Publications, Inc., 1988), 17.  
11 Russell Hawes Kettell, The Pine Furniture of Early New England (New York:  Dover 

Publications, Inc., 1956), 70.  
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Figure 7. Interior of Plympton House, South Sudbury, Massachusetts, now located in Dearborn, Michigan at 

Greenfield Village and Henry Ford Museum, published in How to Know American Furniture by Robert Bishop. 

  

All chairs were rare in seventeenth-century American homes. Owning a piece 

such as a chair-table displayed as a chair was significant because it provided a certain 

symbolic status for the owner. Chairs with arms indicated a higher social status, and 

armchairs were usually reserved for the male of the household or the person of highest 

rank. Due to the need to support the top, chair-tables usually had arms for the sitter. The 

backs of these chairs were wider than the frame so that they could function well as a 

table. The structure provided a certain amount of visual weight and prominence to the 

sitter when surrounded by a large wooden frame. It also provided comfort and physical 

warmth since the large back functioned like a settle and retained heat for the sitter when 

close to the fire. Cushions also enhanced visual presence as rich use of textiles suggested 

another layer of status and prominence.  

In inventories, chair-tables were sometimes listed with the contents stored in their 

drawers or the chest compartment located in the base. Often, wherever goods and 

valuables were to be stored in a seventeenth- and eighteenth-century home, a locking 

mechanism secured goods. Families dwelled communally, sharing spaces in the home, 
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not only with the family members but also servants, hired help, guests, and, at times, even 

animals. Securing goods behind locked doors kept them safe, and yet rarely are chair-

tables fitted with escutcheons on the storage compartments. This leads to questions about 

what items were stored there and why they were not considered worth securing.  

Chair-Tables and American Furniture Styles 
In general, American furniture styles developed more slowly than those of 

continental Europe, and many of the European craftsmen who immigrated to North 

America came from rural areas. Early colonists were typically not as wealthy as their 

European counterparts and often were unable to afford extravagant means in their daily 

lives. Immigrant craftsmen worked in a more vernacular style than urban European 

craftsmen, often leaving behind many of their tools in their homeland making furniture 

building a challenge.12 American furniture, then, was often simple in the early decades of 

settlement. Chair-tables were not immune to the delay in stylistic development. However, 

it is interesting that they were often made using the joinery practices of the Jacobean 

period, even into the nineteenth century.  

British chair-tables were more elaborate and well decorated than early American 

chair-tables (Figure 8). Most skilled laborers chose to stay in Britain where there was an 

established industry and economy to support them. The lack of highly skilled workers led 

to a plainer style found in American chair-tables (Figure 9). Many of the original tops of 

these pieces do not survive, but the replacements were typically round or rectangular.13  

                                                 
12 Oscar Fitzgerald, Four Centuries of American Furniture (Radnor, PA:  Wallace-

Homestead Book Company, 1995), 3. 
13 Figure 44 and 45 will illustrate a chair-table with a replaced top. 
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Figure 8. Chair-table, England, ca. 1625, oak, 31 ½ H x 25 ½ in. W, The Red Lodge, 

Bristol, England, published in Early British Chairs and Seats 1500-1700 by Tobias Jellinek. 

 

 

Figure 9. Chair-table, published in The Colonial Furniture of New England: 

A Study of the Domestic Furniture in use in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries by Irving W. Lyon. 

 

Chair-tables evolved stylistically. Various examples of chair-tables appear in the 

William and Mary style with turned arms and legs terminating in Spanish feet (Figure 10-
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11). American chair-tables were often devoid of detailed three-dimensional carvings on 

the chair backs and were made of boards held together by battens pinned to the chair 

frame, which allowed the top to pivot. However, these rural craftsmen sometimes 

instilled a sense of elegance into their works with curved stretchers and turned legs and 

arm supports (Figure 10). Later in the eighteenth century, a surviving chair-table in the 

Queen Anne style demonstrated its continued significance within the colonial home, even 

though they were mentioned less frequently in inventories and wills after 1725 (Figure 4).  

In other areas, colonists retained their vernacular traditions even as styles 

changed, demonstrated by the chair-table in Figure 1, which was made in a traditionally 

Dutch or rural Germanic style. The heart motif, which appears in the cutouts in the sides, 

is commonly found in furniture of the Hudson River Valley. It was a shape easily made 

using a compass. The decorative carving on the skirt and back supports is also indicative 

of Dutch influence. The seat of this chair-table lifts up allowing for storage, although 

British furniture historian Tobias Jellinek suggests that chair-tables with deep boxes and 

lift-up seats also functioned as close stools.14 This chair-table exemplified how styles 

changed slowly, lingering even after new styles were introduced into rural areas of 

Colonial America.  

 

                                                 
14 Jellinek, Early British Chairs, 129.  
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Figure 10. Chair-table, America, 1700, oak, published in 

Furniture of the Pilgrim Century by Wallace Nutting. 

 

 

Figure 11. Chair-table, America, 1710-1750, maple, pine, hickory, and paint, 

25 7/8 H x 21 ½ D x 53 7/8 in. Diam., The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1959.1934. 

 

Evolution of Use 
Chair-tables began to fall out of fashion after 1725 when the Queen Ann style 

gained popularity in America. High-style furniture like Queen Anne became more readily 

available as the furniture markets and economy grew through colonial trade with Britain 



  

14 

 

and even locally among the colonies as major cities began to develop.15 American coastal 

cities began to prosper. From 1760 until the Revolution, Philadelphia’s population grew 

from 23,750 to 40,000. New York grew from 18,000 to 25,000 in the same period, and 

Newport grew from 7,500 to 11,000.16 The publication and circulation of design pattern 

books, such as Thomas Chippendale’s The Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Director 

published in 1754 and Robert Manwaring’s Cabinet and Chair-Maker’s Real Friend and 

Companion published in 1765, also created a demand for new styles and forms that the 

American colonists had not seen before.  

Wealthy inhabitants purchased specialized fine furniture as their homes became 

larger. People often abandoned, discarded, or stored older, more traditional forms. 

Furniture also became more specialized over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries when the function of rooms served more permanent, dedicated purposes such as 

public entertaining in the parlor, scheduled eating in the dining room, and cooking in the 

kitchen. Most furniture no longer needed to perform multiple functions as larger dwelling 

spaces became the standard. As rooms specialized in the early nineteenth century, 

furniture stayed in place instead of being moved back and forth from the wall to the 

center of the room.  

Chair-tables did, however, reappear and were reproduced in the late eighteenth 

and on into the nineteenth century. The Revolutionary War weakened the American 

economy, and, as a result, people began to return to more affordable furniture forms. 

                                                 
15 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 35. 
16 Ibid., 57.  
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Multiple surviving chair-tables reflect this trend with the straight Chippendale 

Marlborough leg and other simplified Federal period chair-tables like the one in Figure 

12 and 13. Victorian furniture producers reimagined chair-tables as markets and trends 

dictated anticlassical furniture and new forms, and chair-tables were neither. The craze of 

Colonial Revivalism, after the 1876 Philadelphia Exhibition, inspired craftsmen to look 

to the past and recreate furniture that represented a simpler time before industrialization 

(Figure 14). Movement to the western frontier meant settlers built smaller homes until the 

territories were more established. Chair-tables met the needs of storage, work surface, 

dining, and seating. The pioneers migrating westward did not take large amounts of 

furniture with them, and the chair-table was an easy form to assemble from planks of 

wood with little special skill required.  

 

 

Figure 12. Chair-table, America, ca. 1810, oak, pine, and paint, 

59 ½ in. H, 46 ½ in. Diam., collection of Dr. Oscar Fitzgerald. 
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Figure 13. Detail showing the tapering legs of the chair-table in Figure 12. 

 

 

Figure 14. The New England Kitchen in the Old Log Cabin at the Centennial Exposition, 

Philadelphia, 1876, illustrated in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 

(June 10, 1876), published in Pilgrim Century Furniture by Robert Trent. 

 

Many questions remain about the function of chair-tables and their reappearance 

throughout the history of American furniture. They appeared early in the Spanish 

Southwest (Figure 15); they were reproduced in the Arts and Crafts movement (Figure 

16), as well as in the Art Nouveau style (Figure 17); and Alessandro Mendini turned them 
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into modern works of abstract art in the twentieth century (Figure 18). A chair-table is a 

resounding reminder of heritage and tradition, a symbol of colonial past as well as 

progression.  

 

 

Figure 15. Chair-table, New Mexico, 1830-1850, pine, 25 H x 33 in. Diam, Index of American Design. 
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Figure 16. Bench-table, Charles Sumner Greene, California, 1904, walnut, 

40 7/8 H x 63 1/8 W x 23 ¾ in. D, sold by Sotheby’s. 

 

 

Figure 17. Chair-table, America, ca. 1910, pine, leather, and pyrography, 

28 H x 29 W x 18 in. D, sold by Rago Arts and Auction Center. 
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Figure 18. Zabro chair-table, Alessandro Mendini, Italy, 1984, lacquered and 

hand-painted wood, leather, 53 7/8 H x 36 3/8 W x 19 3/4 in. D. 
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CHAIR-TABLES: THEIR EARLY HISTORY AND CULTURAL INFLUENCES 

Contrary to the difficulties wooden furniture faces in withstanding time, chair-

tables seem to have survived in great numbers, with at least one dating to circa 1490 

(Figure 19). This box-style chair-table is the earliest known example. Previously, scholars 

noted that the earliest documentation of a chair-table was in a will dated to 1558. Andrew 

Cranewise of Bury, England, bequeathed “my round chaire table in the plour” to his 

son.17 The significance of this statement cannot be overemphasized. First, it indicated that 

the name used today was in use in sixteenth-century England. Secondly, it described the 

shape of the table top, which is often changed, replaced, or separated from the pieces. 

 

                                                 
17 Patricia E. Kane, Furniture of the New Haven Colony, The Seventeenth-Century Style 

(New Haven, CT:  The New Haven Historical Society, 1973), 65. 



  

21 

 

 

Figure 19. Chair-table, England, oak, ca 1490, for sale by Period Oak Antiques Ltd. This chair-table was 

reportedly discovered in a manor house near Muchelney Abbey, Muchelney, Somerset, England.18 

 

Considering the survival of chair-tables in Northern European cultures, they were 

popular forms in the region. Although they may have existed elsewhere, currently no 

evidence of their existence was found in cultures that border the Mediterranean. 

However, the chair-table with its heavy, architectonic form resembles Renaissance 

furniture found in Italy like cassepanche, luxury seating options for the homes of the 

wealthy elite (Figure 20). One surviving Venetian cassone made of cedar was dated to 

the late sixteenth century (Figure 21). The top of the storage chest lifted up to reveal a flat 

board that could be used as a seat with a cushion. Chests commonly doubled as seating, 

but to include the option of a backrest draws a closer connection between this cassone 

                                                 
18 Jack Simonini, “A very rare example of a late 15th century box seated table chair,” 

1stdibs. http://www.onlinegalleries.com/art-and-antiques/detail/a-very-rare-example-of-a-

late-1 5th-century-box-seated-table-chair-english-circ/97433. 
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and the standard chair-table form than most chests. Cassoni were popular amongst 

English nobility, as evidenced by their record in English inventories of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries.19  

 

 

Figure 20. Cassapanca, Italy, mid-16th century, walnut, 44 ¼ H x 114 5/8 W x 37 ½ in. D, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1912, 12.135.8. 

 

 

Figure 21. Cassone, Italy, ca. 1575-1600, cedar, 34 ½ H x 70 W x 26 ½ in. D, for sale by Lucy Johnson Antiques. 

 

                                                 
19 Lucy Johnson, “A Large, Museum-Quality, Late-16th Century, Cedar, Venetian, 

Cassone on Its Original Stand,” 1stdibs, http://www.onlinegalleries.com/art-and-

antiques/detail/a-large-museum-quality-late-16th-century-cedar-venetian-cassone-on-its-

orig/3197. 
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Investigating Renaissance furniture revealed nothing similar to chair-tables in the 

Mediterranean region. One antique dealer from England had a similar French form called 

a throne chair (Figure 22). The chair’s secret latch allowed the panel in the top to flip 

down (Figure 23). The back is unfinished with no mechanism to support the top in a 

horizontal position, indicating this was not used as a chair-table. In addition to its 

similarities to chair-tables, this chair concealed hidden documents, charters, and political 

or religious iconography suggesting a relationship to chair-table’s usage in monasteries. 

Similar forms can be found in cathedrals and at the Musee des Arts Decoratifs.20 

 

 

Figure 22. Cathedra or throne chair, France, ca. 1550-1600, walnut, for sale by Lucy Johnson. 

 

                                                 
20 Lucy Johnson, “A Second Renaissance, Walnut, Cathedra or Throne Chair,” 1stdibs, 

http://www.onlinegalleries.com/art-and-antiques/detail/a-second-renaissance-walnut-

cathedra-or-throne-chair-with-a-secret-catch-relea/87226. 
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Figure 23. Detail of Figure 22 with the central panel lowered. 

 

The chair-table in Figure 19 provided insight into its use and possible origin 

through its decorative elements. The box-base is decorated with linenfold paneling just as 

walls of rooms were in the Renaissance period (Figure 24 and Figure 25). Furniture 

during this period resided against the wall until it was needed, in which case it was pulled 

to the center of the room and set up. When not in use, this chair-table would have blended 

seamlessly into the wall paneling, becoming part of the architecture. The form may not 

have been intended to be a focal piece, but it was designed to be visually pleasing.  
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Figure 24. Image of a period room in Muchelney Abbey showing a bank of benches 

against the wall with similar paneling to the chair-table in Figure 19. 

 

 

Figure 25. Detail of Figure 19 showing the parchemin and linenfold panels on the box seat. 

 

A cousin to the chair-table, a sittekist with paneled sides appeared in Sweden 

dated to circa 1500 (Figure 26). While not a fully realized chair and table combination, 

the sittekist illustrated the concept of an adjustable back on seating furniture. Adjustable 

backed chairs appeared in this same period and were used throughout Northern Europe. 

The bar adjusted and tipped to either side to altering its position. A compartment in the 

seat stored valuables and goods.  
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Figure 26. Zitbank, Dutch, ca. 1500, 32 ¾ H x 30 ¼ W x 20 ½ in. D., Rijksmuseum. 

 

A painting of Saint Barbara from the Werl Altarpiece completed in 1438 by 

Robert Campin illustrated a seating form with an adjustable back (Figure 27). This form 

was not a chair-table, but it related to a later version of adjustable back seating called a 

turnable bench (Figure 28). This turnable bench, from the sixteenth century, has a 

supportive back piece and, when considered along with the Werl Altarpiece, seems to 

indicate that the idea of chair-tables and metamorphic furniture arrived in Scandinavia 

earlier than it did in England, even if only by a couple of decades. Another altarpiece that 

depicted what was possibly a chair-table is the Annunciation Triptych from the Merode 

Altarpiece, also completed by Robert Campin’s workshop from 1427-1432 (Figure 29). 

The central panel of the triptych shows Mary seated in front of a table that has shaped 

sides and a faceted, oval-shaped top, which was commonly found on chair-tables with 

Dutch influence (Figure 30).  
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Figure 27. Werl Altarpiece, right wing, Robert Campin (Netherlandish, ca. 1375–1444 Tournai), Dutch, 1438, oil 

on panel, 39 ¾ H x 16 15/16 in. W, Museo del Prado, Madrid. 

 

 

Figure 28. Turnable bench, Sweden, 16th century. 
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Figure 29. Annunciation Triptych (Merode Altarpiece), workshop of Robert Campin, (Netherlandish, ca. 1375–

1444), ca. 1427–32, made in Tournai, South Netherlands, oil on oak, dimensions: overall (open): 25 3/8 H x 46 3/8 

in. W, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, 1956.56.70a-c. 

 

 

Figure 30. Detail of the central panel of the Merode Altarpiece. 

 

When the chair-table form reached England, craftsmen interpreted it in the latest 

styles, being considered an object worthy of the latest fashion. The linenfold-paneled box 

seat in Figure 25 is one example, but as the form continued to be made, chair-tables 

began to feature decorative carved or shaped elements, often suggesting a Dutch 

influence with shaped side boards and cleated feet (Figure 31). This chair-table, dating to 
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1600, is the form most commonly emulated by the colonists that settled the Hudson River 

Valley during the eighteenth century. Soon after this chair-table was made, explorers and 

settlers first established settlements in the New World. If immigrants could afford the 

expense of transporting large furniture, the chair-table was a multifunctional and useful 

piece of furniture to bring. The chair-table in Figure 32 was stylish for its time with 

carved elements on the skirt. The decorative frieze around the seat opens like a door to 

reveal a storage compartment ̶ an unusual feature (Figure 33). Most chair-tables have a 

board in the seat that simply lifts up or slides out, but the inclusion of a door makes this 

example rare indeed. This chair-table took on suggestions of the late Baroque William 

and Mary style, which was popular after 1690 in England. This style was commonly 

replicated by craftsmen in America as well, primarily in New England where shipping 

centers flourished in the late seventeenth century and throughout the eighteenth century.  
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Figure 31. Chair-table, England, ca. 1600, oak, 45 ½ H x 52 ½ W x 36 in. D, 

for sale by the Oak and Country Furniture Partnership in Oxfordshire, England, UK. 

 

 

Figure 32. Chair-table, England, ca. 1650, oak, 52 x 24 ½ x 22 in., for sale by Period Oak Antiques, Ltd. 
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Figure 33. Detail of the chair-table in Figure 32. The front seat rail 

opens like a cupboard door with a single door pull. 

 

One of the most elaborate examples of the chair-table is in the collection of The 

Red Lodge Museum in Bristol, England (Figure 34). A double-headed eagle over a 

scrolled base was carved on the back, and the arm supports and legs were nicely turned. 

A drawer on the front with carved lunettes appeared on the seat rails as well. The carving 

related to the crest of several English families, as Jellinek uncovered when examining the 

piece for his book Early British Chairs and Seats 1500 to 1700. The Speke family, he 

discovered, particularly favored the double-headed eagle. The legs are turned, and the left 

legs have the same profile as the arm turnings, but the right legs are different. Jellinek 

also thinks that the current sledge configuration for the feet is not original, and that the 

chair-table would have had box stretchers.21  

                                                 
21 Jellinek, Early British Chairs and Seats, 125. 
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Figure 34. Chair-table, England, ca. 1625, oak, 37 ½ x 25 ½ x 19 in., The Red Lodge, Bristol, England.  

This chair-table is considered by Tobias Jellinek to be the best example of the form in 

English furniture. The seat has a drawer that pulls out for storage. 

 

Overall, English chair-table designs typically had more carving and decorative 

elements than American chair-tables. The surviving examples are more decorative, but 

they may have survived for that very reason. Prized for their carved decoration, the 

stylish chair-tables in Figure 32-35 were likely owned by upper-class families who 

treated them gently and only used them when their lesser quality furniture did not suffice. 

Another chair-table with turned arms and legs also has a finely carved back; this one 

features a vase with gadrooned decoration and a large flowering bouquet of “exotic” 

blooms (Figure 35). Over the bouquet on the top edge is a carving that reads, “DB 1658 

FB,” which likely indicates that this chair-table was a wedding gift for a couple. Gifting a 

chair-table as a piece of household furniture indicates the status it held in the home, as 

other large and useful pieces of furniture, such as chests, cupboards, and beds, were also 

appropriate wedding gifts. 
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Figure 35. Chair-table, England, ca. 1658, oak, 45 H x 27 ½ W x 18 ½ in. D, Clive Sherwood Collection. 

 

Another interesting box-chair was adapted to the chair-table form (Figure 36). 

This seat had a deep, paneled base and a central board in the seat that lifted to reveal a 

compartment inside. The escutcheon on the front was unusual for chair-tables. The goods 

stored in this piece must have been valuable; most American chair-tables have storage 

compartments without escutcheons or locking mechanisms. Jellinek speculated that this 

chair-table was likely a close-stool, but no lock would be needed for such a chair. This 

chair-table likely stored food, textiles, or some other valuable goods.  
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Figure 36. Chair-table, England, ca. 1680, oak, 49 ½ H x 23 ½ W x 22 in. D, 

The Oak House, West Bromwich, England, UK. 

 

In Europe, the chair-table form endured into the eighteenth century and seemed to 

have died out until the end of the nineteenth century but not before the form was 

subjected to some experimentation. One unique settle-table from Wales was made in the 

first half of the eighteenth century (Figure 37). The chair-table form is closely related to 

that of a settle in which the large paneled backs helped retain heat near the fire but could 

also disappear seamlessly into a paneled wall. Figure 38 shows the storage compartment 

found in the seat. The back panel is divided into three parts, with two large panels on 

each side flanking what appears to be two small doors, which are actually a single, false 

panel that unlatches from the top and folds down to create a horizontal table surface to 

use for playing cards or dining (Figure 39). Another version of the chair-table was a 

creative interpretation dated to the late seventeenth century and made in either France or 

Spain (Figure 40 and Figure 41). An easy chair form was combined with a maneuverable 
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flat surface that could be added or removed to meet the sitter’s needs. The chair-table was 

probably adapted to accommodate an invalid of the period since easy chairs were 

typically reserved for an elderly or ill member of the household.  

 

 

Figure 37. Settle table, Wales, ca. 1700-1750, oak, seat height 17 ¼ in., for sale by Adams Antiques. The middle 

panel of the back folds down into a table by lifting the wooden knob in the center. 

 

 

Figure 38. Detail of Figure 37 showing the storage compartment inside the seat. 
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Figure 39. Detail of Figure 37 showing the settle with the table set up. 

 

 

Figure 40. Chair-table, France or Spain, late 17th Century, walnut, iron, and embroidered fabric, 52 ¾ H x 30 ½ 

W x 24 in. D. The back of this chair reclines, and the support bars in the arms extend and retract into the arms. 
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Figure 41. Detail of Figure 40 showing the iron arm bars that support the table surface. 

 

In England, at the end of the nineteenth century, the chair-table owed its 

resurgence to the Arts and Crafts Movement, which encouraged looking to the past for 

forms that evoked a simpler and more moral time. In this period, chair-tables began to be 

called “monk’s benches,” which is a misnomer for these forms that were spread 

throughout the middle-class population in England. Jellinek discussed this term in his 

brief examination of English chair-tables, saying: 

It is certainly reasonable to think that a dual purpose armchair would be a 

desirable chattel for monks whose cells are not known for their amplitude, 

and so, like many other misnomers used to describe antique furniture, the 

term ‘monk’s chair’ appeared adding in this case, perhaps a certain 

romance to the otherwise rather prosaic name “chair-table.”22 

                                                 
22 Jellinek, Early British Chairs and Seats, 124. 
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Not only monks lived in tight quarters. Small, cramped housing was the status quo for 

most excluded from the nobility and prosperous merchant class, which gave chair-tables 

a universal appeal. 

In contrast to their British counterparts, American chair-tables, with their stripped 

down stylistic features, typically suggested the general period in which they were made. 

Late seventeenth-century examples favor the English prototypes illustrated in Jellinek’s 

work. The Henry Ford Museum has a chair-table made in Massachusetts between 1650-

1680 that reflected an English influence (Figure 42). It features similarly turned arm 

supports and legs to the chair-table in Figure 34, but the turnings on the Massachusetts 

example were completed by a less skilled turner than the English precedent. Less 

elaborate than the English version, the Massachusetts chair-table also has carved lunettes 

on the seat rails. The craftsman who created the chair-table was likely worked from other 

examples he had seen, which reflected the New England relationship to English furniture 

from an early period. Later American chair-tables would be simplified as they continued 

to be used by middle-class families living on the frontier and removed from the style 

centers. 
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Figure 42. Chair-table, Massachusetts, ca. 1650-1680, oak and pine, 56 in. H; 46 ½ in. Diam. Considered to be 

one of the most complete examples of American chair-tables to have survived, this example retains its original 

top. The carving on the seat rail is a similar lunette design to Figure 32, but here it is more simplified. 

 

Evidence of chair-tables in America can be found as early as 1633 when Will 

Wright from Plymouth owned “a little chaire table.”23 Unlike in England and Continental 

Europe where chair-tables appear to have fallen out of favor by the late eighteenth 

century, the form continued to thrive in America, appearing in nearly every decade since 

1630. Their popularity initially stemmed from their practicality as multifunctional objects 

as well as their sturdiness through joined construction. American chair-tables in every 

decade belie their European heritage, as regional variations indicated the familiarity of 

immigrant craftsmen with these forms from their native countries.  

 

                                                 
23 “Inventory and Appraisement of the Estate of Will Wright, 1633,” Plymouth Colony 

Wills, 1:5, 21, http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/WRIGHT.htm. 
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AMERICAN CHAIR-TABLES: DOCUMENTED HISTORY  

American colonists continued to look back on their European heritage for style 

and taste until they found their style identity post-Revolution. To a great extent after the 

Revolution, everything from their imported supplies, clothes, and furniture reflected their 

European heritage. Chair-tables ̶ among other forms of chests, cupboards, and presses ̶ 

were present in the homes of settlers, especially those in the New England colony at 

Plymouth, Massachusetts. Chair-tables not only served as functional pieces for the 

commoner, but they became stylish pieces among the wealthy. Five of the surviving 

inventories from Plymouth include chair-tables. In Rural Household Inventories, Abbott 

Lowell Cummings, the editor, mentioned that chair-tables are among the “variety of 

tables [that] are described in seventeenth-century inventories;” however, none were 

included in Rural Household Inventories.24 Although the form existed, chair-tables’ scant 

mention in historical documents has left them in obscurity. Heretofore, the history of 

chair-tables remained abstract and unexamined. By evaluating the appearance of these 

forms and the information included in inventories, chair-tables can be better understood 

to help establish their well-deserved place in the canon of American antique furniture.  

                                                 
24 Abbott Lowell Cummings, ed., Rural Household Inventories:  Establishing the Names, 

Uses and Furnishings of Rooms in the Colonial New England Home 1675-1775 

(Portland, ME:  Anthoensen Press, 1964), xvi.  
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In Nomenclature 3.0 for Museum Cataloging, Paul Bourcier, Ruby Rogers, and 

the Nomenclature Committee classified “chair-table” under the category of armchairs.25 

In colonial times, the status of armchairs elevated the sitter to a prominent position. The 

large top, extending beyond the arms and frame of the chair, exuded a prominent visual 

presence to whoever occupied the seat when it was in a chair position. Side chairs, stools, 

and benches were reserved for women, children, or people of lower rank than the men 

who occupied the large armchair. 

As one of the few references to a woman owning a chair-table, Mrs. Gillian 

Field’s inventory demonstrates the difficulty of identifying chair-tables due to the 

terminology used. In 1669, this New Haven Colony resident owned “A settle table and a 

chest” valued at £1 6s.26 These two objects were given a high value because the contents 

of the chest were included in the total, which was the traditional practice. Outside of 

Plymouth Colony, variations of chair-tables appeared, including the wider settle table 

mentioned in Field’s inventory. Fortunately, the inventories of Plymouth Colony tended 

to use consistent vocabulary when describing the belongings of citizens. However, the 

terminology varied from region to region.  

By listing the contents of his bedchamber, “1 truncke & a little chaire table, with a 

small carpet & a curtaine & valence for the bed,” Will Wright in 1633 provided the first 

                                                 
25 Paul Bourcier, Ruby Rogers, and the Nomenclature Committee, Nomenclature 3.0 for 

Museum Cataloging (New York:  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2010), 33.  
26 Kane, Furniture of the New Haven Colony, 65. The values of objects are listed in 

pounds (£), shillings (s), and pence (p) unless otherwise mentioned. At this time, 12 

shillings were equivalent to one pound.  
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systematic room-by-room inventory completed in Plymouth Colony.27 He provided no 

value for this group of objects but listed the total value of the bedchamber at £1 3s.28 The 

total value of his estate was £99 12s, indicating that he was among the wealthiest 

inhabitants of the colony. Wright’s inventory also indicated that he owned a significant 

amount of woodworking tools, possibly identifying him as a joiner or carpenter.29 Since 

chair-tables were fairly straightforward forms for a joiner or even possibly a carpenter to 

assemble, he likely constructed the piece himself. His woodworking skills, wealth, and 

status as a freeman of Plymouth identified Wright was a stylish citizen and established 

the status of chair-tables as fashionable objects in the Jacobean period. 

Four more inventories of the seventeenth century include a mention of chair-

tables that substantiate these furniture pieces as significant items in the homes of the 

wealthy and the working class. On his May 25, 1644, inventory, John Jenney listed his 

“chaire table” in the parlor valued at 4s.30 This is the only known inventory that gave a 

definitive value of a chair-table from the period without any other objects listed in a 

group with it. Jenney, or Jenny, as other documents spelled his surname, and his family 

immigrated on board the ship Little James in 1623, of which he was part owner. He 

                                                 
27 Patricia Scott Deetz and James Deetz, “Vernacular House Forms in Seventeenth 

Century Plymouth Colony:  An Analysis of Evidence from the Plymouth Colony Room-

by-Room Probate Inventories, 1633-1685,” The Plymouth Colony Archive Project, 

University of Virginia 1998, http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/folkhouse.htm. 
28 Manasseh Kempton, “Will Wright, Probate Inventory 1633,” The Plymouth Colony 

Archive Project, accessed July 9, 2016, 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/WRIGHT.htm. 
29 “A Genealogical Profile of William Wright,” Plimouth Plantation, 

www.plimoth.org/sites/default/files/media/pdf/wright_william.pdf. 
30 The Mayflower Descendant, vol. 6 (The Massachusetts Society of Mayflower 

Descendants, 1899), 171-174.  
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served on committees in the colony, was an assistant to the governor, and also owned a 

corn-grinding mill.31 The value of Jenney’s estate totaled £108 03s 03d.  

In October 1673, Nathaniel Bacon’s inventory included “a table and a Chaire 

table” valued at £1,32 a high valuation of the two pieces, when 12 shillings were 

equivalent to one pound. Which item had a greater value can be difficult to surmise, but 

only three years later, on March 22, 1676, the inventory of Nehemiah Sabine, also of 

Plymouth Colony, included “1 Chaire” valued at 1s 4p, and “1 Table” valued at 4s, 

indicating that the table carried more value. Bacon owned multiple bedsteads, and the 

value of his estate totaled “632 16 [..].” Therefore, it is no surprise that he owned more 

than one object used as a table. His estate inventory was not organized by rooms, so it is 

unclear where the chair-table was located in the home. Both Bacon and Jenney were 

affluent and prominent citizens who owned chair-tables establishing the social acceptance 

of this furniture as stylish forms among the wealthy.  

John Barnes arrived in Plymouth before 1633. He surveyed highways and arms, 

served as a selectman and on several civic committees, and bought and sold plots of 

land.33 Barnes was a wealthy man as the inventory of his estate in 1671 included “a forme 

and a Chaire Table,” valued at 10s, in the “Chamber over the outer Rome,” in addition to 

large amounts of silver, brass, and pewter wares, many clothing items, cattle, and 

                                                 
31 “A Genealogical Profile of John Jenny,” Plimouth Plantation, 

www.plimoth.org/sites/default/files/media/pdf/jenny_john.pdf. 
32 “Nathaniel Bacon,” The Plymouth Colony Archive Project, n.d., 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/P213.htm. 
33 “A Genealogical Profile of John Barnes,” Plimouth Plantation, 

www.plimoth.org/sites/default/files/media/pdf/barnes_john.pdf. 
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multiple rooms listed within his home, which had two levels.34  This listing, along with 

that of Jenney, provides a probable value of four to six shillings for a chair-table; the 

value depended on details such as applied decorations, turnings, or carved and shaped 

elements. Once again, the chair-table displayed wealth and held an important place 

among the elite.  

Jonathan Winslow of Plymouth Colony also owned a chair-table as indicated by 

his inventory taken on October 11, 1676. This record possibly revealed the most about 

the types of objects stored in chair-tables during this time. His inventory showed that he 

owned “a Chaire Table a Glasse Case and 2 smale boxes with som smale thinges in 

them” valued at 15s. Grouping these objects with the chair-table suggests that they were 

stored within the compartment of the form, signifying that the box-based chair-table 

functioned like a chest of the period, holding whatever items the family could fit into it. 

While the exact location of these objects within the home is not listed, other objects are 

listed in the “leanto chamber” and the kitchen, which would indicate the “Chaire Table” 

and its objects were not in those locations. Winslow owned multiple shoemaker, 

carpenter, and joiner tools that would suggest he, too, may have built his own furniture, 

including his chair-table. Chair-tables were found not only in homes of wealthy colonists 

but also in the homes of working class men like Winslow. Winslow’s inventory 

illustrated how chair-tables crossed social boundaries between stylish citizens and 

laymen. 

                                                 
34 “John Barnes,” The Plymouth Colony Archive Project, n.d., 

http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/P192.htm. 
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A 1689 inventory of the estate of Zachariah Whitpaine of New Jersey listed an 

assortment of “unusual” furnishings, according to William Macpherson Horner, Jr. in 

Blue Book of Philadelphia Furniture. Included in his belongings were “3 Cane Chairs, 2 

Joyned Walnut ditto, 3 plain Turners Chairs, 1 Childs Table Chair, 1 Common turners 

Chair, 1 groaning Chaire & a Cushion.”35 Chair-tables were made for children, with two 

children’s chair-tables from the late eighteenth century and one example from the late 

nineteenth century surviving.  

Chair-tables continued to exist in colonial New England well beyond the 

seventeenth century. Their documentation is fundamental to understanding the presence 

of chair-tables in early America. However, the form also existed in areas outside of New 

England evidenced by the 1706 estate inventory of William Jones, Esq. of Philadelphia 

that documented “one Chair Table” valued at 10s.36 This is the second time that a chair-

table was listed alone and given a definitive value. Compared to the 1644 inventory of 

Jenney, the chair-table had more than doubled in value.  

Beginning in 1696, England passed restrictive legislation that required the 

colonies to import much of their furniture and finished goods, such as upholstered 

furniture like caned and turkeywork chairs, to support English home industries. This 

legislation restricted local cabinet and chairmakers to the types of goods they produced; it 

raised prices.37 Jones’ chair-table likely had added decorative elements that slightly 

                                                 
35 William Macpherson Horner, Jr., Blue Book of Philadelphia Furniture:  William Penn 

to George Washington (Washington, D.C.:  Highland House Publishers, 1977), 18.  
36 Kane, New Haven, 65. 
37 R. W. Symonds, “The Export Trade of Furniture to Colonial America,” The Burlington 

Magazine for Connoisseurs 77, no. 452 (1940): 152–154. 
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increased its value, but the effect of British rule on the colonies is also evident. Perhaps 

this form took a more significant role in the lineup of multipurpose furniture available to 

customers. Around the same time, the 1708 inventory of Ralph Fishborn of Chester, 

Pennsylvania includes an “Elbow Chaire” valued at 6s.38 This inventory placed Jones’ 

chair-table well above the value of the elbow chair, which was also a stylish and modern 

form during that time.  

By comparing the values of these chair-tables with other forms mentioned in these 

inventories, the exact status can be documented. As noted before, a single chair owned by 

Sabine was valued at only 1s 6p, while a table was valued at 4s. In June of 1676, only a 

few months following Sabine’s inventory, Nicholas Snow’s estate in Plymouth Colony 

contained “1 Great Chaire” valued at 2s 6p and “2 smale old Chaires” valued at 1s. 

Nathaniel Peck, also of Plymouth Colony, owned “1 Great Chaire” valued at 3s. In 1675, 

Captain John Gorum’s estate contained “1 settle 1 old Chaire” that valued 7s. Since a 

chair-table is similar to a settle, although smaller in scale, the valuation of this settle, 

which was probably near 6s, would be at the top end of the range of the value of a chair-

table during the seventeenth century. However, a chair-table, even as early as 1644, was 

more valuable than great chairs, which would have been the armchair saved for special 

guests, the person of highest rank, or the man of the house. Therefore, a chair-table was a 

significant object within the home because of the multifunction it provided a family for 

daily use as well as a place of honor for special family and guests. 

                                                 
38 Schiffer, Chester County, 301. 
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To further support the evidence of the value of chair-tables, evaluating their 

locations within the home is also important since the most valuable and significant 

objects were located in public spaces to display one’s wealth and social standing. 

However, short evaluation of the typical layout of homes within New England will 

establish the terms used to identify rooms, how they were used within the domestic 

sphere, and which spaces were public, semi-private, or private. 

The earliest homes in the colonies were humble and merely useful spaces. In 

Unmasked Face of our Colony in Virginia, written in 1622, Nathaniel Butler described 

Virginia houses as the “worst in the world.”39 Edgar de Noailles Mayhew and Minor 

Myers , authors of A Documentary History of American Interiors from the Colonial Era 

to 1915, noted that the earliest houses in Virginia and New England were wigwams, but 

more permanent “fair” houses were built as soon as possible.40 The typical house featured 

a medieval layout, with one and one-half or two-stories where each floor was composed 

of a single room. The sleeping chamber was upstairs, while the hall on the main level was 

used for dining, cooking, working, and even sleeping.41 As the settlers grew wealthier in 

the mid-seventeenth century, more rooms were added, and multi-room layouts were 

developed in the colonies. The hall was for family use, and the parlor was used to receive 

important guests, but both rooms might still contain beds. In New England near the end 

                                                 
39 Edgar de Noailles Mayhew & Minor Myers, A Documentary History of American 

Interiors from the Colonial Era to 1915 (New York:  Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1980), 4. 
40 Ibid., 5. 
41 Ibid.  
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of the century, lean-tos were added for kitchen space, and, in the South, the building itself 

was merely elongated to include a kitchen.42  

Unfortunately, not all inventories were organized by rooms for historians to 

determine where furniture and other objects were located within the home. One example 

is Bacon’s inventory where objects were simply listed with their values. Rooms were 

multipurpose, and, in the earliest years of settlement in America, public rooms often 

contained beds and other furniture that would later be removed to private spaces. These 

factors can make it difficult to determine which objects were considered private and 

which were for the public domain in these small houses, although arguably everything 

was for public use since people owned so few objects. Margaret Schiffer, the author of 

Chester County, Pennsylvania Inventories, 1684-1850, wrote, “If a family were fortunate 

enough to have an arm chair before 1800 it was generally placed on the first floor in the 

parlor. A chamber is the next most frequently mentioned room to have an armchair.”43 

However, some inventories did specify in what spaces chair-tables were located and 

provided insight to their use.  

In Wright’s inventory, the chair-table was situated in the “bedchamber.” The 

inventory of Barnes’s estate listed the chair-table in the “Chamber over the outer Rome,” 

which would also have been a private area for the family’s use on the second floor. 

Situating chair-tables in private spaces suggested that their storage function was 

significant, and their contents were moved to a more private space to control who had 

                                                 
42 Mayhew, Documentary History, 5.  
43 Schiffer, Chester County, 108. 
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access to them. Indicative of their multipurpose use, chair-tables were as utilitarian as 

they were stylish.  

Jenney’s chair-table was located in the parlor of his home, a room that was used 

by the family when necessary and on special occasions to entertain guests.44 Winslow’s 

inventory did not designate a room for the chair-table; other items in his inventory were 

listed in the “leanto chamber” and in the kitchen, suggesting that the chair-table was in 

another room, such as a bedchamber, parlor, or, more likely, in a public area of the house, 

used for both its auxiliary seating and other daily needs.  

Into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, chair-tables nearly disappeared from 

New England inventories. Instead, the form appeared more frequently in the frontier 

borders of Pennsylvania, especially in Chester County. Physical examples of chair-tables 

survive, especially outside of urban style centers, more so than in written documentation. 

Schiffer’s detailed analysis of the inventories of Chester County provided insight into the 

popularity of chair-tables in rural areas.  

In 1836, the inventory of David Hoopes of West Goshen, Pennsylvania, included 

a “Bench table & cushion,” indicating that cushions were still added to these forms to 

increase comfort. The date of the inventory confirmed the use of chair-tables during the 

nineteenth century.45 In 1841, the inventory of Robert Burns of New London, 

Pennsylvania, listed a “Seat table” in his home.46 According to Schiffer, the term 

“chairtable” appears in two inventories in the 1720s, three in the 1740s, two in the 1810s, 

                                                 
44 The parlor would evolve as the space to show-off tastes in the Victorian period.  
45 Schiffer, Chester County, 100. 
46 Ibid., 127. 
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and one in the 1840s.47 Schiffer documented that, in the 1820s, only one mention is made 

of a “bench table,” but, in the 1830s, a bench-table is mentioned 33 times, and, between 

1840 and 1849, 88 mentions were made about this form in the inventories she assessed.48 

The term “Settee table” appeared one time in the 1830s and three times in the 1840s; a 

“sitting table” appeared once in the 1840s as well.49 At an unspecified date, a walnut 

“table with a cup-board under it” was recorded.50 

Chair-tables through the early nineteenth century, while at times located in the 

bedchamber, were meant to be stylish objects that conveyed an understanding of 

European style. In America, the survival rate of these objects also suggests that their use 

was more widespread, even in New England, than their limited appearances in 

inventories and wills indicate. In Pennsylvania, many bench-tables survive supporting the 

88 documented in a single decade in the records of Chester County.  

The few chair-tables, and some interesting related forms, that survive from the 

early days of American settlement provide an insight into their use and prominence 

within the home. These pieces illustrate that chair-tables were meant to convey a sense of 

status, style, and good taste to visitors. Typically made of locally available materials, 

chair-tables made of oak were the most fashionable in the Jacobean period. Most of the 

following examples were built in the Jacobean or the William and Mary style. Some of 

                                                 
47 Schiffer, Chester County, 133. 
48 Ibid., 131. 
49 Ibid., 144. 
50 Ibid., 270. 
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these examples are briefly discussed because they will be further analyzed in the 

following chapter on regional differences.  

One interesting example of a form related to a chair-table is the settle bed that 

belonged to Mr. I. Sack of Boston (Figure 43). It was primarily a French Canadian form, 

but this example came from New England.51 This settle bed was created using joinery 

techniques with no turned elements and shaped arms that suggested the slightest 

indication of the coming William and Mary style. The back was created with panel 

construction in the Jacobean style. The front board of the base was held down with two 

hooks that, when released, allowed the board to swing up and create a sleeping surface. 

Such a piece was found in the hall or parlor to accommodate a guest or family member 

who shared the sleeping surface.  

 

 

Figure 43. Settle bed, New England, pine, collection of Mr. I. Sack, Boston. 

 

                                                 
51 Kettell, The Pine Furniture of Early New England, plate 69.  
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Figure 44 and 45, the same chair-table with two different table tops, dates to circa 

1675. With its turned arm supports and legs, this example shows off the skill of the turner 

and time dedicated to make this an attractive piece of furniture. The bow stretchers and 

battens are shaped, and the arms are undercut. The armchair form gave the sitter a 

prominence and presence within the setting, and, by adding a cushion, the visual presence 

would have been impressive. The two different images of this piece demonstrate the issue 

of the varying table tops used for chair-tables. When the top of this piece was first 

replaced, the long rectangular top was added because it was in keeping with Wainscot 

chairs and settles of the period, and it complimented the paneled appearance of furniture 

from the mid-seventeenth century in the Jacobean period. However, since these tops were 

often removed and cleaned after usage, over time they wore out, and new tops could be 

quickly added. The Metropolitan Museum of Art replaced the table top of its chair-table, 

changing it from a rectangular form to a round form, believing the latter to be more 

authentic and correct for the period. In this way, the chair-table on display at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art continued the living tradition of chair-tables that could be 

updated to meet the most current style changes.  
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Figure 44. Chair-table, America, ca. 1670-1690, white oak and pine, Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

 

Figure 45. Metropolitan Museum of Art chair-table in Figure 44 with a replaced round top. 

 

The chair-table in Figure 46, dated from 1695-1740, was owned by the 

Abercrombie family of Deerfield and Pelham, Massachusetts. It was designed in the 

William and Mary style with turned arm supports and legs. The original two-toned paint 

on the chair-table is red with black on the turnings. During the William and Mary period, 
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ebony (very rare in America) was popular on high-style European furniture. Paint was 

often used to imitate the Oriental lacquer used on the most fashionable furniture during 

the time, and the color red was often incorporated as part of the decoration. This chair-

table, then, imitated the most high-style furniture found in urban centers like Boston, 

New York, and Philadelphia.  

 

 

Figure 46. Chair-table, probably Massachusetts, 1695-1740, maple base with pine top and red and black paint, 

28 ½ in. H; 35 ½ in. Diam., as seen in The Furniture of Historic Deerfield by Dean Fales, Jr. 

 

As styles continued to change and the American colonies prospered, more options 

became available to consumers who looked to furnish their homes. During the middle of 

the eighteenth century, chair-tables were not as prominently featured in inventories or 

documentation because they became more functional than stylish. However, they 

continued to demonstrate the changes in style as evidenced by this chair-table in Figure 
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47. Made of walnut and pine, this chair-table features Queen Anne style cabriole legs and 

scrolled hand holds. The chair is more delicate than the previous chair-tables in the 

Jacobean joined and turned William and Mary style. The survival of this chair-table is 

noteworthy because it tells furniture historians that this utilitarian furniture continued to 

retain a significant presence in the home well beyond the modest decades of the 

seventeenth century. 

 

 

Figure 47. Chair-table, Pennsylvania, 1745-1765, walnut and pine, 43 ¾ H x 28 ½ W x 27 1/8 in. D, 

Henry Du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1967.0796. 

 

During the Chippendale period, the majority of surviving chair-tables feature the 

more simplified Chippendale designs. The most popular element for chair-tables in this 

period were the Marlborough legs. These square-posted legs provided a sturdy base and 

were often paired with straight, squared arms like the chair-table in Figure 48. During the 
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Chippendale period, chair-tables took on the suggestion and basic outline of the mid-

eighteenth-century style, and they stopped featuring the most identifiable style elements, 

such as elegant incised turnings in the William and Mary period and carved handholds in 

the Queen Anne style, of previous decades. 

 

 

Figure 48. Chair-table, New Hampshire, 1780-1810, maple base with pine top and red paint, 

28 H x 43 ¾ W x 59 ¾ in D, as seen in The Furniture of Historic Deerfield by Dean Fales, Jr. 

 

At the end of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, chair-tables also took 

on the gentle and linear forms of the Federal period (Figure 49). Here, the arms and legs 

of the chair-table are chamfered to imitate the tapering forms of Federal period furniture. 

The round top and round drawer pull against the square frame reflect some understanding 

of the play of geometry in the Federal style.  
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Figure 49. Chair-table, probably Ohio, painted mixed woods, 28 ¾ Height (as table); 

47 ½ in. Diam., sold by Garth Auctioneers and Appraisers. 

 

Chair-tables appeared in nearly every region of America, from New England, to 

the Hudson River Valley, to the Mid-Atlantic and Mid-West, to the South, and even as 

far as the New Mexican Southwest. In the next section, their regional variations and 

expressions of cultural identity will be explored to develop further the relationship of 

American identity and chair-tables.  
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DISCOVERING DIFFERENCES: AMERICAN REGIONAL IDENTITY IN 

CHAIR-TABLES 

American chair-tables appeared in every region, each with its own tendencies and 

construction techniques that gave the chair-tables a regional flavor. The techniques 

helped identify certain regions where a particular cabinetmaker worked and produced 

these objects for the local clientele. One of the unifying features of American chair-

tables, no matter in which region they are found, is the evidence of their use. Small 

indentations often line the edge, especially around the border of circle-topped tables. 

Sewing birds that were clamped on the edges of tables to hold the fabric in place made 

these marks. These devices were secured by a thumb screw or other clamping 

mechanism. Sewing birds could be simple or elaborate and include a scissor rest, pin 

cushions, or a thread winder.52 Centuries after their owners passed, the simple and 

recognizable marks of sewing birds substantiate the use of chair-tables. Women spent 

hours meticulously sewing, mending, and bonding with family and friends around these 

chair-tables.  

Diverse populations settled different regions of the United States. Anglican 

colonization was a strong influence on New England colonies and, especially, the ports of 

                                                 
52 Larry Meeker and Carole Meeker, “Antique and Vintage Sewing Birds and Figural 

Sewing Clamps,” AntiqBuyer, accessed July 10, 2016, 

http://www.antiqbuyer.com/sewing_birds.html. 
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Boston and Newport. However, in the Hudson River Valley, a strong Dutch influence 

dominated the style of furniture for over a century. In the Mid-Atlantic, a mixture of 

influences from a variety of cultures, including the Pennsylvania Germans, the Scottish, 

and the Irish, who immigrated down the Great Wagon Road, was evident. In the South, 

diverse influences affected the style of furniture. The most stylish, however, took cues 

from the English and continued in the “neat and plain” style. Southern furniture was built 

with sturdy construction techniques to withstand the heat and humidity that otherwise 

warped the wood beyond repair. The Spanish Southwest operated under an entirely 

different aesthetic, which was reflected in its chair-tables. Each area used its own 

methods of construction, decorative motifs, and local materials to reflect its regional 

identity and cultural backgrounds. The evidence of these variations records the 

significance of chair-tables as culturally relevant documents for each ethnic group.  

Chair-Tables of New England 
Culturally, New England consciously retained English heritage to play “the role 

of English Metropolis in the New World.”53 Historians John McCusker and Russel 

Menard stated, “New England resembled nothing so much as old England itself.”54 This 

influence is evidenced in chair-tables of the region. The majority of surviving New 

England chair-tables date to the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in the 

                                                 
53 Neil Kamil, “Hidden in Plain Sight:  Disappearance and Material Life in Colonial New 

York,” American Furniture 1995, http://www.chipstone.org/article.php/161/American-

Furniture-1995/Hidden-in-Plain-Sight:-Disappearance-and-Material-Life-in-Colonial-

New-York. 
54 John McCusker and Russel Menard, The Economy of British America 1607-1789 

(Chapel Hill, NC:  University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 92. 



  

60 

 

Neoclassical and Federal periods, but the earliest examples are from the seventeenth 

century. Furniture from this region tended to be light and delicate in scale and reflected a 

simplified version of high-style English furniture.55 Typically, chair-tables from New 

England featured mortise and tenon construction; as styles changed, the frame became 

lighter and lost the paneled and board sides that were common in the Jacobean period 

(Figure 50). The selection of chair-tables evaluated below demonstrates that the form 

continued to be stylish pieces of the New England home, especially in rural areas even 

after the seventeenth century.  

 

 

Figure 50. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1720-1740, pine and red paint, 

32 H x 51 in. W, sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

                                                 
55 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 62. 
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Primarily, the materials used in chair-tables from New England were pine and 

maple, usually in combination with one another, and then they were painted to disguise 

the multiple materials. Also found in New England were the longer bench-tables that 

seated two people (Figure 51). The surviving bench-tables demonstrate the use of chair-

tables mirroring that of the settle, where people could sit close to the fire on cold nights in 

New England. Some examples of chair-tables from the region reflect a Dutch influence 

with shoe feet and combined peg and dovetail construction. This chair-table is similar in 

style to the shoe-foot hutch-tables ̶ chair-tables that have narrow seats whose primary 

function is storage ̶ of the Hudson River Valley (Figure 52).  

 

 

Figure 51. Bench-table, New England, 18th Century, pine and stain, sold by Stanton Auctions. 
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Figure 52. Hutch-table, New England, 1700-1720, maple with pine top, 

Top: 47 in. Diam., sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

Early on, New England chair-tables tended to be decorative and reflected close 

ties with their English cousins, as evidenced in Figure 53. With incised lunettes on the 

seat rail, this chair-table is related to the English one shown in Figure 34. The turned arm 

supports and legs, as well as the incised decoration and shaped arms, reflect a direct 

influence of the English chair-table on this American example. This New England chair-

table is considered a “Pilgrim chair-table,” as Robert Bishop calls it in The American 

Chair: Three Centuries of Style.56 It is dated to circa 1650 and is one of the most 

complete examples of an American chair-table to have survived.  

 

                                                 
56 Robert Bishop, The American Chair:  Three Centuries of Style (New York:  Bonanza 

Books, 1983), 34. 
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Figure 53. Chair-table, Massachusetts, 1650-1680, oak and pine, 

56 in. H; 46 ½ in., Diam., Henry Ford Museum. 

 

Another related piece is illustrated in Figure 54. This chair-table is missing its 

drawer, but otherwise, it is strikingly similar to the chair-table from Massachusetts 

depicted in Figure 53. The Connecticut chair-table features decorative shaping on the side 

rails, and the arms are shaped like those in Figure 53. The arm supports in both Figure 53 

and 54 are turned, which closely imitated the English examples in Figure 32-36. Both 

chair-tables are missing feet below the stretchers, as centuries of wear from being 

dragged across the floor wore them away. The similar details of both examples illustrate 

how closely the early immigrant craftsmen imitated the English furniture they saw and 

produced before settling in New England. 

 



  

64 

 

 

Figure 54. Chair-table, Guilford, Connecticut, ca. 1675, oak and pine, 

30 11/16 H x 23 13/16 W x 19 1/8 in. D, National Museum of American History, 182022. 

 

Through the William and Mary period, chair-tables in New England tended to 

reflect the fashionable styles of the time, including this bench-table with multiple turned 

spindles beneath the arms (Figure 55). The William and Mary period, which lasted from 

1690-1730 in America, featured turned banister and spindle motifs as part of the style 

aesthetic, which is clearly illustrated in this example. The addition of turned spindles 

under the arms was purely decorative and demonstrated the extravagant measures taken 

to ensure this piece was a focal feature of the house. The two drawers in the seat were 

also an additional signal to a visitor that the owner was wealthy enough to have an 

abundance of objects that required two drawers in the seat, and he could afford the 

additional cost of two drawers. The octagonal top is also surprising. Some surviving 

chair-tables have octagonal tops, but they are less common than circular or rectangular 
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tops, making this an exceedingly rare survival.57 Given the amount of time the turner 

spent making the decorative spindles, this chair-table was an elite object, supporting the 

documentation found in the inventories of Plymouth Colony.  

 

 

Figure 55. Bench-table, New England, ca. 1700, oak, 62 W x 31 in. D, sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

Just a decade or two later, the chair-table in Figure 56, with turned arm supports 

and legs, was also completed in the William and Mary style. However, this example was 

made around 1730 at the end of the style period. While the turned legs and arm supports 

were a recognizable motif of that style, the lightness and overall delicacy of the form also 

suggested that the cabinetmaker was familiar with the newest fashion, the Queen Anne 

style. The seat of this chair-table did not have a storage compartment; while less 

                                                 
57 “Very Early Hutch Table,” Live Auctioneers, 2008, 

https://www.liveauctioneers.com/item/5817298_very-early-late-16th-early-17th-c-very-

powerful. 
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common, the lack of a storage compartment also appeared in other New England chair-

tables, like the examples in Figure 57, Figure 61, Figure 62, and Figure 63. Functions 

changed across different regions in America, but in New England, the chair-table’s two 

primary functions were utility and seating. Storage compartments were added if the 

owner could afford to include them. 

 

 

Figure 56. Chair-table, Massachusetts, ca. 1730, maple with pine stretchers, 

Top: 43 H x 48 in. W, sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

This eye-catching example in Figure 57 was made entirely of maple. It has its 

original feet and two-board top. The turnings on the arms and rails demonstrated, again, 

that chair-tables were shown off in the home and conveyed the owner’s understanding of 

styles and fashion. The angled back provided it a visual presence that contributed to the 

lightness of the form moving even further into the Queen Anne style. The turnings were 
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thinner and more delicate than the ones on Figure 53-55. This example was intended to 

be decorative and visually appealing, especially in its chair mode. 

 

 

Figure 57. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1730, maple, sold by Hanes and Ruskin Antiques. 

 

The preceding examples of New England chair-tables have a similar form, with 

open space between the legs and the arms. Visually, the heaviest part was the table top. 

However, that was not always the case as the next three examples of chair-tables from 

this area illustrate. Styles changed more slowly in the rural areas of Colonial America. 

The examples in Figure 58 and 59 demonstrate the continuation of the Jacobean style in 

rural New England. Figure 58 has the sewing bird mark along the edge. The lack of 

raised panels revealed the modest construction of the piece, although the owner made a 

fashionable statement on a limited budget. Chair-tables were found not only in the homes 

of wealthy merchants and government officials but also in working class dwellings 
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because of their utilitarian practicality. The application of paint on both Figure 58 and 59 

would have made them focal pieces in the home because of the bright colors. 

 

 

Figure 58. Chair-table, New England, First half of the 18th Century, painted maple with a pine top and seat. 
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Figure 59. Chair-table, New England, first half of the 18th century, 

painted wood, sold by Hanes and Ruskin Antiques. 

 

During the middle of the eighteenth century, few chair-tables made in New 

England reflected the Queen Anne style because the style ushered in new furniture forms 

that began the decline of chair-tables as fashionable pieces in this region. At the 

beginning of the eighteenth century, many Americans copied their English cousins and 

built townhouses and country homes; the home of William Clarke, a Boston merchant, 

had 26 rooms.58 These new homes represented the prospering colonists’ desire for 

comfort.59 New forms like the easy chair appeared in the William and Mary period, but 

they became more abundant during the Queen Anne period. The fully upholstered easy 

chair displayed wealth through its use of yards of expensive fabric. Similarly, the 

upholstered sofa emerged in the Queen Anne period as an additional way to invite 

                                                 
58 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 21. 
59 Ibid. 
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comfort into the home. Tea tables also proliferated and could be maneuvered more easily 

than the heavier chair-table.  

However, after the Revolution, there was a resurgence of practical and affordable 

forms. Like the Windsor chair, chair-tables were affordable for Americans. The young 

country had a weak economy, and inexpensive forms that required little or no upholstery 

were appealing since Britain had been the primary source of fabric for the colonies. 

Cushions could be added if the owner could afford one. Even though leather was tanned 

locally in New England after the 1730s, chair-tables did not require added luxury.60 

Urban areas had easier access to the latest styles from Europe, and fewer costs were 

associated with transporting furniture to a port city. In rural areas, cabinetmakers had a 

monopoly and could bring back elements of the latest style to their customers without 

fully understanding the proportions and inspiration behind style movements. Many 

surviving chair-tables from New England are designed in the Chippendale style, mainly 

determined by their straight Marlborough legs, like the one in Figure 60. 

 

                                                 
60 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 41. 
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Figure 60. Chair-table, Maine, ca. 1800, pine and maple with red paint, 

Top: 41 H x 44 in. W, sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

Many examples survive demonstrating that, by the late eighteenth century and 

turn of the nineteenth century, New England cabinetmakers in all areas were familiar 

with Chippendale’s designs, as his design influences were evident as far north as rural 

Maine (Figure 60). The Federal style was rarely reproduced in chair-tables because the 

wider square-post legs of the Chippendale period were more stable than tapered Federal 

legs. Chair-tables provided both a fashionable chair and a stylish table that met the 

functional needs of the family and were also a status symbol for the occupant. This 

furniture form was even made for children as both a low chair close to the ground and as 

a high chair to function as a worktable for adults when not in use as a chair (Figure 61 

and 62). 
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Figure 61. Child’s Chair-table, New England, late 18th Century, 

painted wood, 27 H x 21 ½ W x 19 in. D, sold by Burley Auction Group. 

 

 

 

Figure 62. Child’s Chair-table, New Hampshire, ca. 1800, 

painted birch, 36 W x 24 in. D, sold by Stanton Auctions. 
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One interesting variation is from New Hampshire (Figure 63). Underneath the 

seat, vertical supports between the seat rail and the box stretchers were added that were 

purely decorative. The same decorative vertical supports were included underneath the 

arms. (Figure 64). The addition of these purely decorative elements was likely an attempt 

to imitate Chinese fretwork on Chippendale designs. Clearly, the chair-table’s maker 

understood elements of the Chippendale style and crafted a fashionable piece of furniture 

for his client. Other Chippendale style chair-tables from New England include Figure 65-

67, which reinforce the continued status of chair-tables as conveyors of style across the 

region. 

 

 

Figure 63. Chair-table, New Hampshire, late 18th century, 

pine and chestnut with red paint, sold by Stanton Auctions. 
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Figure 64. Detail of Figure 63 from the side in table form that 

shows the additional vertical supports underneath the arms. 

 

 

Figure 65. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1760, painted wood, 

40 in. Diam., sold by Stanton Auctions. 
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Figure 66. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1800, pine and maple 

with green paint, Top: 37 H x 41 in. W, sold by Stanton Auctions. 

 

 

Figure 67. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1800, maple with red paint, 43 H x 44 W x 27 in. D, deaccessioned by 

the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts, sold by Leland Little Auction and Estate Sales. 
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New England chair-tables continued to change with the styles as seen in this 

Federal period example in Figure 68. Executed in the Federal style, the tapering leg dated 

the piece (Figure 69). Originally, the table was painted red, which was common for 

furniture used daily. Over time, someone covered the red paint with brown paint, but it 

has worn away at the edges of the table top, revealing the original red paint (Figure 70). 

Around the edge of the tabletop are sewing bird marks (Figure 70). Chair-tables 

continued to cross the boundaries between tradition and fashion with pieces like this one 

demonstrating that they remained relevant forms into the first quarter of the nineteenth 

century. It also demonstrates the continued use of chair-tables by women in the home as 

they clamped sewing birds to the table, although around 1830, these marks disappear 

from chair-tables. 

 

 

Figure 68. Chair-table, America, ca. 1810-1820, oak and pine, 

Top down: 27 ½ in. H; Top up: 59 ½ in. H; 46 ½ in. Diam., collection of Dr. Oscar Fitzgerald. 
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Figure 69. Detail of Figure 68 showing tapering legs. 

 

 

Figure 70. Detail of Figure 68 showing layers of paint and sewing bird marks. 

 

In the nineteenth century, paint provided more than just camouflage for an 

assemblage of materials. Painted elements created whimsical surface treatment during the 
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Federal and Victorian periods. Much of this decoration was painted onto Chippendale 

style chair-tables that could have been updated with a decorative image. One example, 

which unfortunately was not photographed upon its sale, is an early nineteenth-century 

chair-table made in the Federal style with tapering legs. Decorated with trompe l’oeil 

paintings, the chair-table featured fanciful images that included autumn leaves, a game 

board design, and kittens climbing a tree, in addition to a sleeping cat on the seat.61 The 

chair-table in Figure 71, from an unknown source, is a lovely example of a chair-table 

with painted decoration. 

 

 

                                                 
61 “An Early 19th C. New England Round Pine Chair Table Painted and Elaborately 

Decorated Later Trompe L’oeil Designs,” Northeast Auctions, 2000, 

http://northeastauctions.com/product/rto-an-early-19th-c-new-england-round-pine-chair-

table-painted-and-elaborately-decorated-with-later-trompe-loeil-designs-of-game-boards-

autumn-leaves-kittens-climbing-a-tree-and-a-sleeping-cat-on/. 
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Figure 71. Chair-table, America, ca. 1777, tiger maple, pine, and paint. The caption under the image reads, 

“Made of tiger maple and hard pine, the chair-table above remained in the same family for many years. The 

unique folk art painting depicts the family homestead in 1777, when the table was made.” Unknown source. 

 

One chair-table from New England was carefully grain painted to imitate wood 

(Figure 72). Around 1790, “Fancy” furniture came into style, according to Sumter 

Priddy’s American Fancy: Exuberance in the Arts, 1790-1840. Fancy, a synonym for 

imagination and exuberance, appeared on a wide variety of objects. Priddy writes that 

Fancy was a “cultural phenomenon born out of new and enlightened ways of seeing, 

understanding, and responding to the surrounding world.”62 The characteristics of Fancy 

included “colorful and boldly patterned” designs that “elicited delight, awe, surprise, 

whim, and caprice.”63 Graining is one example of the variety of painted decoration to 

appear during this time. The entire frame of Figure 72 was painted with a base paint of 

                                                 
62 Sumter Priddy, American Fancy:  Exuberance in the Arts, 1790-1840 (Milwaukee, WI:  

The Chipstone Foundation/Milwaukee Art Museum, 2004), 267. 
63 Ibid. 
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red and then grain painted with black paint. The piece was designed in the Chippendale 

style. However, the box-seat at the base is heavy and unrefined. The painting is visually 

exciting, however, and the time it would have taken to paint such a large surface gives 

testimony to the status of the chair-table within a rural home as both a practical and 

beautiful piece. 

 

 

Figure 72. Chair-table, New England, 19th century, painted wood, 

Table: 27 ½ in. H; Top: 45 ½ in. Diam., sold by Copake Auctions. 

 

Other New England chair-tables tended to be less elaborately decorated. Based on 

the number of chair-tables that survived with remnants of old paint, painted chair-tables 

seem to have been the rule rather than the exception. However, a fancifully decorated 

chair-table occurred much less frequently if the number of surviving examples is a 

proportionate representation. Figure 73 is an example of a decorated chair-table from 
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New England. This piece was built with the straight, Chippendale Marlborough legs, 

which continued to appear on furniture through the first decade of the nineteenth century. 

The painter was a novice, as the branches around the grape cluster are incomplete. The 

grape cluster was developed a little further, but this piece, with its yellow base and 

Bacchic decoration, imitated some of the painted furniture made in Baltimore and 

Philadelphia. The owner likely decided to update the chair-table to meet the newest style, 

either in the Federal period or in the Victorian Rococo revival era when flowers and 

plants were popular motifs. 

 

 

Figure 73. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1800, painted pine, 

Table height: 29 in; Top: 46 in. Diam., sold by Copake Auctions. 

 

The chair-table from New England in Figure 74, originally painted black and red, 

has unique decoration. However, the shaped sides were orientalized at a later date. 
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Lacquered furniture was the ultimate expression of taste and sophistication, but japanned 

furniture was considered just as stylish for those who could not afford the expense of 

importing lacquer-work from Asia. A step below japanning was painted decoration that 

looked towards the East for inspiration, but paint was a diluted interpretation of Asian 

style decoration. For a chair-table to imitate japanning was rare and demonstrated the 

range of styles that were interpreted using chair-tables.  

 

 

Figure 74. Chair-table, New England, ca. 1775-1825, maple and pine 

with paint, 26 ½ H x 36 ½ in. W, Historic New England, 1971.383. 

 

A bench-table (Figure 75) from the early nineteenth century in New England is 

also painted yellow like the chair-table in Figure 73. Its decorative paint imitated 

stringing on the underside of the table. This example, along with the previous yellow 

chair-table and its grape cluster, indicated how these pieces were stored during the 
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period. When not in use as a table, this piece would have been pushed against the wall, 

and, as the decoration indicates, it would have been converted to its chair or bench 

position, so the decoration was visible. With some of these wider rectangular-topped 

bench-tables, a trend of painting appears with these geometric outlines on the underside 

of the tables, although this was not just limited to New England (Figure 76). Another 

similar example made in Pennsylvania suggested that this type of decoration was a 

popular means of updating an outdated piece to the newest Federal style (Figure 77).  

 

 

Figure 75. Bench-table, New England, ca. 1840, painted wood, 

29.5 H x 48 W x 33 ½ in. D, sold by Dallas Auction Gallery. 
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Figure 76. Bench-table, New England, ca. 1840, painted pine, 

Top: 33 H x 48 in. W, sold by Butterscotch Auctioneers and Appraisers. 

 

 

Figure 77. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, ca. 1840, painted pine, 

30 H x 52 W x 36 in. D, sold by Pook & Pook, Inc. 
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As New England progressed into the nineteenth century, industrialization brought 

about the decline in handmade furniture production. These early examples from New 

England demonstrate the fashionable origins of chair-tables that spread to rural areas and 

lower classes over time. Chair-tables were stylish forms that transmitted the latest taste 

and fashion in unpretentious forms. In New England, the forms tended to be light and 

open, allowing space for a cushion as comfort was key when sitting for long periods. 

Chair-tables were practical for women who used them for sewing, as well as for children 

so they could have access to both a table and a chair as needed. In addition to their 

functional uses, chair-tables provided a place of honor and prominence for men and 

guests of the home. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these pieces captured 

stylistic developments across the New England region and preserved the ways in which 

Americans of all classes interpreted fashion. 

Hudson River Valley Chair-Tables 
The Hudson River Valley was part of the rapidly expanding “First Dutch Empire” 

that lasted from the beginning of the seventeenth century until the 1670s.64 In 1609, 

Henry Hudson sailed the river that now bears his name. His accounts vividly described 

his experiences, but no evidence claimed the area as part of Dutch colonial holdings. 

Marking the beginning of Dutch settlement in the Hudson River Valley, the Dutch West 

India Company followed soon after Hudson’s voyage. As more settlers began 

immigrating to New Netherland, carpenters and joiners were in high demand. Dutch 

                                                 
64 Jaap Jacobs and L. H. Roper, eds., The Worlds of the Seventeenth-Century Hudson 

River Valley (Albany, New York:  State University of New York Press, 2014), 3.  
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military expansion up the river also required more laborers who could build forts and 

strongholds and, naturally, furnish the new dwellings even if moderately for soldiers.  

Joiners maintained a limited presence in America before the eighteenth century.65 

The Hudson River Valley attracted English and Dutch settlers alike. Whether or not the 

cabinetmakers who settled in the area were Dutch originally, they catered to an almost 

entirely Dutch clientele who brought with them the vernacular furniture of their home 

country. Removed from the urban style centers of New York, Newport, and Boston, 

furniture of the Hudson River Valley had distinct characteristics. Only a handful of 

cabinetmakers created furniture for clients, which often led to the inclusion of similar 

features on furniture forms. Also, settlers of similar heritage tended to immigrate to the 

same regions, which encouraged strong European traditions to continue in America. 

Furniture of the Hudson River Valley region reflected strong Dutch influences, which can 

be seen in the chair-tables found in Figure 78 and 79. Chair-tables from this area were 

predominantly created in the hutch-table form. Hutch-tables tend to be narrower and 

feature storage space, instead of seating, as the secondary function. 

 

                                                 
65 Jodi Ackerman, “Shen Library Looks at Country Furniture,” The Daily Gazette, 

January 31, 1999, sec. Focus. 
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Figure 78. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, New York, 18th century, pine, oak, and paint, 29 in. H,; Top: 52 ½ 

in. Diam., Provenance McCutcheon collection New Jersey, sold by Copake Auction, Inc. 

 

 

Figure 79. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, New York, 18th century, 

pine, oak, and stain, 27 in. H; Top: 50 in. Diam., sold by Carlsen Gallery, Inc. 
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The shaped skirt of the hutch-table in Figure 78 closely resembles a table depicted 

in the Annunciation Triptych from the Merode Altarpiece (Figure 80). The side boards of 

the base were shaped using similar scroll motifs that often appeared in Dutch furniture 

(Figure 81). A pottebunk, or cupboard, dated to circa 1720, was made with shaped 

scalloped edges on the side boards (Figure 82). The skirts on the front rail of the chair-

tables in Figure 78 and 79 feature the same scallop or scroll motif. Similarly, the arm 

supports on the chair-table in Figure 78 have a comparable profile as the arms of an 

armchair in Figure 83, also from the Upper Hudson River Valley. 

 

 

Figure 80. Annunciation Triptych (Merode Altarpiece), Workshop of Robert Campin (Netherlandish, ca. 1375–

1444 Tournai), ca. 1427–32, Made in Tournai, South Netherlands, oil on oak, dimensions overall: 25 3/8 H x 46 

3/8 in. W, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection, 1956, 56.70a–c. 
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Figure 81. Detail of the central panel of the Merode Altarpiece. 

 

 

Figure 82. Pottebunk, Ulster County, ca. 1720, pine, 56 H x 58 W x 16 ½ in. D, New York State Museum. 
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Figure 83. Armchair, Upper Hudson River Valley, ca. 1750, maple, 45 ½ H x 24 ½ W x 22 ½ in. D. 

 

In the preface to the opening of the catalog, New York Furniture at the New York 

State Museum, John Scherer noted that individual New York cabinetmakers often moved 

around with such high frequency that they were impossible to identify with any 

certainty.66 Regional variations within New York itself may help identify where in the 

Hudson River Valley the hutch-table in Figure 78 was created. In the northern regions of 

New York, furniture was constructed with a Canadian influence, according to Scherer. In 

the southern border areas, a Pennsylvania German influence is detected; furniture from 

the eastern border was influenced by New England taste, which fell more in line with 

English furniture.67 

                                                 
66 John Scherer, New York Furniture at the New York State Museum (Alexandria, VA:  

Highland House Publishers, Inc., 1983), 3.  
67 Ibid.  
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In the Upper Hudson River Valley, the initials of the owner were commonly 

branded into a piece of furniture, as evidenced in the armchair depicted in Figure 83 with 

the detail of the brand shown in Figure 84.68 The hutch-table in Figure 78 has two 

unidentified initials, “CF,” painted underneath the table top, which the dealer dated to 

when the table was made. While these initials are painted instead of branded, perhaps the 

owner or craftsman lived in or traveled to the Upper Hudson River Valley region and was 

exposed to the tradition of marking one’s furniture.  

 

 

Figure 84. Detail of the brand on the armchair in Figure 83. 

 

The chair-table in Figure 79 features the same scroll designs on the front seat 

board as the chair-table in Figure 78, 85-87, and 88. Joining practices in chair making 

utilized mortise and tenon joints that dictated rectangular forms. However, stylish Dutch 

furniture with curved elements dominated the turn of the seventeenth century in the 

Baroque period. Instead of acquiring new skills, craftsmen in the Hudson River Valley 

                                                 
68 Scherer, New York Furniture, 8. 
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suggested curved forms through shaped details and carved elements like scrolls on skirts 

and seat rails. The hutch-tables in Figure 89 and 90 are attributed to Cornelius Clark, who 

worked in the region.69 Clark made eight similar hutch-tables, but none are identical. He 

secured the tenoned side boards to the shoe feet with double pegs on the outer edge of the 

feet.70 These hutch-tables are the most decorative examples of hutch-tables surviving 

from the Hudson Valley Region. The mortised stretcher imitated anchor beams found in 

period Dutch barns.71 Exposed tenons also appeared on Figure 91 and provided the only 

decoration on the piece.  

 

                                                 
69 Winterthur purchased the hutch-table in Figure 89 from Clark’s great-great 

granddaughter. The family attributes the hutch-table to Clark and the seven other similar 

hutch-tables to him as well. Winterthur’s object file has a letter saying Clark’s daughter 

married a Captain Demuth of the Tryon County Militia. Captain Hans Mark Demuth 

(sometimes spelled Damooth or Demot) was a Dutch man, and it is probable that Clark 

was also Dutch and his daughter married someone from the community.  
70 Anne Druckenbrod, “Catalog Entry” (Graduate Paper, University of Delaware, n.d.), 

The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum (58.34). 
71 Roderic H. Blackburn and Ruth Piwonka, Remembrance of Patria:  Dutch Arts and 

Culture in Colonial America 1609-1776 (Albany, NY:  Albany Institute of History and 

Art, 1988), 167.  
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Figure 85. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, 18th century, 

green paint and wood, top: 51 ¼ in. Diam., sold by Carlsen Galleries, Inc. 

 

 

 

Figure 86. Detail of the shoe feet in Figure 85. The tenoned side boards 

do not run through the foot as it would have made shaping the feet impossible. 
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Figure 87. Detail of the applied skirt in Figure 85. 

 

 

Figure 88. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, mid-18th century, stained pine with oak battens, 

28 H x 41 W x 47 in. D, for sale by Thomaston Place Auction Galleries. 
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Figure 89. Hutch-table, Cornelius Clark, Schuyler, New York, ca. 1760-1780, cherry, 

27 ½ H x 37 ¾ W x 17 ¼ in. D, The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1958.0034. 

 

 

Figure 90. Hutch-table, attributed to Cornelius Clark, Schuyler, New York, 

ca. 1770, cherry, 28 H x 42 W x 27 in. D, sold by Peter Eaton Antiques. 
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Figure 91. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, ca. 1750, pine and oak, 

39 H x 45 in. W, for sale by Stanton Auctions. 

 

Practicality was important in Dutch furniture. Every example pictured, except for 

the chair-table pictured in Figure 92-93, has shoe feet.72 The table in the Merode 

Altarpiece has shoe feet, which demonstrated that immigrant craftsmen continued the 

joinery and cabinetmaking techniques they learned in Europe (Figure 80). Molded shoe 

feet were the norm rather than the exception in the Hudson River Valley. The feet were 

often shaped, some more elaborately than others. Figure 79 featured simple, molded shoe 

feet, like those in Figure 88, 90-91, 94. Shoe feet were more durable than New England 

post legs. When the tables were dragged around the room, the sleds spread the wear 

across the longer foot. 

 

                                                 
72 The hutch-table in Figure 93 lost its shoe feet over time.  
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Figure 92. Hutch-Table, Hudson River Valley, late 17th-early 18th century, 

painted wood, 24 in. H; 38 in. Diam., sold by Hyde Park Country Auctions. 

 

 

Figure 93. Detail of Figure 92 highlighting the rose-head nails. 
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Figure 94. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, 18th century, painted wood, 

38 ½ H x 52 W x 27 ½ in. D, for sale by Brunk Auctions. 

 

Shoe feet preserved the cultural heritage of Dutch people. Dutch women were 

known for their habitual cleanliness. One traveler described his visit to Holland in the 

eighteenth century, and wrote: 

The wives and daughters scour and rub benches, chests, cupboards, 

dressers, tables, plate racks, even the stairs until they shine like mirrors. 

Some are so clean that they would not enter any of the rooms without 

taking off their shoes and putting on their slippers. The women put all 

their energy and pleasure in keeping the house and the furniture clean. The 

floors are washed nearly every day and scoured with sand, and are so neat 

that a stranger is afraid to expectorate on them. If the city women keep 

their houses clean, the farmers’ wives are not less particular. They carry 
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this cleanliness even into the stables. They scour everything, even the iron 

chains and mounts until they shine like silver.73 

The shoe feet on Hudson River Valley hutch-tables allowed the Dutch women to 

maintain their homes in the same orderly and clean manner because the feet could endure 

the wear of sliding across sand-scrubbed floors. The finish on some of the table tops was 

scrubbed away over time, as the pieces were repeatedly used and cleaned (Figure 95). 

 

 

Figure 95. Detail showing the table top in Figure 94 without its original finish. 

 

The cutouts at the base of the side boards on Dutch hutch-tables provided visual 

interest and decoration on otherwise plain forms. Cutouts could be made in any shape, 

including semicircles (Figure 78, 88-90), pointed arches (Figure 79), and geometric forms 

                                                 
73 R. W. Symonds, “The Dutch Home and Its Furniture,” The Burlington Magazine for 

Connoisseurs 81, no. 477 (December 1942): 300.  
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(Figure 85). The voided area at the foot did not appear on all chair-tables from the valley, 

but it was an aesthetic choice on these objects that were otherwise devoid of decoration.  

In the Hudson River Valley, the decoration on the seat rail was cut out of the 

piece, although it was applied as a separate skirt in Figure 87. This applied skirt seems to 

be an unusual practice, as no other chair-tables with this feature were identified. Pine and 

oak were favored materials for hutch-tables in the Hudson River Valley because these 

woods were readily available and easy to work. Mortise and tenons were primarily used 

in constructing hutch-tables. Drawers were often assembled with nails instead of 

dovetails, and nails or pegs were used in lieu of dovetails when attaching the front boards 

of the storage compartments to the frame on some examples of hutch-tables. At times, 

when a single large dovetail joint was used, pegs or nails added security (Figure 89, 92-

93, 96-98). Period rose-head nails can be seen on the hutch-table detail in Figure 93.  
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Figure 96. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, 18th century, 50 in. Diam., sold by Carlsen Gallery. 

 

 

Figure 97. Detail of the through tenons on Figure 96. 

 

 

Figure 98. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, early 18th century, maple, 

26 ½ in. H; 36 in. Diam., for sale by Halsey Munson Americana. 
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The side boards of every hutch-table pictured were mortised and tenoned into the 

shoe feet. Often, the tenons were run through the shoe feet and were seen on the base. 

Figure 97 illustrates an example of exposed tenons. In Figure 85, the tenons were not run 

through, and the feet were shaped to mirror the applied skirt. Often, the shoe feet were 

shaped in profile to give some added decoration (Figure 78-79, 88-89, 96). Scherer 

documented a unique feature on the hutch-table in Figure 99. He described beading on 

the underside of the table top where the boards are joined, which is not a feature that is 

present on other hutch-tables.74  

 

 

Figure 99. Hutch-table, Hudson River Valley, ca. 1780, pine, 27 ½ H x 54 W x 45 ½ in. D. 

 

Battens ran the full diameter of the table top and were secured with nails driven 

through the top. Like the bootjack cutouts and shaped shoe feet, battens were another 

element that could be decorative in the Hudson River Valley. Battens were in an 

                                                 
74 Scherer, New York Furniture, 129. The beading on the chair-table in Scherer’s book is 

not evident in the photo, but he describes this detail in his catalog. 
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inconspicuous location that did not interfere with the daily usage of the piece. The 

placement of decorative elements reinforced the practicality of the Dutch immigrants. 

Decorative features were located on elements that would not interfere with the hutch-

table’s function such as the side boards, battens, and stretchers (if used). In Figure 78, the 

battens are shaped on the ends, similar to those on the hutch-table in Figure 98. Figure 

79, 85, and 88 have battens shaped in the reverse image of the decorative scroll found on 

the front seat board in Figure 79. 

In the Hudson River Valley and surrounding areas, local woods such as 

gumwood, pine, oak, and maple were favored in furniture production. Pine furniture was 

often painted or stained, as evidenced in several surviving examples of chair-tables from 

the region (Figure 88, 92, and 94). If the form was made of pine, oak was often used for 

the feet and battens because it was a stronger wood. The tops of surviving Hudson River 

Valley chair-tables tended to be around 50 inches in diameter. This measurement was not 

always standard, though, as smaller chair-tables from the region had tops with a diameter 

as small as 36 inches (Figure 98). While these tops could be replacements, the 

consistency of sizes suggest that the replaced tops were based on originals of the same 

size.  

In an article written about Dutch influence in Colonial America, Peter Kenny and 

Beth Carver Wees argued that the Dutch kast, or wardrobe, was the greatest symbol of 

the Dutch presence in America as so many have survived.75 Moveable furniture such as 

                                                 
75 Peter M. Kenny and Beth Carver Wees, “Architecture, Furniture, and Silver from 

Colonial Dutch America,” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, New York:  The 
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hutch-tables rarely survived because of hard use. However, a surprising number of hutch-

tables from the Hudson River Valley survive that portrayed a Dutch influence on both 

their form and construction. Kenny and Wees argue that the hundreds of surviving kasts 

revealed the form’s “powerful attraction,” but the same can be said for the hutch-table. Its 

ability to serve as a work and eating surface, seating, and storage made it an important 

piece of everyday furniture for Dutch settlers. One owner even found it significant 

enough to mark it as his or her property. 

Chair-Tables of the Mid-Atlantic 
Moving slightly further south, the majority of chair-tables found in the Mid-

Atlantic were from Pennsylvania. Chair-tables were not produced as prolifically outside 

of the northeastern region, which indicated that the closer ties between England and the 

Northeast played a role in the manufacture of these forms. However, a variation on chair-

tables, the wider bench-table, was popular in Pennsylvania because of the strong tradition 

of communal settlements among groups like the Mennonites and Quakers. Tight-knit 

communities developed due to a common language and similar religious beliefs, and 

therefore a theme can be found by studying the furniture of the region, in this case, 

bench-tables.  

The settlement of Pennsylvania was diverse thanks to William Penn’s concept of 

the colony as a “Holy Experiment.”76 He invited people from all over Europe to settle in 

                                                 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–, 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/furn/hd_furn.htm (October 2003). 
76 John J. Snyder, Jr., Philadelphia Furniture & Its Makers (New York:  Main 

Street/Universe Books, 1975), 7. 
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the area. Immigrants came from Germany, England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, Holland, 

Sweden, and France, in addition to people of Jewish background and also African natives 

who were transported as slaves to the new world.77 This diversity generated a wide 

expression of identity in Pennsylvania furniture, which John Snyder, editor of 

Philadelphia Furniture & Its Makers, called “the most pluralistic of all the colonies in the 

eighteenth century.”78 Philadelphia became a leading English port city, third in 

importance to London and Bristol.79 The capital of young America just after the 

Revolution, Philadelphia was a leading style center for architecture and furniture 

production in America. 

The diverse people groups that settled in Pennsylvania contributed to the variety 

of influences that appeared in furniture. One especially significant group, the 

Pennsylvania Germans, influenced some of the surviving chair-tables of the region. 

Removed from major style centers, these immigrants came from rural Germany, 

primarily the upper Rhine River Valley. The craftsmen who immigrated still worked in a 

largely medieval tradition. Many of them settled away from Philadelphia and continued 

using their methods for over a century, while those who immigrated to the city catered to 

their larger English clientele.80  One of the most well-known characteristics of 

                                                 
77 “1681-1776:  The Quaker Province,” Pennsylvania Historical & Museum Commission, 

August 26, 2015, http://www.phmc.state.pa.us/portal/communities/pa-history/1681-

1776.html. 
78 Snyder, Philadelphia Furniture, 7.  
79 Ibid., 8.  
80 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 187.  
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Pennsylvania German furniture was the use of paint to decorated the entire body and 

provided a folk feeling to these works.  

Like New England examples, chair-tables from Pennsylvania also featured paint 

to disguise a combination of woods when necessary. Pennsylvania Germans rarely owned 

chairs and, while eating, preferred standing or sitting on built-in benches. The preference 

for benches as the primary seating was shared with their communities and supported by 

the number of surviving bench-tables from the Pennsylvania region. The bucket bench, 

sometimes called a water bench, was a wide storage form that had shelves to hold buckets 

of water or pots and could easily have been adapted to a bench-table by adding a tilting 

top. The bench-table was also multi-functional, as storage, seating, and a table, like the 

chests used by Pennsylvania German families.  

The interaction between Pennsylvania Germans and English settlers allowed 

bench-tables to proliferate in the region. Evidence of this can be seen in the settlement of 

Chester County, Pennsylvania. In 1682, the settlers of Darby Township, Chester County, 

Pennsylvania arrived from the English counties of Derby and Leicester.81 These settlers 

brought with them English traditions and forms and introduced them to the Pennsylvania 

Germans amongst whom they settled. Combining various influences, the bench-table 

appeared as a hybrid of an Anglo form and Pennsylvania German sensibilities.  

The majority of the chair-tables from Pennsylvania date to the nineteenth century. 

However, evidence of their existence in that area during the eighteenth century is 

                                                 
81 Morgan Bunting, “The Names of the Early Settlers of Darby Township, Chester 

County, Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 24, no. 2 

(1900):  182. 
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provided by a surviving cabinetmaker invoice dated November 8, 1773 (Figure 100). 

This invoice detailed the work of William Cox, a prominent Philadelphia cabinetmaker, 

for his client, Thomas Coats, who ordered six Windsor chairs, as well as “one Do [ditto] 

table chair.” For the “table chair,” Cox charged 12s. No descriptions of the materials used 

were listed, but this rare example of an order for a chair-table in the period reflected the 

usage of chair-tables as stylish objects in a Philadelphia home. 

 

 

Figure 100. Cabinetmaker invoice, William Cox, November 8, 1773, for “one Do [ditto] table chair,” 

William Cox was charging Thomas Coats 12s, for sale on ebay.com by user ksam914. 

 

Thomas Coats was a prominent resident of Philadelphia, as evidenced by his 

signature on early paper money from the period (Figure 101). Coats’ signature, along 

with that of his business partner, Levi Budd, appear on this five-dollar bill; prominent 

citizens’ signatures were used on money to prevent counterfeiting.82 Coats’ wealth and 

                                                 
82 Carl Karsch, “Following the Money,” Carpenters’ Hall, 2015, 

http://www.ushistory.org/carpentershall/history/money.htm. 
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reputation placed him in an elite circle of men in the city. His prominence and the high 

quality of craftsmanship of furniture associated with William Cox indicate the status of 

chair-tables within the canon of American furniture. A Windsor chair-table made by one 

of the best chairmakers in the city for one of the most prominent citizens to furnish his 

home illustrates that these forms were considered useful, stylish, and still relevant pieces 

of furniture during this time. One surviving example of a Windsor chair-table is believed 

to have been made in Vermont (Figure 102). It illustrates that a Windsor interpretation of 

chair-tables was widespread even beyond Philadelphia, which was the American hub of 

Windsor chair production.  

 

 

Figure 101. Continental currency in the amount of five dollars, September 16, 1773, Philadelphia, in the 

collection of Carpenter’s Hall, Philadelphia, PA. The faded signature above that of Levi Budd is the 

signature of Thomas Coats, the man who commissioned the Windsor chair-table from William Cox. 
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Figure 102. Windsor Chair-table, America, ca. 1800, painted wood, Shelburne Museum. 

 

Another example of high-style chair-tables in Pennsylvania is Figure 103. This 

chair-table, discussed previously, clearly illustrated the importance of the form in 

Pennsylvania homes. Made from a combination of walnut and pine, this piece was 

stained to look unified. The trifid feet, usually associated with Irish craftsmen who 

brought that type of foot from Ireland, and scrolled handholds on the arms are typical of 

the Pennsylvania area.83 This chair-table combined Irish motifs with an English form and 

native materials to create a piece that embodied the cultural diversity of Pennsylvania 

during the eighteenth century. Designed in the Queen Anne style at the height of its 

                                                 
83 David Stockwell, “Irish Influence in Pennsylvania Queen Anne Furniture,” in 

Philadelphia Furniture and Its Makers, ed. John Snyder (New York:  Main 

Street/Universe Books, 1975), 25. 
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popularity in Philadelphia, this chair-table is a significant survival because it was 

intentionally designed to be a stylish piece of furniture. 

 

 

Figure 103. Chair-table, Pennsylvania, 1745-1765, walnut and pine, 43 ¾ H x 28 ½ W x 27 1/8 in. D, 

The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum, 1967.0796. 

 

Except for the two previous chair-tables made in the most current style of their 

milieu, few chair-tables from Pennsylvania, made in the most up-to-date fashion, survive. 

For example, this chair-table from Carbondale, Pennsylvania was constructed in 1833 

(Figure 104). It is a paradox of style, with nicely tapered legs and arm supports of the 

Federal style that was popular between 1800 and 1815. The chair-table was made of 

mahogany, a material that elevated this piece because of its rare use on utilitarian 

furniture. Mahogany was fashionably used as veneer during this period and expressed the 

value of the furniture and the status of the owner. Only one other identified chair-table 
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was made of mahogany by a Scandinavian craftsman and will be discussed later (Figure 

146). 

 

 

Figure 104. Chair-table, Carbondale, Pennsylvania, 1833, mahogany, 

Index of American Design Washington, D.C. 

 

The first example of a bench-table from Pennsylvania dates to around 1800 

(Figure 105). It is made of painted pine with a rectangular top. The sides are thin-shaped 

boards with a boot jack cutout at the base. The edges of this bench-table were marked 

from a sewing bird like chair-tables examined from other regions. The front edge of the 

seat board was dovetailed to the sides, and the tenons were exposed on the side boards. 

These methods of construction were features of Pennsylvania bench-tables. Dating to this 

same time, Figure 106 and 107 show another bench-table with similar materials and cut-

out side boards that was also made with mortise and tenon and dovetail construction. 
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Both Figure 105 and 106 have layers of original red paint on them. Pine was often used 

because it was locally available and a cheaper material than hardwoods, but it would be 

painted to add decoration and color to an otherwise bland wood. The bench-tables from 

Pennsylvania were painted in a wide range of colors, including red, black, yellow, green, 

and blue, and various methods of grain painted decoration in the Fancy mode.  

 

 

Figure 105. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, ca. 1800, painted pine, 

29 H x 66 W x 36 ½ in. D, from the collection of Don Walters. 
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Figure 106. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, early 1800s, painted pine, 

28 ½ H x 63 w x 38 in. D, sold by Tom Hall Auctions, Inc. 

 

 

Figure 107. Detail showing the dovetailed and mortised base of Figure 106. 

 

Figure 108 shows the remnants of black paint on the body. This one, like the 

previous two bench-tables, did not have a storage compartment in the seat. These simple 

examples were primarily used as a working and eating table or as auxiliary seating when 

necessary. However, the wide seat became a shelf when the bench-table was in its table 
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form and could have held buckets or pots. This example incorporated a combination of 

dovetails and mortise and tenon joints in the construction (Figure 109). The craftsman 

added breadboard ends and shaped battens, which cost more than the simplified versions 

in Figure 105 and 106. Adding a skirt to the seat made this bench-table more robust and 

provided extra stability. The combination of mortise and tenon joints with dovetailed 

construction reiterates the common practice of building bench-tables in the Pennsylvania 

region using a variety of construction techniques to add strength and stability to the 

forms. Unlike the Hudson River Valley, the side boards stood alone in Pennsylvania, with 

no shoe feet added to the base.  

 

 

Figure 108. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, early 19th century, black painted wood, 

29 ½ H x 60 W x 36 in. D, sold by William Bunch Auctions and Appraisals. 
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Figure 109. Detail of bench construction in Figure 108 showing the 

dovetailed seat rail and the dovetailed and mortised seat board. 

 

In Figure 110, the bench-table included a storage space as an extra function for 

the owner. Rather elegant for the region, this example’s large drawer and side boards 

were shaped on both ends. Beneath the top is a central cleat, which may have been added 

later for stability, but it visually divided the bench into two seats. While glass pulls 

appeared on period furniture, this one seems to be a replacement; the worn away paint 

around the edges of the pull indicate where a wider predecessor once rested. This bench-

table and the one in Figure 111 featured three-board tops. Typically, in Pennsylvania, 

these wide tops were composed of either two boards, like Figure 105 and 108, or three 

boards, like Figure 106 and 111. Also, because of the shape of the base, the tops were 

usually rectangular. Figure 111 also has a storage drawer, which became a popular 

addition after the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Drawer pulls that were not made 
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of wood were aberrations in this region, and drawers likely were an influence of English 

craftsmen who were accustomed to building chair-tables with storage spaces.  

 

 

 

Figure 110. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, 19th century, painted pine, 

29 H x 47 W x 36 in. D, sold by William Bunch Auctions & Appraisals. 

 

 

Figure 111. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, early 19th century, painted softwood, dovetailed 

compartmented skirt drawer, 27 H x 49 ½ H x 42 in. D, sold by Conestoga Auction Company. 

 



  

117 

 

One of the finest bench-tables from the first half of the nineteenth century is this 

massive walnut example (Figure 112). It measures a staggering 78 inches wide. The piece 

was expertly crafted with dovetails. The drawer has a single porcelain pull that contrasts 

nicely with the dark tones of the walnut. The top was made from two boards, and the 

sides feature semicircular bootjack cutouts. This bench-table was possibly used in a large 

family or perhaps a public setting, although the use of these forms in public spaces is 

undocumented. Its oversized proportions raise more questions than answers, but it 

demonstrated one of the two extremes in size found in the area.  

 

 

Figure 112. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, ca 1830, walnut, 

29 ½ H x 78 W x 39 ¼ in. D, sold by Wiederseim Associates, Inc. 

 

Chair-tables were so popular that they were even made as doll furniture (Figure 

113). The apple in the photo is life-size and was used to provide a scale for the small 

bench-table. The toy bench-table was assembled using what appeared to be cut nails and 

glue, as well as some small pins that held the seat rails and seat board in place. The board 

for the seat does not lift. This small child’s toy adds another layer to the story of the 

chair-table. Finding one intended for use as a doll house toy signifies the popularity of 
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bench-tables. Using toy-sized replicas, a young girl played house and learned how bench-

tables functioned within the domestic sphere.  

 

 

Figure 113. Child’s toy bench-table, ca. 1830, attributed to Pennsylvania, painted pine, top: 

13 ½ x 9 ¾ in., table height: 7 ¾ in., chair height: 13 ¼ in., collection of Mrs. Rita Hargrave. 

 

In form, the toy-sized bench-table it is not all that different from the full-sized 

bench-tables of the mid-nineteenth century. The sides were made from single boards with 

boot jack cut outs.  The top swings down and secures into place with small pins that have 

since been lost. Three of the holes bored for the pins were damaged and worn away. The 

paint is chipping away in some areas, but it appears to be the original blue paint. 

According to the owner, the previous owner said it had been in his family and was 
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originally made for a great-grandmother.84 The rarity of such a piece gives it immense 

value since children’s toys tend to be heavily used and have a low survival rate.  

Figure 114 shows a bench-table that demonstrates modern-nineteenth century 

methods of construction. Figure 115 and 116 illustrate the oxidized holes where cut nails 

were used to secure the seat board to the side boards and the seat rail to the seat board 

and side board, respectively. Traditionally, Germanic construction methods used wooden 

pegs instead of nails to reinforce a joint and make it stronger. However, the cabinetmaker 

saved time and materials by using nails to finish the piece. In this instance, the nails do 

not detract from the value because the boards are shaped nicely and reflect a simplified 

Germanic preference for carved elements on their furniture. The drop on the skirt is in the 

shape of an upside-down heart, a decorative motif often associated with Pennsylvania 

German painted furniture. This piece is dated to circa 1825 when painted hearts, flowers, 

and birds began to disappear in favor of grain painted decoration.85 

 

 

                                                 
84 Rita Hargrave, “Child’s Toy Hutch Table,” February 3, 2016. 
85 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 192.  
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Figure 114. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, ca. 1825, painted pine, 

27 ½ H x 59 W x 37 ½ in. D, sold by Schwenke Auctioneers. 

 

 

Figure 115. Detail of Figure 114 showing the nails used to secure 

the side of the seat board to the side board of the base. 

 

 

Figure 116. Detail of Figure 114 showing the nails used to attach the front seat rail. 
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Completed in the early- to mid-nineteenth century, the bench-table in Figure 117 

showed an understanding of the Federal style in Pennsylvania outside of the major style 

centers.86 This example featured painted decoration that imitated the period vogue of 

inlaid panels of wood in a geometric design. While not an exact replica, this design 

imitated the popular combination of satinwood inlaid with mahogany. Around the panels 

is a dark painted outline that imitates inlaid ebony. Stringing, or thin linear inlaid 

decoration, was a common motif in high-style Federal furniture. Grain painting was 

accomplished using a variety of techniques, but often fingers and hands were used by the 

artist to create the patterns, which could result in a finger- or hand-printed signature of 

sorts left within the painted decoration.  

The side boards in Figure 117 were an example of another style of construction in 

the Pennsylvania area. This bench-table was probably not made by a Pennsylvania 

German, but it reflected the spread of their influence with the proliferation of the bench-

sized seat. Here, the sides are cut into H-shaped boards. This removes an arm rest from 

the piece and is similar to the small doll-sized bench-table in Figure 113. Figure 118 and 

119 were constructed in a similar manner. Smaller boards were used to construct H-

shaped frames that were then secured to the seat boxes, both of which were built as 

storage compartments, to create a stable base for the top. Each bench-table had its own 

style and unique appearance, but both illustrated a variety in colors used on painted 

furniture in Pennsylvania.  

                                                 
86 This example was illustrated in the section on New England Chair-tables to 

demonstrate the use of painted decoration on these forms.  
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Figure 117. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, mid-19th century, grain painted pine, 

generic 19th century, 30 H x 52 W x 36 in. D, sold by Pook & Pook, Inc. 

 

 

Figure 118. Bench-table, mid-Atlantic, 19th Century, painted pine, 29 H x 48 W x 33 ½ in. D, provenance: 

property from the Estate of Elise Sprunt, Rockbridge Co., VA., sold by Jeffrey S. Evans and Associates. 
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Figure 119. Bench-table, mid-Atlantic, 19th century, painted wood, 

27 H x 44 W x 31 ¾ in. D, sold by William Bunch Auctions & Appraisals. 

 

Another example of a bench-table that was completed in the Federal style is in 

Figure 120. This bench-table was made in the Mid-Atlantic region, although its exact 

location of production is unknown. It was made of yellow pine that was grain painted to 

imitate what appeared to be walnut or maple. The painted stringing decoration was 

applied to every flat surface, from the underside of the table top, to the bench seat, to the 

front seat rail. Four panels are painted under the table top: one on the outer edge of each 

batten that runs vertically along the height of the table top, and two stacked panels inside 

the battens that run horizontally. These H-framed pieces could have been made further 

south in the Mid-Atlantic as Pennsylvania Germans migrated down the Great Wagon 

Road or by people who had contact with the Pennsylvania German people and imitated 

their style. However, the two bench-tables with the grain painted decoration were likely 

created by someone with a Pennsylvania German affiliation. 
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Figure 120. Bench-table, mid-Atlantic, painted wood, 

30 ½ H x 48 W x 33 ½ in. D, sold by Bobby Langston Antiques, Inc. 

 

Figure 121 is a rare find of a bench-table in the Victorian aesthetic that appeared 

in the Mid-Atlantic. The side boards were constructed of single boards with three-pointed 

Gothic arches cut out at the base and top. This bench-table is missing its drawer pull, and 

wear marks show on the base of the seat rail from being grabbed and pulled around the 

room. During the Victorian period, mass production rendered hand crafted furniture items 

nearly obsolete. Craftsmen survived longer in rural areas than in the cities, but eventually 

transportation and lower prices drove the local artisan out of business.87  

 

                                                 
87 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 210. 
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Figure 121. Bench-table, Pennsylvania, 19th century, painted pine, 

30 H x 66 ½ W x 43 ¼ in. D, sold by Pook & Pook, Inc. 

 

Completed in the most iconic Pennsylvania German style, the chair-table in 

Figure 122 is eye-catching. This form is made of solid pine with pegs that secure mortises 

and tenons. The top has breadboard ends and a storage compartment in the base of the 

seat. According to the Dallas Auction Gallery, this piece has a known provenance from 

Churchville, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.88 The side boards have angular wedges cut 

out at the top of the boards. However, the most striking feature of this chair-table is the 

multicolored so-called “hex” design on the underside of the table top. These designs, 

popular in the German culture, were not meant to ward off evil spirits or provide 

protection; instead they were simple designs made using a compass motif and some 

paint.89  

 

                                                 
88 Scott Shuford, “Hex Hutch Table - Pennsylvania Dutch/Germ,” Live Auctioneers, May 

14, 2003, https://www.liveauctioneers.com/item/54802_hex-hutch-table-pennsylvania-

dutchgerm. 
89 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 192-193.  
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Figure 122. Chair-table, Churchville, Lancaster, Pennsylvania, ca. 1860, 

painted pine, 30 H x 39 ½ W x 33 ½ in. D, sold by Dallas Auction Galleries. 

 

The bench-tables of Pennsylvania reflected the various cultures that prided 

themselves on communal living where goods were shared. Since seating was rare in 

Pennsylvania German homes, the adaptation of the English chair-table met the seating 

needs of people who utilized benches more commonly than chairs. The influence of the 

wider bench-table spread throughout the region, as bench-tables were almost ubiquitous 

forms. The surviving historical documentation found in Schiffer’s collective study of 

inventories from Chester County, a county populated with immigrants from English and 

Germanic-speaking regions of Europe, recorded many bench-tables in the Pennsylvania 

region. These surviving pieces are more than just architectural documents; they embodied 

the cultural melting pot of the Pennsylvania region.  
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Chair-Tables of the South and Southwest 

The South 
Surprisingly, few chair-tables were found with a documented or attributable 

southern provenance. In the harsh southern climate, people required utilitarian forms of 

furniture to meet their needs, but chair-tables were not as ubiquitous as in the North. The 

single board sides of the Mid-Atlantic would have warped in the dampness and humidity. 

Before the Revolution, only three colonies in the South existed: Maryland, Virginia, and 

Carolina. For this reason, pre-Revolution furniture survivedd primarily from these 

areas.90 Generalizations about southern furniture include a Germanic flavor in the 

southwestern frontier of Texas, French and Spanish influences on Louisiana and Texan 

coastal furniture, and a distilled version of English furniture interpreted by Scottish and 

Irish craftsmen in the backwoods of the southern landscape.91 

Stylish southern furniture has been described with the simple phrase “neat and 

plain.” Well-constructed pieces that emphasized classical proportions, clean lines, and 

tasteful but minimal ornamentation defined southern furniture. Ample examples of 

furniture from British-oriented southern gentry survived. One example is an order from 

Charles Carroll of Mount Clare plantation in Maryland. In 1767, he ordered “furniture of 

the neat Plain fashion and Calculated for Lasting.”92  

Cabinetwork from the South can often be identified by the woods used. In 

Charleston, the best furniture was made of mahogany, but can be identified by the 

                                                 
90 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 157. 
91 Ibid.  
92 “Southern Furniture 1680-1830,” Chipstone Foundation, accessed June 30, 2016, 

http://www.chipstone.org/html/SpecialProjects/CWSF/cwsf-06NandP.html. 
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secondary woods. Charleston, as a port city, had wealthy landed gentry and plantation 

owners who demanded stylish furniture and therefore imported mahogany from the 

Caribbean. Outside of the city, cabinetmakers used walnut, but they also used birch, 

maple, and cherry. Yellow pine was another favorite southern wood, but it appeared in 

northern furniture as well. The use of cypress was confined to the South.93 Most of these 

materials were chosen because they were locally available to cabinetmakers who worked 

in rural areas. The cost of importing mahogany into rural areas was too great to justify the 

practice. Instead, walnut was the acceptable replacement.  

A surviving eighteenth-century chair-table made in the south demonstrates the 

principles of “neat and plain” (Figure 123). Southern cabinetmakers combated the 

elements when constructing their pieces. Humidity, dampness, and extreme changes in 

temperature made furniture expand and contract, rendering it weak and unstable. In 

Figure 123, each joint has two pegs, ensuring the chair-table would remain intact. 

Another southern chair-table is the bench-table depicted in Figure 124. The corner blocks 

under the seat provided additional stability against the expansion and contraction of the 

wood. While corner blocks were not unique to the South, no other region thus far used 

them in the construction of their chair-tables. The breadboard ends also prevented the top 

boards from warping over time. A third example of a nineteenth-century southern chair-

table from Virginia is Figure 125. This piece has no decorative elements aside from the 

bootjack cutouts at the base. The proportions are smaller on this Virginia example than 

on Pennsylvania German bench-tables, but they demonstrate the spread of ideas from 

                                                 
93 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 157.  
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Pennsylvania down the Great Wagon Road. These three chair-tables are simple, well-

constructed, and unornamented for practical daily use in a harsh climate. Few signs 

indicated a certain time period or style, which, as a byproduct, allowed all three pieces to 

remain in good taste as styles changed.  

 

 

Figure 123. Chair-table, American South, ca. 1800, pine and 

chestnut, sold by Grand View Antiques and Auction. 

 

 

Figure 124. Bench-table, American South, ca. 1760-1765, Tryon Palace, New Bern, North Carolina. 
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Figure 125. Bench-table, Virginia, pine, 28 H x 48 W x 28 in. D, sold by Burnt Chimney Auctions. 

 

The Southwest 
Furniture of the Southwest has a shorter history than that of the Anglican east 

coast, even though the region was settled before New England. From Texas to New 

Mexico, the Spanish and Native Americans were the primary influencers of style and 

taste in the region. A fusion of their cultures was reflected in the furniture. According to 

Lonn Taylor and Dessa Bokides, authors of New Mexican Furniture 1600-1940, hand-

craftsmen of early New Mexico “were not highly regarded in the social hierarchy.”94 The 

majority of furniture in the Southwest was built into the adobe architecture, and moveable 

furniture was typically plain and unadorned.95  

Taylor and Bokides outlined that the native culture of the Hispanic Southwest was 

resource-oriented rather than commodity-processing, therefore, cabinetmaking was not an 

important industry until the last half of the eighteenth century when the region 

                                                 
94 Lonn Taylor and Dessa Bokides, New Mexican Furniture 1600-1940 (Albuquerque, 

New Mexico:  Museum of New Mexico Press, 1987), viii-ix. 
95 Ibid. 
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experienced an economic boom.96 Imported goods, including chests, trunks, and other 

furniture, came from the cabinetmaking center of Michoacán near Mexico City, which 

inspired local craftsman to construct their own movable furniture. In western Texas, few 

pieces of stylish furniture were made because the sparse population of transient cowboys 

and ranchers did not require any.97 In 1821, Mexico won independence from Spain, and 

new immigrants from Germany, Scandinavia, France, and the southern states moved to 

eastern Texas.98 The process of mechanizing furniture production arrived late to the area; 

Santa Fe built the first southwestern sawmill, Hesch Mill, in 1847.99 Combining local 

ornamentation and Anglo-American forms, the arrival of Anglo settlers created a demand 

for stylish furniture which resulted in a fusion of cultural influences on furniture.100 

Taylor and Bokides credited the army with introducing Anglo-American 

technology to the Southwest. Besides the Hesch Mill, the army built a second sawmill at 

Fort Union, about 100 miles northeast of Santa Fe, in 1851. In the 1850s, Ceran St. Vrain 

built the first flour mills in the territory to supply the army. Fort Union became a hub of 

manufacturing with the Quartermaster Department employing over a thousand civilian 

artisans to produce goods for the army using state of the art equipment. Laundry tables 

had a southwestern flair because artisans produced them using machinery at Fort Union, 

but they were finished by hand, which allowed the craftsmen to infuse their multicultural 

inspirations into the forms. However, Taylor and Bokides admitted that unfortunately 

                                                 
96 Taylor, New Mexican Furniture, ix. 
97 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 181. 
98 Ibid.  
99 Taylor, New Mexican Furniture, ix.  
100 Ibid., 140.  
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“the precise connections between the horse powers, mortising machines, lathes, and 

power saws that suddenly appeared” have not been traced by historians.101 

Prior to the 1846 occupation of New Mexico by the American military, chair-

tables were unknown. All three chair-tables illustrated in this section survived from New 

Mexico. Taylor and Bokides documented the influence of Anglo-Americans in the New 

Mexico territory and especially their impact on furniture. Anglo-American immigrants 

introduced new furniture forms to the area, including chests of drawers, settees, center 

tables, and laundry tables. Laundry tables are the most important form for this study as 

they were, in reality, chair-tables. The United States Quartermaster Department regulated 

the furniture and furnishing of officers’ quarters and soldier’s barracks at their posts. In 

Santa Fe, military influence introduced the first sawmill to manufacture lumber for 

furniture for the army post and homes. The United States Quartermaster’s “laundry table” 

was a “combination chest, table, and chair used as an ironing board by army wives.”102  

The first example of a southwestern chair-table is depicted in Figure 126. This 

laundry table, to use the regional term, was produced at Hesch Mill to meet the needs of 

the United States Army. The piece was originally painted in multi-colors, with remnants 

of yellow, brown, and red paint evident on the base. The ends have carved, open designs, 

which were indicative of the Hispanic influence on Anglo forms, and were found on 

other chair-tables in the region. On the chair-table depicted in Figure 127, the ends have 

similar carved, open designs, but three of the half circles on the center are missing. 

                                                 
101 Taylor, New Mexican Furniture, 121-122. 
102 Ibid., 137.  
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According to Alan Vedder, author of Furniture of Spanish New Mexico, the table top has 

a six-pointed star design laid out with a compass.103 Figure 126 and 127 captured the 

essence of southwestern style and its reliance on geometric ornamentation. They also 

reflected the changing cultural identity of Santa Fe by augmenting two-dimensional 

geometric decoration on a traditionally Anglo-American form.  

 

 

Figure 126. Chair-table, New Mexico, ca. 1880, Ponderosa pine and paint, 

29 ½ H x 33 ½ W x 22.4 in. D, collection of Mr. and Mrs. Edward Cook, Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

 

                                                 
103 Alan C. Veder, Furniture of Spanish New Mexico (Santa Fe, NM:  Sunstone Press, 

1977), 94. 
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Figure 127. Chair-table, New Mexico, late 19th century, sawn pine 

and paint, 56 ½ H x 20 ¼ W x 21 ¼ in. D, private collection. 

 

Figure 128 is significant because it reflects a variety of historical influences. The 

tempera paint highlighted the carved crosses, chevrons, and rosettes. The carved crosses 

indicated the influence of Catholicism; the rosettes evoked the Moorish influence in 

Spain;104 the geometric chevron border and the lozenge shapes were Native American 

symbols for the camp (home) and wisdom, respectively. The craftsman combined the 

diverse multicultural influences onto the Anglo chair-table form preserving the region’s 

cultural syncretism.  

 

                                                 
104 Feliza Medrano, “New Mexican Furniture through Time,” The Collector’s Guide to 

Santa Fe, Taos and Albuquerque 14(2000), 

http://www.collectorsguide.com/fa/fa081.shtml. 
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Figure 128. Chair-table, New Mexico, ca. 1850, painted pine, Index of American Design, Washington, D.C. 

 

The introduction of chair-tables to the American Southwest is critical to the 

history of chair-tables because it identified how they were used within the domestic 

sphere. The term “laundry table” referred to using the table top to iron clothing. When 

not in use, the iron and other accessories could be stored in the seat compartment.105 The 

identification of the types of objects stored within the seat is also important. American 

chair-tables rarely included locking mechanisms to secure the goods inside. However, for 

mundane objects like an iron, a lock would not be necessary because the risk of theft 

would be minimal. The escutcheon on the chair-table in Figure 128 was unusual and 

probably added later. Antique dealers often attached hardware to southwestern furniture 

in an effort to embellish the style of the region.106 It was not until the later nineteenth 

                                                 
105 Taylor, New Mexican Furniture, 154. 
106 Veder, Furniture of Spanish New Mexico, 41. 
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century that the term laundry table appears outside of the Southwest region in journals 

and home decorating articles published in periodicals around the country. In one story 

titled “Will O’ The Wisp,” published in 1873 in the Bangor Daily Whig & Courier, a 

young serving girl named Stine “went into the court-yard to make ready her laundry-table 

for an hour’s ironing.”107 

Regional Conclusion 
After examining chair-tables from across early America, the form pervaded in 

almost every culture. In New England, chair-tables reflected English designs with a 

lighter form; in the Hudson River Valley, the narrower hutch table was preferred, and 

storage succeeded seating as the secondary function; in Pennsylvania, the wider bench-

table, that reflected the communal living style of the settlers, prevailed; in the South, 

chair-tables reflected a variety of influences but were well-constructed to meet the 

demands of the climate and withstand daily use; and finally, in the Southwest, chair-

tables took on a new identity as functional laundry tables for the United States Army, and 

locals working in Santa Fe finished the forms with a Hispanic flair.  

Although surviving examples have not been found, chair-tables spread to other 

parts of the country. An advertisement in Cleveland, Ohio requested people to “witness 

the washing of 20 sheets in 8 minutes,” using an “American Laundry Table.”108 In San 

                                                 
107 “Will O’ The Wisp,” Bangor Daily Whig & Courier (Bangor, Maine), December 30, 

1873, n.p., 19th Century U.S. Newspapers (GT3007333477). 
108 “Notices,” Daily Cleveland Herald (Cleveland, Ohio), 4 May 1869, 19th Century U.S. 

Newspapers, Gale Group (GT30052533). 
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Francisco, an article documented laundry tables being used by Chinese immigrants.109 

They continued to exist in the northeastern region, as evidenced in auctions of goods 

published in newspapers. In 1822, the furnishings of James Carricoe of New York were 

sold to pay off his debts; the furnishings included “1 Table Chair.”110 In 1826, Mr. C. P. 

Dexter of Boston sold some of his furnishings that included a “Child’s Table Chair.”111  

Chair-tables preserved the identities of cultures from every corner of America and 

relayed the story of immigration and assimilation. This form survived changes in style, 

monarchs, and the Revolution, and it endured the establishment of a new Republic. 

However, the biggest challenge was yet to come as chair-tables faced the whim of the 

anti-classical Victorians.  

                                                 
109 “Worrying John Chinaman,” Daily Evening Bulletin (San Francisco, California), June 

14, 1873, 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3002366786). 
110 “Classified Advertisements,” Daily National Intelligencer (New York), September 10, 

1822, 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3017515209). 
111 "Multiple Classified Advertisements." Boston Courier (Boston, Massachusetts), June 

01, 1826, 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3007680428). 
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A NEW PERSPECTIVE: THE VICTORIAN ERA AND TWENTIETH CENTURY 

INTERPRETATIONS 

Victorian Era 
In 1837, young Victoria became Queen of England. Her name became 

synonymous with an age of power and innovation. The Victorian era lasted from 1840 

until the beginning of the twentieth century. Prior to the Victorian period, styles 

progressed neatly one at a time. Multiple styles became available concurrently and 

resulted in “an era of specialization ̶ the Rococo revival in the parlor; Renaissance in the 

dining room; and Gothic in the den, library, or hall.”112 Chair-tables appeared in nearly 

all of these revival styles and with surprising innovations. Victorians appreciated surprise 

and delight in their furniture and subsequently reinterpreted the form of chair-tables, 

which created fascinating specimens that captured the true spirit of the times. Victorians 

also believed furniture affected personal character. After the Civil War, Americans turned 

their attention towards the colonial period to celebrate America’s Centennial. 

The first Victorian style that emerged in America was the Gothic revival 

characterized by lancet arches, tracery, clustered columns, trefoils and quatrefoils, and 

rose window motifs. One chair-table, dated circa 1860, survives that gives a nod to the 

Gothic revival style in the United States (Figure 129). The side boards have three-lobed 

trefoil cut-outs at the base. Gothic furniture was primarily found in libraries and halls, 

                                                 
112 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 210.  
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and Gothic hall chairs, with straight backs, were not intended for comfort.113 The chair-

table in Figure 129 could have been placed in a hall because its straight back and the 

myth of the “monk’s bench” connoted the Gothic style.114 Visitors usually waited only a 

short period in the hall, but the furnishings were meant to impress the host’s values upon 

the visitors. The Gothic elements of this chair-table would have indicated sternness, 

ecclesiastical values, and intellectual prowess, as the Gothic style was affiliated with 

religious and scholarly pursuits. 

 

  

                                                 
113 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 212-213. 
114 Tobias Jellinek, the British furniture historian, is quoted in Chapter 1 about the 

misnomer of “monk’s bench” being a romantic term given to the “prosaic” term chair-

table.  
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Figure 129. Chair-table, America, ca. 1860-1880, pine, 

30 ¼ H x 47 ½ W x 24 in. D, sold by Mr. Beasley’s Antiques. 

 

The next popular style of the Victorian period was the Rococo revival. Features of 

the Rococo revival included serpentine curves; C- and S-scrolls; carved naturalistic 

elements of birds, roses, vines, and grapes; cabriole legs; and balloon shaped backs. 

Possibly derived from chair-tables, a group of convertible chairs was made around 1854 

and attributed to Stephen Hedges (Figure 130-Figure 134). Hedges was issued a patent in 

1854 for his “Convertible Chair” that he described as, “A new and useful Piece of 

Furniture, Intended to Serve as a Table Alone or as Chair and Table combined."115 

Hedges’ convertible chairs reimagined the chair-table using the Victorian principles of 

surprise and delight. The piece functioned simultaneously as both a chair and a table, but 

could be closed and unfolded to appear like a table when not in use. Each figure has its 

                                                 
115 Stephen Hedges, Convertible chair, U.S. Patent 10,740, issued April 4, 1954.  
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own unique features; however, the cabriole legs unify the group and demonstrate the 

Rococo revival style. Often, Victorians combined styles as shown on the apron, which is 

shaped to a cusp, a feature commonly used in Gothic revival furniture (Figure 130Figure 

132). Victorians could customize their furniture by ordering different moldings, railings, 

finishes, drawer pulls, and upholstery, which is demonstrated in these pieces (Figure 130-

Figure 134).  

 

 

Figure 130. Convertible chair, attributed to Stephen Hedges, New York, ca. 1854, 

mahogany and green leather, 30 H x 37 W x 24 in. D, sold by Maitland-Smith Antiques. 
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Figure 131. Convertible chair, attributed to Stephen Hedges, New York, ca. 1854, oak, upholstery, 

and metal fittings. 29 ½ H x 33 W x 26 In. D, closed, sold by George Glazer Gallery. 

 

 

Figure 132. Detail of Figure 131 closed in its table form. 
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Figure 133. Convertible chair, attributed to Stephen Hedges, New York, ca. 1854, mahogany, 

upholstery, and porcelain, 29 3/8 H x 36 W x 26 in. D, sold by New Orleans Auction Gallery. 

 

  

Figure 134. Convertible chair, attributed to Stephen Hedges, New York, ca. 1854, 

mahogany and upholstery, 28 H x 34 W x 26 in. D, sold by Neal Auction Company. 

 

The Renaissance revival succeeded the Rococo revival around 1860, but no 

surviving chair-tables were found that reflected the direct influence of this style. The 

Civil War diminished furniture production in the cities, but, in the 1870s, America 

experienced a demand for new furniture and products while rebuilding from the 



  

144 

 

devastation of war. This new style of furniture was called the Eastlake style. Featuring 

less exuberance than previous styles, the Eastlake aesthetic was more linear and two 

dimensional than the Gothic, Rococo, and Renaissance revivals. Major elements of the 

style included incised decoration; smoother, less jagged silhouettes than the Renaissance 

and Rococo styles; spindles; reeding; and stylized elements from nature.  

Many of the elements of the Eastlake style can be seen in a group of chair-tables 

depicted in Figure 135-139. Figure 137 is similar to Figure 135, but Figure 137 is a 

child’s sized version with an inlaid slate panel on the top. Prior to the Victorian era, 

children were considered miniature adults under the care of the father, and childhood was 

a stage to be tolerated. The Industrial Revolution changed the family dynamic as father’s 

found work in factories and mothers took over childrearing. As the middle class grew 

wealthier, children were viewed as “tender innocents in need of gentle moral nurture.”116 

Therefore, children’s furniture appeared to cater to their size and comfort. Each of these 

Eastlake-style chair-tables were constructed with turned elements. The spindles situated 

between the stretchers were purely decorative, but a row of spindles was an iconic motif 

of the Eastlake style. Eastlake’s publication and the designs therein were based on the 

principles of the Arts and Crafts Movement that harkened back to pre-industrial times 

and imitated the handcraftsmanship of the medieval era. The bias towards a medieval 

tradition encouraged the chair-table to return to its recognizable tilting-top form infused 

with Eastlake motifs. 

                                                 
116 Paul S. Fass and Mary Ann Mason, Childhood in America (New York:  New York 

University Press, 2000), 2. 
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Figure 135. Chair-table, America, ca. 1880, quartersawn oak and 

upholstery, 44 H x 20 ½ W x 23 in. D, sold by ebay user tbx1993. 

 

 

Figure 136. Detail of Figure 135 in table form. 
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Figure 137. Child’s Chair-table, America, ca. 1880, oak and upholstery, 20 ½ in. H, sold by Morphy Auctions. 

 

 

Figure 138. Chair-table, America, ca. 1880, Oak and leather, 

43 ½ H x 21 W x 19 in. D, sold by a Private Collector. 
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Figure 139. Chair-table, America, ca. 1880, oak and leather, private collection. 

 

Also created in the Eastlake style, the bench-tables in Figure 140 and Figure 141 

feature a combination of multiple Victorian revival styles. The table tops and sides of 

both have incised, Eastlake decorations, but the incisions depict stylized acanthus leaves 

and scrolls, which were Renaissance motifs. According to Vitruvius, the sculptor, 

Callimachus, saw a cluster of acanthus leaves crowning a young girl’s grave. 

Callimachus was inspired to use the leaves for the capitals of columns. These leaves have 

since been associated with the heavenly garden and “the triumphant conquest of the trials 

of life and death, symbolized by the thorns on the leaf.”117 Using acanthus to decorate 

chair-tables reminded viewers of their mortality and cautioned them to live a moral life so 

they might one day reach the garden of Heaven. The skirt of the seat has an applied 

                                                 
117 The Penguin Dictionary of Symbols, s.v. “acanthus.” 
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Renaissance revival cartouche in the center, surrounded by Rococo C- and S-scrolls. The 

seat rail is ornamented with applied carved elements featuring more acanthus leaves and 

scrolls. As chair-tables revived, the form became subjected to artistic experimentation.  

 

 

Figure 140. Bench-table, America, ca. 1880, oak, 29 H x 54 W x 35 in. D, sold by Copake Auctions. 

 

 

Figure 141. Bench-table, America, ca. 1880, oak, 29 H x 54 W x 35 in. D, 

sold by Butterscotch Auctioneers and Appraisers. 

 



  

149 

 

Another watershed moment for chair-tables in America occurred during the 1876 

Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. Situated against the wall in the New England 

Kitchen display (Figure 142 and Figure 143), a humble chair-table was included in the 

sketch of a newspaper journalist covering the exhibition. Celebrating the history of 

America and its origins led the Victorians to be nostalgic for simpler, more moral times 

than those that led to the Civil War. Patriotic sentimentalism found a voice in furniture 

revivals. 

 

 

Figure 142. The New England Kitchen in the Old Log Cabin at the Centennial Exposition, 

Philadelphia, 1876, illustrated in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 

(June 10, 1876), published in Pilgrim Century Furniture by Robert Trent. 
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Figure 143. Detail of Figure 142. 

 

The Arts and Crafts movement quickly garnered a following in America, and the 

terminology used to refer to chair-tables shifted. The term “monk’s bench” appeared in 

newspaper articles and journals as early as 1891. Often, the articles included descriptions 

for women that explained how monk’s benches should be used and displayed in the 

home. Published in 1891, The Atchison Daily Globe, “All Around the House” explained 

the form as follows:  

A quaint piece in oak in imitation of an ancient monk’s bench is shown in 

our cut. It can be quickly converted into a table by turning over the back, 

which is handsomely carved on both sides. House linen or clothes are 

usually kept in the box beneath the seat.118  

                                                 
118 “All Around the House,” The Atchison Daily Globe (Atchison, Kansas), April 9, 1891, 

19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3011929886). 
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The image from the article is depicted in Figure 144. The description provides insight 

into the Victorians’ understanding of chair-tables and their related forms. The author of 

the article intended the monk’s bench for the bedroom because of the suggested use of 

the storage box. 

 

 

Figure 144. Image of a Monk’s Bench from “All Around the House” 

published in The Atchison Daily Globe, Thursday, April 9, 1891. 

 

Similar to Figure 144, a bench-table is shown in Figure 145. The carved details 

depicted scenes from medieval life. The elaborately carved arm supports reflected the 

English heritage of the Arts and Crafts movement. Carved lions were the symbol of 

England. Various village scenes depict figures in sixteenth-century dress and include a 

man killing a boar and a woman drawing water from a well. The scenes recalled the 

quality and simplicity of life the Victorians associated with the Middle Ages and 

reprimanded the viewer for the excess that defined Victorian life. Bench-tables belonged 

in a library or bedroom because their motifs reflected the association of medieval life 
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with monastic education and morality, themes that befitted specific spaces in the 

Victorian home. The parlor was the only public space where it was acceptable for a 

woman to define and identify her unique self; boxy, masculine monk’s benches were the 

opposite of the curvaceous, flowering femininity of the Rococo revival and, therefore, 

were not found in stylish parlors. 

 

 

Figure 145. Bench-table, America, oak, ca. 1900, 37 H x 46 W x 19 in. D, sold by Burnt Chimney Auction. 

 

Bedrooms and libraries were not the only places for chair-tables to appear during 

the Victorian period. In 1894, an article appeared that described chair-tables in the 

following manner: 

The common laundry table is much used for hall and piazza settle,119 and 

when stained and cushioned it bears no small resemblance to the antique 

“monk’s benches” which have been revived of late. 

                                                 
119 With no clear indication to suggest an alternative form, a piazza settle was probably 

another term the Victorians used to refer to the location of a bench-table.  
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A table of this sort may be purchased for $1 or $5, and by pasting strips of 

lincrusta120 along the edges and applying oak stain a very good effect of 

carved oak may be obtained, but it must be well polished to give a 

satisfactory result.  

Mirrors are sometimes set in the high back, which add much to its 

elegance, and with a cushion of dark green corduroy for the seat a really 

effective piece of furniture may be secured. 

[. . . . ] 

For piazza use this settle is very popular, but treatment of the sort first 

mentioned would be too elaborate and a simple application of dark red 

paint, with a cushion of corduroy or linen to match, is all that is 

necessary.121 

Old “laundry table” forms were updated to be more elaborate and decorative at the end of 

the nineteenth century. Chair-tables became objects intended for artists in the home to 

decorate for their pleasure, a trend that continued through the twentieth century. 

One additional suggestion for using “monk’s benches” came from an article titled 

“Millionaires’ Kitchens” that was published in Europe and America in 1898. The article 

described “a monk’s bench for the assistants” as a critical piece of furniture in the 

                                                 
120 Lincrusta was a type of deeply embossed material that could be applied to walls. It 

appeared in every type of application, from royal homes to railroad cars.  
121 “Woman’s World and Work,” Rocky Mountain News (Denver, Colorado), May 21, 

1894, 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3012012647). 
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kitchen.122 A bench-table in a kitchen would have been a plain piece since it was used for 

baking, cleaning the meat for cooking, and other activities that occurred in the space.  

The Victorians took a new perspective on the world. The Rococo revival brought 

surprise into the homes of people whose lives were dictated by socially constructed 

gender roles and strict social conventions. Hedges’ convertible chairs demonstrated the 

ingenuity introduced by the Industrial Revolution with a possible reinterpretation of 

chair-tables. Feelings of nostalgia came from Colonial Revival chair-tables as the form 

once again became a stylish piece fit for the hall, library, bedroom, or piazza. Elements of 

the Gothic revival carried into the English Arts and Crafts movement that in turn 

influenced the Eastlake and Mission styles in America. 

The Twentieth Century 
The American public ushered in the twentieth century with social reform 

determined to improve the economy, politics, and even the American home. Reformers 

also focused on “maintaining an artistic environment in the face of mass production.”123 

Creative experimentation with chair-tables is a feature of the twentieth century. Design 

sources for new artistic endeavors stemmed from nature and geometry. Suffragettes 

embraced ideas that provided a new perspective on feminine identity, and that freed 

women from the Cult of Domesticity that predominated in the Victorian era. Women 

                                                 
122 R. L. D., “Millionaires’ Kitchens,” Morning Oregonian (Portland, Oregon), June 19, 

1898, 19th Century U.S. Newspapers, Gale Group (GT3006291919). 
123 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 269.  
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spent more time outside of the home and, as a result, wanted less cluttered domestic 

spaces.124 

The Art Nouveau period ushered in a momentous change for chair-tables as art, 

feminine identity, and domestic stereotypes merged into these forms. In his textbook, 

Four Centuries of American Furniture, Oscar Fitzgerald describes the style, stating, “Art 

Nouveau was in itself not a simple style, but its rejection of nineteenth-century historical 

revivals helped to prepare the way for new design ideas in the twentieth century.”125 

French for “new art,” the Art Nouveau style originated in France and derived its name 

from the Parisian shop of Samuel Bing in 1895. Art Nouveau utilized stylized natural 

motifs characterized by asymmetrical shapes; curvaceous, undulating “whiplash” lines; 

elongated forms; flames; shells; insects; and inlaid decoration.  

An early example of chair-tables receiving artistic treatment is depicted in Figure 

146. The entire form is made of mahogany with inlaid folk art design. The craftsman was 

likely of Scandinavian origin, as the motifs are culturally similar to those found in that 

part of the world. Although the physical profile does not exhibit the sinuous linear curves 

of Art Nouveau, the chair-table in Figure 146 features decorative linear motifs on the 

table top and elements from natural vocabulary including flower buds on the seat rail and 

in the center of the inlaid decoration. Overall, the craftsman combined a William and 

Mary revival form with the Art Nouveau practice of decorating the table tops. This chair-

table demonstrated the overlapping of styles into in the twentieth century.  

                                                 
124 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 269.  
125 Ibid.  
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Figure 146. Chair-table, attributed to Scandinavia, ca. 1900, mahogany 

and inlay, 57 H x 42 W x 21 in. D, sold by The Harp Gallery. 

 

One of the most prominent styles of artistic decoration of furniture in the Art 

Nouveau period was pyrography. Technological advancements allowed people to use 

wood burners at home and decorate their furniture. Describing bench-tables in 1894, one 

journalist wrote: 

These benches are often ornamented with poker-work [wood burning], 

which is easily mastered; but nail-head decoration is the simplest and most 

showy of all, as no skill whatever is required, only mathematical accuracy 

in drawing the pattern and a certain regularity in driving the nails.126  

Another article, from 1910, published in The Hardwood Record, documented the 

manufacture of plywood furniture blanks by the company Thayer and Chandler. The 

                                                 
126 “Woman’s World and Work.” 
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blank forms were intended to be decorated by the customer using wood burning kits. 

Illustrated in the article were sample pieces and patterns for customers to order, including 

a fire screen and a bench-table (Figure 147 and Figure 148). These forms provided big 

canvases for decoration and were popular because of the Colonial Revival. The bench-

table blank was not Art Nouveau in form, but the decoration introduced the sinuous vine-

like designs of the style. The chair-table in Figure 149 was likely ordered from Thayer 

and Chandler as it featured the same design pattern seen on the fire screen in Figure 147. 

 

 

Figure 147. Fire screen.127 

 

                                                 
127 “Utilization of Hardwoods,” The Hardwood Record 30, no. 1 (April 25, 1910): 51. 
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Figure 148. Bench-table.128 

 

 

Figure 149. Chair-table, America, ca. 1910, basswood, 

28 1/2H x 30 W x 24 in. D, sold by Architectural Anarchy. 

 

                                                 
128 “Utilization of Hardwoods,” 151. 
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Other companies competing with Thayer and Chandler also produced chair-table 

blanks, evidenced by the surviving examples in Figure 150-Figure 155. Figure 150-153 

depict different skill levels of decoration on blanks ordered from the same company. 

Figure 152 has the pattern outlined on the blank form, but no wood burning was 

completed on the piece. Figure 153 relates to Figure 155 in form, but the decoration, 

depicting natural motifs and an unfinished deer on the center panel, is similar to that in 

Figure 150-152. Figure 154 was completed with painted decoration instead of wood 

burned.  

 

 

Figure 150. Chair-table, ca. 1900, softwood, 27 ½ H; 29 ½ in. D, sold by Debenham Antiques. 
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Figure 151. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, softwood, private collection. 

 

 

Figure 152. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, poplar, 27 H x 29 in. W, sold by Mr. Beasley’s Antiques. 
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Figure 153. Chair-table, America, ca. 1910, softwood, 28 H; 29 in. D, sold by T.W. Conroy. 

 

However, the examples in Figure 154 and Figure 155 captured images of 

changing femininity in the early twentieth century. The central panel of Figure 154 and 

Figure 155 depicted profiles of women in headdresses surrounded by decorative natural 

elements. The Art Nouveau interior became decidedly feminine in contrast to the 

Victorian home where only the Rococo revival parlor embodied the female identity. 

Abundant femininity in the Art Nouveau period focused on sexualized forms often with 

flowing, sheer gowns as women wore less restrictive clothing. Art Nouveau did not 

achieve the recognition in the United States that it did in Europe. Many thought the style 

was effete and the forms not durable. Some middle-class Americans added hints of the 

Art Nouveau through furniture decorated with stylistic motifs. American women could 

embrace the image of the risqué modern female in the privacy of their homes even if 

larger society remained unsure about the greater implications of the style. Symbolically, 
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women identified with the images of Art Nouveau ladies created by artists like Alphonse 

Mucha, whose Vavřín image was reproduced in Figure 155. 

 

 

Figure 154. Chair-table, America, 1910, softwood, 46 H; 29 in. D, sold by 

Treadway/Toomey Galleries, this piece is signed “NCS” and dated 1910. 
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Figure 155. Chair-table, America, ca. 1910, pine and leather, 

29 H x 28 W x 18 in. D, sold by Rago Arts and Auction Center. 

 

Vavřín, translated Laurel in some English texts, depicted a young woman with 

laurel leaves and a ribbon in her hair (Figure 156). The laurel leaf related to the myth of 

Apollo and Daphne. Apollo mocked Eros, the god of love, who retaliated by shooting 

Apollo with an arrow to induce love. He then shot Daphne, a nymph Apollo desired, with 

an arrow to induce disgust. Apollo pursued Daphne, who asked her father for help saying 

she desired to remain a virgin and run free in nature. Daphne’s father, Peneus, had 

pressured Daphne to marry and bear grandchildren. However, when Daphne was running 

for her life and reached out for help, Peneus came to her aid and turned his daughter into 

a laurel tree. Traditionally, the myth is associated with themes of chastity versus lust.  
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Figure 156. Vavřín, Alphonse Mucha (b. 1860, d. 1939), Czech, 1901, color 

lithograph, 21 ¼ H x 15 ¾ in. W, Complesso del Vittoriano, Rome, Italy. 

 

In Mucha’s Vavřín image, the laurel crown had a new symbolic meaning ̶ 

unbound femininity, freed from all restraints. Recreated on the chair-table in Figure 155, 

the home artist understood Mucha’s references to a female defying the social conventions 

of motherhood and independence from a domineering male figure. Suffragettes sought to 

triumph over patriarchal legislation, and the association of laurel leaves with Greek and 

Roman victory wreaths suggested the artist felt hopeful about the campaign for women’s 

rights. In Figure 154 and Figure 155, the appearance of unbound Art Nouveau women on 

traditional, domestic furniture, once used for stereotypical feminine activities like sewing, 

ironing, and cooking, paradoxically captured the spirit of an era when women looked at 

themselves with a new perspective. 

Another chair-table from the period crossed into the Art Nouveau style with 

carved flowers and stylized organically-shaped frame posts (Figure 157). The slightest 
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nod towards the Mission style appeared in the through tenons that secured the seat rail. 

However, despite the examples illustrated, the Art Nouveau style was never widely 

received in America. It was seen as too progressive for the average consumer. Also, like 

the Mission style, customers associated the style with the elite due to the high cost of 

handcrafted, custom pieces, and, therefore, their influence was limited in middle-class 

America.129 More popular than both the Mission and Art Nouveau styles were historical 

revivals that allowed customers to “satisfy their fantasies to live like Spanish grandees, 

English noblemen, or Italian princes simply by choosing the right furniture.”130 Before 

World War I, Modernism was popularized in Europe by groups such as the Bauhaus and 

Wiener Werkstatte. However, America retreated into isolationism after seeing the horrors 

of the war, which slowed the spread of Modernism to America by nearly a decade.131  

 

                                                 
129 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 271.  
130 Ibid., 287.  
131 Ibid., 310.  
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Figure 157. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, oak and stain, 

21 ½ H x 21 W x 16 in. D, sold by Dirk Soulis Auctions. 

 

Referencing the English Arts and Crafts movement, the chair-table in Figure 158 

depicts a foxhunting scene in the central panel. Foxhunting was traditionally a 

nobleman’s sport in England. The inclusion of that motif on an American chair-table is 

unusual, especially given the Arts and Crafts intention to look to the long past and not the 

near past. In Figure 158, the traditional full-length battens that joined the table top boards 

were trimmed into S-scroll shaped brackets. New materials like plywood allowed for 

experimentation with the traditional form. The Art Nouveau period reinterpreted linear 

motifs like S-scrolls and curling vine forms. 
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Figure 158. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, oak, paint, and 

leather, 30 in. H; 40 in. D, sold by Old Barn Auction, LLC. 

 

After an influential trip to England in 1898, Gustav Stickley returned to New 

York where he created furniture in a style he titled “Craftsman.”132 He manufactured 

commercially available furniture for people who could not afford the custom works 

designed by Wright and other architects. Colonial American furniture forms inspired 

Stickley’s furniture. Competing manufacturers copied his collection and reinterpreted 

other Jacobean forms including chair-tables. In Figure 159, exaggerated tenons pierce the 

side boards to draw attention to the method of construction.  

 

                                                 
132 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 277. 
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Figure 159. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, oak, 30 ½ H x 39 ¾ W x 30 in. D, 

sold by Turkey Creek Auctions, Inc. 

 

Exposed construction techniques were one of the significant elements of the 

American interpretation of the Arts and Crafts movement, the Mission style (Figure 160). 

The chair-tables in Figure 160 and Figure 161 illustrate the use of exposed joints in the 

armrests as the tenons of the frame supports are visible. No explicit lesson was learned by 

studying ornamentation as the chair-table was devoid of all decoration. The Victorian 

idea of lessons in furniture was passé. Made by the same manufacturer, Figure 161 does 

not include a drawer in the base and is also missing the upholstery underneath the table 

top. Upholstering the underside of the table became popular near the end of the 

nineteenth century and suggested that the seating function superseded the table function.  
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Figure 160. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, tiger oak and upholstery, 

31 ½ H x 35 W x 28 in. D, sold by Burchard Galleries. 

 

 

Figure 161. Chair-table, America, ca. 1900, oak and leather, 

31 ½ H x 35 W x 27 in. D, sold by Echoes Antique and Auction Gallery, Inc. 
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Important architects of the twentieth century also created chair-tables (Figure 

162). Charles Greene worked with his brother, Henry Greene, in Pasadena, California, 

designing bungalows with many characteristics drawn from architects such as Maher, 

George Elmslie, and Wright, all of whom worked in the Prairie School style.133 The 

Greene brothers designed custom houses and furniture for high-end clientele such as 

Charles Pratt, Robert Blacker, and William Thorsen. In 1904, however, Charles Greene 

designed the bench-table in Figure 162 for his living room. Greene’s bench-table fully 

embodied the Mission style aesthetic with exposed tenons, pegs, and butterfly joints. 

Greene’s inclusion of the piece in his home raised chair-tables to the pinnacle of stylish 

society, as the Greene brothers defined taste for some of the wealthiest members of 

California society before World War I.  

 

  

                                                 
133 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 275. 
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Figure 162. Bench-table, Pasadena, California, 1904, walnut, 

41 H x 63 W x 23 ¾ in. D, sold on Artnet.com Auctions. 

 

After World War I, the move to cities accelerated and domestic space was at a 

premium; collapsible and stackable chairs and tables saved space.134 The stock market 

crash in 1929 played a role in hastening the popularization of simple, unornamented 

furniture because decoration and ornamentation increased prices. Chair-tables were not 

popular forms during the mid-twentieth century because modernism rejected historical 

influences. Postmodernism, as a reaction against Modern design theory, reinterpreted 

historic furniture and fashions through a modern lens, using new materials like plywood 

and glass to make a statement. Italian designer Alessandro Mendini, who works in a 

postmodern style, created the chair-table in Figure 163. The simplified form required no 

battens to support the plywood top. Removing the battens allowed an abstract painting to 

occupy the back and seat; along with a lacquered frame, Mendini elevated the utilitarian 

                                                 
134 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 301. 
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form of the chair-table to art. In this case, applying lacquer, which referenced historic 

surface treatments, to a historic form and finishing the chair-table with a modern abstract 

painting forces the viewer to recognize that, without the heritage of the past, the 

accomplishments of the present are not possible. 

 

 

Figure 163. Zabro chair-table, Alessandro Mendini, Italy, 1984, lacquered wood, leather, 

and hand-painted polychrome, 54 H x 36 ½ W x 20 in. D, sold by Treadway Gallery. 

 

The twenty-first century continues to demonstrate the versatility of chair-tables 

(Figure 164-170). These chair-tables reverse the typical form by disguising the seating 

function and featuring the table form. In Figure 164, the form is intended to be a side 

table and converted into chairs when needed. Instead of being composed of a single chair 

with a tilting back, Figure 164 is comprised of two chairs that interlock into a table 

position (Figure 165). The designer, Claudio Sibille, designed the piece to be functional 
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in small spaces.135 In Figure 166, the chair-table, designed by John Reeves, is intended to 

be displayed closed as a side table (Figure 167) then opened into a chair when needed for 

auxiliary seating. Reeves’ design reflects a stronger tie to historical chair-tables where the 

back of the chair folds to create the table. The chair-table in Figure 168-170 is another 

probable variation of the chair-table. Designed by Marcus William and Jamie England, 

this side table converts into a chair by lifting the back out of the table. Williams and 

England’s design also includes storage with the nesting boxes held inside the chair base. 

Despite the sleek designs of modern chair-tables, the old form retains its popularity and is 

still available for customers to purchase (Figure 171).  

 

 

Figure 164. Chair-table, Claudio Sibille, Uruguay, chrome pipe and acrylic. 

 

                                                 
135 Paula Alvarado, “Two in One:  Transformer Furniture Piece is Both a Table and Two 

Chairs in One Simple Design,” Treehugger (January 19, 2012), 

http://www.treehugger.com/eco-friendly-furniture/two-in-one-simple-small-transformer-

table-can-turn-into-two-chairs.html. 
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Figure 165. Image showing Sibille’s chair-table as a pair of chairs. 

 

 

Figure 166. Chair-table, John Reeves, America, 21st century, wood, designed for Reeves Design. 
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Figure 167. Image showing Figure 166 in its table form. 

 

 

Figure 168. Conversion Chair+Table3, Marcus William and Jamie England, 

America, walnut and reclaimed wood, designed for ElderScion. 
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Figure 169. Image of Figure 168 showing the storage space hidden inside Conversion Chair+Table3. 

 

 

Figure 170. Image showing Figure 168 as a side table. 
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Figure 171. Chair-table, Scottsdale, Arizona, 21st century, cedar or cypress, 

made to customer’s specifications, Scottsdale Art Factory. 

 

Tables, symbolizing community and fellowship around a gathering place, invite 

company and interaction. Paradoxically, social media of the twenty-first century has 

reduced social interactions to likes and comments on web pages instead of time spent 

gathered around a table for games, food, or work. Featuring that element of chair-tables 

suggests a desire, whether conscious or subconscious, of the designers and the owners to 

preserve that aspect of chair-tables’ history. Over time, chair-tables assumed the role of 

preserving moments of social change for posterity. Today’s customer purchases furniture 

because it represents his or her identity. An example of furniture reflecting the owner can 

be seen in Van Gogh’s paintings of two chairs, one his own and one Gauguin’s. Van 

Gogh’s chair “is yellow, plain and rickety [ . . . ] It is a simple man’s chair ̶ a poor man 

but an honest man.” In contrast, Gauguin’s dark brown arm chair has books stacked on 

the seat and a candle, “erect and flickering ̶ an image of warmth, wealth, contentment, 
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learning, potency, and power.”136 The chair-tables of the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries reveal aspects of the owner’s personality or beliefs that he or she choose to 

share with visitors, and advertisements for recent furniture encourage customers to 

customize their pieces to fit their lifestyle.  

 

                                                 
136 Ian Sansom, “The Hidden Meaning within Your Furniture,” BBC, April 7, 2014, 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26881731. Noted novelist and historian Ian Sansom 

used this example to illustrate how furniture is shaped by the owner, and in turn, shapes 

the owner. 
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CHAIR-TABLES’ LASTING LEGACY 

The survival rate of chair-tables has inspired the in-depth study of the history and 

transformation of the form. Europeans developed the form of the chair-table; Americans 

maximized chair-tables’ functionality; and the English elevated chair-tables to 

fashionable furniture. The selection of chair-tables illustrated is a mere fraction of the 

surviving examples found in auction houses, historic homes, museums, and private 

collections across America. The chosen samples demonstrated how chair-tables evolved 

in style, function, form, and meaning over the course of 526 years, from 1490 until 2016. 

Chair-tables have appeared in England, France, Canada, the United States, Scandinavia, 

and Uruguay. Throughout their history, chair-tables have retained their value because of 

five factors: status, function and how that varied by gender, ethnic identity, nostalgia, and 

preserving ideas about social reform.  

Chair-tables crossed the boundaries between the two leading theories about 

country furniture. Perpetuating the first theory that presumed rural cabinetwork was 

simple and unrefined were historians Russell Kettell and William Hornor. In Pine 

Furniture of New England, Kettell argued that furniture made with simple craftsmanship 

perpetuated the concept of “country furniture as crude and poorly designed,” illustrating 

only the simplest examples of craftsmanship in cabinetmaking.137 Hornor’s Blue Book, 

                                                 
137 Fitzgerald, Four Centuries, 135. 
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Philadelphia Furniture, encouraged the idea that furniture from urban areas embodied 

quality and good design and implied rural furniture did not. Chair-tables, however, refute 

both statements. Made by both urban and rural cabinetmakers, chair-tables were well-

constructed pieces that survived frequent use. Varying degrees of craftsmanship were 

used in constructing chair-tables, but apprentices, journeymen, and master chairmakers 

could demonstrate mastery of their craft when building chair-tables. There was no place 

to hide a poorly cut joint or disguise a slip of the hand. Given the large expanses of 

visible surfaces, chair-tables showcased a craftsman’s skill with a plane. Nearly every 

surface of a chair-table had to be evened and smoothed. Chair-tables embodied good 

design, were made in nearly every style, from the Jacobean to Postmodern, and have 

withstood the test of time.  

Charles Hummel argued the second theory about country furniture in his book 

With Hammer in Hand: The Dominy Craftsmen of East Hampton, New York. In this text, 

Hummel distinguished between traditional and fashionable instead of quality and style.138 

He argued that while the most fashionable pieces were generally made in the cities, rural 

clientele preferred traditional forms, which could be updated as styles changed. Simple 

changes could be made with a fresh coat of paint. Styles may have lagged behind urban 

areas, but, since chair-tables were well constructed and durable, they survived even if 

they were out of style.  

                                                 
138 Charles Hummel, With Hammer in Hand:  The Dominy Craftsmen of East Hampton, 

New York (Charlottesville, VA:  University of Virginia Press, 1976). The differences 

between these three texts are succinctly summarized by Oscar Fitzgerald in Four 

Centuries of American Furniture on page 135. 
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By 1633, chair-tables were found in America. Documentary evidence proved that 

chair-tables were valuable objects for the early colonists and continued to be popular 

forms because they adapted to a variety of uses, were easily moveable, simple to 

construct, and, with simple changes, chair-tables could imitate the latest style. 

Multipurpose in its function, the form provided seating and a flat surface as needed, and 

it held precious possessions for some, as evidenced by locking mechanisms and 

escutcheons on storage compartments like their English precursors. Wealthy colonists, 

primarily male, owned and displayed chair-tables in prominent rooms to convey their 

high ranking social status through their ability to afford furniture built in the most 

fashionable style.  

Comparing the function of chair-tables between genders, the form also 

documented how the role of women changed. In addition to utilizing chair-tables for 

cooking, eating, seating, and sometimes storage, women also used chair-tables for 

sewing. Sewing bird divots on the underside of tables in New England, the Hudson River 

Valley, and the Mid-Atlantic documented the hours spent sewing and laboring over chair-

tables to clothe and furnish the home. In the Hudson River Valley, the Dutch immigrants 

brought habits with them such as persistent cleanliness, which made shoe feet more 

practical additions because they made pieces easier to move for daily cleaning. In New 

Mexico, Ohio, and California, chair-tables were used practically in doing laundry and 

ironing clothes. These forms were simple to construct on the frontier where settlements 

were still removed from large cities and resources, and, although they were deemed 

functional for laundry, they could be used for many domestic purposes. Chair-tables have 
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been interpreted into a variety of forms including children’s high chairs, bench-tables, 

hutch-tables, convertible chair-table-desk combinations, a dollhouse toy, and as works of 

art.  

As a byproduct of their proliferation, chair-tables became primary sources 

preserving the cultural heritage of the diverse populations across the country. The ideas 

of the suffragettes and their efforts to bring about social reform for women were 

commemorated through the transference of Alphonse Mucha’s Vavřín to chair-tables in 

the early 1910s. All furniture preserves a moment in time and communicates meaning. 

Although some would disagree, renowned academic and novelist Ian Sansom believes 

there are more varieties of tables than any other type of furniture, including “kitchen 

tables, coffee tables, refectory tables, drafting tables, billiard tables, chess tables, table-

tennis tables, communion tables, dressing tables, operating tables, library tables, bedside 

tables, night tables, and side- and end- and sofa tables,” and chair-tables. Tables are 

gathering places to interact with “family, friends, colleagues, rivals, and enemies.”139 

Chair-tables document a history of being both gathering places and solitary retreats for an 

individual to sit and relax after a long day.  

Symbolically, chair-tables began simply as utilitarian forms. They were revived in 

the late nineteenth century as the Centennial Exposition inspired feelings of nostalgia for 

America’s colonial past. The chair-table preserved the story of America as a symbol of 

the country’s syncretism. Nowhere in the world is the concept of identity more 

hyphenated than in America: Anglo-American, Native-American, African-American, 

                                                 
139 Sansom, “The Hidden Meaning within Your Furniture.” 
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German-American, Asian-American, etc. Chair-tables commemorate the American 

melting pot as canvases to celebrate the blending of cultures, identities, and the social 

reform of the suffragettes. American chair-tables are culturally significant, deserving of a 

prominent place in the canon of American furniture. Exemplified in Mendini’s design 

Zabro, without the past, there is no future. Chair-tables have a long history, and their 

continued availability on the market suggests their future may be just as long and storied. 
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