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Foreword

Christophe Pourny restores, transforms, fixes, preserves, and teaches in this, his first book, The Furniture Bible. He also encourages us, the homeowner, the decorator, the collector, the furniture buyer, to appreciate, to discriminate, to determine, and to choose furniture that might have a place in our life, a spot in our home, a future as a collectible or as an investment.

This is a very useful and important book for anyone who owns furniture—antique, modern, or new—or anyone who plans to fix or restore it. It is encyclopedic in its scope, and unusual in its clear, straightforward, and understandable approach to all aspects of a very large subject matter. Christophe is extremely knowledgeable, and with extreme clarity he has demystified a subject heretofore covered only in part in many instructional manuals or much simpler DIY books. I, personally, welcome this book into my library, and I know it will be used not only by me, but by anyone who dusts and polishes, repairs, or restores.

Chapter by chapter, the history of furniture—its construction, its components, its finishes, and its decoration—is written about and illustrated with photographs and charming drawings. The chapter on how furniture is made teaches us how and why certain woods are used for the bottoms of drawers, for the fronts of chests, and for the legs of chairs. The Finishing School chapter is extremely valuable in helping us understand the materials and the methods by which furniture makers have evolved the various surfaces we lay our hands upon or dust with a soft rag. The chapter on techniques is illuminating in its references and step-by-step instructions, not just about the woods employed in a piece of furniture, but also for the metals and other materials used in the beautification of certain pieces, or for practical utilitarian reasons.

Congratulations, Christophe Pourny! You have created for all of us, laymen, artisans, and collectors alike, a compelling reason to look at our own furniture in a new way, to appreciate fine craftsmanship and understand what is good, what is better, and what is best. And, above all, you have given us the impetus to repair, restore, and preserve the legacy of past makers so that those in the future will have great examples with which they can be inspired.

—Martha Stewart, 2014


Introduction

“Every artisan has in his brush, his pencil, his tool, not only what links his task to his mind but also to his memory. A move that may appear spontaneous is actually ten years in the making, thirty maybe. In art, everything is knowledge, labor, patience and what comes in an instant has taken years to blossom.”

—French architect Fernand Pouillon (1912–1986)

Coming from a long line of artisans, I was weaned on the antiques business. When I was five, my parents opened their first antiques store, in the Var region of the South of France. At that time, it was still possible to buy and resell the contents of an entire castle. Growing up in the village of Fayence, my sisters and I performed puppet shows amid the giant carved armoires residing in the courtyard of our father’s atelier. His studio was in an 18th-century stone barn built to house sheep on their annual pilgrimage to higher feeding grounds, up in the Alps. Where livestock once snoozed, furniture pieces of every style and period were piled atop one another, arranged in pyramids of wood, dark and glowing like an amber fire. The interior was very dark, the windows small—natural protection against the Provençal sun—but the space was also beautiful and magical, perfumed with beeswax and the musk of centuries of use.

I trained under my father from an early age, first fetching tools and stains for his artisans and finally learning to use these items to cut, join, sand, and so on. More than once I swore I’d never touch another piece of furniture! (Using slivers of glass to strip off old varnish will do that to a person.) But I eventually succumbed to my father’s love of wood. I discovered how various species responded differently to our care. I learned to evaluate trueness, texture, and grain even as I climbed the olive trees around our house. In a language passed down through the generations, my father taught me that oak was good for certain applications and elm for others, that Cuban mahogany was very rare and French walnut very versatile. I came to understand that wood is the craftsman’s medium, like canvas for an artist or paper for a writer, and that one piece can be coaxed into an endless variety of colors, textures, and shapes. Eventually, I discovered how these finishes interacted with the lines of furniture to create beauty—and how this beauty informs the way we feel about a table, a room, or even a house.

After university, I moved to Paris to apprentice with my uncle, Pierre Madel, who had a shop on rue Jacob. He was a legend, and his loyal clientele extended from Saint-Tropez to San Francisco. There I met all the artisans and art dealers who made Paris the heart of the antiques world. It was easy to get swept up in the glamour and romance of it all. Nevertheless, I became restless, and I felt New York calling my name. I moved to Manhattan in my late twenties, eventually opening my own studio in Brooklyn. My days are now spent regilding Louis XVI bergères, refreshing the French polish of 18th-century dining tables, or working magic on timeworn straw marquetry surfaces. Restoring rare antiques to their original condition in the same manner that my father instructed me back in Fayence became my life in New York. Just as important, I also transform less distinguished pieces into stunners via a completely new and often unexpected finish. My passion for and deep understanding of historical methods have taught me how to take creative license when a piece merits it.

Sadly, these techniques that are my lifeblood are also a dying art these days, in the era of spray-on one-coat varnishes. What happened to traditional methods of wood finishing, the techniques of my father and grandfather and other highly specialized ateliers? What used to be common knowledge is now the purview of a few aging artisans, surrounded in their studios by bottles labeled with names as exotic as Persian perfumes. Even experienced woodworkers may not know the secret behind the perfect wax finish unless their library is filled with dusty early-19th-century French guides. So little of this old-world knowledge ever crossed the pond in the first place, and scholastic programs that teach refinishing are an endangered breed. One of the last and best, at New York’s Fashion Institute of Technology, was recently canceled.

Ironically, this body of knowledge is also being threatened by a misguided fetishization of the old at the expense of all else. Cultural phenomena like Antiques Roadshow may have opened viewers’ eyes to the potential value of quirky heirlooms, but they’ve also done a disservice by making people unjustifiably fearful of having pieces refinished and compromising their worth. But “original finish” is not always synonymous with charm, and what many people mistake for the original may actually be a more recent (and shoddy) redo. Do not be a slave to history: I promise you that Grandma’s blah, dark-stained oak credenza will look so much sexier with a high-contrast ceruse finish! As long as you embrace traditional, natural mediums and methods, you won’t damage the piece—and your work will be reversible.

Don’t let intimidation keep you from educating yourself. Take a cue from foodie culture. Not being a professional chef—or even adept in the kitchen—doesn’t stop most of us from buying shelves full of cookbooks for edification, guidance, or pure inspiration. More to the point: Today’s hottest chefs are renowned not for being tied to revered cooking techniques, but for modernizing them. Caffeine enthusiasts, too, are reviving and tweaking old-school methods. Those who have no intention of buying a Chemex still like being well-versed enough to ask their barista for a cold pour-over.

In writing this book, I hope to make people as passionate about traditional wood finishing as they are about cooking, or drinking artisanal whiskey, or buying furniture. I set out to demystify this sometimes-esoteric material, to pull the veil of obscurity from these historical wood-finishing techniques and explain them in everyday terms. To understand furniture finishing, you first need to understand furniture: how it’s constructed, how to recognize wood varieties and design styles, how veneers and ormolu are affixed. You will learn how to tell a Louis XIV chair from a Louis XV one, identify assorted chaises longues, distinguish between different woods, reupholster a stool, set up a workshop, fix a cracked table leg, and even care for vintage leather surfaces. If you are a woodworker, I will teach you the full spectrum of finishing techniques and how to execute a flawless French polish, refine your skills, apply new finishes, and better organize your atelier. (I also divulge shortcuts; I mean, how could I not?) Whether you want to uncover the history of ceruse or execute it yourself, you’ll come away inspired and informed.

Of course, everyone loves a good transformation. Thus the heart of the book is an accessible primer on my favorite effects—ceruse, ciré rempli, and water gilding among them—with step-by-step how-tos. Even if you have no intention of ever refinishing a piece yourself, you can use this as a reference book to figure out possible colors, textures, coverings, special accents, and decorative effects you can hire a refinisher to execute on your behalf (and ask for using the insider lingo).

Once you see how easy some of these techniques are, you just might be inspired to give them a try after all! However obscure and specialized they have become, these methods require neither expensive power tools nor the concoctive ability of an industrial chemist. Instead, traditional restoration and refinishing techniques rely on three mediums—oil, wax, and alcohol—and all are worked by hand. Moreover, you don’t even need a studio or workshop: Many can be done in your kitchen, with just a drop cloth below.

There are myriad benefits of these techniques besides period appropriateness. They are better for your furniture—and for the earth. That’s no small consideration at a time when we value recycling, material longevity, and ecological choices. Since World War II, the development of chemicals and mass-marketed consumer products has made toxic machine-sprayed wood finishes the norm. Offered in light, medium, or dark, these industrial finishes have been touted as the most protective and economical option. But they are a fickle fix, at best, and usually irreversible. In contrast, traditional finishes are thinner and slower to dry, but they penetrate the wood to become part of the piece—transforming it rather than simply coating it—and the act of hand application polishes the wood during the finishing process. Multiple thin coats allow adjustments, combinations, the addition of colors, and evolving effects that age into the rich look of true artisan furniture. Inevitably, every finish wears off. But while the modern mass-produced versions crack, peel, and become cloudy, and then have to be completely removed, old-world finishes tend to fade more gently and encourage your older self, your children, or your children’s children to buff and sand them down or to reapply oil, wax, or lacquer to reinvigorate the piece for another generation.

Read on for my comprehensive guide to restoring, transforming, fixing, preserving, and learning about your favorite possessions—whether family heirlooms or funky flea-market finds. In each piece I refinish in my studio, I see the grain, the lines, and its potential beauty. This book will teach you to find that beauty on your own and to draw it out via the clean, simple techniques established over hundreds of years in the studios of the great French ateliers. Read the book from start to finish, or dip into sections on particular topics or techniques that interest you. Whether you’re a hobby woodworker or a DIY crafter, a furniture enthusiast or a neophyte, you’ll find plenty of inspiration and readable, practical advice.
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My father in the garden of his Var-region atelier.
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Me and my sisters. Our “playground” included old cars and motorbikes.
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My first on-site project—all by myself!
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My father—ever the buffoon—on Saint-Tropez’s antiques row.
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Part 1

Meet Your Furniture

Before diving into the minutiae and methodology of finishing techniques, it’s important to get acquainted with your furniture: Connoisseurship is the foundation of good technique! First, I’ll walk you through a history of furniture styles that you’re likely to come across in your collecting and refinishing efforts. Then, I’ll show you how furniture is constructed, from cutting tree trunks to slipping on casters. Also explained are some of the materials besides wood you may encounter on your antiques, with tips on how to rejuvenate and restore them (hint: call the pros). Last, I’ll take you for a tour of my favorite deal-hunting haunts, and divulge what I respond to in a piece. So you’ll know how to score, too.

An Abbreviated History of Furniture

How Furniture is Made

The Hunt

An Abbreviated History of Furniture

Although furniture dates back to at least the Neolithic period, for our purposes, it makes sense to start with the Middle Ages. That’s because anything that predates the medieval period is considered an antiquity and belongs to museums, whereas some simple medieval furnishings are still available on the market today—and not always outrageously priced. (Nevertheless, everything important you need to know about Greek, Roman, or Egyptian furniture design is discussed in the context of later revivals.) In addition, culture in the Western world decayed drastically during the so-called Dark Ages, the unstable feudal era following the fall of the Roman Empire; art and literacy were kept alive only by the monasteries. From this tabula rasa, furniture evolved from simple, archetypal forms addressing only the most bare-bones needs to increasingly decorative pieces that reflected shifting political powers and the domestication—and eventual democratization—of society.

The focus of the brief history that follows is on identifying various period styles and movements. Note that the further back in time you go, the more likely it is that any well-built pieces of furniture that have survived into the 21st century were made for royalty, the highest levels of the clergy, or the richest nobility, so the discussion and samples here obviously don’t represent all social strata. Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?
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Renaissance Cassone


Back to Basics: Early Medieval Period

Roughly 5th to Early 12th Centuries

Medieval society was one of dominators and the dominated—a few warlords, their military, and a sea of serfs. Furniture was very limited and made on the spot with local resources, since there was little trade or commerce to speak of. Accordingly, everything was elemental. Furniture-making techniques were primitive: wood boards assembled with coarse nails, rough mortises and tenons, the use of animal hides, woven marsh grasses, and crude iron structures. Spartan lifestyles meant few furnishings were needed—a bench, some stools, trestles and boards that could be reconfigured for multiple uses (tables, cooking surfaces). Beds were usually no more than a pile of hay on the floor or horsehair covered in coarse fabric and set on an arrangement of boards and low trestles. The main piece was the chest or coffer for securing one’s few possessions.

THE LOOK: Boxy and purely functional; very limited ornamentation.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: Trunks, mainly. Also practical trestles and benches.

THE SPACE: People lived in one big room where gathering, eating, and sleeping took place, so all furnishings had to multitask—and be knocked down or pushed up against the walls when not in use.
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Medieval Stool
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Medieval Chayère


A Return to Stability: From Romanesque to Gothic

Late 12th Century to 1500

As civilization began to flourish again, furniture became more functional and permanent. Legs were used to lift pieces off the ground, chests boasted feet and more elaborate iron hardware, curtains enfolded beds to block drafts, benches and stools sprouted backs and arms. Designs also grew more decorative. Simple ornamentation appeared, starting with geometric carvings—details that endured on rustic furniture in the countryside until almost the 19th century. By the late 1400s, furniture had diversified even more; every piece had a precise function, and embellishments had become more sophisticated.

THE LOOK: As Romanesque shifts to Gothic, pieces are characterized by dark, glowing wood; arched forms; architectural ornamentation; grotesque figures.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: High-backed cathedral chairs; two-part dressers; heavily carved beds and chests.

THE SPACE: With cultural advancement and social evolution came the great divide: in homes of the nobility, a wall to separate living and sleeping areas—more separation between the master and the entourage! The bed, no longer needing to be stowed away during the daytime, became more permanent and solid.
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Cathedral Chair
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Gothic Stool


The Rebirth of Style: The Renaissance

16th Century

As the Renaissance thrived, relative peace and comfort allowed for a revival of art and education; at the same time, a growing bourgeoisie was developing. Ancient Rome and Greece once again became objects of study and inspiration, and classical motifs were incorporated into Renaissance architecture, visual arts, and furniture. Popular adornments included fluted columns, capitals, balusters, floral carvings, finials, profiles, and moldings. High-relief carvings brought about a softer, three-dimensional feel, and paint and veneer flourished. Drawers replaced the coffer’s lift-up top; this innovation allowed the chest to evolve into a full-blown dresser.

Meanwhile, among the aristocracy, status and style played an increasingly important role. The Renaissance prince had more leisure time, and his function was more social. Noblemen became patrons of the arts (formerly the purview of the church) and beauty no longer had to serve a purely sacred function. The mercantile class prospered and aspired to luxury while, especially in northern Europe, becoming patrons of the arts, too.

During this period, every European king developed a style reflective of his sensibility. Prosperity and commerce created more porous frontiers, allowing design influences to travel from kingdom to kingdom.

THE LOOK: Lighter and more comfortable furniture. Aesthetics became as important as function.

WHERE IT’S FROM: Italy was the birthplace of the Renaissance, but other countries initiated their own designs and spread them across Europe. Furniture styles in different countries evolved in parallel.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: Sophisticated ornamentation including floral motifs, Roman and Greek patterns, and architectural details.

THE SPACE: While medieval castles were basically fortified military compounds, and thus dark and closed in, Renaissance versions were luxurious residences of a nobility who wanted to enjoy space, light, and volume.
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Renaissance Chaise à Bras
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Renaissance Scabelle


In Transition: Louis XIII

Early 17th Century

This transitional aesthetic was still quite Italianate, but Flemish and Dutch baroque influences also spread across France, Germany, and England, as well as to America, via the pilgrims.

In the 16th century, Francis I lured the best Italian and European artists to France, but styles took time to meld and gel before synthesizing into the unique national style of French classicism (which later reached full flower under the aegis of Louis XIV). Under Louis XIII, the look was austere with simple lines, and furnishings became larger and darker. For the richest demeures, pieces were typically crafted of oak or ebony; the word ébéniste (French for cabinetmaker) was coined at this time. And the armoire was born!

THE LOOK: Austere, simple, and chunky, with architectural detailing. Balusters, turned wood, and diamond patterns were common.

WHERE IT’S FROM: France, the Netherlands, and Spain.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: Large cabinets; armoires; Cordoba-leather-upholstered seats.

THE SPACE: Larger (and darker) classic and formal rooms; increasing use of upholstered walls, tapestry, fabric, and leather to match the furniture.
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Louis XIII Armchair
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Louis XIII Chair


Absolute Power: Louis XIV

1643–1715

In contrast to many of its neighbors, 17th-century France was a relatively stable and centralized regime. There were only two rulers in this century, Louis XIII and his long-reigning son, Louis XIV. These monarchs were the first to systematically use furniture design as a political statement, an instrument of protocol and social presentation. Working with his court of artisans, each of these kings developed and propagated his style. Meanwhile, social and professional rules allowed a concerted and rigorous evolution of style and techniques.

From the mid-17th century, Louis XIV, the Sun King, imposed his grand and solemn aesthetic, replete with architecturally inspired ornamentation and luxurious decorations, including veneers, rich fabrics, and precious materials like gold, exotic woods, and stone. The aesthetic of the courts became so rich and formal that it distinguished itself from that of the other social classes and even the provinces, where royal style was interpreted in a more pared-back, simplified form.

THE LOOK: Massive and heavy, with baroque lines—very masculine. Imposing and architectural; think chair and table legs in the form of balusters.

WHERE IT’S FROM: France. The 17th century was a coveting culture, and other courts realized there was political profit in copying France, although creative liberties were taken by each court to assert its originality.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: Regal armchairs; rich three-drawer chests; canopy beds; heavy curtains and upholstery; gold and silver ornament.

THE SPACE: The palace or noble residence became a succession of rooms designed to uphold protocol and support official life, separated from another suite of rooms for private use.
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Louis XIV Formal Armchair
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Louis XIV Pliant (Folding Stool)



Louis by the Leg

Get to know your Louis, one (chair and pant) leg at a time.
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LOUIS XIII
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LOUIS XIV
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LOUIS XV
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LOUIS XVI




The Age of Elegance: Louis XV

Early to Mid-18th Century

The 18th century was very much a reaction to what preceded it. Absolutist monarchs still ruled over Europe, but they were enlightened. As rules of protocol and etiquette softened, formality and grandeur were swept away and everything from furniture to rooms became smaller, lighter, and more livable. Ornament followed natural inspirations and took on more fluid forms: Consider the curved cabriole legs, floral motifs, and curvaceous lines of the Rococo age.

The function of furniture changed, too. Pieces were designed with ease and comfort in mind—a reflection of a more leisurely lifestyle based on intimate socializing. Instead of owning just one kind of chair, the middle and upper classes had a little stool for perching, dining chairs, side chairs, a comfy armchair, a low armchair by the fire, big and small sofas, the reception sofa, etc.

Being au courant was paramount, too. Among the upper classes, furniture was treated more like a consumer good, and people frequently overhauled their decor to suit shifting trends.

THE LOOK: Rococo forms, curved lines, floral decoration, and a general overabundance of ornamentation for purely aesthetic purposes.

WHERE IT’S FROM: All over Europe—from Queen Anne and George III in England to Frederick II in Prussia—but France was still the trendsetter.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: This style of furniture has been very popular and was reproduced until the beginning of the 20th century; you can still find simple, provincial pieces everywhere and more sophisticated ones at auctions.

THE SPACE: Rooms continued to multiply. More intimate rooms equaled smaller furniture—with more specialized functions and more personal use. Louis XV famously repaired to his formal stateroom—the official sleeping chamber—every night, before sneaking off to his smaller private bedroom.
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Louis XV Armchair
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Louis XV Caned Chair



A Glossary of Chaise Longues

The seat reflects how you socialize; leave it to the French to develop a full-blown taxonomy of different seating styles in the 18th century—one for every activity and every time of day.
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Back to Rigor: Louis XVI

Late 18th Century

For every action, a reaction: A more sober sensibility rooted in the classical order contrasted with the previous period’s Rococo frippery. The neoclassical Louis XVI style lasted all the way through the French Revolution by being adapted and adjusted. The latter part of the 18th century shed the overornamentation of previous decades. Furniture became lighter and more mobile; chairs and tables were brought to the service of people.

THE LOOK: Pure neoclassical architectural lines and stylized ornamentation; lighter finishes and upholstery.

WHERE IT’S FROM: France still led the pack; the inspiration was neoclassical and spurred by renewed interest in classical Greece and Rome—thanks largely to the rediscovery of Pompeii and the resulting vogue for archaeology.

RELATED MOVEMENTS OF NOTE: Federal in America; Hepplewhite, Sheraton, and Adam in England; Gustavian in Sweden.

THE SPACE: Sobriety and straight lines ruled, as did architectural elements, lighter colors, ornamentation, and upholstery. Think comfort paired with simplicity.
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Louis XVI Armchair
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Louis XVI Chaise Volante (“Flying Chair”)


Return to Order: The First Empire

Early 19th Century

After the chaos of the French Revolution, the First Empire emerged with Napoléon I at the helm, ready to restore order. The heavy, ponderous style of furniture reflected a regime trying to impose a new legitimacy. The wars Napoléon initiated all over Europe ensured that this style was well diffused.

THE LOOK: Heavy, straight lines with ornamentation still inspired by classicism; the introduction of ancient Egyptian details; a preponderance of mahogany and dark, rich colors.

WHERE IT’S FROM: France.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: More official and imposing pieces like sideboards, heavy seats, bigger dressers, and armoires.

THE SPACE: Still very geometrical lines but with heavier ornamentation inspired by Rome and Egypt. Heavy fabric like velvet, and the use of dark greens and reds.
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Empire Retour d’Egypte
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Empire Court Stool


The Middle (Class) Ages: The Industrial Revolution and the Second Empire

19th Century

This was an age of political revolutions, which spread all over Europe, coupled with the continuing changes effected by the Industrial Revolution, which had started in Great Britain in the 18th century. Furniture was more likely to be made in a factory than handcrafted; as a result, it became less expensive and more accessible. A rapidly growing middle class—the bourgeoisie—with disposable income and dreams of upward mobility began to exert its buying power. The response to this trend was Biedermeier, a design movement inspired by Empire’s sober lines but shedding its heaviness in tone and ornamentation, and translating to more comfortable, cozier profiles and simpler designs.

The faster cycle of fashion and the inability to continually create innovative new styles also impelled historical cribbing. Thus the various revivals of earlier eras—Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, Louis XV, etc.—that loosely interpreted previous centuries. That culminated in the more ornate, heavier designs of the Victorian age and its French equivalent, the Second Empire of Napoléon III, both of which reflected the taste for opulence of the new moneyed elite. In America, this was the Gilded Age period.

THE LOOK: Hybrid, redundant, and overdesigned—yet generally comfortable.

WHERE IT’S FROM: From the Second French Empire to Austrian Biedermeier, from Louis-Philippe to Victorian, the cross-influences were numerous and reflected the conformity of the emergent 19th-century bourgeoisie.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND: Bold and ornamented furniture; ponderous hardware and upholstery. This was the century of mahogany par excellence.

THE SPACE: Rooms became encumbered with all signs of opulence and the availability of goods, thanks to the mechanization of production.
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Fauteuil Voltaire
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Charles X Romantique Chair



Evolution of the Chest of Drawers

This could have been a textbook case for Darwin: a design evolution that mirrors its environment—more so than any other piece of furniture. (My next publication will be an ethnographic essay called “Off My Chest”!)
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Coffer

The chest, also called a coffer, was originally no more than a box without a lid, constructed from planks and nails or simple mortise-and-tenon joinery—all methods and tools readily available in medieval times. A chest held the household’s prized possessions (closets being a modern invention) and doubled as a seat, a bed, a table, etc., as needed, since any proper, dedicated piece of furniture was a luxury. In insecure times, coffers were also easy to transport, courtesy of heavy iron handles on both sides.
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Medieval Chest

Over time, feet were added to lift the chest off the ground and better protect its contents from dampness, rodents, and the like. Construction now included a frame, floating panels, and joined parts. From the 12th century onward, carvings and iron hardware slowly started to appear.
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One-Drawer Chest

During the Renaissance, one of the lower framed panels became a box (or rudimentary drawer) that could move in and out—a more practical way to retrieve items and organize the contents. Elaborate carvings including architectural elements, grotesque figures, and acanthus leaves were common.
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Jacobean Chest

With dovetail construction replacing nails and slides (and the coarse frame), drawers multiplied. With no need for a lid—and no longer used as a seat—the chest grew to waist height and now held and displayed lights, mirrors, and other status pieces. It was in the 17th century that the chest of drawers became what it is today in terms of shape and refinement: a symbol of status, as it reflected design trends and received ornamental details and attention.




A Break from the Past: Modern Movements

20th Century

Furniture design was no longer associated with sovereigns. From the beginning of the 20th century, successive styles reflected a multiplicity of influences, innovations, new lifestyles, and aspirations. World War I ushered in modernity, and subsequent movements were less cohesive trends than they were searches, inquiries, and trials. Those movements included the following:

ARTS AND CRAFTS, which originated in Britain, was distinguished by a natural, honest aesthetic rooted in traditional handicrafts. The movement was one of the first organized reactions to increasingly harsh industrialization. Accordingly, it championed a return to more traditional methods and styles inspired by artisans from previous eras—Romantique, Gothic, Renaissance—but in a highly innovative and original way (in contrast to the Victorian-era ethos of overdecorated neo-everything copies).
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Arts and Crafts Armchair

MISSION OR CRAFTSMAN STYLE, another reaction to Victorian excesses, was distinguished by a sober look. It was the American answer to the concurrent British Arts and Crafts movement and featured the same return to elemental roots and reaction to over-industrialization. The movement also found a more rational and socially minded outlet as a model for middle-class architecture and furniture.
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Frank Lloyd Wright Chair

ART NOUVEAU AND JUGENDSTIL likewise sought a simple, natural aesthetic that reflected the budding 20th-century faith in progress and technology. Although rooted in the Arts and Crafts style and philosophy, Art Nouveau and its German counterpart, Jugendstil, were more forward-looking in that they embraced new techniques and materials—sometimes very sophisticated and expensive ones. That made the movement quite elitist, especially in comparison to its democratic American counterpart. The look was more continental than the British Arts and Crafts.
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Art Nouveau Chair

MODERNISM, an evolution of Art Nouveau, adopted all-new techniques with simpler and more geometric lines.
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Art Deco Armchair

ART DECO AND BAUHAUS pushed industrial aesthetics and Modernist techniques to a new level of innovation. Both movements arose after World War I: the more luxurious Art Deco from war-victor France, and the starker Bauhaus from war-torn Weimar-era Germany. (Many German designers actually immigrated to France at the time.) Though their combined influence was worldwide, the movements were relatively short-lived. The Bauhaus school was shut down by the National Socialist government in 1933, and many of its best-known instructors left Germany or were forced to keep a low profile. And the difficulty of procuring exotic materials during World War II hastened the demise of Art Deco.
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Bauhaus Chair

MIDCENTURY MODERNISM put forth a simple, natural, function-first aesthetic that countered Art Deco excess. Although the movement was established prior to the advent of World War II, postwar austerity spurred its rise—the movement’s minimalism, sober finishes, and clean lines largely the consequence of designers’ creatively making do with limited resources. (Hence so many chairs made of teak with papercord seats.)
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Eames Midcentury Chair


Chairs Across the Eras

Seats are a perfect way to illustrate different periods and styles. The chair is a witness to the evolution of interiors, functionality, technical progress, ornamentation, and materials and therefore a perfect way to explicate the history of design and show you how global movements have overlapped.

The print edition of this book includes a timeline called Chairs Across the Eras.
Please download a PDF of the timeline here: The Furniture Bible
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How Furniture is Made

How does a plank of wood get transformed from a tree trunk into an armoire frame? Read on to acquaint yourself with the most common wood species that furniture is built from, the defining features of their grain, and how logs get sliced into slabs and assembled into structurally sound tables and chairs via pegs, mortise-and-tenon joints, or dovetails. Embellishments like veneer and parquetry are decoded, too, as is the full taxonomy of hardware, both functional and decorative. Also explained are the precious materials you’re likely to find cladding your piece—some common (leather, cane), others less so (shagreen, tortoiseshell)—and a primer on how to handle them. An understanding of the building blocks of fine-furniture making will help you identify, care for, and respect what you own—and the artisan who made it.
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18th-Century French Provençal Armoire


Common Wood Species

How to identify them, where you’ll find them—and how to (re)finish them.

The print edition of this book includes a chart called Common Wood Species.
Please download a PDF of the chart here: The Furniture Bible
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Cuts of Wood

Can’t quite visualize how a tree trunk gets transformed into planks suitable for building furnishings? There are three methods used to slice it up. Exactly where the tree is cut affects the plank’s overall stability—and thus what applications it’s best for—as well as the presentation of the grain pattern. (Plain-sawn inner boards offer the heaviest figuration.)

PLAIN-SAWN is the fastest, cheapest method, utilizing the entire tree with minimum waste. Trees are cut in cross section, resulting in a varied appearance that’s not to everybody’s taste (nevertheless, the cut does produce the beautiful cathedral pattern). Plain-sawn planks are subject to lateral shrinking, making them less sturdy for frames and joints.
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Trunk Cross Section
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Board Cross Section
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Board from Above

QUARTERSAWN planks are more stable and moisture-resistant than plain-sawn and will shrink only in thickness, so there’s no gapping or cupping between them once they’re assembled. The resulting pattern is also fairly regular. (It’s most noticeable in oak, evidenced by a play of light specks across the grain.) Although widely used for furniture, quartersawn wood is also suitable for paneling and floors.
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Trunk Cross Section
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Board Cross Section
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Board from Above

RIFT-SAWN is preferred for furniture and fine cabinetry. It’s the costliest to produce, wasting the most wood during the cutting process, but it is also the most stable cut, with the densest and most regular vertical pattern. A piece of furniture crafted entirely of rift-sawn stock will have perfect uniformity.
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Trunk Cross Section
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Board Cross Section
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Board from Above


Types of Joinery

The three main joinery styles—peg or nail, mortise and tenon, and dovetail—all date back many centuries. Simple peg or nail construction was favored during the medieval era, as were through-wedge tenons. But as cabinetry evolved, more refined mortise-and-tenon joints and sophisticated interlocking dovetail systems became increasingly ubiquitous.

PEG OR NAIL: The earliest form of joinery, this technique involved sticking one piece of wood into the socket of another and locking it in place with a large peg or hand-forged nail. The method was practiced until the Renaissance (and continued much later in the countryside).
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Peg Assembly
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Hand-Cut Wood Peg
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Forged-Nail Assembly

MORTISE AND TENON: From through-wedge tenons to refined mortise-and-tenon techniques, this joint type has existed since antiquity and is still employed today—it is the favored method for constructing furniture frames, from seats to armoires. (Nails, meanwhile, are relegated to lower-quality, rustic, or construction woodworking.)
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Mortise-and-Tenon Assembly
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Open Mortise and Tenon
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Through Tenon

DOVETAIL: The intricate pattern of interlocking pins and tail cuts makes this style easy to identify. That said, the genre is surprisingly broad in scope, including open, semi-blind, full-blind, and secret dovetails—each involving a different level of detailing and craftsmanship. You can date a piece by the size of the keys. The advent of machinery in the 19th century enabled much smaller cuts.
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18th-Century Handmade Dovetail Assembly Components
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18th-Century Handmade Dovetail Assembly
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18th-Century Machine-Made Dovetail Assembly


Furniture Construction

Rather than subject you to a long-winded dissertation on how chairs, tables, and armoires are constructed, I thought it would be more fun—and edifying—to show you how they’re made!
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The top, dismantled: This includes the formal cornice as well as the roof, which—like all unexposed parts of European furniture—was roughly cut and joined and left unfinished.
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The front, dismantled: Construction is all mortise-and-tenon, with wood pegs that allow pieces to expand and contract in response to weather and environmental conditions.
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The side, assembled
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The back, assembled

[image: Images]

The side, dismantled: The design is as formal and refined as the armoire’s front. All elements have floating panels to allow expansion and contraction of the wood.
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The back, dismantled: Also roughly cut and unfinished. The rough hand-sawn pattern imprinted on the wood helps date the piece to the preindustrial era before mechanization.


Veneer

[image: Images]

Veneer often gets a bad rap, calling to mind images of cheap factory-made furniture with an overlay of wood masking shoddy particleboard construction. But with respect to antiques and finely built contemporary pieces, veneer is considered a sign of quality. Far from being a cheat, it is actually an ancient craft used to achieve refinement and to showcase the most beautiful cut of the tree. And, of course, to enable ornamentation, such as inlay and marquetry. Any intricate motif or patterning that embellishes an antique is usually the result of veneer. The fabrication method also provides a way to craft furnishings in exotic species that are prohibitively expensive or hard to get in large pieces—and thus unsuitable for building a piece top to bottom.

HOW DOES IT WORK? A thin layer of decorative wood is applied to the armature, or frame. Today’s machinery is capable of slicing millimeter-thin sheets, but veneer was originally cut by hand, meaning that it was heftier (about ⅛ inch thick) and thus sturdier than contemporary versions. For this reason, professional restorers keep old scraps of veneer in their workshop: They’re the ideal thickness for repairing period pieces, whereas patching with contemporary veneer may require layering two or three pieces (alternating the grain direction for stability).

WHAT’S IT MADE OF? Mahogany, ebony, macassar, rosewood, and tulipwood were among the most frequently used species in the 18th century—the high point of embellishment. The veneer’s top layer was traditionally glued to an armature built from solid pine (common to the provinces) or oak (the mark of Parisian cabinetmakers), species that have very plain figuration but are ideal for structural purposes given their sturdiness and/or ability to expand and contract.


Marquetry, Parquetry, and Inlay
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The famous 18th-century French cabinetmaker/scholar André Jacob Roubo described the art of marquetry as “painting in wood.
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